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ZOMBIES ARE GOOD FOR YOU

AN INTRODUCTION

Christopher Golden

A couple of years ago, I set out to examine the zombie craze through a different sort of lens. Tales of the walking dead have been around since long before Lazarus, populating the folklore of many regions of the world in one form or another. But in the early years of the twenty-first century, zombies experienced an incredible surge in pop culture popularity. George Romero had laid the groundwork decades earlier, with Night of the Living Dead and its sequels, but this was something far beyond what Romero accomplished. Many will point their fingers at one thing or another – a particular novel or film or comic book – as the spark that lit the fuse on the current explosion of zombie love, but such attributions never ring true to me. Pop culture hasn’t embraced zombies because of The Walking Dead … it’s embraced The Walking Dead because it’s a damn fine drama (in comic book and in television form) about zombies.

I put together my first zombie anthology, The New Dead, to explore this phenomenon. I believed then, and am firmly convinced now, that all the chatter about people getting bored with vampires and simply needing a new monster is off base. Perhaps there is an element of that in the surge of zombie popularity, but if so, it’s only because most modern pop culture vampires are not at all frightening, and people need something to fear.

The twenty-first century has so many fears. Some are old, filtered through a contemporary sensibility, and some are quite new. Our governments involve us in wars few want or believe in, partly because it’s so hard to ferret out the individual jihadists who are our true enemies. We have orthodox wars in an unorthodox time. We fear the political and personal corruption that is eating away at our culture. The Internet and twenty-four-hour news channels barrage us with tales of stolen or murdered children, nations crumbling, drug wars, parental neglect, natural disasters, and the erosion of honor, nobility, and personal responsibility in a million small ways.

We fear death, of course, and what comes afterward, and one of the ways in which we process that fear is by approaching our darkest wonderings from an oblique angle. In the twenty-first century, zombie stories have become one of those processing tools, not just for our fear of death but for fear in general. We live in a post–9/11 world, where the prospect of disaster feels far less like fiction and more like imminent possibility. When an earthquake and tsunami combine to take eighteen thousand lives in Japan, or an earthquake in Haiti kills over three hundred thousand, entering the list of the top five natural disasters on record, we are as horrified as ever, but perhaps not quite as shocked as we might have been, once upon a time.

The ground, you see, has become unstable beneath our feet. Not just the earth itself but the foundations of our world culture have become unreliable. Surely humanity has always been painfully aware of the ephemeral nature of life, and past centuries have had their share of disease and disaster, but in this century we are constantly reminded of the horrors the world has to offer, all day long and in close-up.

And yet we live and laugh and love. We hope for bright futures for our children and embrace our individual passions and cultural pastimes. With so much horror around us, it is imperative that we process our fears, and I have no doubt that zombie literature, film, and television are among the ways in which we do so.

The variety of stories in The New Dead pleased me greatly.

In 21st Century Dead you’ll find nineteen brilliant tales of death and resurrection. Some are down-and-dirty zombie stories, excellent examples of the form, whose intent is a punch in the gut, to entertain, to horrify … or perhaps all three. Others have a different purpose, helping us to examine and process our fears about a variety of issues, from drugs to religion to reality television. They explore dark futures, and dark hearts, plumbing the depths of love, loss, and neglect.

And some even give us hope.

I am fascinated by the variety of stories created by the stellar array of authors whose work is represented herein, and I hope you will share that fascination.

Now, read on.

You’ll thank me later.
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