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The D.C. Sniper: Serial Killer or Superstar?

By NAT CHARLES

Visiting Washington, D.C. this past weekend, it was clear to me that the city continued to breathe a collective but cautious sigh of relief, while the tense and fearful mood engendered by the D.C. Sniper attacks was still palpable on the faces and in the conversations of its residents. Even as a highly contentious Election Day loomed over the most political city in the United States, details of the ongoing legal proceedings, investigations, and funerals resulting from the reign of terror by suspects John Allen Muhammad and John Lee Malvo dominated the daily news. 

Curiously, while headlines and sound bites relating to the attacks are peppered with descriptions such as “monster” and “terror,” the photographic images of Muhammad and Malvo are startlingly pleasing. It is difficult to reconcile the cold-blooded murders with the warmth evident in the now familiar photo of the two radiantly attractive black men, locked in a buoyant, familial embrace. Moreover, the 17 year-old mystery accomplice Malvo looks positively beatific in the lone image of him disseminated by the media. How can our culture process such appealing images of appallingly ruthless serial killers? How else could we possibly respond to these troubling aesthetics of horror? We make a movie.

Let’s face it: serial killers mean big bucks at the box office. In our entertainment-obsessed culture, even the most horrific serial killers are now celebrities and movie stars. Some of the most popular film franchises of the past generation, Halloween, Friday the 13th, Nightmare on Elm Street, and Scream, have spawned over 25 films among them, celebrating the serial killer not as one to be hunted and killed, but one who stalks undeterred, or who is killed only to be subsequently resurrected for the inevitable, profitable sequel. Recent cinematic celebrations of the serial killer range from the independent art film Dahmer to the middle-brow pop pulp feature Red Dragon. Red Dragon, in which cinema’s most charming serial killer Hannibal Lector is portrayed with—gasp—affection, debuted at the top of the box office charts last month, and has grossed nearly $100 million in ticket sales thus far. The first film in the Hannibal Lecter trilogy, Silence of the Lambs, was canonized with a garland of Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Actor for Anthony Hopkins. With such popular mainstream appeal, it is no wonder that the title of Mary Harron’s Hollywood adaptation of the Brett Easton Ellis novel American Psycho, which features a cultured, boy-next-door serial killer, is similar to other pop culture titles like “American Idol” and “American Hero.” At the end of the day, serial killers have become just another American icon to be celebrated, marketed, and sold.


Thus a movie about the life and exploits of the photogenic D.C. Sniper is a forgone conclusion. But who will star? Like many viewers, I was moved to see both Halle Berry and Denzel Washington make history, accepting Academy Awards for their acting earlier this year. But it will be most clear that black actors have made it when Denzel Washington, like Hopkins, snags the Oscar for his portrayal of an abhorrent, yet charismatic and camera-ready, serial killer. Then we will know that black people have finally arrived at the pinnacle of success in the American movie mainstream. Free at last. 

