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For the last few decades, epidemics have swept into works of fiction. Besides driving plot lines in 

literature, film, television, video games and other forms of popular media, they have provided 

ubiquitous metaphors for the social transmission of ideological and ethical notions and the imposition 

of various forms of power, as well as expressions of social and cultural anxiety, especially in moments 

of uncertainty or crisis. 

Florian Andrei Vlad’s New Flesh, Old Demons: Contagion Narratives in Post-Cold War U.S. 

Cultureaddresses the visual and narrative constructions of pestilential bodies in post-Cold War 

American films and television, with incursions in literature, placing a strong emphasis on 

contextualization and historicization, beginning with an acknowledgment of the impact of the Gothic 

tradition on significant developments leading up to the current cultural stage. It focuses on important 

critical junctures: the end of the Cold War and 9/11 with its subsequent “War on Terror” and drives 

toward a more security-oriented government. The use of pre-modern terms such as “plague” and 

“pestilential” emphasizes the degrees of continuity between the “plague narratives” of the Western 

literary and artistic canon, rooted in supernatural understandings of the contaminated body, and 

modern narratives of contagion, which, despite changing contexts, also often rely on the supernatural. 

The researcher draws on the intellectual contributions of Foucault, Edward Said, and Artaud, 

to mention a few, on the impact of the contemporary pestilential narratives and Gothic tradition. He 

further examines the ways contagion or disease inform and shape a wide variety of 20th and 21st 

century texts and contexts, both literary and televisual, ranging from more canonical literary texts to 

those that fall more in the broader field of popular culture. 
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Florian Andrei Vlad dissects the cultural assumptions concerning disease, contamination, 

quarantine, before exploring different perspectives on key themes such as plague, terror, the uncanny 

and focusing on certain key cinematic texts including the Walking Dead, Land of the Dead, Children 

of Men. 

Plague, pestilence, and contagion, besides being biological, entail metaphorical and 

metonymical interpretations. The vampires and zombies, who show biological transformations, could 

be understood in terms of metaphor and metonymy. For instance, the “mainstreaming” vampire in 

True Blood is an obvious metaphor for the struggle of the LGBT community for acceptance (p.122). 

On the other hand, a powerful illustration of metonymical relationship between living and contagious 

undead is the revelation, in the comic book series and TV series The Walking Dead, that all humans 

carry the zombie virus (p.125), therefore positing the zombie as the metonymical embodiment of 

precarious human existence. 

One of the most outstanding concluding remarks this dissertation arrived at is the all-pervasive 

influence of the 18th century Gothic on the contemporary American culture. This is felt all along the 

investigation and analysis of the literary texts, movies, and TV series under study, which are largely 

aimed at exposing the most important “old demons” still haunting the contemporary realms of 

contamination narratives. 

 


