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Cinema / Horror

Chelsea’s
HORROR
films
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JUST IN TIME FOR 
HALLOWEEN, 
HORROR WRITER AND 
HISTORIAN LAUREN 
JANE BARNETT TAKES 
ALICE CAIRNS ON A 
SPINE-TINGLING TOUR 
OF CHELSEA
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FOG ROLLING IN OFF THE RIVER, ghostly 
apparitions in graveyards and cloaked figures 
in dark alleyways… London has long captured 
our imagination as the perfect setting for spooky 
stories. But can the same really be said for 
Chelsea?

The answer, according to horror historian 
Lauren Jane Barnett, is an emphatic yes. 
While living in Duke of York Square, Lauren 
began to investigate London’s unique place in 
the history of cinema. Her book Death Lines: 
Walking London Through Horror Cinema will 
be published on October 18, and explores eight 
areas of London through the lens of horror films.

“Chelsea was where I started, because not 
many people know about its place in horror 
cinema,” she says. “In fact, Chelsea is the setting 
for some brilliant scary films.”

When Lauren began researching Chelsea’s 
horror movies, she was surprised to find that the 
majority were made between 1967 and 1976.

“When I thought about it, it all made sense,” 
she explains. “These films were responding to 
the liberation and the danger of the Swinging 
Sixties – and Chelsea was at the centre of that.

“One example is a 1967 film called The 
Sorcerers, which very few people know. It’s about 

an elderly therapist and his wife, who discover 
a way to hypnotise a very cool, very hip young 
man so that they can live through him, and can 
eventually control what he does. 

“The film was made by Michael Reeves, 
who was in his 20s at that time. He saw how 
his contemporaries didn’t want to be part of 
the world or part of a community, but wanted 
to burn really bright and really fast. That 
knowledge scared him, and so he made this 
amazing horror film as a response to the fear he 
felt for his generation. Chelsea, as the centre of 
rebellious youth culture, was the natural setting.”

The Sorcerers, like so many of Lauren’s 
favourite horror films, is about far more than 
cheap thrills and gore. In fact, Lauren argues 
that the very best horror films have a unique 
power to probe our social and political anxieties, 
and to provide a cathartic outlet for feelings 
of powerlessness or uncertainty. Her own love 
of horror developed after she experienced a 
devastating personal tragedy, which left her 
struggling to sleep.

“My brother killed my parents, and afterwards 
I suffered from insomnia. That was why I started 
watching horror films, because it helped me to 
confront my fears in a safe and contained way. I 
always say to my friends that there’s a horror film 
out there for everyone, because there’s something 
that will speak to you and make you say, ‘I really 
needed that.’ It can be really nice to feel fear, 
knowing that at the end everything will turn out 
OK.”

The trick, according to Lauren, is to find the 
right kind of horror film for you.

“There are so many different kinds of horror 
movies. There are wonderful, eerie ghost stories; 
there are monster movies like Jaws; there’s even 
a list of some 7,000 horror movies without a 
single drop of blood. That’s because there are so 
many ways to get you thinking about what you’re 
afraid of. 

“Whether it’s a rom-com horror, a comedy 
horror, or whatever it is, I think the only person 
who truly doesn’t like a single horror film is 
somebody who doesn’t like movies at all.”

Of course, the sheer number of horror films 
didn’t make Lauren’s job any easier. While 
writing her book, she discovered that as of 2021, 
some 146 horror films have been set in London 
– more than any other city in the world. “I 
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think it’s because London has so much,” Lauren 
explains. 

“We have horror history, in the form of 
Dracula and Jack the Ripper. We have one of 
the oldest underground systems in the world, 
and some of the newest skyscrapers. We have 
open spaces like Piccadilly, and tight enclosed 
alleyways, and then the river Thames, with its 
unseen depths and its sense of secrecy.”

And while movies set in haunted houses 
or moonlit forests teach us to fear isolation, 
London’s horror films seem to have a different 
message – that what’s really worthy of terror is 
the presence of other people. In Chelsea, that 
may be the gang of Mary Quant-clad hipsters 
intent on raising the dead in Dracula AD 1972, 
or the carefree King’s Road partygoers whose 
liberal attitudes and short skirts drive Dorian 
Gray to suicide in the 1970 film of the same 
name. 

“Chelsea is a wonderful place for a horror-
lover, as long as you’re in the 
know,” Lauren says. “I love sitting 
in the McDonald’s on the King’s 
Road, knowing that it featured in 
A Clockwork Orange, or that the 
Chelsea Physic Garden had a sinister 
role to play in Jack the Ripper.

“Incidentally, Chelsea is also home 
to the place I’d most like to shelter 
during a zombie apocalypse: the 
Saatchi Gallery. It’s fortified, you’ve 
got tons of space, and Partridges 
is just across the road. What more 
could you want!”
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CHELSEA’S UNMISSABLE HORROR FILMS

THEATRE OF BLOOD. “This is perfect for 
anyone who likes comedy horror, or who 
loves Shakespeare. It’s about a group of 
theatre critics who keep dying in ways that 
show up in Shakespeare plots. It’s really 
clever, but it’s also really funny because 
Vincent Price [who plays the lead] is so 
camp, almost John Waters-level camp. For 
flamboyance and crazy plots, it’s an amazing 
one.”

DRACULA AD 1972. “This is one of those 
horror movies that has everything you hope 
for and expect from the genre. Dracula 
shows up, and he has this young, cool, almost 
beatnik minion with a black turtleneck, and 
he’s seducing all these ladies and then killing 
them, and it’s cheesy in a really fun way. 
Get yourself a cup of cocoa and watch it at 
Halloween. Plus the costumes are amazing, 
because this is Chelsea after all!
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