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“All the Better to See You With”: Found-Footage, Camera Identification and Deleuzian Event 

in Contemporary Demon Possession Horror. 

Introduction 

Found footage horrors are films related through the fictional premise that the events onscreen have 

been filmed by the characters in the diegetic film-world, sometimes taking the format of amateur 

content-creators on home devices, sometimes under the auspices of a fictional documentary. In most 

cases, the characters who shot the footage are alleged to have disappeared or died by the end of the 

film with the footage they left behind as a surviving account of what happened to them. When 

deployed in the demon possession subgenre, the diegetic camera is endowed with a “divination 

quality” and there is the generic expectation that, at least by the end of the film, the ambiguity around 

the nature of the event, supernatural or psychological, will be removed (Heller-Nicholas, 2014: 152). 

This creates a tension between subjective experiences and the objective, surveilling camera gaze. This 

essay argues that in these found footage horrors, the camera’s inquiry aims to either discredit the 

possessed person’s subjective experience with empirical observation or, if the camera records 

evidence of bodily violation by supernatural entities, it will be preserved as raw material with the 

potential to be exploited for some entrepreneurial end. This essay also examines the way in which this 

entrepreneurial gaze constructs the event of the supernatural violation of a woman’s body and how we 

perceive what is supposed to have transpired in the body of the possessed woman through an analyses 

of the found footage franchise Paranormal Activity (Paramount: 2007-2016)  As a point of contrast, I 

compare this found footage aesthetic with a film that eschews the surveillant camera gaze with a more 

formally experimental style of narration and camera identification in The Blackcoat’s Daughter 

(Perkins, 2015). 

Previous scholarship has explored how found footage horror, particularly in the post-9/11 

political, social and technological age challenges viewer perception and changes our ways of seeing 

by foregrounding images captured by commonly available technology. Linnie Blake and Xavier 

Reyes describe it as an expression of the way in which human subjectivities have shifted and become 

increasingly ‘networked’ with the constant flow of information exchange facilitated by smartphones, 
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GPS, CCTV surveillance and online communication practices (2016: 1). Comparatively David 

Bordwell considers it a return to a similar narrative device in the Gothic literary tradition, “Here a tale 

is presented as a manuscript found and prepared for publication by other hands. The purpose, at first 

blush, is to give the story and air of authenticity.” (2012). What does this aesthetic of networked 

information and the imagined objectivity of the camera lend to the narration of the preternatural 

violation of a woman’s body?  

I argue that it scrutinizes the violated feminine subject, regards her with suspicion and gathers 

evidence for a foregone conclusion where she is complicit or at fault for her own violation. In found 

footage horror detailing the psychological and embodied suffering of female characters, their 

subjective experiences are documented and scrutinized (even if ultimately verified) by a surveilling 

camera eye. It proposes that were these events to take place, the singular, unpredictable and highly 

personal occurrence of being terrorized by an invisible entity could be captured on film and this 

personal narrative could be communicated effectively and accurately to a receptive audience through 

the objectivity of technology and the authenticity of the image. Thereby, the neoliberal subject, 

particularly feminine subjects who are represented as most vulnerable to attack and violation are 

interpellated to submit to surveillance and scrutiny for their own protection. By contrast, in the more 

formally experimental horror The Blackcoat’s Daughter, the integrity and capability of such 

technology is demonstrably undermined. 

Demon Possession and Deleuzian Event 

Demon possession has been a recurring trope in horror cinema since the silent era with a wide range 

of aesthetic interpretations before the cultural phenomenon that was The Exorcist (Friedkin, 1973). It 

has featured in national and genre cinemas from the silent documentary Häxan (Christensen, 1926) 

and the Yiddish-language film The Dybbuk (Waszyński,1937) to Ken Russell’s exploitation film The 

Devils (1971). It has since enjoyed a newfound popularity and profitability in the American horror 

market in the late 2000s and 2010s, particularly through the aesthetic of found footage horror. The 

demon possession subgenre is one that is perpetually preoccupied with the spectacle of the hysterical, 

contorted and violated body. Although there are notable exceptions, this violated possessed body is 
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typically gendered as feminine. In her ground-breaking work in both feminist film studies and horror 

scholarship, Barbara Creed analysed Friedkin’s film because she contended “more is at stake than a 

simple case of demonic possession,” (1993, 31). The possession of the female body became a 

voyeuristic excuse to legitimize “a display of aberrant feminine behaviour which is depicted as 

depraved, monstrous, abject -and perversely appealing” (Ibid). In American horror, the possessed 

feminine body is an allegorical means of articulating societal perceptions of feminine victimization 

and victimhood. 

The demon possession narrative is not just one of bodily transgression and violation but of a 

damsel-in-distress and her subsequent rescue. In The Exorcist, Regan’s body and its peril are 

consistent with the types of victim Rebecca Wanzo identifies as ideal for resonating with the general 

public, or a Lost (White) Girl event. She is a white-skinned, ostensibly heteronormative and gender-

conforming female child from a background of comfort and means, abruptly taken from her “golden” 

or “fairy tale” childhood by a villainous, extra-familial presence (2008: 101). Wanzo uses the 

Deleuzian concept of pure event to describe how these victims come to be transformed in time. The 

victims’ personal traits become dissociated from the specificity of their personhood and transmuted 

into archetypes in the cultural expression of sensational media. The missing girl ceases to be a subject 

existing in any terms outside of the crime and the violence acted upon her body. Similarly, the 

demonic possession of a feminine body works as an ‘event,’ that is, how the material and physical 

details of an occurrence involving individual subjects, in this case the violation of a female body by 

an unknown entity, finds its cultural and linguistic expression in contemporary horror film.  

Deleuzian events are the ‘sense’ or perception of actual, material occurrences in terms of their 

linguistic and cultural expression. According to Paul Patton “event attributions do not simply describe 

or report pre-existing events, they help to actualize particular events in the social field. That is why 

politics frequently takes the form of struggle over the appropriate description of events” (1997). One 

example of this would be the continued cultural conversation regarding the accurate and appropriate 

choice(s) of vocabulary to describe events of gendered and sexual violence and in discussing 

heteronormative sexual practices. In this way the representation of a violated gendered body is an 
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event that warrants investigation and problematisation. If events are generated and extrapolated from 

their spatio-temporal manifestations, it is worth returning to how space, time, and chronological order 

are represented in the unfolding of the narrative. The films discussed in this essay were selected 

because they could be described as self-reflexively engaging with the camera as a tool for embalming 

or preserving reality, that is the Paranormal Activity franchise and The Blackcoat’s Daughter. Steven 

Shaviro describes the single-narrative film Paranormal Activity (Peli, 2007) and its franchise 

(Blumhouse: 2007-2016) as creating suspense through a sort of anti-climactic story-telling that trains 

the viewer to sit and watch long surveillance sequences as “a parodic reducto ad absurdium of 

Bazinian realism” (2017: 319). The premise of the franchise depends on privileging the visual, the 

measurable and compiling photographic evidence to support the female characters’ subjective 

experience of supernatural invasion. I compare this aesthetic and narrative tendency to The 

Blackcoat’s Daughter, a horror film that undermines empirical knowledge and organizes its narrative 

form around the temporal and subjective experience of trauma. Although the narrative is presented 

through the more traditional mode of a story filmed and presented by an omniscient director and 

camera, its execution intersects and deviates from the found footage horror aesthetic in key ways to 

present an acutely subjective exploration of the event for the young woman involved. The subjective 

representation of her experience is one that is ultimately unprovable, unfathomable and recursively 

isolating.  

Paranormal “Events”: The Ideological Function of Found Footage Aesthetic 

The first Paranormal Activity film revolves around a demonic entity who haunts a cohabiting couple 

in their home; the demon possesses the woman and she kills her partner. The original film ends with 

the possessed woman, Katie (Katie Featherstone) killing herself. There is an alternative ending where 

Katie is killed in her home by the investigating police. When Paramount pictures purchased 

Paranormal Activity for distribution, they found that these endings did not perform well at test 

screenings and Peli was given additional funding to reshoot a new ending where Katie survives so it 

would perform better and have the potential to develop into a franchise. This franchise has expanded 

the lore of the original film to become increasingly about the coven of witches who originally 
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summoned the demon, and as Julia Leyda economically terms it “mortgaged” their future male 

offspring to the demon so they can attain earthly wealth (2014). Even within the franchise, the event 

of possession changes its meaning within the film-world to support varying political ends.  

The PA franchise (particularly the original trilogy) have been convincingly established as 

economic horror films, implicitly and explicitly narrativizing the anxieties of the post-2008 recession 

and housing crises. Leyda describes the PA franchise as representing the phenomenological feeling of 

twenty-first century economic fears where the “decentering of financial systems and instruments 

make them harder to see or resist; the Paranormal Activity movies portray the demon as an elusive, 

disembodied, yet personalized evil entity” (2014). Similarly, Bernice Murphy comments on how the 

terminology used to describe the supernatural has been upgraded, the haunted house inhabitants are no 

longer plagued by “ghosts” or spirits of the house’s former occupants but by demonic entities that can 

be described as having no human history, subjectivity or ability to reason. They are not attached to 

property or to specific objects but to individual people, and as Murphy notes, “Like a bad credit 

history, the demons in these films can never be shaken off by a mere change of address” (2015: 242). 

The supernatural attack on those dwelling in the post-recession American home became more 

personal, embodied and gendered.  

These films not only reflect the economic fears of the millennial generation but reflect the 

tensions of the unequal and gendered power dynamics that become more acute within heterosexual 

cohabitations in recessionary times (Snelson 2014: 172).  With the use of handheld cameras, which 

are directly involved in the action they record, and the contrasting use of stationary, fixed-location 

cameras that impartially record everything within their frame, the franchise creates a tension between 

subjective experiential knowledge and objectively recorded information. The fusion of the found 

footage aesthetic and the narrative of demonic possession foreground both the medicalized discourse 

of hysteria and the gendered anticipation of accusations of irrationality, neuroses and most 

specifically, hysteria. Mary Ann Doane notes how women became the focus of 1940s horror film in 

much the same way that they became “[t]he patient whose discourse is read and interpreted at the 

origin of psychoanalysis” through the figure of the female hysteric and the association of femininity 
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with the pathological (1987, 38-39). She writes about the Foucauldian “medical gaze” and patriarchal 

scrutiny in gothic horror films centering around female hysteria and somatization. Writing about films 

in the 1940s, she notes how women’s subjective accounts of their own trauma is derealized and 

depoliticized from actual material events and conditions and reconstructed as personal psychological 

repression. The afflicted woman’s narrative account of her own suffering “cannot stand on its own – it 

must be interpreted” (54), namely by a masculine authority figure if it is to be believed, validated and 

contextualized. In the case of the 2008 Paranormal Activity, Micah (Micah Sloat) appoints himself as 

the male authority who will diagnose and save his female partner from her own neurotic condition. 

When Micah embarks on his home video project at the beginning of the film, he skeptically declares 

that the camera will determine whatever “is occurring…or not occurring” in their home. Katie 

implores Micah to believe her when she says that a supernatural entity has been following her 

throughout her life. He assures her that he does but that camera’s presence will “substantiate the 

claims.” However, the camera cannot capture some of Katie’s experiences such as when she can hear 

its voice and feel its breath. Similarly, because the entity is personally terrorizing Katie, her input and 

memory is required to give context and meaning to the demon’s actions. Although Micah is ostensibly 

in charge of the camera and the narrative, he does not succeed in his attempt to coopt the event from 

Katie’s experience onto film. Like any other film director or writer, Micah is stating a position, but he 

is also exposing aspects of himself, his own biases, prejudices and shortcomings that he is not aware 

of. The camera captures not only the ‘truth’ of the paranormal occurrences but the truth of their 

relationship.  

Micah uses his position as the financially dominant partner to exploit Katie’s experiences to 

enhance his own financial and social capital despite Katie’s objections. The mystery of the haunting 

reveals the violent undercurrents of Micah’s sense of masculinity and identity as derived from a sense 

of ownership of not only the house, but Katie. As Heller-Nicholas interprets it, when Micah declares 

“I’m taking care of this. Nobody comes into my house, fucks with my girlfriend, and gets away with 

it,” he reveals that he “fundamentally sees the haunting of Katie as a property crime committed 

against him because it threatens his assumed ownership,” (2014: 135). In this way, the camera is only 
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an expression of pre-existing sense of ownership. This is reinforced in the prequel scenes in 

Paranormal Activity 2 (Williams, 2010) when Micah uses Katie’s wealthy brother-in-law’s handheld 

camera and says “I think I definitely might replace my girlfriend with this camera. It has more 

features.” As he says this, he directs the camera at Katie and zooms in on her to visually underline his 

joke that he is assessing her worth and finding her lacking by comparison.  

 Even by Micah’s own observations, it is becoming increasingly evident that his intervention 

is in fact aggravating the problem. For Micah, Katie’s suffering is too foreign, too alien to his own 

experience to invite compassion. Rather, it invites his curiosity, intrigue and sense of enterprise and so 

Katie becomes the object of a gaze that is scientific and medicalized. He tells Katie “This could be a 

really rare phenomenon and it’s really cool that we got it on tape.” His cognitively dissonant 

admiration for the creature that is harming his partner is based on an evaluation of its scarcity and he 

imagines himself entrepreneurially as a pioneer on new frontier, ready to demystify and colonize this 

paranormal Other. Paranormal Activity presents then an update to the “medicalized gaze” as 

described by Doane to something more akin to an entrepreneurial gaze. Unlike the medical authorities 

in the hysterical women’s horror films of the 1940s, Micah does not necessarily want to heal Katie of 

her symptoms but instead capitalize upon her status as a person afflicted by a “rare” supernatural 

malady. He relates to his personal identity as a business and actively embraces risks, creates 

opportunities and works to transform losses in his personal life to increase his own capital as per the 

trademarks of a neoliberal subjectivity (see Scharff, 2016). Within this mindset, Katie’s body, identity 

and experiences are considered extensions of his own personal property and brand. In this way, the 

first Paranormal Activity film presents the dehumanization of this kind of interrogation of a victim of 

violation in ways that were both interpersonal, political and even neo-colonial. Micah ultimately 

proves himself to be unworthy of this self-appointed diagnostic and authoritative role. But in 

interpreting and relaying the events of Katie’s story, the demonic attacks and the abusive relationship, 

the camera equipment stands in as the new authoritative, masculine substitute for her own account of 

what happened.  

 



8 
 

‘Kiss the camera’: Mapping Blame onto the Female Body 

As the PA franchise continued and the initial question of the existence of the paranormal entity had 

been well and truly answered in the affirmative, the films’ narrative inquiry centered more on locating 

the blamelessness or blameworthiness of the demon’s victims. In later films, Katie is revealed to be 

from a family of witches who had a pact with a demon to sacrifice the body of their first-born male. 

Katie’s nephew is the first male born to her family since the 1930s and at the end of the second film 

she kidnaps him from her sister. In the fourth film, Katie is living next door to the family in 

Paranormal Activity 4 (Joost & Schulmann, 2012) where she kidnaps their male child and kills the 

teenaged girl protagonist. Katie is presented to be complicit since childhood in a conspiracy to acquire 

wealth and is increasingly deemed responsible for the terrible things that happened to her and her 

family. This attribution of blame is demonstrated in archetypal horror form when she is contrasted 

with the teenaged girl Alex (Katyrn Newton) in Paranormal Activity 4 who is killed in a virgin 

sacrifice. 

Blame, responsibility and ideality are key points of contention for what makes a victim 

‘legible’ as such in stories told about victimization (Wanzo 2009: 186). Laura Mulvey stated in her 

pivotal essay that the voyeuristic masculine gaze is legitimized in narrative cinema through the 

established guilt of the female character; in Hitchcock’s cinema, a probing gaze with the woman as its 

object is warranted narratively because she is under investigation by a male authority (1975: 843). As 

described in the previous section, this authorized scrutiny by the male partner is undermined and 

supplanted with the camera itself as a means of interpreting and relaying an accurate account of what 

is going on inside the woman’s body. In Paranormal Activity 4, a female protagonist willingly forfeits 

her privacy so that she can document, understand and relate the story of the strange events happening 

in her home. This voluntary submission to surveillance and self-surveillance is constitutive of 

Rosalind Gill’s description of postfeminist feminine subjectivity as well as neoliberal subjectivity 

(2007: 155). If Micah fails as an entrepreneurial subject who misrecognizes Katie’s experience as raw 

ore to be appropriated and refined for consumption, Alex more accurately understands her position as 

a business/product/brand that can be protected through camera surveillance. Alex is recorded by her 
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laptop camera when she forgets to sign out of a video chat conversation before going to sleep. The 

overnight footage shows a young boy who is a friend of Alex’s six-year-old brother walked into her 

room and climbed into bed with her while she slept. Without the overnight footage, and without her 

friend Ben (Matt Shively) habitually recording all their conversations, Alex would not have known 

about incident. Alex admittedly feels betrayed by Ben for saving videos of their conversations without 

her permission and is perturbed by the idea that she may have forgotten to sign out on previous 

occasions and Ben might have watched her without her awareness. Even with this discomfort in mind, 

she decides that it is safer to be monitored by cameras at all times when her parents interpret her fears 

as irrational and excessive. She voluntarily submits to camera surveillance not necessarily so she can 

increase her own personal capital but as insurance, so that she will not suffer damage to her character, 

her credibility or her rationality while she is under attack by this entity.  

Alex researches the demon she believes to be haunting their home and possessing her younger 

brother and learns that for the ritual of the demonic possession of a male host to be complete, the 

witches need to spill the blood of an “inviolate” or a “being that has not been profaned.” She and Ben 

infer this to mean a virgin sacrifice and Ben signals to her virginal status by saying “Then you’re 

fucked.” She turns on all the cameras on all the laptops and smart television in the house so she can 

survey the home and gather evidence and to support her response as an understandable amount of 

concern. Shaviro says that this an appropriate digital horror for our age as “Vampires and other such 

old-fashioned monsters are only able to haunt us in our own homes if we have invited them in. But 

today, we cannot use digital devices at all without having already agreed to all sorts of intrusions and 

violations of our privacy” (2017: 325). In Paranormal Activity 4 we see the logic behind why one 

would forego privacy, submit to external surveillance and perform vigilant self-surveillance. The 

camera captures incidents such the possessed child entering her room again and psychically pull the 

bedsheets off her as she lay unconscious and levitate her from her bed. The camera’s findings survive 

Alex as she dies at the end of the film, ostensibly as a virgin sacrifice required by the coven to 

complete the possession of the child from the neighboring home. It relates the story of her 

victimization in a legible, linear fashion and posthumously absolves her from any wrongdoing. 
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‘The Blackcoat’s Daughter’: Denying the Viewer Their Pleasure  

In contrast, the demonic possession of a female body in The Blackcoat’s Daughter resists the 

simplification and the supposition that traumatic experience can be coherently communicated. The 

Blackcoat’s Daughter is an independently produced horror film distributed by A24 films, a distributor 

that has received acclaim for its calculated risks in buying distribution rights to films that challenge 

generic confines. A24 anticipated the mid-2010s market for horror films that have an arthouse 

aesthetic and slow pacing when they purchased The Witch (Eggers, 2015) for distribution. When they 

moved into making their own films for distribution, they continued the trend by producing the 

critically-acclaimed male-possession horror film Hereditary (Aster, 2018).  

The Blackcoat’s Daughter contributes to this oeuvre of experimental horror films in its pacing 

and camerawork. Particularly, the horror trope of a victim being surreptitiously watched is expanded 

beyond a singular subjective locale to stylistic mode of rendering the whole film. It is not the 

traditional, generic moving POV of the killer/monster but a more omniscient and ethereal, perceptive 

consciousness. Director Oz Perkins is the oldest son of Antony Perkins, the actor who played Norman 

Bates in Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho (1960) and played Norman Bates himself as a young boy in 

Psycho II (Franklin, 1983). He is deeply influenced by Hitchcock, but he uses the camera in 

opposition to what has been observed of Hitchcock’s technique for producing uncanny effect. In 

“Looking Awry” Slavoj Žižek notes how Hitchcock’s use of the camera endows ordinary, domestic 

settings and objects with an aura of anxiety and dread by presenting subjective shots from the POV of 

the person approaching a feared object (such as Lila Crane approaching the house behind Bates’ 

Motel in Psycho) and objective and establishing shots of the person themselves (1989: 45-46). Žižek 

argues that the reverse would spoil the mysterious effect (46) because we would realise that it is just 

an everyday object imbued with the projections of the psychic stresses of the heroine. However, in 

The Blackcoat’s Daughter Perkins breaks these rules of “permitted” and “forbidden” shots as we have 

“objective” shots of the supposedly fearful objects and “subjective” shots of the human subjects from 

the point of view of these objects. He uses the camera to render a tangible cinematic presence to an 

unseen consciousness. The camera in The Blackcoat’s Daughter frames characters who ostensibly feel 
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oriented in the space but we as viewers are disoriented. Where the PA films put the viewer in a sense 

of heightened, unfocused anticipation, The Blackcoat’s Daughter makes the human characters seem 

small, vulnerable and not at all in charge of the space they occupy or what happens to them within 

that space.  

 We are introduced to a camera gaze that could be described as curious, sympathetic but 

defamiliarizing in the opening shots. The viewer is shown Kat (Kiernan Shipka) lying in bed and 

extreme close-ups of her fingers and limbs as she twitches and flinches in the grips of a precognitive 

nightmare where her parents die in a car crash. As this is a demon possession film, we could assume 

that the unaccounted-for angle belongs to the demon’s subjective viewing position. However, when 

the demon makes itself physically known, Kat wakes briefly from her vision-dream and sees a figure 

in a black coat that she mistakes for her father. The demonic figure occupies the same space viewed 

from the foot of her bed and so the supernatural entity is also being regarded from this unusual camera 

angle as much as the human character is. Perkins consciously and continually frustrates the viewer by 

never settling on an ontological identity or offering a comprehensive locus to this perceiving 

cinematic consciousness. This creates an intentional opaqueness to the initial traumatic encounter; 

conveying some of ways in which trauma and grief can elude straightforward articulation. 

We see this frustration of the viewer’s desire to see and to know again in a later scene where 

Kat has become fully possessed and commits a spree of grisly murders. The principal and a policeman 

arrive to deliver the news of her parents’ death in a car crash and unknowingly stumble upon the first 

double-murder scene. The camera is with them on the outside as they try the front door, but find it 

locked. The next shot has the camera facing the other side of the door. The camera pans 180 degrees 

slowly and we can see the principal and policeman through the bay windows, enter through another 

door and it waits for them to enter the room from the other side. Before their arrival we can see blood 

spattered on the doorframe through which they are about to enter. We cannot see the bodies of the 

crime scene itself because the camera is positioned too high and the floor is outside its field of vision. 

When they enter, their eyes are immediately drawn to the floor, below this field of vision and they 

look horrified. As there are no cuts, the scene unfolds in real time with the camera recording the scene 
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mechanically and indifferently. The scene undermines what are previously understood to be the 

cinematic pleasures of horror – to look upon the human body, in abject pain and mutilation, opened 

up, slashed and morbidly fascinating. The unfazed cinematic consciousness here considers the 

decapitated human bodies found by the principal and policeman to be the least interesting aspects of 

the scene and unworthy of its curiosity or attention. 

‘Time is what we want most’: Grief, Trauma and Non-Linear Narration 

Perkins has described the film as an extremely personal exploration of grief and how trauma effects 

the embodied experience of time. Perkins’ parents both died in the month of September in different 

years. His father, Anthony Perkins of Hitchcock’s Psycho (1959), died of AIDS in 1992 and his 

mother, photographer Berry Berenson, died in the American Airlines Flight 11 of the 9/11 attacks. 

The film’s UK and original-release title, February, reflect the film’s meditation on time, “time can 

also be a location—we can revisit a month just like people revisit negative anniversaries. That time of 

year stands out almost like a place; for me, to visit the month of September is as potent as visiting a 

cemetery” (Perkins quoted in interview with Gingold, 2017). Instead of strictly mechanical or linear, 

time becomes cyclical as anniversaries of traumatic events are felt in the body. Luciano describes how 

the (often involuntary) act of devoting attention to emotion alters the experience of the flow of time, 

“The corporeal response to the affective residue of the vanished past in the present tense, what we 

know as grief, permits the feeling body, and particularly the mournful body, to assess the ongoing 

significance of the past” (2007: 2). Perkins chooses to organize the plot around the temporality of its 

central characters and reiterate the specificity of their experiences as embodied subjects.  

The plot structure of The Blackcoat’s Daughter is in three titled segments divided by their 

prevalent (though not at all exclusive) focus on the individual female characters; “Rose,” “Joan,” and 

“Kat.” These segments are categorised by their prevalent focus on the individual female characters 

after which they are named. The first segment, “Rose” follows two Catholic boarding school students 

who are left alone with the remaining staff in the school when neither girl’s parents arrive to collect 

them. Kat is a lonely and somewhat strange student at a Catholic boarding school who has a 

precognitive nightmare of her parents’ death in a car crash at the beginning of the film. This 
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nightmare is accompanied by a vision of black-coated figure and marks the beginning of her 

possession. Rose (Lucy Boynton) is an older student at the same boarding school who has just found 

out she is unintentionally pregnant. This segment details their last day of school before the holidays, 

Kat plays piano at a recital for the school and Rose gets her photograph taken for the school yearbook. 

This segment features scenes alone with Kat, detailing the onset of her possession by a demon but her 

strange behaviour is mainly seen through Rose’s perspective and Rose’s growing unease with her 

schoolmate is presented alongside her distress about her pregnancy. The middle segment, titled “Joan” 

follows a hitchhiker named Joan (Emma Roberts) who escaped from a psychiatric ward and is 

travelling with a mysterious married couple who share her intended destination: the boarding school. 

By the end of this segment, the couple are revealed to be Rose’s parents. Rose’s father explains their 

journey is a pilgrimage he and his wife take every year to mark the anniversary of their daughter’s 

death. By this, the viewer is informed indirectly that these narrative segments are occurring in 

separate time periods. The scenes in “Rose” were un-cued as flashbacks while “Joan” is unfolding in 

the present tense, exactly nine years afterwards. The final segment of the film, “Kat” goes back to the 

beginning and shows a chronologically ordered and subjective version of Kat’s possession and its 

aftermath. Kat becomes possessed by a demon, kills and decapitates Rose and two school staff 

members before she is committed to a psychiatric ward and exorcised by a priest. This final segment 

continues into the present tense, nine years later, when she breaks out of the ward and hitchhikes with 

Rose’s parents. She murders and decapitates the couple in an attempt to become possessed by the 

demon once more but repeating the ritual fails and the film ends with her crying alone in the snow. 

This formal structure counteracts the idea of cause and effect implied by the found footage possession 

films that ostensibly consist of collated footage edited in a linear, coherent manner.  

The formal self-consciousness of the film works to separate the ‘event’ or the sense of what 

happened from the intense and traumatic experiences of the female victims involved. When the 

turquoise-coloured title font “Rose” appears on screen, she is brushing her teeth in the mirror, framed 

in three-quarter profile and too close for the viewer to see her reflection while she faces away from 

the camera. We have already been introduced to Rose as a character in a previous scene. The effect is 
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a depersonalising one, separating the name from the person herself. According to Wanzo, the story of 

what happened to the subject, displaces the subject to the point where “the linguistic purity of her 

proper name is destroyed by the event,” (2008: 106). The “Rose” being referred to here is not so much 

a story about a girl named Rose, than “Rose” is a story of what happened to a girl, whose name is 

Rose. The persistence of her memory and personal identity can never again be recalled or discussed 

“without the event of her death being the determining event of her life” (104). Deleuze describes 

“pure event” as having no present moment, “It rather retreats and advances in two directions at once, 

being the perpetual object of a double question. What is going to happen? What just happened?” 

(1990: 8). This retreating and advancing in two directions simultaneously is represented in the 

narrative structure of The Blackcoat’s Daughter. The viewer is informed indirectly and midway 

through the film that the seemingly cross-cut narratives of the boarding school and the hitch-hiking 

trip are not only separated by space but also separated by time. Bill (James Remar), the mysterious 

man who happens to be travelling with his wife, Linda (Lauren Holly) shows Joan a photograph of his 

daughter who he says died nine years previous and it is the school yearbook photo we saw taken of 

Rose near the start of the film. He explains the trip is a pilgrimage he and Linda pay each year to lay 

flowers in the place where she died. This temporally re-orients us to understand that the scenes in the 

segment titled “Rose” with the characters of Rose and Kat are un-cued flashbacks, while “Joan” is 

unfolding in present tense. Everything that happens to Kat and Rose has already happened nine years 

before, and Rose is now predestined to die. The viewer is also cued to correctly suspect that Kat and 

Joan are the same person, separated by time and played by two different actors who are similar in 

appearance but of different ages. This narrative play with chronological order and time counteracts the 

reification of the female characters whose bodies are violated, possessed and murdered by attempting 

to represent their durational experience of time and even by hinting at the impossibility of 

representing the scope of an individual personhood. 

<place photo 001Casey here> Caption: Rose (Lucy Boynton) introduced with the title font 

“Rose”, The Blackcoat’s Daughter, (Perkins, 2015). 
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The scene before we see Rose’s murder – the one that we already know will happen – is a 

cued flashback to Rose’s yearbook photoshoot which previously ended on the image of the 

photograph itself, the one her father keeps in his wallet. This time the scene does not close with the 

photographer’s shutter but records the seconds after Rose’s idyllic photograph was taken. Her face 

falls and she appears pensive, perhaps regarding her pregnancy and her decision to terminate. This 

serves as a suggestion that the photograph is a projection of herself that she would like her classmates 

and future self to see but is removed from the complicated interiority that she carries with her even in 

the moment that the photo was taken. The image preserves Rose’s appearance and acts as a memento 

for her parents. It was the last photograph taken of her before her death and the most up to date 

physical reference for them to look back on but even this is insufficient and inauthentic. The inclusion 

of this scene, the repetition of the moment the photograph was taken and followed by the moment 

after seems to be a comment on the fallibility of the image. It does not convey her private interiority, 

her plans and worries, her own sense of duration and in this way the camera is undermined as a 

credible reference for recording, understanding and representing even comparatively mundane 

traumatic personal experience much less capture an experience of bodily violation. 

<place photo 003Casey here> Caption: Rose (Lucy Boynton) expression in the moment after 

her photograph was taken, The Blackcoat’s Daughter (Perkins, 2015). 

Satanic Panic: Moral Disorientation in the Demon Possession Film 

The purposeful temporal disorientation married with the formal defamiliarization of the camera 

framing achieve a kind of moral disorientation. Heller-Nicholas describes the demon possession films, 

particularly ones that feature Roman Catholic ritual as compatible with the same ethical framework as 

melodrama, with Roman-Catholicism operating in the wider non-Catholic cultural imagination as 

signs in the melodramatic system of ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ (2014: 154). The Blackcoat’s Daughter does 

not seem to subscribe to this notion; counter to tropes of the demon possession subgenre, the exorcism 

scene is not the dramatic or structural climax of the film. The school chaplain visits Kat in the hospital 

and successfully removes the demon from her body but she is left even more lonely and spiritually 

devastated than before. The close narrative and screen-time investment in each of the characters 
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allows us to see how they have been victimized: Kat by the demon, Rose as a murder victim of Kat 

while she was possessed; and Rose’s parents. In a later scene in the car, Linda tells Joan that Bill 

always says that they “have” a daughter, “Have!” she repeats with emphasis and frustration. She 

describes seeing a girl who reminded her of Rose in a supermarket. The details she gives are ones of 

movement, as well as signs of discomfort or pain, “She had her money held tightly in her hand like 

children do,” “She was in sneakers and no socks. Her knees were pink, almost red from the cold,” 

“She had her hair in a pony-tail, and I could see the roots being pulled back from her ear.” As she 

delivers her lines, she clenches her fist and raises her hand to her face to indicate where the hair was 

pulled. Experiencing this young person in real-time allowed for a greater connection with her own 

memory of what it was like to be in the presence of her daughter. When Bill returns to the car, Linda 

comments upon how he is capable of discussing Rose with relative ease. She pursues the point and 

asks Bill when he talks about Rose, does he how talk about how she died and how the forensics had to 

test her blood to see which body belonged to her decapitated head. The image is gruesome and 

visceral, and these details make it difficult for the viewer to continue sympathising with Joan as she 

proceeds to kill this couple that she has already so grievously wronged. 

At this point in the exposition of information, we assume that Joan is still possessed by Kat’s 

demon. However, in “Kat” we see that after the discovery of her crimes, Kat was placed in psychiatric 

care and successfully exorcised by her school chaplain. She sees the demon – an indefinable shadow 

that nevertheless appears horned and furry and not unlike a large rabbit – leave her body. When it 

turns away to leave, she pleads “Don’t go.” After the initial, deceptive appearance to Kat as her father, 

the demon’s characterisation was more like an animal that failed to be domesticated than something 

excessively monstrous or malign. The re-enacted murder is then a voluntary return, an attempt by the 

grown-up Kat (aka Joan) to re-encounter the demon and reunite with it, followed by an involuntary 

return to a state of utter loneliness. If the chance meeting with Rose’s parents offered Kat the narrative 

potential for redemption, she was unable to perceive it. 

The event of Kat’s possession is presented as entirely random and impossible to dislocate 

from its specific spatio-temporal circumstances; it is the story of an unfortunate collusion of factors 
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that led to her greater vulnerability. Clues to guide the “sense” of what happened or the “event” 

remain vague and ambiguous. It appears as though the school socialized its female student body to be 

subservient to patriarchal authority. At assembly hall the principal gives instructions on how to 

behave when their parents arrive to collect them. He ends the address with a seemingly innocuous, 

“Sounds good?” After a reluctant pause but cued out of awkwardness and the desire to proceed, a 

chorus of female voices replies, “Sounds good!” The principal says this again to Kat when he is 

talking to her individually and he repeats her name until she responds with the appropriate, oddly 

idiosyncratic reply. When Kat goes to cut off Rose’s head, we can see that the insignia of The 

Bramford School is an image of the head and neck of a young woman and the viewer can speculate 

that perhaps the demon’s presence was always residing in the school and just waiting for a suitable 

host. The Blackcoat’s Daughter holds stubbornly to its mysteries as Kat’s motivations for murdering 

Rose’s parents when she is no longer possessed are equally opaque. The viewer is not owed access to 

her interiority and instead has to actively empathise with her confusion, her shame, her desperation 

and her desire to reunite with the demonic entity that destroyed her life.  

Conclusion 

In this essay I argue that the surveilling camera gaze in found footage horror is not only merely 

suspicious but opportunistic and entrepreneurial and that the nature of its entrepreneurial exploitation 

is highly gendered. As the title quote of this essay ‘All the better to see you with’ from the fairy tale 

‘Little Red Riding Hood’ suggests, the voyeuristic gaze being discussed in this context is measuring, 

predatory, and perversely patriarchal, masquerading as benign. This is not to say that all films made in 

this aesthetic format are automatically conforming to and perpetuating a neoliberal ideology. Previous 

academic work on found footage horror has proven it to be a diverse and versatile aesthetic and 

narrative frame. In this essay analyzing just one horror franchise, the diegetic camera’s gaze has 

served multiple political ends. It shifts from a sympathetic portrayal of Katie’s position in an 

increasingly exploitative relationship seen through Micah’s own footage in the first Paranormal 

Activity to a focus on the culpability of the haunted and possessed characters for the horrors they 

might have brought upon themselves. The point I argue in this essay is that the premise of found 
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footage horror demands that this story of violation and victimization be told through camera evidence  

and this creates a generic expectation (perhaps spilling into a real-world expectation) that is often 

incompatible with the reported subjective experiences of victims of trauma.  

The aesthetic and the narrative frame of found footage horror, as exemplified by the PA 

franchise suggests that the complexity of a highly subjective experience could be contained and 

expressed in a linear narrative, its characters posthumously exonerated. There is a capitalist, free-

market promise that one day these technologies will democratize narratives of victimhood and 

victimization. It is a neoliberal, entrepreneurial gaze that scrutinizes the violated feminine subject, 

regards her with suspicion and gathers evidence for a foregone conclusion where she is complicit or at 

fault for her own violation. Though the skeptical male camera-holders in the PA franchise are 

generically bound to be proven wrong, that something supernatural is happening to and within the 

body of a loved one, the project of inquiry is primarily one of demystification and of colonization 

rather than of critical thinking or compassion. Through the project of documenting the trauma 

inflicted on Katie, Micah uses her experience as raw material that can be recorded, collated and 

refined as content for consumption.  

As a point of comparison, this essay analyzed the film The Blackcoat’s Daughter where 

camera identification and narrative chronology represented the events of demon possession and bodily 

violation as too complex and too subjective to be contained in a linear narrative. It presents trauma as 

sometime that can only be comprehended through repetition and revision and it presents the possessed 

woman as an intersubjective, multifaceted being who cannot be mapped simplistically onto a 

framework of absolute innocence or absolute culpability.  
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