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Historically, the horror film genre has been deemed lowbrow, campy, and unimaginative 

in the eyes of film critics and audiences alike. Seemingly to be the lowest of the low in this genre 

is the slasher film. During its prime, critics labeled slasher films as “dead teenager” or “slice-

’em-up” movies. When critiquing The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Hooper, 1974), author 

Stephen Koch declares it a “vile piece of sick crap” (Koch), while critic Linda Gross describes 

the film as “despicable” (Gross 14). Yet, these harsh disapprovals did not prevent the subgenre 

from advancing in both quantity produced as well as popularity amongst filmgoers. In turn, its 

ever growing presence and perplexing nature has garnered considerable academic attention. 

However, the attention has been focused on the formulaic approach that the filmmakers take in 

creating the slasher characters, plot, and setting. In addition, most critical analyses of the slasher 

genre closely examine the sex and violence that is depicted but there is an apparent lack of 

investigation on the connotative imagery displayed, and more specifically, the symbolism of 

blood. Inspiration for this type of symbolic exploration can be found in the vampire horror film 

subgenre as blood has been found to represent sex, race, ethnicity, discrimination and nobility 

(Halberstram). With this connotative approach in mind, the blood seen in the classical slasher 

film period presumably signifies punishment, gender transformation, and empowerment; 

consequently contributing to atypical spectator practices uniquely found in the slasher genre. 

 In order to dissect the use of blood in this genre, it is first necessary to understand the 

time period being discussed and the definition of the slasher film using its character roles and 
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formulaic approach to plot as a foundation. The Motion Picture Production Code that acted as the 

censorship guidelines in the film industry from the 1930s to the late 1960s prohibited the horror 

genre from depicting overtly graphic and offensive scenes (Young 320). It is believed that the lift 

of this code and the advancement of special effects acted as the catalyst to the slasher film 

heyday, or otherwise known as the classical period, occurring from 1974 to the end of the 1980s 

(Petridis). At this time, it became apparent that filmmakers were employing a postmodern 

technique, as they challenged mainstream conventions of characterization while using Alfred 

Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) as a point of reference. Essentially, Hitchcock created a recognizable 

formula: a psychotic killer that attacks a sexually active female in an unfamiliar location with a 

weapon that is not a gun. Author Carol Clover astutely elaborates on this structure and concludes 

that slasher films largely differ in two significant ways: by adding more victims to the narrative 

and by featuring a female hero, otherwise known as the Final Girl (Clover 72). It should be noted 

that the killers of these films have been largely omitted from the discussion of blood, as theirs is 

rarely seen or may not be seen at all. With that said, there are three main character roles in the 

slasher film that are substantial to this symbolic exploration of blood: the female victims, the 

male victims, and the Final Girl. 

It has been argued that the role of the female victim in the slasher serves a singular 

purpose: to exploit the female body and the violence inflicted on it (Abrams). This argument 

holds true for films like Blood Feast (Lewis, 1963), in which the audience sees the first female 

victim’s exposed naked body in the bathtub while her eye is stabbed and lower leg is removed.  

However, it is important to recognize that the filmmakers of these types of films were explicitly 

designing these excessively violent and bloody scenes in order to attract viewers. In looking at 

the classic slasher films The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Friday the 13th (Cunningham, 1980), 
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and A Nightmare on Elm Street (Craven, 1984), this overt exploitation of violence enacted on the 

female body does not appear to be the main objective. Rather, the interpretation of the female 

victims’ blood may suggest an emphasis on punishment. In fact, it is argued that the women in 

slasher films “… are repeatedly killed, apparently in conformance to the monster's attempt at 

repressing the dangerous sexuality they exhibit (during the obligatory nude scene) or seek out 

during the course of the film” (Trencansky 64). In A Nightmare on Elm Street, the female victim, 

Tina Gray, is attacked in her sleep directly after having sex with her boyfriend. In this scene, her 

skin is slashed and the blood spreads across her white clothes, eventually covering her entirely. 

This blood can be seen as an overt form of Tina’s sexuality and punishment for that sexuality. In 

essence, the blood is both painting her a whore and also painting her death. The Texas Chainsaw 

Massacre presents another form of this sexual punishment with the death of the character Pam. 

Before she is captured and tortured by the killer, she is seen with her boyfriend, Kirk, running to 

a swimming hole – without any swim apparel. These actions imply the potential for intercourse 

and thus result in Pam being impaled with a meat hook through her abdomen. The slow dripping 

blood that falls from Pam’s abdomen illustrates a lengthy punishment inflicted directly on the 

location of her female organs, further alluding to this sexual penance. Although this form of 

female victimhood is common, it is also important to note that the “sexual transgressors of both 

sexes are scheduled for early destruction” (Clover 80), essentially meaning that male victims are 

seen as equally dangerous in the eyes of the killer. 

Content analyses of slasher films during the classic period have determined  “… signifi-

cantly higher number of deaths and injuries were suffered by males. However, females are 

shown in terror for longer periods of time” (Molitor, Sapolsky). This quantitative data is 

naturally important to recognize when looking at the victims as a whole as it suggests females 
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face a worse demise. However, a closer qualitative examination of male victim death scenes 

along with the interpretation of the blood utilized may provide a more liberal perspective. To 

begin, the murder of Kirk in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre is greatly dehumanizing and 

emasculating as he is hit with a rubber mallet to the sounds of squealing. The minimal splats of 

blood and fairly small, unassuming weapon produce a relatively mundane death, leaving the 

audience questioning Kirk’s masculinity, as he appears weak and vulnerable. As much as Kirk’s 

death can be considered dull, Glen Lantz’s death in A Nightmare on Elm Street can be 

considered outrageous. The scene is rich with symbolic meaning as Glen is pulled into a hole in 

the middle of his bed and seconds later, a geyser of blood erupts from its core. Psychoanalytic 

theory would propose that this open wound is in fact a menstruating vagina and in theory, that 

could mean this form of death has transformed Glen either into the opposite gender, or he has at 

least returned to a mother-like womb. Another noteworthy death is that of Jack Marand from 

Friday the 13th, in which he is laying in bed and a phallic arrow stabs him through the throat 

causing his blood to gush out. Thus, not only can male victims essentially become a vagina in 

their deaths, they can also adopt the actions that happen to the female organ during sexual 

intercourse, such as penetration. Although some may still argue that a male victim is “disposed 

of quite quickly, often ‘painlessly,’ and above all, never ever has to endure or represent terror” 

(Rieser 386), this reading of these deaths seem to make this claim harder to accept when the 

males are essentially turned into feminine victims that meet equally grotesque ends. 

Finally, the slasher formula brings forth a critical character role that allows for blood to 

act in the form of empowerment. Theorist Carol Clover proclaims “The image of the distressed 

female most likely to linger in memory is the image of the one who did not die: the survivor, or 

Final Girl” (Clover 82), otherwise known as the protagonist of the slasher genre. The Final Girl 
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is also typically associated with being boyish, undergoing a transformation from passive to 

active, and having a tendency to investigate or snoop (Clover). Perhaps an attribute that may be 

added to this list of traits is that the Final Girl’s reaction to blood virtually generates or increases 

her power. In the slasher films of the classic period, we see three Final Girls with different 

reactions to blood all in the way of making her a stronger opponent in the fight against the killer. 

Sally Hardesty in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre is the lone survivor that fights the killer 

Leatherface and overcomes his family. At the start of the last scene of the film, there are 

moderately small, open wounds on her face but as the scene progresses she sustains many slashes 

from a knife that leaves her covered in blood. From the audience’s perspective, it can be 

interpreted that at first, the small amounts of blood appear to be an obstacle for her to overcome, 

but as it further covers her, Sally gains the strength needed to survive. This would suggest that 

her blood is part of her transformation from passive to active, or from weak to powerful. 

Interestingly, it is not always the Final Girl’s blood that is the source of power. In Friday the 

13th, Alice overcomes her attacker with one swift blow of a machete. The decapitation of the 

killer shows a headless neck spouting blood from its center to which Alice replies with a shadow 

of a smirk. This reaction to her killer’s blood establishes Alice’s domination. The last Final Girl 

to be discussed is Freddy Krueger’s opponent, Nancy Thompson, in A Nightmare on Elm Street. 

Nancy has been described as the perfect feminist Final Girl because she fights back “by using her 

mind and willpower” and also “preserves her status as a woman so as to ‘emasculate’ Freddy 

while being knowingly nonviolent” (Christensen 41). Due to Nancy’s clever tactics in her final 

fight with Freddy, the only time we see her blood is prior to this last fight as he had previously 

cut her arm in one of her dreams. Nancy is seen looking at her bloody bandages with the 

recognition that Freddy can cause real harm. One can argue that the presence of her own blood 
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was her true motivation to fight back. Regardless of whether the blood serves as a motivation, 

catalyst, or symbol of transformation, it is all in some ways tied to the Final Girl’s 

empowerment. 

Using blood to symbolize female victims’ punishment, male victims’ gender 

transformation, and Final Girls’ empowerment, slasher films have transformed the way in which 

spectators align themselves with the characters they are watching. In a typical film viewing, like 

in the action genre, one would most likely align to a strong, male protagonist but this is certainly 

not the case in the slasher film. With the killer typically being the most prominent male seen on 

screen, the spectator must look to the other characters in their pursuit of finding an individual 

they may relate to. Both female and male spectators are unable to support the victims of their 

same gender as they are repulsed by the victims’ blood in various ways. First, the sexual 

punishment in the form of blood from the female victim is most likely a concept that female 

spectators would like to avoid. Second, the male spectator would find it highly problematic to 

affiliate with the male victims as their blood spews forth notions of emasculation and 

transformation into an abject female. This leaves only one option – the Final Girl. It can be 

argued that this form of empowered female protagonist is easy for the female spectator to 

support – but what about the male spectator? The answer may be that “The genders that emerge 

triumphant at the gory conclusion of a splatter film are literally posthuman, they punish the limits 

of the human body and they mark identities as always stitched, sutured, bloody at the seams, and 

completely beyond the limits and the reaches of an impotent humanism” (Halberstam 144). 

Essentially, it is the blood that the Final Girl wears and the blood that she creates that transforms 

her gender, making her more than a female and allowing for all spectators to align with this 

posthuman hero.   
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