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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a record of my research into women and their portrayal in contemporary horror and how
such research informed my writing of Sign of the Times, the TV show I submitted in conjunction for
the Masters by Research in Screenwriting at the University of York. Throughout this essay I examine
multiple roles and identities within horror, including ‘The Final Girl” and ‘The Mother’ amongst
others, and analyse how the portrayal of these roles have changed history and how the political/social
attitudes at the time could have informed such portrayals. My specific focus was on 80’s horror in
particular and the role of women in horror during the Reagan administration as my previous research
had suggested social values became more conservative in this time and a focus of my writing is a

partial satire of modern 80’s nostalgia.



I declare that this thesis is a presentation of original work and I am the sole author. This work has not
previously been presented for a degree or other qualification at this University or elsewhere. All

sources are acknowledged as references.



Sign of the Times: reflecting on the creative process and my research into the relationship to the

female gender throughout horror history

This essay is a reflection on the creative process of developing my television show Sign of the Times
and analysing my research into the representation of gender in horror from the 1970s to present, of
which I used to inform my writing. Sign of the Times is a horror-comedy television show that follows
two 17 year old twins who are reluctantly sent to 1980’s immersive summer camp experience with
ridiculous and deadly consequences. Due to a fascination with the trope of ‘The Final Girl’, I wanted
to explore the different roles women can play in horror media and deconstruct said roles. Furthermore,
my passion for horror and interest in how trends shift from decade to decade was a factor in my
research into horror by decades and the trends that defined these times. For example, post the
September 11th attacks on the Twin Towers led to a rise of home invasion movies within horror, as
filmmakers expressed anxieties of homes not demonstrating the security they had promised, reflecting
how people didn’t feel safe with the loom of terrorism rearing closer. Another subgenre of horror that
would rise in popularity, and that I will discuss later in this essay, was torture-porn and intense gore,
where the easier access to the internet combined with the wars throughout the Middle East led to

increased exposure to real life gore.

When starting the process, my assumption was that the portrayal and treatment of the female gender
in horror would have only improved over time, and broadly examining the 2020’s this would be the
case on a surface level examination. Female characters typically have more agency across films as a
whole. However, the progress has not been as linear or straightforward as expected to perceive. From
the start of this project I found the transition from the 1970’s to 1980’s saw a negative decline in
progress and even as the portrayal of women improved in horror, there were still nuances such as the
type of women and their portrayal that leaves much to be desired for the progression of how woman
are viewed as a gender on screen. As I researched this further, my aim with Sign of the Times became
to explore more specifically the relationship with women in the horror genre based on their role within
the story. Furthermore, it’s an exploration and showcase of my research into gender politics
throughout the decades of horror; especially the representation of women via ‘The Final Girl” and
‘The Mother’ archetypes. Please note where definitive roles or characteritures such as the ‘Final Girl’
and the ‘Mother’ are being discussed, these will be in quotations and capitalised due to the importance

of the terms to the discussion of this essay at hand.

Characters & Influences
When developing the characters for Sign of the Times, | knew | wanted to examine and deconstruct the
concept of the ‘Final Girl.” The ‘Final Girl’ in horror, summed up in its most common definitions, is

either the only survivor or the last victim of the killer(s) of a horror movie’s events. The ‘Final Girl’,



despite an indication of progression and how far representation of women in horror has come, also
demonstrates the ongoing negative attitude towards certain types of women and how women typically

survive in horror when they are shaped to fit into male-centered spaces.

The ‘Final Girl’ is typically slim, often has a gender neutral name, and is not overly feminine in the
stereotypical way of being girly. Examples of such include Laurie Strode in the long-running
Halloween series (1978-present), the virginal ‘good girl’ compared to her ‘promiscuous’ friend Lynda
who dies shortly after having sex'. In the past the ‘Final Girl” was always seen as purer (sexually
speaking) than her counterparts. However, it should be noted that this aspect has become less common
in modern horror and is often satirised, for example with ‘Final Girl” Sidney Prescott in the Scream
franchise (1996-present) who does not die after having sex but actually kills her sexual partner after
he attempts to kill her’>. Knowing I wanted to write a TV show that focused on horror throughout the
decades, I had to be purposeful with how I applied the ‘Final Girl’ trope and in how I attempted my
deconstruction of it. Cathy and Dinah, the twins at the centre of my story, were directly influenced by

my complicated relationship to the ‘Final Girl’ trope.

The Final Girl

I purposefully created Cathy to be the traditional ‘Final Girl’ - objectively slim, boyish in nature and
style, with an interest in what are traditionally viewed as male-centred activities; horror and sports. As
the ‘Final Girl’ is often portrayed as shyer so that she may fit into male spaces without being seen as
excessive in personality, I also explored that side of her character and made sure to explore a bubbly
side around those she is more comfortable with to add layers and depth to her character. In a
traditional slasher Cathy would be the definitive ‘Final Girl” (Slashers are a colloquial term for the
subgenre of horror that focuses on characters being murdered by a non-supernatural killer, the term
coming from characters being slashed) due to her appearing shy yet sweet and consistently being
accepted by those around her due to her conventional appearance. Like most ‘Final Girls’, Cathy
consistently experiences ‘Pretty Privilege® even if she would rather not admit it - her awkwardness is
chalked up to being charmingly quirky and her looser clothing representing a tomboy inspired style is
not indicative of laziness but of a chill, low-maintenance personality. ‘Pretty Privilege’ is a term that
has been adopted into popular use that theorises those that are perceived as conventionally attractive
are more likely to be afforded better opportunities and more easily liked by those around them®*. My

aim was to build an image in the audience’s minds that Cathy has always been surface level perfect

' Halloween. 1978. [DVD]. John Carpenter dir. USA: Compass International Pictures, Falcon
International Productions.

2 Scream. 1996. [DVD]. Wes Craven dir. USA: Woods Entertainment.

% Delmage, L. (2022) Pretty privilege is real — it's time we talked about it. Available at:

https://www.glamourmagazine.co.uk/article/pretty-privilege (Accessed: 29/12/2025).
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and such a shining example that she’s become a paradox unto herself. She’s too squeaky-clean to be
disliked or liked genuinely; how we would actually perceive the popular ‘Final Girls’ if they were
actual people dueto their insufferable perfection. Cathy’s continuous struggle stems from how much
she has to hide to keep up this facade; with her inability to come out as queer herself a major conflict
between the twins. A major inspiration for writing Cathy was Sidney Prescott in the Scream series, as
I admired how Wes Craven and Kevin Williamson (Craven having co-written and directed Scream and
Williamson having co-written Scream) were able to write a capable ‘Final Girl’ that defied certain

tropes, such as having sex and still being the ‘Final Girl’.

The Anti-Final Girl

On the other hand Dinah, the other principal character and Cathy’s twin, was created to be the
antithesis to the traditional ‘Final Girl’. She unapologetically identifies as Femme - an identity within
the lesbian community who exhibits feminine traits not in a way that falls in line with conservative
values, but in a way that reclaims femininity in the name of progression’. Furthermore, where the
‘Final Girl’ is traditionally straight - despite also being a sexless being - Dinah is a lesbian and doesn’t
shy away from this fact, also engaging in sexual lesbian activity within the first episode to indicate
Sign of the Times was going to be different from traditional horror media. Despite the origins of horror
in the gothic®, there’s been a history of those explicitly gothic and alternative being mocked in horror’.
If the traditional Final Girl popularised in the 80’s is an androgynous and boyish-girl who is also
demure and sexless® Dinah is the exact opposite by design. The sarcastic and quick-tempered Dinah
dresses in a High-Femme’ gothic style designed to attract attention and provoke the conservative
around her. However, her personality outside of her cynicism is more of the traditional final girl
compared to her seemingly more conventional twin. Dinah’s intelligence lies more in street smarts
and ability to read the people around her'® and would probably be more of the cliched ‘Queen-Bee’
role if she wasn’t plus-sized and perpetually angry at the world of which it should be noted

Queen-Bee type roles in horror media often end up victims in horror. Her sexuality also deconstructs

® Brabaw, K. (2018) A Brief History Of The Word "Femme". Available at:

https://www.refinery29.com/en-gb/femme-lesbian-lgbtqg-history (Accessed: 29/12/2025).
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® Huskin, R. (2020) "Femininity? It's the aesthetic of subordination”: Understanding the role of

femmephobia in experiences of discrimination among sexual and gender minorities. Available at:
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the Final Girl trait of being sexually available for the men around her yet sexless at the same time'';
she cannot be sexually available as she’s not attracted to men and she cannot be sexless as she engages
in sexual relationships with other women. A partial inspiration for this character is Jennifer from the
cult-classic, Jennifer s Body (2009). Jennifer s Body partially focuses on a teenage girl who is
sacrificed by power-hungry men but returns as a man eating succubus, with her non-viriginal status
being what saves her from a permanent death in a subversion on the traditional fate for the mean
Queen-Bee in horror media'?. Jennifer s Body is also fascinating to examine within the context of pop
culture as a marketing campaign focused on the suggested lesbian sexual relationship between the two
main characters and titular actor Megan Fox’s sexuality led to commercial panning of the film when
the plot focus instead was on how a teenage girl’s rage and revenge against the men that have
wronged her alongside a bittersweet examination of the female friendship at the centre®. Jennifers
Body was fascinating for me in my research as a film that subverted traditional horror cliches in a time
when horror was seen as trashy, and the initial critical backlash was incredibly accidentally meta

(“referring to itself or to something of its own type'*”

) as Jennifer’s character is underestimated by
those around her in the film due to her looks. This inspired me to write Dinah as a more explicitly
mean character, to further subvert the expectations that the ‘Final Girl” must be demure to those

around her, and as a homage to Jennifer in Jennifer s Body.

An issue I struggled with writing this series was ensuring that, whilst [ wanted Dinah to be the
non-traditional ‘Final Girl’, I couldn’t allow Cathy to become plot fodder simply for the crime of
being the traditional ‘Final Girl’; her story and arc mattered as well. This is when I made sure I was
exploring other aspects of Cathy’s personality - such as being bubbly and goofy - and injecting her
more into the plot so her and Dinah felt more balanced in terms of development. Furthermore, I did
not want to imply any type of woman was better than the other and as such I wanted to ensure both
Cathy and Dinah contributed positively to the story and without one the issues the characters face

could not be resolved.

" Clover, C. (1992). Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film. Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

12 Jennifer’s Body. 2009. [DVD]. Karyn Kusama dir. USA: Fox Atomic, Dune Entertainment.
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“It's to Me a Perfect Movie”. Available at:
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The Mother

The ‘Mother’ in horror'® has historically been either silent victims'®, weak'” or the monster of the
story'®. If T was to explore women’s role in horror I couldn’t just focus on the young ‘Final Girl(s)” -
the role of the ‘Mother’ needed to be explored. My aim with Ffion - the twin’s Mother - as a character

was to give her the opportunity to express herself as the girl she was and the Mother she is.

Pre-80’s, when the ‘Mother’ character was predominantly featured, it would typically be as the
Mother of the monster - eg Norma Bates in Psycho, whose abuse of Norman is the explicit cause of
his own villany". Another famous horror Mother I had in mind while writing Ffion’s character this
time from 1996 was Maureen Prescott from the Scream franchise. Maureen is an extremely interesting
character to myself as she is arguably the direct cause for all the events in Scream as her affair with
Hank Loomis is what killer, Billy Loomis, indicates as his motivation for the Woodsborough murder
spree” and each subsequent murder spree in Scream is inspired in part by the original®'*>. Despite this,
Maureen is never seen on screen. Her appearances are limited to photos and an out of place

minute-long nightmare-sequence in the third installment®

. Despite the movie relying on her previous
actions and subsequent off-screen rape and murder, we never hear Maureen speak or get to be a
character outside of her relationship to men (Hank Loomis as the man she has an affair with, Neil
Prescott as her husband, Billy Loomis and Stu Macher as her rapists and murderers, Roman Bridger as
her illegitimate son). Scream is objectively a feminist movie in its portrayal of the female characters -
such as the fact Sidney is never punished for not remaining virginal as other female characters in
horror who have sex are - however as this movie with feminist themes can still falter with its portrayal
of female characters, I wanted to ensure I had a multifaceted and layered writing for Ffion, as the
Mother of the protagonists. As such, I wanted to give Ffion extra agency in the show, having an

episode in the first season that focuses on her going out of her way to research the summer camp and

discovering sinister details.

Rounding out the main cast, | knew | wanted a predominantly queer identifying group of characters,

due to the nature of the series’ themes. Furthermore, as there is a stereotype of queer characters very

'® Basili, T. (2020) Final Girls and ‘Mother’: Representations of Women in the Horror Film from the
1970s to the Present. thesis.

6 Maureen Prescott in Scream (1996)

7 Wendy in The Shining (1980)

'8 Margaret White in Carrie (1976)

® Psycho. 1960. [DVD]. Alfred Hitchcock dir. USA: Shamley Productions.

20 Scream. 1996. [DVD]. Wes Craven dir. USA: Woods Entertainment.

21 |t should be noted the recent reboot of the franchise, ‘Scream (2022). USA: Spyglass Media Group,
Project X Entertainment, Radio Silence Productions’ are not as explicitly linked to the Maureen
Prescott case, being closer linked to Billy Loomis’ story due to the main character being his secret
daughter.

22 Scream Franchise (1996-Present). USA.

3 Scream 3. 2000. [DVD]. Wes Craven dir. USA: Konrad Pictures, Craven/Maddalena Films.



rarely making it to the end of horror films alive I wanted to employ some tongue-in-cheek
commentary by ensuring the queer characters survive and the heterosexual characters round out the
deceased. In a majority of media, horror included, queer characters are killed off so often
dispproportionally to their straight counter parts the term ‘bury your gays’ has been popularised to
describe the phenomenom?®. As such, I wanted to avoid this trope and provide positive, queer

representation. It felt important to do so, especially as a queer writer myself.

Kian as a character was purposely written to be someone the audience roots for, but who makes the
wrong decisions over and over again. The pipeline into incel culture and extreme-misogyny is
something [ have a morbid fascination of. As research has shown this typically affects men and boys
with poor mental health but of higher socio-economic backgrounds®, who feel disillusioned by their
place in society. As such, I made Kian a quiet and more shy character who struggles to fit in with his
more masculine counterparts and allows his frustration about this to misguide him, making him
vulnerable to being groomed by the misogynistic men around him. By exploring these themes, |
hoped this would further ground the series in reality around the larger than life camp setting, and

provide diversity to a queer heavy cast of characters.

Not everything I planned was able to be positively applied to the series. Initially, I had planned for the
character of Gavin, the camper who was Otto’s lackey and right hand man, to be a man in his
30°s-40’s disguised as a 16 year old camper. This was designed to be purposely shocking and absurd,
in reference to the camp nature of many horror films. However, I found this difficult to write in
practice as the implications of Gavin being a romantic foil to Dinah & Seline with the age gap felt

unsavoury and would’ve darkened the plot too much due to the implication of statutory rape.

SETTING & INFLUENCES

Part of the fun in writing horror for myself is embracing the cliches. Scream was a huge pioneer in
meta humour - a style of comedy that deliberately highlights tropes and cliches and pokes fun
accordingly. As part of the intention behind Sign of the Times was to be a love letter to horror
throughout the decades, I wanted to employ the same technique and as such I decided to lean into

certain cliches. The summer camp as a setting has a rich history with horror. From horror

2 Stanhope, K. (2016) Bury Your Gays: TV Writers Tackle Trope, the Lexa Pledge and Offer Advice to
Showrunners. Available at:
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/bury-your-gays-atx-festival-901800/ (Accessed:
29/12/2025).

% Whittaker, J., Costello, W. and Thomas, A.G. (2024) ‘Predicting harm among incels (involuntary
celibates): the roles of mental health, ideological belief and social networking (accessible)’,
Commission for Countering Extremism [Preprint]. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/predicting-harm-among-incels-involuntary-celibates/predi
cting-harm-among-incels-involuntary-celibates-the-roles-of-mental-health-ideological-belief-and-social

-networking-accessible#study-context (Accessed: 27/08/2025).
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heavyweights such as Friday the 13th to cult classics such as Sleepaway Camp, summer camps are
popular horror locations for very clear reasons. Summer camps offer a sense of isolation, building on
the fear that if something were to go wrong, you’ll be unable to seek immediate help. Furthermore,
there is a hierarchy societal order in most summer camps (with camp counsellors filling in for a
parent/teacher role) and as such I was able to utilise the hierarchy to eliminate the issue of phones (by

having them confiscated at the start of the experience).

STORY & INFLUENCES

As many of the other aspects of Sign of the Times are inspired by existing horror tropes as a way of
commenting, I knew I wanted to have aspects of the story that were unpredictable and absurd. Whilst
cults are well-represented in horror - from Rosemary s Baby (1968) to Midsommar (2019) - Otto’s
motivation of creating a conservative and traditional utopia by reincarnating the spirits of Margaret
Thatcher (Conservative Prime Minister of the UK 1979-90%%) and Ronald Reagan (Republican
President of the USA 1981-89%7), was purposely absurd. Initially, my plan was to make Otto more
explicitly a supporter of Donald Trump, however I felt that was too on the nose and didn’t want to
date the series/distract from the plot by grounding the series too much in current times, thus impacting
its rewatchability. The effects of Thatcherism on the UK are still being felt to this day, similarly to
Reaganism in the USA, and as such I wanted to use these two figureheads as the representation of the

conservative utopia Otto wants to return to.

The theme of the summer camp being 80°s inspired is for a number of reasons - as Otto believes he is
the love child of Thatcher and Reagan who were in power for the majority of the 80°s, I believe he
would romanticise the 80’s. This is a direct commentary on the bizarre nostalgia for the 1980’s within
pop culture recently. Even more bizarre is that the nostalgia I have witnessed comes from those who
weren’t alive for the 80’s. This has been mostly popularised, in my opinion, by the /¢ remake franchise
(2017-present) and even more so by Netflix series Stranger Things (2016-2025), whose 80’s settings
were directly influential on recent popular culture. Due to the nature of their fanbases being
predominantly teens and young adults, the adoration for the 80’s aesthetic of BMX’s, malls and
brightly coloured fabric seemed not to be rooted in actual nostalgia, but a longing to have experienced
the 80’s decade at all. This directly influenced Otto’s obsession with the 80’s, having a foundation of
ridicule within the narrative from the start as being born in 1988, he would not have any memory of

the 80’s, making his nostalgia also false.

% (2025) Past Prime Ministers. Available at:

https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers (Accessed: 29/12/2025).
27 (2025) The Presidents. Available at:
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SERIES CONTINUATION

Within my series bible I have outlined further developments for Sign of the Times, specifically
describing the plot for season two and three alongside a between season episode prequel. Despite this
not being the norm for a series bible, I knew the 1980’s wasn’t the only decade of horror I wanted to

explore and I had a precise plan for the structure of the series.

Series two was inspired by 2000’s horror, where one of the other most popular trends apart from home
invasion was body horror witha focus on gore and torture, following the success of franchises such as
Saw (2005-23), Hostel (2005-11) and Wrong Turn (2003-21). Furthermore, the 2000’s have been

t**, with the most popular

retroactively viewed as a time where eating disorder culture was at its heigh
and sought after body type being a very thin, skeletal-like frame referred to as ‘heroin chic.?*” As
such, I wanted to explore a plot that combined the focus on body horror with a plot that explored
eating disorders, combining a horror sub-genre relevant to the 2000’s to a distinct piece of 2000’s

culture.

Overall, Sign of the Times, was developed mostly from my love for horror alongside a desire to
explore the roles of women in horror, deconstructing the ‘Final Girl” and the ‘Mother’archetypes and
using the key factors of these tropes to interrogate my own writing and biases - such as ensuring
Cathy was a three-dimensional character whose personality and decisions influenced the plot as much
as Dinah. My long term goal for Sign of the Times would be to continue developing the show to be
produced, as the deconstruction of 1980’s nostalgia would be marketable following the success of

Stranger Things and the mystery of the plot could keep audiences engaged.

3374 words.

2 Naraharisetty, R. (2016) Romanticizing Y2K Led to the Resurgence of Heroin Chic. Available at:
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