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The Horror Genre's Significance for Queer Representation and How This Manifests in Contemporary American Cinema, an Analysis of "I Saw The TV Glow" and "Bodies Bodies Bodies". 
As many media theorists have observed, representations of queerness have been a considerable and enduring part of horror. Queer narratives, themes, coding and stereotypes have existed in the genre long before the advent of film. However, in this new medium a visual language of queerness emerged, drawing a greater audience of queer spectators who formed a special connection to the genre. In her PhD thesis, Horror Film and the Queer Spectator: An Empirical Study of the Spectatorial Relationships between Queerness, Genre, and Drag Performance, Heather O. Petrocelli conducted research on this connection. Her work evidences that within the community of fans exists a belief that horror itself is queer, and that their engagement with the genre is a form of processing identity and trauma.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Petrocelli, Heather O., ‘Horror Film and the Queer Spectator: An Empirical Study of the Spectatorial Relationships between Queerness, Genre, and Drag Performance’ (unpublished, Department of English Manchester Metropolitan University, 2021) p. iii ] 

This critical essay aims to explore the horror genre’s significance as a source of queer representation, throughout film history and in contemporary American cinema. Focusing on two films, I Saw The TV Glow and Bodies Bodies Bodies(henceforth referred to as Bodies), it will analyse how queer representation manifests in contemporary American horror, their subversion and repurposing of generic elements, and how each film engages with its audience. The first part of the essay will provide a contextual background, explaining the history of queer representation in the horror genre. The second will introduce the films, briefly detailing both plots, continuing on to the media theories and critical methodologies that will be employed in the analysis of each. The third and final part will discuss how each film approaches genre, gender and queerness, and reflect on the evolution of representation. 
In his 1978 article for Film Comment Robin Wood presents a basic formula for the horror film, that ‘normality is threatened by the Monster’[footnoteRef:2] ;Normality here meaning the hegemonic societal ideal. He states that the Monster is representation of a racial, ethnic, sexual or political other[footnoteRef:3], and that the relationship between the Monster and Normality is the horror film’s ‘essential subject’.[footnoteRef:4] Since classical Hollywood film required a heterosexual relationship, the Monster was often constructed in opposition to the traditional binaries of gender and sexuality.[footnoteRef:5] Queer monstrosity, then, is a manifestation of the fears of, and threats to, patriarchal heteronormative society.  [2:  Wood, Robin, ‘Return of the Repressed’, Film Comment, 14.4 (July-August 1978), pp. 24–32 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43451389> [accessed 28 March 2026] p. 26]  [3:  Benshoff, Harry M., ‘The Monster and The Homosexual’, in The Dread of Difference: Gender and The Horror Film, ed. by Barry Keith Grant (University of Texas Press, 2015), pp. 116–41 https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/iadt-ebooks/reader.action?docID=3571889&c=UERG&ppg=161 p. 118]  [4:  Wood, Robin, ‘Return of the Repressed’, (July-August 1978) p. 26]  [5:  Benshoff, Harry M., ‘The Monster and The Homosexual’ p. 117-119 ] 

Although largely reductive and condemning, as a consequence of the above, horror became a significant source of queer representation. The Monster as a queer figure provided the freedom to explore sexuality and gender identity that deviated from the accepted norms. This is one of ways Harry M. Benshoff suggests, in The Monster And The Homosexual, that the horror film may intersect with queerness ;The other means he proposes are queer auteurship, subtext , and queer viewership.[footnoteRef:6] Building on and slightly departing from Benshoff’s analysis, Heather O. Petrocelli argues that there is an inherent queerness to the genre beyond mere intersection. Her study of horror’s queer audience concludes that to that group ‘horror is queer’.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, that there is an ontological connection between the horror genre and queer embodiment.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Benshoff, Harry M., p. 127-129]  [7:  Petrocelli, Heather O., ‘Horror Film and the Queer Spectator: An Empirical Study of the Spectatorial Relationships between Queerness, Genre, and Drag Performance’ p. iii]  [8:  Petrocelli, Heather O. p. 260-261] 

As societal acceptance has slowly increased and the sphere of filmmaking diversified, representation has evolved also. As Benshoff mentions, at his time of writing queer characters were not in the normative role of the hero/heroine.[footnoteRef:9] Queer auteurship has grown, and representation has progressed beyond the figure of the monster. The two films that will be discussed below show how queer representation appears in contemporary horror. In I Saw The TV Glow the titular character is a transgender girl, while Bodies centres around a lesbian couple. Both films embody queerness differently, reflecting nuanced fears directed at their specific audiences.  [9:  Benshoff, Harry M., p. 127] 

Bodies is a satirical dark comedy styled after the slasher sub-genre of horror. It follows a lesbian couple, a working class Eastern European girl named Bee and her wealthy girlfriend Sophie, as they attend a hurricane party with Sophie’s friends. From the start there is an atmosphere of tension as it becomes clear Sophie and Bee’s attendance was not expected. Sophie proposes the group play ‘Bodies Bodies Bodies’, a murder mystery style game played in the dark. Arguments quickly break out amongst the group, particularly between the two men, Greg, the much older boyfriend of Alice, and David the host. The power then goes out, leaving the group without Wi-Fi or signal. Discovery of David bleeding out outside sends them into a paranoid panic, exacerbated by the use of multiple drugs which continues throughout by everyone bar Bee. Characters die one by one, driving the dwindling group to turn on each other until only Bee and Sophie remain alive.
I Saw The TV Glow follows Owen, a lonely teenager who’s reality starts to come apart after he meets Maddy who introduces him to the TV show The Pink Opaque. Through their friendship Owen and Maddy bond over their shared outsider identities and connection to the show. Maddy makes a plan to run away, encouraging Owen to join them but he refuses. Years later she returns, claiming that they are actually both Isabel and Tara from The Pink Opaque that have been trapped in a false reality by the series’ villain Mr. Melancholy. Owen rejects her again, but losing his friend for a second time causes him to become isolated and depressed. Twenty years later he has a breakdown at the children’s arcade he works at, escaping to the bathroom where he slices open his stomach to reveal The Pink Opaque playing inside. Despite this discovery he returns to work, apologising to his co-workers. 
The main theories employed in this essay’s analysis are genre theory, queer theory and feminism. Genre theory refers to a range of different practices concerned with the grouping of media artifacts based on their structural elements. The analysis of I Saw The TV Glow and Bodies will focus on contemporary approach to genre theory, exploring how each film subverts and repurposes classic generic elements in its creation of meaning. Queer theory is the central methodology of this analysis, examining queer representation and how each film engages with its audience. It will also combine with feminist theory to understand gender dynamics and identity in both films. 
Bodies begins with a tender scene of the two girls, Bee and Sophie, kissing in the grass. The film makes its queer representation clear from the start, without fetishising the girl’s relationship. This gentle affection is a juxtaposition not only with the rest of the film, but also with previous portrayals of lesbian relationships in horror film. Often lesbianism is presented as a corrupting force, in The Vampire Lovers and similar films, or exists as a male sexual fantasy, as Darren Aronofsky’s Black Swan is criticised for.[footnoteRef:10] In Bodies the girl’s relationship nor queerness in other characters is a source or catalyst for the deadly events of the film. Another difference in this contemporary representation is how Bee and Sophie are treated by the narrative. Queer theory has identified a media trope termed ‘bury your gays’, where one or both characters in a queer couple are killed off with the surviving character often placed in a heterosexual relationship.[footnoteRef:11] The trope emerged not solely from homophobic intent, but as one of the few ways to include queer representation without fear of backlash.[footnoteRef:12] Bodies defies this clique and subverts the horror film staple of a ‘final girl’ by leaving both Bee and Sophie as the only survivors.  [10:  Fisher, Mark, and Amber Jacobs, ‘Debating Black Swan: Gender and Horror’, Film Quarterly, 65.1 (2011), pp. 58–62, doi:10.1525/fq.2011.65.1.58 p. 59-60]  [11:  Hulan, Haley, ‘Bury Your Gays: History, Usage, and Context’, McNair Scholars Journal , 21.1 (2017), pp. 17–27, p.17 ]  [12:  Hulan, Haley, ‘Bury Your Gays: History, Usage, and Context’, p. 17] 

However this is not the only way the film subverts its generic elements. A slasher with no killer, it exists as an oxymoron. But this too is a manifestation of the film’s ideological message. The figure of the male aggressor is not present, a stark departure from the classics of the genre where he, be it Michael Myers or Ghostface, is a central focus. This absence of an external monster can be theorised as a both a feminist and queer choice in its opposition of heterosexual masculine power. Slasher’s feature of male killers and female victims serve to reinforce cultural attitudes to sexuality and gender, female sexuality is punished and male violence derived from familial or societal failings.[footnoteRef:13] In Bodies this is turned on its head, the vacuum left by the killer’s absence filled instead with internal discordance. Instead it is a mess of paranoia, drug use and the unravelling of performative identity politics that leads characters to their end.[footnoteRef:14] Directed at a young adult audience, the film critiques this generations hypocrisy of surface level acceptance while failing to confront their biases on gender, race, class and sexuality. The inciting incident of the group’s collapse into panic was itself a manifestation of biases around power and masculine insecurity. The injury that causes David’s death occurred while attempting to recreate a trick performed earlier by Greg, who he views as emasculating him, of opening champagne with his father’s kukri. The discovery of this fact in the final events of the film is a hollow realisation for the characters and the audience that all the deaths were for nothing. [13:  Clover, Carol J., ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, in The Dread of Difference : Gender and the Horror Film, ed. by Barry Keith Grant (University of Texas Press, 2015), pp. 68–115, p. 69-71]  [14:  Rahmawati, Aulia, ‘Genre Analysis of Body Horror in Contemporary Hollywood Films (The Substance, Bodies Bodies Bodies, and It’s What’s Inside)’, International Journal of Social, Economic and Business , 2.1 (2025), pp. 141–124, p. 121-123] 

Queer representation in I Saw The TV Glow treads the line between allegorical and overt. The film’s unreality and disjointed narrative blur the lines of fact and fiction leaving a lot up to the interpretation of the audience. The TV series the central characters of Maddy and Owen bond over, The Pink Opaque, can be interpreted both as the true reality within the film and as a state of actualised self-acceptance and realisation. From a queer theory perspective the central theme is clear, written and directed by Jane Schoenbrun a transgender filmmaker, the film explores the fear, discomfort and denial of transgender identity.[footnoteRef:15] The film’s queer representation is imbedded into the very fabric of the narrative. The transgender experience is explored in two different senses, repurposing horror narratives around transformation to create an immersive psychological horror in clear dialogue with its audience. Transformation as the source of horror is a longstanding narrative in the genre with evident queer-coded roots. Monstrous transformation into an ‘other’ being with the power itself to turn others reflected fears of the corrupting effects of queerness. This connection was particularly strengthened during the AIDS epidemic with gay men now considered not just ideologically but physically contagious.[footnoteRef:16] I Saw The TV Glow addresses the fear, confusion and horror in transformation of the self. Owen reacts with fear and denial when Maddy returns to inform him that his reality is a trap and his true self belongs to the world of The Pink Opaque. Upon returning home he attempts to enter the world of the show by smashing his head through the TV screen until his father pulls him away, holding Owen under the shower as he screams. The film’s decision to portray the act of transitioning as a destruction of the current self is a bold choice in the current social and political landscape. Where many transphobic arguments centre around how transgender individuals are ‘mutilating their bodies’.[footnoteRef:17] The film then goes a step further by inverting the ‘bury your gays’ trope referred to above.[footnoteRef:18] In Maddy’s explanation of their true identities as Tara and Isabel, she states the only way to return is through traumatic self-burial as Mr. Melancholy has buried them alive in the world of The Pink Opaque. The queer discomfort of trans identity is represented through the feelings of disconnectedness and isolation Owen and Maddy bond over. She is eventually recognises this as a stage of transition but Owen cannot accept that reality and is left behind.  [15:  Feldberg, Issac, ‘​Nocturnal Suburban Teen Angst Fantasia: Jane Schoenbrun on I Saw the TV Glow’, Roger Ebert, 2024 <https://www.rogerebert.com/interviews/jane-schoenbrun-i-saw-the-tv-glow-interview>]  [16:  Benshoff, Harry M., p. 116-117]  [17:  Zakir-Hussain, Maryam, ‘Transgender Surgery Is “Mutilation” and Sex “Can’t Be Changed”, Dr Robert Winston Says’, Independant , 2022 <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/transgender-surgery-mutilation-robert-winston-b2122965.html> [accessed 9 April 2026]]  [18:  Joseph, Kaela, ‘Gays Burying Ourselves: Immersive and Subversive Uses of Neon Noir in I Saw the TV Glow’, M/C, 28.1 (2025), doi:10.5204/mcj.3140] 

This leads to the second use of the transformation narrative in the film, where it is inverted as a warning of the destructive power of repression. In the second half of the film, after Maddy disappears again, Owen has become isolated and withdrawn. Despite Maddy’s warning that his true form of Isabel is suffocating to death, he chooses to stay rather than confront that traumatic reality. Here the horror comes in the form of not undergoing transformation, of remaining static and that state slowly killing you. Though the film addresses its audience directly throughout, it is here that director and writer Jane Schoenbrun speaks specifically to the queer viewer. Drawing from their own experience, they warn of the self-destructive effects of living with dysphoria and denying your identity.[footnoteRef:19] There is, however, a more reassuring message present also, with the words ‘there is still time’ appearing in glowing chalk on the road. A reminder that it is never too late for self-acceptance.  [19:  Finnegan, Jubilee Walker, ‘“there Is Still Time” - Queer Discomfort in I Saw the TV Glow’, DiGeSt Journal of Diversity and Gender Studies, 12.1 (2025), doi:10.21825/digest.93281 p. 107 ] 

As argued by Heather O. Petrocelli, horror is queer by the nature of its representation of repressed desires, taboos, violence and the ostracized ‘other’.[footnoteRef:20] The narratives and monsters of the genre, for better or worse, have deeply queer allegorical origins. Horror has drawn a significant queer audience with a unique connection to the genre, as they identified with the themes of trauma, transformation and repression; In addition to the genre being a source of queer representation, however covert or outrightly negative and reductive.  [20:  Petrocelli, Heather O. p. 5-6 ] 

In the contemporary examples analysed, it is clear how much queer representation within American horror has evolved. Instead of queerness as the source of horror, through monsters or madness, the queer character now appears as a protagonist. In Bodies the horror is internal, paranoia, privilege and unchecked biases. Desire for the appearance of acceptance without the work unravels as drug fuelled panic wins out. The film is purposeful and subversive in its queer representation, its titular lesbian couple are left as the ‘final girls’, their relationship never played for the male gaze.[footnoteRef:21] Both feminist and queer in its ideological framing, it explores how a slasher narrative functions without the central figure of male violence. Queer representation is treated both as trivial in the world of the film and vital to its message. It manifests  not just as part of the film’s subversion of generic expectations, but also as a reminder to the audience that a marginalised identity does not exempt you from holding prejudice and hurting others.  [21:  Mulvey, L., ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, Screen, 16.3 (1975), pp. 6–18, doi:10.1093/screen/16.3.6 p. 10-11] 

I Saw The TV Glow takes a wholly different approach. Every part of the film is informed by and reflective of its queerness, the narrative, setting and characters all in dialogue with the audience. A narrative expression of the experiences of auteur, Jane Schoenbrun, discovering their queer identity, the film confronts the fear, discomfort and horror of transformation and its inverse, stagnation. Although the process Maddy describes to reach the liberated reality of The Pink Opaque is one of traumatic destruction of the current self, she asserts it was worth it. That her previous life as Maddy fell away like a bad dream, ‘And I was me. I was finally me again.’[footnoteRef:22] Despite her story and argument that she hadn’t told him anything he didn’t know, Owen is still burdened with fear and denial. He chooses to stay in a false reality that is harming him, trading the horror of transformation for that of slow suffocation.  [22:  Schoenbrun, Jane, I Saw The TV Glow (A24, 2024)] 

To conclude, contemporary American horror is still a incredibly significant genre for queer representation as it has been in the past. Potentially even more at current as there is the freedom for overt expression and queer narratives. Both Bodies and I Saw The TV Glow subvert and repurpose horror’s generic elements in their queer representation, using the genre to their own ends to create unique and powerful stories that confront their audience head on. Horror film is inextricably connected to its queer audience, and the queer spectator to it. At present, the themes that grew horror’s queer audience remain, but contemporary representation is now front and centre, not relegated to covert allegory or hasty disposal. The genre’s history is queer history, hard won rights manifested in the freedom to create our own stories without fear.
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