
 

Introduction 

 

(1)  In 2003, in an emai l  to the American l ist ings magazine TV Guide,  a  
member of the pub lic expressed concern about the ‘ real  trend to 
showing exp lic it  gore on TV’  (Anon 2003: webpage).  This concern was 
not a reiterat ion of the common compla int about media violence,  but 
rather a  sense of d isappoint that,  as someone who suffers from ‘a  
weak stomach’,  they were ‘pretty much excluded from watching shows 
like CSI ,  Nip/Tuck and even The X-F iles  [and] even though I adore 
El iza  Duskhu, i t sounds l ike Tru Ca ll ing  wil l  be unwatchable for me, 
too.’ 

(2)  Alternatively,  in Austra l ia,  the Age  compla ined of a  phenomenon, 
which i t  cal led ‘gore TV’ , and it  described a scene from a recent 
televis ion programme in which a car crash vict im f inds h imself ‘ impaled 
on a fence post’,  an incident that results in the fo llowing ‘montage’: 

medics taking to the man with a power saw; slapp ing him awake 
whenever he looks like fa inting from the pa in;  gra iny b lack-and-
white footage, c lose up,  of the b loodied timber protrud ing from 
his guts and then of h is sl iced-open bel ly.  (Houston 2006: 
webpage). 

However,  what real ly outraged the newspaper was that th is wasn’t  ‘ the 
latest from Wes Craven’ ,  which it  was claimed would have produced an 
‘outcry’,  if  it  had been shown in primetime, but rather a  show cal led 
Amazing Medical  Stories  that was not only deemed ‘suitab le for family 
televis ion’  but was ‘offic ia lly,  “heart-warming’”.’   

(3)  Nor is this ep isode, or even the show from which i t is taken, 
supposed to be except ional but on the contrary,  as the email  to TV 
Guide  suggests,  gory televis ion programmes have become ub iquitous 
on televis ion screens,  l ike ‘a  p lague that has descended on us.’  
(Houston 2006: webpage).   

(4)  If  the artic le in the Age  sees such images as inappropriate to 
televis ion,  cr it ics in previous periods had assumed televis ion to be 
virtual ly incapab le of producing such images.  For example,  in a  
discussion of horror television, Gregory Wal ler has argued that ‘made-
for- television horror would seem to be by definition impossible’ (Waller 
1987: 159),  and while c inematic horror has ‘expl ici t ly visua lised 
graphic vio lence and taboo subject matter to a  degree unprecedented 
in commercia l  American cinema’ since introduct ion of ‘“ the industry 
Code of Sel f-Regulat ion” in 1968’,  television is hampered by ‘network 
censorship  codes’  that mean that televis ion horror ‘ rarely offers what 
would qual i fy for PG-13, much less an R-rating. ’  (148) 

(5)  Stephen King has made a similar point.  For King,  horror and 
televis ion are at best strange bedfel lows, and his reasoning is that 
televis ion is ‘dedicated to the pervasion of the status quo and the 
concept of the LOP – Least Objectionable Programming ’  (King 1982: 
252),  a  s ituation that places it  in tension with the fundamenta l  
character of horror:  ‘ in whatever medium you choose … the bedrock  of 



horror … is s imply th is: you gotta scare the audience’  (King 1982: 253 
ita l ics in orig ina l).   

(6)  Televis ion horror is therefore presented as a ‘ reveal ing contrast to 
theatrica l  horror fi lms’,  which are presumed to consti tute a more 
authent ic version of horror against which television horror can only be 
judged to be inferior.  (Wal ler 1987: 145) If c inematic horror is c la imed 
to be transgressive,  dangerous and cha llenging,  televis ion horror is 
supposed to be frustrated by the l imitations imposed by broadcasters, 
who are nervous of offending their aud iences and prefer to s imply 
confirm and reassure them instead. Nor are broadcasters simply 
frightened of offending audiences,  and i t  is c laimed that the demands 
of advertisers ‘d issipate the horror’  in other ways.  On the one hand, 
programmes are made so that they integrated with,  rather than clash 
against,  the advertisements that continually interrupt them; and, on 
the other,  i t  is cla imed that any moments of horror are quickly 
neutral ised:  ‘ immediately a fter a  suggestive yet incomplete g l impse of 
the horri f ic’,  commercia l  interruptions neutra lise the fear ‘by 
transport ing us to a c lean, safe,  brightly l i t,  quot id ian normal world  in 
which so lving prob lems is s imply a matter of buying the r ight product.’  
(148) 

(7)  However,  for Waller, i t is not just that televis ion programmes are 
not al lowed  to work as horror but rather that the whole character of 
the medium is supposed to work aga inst the genre. For example,  he 
repeats a series of arguments that present televis ion as a barely a  
visua l medium (147-9).  Among these arguments, Waller harks back to 
El lis ’ contrast ing of televis ion with cinema, where E ll is c la imed that, 
whi le the latter was a predominant ly visual medium that was organised 
around the spectator’s ‘gaze’,  television ‘engages the look and the 
glance rather than the gaze’  so that it  is sound that ‘ho lds the 
attent ion more consistently than the image, and provides a cont inuity 
that holds across momentary lapses of attent ion. ’ (E ll is 1982: 128)  

(8)  L ike El l is,  Waller therefore sees the character of televis ion as being 
rooted in the ‘relatively poor def in it ion of the standard television 
image’,  which ‘hampers, i f  not prohibits,  telefi lms from d isclosing to 
the viewer a complex mosaic of v iv id,  mysteriously charged deta i ls ’  
(Wal ler 1987: 147),  a  problem that is further compounded by ‘the 
funct iona l,  invis ib le style of “video rea lism” that characterises the 
telef ilm’  and is fundamenta lly ‘a t  odds with’  horror as a  genre (149). 
In th is way, televis ion is claimed to be an insuff ic iently visual as 
medium so that its ‘ invisible style’  is read as an absence of style and 
the qual i ty of its image is cla imed to conceal rather than reveal.  
Furthermore,  the televis ion image is supposed to be so poor that,  even 
when it  does concea l,  its ‘shadows and darkness become murky, 
textureless areas that lack the ominous blackness so favored by horror 
directors.’  (148) 

(9)  Of course,  as Wal ler himself is aware,  there are a number of 
problems with th is account,  one of which is that,  prior to 1968, 
American cinematic horror had been as subject to censorship  as the 
American television that Wal ler d iscusses.  In other words,  the issue is 
less about inherent d i f ferences between fi lm and television as media 
than about speci fic h istorica l  and inst itutiona l condit ions. After a l l,  



Waller’s discussion of advertis ing is only relevant to commercia l  
channels and, even then, the commercia l break is only one way in 
which commercial  television has been organised.  For example, prior to 
the late 1950s,  American televis ion channels had been funded through 
a system of commercia l sponsorship,  which involved a very d if ferent 
relat ionship  between programmes and commercia l  messages. 

(10)  There have also been a series of challenges to E ll is’s dist inct ion 
between the cinematic gaze and the televisua l glance,  and the 
underlying assumption that televis ion is somehow lacking in terms of 
the visua l (see for example,  Ca ldwell  1995; Corner 1999; Jacobs 2000; 
and Lury 2005).  In one such cha llenge, John Caldwel l  has argued for a  
re-considerat ion of the visual qual i ties of televis ion,  and his ana lysis 
offers a  possible exp lanat ion for the supposed shi ft  from the televisua l 
dissipat ion of horror to the current plague of gory excess.  As cable and 
satel li te televis ion developed in the 1980s,  and was forced to compete 
with existing channels and networks,  one of the key ways in which they 
could mark themselves out as d ist inctive was precisely through their 
abi li ty to provide materia ls that were taboo on the estab lished 
televis ion channels.  For example,  in the United States,  HBO defined 
itself  as ‘not  televis ion’ , and it  d id  so through i ts handl ing of ‘adult’  
materia l,  which was emphasized through i ts graphic dep ict ions of 
violence,  sexual ity and through d ialogue that would have been 
unacceptab le on American network televis ion,  part icu larly the use of 
sexual swearwords.  Such strateg ies have often proved highly 
successfu l  and forced the networks to f ight back with material  that 
sought to test the l imits of acceptab il i ty. 

(11)  Even more signif icant ly while horror may be a popular genre for 
fiction television, i t is not just in the realm of horror that we now f ind 
graphic dep ict ions of sex and violence.  Nor is i t  even simply in 
tradit ional ly mascul ine genres.  Whi le the crime drama was once a 
standard form of family enterta inment, i t has produced some of the 
most famous examples of these new exp lic it  shows, with examples 
such as the various CSI:  Crime Scene Invest igation (2000-)  
programmes on the one hand and The Sopranos (1999-2007) on the 
other.  Simi larly, while Gunsmoke  (1955-1975) once stood as the 
ep itome of the family show, the western has produced one of the most 
“dirtied” of the new expl ici t  shows, Deadwood (2004-2006).  Where the 
classic televis ion Westerns l ike The Lone Ranger (1949-1957) or 
Rawhide  (1959-1966) were relat ively “clean” vis ions of the past,  
Deadwood  is a  show which deals not just with exp lic it  gore,  but a lso 
showcases the unsanitary nature of the past with,  for instance,  a  whole 
ep isode devoted to bod i ly f lu ids,  as centra l  character Al  Swerenegen 
(Ian McShane) attempts to pass a kidney stone (‘Requiem for a  Gleet,’  
Season 2,  Episode 4) .  In much the same way, HBO (with the BBC) have 
been altering percept ions of the h istorical  drama with Rome (2004-) , 
which features graphic batt le and sex scenes, as wel l  as incidenta l  
scenes of fu l l frontal  nud ity,  and a profoundly “grunge” oriented view 
of the ancient Roman world . These new historical  dramas are st il l  
positioned as qual i ty television (Jancovich and Lyons 2003),  with 
prestig ious casts and high production va lues,  but their appearances 
ind icate the way HBO in part icu lar are skewing those product ion va lues 
to focus on the body with exp lic it  dep ict ions of sex and vio lence. 



(12)  Even a tradit ional ly female genre such as the medica l drama is 
now frequently associated with excessive gore (Jacobs 2003). House 
M.D. (2004-),  for example, uses the body as the equivalent of the 
parlour scene in the detective genre,  with i ts centra l  Sherlockian 
character Gregory House (Hugh Laurie)  unmasking the vi l la in lurking 
with in.  It does so using the same techniques of CGI and medical  
imaging found in CSI  (see Weissman th is vo lume),  a llowing the camera 
to pass in and out of the body with apparent ease,  breaking down the 
integrity of the body’s borders.  This new expl ici tness even appears in 
shows l ike Sex and the City (1998-2004), which draws on the romantic 
comedy, pushing the televisua l envelop in terms exp lic it  sexual 
content.  One current ly popular ming ling of the two genres,  the medica l 
and the romantic comedy/drama, can be found in Grey’s Anatomy  
(2005-),  where,  in a  classic hosp ital  drama trope (Jacobs 2003),  
problems in the young doctor’s l ives are mirrored in the medical  and 
li festyle issues aff l icting their pat ients.  Somewhat d i fferent in Grey’s 
Anatomy,  however,  is the way in which those patient ’s bod ies become 
sites of horror,  w ith the interns competing to get the most grotesque, 
distorted and malformed bodies possib le. In th is way, Grey’s Anatomy  
foregrounds the increasingly damaged nature of its protagonists whi le 
also accord ing to develop ing dramatic conventions around the expl ici tly 
“gory” human body. 

(13)  While recent expl ici t  dep ict ions of the body on television may 
have become increasing ly precip itous,  they are not necessari ly new. 
The artic les in this co llection a l l,  in various ways,  seek to exp lore 
dep ict ions of the body in televis ion,  a lthough they do so in di f ferent 
ways.  The col lect ions therefore suggests that we need to be carefu l 
about cla ims that televis ion has changed, part icu larly when changes 
are posed in terms of neat,  binary opposit ions.  Rather than accept the 
claim that earl ier periods of televis ion d id not feature exp lic it  or 
graphic images of the body on the one hand, or that televis ion is now 
awash with televis ion gore on the other,  i t  is important to question if  
there has been a change and, even i f  there has been one, to be clear 
about the precise terms of that change. For example,  whi le Jacobs 
claims that,  in c lassic medical  shows such as Dr Kildare  (1961-1966),  
death and decay were kept off screen and that there has been a move 
to far more exp l ic i t depictions in contemporary television, he a lso 
suggests that this is s imply a matter of how  the body is presented. For 
example,  as he points out, the move towards more graphic dep ictions 
of the body was actual ly bound up with a move away  from the 
dilemmas of the pat ient and a move toward  the p light of the medics.  In 
other words,  whi le Dr Ki ldare  and Marcus Welby,  M.D.  (1969-1976) 
might have been less gory than their successors,  th is does not mean 
that they were not focused on the body. On the contrary, their stories 
were usua lly emotiona l ly focused on the bodi ly cr isis of a  patient,  and 
on the emotiona l therapy that these doctors supp l ied,  which enab led 
their pat ients to come to terms with these bod i ly cr ises (Jacobs,  
2003).   

(14)  Similarly,  whi le ‘body-horror’  is often cla imed to be a symptom of 
a post-modern co llapse of d ist inct ions between self  and other, subject 
and object (see for example Modleski,  1986; Tudor,  1995),  televis ion 
has featured mutat ing bodies since the 1950s at the very least.  For 



example,  Mark Jancovich’s essay examines The Quatermass Experiment  
(1953),  one of the key programs of the 1950s,  and one that was 
developed by the BBC at the very moment at which its monopoly was 
chal lenged by the introduct ion of a  commercia l  riva l,  the new 
Independent Television. 

(15)  The Quatermass Experiment  is a  serial  about an astronaut who, 
on his return to earth,  beg ins to mutate into an al ien being that 
threatens to engulf the world,  and the essay not only examines the 
ways in which this narrat ive of bod ily transformation is dea lt  w ith in 
the seria l,  but a lso p laces the show with in broader trad itions of 
televisua l horror at the time. In other words,  whi le Wal ler cla ims that 
‘made-for-televis ion horror would seem to be by def inition impossib le’  
(Wal ler 1987: 159),  Jancovich’s essay argues that horror was actual ly 
vita l  to the development of television and was seen as a key genre by 
the BBC. 

(16)  If  The Quatermass Experiment  is often seen as one of the classics 
of science f ict ion and horror televis ion,  another classic is The Twil ight 
Zone (1959-1964),  which is d iscussed along with The Outer L imits  
(1963-1965) and Star Trek  (1966-1969) in L incoln Geraghty’s essay.  
For Geraghty,  these shows often focus on an encounter between the 
human and the a lien,  a lthough they present th is encounter in di f ferent 
ways.  For example,  whi le The Twil ight Zone  largely avoided 
represent ing the human and the a lien body as being visual ly distinct 
from one another,  both The Outer Limits  and Star Trek  frequent ly used 
make up and specia l  effects to dep ict  v isual  d i fferences as spectacle. 
However,  desp ite their v isual ization of the al ien, Geraghty a lso 
demonstrates that these two later shows were actua lly quite di f ferent 
from one another and that,  in its hand l ing of otherness, The Outer 
Limits  shares more in common with The Twil ight Zone than it  does with 
Star Trek.  In other words,  whi le The Twi light Zone  and The Outer 
Limits  frequent ly use the encounters between humans and al iens to 
relat ivise American cultura l  values,  Star Trek  is often accused of 
placing the human at the centre of its universe and judg ing al iens in 
relat ion the human. In other words,  while a ll  three shows focus on the 
dist inction between the a l ien and human body, they each present this 
dist inction very di f ferently. 

(17)  If  Geraghty’s essay focuses on the alien body in science f ict ion,  
Mil ly Wil l iamson’s essay examines the monstrous body in the cult  
horror soap opera, Dark Shadows  (1966-71),  and part icu larly that of 
its vampire protagonist,  Barnabas Col l ins.  Although th is show was not 
particularly graphic in its physical  v io lence,  Wi ll iamson demonstrates 
that i t  was crucial ly concerned with the Barnabus’s fraught relat ionship 
to h is own body, and she examines the ways in which this feature 
became central  to the fan cultures that emerged around the show, fan 
cultures that also helped to shape the development of both Barnabus’s 
character and the narrative focus of the show.  

(18)  Furthermore,  the scheduling of this show clearly targeted 
housewives and chi ldren,  and even programming stra ightforwardly 
designed as chi ldren’s television was hard ly immune to graphic 
dep ict ions of altered bodies.  Indeed, many Brit ish adults remember 
Doctor Who (1963-1989, 1996, 2005-)  as a  show that scared them as 



chi ldren,  and Matt Hi l ls’  essay concentrates on what is,  for many, one 
of the classic eras of the show, when Phil l ip Hinchcli f fe and Robert 
Holmes helmed the Doctor’s Tard is.  One of the reasons this period of 
Doctor Who has been remembered so vividly by fans is that i t  was a 
period renowned for i ts obsession with body-horror.  Moreover,  l ike 
Wi ll iamson, Hil ls focuses on Gothic horror dep ict ions of the body, but 
whi le Dark Shadows  was not particularly graphic, Doctor Who  
presented the body as ‘subject to monstrous fabulation and 
fabricat ion’ . Like The Quatermass Experiment  before i t,  th is era of 
Doctor Who was one that was obsessed with graphic images of bod ily 
mutation and transformation.   

(19)  Of course,  Doctor Who , l ike Star Trek and The Outer L imits,  was 
therefore heavi ly dependent on make up and specia l  effects techniques 
for the rea lizat ion of i ts obsessions.  Techniques for construct ing the 
body and performance are a lso a key concern in Rayna Denison’s 
invest igation of The Muppet Show  (1976-1981).  For Denison, The 
Muppet Show  not only makes the constructed nature of televis ion 
bodies abundantly clear,  but the show even celebrates the ski lls of its 
puppet-makers and puppeteers through its fantastic creat ions,  
creations that refused classif ication and frequent ly exhibited an 
anarchic reject ion of classica l notions of bodi ly integrity.  Bodies not 
only expand and contract but their various parts are also rearranged or 
detached as J im Henson and his associates experiment with the 
possib il it ies of these fabricated creatures.  Through this 
experimentat ion with the puppet body, Denison argues,  corresponding 
to Hi lls’  assessment of horror and science fiction, that the body’s 
instabi l ity in family television created as much horror as mirth.  
Likewise,  Denison’s artic le shares a concern with the presentation of 
the body on televis ion similar to Rebecca Feasey’s deconstruct ion of 
the eponymous Angel.  In both essays, the core of characterisation is 
expressed in the visua l performance of the body, through i ts 
accoutrements,  in the way it  has been p ieced together with c lothing,  
grooming and even detachab le facia l  features.   

(20)  If  the previous essays focus on the body with in televis ion h istory,  
later essays l ike Feasey’s concentrate on the body in contemporary 
televis ion culture.  L ike Wil l iamson’s essay,  Feasey’s study of Angel 
(1999-2004) examines the show’s central  vampire protagonist and his 
di ff icu lt relationship  to his own body. However,  while Barnabas Coll ins 
was tortured by h is vampir ic urges,  Angel suffers from a series of 
anxieties about h is mascul in ity, which he tr ies to resolve through 
costuming and adornment.  Although the show operates within the 
horror genre,  and involves a series of monsters of which Angel is one 
of the most extraord inary (no less than a vampire with a soul!),  the 
show dea ls with Angel ’s anxieties both through melodrama and  
comedy, knowing ly rid icu ling h is heroic image and even the process of 
adornment,  through which it  is,  in part,  constructed. As such, the 
processes of costuming and accessoris ing Angel’s body do not simply 
tel l  the vampire’s story,  but are also the object of ref lect ive 
observat ion and commentary within the show.  

(21)  If  Angel adorns his body to present an image of control  and 
authority to the world,  The League of Gent leman  (1999-2002) uses 



costuming and make-up to create a world of Gothic grotesques that 
hovers somewhere between the genres often seen as epitome of safe 
televis ion,  the sitcom, and i ts other, horror. However,  despite i ts often 
exp lic it  and confrontationa l ‘bad taste’,  Peter Hutchings argues that 
the show’s graphic dep ictions of the body cannot s imply be reduced to 
a more general  contextual reference to ‘what might be termed 
“autopsy TV”,  with American and Brit ish series such as CSI,  Silent 
Witness  (1996-) and Waking the Dead  (2000-)  offering,  and to a 
certain extent normal ising for the television aud ience,  graphic 
representations of bodies in various stages of decade and dissect ion. ’  
In contrast,  he argues that The League of Gentleman ‘ is too distinct ive 
– or peculiar – simply to be contextual ised and thereby exp la ined 
away.’  He therefore attempts to give a far more complex p icture of the 
wide range of heterogeneous trad it ions that converge in the show, and 
result in its ‘distinct ive’  and ‘pecul iar’  dep ict ions of the body. 

(22)  F inal ly,  in the last piece in the co llect ion,  Elke Weissman 
examines one of the key shows in current debates over graphic 
televis ion,  CSI,  and examines its graphic invest igations into the body. 
For Weissman, the series uses the body in ways that bring i t  closer to 
the horror genre than to traditional detect ive f iction,  and th is is most 
clearly felt  through its repeated and insistent focus on bod ies that are 
rendered as ‘abject’ . Not only does the series format often figure the 
terr i fying discovery of bodies that are horri fica l ly transformed through 
muti la tion, decay or both,  but i t also emphasizes how d iff icu lt i t is 
even for the tradit ional d iscourses of law and science to neutral ise the 
horror of th is body. As a result,  she argues that the series is c loser to 
‘body-genres’,  such as horror and pornography, which not only dep ict  
bodies but a lso seek to excite the bod ies of their aud iences.  Therefore,  
rather than simply featuring a cerebra l  process of invest igation,  as is 
supposed to be common with in the traditiona l detective series, CSI  is 
claimed to address i ts aud ience physica l ly and emotiona l ly, too.  In 
short,  Weissman focuses on key sequences within the CSI  format and 
examines the ways in which the dep ict ion of the body raises crucia l 
issues about its operat ion as a series. 

(23)  The CSI team’s investigat ion of ‘mysterious’  bodies,  its attempts 
to so lve the r idd les left  behind by abject bodies,  to g ive them faces,  
names and identities provides the common thread to th is col lect ion.  
Namely,  that the body on television yet remains an un(der) ident i fied 
ent ity,  whose importance has been el ided and whose nature and 
funct ions now require serious scrut iny. I f  the body on televis ion is 
often a source of ‘gross-out’  horror,  unacceptable to audience 
members with weak stomachs,  it  is also a source of much p leasure for 
other aud ience members, and has been from a lmost the inception of 
televis ion broadcast ing.   

(24)  This co llection represents attempts by the authors to p iece 
together the traces of the television body, to recover i ts h istorica l  
roots and to resolve some of its current mysteries. Thereby the 
authors are redefining the televis ion body and, l ike the investigat ive 
teams of procedura l  dramas, are reconstruct ing the identities of 
televis ion’s mysterious bodies. 
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