The word mark created for the maga-
zine. It's in the shape of a uterus,
but sharper.
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Issue One: Body Horror and the Female Experience
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them: when Elisabeth binge eats
fast food in depressive state, it
causes Sue to physically suffer too
(she- berates Elisabeth as "gross,
old, fat, disgusting"” for it.) It's as if
the act of eating is a moral failing
- a dangerous suggestion given
that 8.6% of women will experi-
ence an eating disorder in their
lifetime.

The Substance wants to hold a mir-
ror up to Hollywood, showing the
ways women torture themselves
to remain relevant in the eyes of
adoring fans, but when the only
person who suffers is the main
body in the frame, it feels less like
a critique of the patriarchal enter-
tainment industry and more a lam-
basting of women for conforming
to the standards they didn't setin
the first place.

Marielle Heller's Nightbitch - based
on Rachel Yoder’s 2021 novel of
the same name - suffers from a
similarly misjudged execution, as
Amy Adams bravely forgoes make-
up and hair to play ‘Mother; an
exhausted artist turned reluctant
stay-at-home-mom who realises
she's turning into a dog, with bo-
nus nipples and a protruding tail.
Her husband, a whining, hapless
man-child played by Scoot Mc-
Nairy, is not aloof as much as he

is oblivious, as if he's never met
a woman.

Despite her isolation and obvious

symptoms of post-partum de-
pression - which the film never
mentions, let alone considers -
Mother still views herself as mor-
ally superior to the other moms
(and it's only moms) she meets
at various baby events. She has
a deep-rooted fear of becoming a
mother who unironically goes to
'‘Book Babies' at the local library
because she thinks '‘Book Babies'
is cringe. We learn all of this in ex-
hausting, constant voice-over from
Mother, replicating the first-person
perspective of the novel but in
the process removing any space
for ambiguity. Nightbitch has the
sort of thorny, absurd concept
that might work if approached
with a scant fatalism, in the style
of say, Athina Rachel Tsangari's
antisocial coming-of-ager At-
tenberg or Onur Tukel's brutal,
semi-absurd Catfight. But with
the perpetually chirpy voice of
Mother at every turn and its peppy
soundtrack (complete with Yeah
Yeah Yeahs and Joanna Newsom
needle drops,) the visceral female
unpleasantness that Marielle is
reaching for - that she so beau-
tifully articulated in Can You Ever
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somewhere closer fo empy spectacle.
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;vtsi::ﬁs;:az;‘"neah e There is a near-£800 billion economy built on

Eetomber 23, 2024 9 supposed solutions to the so-called problem

of women being ugly, fat or old. This is the age

of 37-step skincare routines for 10-year-olds,

Brazilian butt lifts and aestheticians who can

scrape out your buccal fat in less time than it
takes to get a good haircut.

It makes sense, that female filmmakers are turn-
ing to the subgenre of body horror to explore
the tribulations of contemporary womanhood.
In Coralie Fargeat's The Substance, an ageing
TV star takes a black-market drug to create
a younger version of herself; Marielle Hell-
er's Nightbitch is about a woman who gives up
her career to have a baby, and subsequently
finds herself transforming into a dog. Both films
do plenty of bone-crunching work to make their
audiences shudder, but, for me, another nau-
seating truth oozes through the exoskeletons
of these projects: that these visions of “femi-
nist body horror” are in danger of becoming
another corporate sales message. Only this
time, we're getting sold the problems them-
selves, rather than any kind of solution.

Characterised by scintillating gore, a propensi-
ty to make the audiences uncomfortable and
underlying ideas about the connection between
our bodies and minds, body horror as a sub-
genre arguably originated with proto-scream
queen Mary Shelley. Her 1818 novel Franken-
stein concerns Victor Frankenstein, a doctor

who goes against nature and God to create a
man from disproportionately sized body parts.
Victorian society ate Shelley's novel up, but the
idea that such a grotesque read came from a
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Forgive Me? and The Diary of a Teenage Girl - never quite comes to
pass. Where it promises maternal rage and righteous catharsis there
is none - just a middle-aged man getting squeamish about his wife
having her period, and a load of dogs running around the neighbour-
hood at night.

Thg S_ubstance and Nightbitch are aesthetically opposite - one stark and
vicious and barely written, the other wordy and homey and dithering,
but they converge on ideas about womanhood and bodily autonomy,
and no amount of sleek aestheticism can hide a lack of..well, substance.
Wh_ere The Substance denigrates women for the sin of vanity while
letting men off the hook, Nightbitch observes the inherent unfairness
of th.e patriarchy..while letting men off the hook. It's as if there is a fear
of.a'llenating half the audience (both films were widely praised by male
critics after their festival premieres for their apparent boldness and
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woman scandalised her male contemporaries
so greatly that they accused her of "forgetting
the gentleness of her sex”

When it comes to the cinema, though, David
Cronenberg is the big daddy of body horror,
with a unsettling, fleshy library of work - among
them The Brood, Videodrome and Crimes of
the Future - spanning 50 years. Cronenberg
took what Mary Shelley started - pushing the
audience’s squeamish buttons - and put it on
film, creating films about psychosexual stim-
ulation at the scenes of car crashes (Crash)
or a perverse God complex that results in a
Kafkaesque transformation (The Fly).

Cronenberg is far from the only filmmaker who's
shaped the body horror subgenre, but he has
directly inspired a new generation of artists, be
it Charli xcx, whose 2022 album Crash drew on
his film of the same name, or Julia Ducournau,
director of the gruelling films Raw and Titane,
who has spoken previously about how “foun-
dational” his work was to her.

The evolution of body horror into “feminist body
horror” - dealing with the unique frustrations of
being a woman, including sexism, self-loathing
and the disconnect between mind and body
- makes sense. It's a fitting genre to explore
and articulate the pain, fear and anger that
comes with existing under the boot heel of
patriarchy, offering catharsis and community
where often, in reality, there is none.

Coralie Fargeat is often compared to Ducour-
nau, and The Substance provoked the kind
of strong reaction at the 2024 Cannes Film
Festival that Raw and Titane did back in 2016
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umour) even in films that pur-

port to address womanhood and
speak directly to female-identify-
ing viewers. With their supposed
shock-and-awe loglines and stun
set pieces (a giant, fleshy monster!
A woman as a dog, killing a cat!)!
there is some stab at radicalism
that never sticks and feels filtered
through a lens of palatability.

When we talk about body horror,
we talk about the capacity of cin-
ema to expose our deepest fears,
thoughts and desires through vi-
olations or modifications of they
physical. There lies incredible po-
tential within our literal flesh and|
bones - The Wachowskis’ covert}
body horror The Matrix is an iconic}
trans allegory, while Jordan Peele
used the genre to expose the in-|
sidious nature of modern racism|
in Get Out. But when it comes to
working through the modern hell
of womanhood, these hollow ges-|
tures at very real misogyny aren't
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and 2021 respectively. The Substance takes
place in a facsimile of Hollywood, smooth
and shaved, where a dance instructor named
Elisabeth Sparkle (played by Demi Moore in a
part touted as the instigator of an impending
‘Demissaince’) is fired from her TV gig on her
50th birthday for having the audacity to age.
“People always ask for something new,’ Den-
nis Quaid’s perma-tan network exec - called
Harvey, because subtlety is overrated - tells
her, chewing loudly on a mouthful of shrimp.
"At 50 well. It stops.” Soon, she'll be secretly
slipped some information on a new medical
treatment called 'The Substance: Taking it
will make her “younger. More beautiful. More
perfect” by releasing “another version of [her]
self’ Allured by the prospect of clawing back
her youth, Elisabeth picks up her package
from a nondescript parcel locker and follows
the instructions, injecting herself with an om-
inous yellow fluid. And so, Margaret Qualley's
impossibly beautiful, blissfully wrinkle-free
character Sue slithers forth from her spine,
like Eve from Adam'’s rib, and immediately gets
the job as Elisabeth'’s replacement.

In theory, The Substance sets up something pret-
ty fun: All About Eve by way of the Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde, where the hot new thing replac-
ing the old news is a flesh-and-bone younger
version of the protagonist. But the wheels fall
off pretty quickly when it becomes apparent
there is little connection between Sue and
Elisabeth - no shared memories or emotions
--- other than a slight physical resemblance.
A later reveal unveils one thing that binds
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The author discusses her first novel, “Nighthitch,” and the loneliness of
Totierioq s

The Monumental
Bnsaid: A Con-

versation with
Rachel Yoder
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Sara Petersen Despite being fu-
riously unhappy and bored as a
stay-at-home mother, Nightbitch
frequently tries to convince herself
of the rightness of this arrange-
ment (after all, her husband “had a
job [..] he made money”). But then
this line appears: "She stood with
the babe in arms and watched him
back the car from the driveway!
How does this archetypal image
and your own experience of early
motherhood inform Nightbitch?

RACHEL YODER That image of the mother with
child watching as her husband leaves is a clas-
sic one that you can find repeated endlessly
in all of literature. The image is also holy — the
Madonna, who was also abandoned (that's a
sacrilegious analysis, | realize, but pragmati-
cally, it's the truth), though | would argue that
the mother-child bond is the holy part as op-
posed to the Mother Alone. (I do wonder what
the cultural value of having the Mother Alone
as a holy image is. | am very suspicious of
it. It seems to be of value to the patriarchy.)
For me, this image is actually the mother’s
greatest fear: the abandoned mother left to
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violence, animal bodily pleasure, a
lack of inhibitign, and sexual appe-
tite. Ducourrfydresses the fem-
inist nature fEJEine’s cannibalism
as ‘apunk g ¥ against this patri-
archy’; th icularly resonant
e of human flesh,

bbikini wax gone
pallting in Justine
WA sister's sev-

‘-s

lprror of the
diliscera - is a
f&@minist resis-
tance. g
The body, or bio
is concerned
human form th
olations of the b
stream slasher fi
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care for her child. | didn’t know

to fear this image before | had my

own child. | consider myself inde-

pendent, quite happy to be alone

for long stretches of time. | am a

writer, after all. Yet when my own

husband's job demanded that he

be gone each week, his ceaseless

departures felt nearly criminal after the birth of our son. | was in the

house, with my son, lonely in a way | had never been before. | craved

the wisdom of when with this i

mewling little creature, yet the best | could do was sort of wander

through mommy-baby activities, unable to connect meaningfully with

other moms, completely isolated. My early experience of motherhood
didn't so much inform the charac-
ter of Nightbitch as it is Nightbitch.
It was my way of processing the
catastrophe of marital division in
early motherhood and my deep,
animal desire for protection and
togetherness.
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ema, female bodies function as the
site for such mutilations - as a locus
of fear and pain. There are long,
gratuitous shots of women in per-
il, sexualised acts of violence, the
penetrating blade of a male killer.
Body horror, with its emphasis on
the consciousness of terror, is able
to respond to the treatment of fe-
male bodies and pain.

One of the ver iest instances

berg's 1983 filg
film begins wi
sadomasqchis

bdrome. The
es of graphic
orture, as the
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lescence is hyperbolised through
monstrous encounters with PMS-in-
duced bloodlust. It's a trope with
the potential to be both incredibly
demeaning, and remarkably femi-
nist. The difference, | believe, can
be negotiated through explicit em-
phasis on the duality of the female
body as an object of subjugation
for its assumed weakness, as well
as for its perceived threat. This is
how body horror can be used as a
process of ‘othering’ to identify and
explore female bodily experiences
and psychological landscapes.
Movies like Giinger Snaaps (2000)
and Jennifer's Body (2009), strad-
dling the genres of the supernat-
ural body horror and young adult
coming-of-age, inaugurate a playful,
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grade, Rabinowitz fecls “a strong connection to Judaism” and says,
“When I got my period, I remember being precty excited and run-
ning to tell my moms: I think I also called my best friend to el
her. 1 defini s not shy about it!” She's on the editorial board
of jGirls, an online public: i
selfidentifying Jewish teenage girls to help them be leaders, to share
their own voices, and to discuss their identity at the nexiss of Ju-
daism and femaleness, and the world AR portunitics
for adult women to reclaim th itage with niddah are flouri

lourish-

ing, ImmerseNYC and Mayyim Hayyim are two mikvah centers that
work hard to make Jewish ritual and learning available to anyone
Necbiesrnd

Leeza Negelev, associate director of education.at

28

im, explains, “{Herel, she s able to own the ritual . .
a meaningful Jewish experience unrelaced to mar-
evolutionary. And it will impact bow women — and

One of the great challenges in
ing the balance between maintain-
ing tradition and upholding feminist principles.” I still question how
Modern, or Orthodox, or feminist I can be'as  Modern Orthodox
feminist. Getting my period is a monthly reminder to keep question-
ing who I am and what I do as a Jew. w¥

d the Female Experience
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W cricic Rdam Rirsch s reading a page

FBalniud a day, alongwith Jev
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Special Section: Menstrual Ta
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menorsh, maldbranched candelabs, e n he eligos sl
of o, ho e b aninposan ymbed bk ancet
moden e,

A niddah, in traditional Juda-

ism, is 2 woman who has -
rienced a uterine discharge pi
bloocf most commonly durin

enstruation), 31' 2 woman who

ted and not yet

completed the associated re-
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This week, Daf Yomi readers entered the home stretch of our 7
1/2-year journey through the Talmud, as we began the last tractate
in the cycle—Tractate Nidda, which is devoted to the laws governing
menstruation. Nidda belongs to the sixth of the Mishnah's six orders,
Seder Taharot, which deals with the complicated subject of ritual
purity—a comprehensive system of taboos that, in ancient Juda-

ism, governed many aspects of life, including food preparation and
burial practices. The concepts of pure (tahor) and impure (camei)
have come up regularly in other sections of the Talmud as well.

But of the 12 tractates in this mishnaic order, only one, Nidda,

has Gemara in the Babylonian Talmud. That is because, after the
destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., most of the system of ritual
purity fell into disuse. Impurity was mainly of concern because

e e e e
[ e e e e e e e
to enter cemeterics, to avoid contamination by the dead. Once the
Temple was gone—and with it the possibility of offering certain
sacrifices that restored ritual purity—Jews generally stopped
observing these taboos.

The exception is the taboo against sexual intercourse between a
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Jewish Women Open Up About
Getring Gbeir Periods

Ghese women reflect on Niddab.

TEEN VOGUE
Writer: Aimee Rubensteen
September 18, 2017

‘The sun sets on Friday night and we light the Shabbat candles.
Basking in the warmth of the kitchen, my Bubby and I follow our
ancient traditions and mindfully separate the workweek from this
Jewish day of rest. As we sit down for dinner, I bring up something
we've never talked about before: menstruation.

Certain sects of Judaism — like my own, Modern Orthodox
fold — consider discussions of periods too private to talk about. I'm
shocked by my grandmother's openness when I ask how she dealc
with her period while surviving the Holocaust as a teenager. But
then I question myself: Why is chis the first time I feel comfortable

of Tudaism, Wigdocbayve

nvolved

a

MEnSIrual lanoos

e modern reader Hag o wonder

How differencthe® andche

enough to ask about so 1cthing that has happened to me - pproxi-
mately every month since the sixth grade?
I've been questioning everything about my Jewish _pbringing and
] S i

the patriarch within its As - curator,
Lereate  eriences for others to challenge their own expectations.
But it was't until | recently curated an exhibition about - strua-

tion at 1 y gallery, Rojas + Rubensteen Projects, that it beca e very

clear, very quickly, that I was not the only one dumbscruck by the

taboos around menstruation in our private nd public spheres.
There is a real void in knowledge about the rituals related specif-

Each issue dis-
cusses mentrual
taboos in different
religions/cultures.
Issue one focus-
es on Judaism.
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All the photos are
generated by Al,
and then edited by
me.




