
Emergency and Emergence
Allison Ross, Szilvia Ruszev, and Michael Anthony Turcios, editors, Spectator 40:1 (Spring 2020): 32-38.

32

Blood Is Sweeter than Honey:
Blackness and Subversive Utopia in Bernard 
Rose’s Candyman

Annette LePique

position in the chase. They robbed, shot, and left 
her for dead. 

Ruthie Mae’s 1987 murder was the inspiration 
for the character Ruthie Jean’s death in Bernard 
Rose’s 1992 film Candyman. The audience learns 
of Jean’s murder through second and thirdhand 
accounts of the crime. The architecture of her death 
is a whispered miasma––an oppressive air writ large 
in the film’s foreboding topographies of Chicago’s 
housing projects and the city itself. The cinematic 
permeations of this anxiety drive the production and 
reproduction of the myths at the heart of Candyman. 
This geographic gaze speaks to the “modernist 
theoretical apparatus that held architecture as the 
fundamental site of film practice, the indispensable 
real and ideal matrix of the filmic imaginary” as it 
negotiates the disquieting relationships between 
Candyman’s domestic, carceral, and haunted spaces.4 

In order to understand the ramifications of 
Candyman’s interplays of power, race, gender, I 
appraise the original utopian aim of public housing 

In April 1987, fifty-two-year-old Ruthie Mae 
McCoy was found murdered in her home at the 
Grace Abbott apartment complex, a portion of the 
near southwest side

Chicago Housing Authority Project 
colloquially known as ABLA.1 On the tape of 
McCoy’s frantic calls to dispatch, a listener can hear 
her plead “I’m in the projects, I’m on the other side 
. . . they want to come in through the bathroom.”2 
“Coming through the bathroom” referred to an 
idiosyncratic construction detail that linked all 
of the units in Grace Abbott: two and a half foot 
wide “pipe chases,” vertical and horizontal chutes 
that connected all of the building’s washrooms.3 
Originally built to allow maintenance easy, safe 
access for pipe repairs, the chases in turn enabled 
easy access to, and exit from, all Grace Abbott 
homes. The only impediment to entering a unit 
from a chase was the medicine cabinet, which could 
be dislodged from the wall. Ruthie Mae’s attackers 
easily removed the medicine cabinet from their 

Abstract
In the 1992 film Candyman, a graduate student investigates a series of murders at Chicago’s Cabrini-
Green Housing Projects. Her investigation centers on the myth of the “Candyman” the ghoulish presence 
to whom the residents of Cabrini-Green attribute the deaths. Candyman is revealed to be an embodied, 
material presence powered by fear and collective trauma. The trauma in question being both the disen-
franchisement of the predominantly African American residents of Cabrini-Green and Candyman’s 
own trauma, emblematic of national anti-blackness, as an African-American man murdered by a white 
mob during the early 1900s. Yet the choice of Candyman to make his home in Cabrini-Green speaks 
to a broader rupture of a Modernist narrative; a narrative that delegitimizes and disavows black pain. 
How this disavowal intersects with space and structural racism in the form of public housing projects 
endows such sites as places of haunting, occupying an ambiguous register between utopia and dystopia. 
This paper utilizes the writings of Angela Davis and Michele Wallace alongside the 1973 film The Spook 
Who Sat By The Door as means by which to reparatively read and critically situate such spaces as sites of 
potential revolution.  
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developments and the film’s relationship with 
the particularities of Chicago’s urban landscape. 
Once the relationship between space and place 
is established, I apply a symbolic system formed 
through elements of Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s 
Signifying Monkey and Hortense Spillers’ captive 
body to consider how utopia and dystopia meet 
through a bodily, out of time, interstitial ecstasy. 
This channel of thought is an attempt to disrupt the 
rigidity of racial identities––an outcast imaginary 
bursting through the master narrative. 

Jean’s assailant breaks into her home at the 
Cabrini-Green housing development through the 
medicine cabinet. She is found days later viciously 
stabbed to death. Although newspapers attribute 
Jean’s murder to the violence of public housing, 
the predominantly African American residents of 
Cabrini-Green know the crime signals the return 
of a hook-handed spirit named Candyman. A 
janitor at the University of Illinois Chicago relates 
the tale to doctoral students Helen Lyle and 
Bernadette Walsh (played by Virginia Madsen 
and Kasi Lemmons) after informing the students 
she too is a resident of Cabrini-Green. While the 
figure of Candyman elicits the interest of the three 
women, he is not a shared signifier. Candyman’s 
asymmetry of meaning bears out James A. Sneads’ 
assertion that “myths precisely illustrate social 
divisions, exposing audience fantasies that are 
anything but communally shared.”5 Unlike the 
janitor, for whom Candyman represents a tangible 
threat, Helen and Bernadette are intrigued by the 
tale through their doctoral research on “urban 
legends.” Helen and Bernadette are fixated by the 
grisly nature of Jean’s murder and the janitor’s 
belief in Candyman’s materiality. 

After the janitor exits, Helen and Bernadette 
bemoan their shared task of interviewing first-year 
undergraduate students about their knowledge 
of urban legends. In lieu of interviews, Helen 
suggests the friends visit Cabrini-Green in order 
to stage an ethnographic study documenting the 
circumstances of Ruthie Jean’s murder. As the duo 
drives to Cabrini-Green, located on Chicago’s near 
North side, the film begins to situate the audience 
to its ambiguously formed framework of power. 
Though Candyman’s vested interest in power’s 
relation to encounters of race and gender can be 

read akin to Kimberlé Crenshaw’s conception of 
intersectionality, these occasions are examined with 
extravagant, fatalistic zeal.6 This determinism crafts 
a gaze that doubles and transforms the subjectivities 
of its actors. Candyman’s embrace of the limitations 
and demarcations of its own gaze aligns it with 
scholar James Bliss’ critical articulation of how 
Crenshaw’s intersectionality can be applied 
“through spatial metaphors operating according to 
a logic of capture…a carceral logic [that] produces 
a world in which any movement and any motion 
occur within the space of captivity.”7 Candyman’s 
unabashed wish for and embrace of capture hints 
at a chaotic meeting of master narrative and 
transgressive world building.

Bernard Rose combines the stories of violence 
surrounding Chicago public housing with a dreamy 
cinematography in order to reimagine Cabrini-
Green as a fantasy, the setting of a familiar fairytale: 
an isolated tower, ghosts, murder, and lovers lost 
and found. Rose’s decision to situate Cabrini-
Green within this folkloric register generates an 
introduction to Cabrini’s haunted legacy of racism 
and violence through dated racial and spatial 
discourses. Candyman’s methods of representing 
public housing rely on moments of racialized 
fear, built upon well-trod stereotypes of African 
American and urban life. For instance, young 
African American men outside Cabrini-Green’s 
tower threaten Bernadette and Helen during their 
first visit. The building’s interiors are decrepit, 
unloved and uncared for––neglect coupled with 
ominously lit graffiti licked walls. Meanwhile, gang 
members with promises of drugs unfurl from dark 
corners like hothouse blooms. Yet, the recognition 
and acceptance of these moments as anachronistic 
lays bare the limitations and contradictions of the 
genealogies upon which they are based.

Helen and Bernadette meet a young mother 
named Anne-Marie McCoy, whose unit is down 
the hall from the deceased Ruthie Jean. Anne-
Marie questions them on their reasons for visiting 
Cabrini-Green asking, “You say you’re doing 
a study? What ‘you gonna study? How we’re 
bad?”8 She looks at Helen and Bernadette with 
a slightly bemused expression, a nod towards 
notions of blackness and public housing swollen 
with danger and anxiety. The original meaning of 
Anne-Marie’s rebuff changes and expands as the 
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film progresses. Anne-Marie’s question, a doomed 
“badness,” transforms from acknowledgement 
of racist and classist expectations to disclosure  of 
another community operating at the margins of 
Cabrini-Green. 

Imagining the possibility of a community 
circling the edges of Candyman, a liberatory 
fantasy within a fantasy, stems from the film’s play 
with shifting temporalities. Candyman’s life and 
death are permeable and inconsistent, as barriers 
between being and non-existence have collapsed. 
This collapse occurs through the mutation and 
transmission of stories detailing Candyman’s 
killings. Time does not seem to run forward in 
Cabrini-Green; rather, repeated traumas and 
violence randomly bubble and seep through the 
cracks of the towers. The film’s stochastic memory 
speaks to Christina Sharpe’s assertion that the 
violence of slavery persists and is reenacted “in 
national consciousness through the staging and 
interpretation of slavery and its excesses, in everyday 
relations.”9 Through Rose, Sharpe’s proposition is 
pushed to interpretive excess as both Candyman and 
Cabrini-Green are crafted inextricably in thrall to 
the inherited legacies of slavery and bigotry.10 Yet it 
is the wayward awareness of these historical bounds 
that present the possibility for the Cabrini-Green 
community and Candyman to transgress the frames 
of their pre-inscribed identities. Through Cabrini-
Green’s embrace of the supernatural, residents are 
not defined by the memories of historical traumas 
but rather trouble and pervert this cyclical violence. 

However, in order to extricate narrative space 
within the film’s dialogue on black urban life and 
public housing, there must be an intervention in 
how bodies and communities are discussed. By 
situating Candyman’s relationships with diasporic 
divinity and bodily interstitiality as tools of analysis, 
the film’s flirtations with master narratives can be 
critiqued and transformed. Though Cabrini-Green 
and Grace Abbott have since been demolished, 
studying the ruins and remnants of their legacies 
allows for recognition of similar patterns of structural 
violence, dispossession, and disenfranchisement 
within new urban models of “progress.” Keeping 
with black feminist critic Michele Wallace’s 
critique of intersectional violence, this intervention 
is not an attempt to “question who is being buried, 
but [rather] how it continues” in order to amplify 

the possibilities of resistance and pleasure under 
systemic oppression.11  

Considering Candyman’s Cabrini-Green as 
an ulterior community––a phrasing indebted to 
Fred Moten and Stefano Harvey’s transformative 
formation and analysis of the “undercommons”––
disruptive spaces that present the possibility of 
alternative systems and modes of being that challenge 
late capitalism’s rapacious racism and exploitation––
offers a nuanced reading of black public and private 
space.12 Understanding Rose’s invention of Cabrini-
Green as analogous to Laura Harris’s views of black 
sociality through its expression of “the improvised 
political assemblage that resides in the heart of 
the polity but operates under its ground and on 
its edge…not a re-member of something that was 
broken, but an ever-expanding invention,” allows 
for recognition of a space conditioned for complex, 
contradictory, possibility. 13

Without a nuanced understanding of dated 
racial discourses, it is difficult to mount generative 
critiques on the harmful use and application of these 
ideas. For modernist philosophy and architecture 
white, heteronormative codes of conduct were 
inscribed within the utilitarian, public and private, 
high-rise complexes that dotted the horizon. The 
original utopian aims of modernist architectural 
developments merged a narrow ideal subject, 
body, and communal production for the service 
of a robust post-war bourgeois capitalism. Post-
war developments like Cabrini-Green codified 
capitalist values by engaging how subjects were 
expected to navigate porous boundaries between 
personal and shared spaces, and the potential of 
these spaces to alter a body’s habits. Embedded 
within the walls of sites like Cabrini-Green, the 
presuppositions and violence of this utilitarian 
dialogue was made manifest; residents were 
either systemically ignored or blamed for signs of 
structural disenfranchisement (i.e., the presence of 
gangs, drugs, etc.). 

Candyman ascribes to this legacy of mid-
century spatial politics in that it ardently ascribes 
normativity to its images of bourgeoisie whiteness 
and gentrification. Yet, keeping with a gaze built 
upon reflections and doubles, the film immediately 
upends its own investment in whiteness as a 
signifier of socioeconomic aspiration through 
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its flesh.”14 Within these communal breaks and 
disruptions, complex racial narratives that defy easy 
categorization originate. Situating Spillers’ work 
on blackness and interstitiality as tools to subvert 
economies of white supremacy allows an exploration 
of Candyman as a site of dissent and resistance.

Post-war subjectivity is firmly linked to 
one’s purchase and production power. A subject’s 
adherence to the active social codes of a capitalist 
citizen, allows for little space in which the self 
can complicate and contradict. These structural 
laws of material potential are intertwined with 
the possibility of a subject’s ontological freedom. 
Hortense Spillers conceptualized the distinction 
between the body and flesh as the “dominant 
divergence between the captive and liberated 
subject-positions.”15 Spillers’ assertion demonstrates 
that systemic hierarchies and disenfranchisement 
originate at our linguistic foundations––as she 
asserts the “captivating party does not only “earn” 
the right to dispose of the captive body as it sees 
fit, but gains, consequently the right to name and 
‘name’ it.”16 The manner in which Spiller situates the 
acts of naming and claiming in relation to a black, 
American experience aligns Candyman’s experience 
to that of the captive subject as he himself “brings 
into focus a gathering of social realities as a well 
as a metaphor for value”; through how blackness 
framed his Reconstruction Era murder and the 
maligned urban constellations of his afterlife.17 
Yet something irrepressibly excessive, something 
more, occurs through Candyman as character 
when we consider his relationship to blackness 
through James Bliss’ analysis of Spillers’ anatomy 
of black subjectivity. Bliss asserts that Spillers’ 
“blackness is utopian in that it emerges from 
‘nowhere’ and functions in something like the time 
of the unconscious explored by Freud, a nonlinear 
temporality in which the past lives continually in 
the present.”18 Spillers’ utopian leanings are built 
upon radical rites of claiming and self-naming, 
that in order for a radical black subjectivity to 
blossom one must “gain insurgent ground…claim 
the monstrosity that culture imposes.”19 

Candyman presents an intriguing presentation 
of Spillers’ articulations of blackness within her 
flesh and body, captive and liberated, dichotomy 
through its fascination with the presence and 
potential of blood. During the film, Candyman 

murder and the supernatural. The film’s white 
actors repeatedly unmake their own privilege and 
insularity through a shared racial hubris and desire. 
From Helen to a nameless blonde suburbanite, each 
white actor shares both a disrespect and desire for 
Candyman’s presence. After calling Candyman’s 
name five times into a mirror, the characters are 
either quickly dispatched or, like Helen, made to 
understand that blood still stains hardwood floors 
and white picket fences. This reflexivity, the making 
and unmaking of identity, is re-inscribed within the 
film’s development of urban space and place. 

Helen’s home is a condo unit in a complex near 
the University of Illinois Chicago named Lincoln 
Village. During Helen and Bernadette’s research 
on the specifics of Ruthie Jean’s murder at Cabrini 
Green, it is revealed that the Village was originally 
constructed as a housing project. Helen becomes 
aware of the building’s history through dated 
newspaper articles heralding the construction of 
two vital new developments for the era, detailing 
the floor plans and designs of the new homes. 
Both floor plans included pipe chases containing 
easily removable medicine cabinets. While Helen 
requests that Bernadette guess which article 
features Cabrini-Green, newly built, Bernadette 
speculates that both articles feature Cabrini-Green. 
Helen then reveals that Lincoln Village was the 
subject of one of the articles. Lincoln Village was 
also located in the same area as the Grace Abbott 
Projects, the city’s near southwest side, the site of 
Ruthie-Mae McCoy’s murder. Rose’s inclusion of 
the actual site of McCoy’s murder keeps with the 
film’s self-criticality but also speaks to the absence 
informing the transformations of the Cabrini-Green 
community: the voice and story of the dead woman. 

This is not an attempt to focus on the 
semantics of urban development, or quibble 
over the impact of violence within Chicago-land 
public housing projects, but rather an effort to 
highlight the people who lived in these spaces. To 
the families, Ruthie Jeans, Ruthie Maes, and all 
peoples of all Cabrini-Greens or Grace Abbotts, 
the places scoured   of history in Candyman were 
their homes and communities. These efforts of 
recognition, remembering the homes and stories 
hidden within disputed spaces, are undertaken 
with the hopes of illustrating the “paradise of the 
unfinished community, beloved in the way it loves 
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own lost family. During the time Candyman hides 
the child in his shrine, he gently feeds him honey 
from his hook. The scene then becomes a site of 
transformation and situates Candyman within 
the buried subjectivity Spillers revives within a 
traditionally black, female register. The hook-
feeding scene presents the gendered paradox that 
rises through this position as master narratives 
repeatedly attempt its erasure. As Spillers explains 
a “dual fatherhood is set in motion, comprised of 
the African father’s banished name and body and 
the captor father’s mocking presence…both mother 
and mother-dispossessed.”23

These connections to dispossession and 
black diasporic tradition are also evident in the 
film’s explorations of orality and performativity. 
Candyman’s relationship with, what Henry Louis 
Gates Jr. terms, “the trope of the talking book” 
connects communication to a shared, inborn 
possibility of transcendence.24 The film’s narrative 
threads draw from and depend upon “an oral 
tradition designed to emulate…the illusion of oral 
narration” as Candyman is connected to his victims 
and believers through speech.25 Construction of 
a speakerly, performative text is linked to tales 
of the Signifying Monkey––a trickster figure 
from black diaspora. The Signifying Monkey 
mediates communication between gods and men 
through stratagems, evasions, and games. Like 
the Signifying Monkey, Candyman intervenes 
with and arbitrates the film’s communications; 
he is both the narrator and prime mover as the 
story begins with his voice and ends in his shrine. 
Candyman’s communications with Helen also 
function to create an ulterior space, one where she 
is invited to participate in Cabrini-Green’s pliable 
sense of memory, time, and space. 

The importance of orality is also embedded 
within each of Candyman’s appearances in the 
film, as he must first be summoned, his presence 
requested. One says his name five times in a mir-
ror. Candyman also defines himself through speech 
and the written word; he states, “I am the writing 
on the wall, the whisper in the classroom” and “I 
am a rumor. It is a blessed condition, believe me. 
To be whispered about at street corners. To live 
in other people’s dreams, but not to have to be.”26 
Candyman’s role with the realm of the oral em-
phasizes his being as both ontologically more and 

repeatedly states, “They will say that I have 
shed innocent blood. What’s blood if not for 
shedding?”20 Though Candyman’s hook is used on 
his victims, it is not their flesh, nor their bodies, 
that the lens focuses on but the sprays of blood. 
Candyman also never refers to a potential victim’s 
flesh, or body, instead fixating on the movement 
of blood; how it pools and trickles, how it changes, 
and what it looks like. While the film’s enjoyment 
of blood’s kinetic properties tie it to the mania of 
Grand Guignol productions, this pleasure contains 
subversive potential. This subversive power 
originates from blood’s active, shifting presence in 
both the captive and liberated, bodies and flesh. 

Candyman’s role in these moments also 
possesses the potential to deconstruct the power 
dynamics present in complementary charismatic 
rites, such as “pleading the blood.”21 If the 
murders are read as ritual, Candyman’s victims 
are the sacrifice necessary for the Cabrini-Green 
congregation to renew their belief in, their 
covenant with, Candyman. Yet each murder is also 
a moment of mimesis; Candyman rearticulates his 
original trauma, his original sacrifice, alongside 
and through each of his victims. The murders are 
then acts of remembrance, of shared communal 
pain, as Candyman is both victim and perpetrator. 
Within this self-imposed memorial framework, 
Candyman’s own body aligns to Spillers’ assertion 
that the “body whose flesh carries the female, the 
male to the frontiers of survival bears in person the 
marks of a cultural text whose inside has been turned 
outside.”22 Candyman is a revenant, a remnant that 
should not be, but continuously affirms his own life 
through repeated enactment of his death. 

Within this bloody, bodily narrative, there is 
an affirmation of black agency; the Cabrini-Green 
community, and Candyman himself, asserts free will 
through how victimhood is defined and expressed. 
In a sequence where Candyman kidnaps a baby, 
narrative and gender expectations are subverted. 
Candyman kidnaps the child in order to increase 
the fear of the Cabrini-Green community ––a 
community he labels, and self-identifies, as his 
congregation. Though Candyman states the child 
must die to fulfill the transaction of faith and fear 
to be finalized, he is not physically concerned 
with the baby. Rather, Candyman is eager for the 
opportunity to care for the child and recreate his 
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demolition of Cabrini-Green, a process that began 
in 1995. Rose’s satisfied smile as he muses, “well 
we filmed in Cabrini-Green…and then it was torn 
down,” speaks to the hubris of the film’s white char-
acters––the shared insistence of white privilege that 
anything of interest is under their control, their pur-
view.27 Yet, though there is a master narrative at-
tempting to define blackness through a narrow lens 
of trauma and abjection, the film’s operatic embrace 
of its internal limitations births a generatively weird 
intimacy that floats within the margins. Candyman 
provides a foundation from which to tease the pos-
sibility of ulterior communities––communities that 
have long been buried or silence. It is critical to rec-
ognize how such silences or burials may seem to be 
absences but are in actuality the stories and voices 
that drive life: all Ruthie Maes and Ruthie Jeans. 
Jean’s absence, Mae’s ur absence, are critical to con-
sider as authorities currently debate the possibility 
of an serial killer in Chicago; a killer who has tar-
geted vulnerable black women for the past several 
decades.28 Mention of the ongoing crime case is not 
a gesture of sensationalism but a call to remember 
and listen to the voices of those who are not here, 
whose stories are co-opted and lives ended. Listen 
and witness so the violence does not continue. Ex-
panding this mid-century schema is not an effort 
to maintain a staid, ghostly nexus of trauma but 
rather an effort to seek what lies beyond and be-
low, so as to craft support, solidarity, and liberation.  

 

less than that of a man. He occupies the monstrous 
space in which Spillers conceives the possibility of 
liberation––he is only a rumor, but a blessed one. 

Candyman’s banishment by fire holds such 
freedom through its function as a communal, in-
verted baptism for the people of Cabrini-Green. 
The Cabrini-Green community readies a bonfire 
by gathering furniture, personal belongings, found 
objects, and trash to the Cabrini-Green yard. Resi-
dents take turns watching the mountain of items, 
in hopes that Candyman is compelled to enter the 
yard to investigate the offering’s alluring appear-
ance, when they will then light him and the of-
fering on fire. Unbeknownst to Cabrini-Green, 
Candyman placed the missing child within the 
bowels of the mountain and is aware of the com-
munity’s intent. Candyman lures Helen to the child 
in an attempt to recreate his lost family. Helen is 
able to rescue the child from the flames at the ex-
pense of herself and Candyman, who disintegrates 
in the fire. The Cabrini-Green residents’ actions 
return both the child and their monster––though 
Candyman vanishes, Helen takes his place within 
that monstrous, supernatural space. The scene 
itself possesses aesthetics of fugitive, insurgent 
kinship like that found within other communi-
ties of the margins: Ruthie Jean’s Cabrini-Green 
and Ruthie Mae’s Grace Abbott Apartments. 

In Sweets to the Sweet: The Candyman Mythos, 
Bernard Rose attempts to link Candyman to the 
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