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CHAMPION OF THE IMAGINARY, AND REBELLIOUS SPIRIT

Essentially King

His life story is extraordinary, and his success story immense: Over fifty years of writing, Stephen King has sold nearly half a billion copies worldwide and received hundreds of literary awards. In 2015, President Barack Obama presented him with the highest honor that can be bestowed on an artist on behalf of the people of the United States, the National Medal of Arts, for “his remarkable storytelling with his sharp analysis of human nature.”1 Nevertheless, Stephen King is one of the most censored writers in the United States, with several of his books removed from libraries or banned in schools. And it started early. At a public lecture on September 22, 1986, in Virginia Beach, the author discussed the issue of censorship.2 Decades later, the situation has deteriorated: In a report published on October 1, 2025, “The Normalization of Book Banning: Banned in the USA, 2024–2025,” the PEN America association revealed that eighty-seven of King’s titles had been deemed undesirable by nine school districts, primarily in Florida, Tennessee, and Texas.

Between global recognition and local proscriptions, the writer occupies a singular place. His macabre dances, far from merely activating the mechanics of fear, also hold up a mirror to the nation, revealing its fractures, its violence, and the fragility of its democracy but also the fraternity and resistance that are triggered in the face of the worst horrors. The passing years have only served to confirm a once-veiled reality: A master of thrills, King is also a stubborn witness to a country he loves and questions, the chronicler of a nation that breeds many of its own monsters.

A man proud of his rural origins

The Stephen King phenomenon has its roots in a particular place: Maine, the writer’s birthplace and source of inspiration. It was in this rugged, rural, and unassuming state that he was born on September 21, 1947, at Maine General Hospital in Portland. His father, Donald Edwin King (born Pollock), a former merchant marine captain, left home when he was two years old. His mother, Nellie Ruth Pillsbury, a woman of courage, raised her two boys alone; David, the eldest, was adopted in 1945. The family moved often during King’s childhood, and this modest, precarious, and ever-shifting environment convinced the future writer that everyday life is a testing ground and that the most innocuous places can become reservoirs of dark mythology.

It was in this context that the framework of his imagination took shape. The small towns of the Northeast, with their seemingly quiet streets, vacant lots, libraries, baseball teams, and well-kept secrets, are the molds for many of his works. The result is a vast serial novel set in Maine, punctuated by real and fictional towns (Castle Rock, Derry, Jerusalem’s Lot, Ludlow) that make up a coherent physical and mental geography. King depicts an everyday country traversed by one of the major themes of his work: the irruption of the extraordinary into the ordinary. In a 1986 interview with the Orono High School newspaper Inside, he was asked, “Why do you stay in Maine?” His answer: “I’m a hick. I grew up here. I went to one-room schoolhouses. There were outhouses. I am a hick and this is where I feel at home.”3 His humble pride guides his work. Unlike H. P. Lovecraft and Edgar Allan Poe, among his illustrious New England predecessors, King tells the stories of the lower middle class, struggling families, widows and widowers, factory workers, teachers, and children at the mercy of both society and the natural world.

Aware of what he owes to the region and eager to give back more than he has received, he and his wife created the Stephen and Tabitha King Foundation, which has been active since the mid-1980s in helping public schools, volunteer fire departments, literacy associations, emergency shelters, and local infrastructure. The couple are also ardent defenders of libraries, describing them as secular sanctuaries of the First Amendment and freedom of expression.

A global icon, the writer remains a citizen of Bangor and Lovell, even though he and his wife have also lived part-time on Casey Key, in Florida, since the early 2000s. In his writings, Maine plays the role of a realistic and integral fictional ecosystem, a microcosm of the country where fears and solidarity are replayed, where horror and uncanny strangeness gnaw away at the most familiar places, and where the writer has never felt more true to himself: “The day that I deny my identity, the day that I say that I am not who I am, is the day I quit this business forever.”4

Intertwined lives

King’s life and his fiction often go hand in hand. As a child in Stratford, Connecticut, he and his brother played in a vacant lot cut in half by a railroad track, which they called the jungle, much as the kids in It talk about the Barrens, and where he experienced poison ivy, which Trisha, from The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, fears. In the novella The Body, the corpse of Ray Brower, struck down by a train, seems to be a reminiscence of a trauma King experienced as a child, one he can barely recall. Around 1959, young Stephen discovered a box of horror stories and other tales written by his father at one of his uncles’ houses, and the following Christmas, his mother gave him his first typewriter; in the same year, Thad Beaumont received a Remington 32 for his convalescence in The Dark Half. In the same vein, at the end of high school, King got a job at the Worumbo Mills and Weaving textile factory in Lisbon Falls, which he compared to a factory in a Charles Dickens novel. He used it as the setting for “Graveyard Shift,” one of his first published short stories, and referred to it more specifically in 11/22/63.

And life would continue to shape his work, even in its darker aspects. To escape the spiral of self-destruction caused by drugs and especially alcohol, King joined Alcoholics Anonymous in 1988. The year 1989 saw the publication of The Dark Half, in which the hero rids himself of his evil double. On June 19, 1999, he was struck by a pickup truck while walking along the side of the road near Lovell. The accident, which nearly cost him his life and left him with long-term severe pain, made his writing even more sensitive to suffering, vulnerability, and degeneration, all elements that infuse Dreamcatcher, Duma Key, “Fair Extension,” Joyland, and others. But one of the most essential threads in this intimate tapestry has a name: Tabitha Spruce. Having met Stephen at the University of Maine, the young poet became the writer’s wife, the mother of his three children, his first reader— without her, Carrie would probably never have existed—and his critical conscience. Reminiscent of the duo formed by Alma Reville and Alfred Hitchcock, this tandem of rare creative intensity is celebrated in one of King’s most personal novels, Lisey’s Story.

The chiaroscuro era

King has always published at a steady pace. His brother commissioned him to write a serialized story (“Jumper,” 1959–1960) for Dave’s Rag, the high school newspaper. As King recounts in On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, he was a journalist and editorialist from early on, notably for The Maine Campus, a student newspaper at the University of Maine, with his column “Garbage Truck,” published forty-seven times between February 20, 1969, and May 21, 1970. Later, his fame gave him the opportunity to write a regular column for Entertainment Weekly from 2003 to 2011. “The Pop of King,” as the column was called, enabled him to review new releases (books, films, albums). Although best known for his preference for rock ’n’ roll, he expressed his admiration for Eminem. When he compiled a list of the best songs of 2004, he included “Mosh” and “Just Lose It,” describing the Detroit rapper as a “a fleet-footed lyricist.” On February 1, 2007, he wrote: “I love Eminem, partly because he’s funny and savage.“ On August 27, 2010, writing about the album Recovery, he said that it was “sometimes funny, sometimes terrible, always painfully honest,” and he praised “Love the Way You Lie” by the duo of Eminem and Rihanna.5

As early as the mid-1980s, the writer emphasized that he worked in the realm of fantasy but without ignoring the real world and current events: “I refuse to deny either my times or my interest in my times. As the next novels would make clear, I am also interested in people who interact on a smaller social and political framework—particularly that of the family.”6 While he has continued to feature supernatural figures over the decades, he has also tackled real existential issues, including, among others, autocratic impulses in The Stand and in Skeleton Crew. And this became more pronounced after the publication of Needful Things in 1991, in which Castle Rock is practically destroyed. Admittedly, there are still zombies (Cell), ghosts (against a backdrop of racism in Bag of Bones), and extraterrestrial intervention (the invisible barrier of Under the Dome), but horror and fantasy became more deeply rooted in social issues: the trilogy about battered women (Gerald’s Game, Dolores Claiborne, Rose Madder), the novel-borne attack on pro-lifers in Insomnia and on the death penalty in The Green Mile, the disappearance of a loved one and aging (Doctor Sleep, “Mister Yummy,” “Rattlesnakes”). King became more nostalgic in his stories after 1991 (especially in Hearts in Atlantis, 11/22/63, and Revival), without losing any of his acuity in identifying the ability of evil to regenerate (The Outsider) or the horror that lurks in the present (the Bill Hodges trilogy, Holly, and Never Flinch).

King developed his political awareness and spirit of insubordination during his student years, from 1966 to 1970, during the Vietnam War—itself a recurring theme in his work. His clearly progressive sensibility quickly led him to be critical of those in power, from Lyndon B. Johnson to Donald Trump, including Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George Bush, father and son. During the Reagan years, for example, he denounced social brutality and ecological denial in The Talisman, cowritten with Peter Straub, and in Needful Things, a dark comedy conceived at the end of the eight-year reign of the Hollywood actor turned president.

From the 2010s onward, the figure of Donald Trump crystallized his concerns, especially with regard to the temptation of absolute power. King saw him as a disruptor of the democratic narrative, a catalyst for collective violence, a falsifier of reality. This prompted him to intervene more often in public debate and to reinforce his literary direction: to write for entertainment, of course, but also to keep people on their toes, to offer stories that are neither numbing nor falsified but complex and human, and to reaffirm his faith in fiction that opens up other worlds while awakening consciences. We can count on Stephen King; even if the excitement has waned somewhat since the early days, he will never give up telling stories about evil or opposing the violence that dominates today.


“It still freaks me out to put those words, ‘Freelance Writer,’ down in the Occupation blank of the forms you have to fill out at credit desks and in doctors’ offices. My story sounds so much like a fairytale that it’s fucking absurd.”

[image: ]
Gordie Lachance, in “The Body”








STEPHEN KING, WRITER

Since the 1970s, Stephen King has established himself as a narrative force to be reckoned with. More than fifty years of continuous writing have forged a body of work that far exceeds King’s original characterization of himself as “a brand name author,” as “the Green Giant of what is called the ‘modern horror story.’”1 With more than sixty novels, twelve collections of short stories and novellas, and a plethora of individually published short stories, screenplays for film and television, comic scripts, and essays, as well as a few poems, his output has made him a titan of fantasy literature and a colossus of popular culture. He uses every means at his disposal: fantasy and horror fiction, science fiction and speculative fiction, dark tales, Richard Bachman’s hard-hitting novels, and more recent thrillers, many of which feature the character Holly Gibney. And of course we cannot overlook his repeated forays into fantasy with the Dark Tower series (1982–2012), which King himself describes as the Saturn of his literary creation: In eight volumes spanning three decades, the writer delivers an extensive fictional universe, coupled with an autofictional world where he comments on his own relationship with literary creation.

A hypersensitivity to evil

If King has never apologized for the horrors found in his writing, it is because he has turned horror writing into an art form in its own right, backed by a profound reflection on what French writer François Angelier describes as the “permanent polymorphism of evil.” We do not know where evil comes from or what form it will take; it can emanate from external entities as much as from humankind. This requires us to keep our senses alert; as King says, “those of us who feel more (and see in darker spectrums) may be sick puppies, but we’re also lively puppies. Brave puppies, too, because we keep on trucking in the face of everything we know can go wrong.”2

Among these people who “feel more,” King gives pride of place in his stories to writers, whether established or novice (from Gordie Lachance to Billy Summers, Paul Sheldon, Thad Beaumont, Morton Rainey, Scott Landon, Barbara Robinson, Gwendy Peterson, and others), but also and above all to children and teenagers who are susceptible to violence, the supernatural, and the paranormal. Characters such as Mark Petrie, Danny Torrance, Charlie McGee, Abra Stone, Charlie Reade, Jamie Conklin, and the members of the Losers’ Club, to name but a few, allow their creator to counteract the arthritis of the imagination and deploy his work “to bust the walls of that tunnel vision wide for a little while; to provide a single powerful spectacle for that third eye”3—with which everyone has perfect vision during childhood.

The intimate raconteur

King embodies the figure of the storyteller who believes in the power of fables. Resistant to any form of impersonal narration, he is expansive and talkative, making use of multiple paratexts (introductions, warnings, dedications, notes, epigraphs, afterwords). He works in the manner of a rhapsodist anxious to establish contact with his audience and to establish the right distance from the story being told, one where the illusion is not broken as the illusionist who shapes it reveals himself. This gives the reader a genuine feeling of closeness, and even complicity.

While emphasizing the accessibility of his prose, the naturalness of his characters, the familiarity of the situations described (before they take a turn for the worse), and the clear and tense conduct of his narratives, King layers representations, takes advantage of media and artistic crossovers, draws on contemporary violence, and invests in the grotesque and the organic to open his fiction to impressive psychological, symbolic, and even mythical ramifications.

In more than half a century of uninterrupted creativity, King’s polymorphous, popular, transmedia, and deeply literary work has made the man and the writer a tireless storyteller, a surveyor of the imagination, a powerful chronicler of ordinary life in the United States—in short, one of those oceanic men so highly praised by Victor Hugo: “This terrible coming and going, this noise of every breath, these darknesses and transparencies,… these great wandering thunderbolts that seem to lie in wait, these enormous sobs, these glimpsed monsters,… these human thunders mixed with divine thunders, this blood in the abyss;… all this in one, the unexpected in the immutable,… all this can be in one mind, and then that mind is called genius.”4


“This is the world’s best job I’ve got; real people pay me real money to hang out in my imagination.”

[image: ]
Entry dated August 19, 1997, in “Coda: Pages from a Writer’s Journal,” from Song of Susannah








STEPHEN KING ON SCREEN

Such was Stephen King’s passion for cinema that in 2025 he claimed that even the worst film he had ever seen had given him an excellent afternoon. He drew much of the inspiration for his own works from productions on both the small and big screens. These two media returned the favor, and it was thanks to the first adaptation of one of King’s works that he enjoyed his first real success in bookstores. The 1976 release of Brian De Palma’s Carrie led to the reissue of the novel in paperback format, which, enhanced with an image from the feature film on the cover, entered the bestseller list.

From the late 1970s onward, with the broadcast of Tobe Hooper’s miniseries Salem’s Lot (1979), King began to attract widespread attention. The flood of adaptations of his works sometimes slowed, depending on their box office results, but it never stopped completely, and some filmmakers even made it their specialty. Italian producer Dino De Laurentiis and Laurel Entertainment were the first to commit to this path over the long term, and several directors, such as Mick Garris, Frank Darabont, Mike Flanagan, and Jack Bender, developed real expertise in adapting King’s stories. After several decades of immense popularity, the author reflected on the irony of his lasting impact: “What’s weird is that I’ve almost become a franchise, like Marvel or something.… I saw a poster the other day for The Long Walk: ‘based on the legendary Stephen King story’ or something like that. ‘Legendary,’ when it’s connected to a person, basically means old.”1

The writer himself participated in the adaptations of his writings as a screenwriter, and in the case of Maximum Overdrive (1986), he also ventured behind the camera to serve as director. But for the most part his activity has been in front of the camera; King’s appearances on screen, usually in the form of cameos, are a nod to his most avid readers.

The limits of control

Though at first he had little involvement in adaptations of his works, King gradually gained real control over their cinematic future. He now has a say in the script, casting, and choice of director, as well as the contractual option to serve as executive producer. With rare exceptions, however, the writer allows projects to develop on their own—though, of course, he believes that straying too far from the narrative as he wrote it is rarely a good idea. Ultimately, it does not matter how his books are treated by others; the important thing is that they remain intact on the shelf of the reader’s library.

King has never failed to admit when screenwriters may have better ideas than his, but he has been just as frank when he has disliked a film. Over time, however, he has resolved to speak publicly about adaptations of his work only when he can offer positive comments.

Between dreams and nightmares

Although a few works among the multitude of King adaptations have become true classics, such as Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) and Rob Reiner’s Stand by Me (1986), and many others are undeniable successes, partial or complete failures still account for the vast majority.

In reality, Stephen King’s work tends to accentuate the difficulties inherent in adapting literary works for film or television. Turning a novel into a film usually involves condensing the text, and in the case of voluminous works such as It, among others, the undertaking becomes even more complex, if not impractical. In such cases, television and streaming platforms can offer a more suitable alternative to feature films. In other words, in the novelist’s colorful language: “Often it seems to me that movies based on books are like taking a loaf of bread and squeezing it down until it’s an English muffin.”2 Furthermore, King’s frequent use of interior monologue makes the tension between the interiority of literary narrative and the exteriority of film language particularly noticeable. While the challenge is difficult, as it requires real skill and inventiveness that many screenwriters do not possess, some of these screen adaptations are now considered important moments in their respective production periods.


“I send my books to be filmed like parents send their children to university, hoping they will do well and not fall into the traps that await them.”

[image: ]
Stephen King, October 23, 2025
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Carrie

1974

“What happens if there are others like her? What happens to the world?…”

“… Macbeth hath murdered sleep and Carrie hath murdered time.”
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FIRST EDITION

Date of publication: April 5, 1974

Publisher: Doubleday & Co.

TIME PERIOD

May 1979 for the main plot; final letter, May 3, 1988

MAIN CHARACTERS

Carietta (Carrie) White, Margaret White, Sue Snell,

Tommy Ross, Chris Hargensen, Billy Nolan, Miss Desjardin,

Assistant Principal Morton, Norma Watson

[image: ]
FILM ADAPTATIONS

Carrie—Brian De Palma—November 16, 1976

The Rage: Carrie 2—Katt Shea—March 12, 1999

Carrie—Kimberly Peirce—October 18, 2013
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TV ADAPTATIONS

Carrie—David Carson—November 4, 2002








A FROG AMONG THE SWANS

History and context

Born on September 21, 1963, Carietta White, known as Carrie, is an awkward, self-conscious sixteen-yearold. Raised by a bigoted mother whose religious precepts isolate her daughter from her peers at Ewen High School in Chamberlain, Maine, she becomes the town’s outcast, constantly mocked and bullied. One day, while in the shower in a locker room after gym class, she has her first menstrual period. Her mother had never told her about menstruation, so she panics, and the other girls take note and humiliate her. This moment coincides with an inner upheaval (referred to as the “Fission”) that makes her aware of her powers of telekinesis and telepathy. She soon begins to exercise her “mental hands” to better control them, moving objects and furniture from a distance. Meanwhile, Sue Snell, a fellow student consumed by remorse for her involvement in the collective bullying, convinces her boyfriend, Tommy Ross, to invite Carrie to the high school prom. Against the wishes of her mother, whom she silences using her special powers, Carrie agrees to accompany the young man. But Chris Hargensen, leader of the popular girls at the school, who has been barred from the prom for not admitting her wrongdoing in bullying Carrie, decides to take revenge. Her plan—to have her victim elected prom queen and then to pour pig’s blood over her while she is on stage—triggers the “Maine holocaust.” This ultimate display of malice unleashes Carrie’s telekinetic fury, which crosses the point of no return. The night of May 27–28, 1979, seals the fate of the Whites (mother and daughter), and leads to the death of hundreds of people and the near destruction of Chamberlain.

In the beginning, menstruation

Following four rejected novels, Carrie marked a dazzling literary debut for Stephen King, a moment so decisive that he has often returned to it.1 Two people championed the text: Tabitha King, whom he married in 1971, and Bill Thompson, who worked at Doubleday and published King’s later books Salem’s Lot, Night Shift, The Stand, and The Shining. In the summer of 1972, Tabitha and Stephen lived with their two young children in a mobile home in Hermon, a small town west of Bangor, Maine. Their income was modest, and Stephen held a job as an English teacher at Hampden High School, working at the industrial New Franklin Laundry during the school breaks. Tabby worked part-time at the local Dunkin’ Donuts. In the summer heat, King began writing a story inspired by his former seasonal job as a janitor at Brunswick High School. While cleaning rust stains in the girls’ showers, he had discovered, to his atonishment, the existence of tampon and sanitary napkin dispensers. This gave him the idea for the incident with menstruation and the cruel reactions it might provoke. Reading an article in Life magazine about paranormal phenomena in young people, especially pubescent girls, provided him with the counterpoint of telekinesis. Although the narrative spark had been ignited, the story seemed to have no direction at that time. He discarded the first typed pages.

Shortly afterward, Tabitha found these pages and, convinced that her husband had a strong subject, urged him to continue. King recounts how he painstakingly strung the scenes together, having little sympathy for his character. Carrie was inspired in part by two of his former classmates from Lisbon Falls High School, both of whom had died by the time he began writing Carrie. He’d visited the home of the first, a neighbor whom he gave the alias Sondra, to move furniture for her mother and been impressed by a huge crucifix in the living room. The idea that Sondra “had grown up beneath the agonal gaze of this dying god,” making her “a timid and homely outcast who went scuttling through the halls of Lisbon High like a frightened mouse,” as he said in his book On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, had a profound effect on his future.2 The other classmate, Dodie Franklin, had been often poorly dressed and never able to escape the teasing and taunting of her peers. King somehow managed, by December 1972, to produce a novella of just under a hundred pages, a rather awkward format for a tortuous story with a grim ending. Nevertheless, he decided to send it to Bill Thompson, who had championed his previous project, Getting It On, which became Rage, but had been unable to persuade the reading committee to accept it. The publisher thought this new manuscript could work if the last quarter of it was reworked. As it stood, it was too much like a hastily written science fiction film or comic book, in the vein of Attack of the 50-Foot Woman (1958). As Thompson recalls, in King’s original manuscript Carrie turned into a giant with horns growing out of her head and lightning bolts shooting out of her fingers, and blew up an airplane.3 Taking the publisher’s advice in hand, King embarked upon a rewriting exercise, inserting invented excerpts from newspaper and magazine articles (including the Esquire of Arnold W. Gingrich’s era, Reader’s Digest, and The New York Times), testimonials, academic studies, dictionaries, letters, and more into his narrative. All of these materials centered around the interviews, reports, and conclusions of the so-called White Commission (the fictional committee set up by the government to investigate Carrie).

What followed was a publishing fairy tale. The final version of the manuscript was accepted in the spring of 1973 and released in the spring of the following year—two months after Peter Benchley’s Jaws. The Kings were living in Bangor at the time, and it was there that they learned the unthinkable: The paperback publishing rights had been sold for $400,000—half of which went to the writer—to a British company, New English Library, and its American subsidiary, New American Library. Thanks to Thompson, who also published The Rats, the first novel by Londoner James Herbert, another important revelation of the genre, King could now envisage writing as a lucrative career.

Layered time and genres

The action in Carrie takes place over a few days, from the onset of her menstruation to the final conflagration, but this tense storyline is embedded in broader layers of time and varied imaginary repertoires, all of which contribute to the intensity. The text thus reactivates the high school years of the 1950s and 1960s, along the same lines as teen movies such as Jack Arnold’s The Blackboard Jungle (1958) or the Harrison High or John Farris’s Harrison High series, whose final volume concludes in 1974 and concerns a posh high school confronted with the social diversity and turmoil of its time. The pages King devotes to the antics of Chris Hargensen, Billy Nolan, and his gang (especially their expedition to Irwin Henty’s farm, armed with a sledge and a butcher’s knife to collect sow’s blood) extend these forays into the raging life of a borderline youth.

While the high school appears to be a snake pit, the violence and threats are spread throughout a familiar urban environment, to which older gothic resurgences are added, right down to the metaphors and similes, stylistic devices already favored by the writer: Carrie, covered in blood in the ballroom, is assaulted by “the sound of the laughter flapping around her like blackbirds”; Billy’s aggression is echoed by his car, which seems to spring forward “like some old and terrible man-eater”—foreshadowing Arnie Cunningham’s Plymouth Fury in Christine. Following the lead of other authors, King modernizes the fantasy tradition by moving it from remote lands to contemporary cities, the interior of the Whites’ home being every bit as impressive as the Bramford, the picturesque New York apartment building imagined by Ira Levin in Rosemary’s Baby (1967), and equal to the religious excesses that plague the ordinary Washington neighborhood in William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist (1971).

Above all, Carrie inaugurates King’s long list of characters with extrasensory powers linked to parapsychology—the study of phenomena associated with mind-matter interactions without recourse to known physical means. Think of Charlie McGee and her pyrokinetic gift in Firestarter; John Smith in The Dead Zone, whose five-year coma awakens extraordinary clairvoyant abilities; the young Abra Stone, who influences matter and searches minds in Doctor Sleep; Luke Ellis in The Institute, who makes objects fly around him; the telepathic and prophetic abilities of Ted Brautigan in Hearts in Atlantis; and John Coffey’s supernatural ability to heal illnesses and relieve suffering in The Green Mile. Carrie can be described as a work of speculative fiction, as the central plot takes place in 1979, several years after its writing. The chapter that serves as an epilogue, “Wreckage,” drives the point home: The final letter, dated May 3, 1988, suggests that a young Annie could take up Carrie’s sad paranormal torch. Moreover, the worst is told through prolepses that project the story into an inexorable countdown: From the very first pages, there is talk of a survivor, a little further on of a “Prom Night,” elsewhere of a tragedy that led to the destruction of an entire town.… This relentless race toward death is a device King uses often; it reaches its dark peak in Pet Sematary. In Carrie, standing before the commission of inquiry, the mother of a girl who died in the high school fire asks a crucial, catastrophic question: “What happens if there are others like her? What happens to the world?” It is indeed a relentless horror that unfolds before our eyes, with no one able to do anything about it, prompting Sue Snell to utter a tragic, paroxysmal sentence: “Macbeth hath murdered sleep and Carrie hath murdered time.”

Humanity and its flaws already present

King understood early on that he needed to write about what he knew best. Starting with Carrie, he made Maine, where he lived, the main setting for his stories. Chamberlain is a small town that King transformed into a microcosm where he could observe, document, and detail everyday life in a world made recognizable through its signs and brands (for example, the Amoco gas station and the two old Westover fire trucks that Carrie blows up). Triviality and vulgarity have their place; for example, an inscription on a desk at Barker Street Grammar School reads: “Carrie White eats shit.” Miss Desjardin, the high school gym teacher, does not hesitate to talk about Carrie being bullied by the group of girls in the locker room. King’s prose is visceral: It probes secret desires and delves into the harshness of primal and savage forces, those basic instincts of people—a neighbor, hearing Margaret White’s scream, compares it to the cry of a bull alligator in the swamp. The ordinary power and fantastic force of events are certainly spectacular in themselves, but they are also significant for their impact: how they affect individuals and what they say about their ethics, if not their morality. King’s depiction of the young people is not very flattering: Tommy Ross is an honest boy, but he remains isolated and we quickly foresee his death; Sue Snell has a conscience, but she has no answer as to what drove her and the others to attack Carrie.

The adults are no better, with authority figures quickly revealing themselves to be flawed. Though she intervenes on Carrie’s behalf, Miss Desjardin finds it difficult to empathize with the teenager. The assistant principal, Morton, tries hard to project the image of a “lovable John Wayne figure” but fails. John Hargensen, an imposing lawyer, reinforces his daughter Chris’s sense of impunity, selfish materialism, and social pride. With Carrie’s father, Ralph, having died early on, the White family is dysfunctional and self-destructive. In short, the stabilizing forces of society are completely distorted. A dark fable about the failure of integration, Carrie vividly illustrates teenage despair and the marginalization that the conformist system helps reinforce. King’s criticism tends toward satire, forcing us to look beneath the “cheap patina over a darker world—a real world where nightmares happen.” The twisted tale— Carrie is like Snow White lost in the forest, or Cinderella at the ball hearing the clock strike midnight—never restores the status quo: The heroine’s descent into hell opens up bottomless abysses, reducing Chamberlain to a destination for dark and macabre tourism.

A monster despite herself

Carrie is based on a literary device that encourages the fragmentation of truth, with the narrator’s version being just one among many. These fragments are used to approach a phenomenon that transcends reason; they are voices, ranging from the most objective to the most internalized, that attempt to grasp a living paradox: a victim who becomes a tormentor, one of those “more than human” beings who fascinate and terrify at the same time, to borrow the title of Theodore Sturgeon’s 1953 novel, in which a certain Janie uses her mind to move objects. In retrospect, in King’s eyes, Carrie embodies the female version of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the Columbine high school killers who made April 20, 1999, a dark day in the United States. She has been storing up rage since early childhood until finally, caught in a vice between her mother’s religious raptures, the hyena-like snickers of her high school classmates, and the psychological angst about her power, she explodes. Like Charlie Decker (Rage), she gives herself over to criminal madness, but her transformation into a homicidal fury is a form of alienation. For the first printing of Doubleday’s paperback edition, the cover proclaimed: “a novel of a girl possessed of a frightening power.” At the beginning of the story, Carrie imagines Chris Hargensen screaming for mercy, covered in blood, with rats crawling on her face. Later, a resident sees her in the street, wearing a skull-like smile, and her own mother sees her as an exterminating angel. Her psychic energy transforms her into a monstrous lethal force, along with everything she touches: electricity pylons, gas pipes, water from fire hydrants.

In the novel, after the events of prom night, Carrie quickly became part of American history and even pop culture. The book purports to cite Slang Terms Explained: A Parents’ Guide: “to rip off a Carrie: To cause either violence or destruction; mayhem, confusion; (2) to commit arson (from Carrie White, 1963– 1979).” It tells readers about a national conference on psychic phenomena, in which a speaker declared that “the two most stunning events of the twentieth century have been the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963 and the destruction that came to Chamberlain, Maine, in May of 1979.” (In 2011, thirty-seven years after the release of Carrie, King published 11/22/63, a novel about Kennedy’s assassination that he had been working on since 1973 but had not allowed himself to write at the time; for him, the trauma was still too present and he did not feel up to the task.)

On planet woman

“Carrie is largely about how women find their own channels of power, and what men fear about women and women’s sexuality” King observed in Danse Macabre.4 He was conscious of the fact that he had written this novel at a time when the second wave of feminism was in full swing in the United States. In her introduction to the fiftieth-anniversary edition of Carrie (Hodder & Stoughton, 2024), Margaret Atwood, author of The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), compares Carrie to Ayesha (from She, by Henry Rider Haggard, 1887), who, through her mastery of electricity, can kill with her fingertips and her thoughts. Chris Hargensen, on the other hand, is the negative version of “Sisterhood is Powerful”: Falsely liberated, she succumbs to the violent ways of her proletarian lover and wages a short-lived personal war. In contrast, we have Carrie, who, by stopping her mother’s heart with her mental hands, extends in her own way the emancipatory gesture of Hester Prynne, the accomplished seamstress and condemned adulteress in The Scarlet Letter (1850). Like Nathaniel Hawthorne’s heroine, after long accepting penance, notably locked in a closet filled with frightening, painful, and sacrificial symbols, Carrie frees herself from the religious yoke and patriarchal prohibitions that make women sinners and demonize them. She becomes the polar opposite of her mother, Margaret White, who internalized the Judeo-Christian guilt focused on the female body to the point of madness and repeatedly tells her daughter that she is ill-born, the product of marital rape, and that she is following in the demonic footsteps of her witch of a grandmother. Margaret tells Carrie that Eve’s curse hangs over her, and blood is its infamous mark— evident in the red dress Carrie sews for the prom, which her mother wants to burn. Margaret associates menstrual blood with “dirtypillows” (her one-word name for breasts) and sexual depravity, personified by the Satan-like man with cloven feet whom Margaret has banished from her home forever. All this could not be more wild!

In its early pages, the novel presents readers with an interview with Estelle Horan, the Whites’ neighbor on Carlin Street at the time of the events in Chamberlain, who later moved to San Diego. When Horan recalls her time in Maine and speaks about Carrie, “her face takes on an odd, pinched look that is more like Lovecraft out of Arkham than Kerouac out of Southern Cal.” The reference to the “master of Providence,” as Lovecraft is known, is not insignificant: Carrie is indeed a twisted American pastoral, set in a New England with puritanical roots sufficiently rotten to harbor abomination upon abomination.


References

In “Mr. Harrigan’s Phone” (If It Bleeds), a woman named Miss Hargensen, a biology teacher, twice rescues young Craig, the target of bullying at his school. The first gas station Carrie blows up belongs to Teddy Duchamp, who died in 1968 and reappears as a teenager in “The Body” (Different Seasons). The laundromat (the Blue Ribbon Laundry) where Margaret White works also appears in “The Mangler” (Night Shift) and in The Long Walk.



Stories of Blood

In volume 7 of the Dark Tower saga, heroine Susannah Dean remembers getting her period during gym class. As a trickle of blood ran down her thigh, the girls sang, “Plug it UP!” In that same volume, Dinky Earnshaw speaks of feeling degraded, like all the Breakers, and treated like “Carrie at that fuckin’ prom.” In Holly, a mother confides to a detective that her missing daughter was her high school’s prom queen.



FOR KING ADDICTS

Chamberlain, also mentioned in Cell, is mainly referenced in Salem’s Lot, in “The Body” (Different Seasons), in “It Grows On You” (Nightmares & Dreamscapes), and in Gerald’s Game. Margaret White is said to have been born and raised in Motton, near Chamberlain. This small town appears in Under the Dome and in the short stories “N.” (Just After Sunset) and “The Man in the Black Suit” (Everything’s Eventual).








CARRIE ON SCREEN

With Carrie, Stephen King scored a double victory: The publication of his first novel was followed by a one-year option by screenwriter and producer Paul Monash for a film adaptation.

The young writer, whose input was not sought, chose Monash over others because of other films he had written, such as Peter Yates’s The Friends of Eddie Coyle (1973). In mid-1974, Monash was preparing to join 20th Century Fox, where he hoped to begin adapting Carrie the following fall, but the project fell through.5 After a fruitless attempt with Paramount, he finally began working on the screenplay with Lawrence D. Cohen under the United Artists banner. Brian De Palma, who had been convinced of the novel’s cinematic potential after reading it on the recommendation of a friend, fought hard to get the film made.

Initially announced for January 6, 1976, the start of filming was postponed for various reasons, particularly casting problems.6 In fact, so many young actresses were auditioned by the production company that Sissy Spacek was stunned to discover on the day of her audition that she and the other applicants had to demonstrate their talent in groups of three.7 With her hair deliberately coated in Vaseline and dressed in a sailor suit made by her mother when she was in seventh grade, Spacek expected to be cast as Carrie, but she was asked to read for the role of Chris Hargensen (or Hargenson, as it was spelled in the adaptation). During the screen tests, the young woman had to compete with two other actresses for the lead role. De Palma—who didn’t find her sexy enough to play Chris and preferred Betsy Slade—had no hesitation in advising Spacek to focus on a commercial audition she had that same day. Fortunately, she did not listen to him and, against all odds, was chosen to wear the hand-sewn dress of the soon-to-be iconic high school student.

While remaining faithful to the plot of the book, De Palma and his screenwriter naturally modified certain aspects for the film. They sought to produce a more accessible linear narrative, for example by removing all references to the White Commission, even though in the first version of the screenplay, cowritten by Monash and Cohen, Sue Snell’s interrogation still framed the story. In addition, the high cost of certain special effects led to the abandonment of several scenes from the novel, and the town of Chamberlain thus escaped destruction in the film. Among the images cut during editing was a prologue illustrating the entire stone-throwing episode, in which Spacek, immersed in a large-scale set, played Carrie at the age of six. It was ultimately rejected due to its disappointing result.8

De Palma paints a rather different portrait of Carrie White from the corpulent and naive high school girl imagined by King, and Spacek’s slender figure is not the only reason for this. The movie’s Carrie White conducts research to better understand her telekinetic gift, which she initially associates with a miracle, and affirms her desire for normalcy and integration. After the bloody prom, she does not return to her mother, Margaret, with the intention of killing her, as in the book, but instead seeks an illusory refuge, and when she uses her power to crucify her mother, the idea of self-defense prevails.

Religion plays a key role through the character of Margaret, a fundamentalist bigot who is both repressed and capable of exercising punitive authority at any moment. Although her character resorts to physical violence less easily than in the novel, Piper Laurie, who found it difficult to take the role seriously, plays her with complete abandon. The Whites’ Gothic house, with its narrow, winding staircase cluttered with candles and religious artifacts, is transformed into a private place of worship. In short, it reflects the madness of this fanatical mother. Margaret stigmatizes a misguided era that lives without God, in which all human entertainment (alcohol, sex, dancing) is dangerously ungodly, and Carrie is the first to suffer from her mother’s perverted worldview, which associates her gift of telekinesis with witchcraft and her desire for freedom and normalcy with a satanic temptation. Margaret’s crucifixion, invented for the film and an ironic echo of the statue of Saint Sebastian that De Palma slipped into the closet in which she locks her daughter, makes her a martyr whose physical suffering, responding to her masochism, leads to ecstasy.

The film holds a profound ambiguity. While stirring sympathy for its protagonist, due in part to Sissy Spacek’s touching performance, it seems to some extent to justify the bad mother, who, as in the novel, warns her offspring of the humiliation that awaits her at the prom. Carrie herself finds refuge in the closet where she used to atone for imaginary sins, which is now converted into a chapel. Is this a validation of an alienating mode of thinking or a critical demonstration of the power of an abnormal upbringing?

From the gym shower scene to the matricide, with the victim’s cries of pain resembling gasps of pleasure, female sexuality and feelings of horror are closely intertwined. Throughout the film, a hatred of femininity shines through, with the female body, sometimes exploited to titillate the male audience, being presented as a source of fear and abjection. The bucket of blood poured over Carrie is a perfect example of terrifying defilement and, at the same time, symbolizes a form of rebirth or baptism. Furthermore, the representation of the high school girl in this prom scene, vertical and hieratic, almost dehumanized, is a pictorial allusion to Gustave Moreau’s Étude pour Lady Macbeth (1851), highlighting that the intertextual richness of De Palma’s work goes beyond his many Hitchcockian references.

Carrie deals with adolescence in an atmosphere of ritualized pop culture and sexual liberation, but also of social hierarchy and discrimination. In addition to Carrie, the film features a whole gallery of characters capable of serving as role models or being repellent people. Sue, whose attempt to redeem herself after bullying Carrie leads to tragedy, is contrasted with Chris, who shamelessly uses her erotic power to manipulate boys. A keen sportsman and (fake) poetry lover, Tommy Ross embodies an idealized, romanticized masculinity, while Billy Nolan is presented as Chris’s male counterpart: Although the cinematic thug seems smoother than his literary model, they are both perverse, sadistic, and potentially murderous. All these characters, like Carrie, are partly based on the memories of King, De Palma, and Cohen.

In the shower scene, which is intimate and sensual while equally disturbing, Carrie’s naked body is fragmented by tight shots linked by cross-fades, while the other teenage girls, filmed in medium shots, appear freer and more mobile. But this doubly traumatic moment is not the only one that depicts Carrie being humiliated. In a scene not found in the novel, her English teacher mimics what Carrie says about Tommy’s poem and makes the whole class laugh, except for Tommy himself. De Palma signifies social ostracism through visual exclusion, filming Carrie in the background and choosing to focus on the teacher. Carrie is often filmed at the edge of the frame or off-center, except when she imagines herself with Tommy, transformed into a princess for an evening and accepted by her peers.

While in King’s novel Carrie has only a handheld mirror just big enough to use for combing her hair, De Palma enjoys filming her in front of mirrors, suggesting her troubled and divided personality. Already recognized as a stylist for works with less commercial potential, the director multiplies formal experiments here, manipulating time through split screens and long slow-motion shots, all artificial techniques that are emotionally effective. After the bucket of blood falls, the music and ambient sounds of the prom suddenly stop, giving way to stunned silence, then laughter from the audience. De Palma chooses to add a paranoid dimension, replacing objective shots of the students in shock with images that reflect Carrie’s subjective perspective, showing mocking faces grotesquely distorted by a short focal length, while Margaret’s warning, “They’ll all laugh at you,” can be heard.

King said he was satisfied with the adaptation. He told American horror magazine Cinefantastique in 1978: “I liked De Palma’s film of Carrie quite a bit. The attitude of the film was different from my book; I tended to view the events straight-on, humorlessly, in a straight point-to-point progression… , while I think De Palma saw a chance to make a movie that was a satirical view of high school life in general and high school peer-groups in particular. A perfectly viable point of view. Sissy Spacek was excellent, but right behind her—in a smaller part than it should have been—was John Travolta. He played the part of Billy Nolan the way I wish I’d written it, half-funny and half-crazy.”9

Although not universally well received by the press, the film won over audiences upon its release in 1976, grossing fifteen times its budget of $1.8 million and earning Spacek and Laurie well-deserved Oscar nominations. This commercial success, helped along by some 300 preview screenings on the eve of Halloween, boosted sales of the book. Above all, Carrie became a horror movie classic.

Remakes (we know the routine)

As early as 1977, King announced in the press that United Artists had plans for a sequel to De Palma’s film, and he was quick to express his impatience to see it, with a touch of irony.10

However, he would have to wait more than twenty years for the project to come to fruition, once again under the leadership of Paul Monash. Before that, Lawrence D. Cohen teamed up with composer Michael Gore, famous for Fame (Alan Parker, 1980), with the idea of offering a spin-off of the feature film in the form of a very expensive musical, which was presented in England in February 1988 and then in New York in May. Some performances were marred by special effects failures, and after critical and commercial flops on both sides of the Atlantic, the show was revived in 2012 in a revised and improved version.

The film sequel returned to the spotlight in 1994, and after some trial and error, its title ended up mentioning Carrie’s name, although her presence was limited to the insertion of fleeting images from the original movie. While attempting to modernize it somewhat, The Rage: Carrie 2 by Katt Shea sticks fairly closely to the structure of De Palma’s film and even strives to establish some continuity by hiring Amy Irving to reprise the role of Sue. The evolution of Rachel Lang (played by Emily Bergl), its vaguely gothic protagonist, mimics that of Carrie, and as a result, once again, a high school girl rejected by her peers suffers extreme humiliation at a party and unleashes devastating fury. Rachel differs from Carrie, however, in her apparent strength, and the film explores the idea of social division. Although King did not contribute to this sequel either, screenwriter Rafael Moreu delved back into his novel and extracted certain elements that had been ignored in Cohen’s screenplay. In particular, he adopts the writer’s genetic explanation for the phenomenon of telekinesis to imagine that Carrie—whose father did not die in the 1976 adaptation—has a half-sister with the same power. This reservoir of dramatic possibilities suggested a Carrie 3, if the film were successful.11

This was not to be, however, and in 2002, David Carson directed a remake of the book, which NBC hoped would serve as a pilot episode for a TV series. This time, the adaptation was more faithful to the original, as the 132 minutes of the TV movie enabled it to develop a framework narrative centered on a police investigation and to recapture, to some extent, King’s polyphonic structure. Angela Bettis, who at the time was accustomed to playing young girls undergoing a transformation into women, as in Lucky McKee’s formidable May (2002), plays a Carrie who is as fragile as but less naive than Sissy Spacek’s. The actress initially refused to take part in the film three times, until at last, as a great admirer of King and fearing that the role would be given to an actress who knew nothing about his work, she changed her mind.

“It’s difficult [to convey that role] in some ways,” said Bettis in an interview with Fangoria magazine, “because Carrie is a little plump girl with zits all over her back—and I wouldn’t be able to do that. It would be difficult for me to gain a lot of weight, and I don’t think they wanted that for television. That’s too bad, because it’d be interesting to see someone do it who actually fit the book’s description of Carrie.”12 Ironically, it is in the 1988 musical, in which British actress Linzi Hateley plays the role, that we find a physical representation of the character that matches the novel.

When a third Carrie film was announced in the spring of 2011, King publicly expressed his incomprehension, as he still considered De Palma’s version to be successful, but nevertheless he suggested that Lindsay Lohan be given the title role.13 Directed by Kimberly Peirce and starring actress and model Chloë Grace Moretz as Carrie, the film was released two years later and, instead of the announced new adaptation of the novel, offered a simple remake, to such an extent that Cohen was credited as cowriter. While this production took advantage of advances in special effects to convey the extent of the high school girl’s powers, it merely copied many elements of the 1976 feature film (such as the scene with the English teacher and Sue’s uneasy presence at the prom). And, more surprisingly, it borrowed heavily from The Rage: Carrie 2 (such as Carrie’s final humiliation through the public screening of a video) and makes minor borrowings from the 2002 TV movie. Perhaps chosen for the distinctive feline features of her face, Moretz proves to be the least convincing of the actresses who have lent their features to King’s creature.

Not so subtle

To date, films based on King’s novel have ignored its political dimension, or at least have not addressed it directly. While the writer argued that “horror fiction is really as Republican as a banker in a three-piece suit,”14 De Palma’s Carrie is firmly rooted in a horror cinema that, during the 1970s, came to assert a less reassuring view of the world. Not only can the viewer understand and accept Carrie’s violent reaction at the prom, but the final sequence of the film shows her hand suddenly rising from the ground to grab Sue. Although this final shock effect does not appear in the book and De Palma claimed it was inspired by John Boorman’s Deliverance (1972), it has a connection to this passage from the novel, attributed to Carrie: “The ivy looked like a grotesque giant hand ridged with great veins which had sprung up out of the ground to grip the building.”

Subsequent productions have attempted to provoke the same shock in viewers, with the exception of the TV movie, which sees its protagonist set off on new adventures even though it is paradoxically the only adaptation to express any of the novelist’s apocalyptic dimension.


CARRIE [image: ]

Brian De Palma

November 16, 1976

98 minutes

Screenplay: Lawrence D. Cohen

Director of photography: Mario Tosi

Fim editing: Paul Hirsch

Music: Pino Donaggio

Main actors: Sissy Spacek (Carrie White), Piper Laurie (Margaret White), Amy Irving (Sue Snell), William Katt (Tommy Ross), Nancy Allen (Chris Hargenson / Hargensen in the novel), John Travolta (Billy Nolan), Betty Buckley (Miss Collins / Miss Desjardin in the novel), P. J. Soles (Norma Watson)



In Carrie, Brian De Palma uses slow motion for various reasons. In the shower scene, this technique aims to generate lyricism and eroticism and then reinforce the moment when blood and violence erupt—a recurring shift in the film. Combined with split screen, slow motion is also used to prolong the suspense of the prom sequence, whose editing required weeks of reflection.



When she was approached about the role in Carrie, actress Piper Laurie had not acted for ten years. She thought the script was awful but was told that Brian De Palma usually took a satirical approach, and she believed she could see the comic potential in the role of Margaret White. During rehearsals, however, Laurie realized that the director wanted her to be completely serious, so she toned down her performance.



FOR KING ADDICTS

Stephen King did not intervene in the adaptation of Carrie, except when he learned that John Travolta was going to sing during the end credits. He thought it absurd that the actor, who played a violent biker, should lend his voice to a love song. When producer Paul Monash suggested replacing him with the Bee Gees, the novelist was scarcely much more enthusiastic. Not at all, in fact…
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Salem’s Lot

1975

“I think that house might be Hubert Marsten’s monument to evil, a kind of psychic sounding board. A supernatural beacon, if you like. Sitting there all these years, maybe holding the essence of Hubie’s evil in its old, moldering bones. And now it’s occupied again. And there’s been another disappearance.”
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FIRST EDITION

Date of publication: October 17, 1975

Publisher: Doubleday & Co.

TIME PERIOD

September 5, 1975–October 1976

MAIN CHARACTERS

Ben Mears, Susan Norton, Mark Petrie, Matt Burke,

Father Donald Callahan, Kurt Barlow, Richard Throckett “R. T.” Straker,

Dr. Jimmy Cody, Ralphie and Danny Glick, Mike Ryerson,

Lawrence Crockett, Dud Rogers, Eva Miller
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FILM ADAPTATIONS

Salem’s Lot—Tobe Hooper—1979

A Return to Salem’s Lot—Larry Cohen—1987

Salem’s Lot—Gary Dauberman—2024
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TV ADAPTATIONS

Salem’s Lot—Mikael Salomon—2004








VAMPIRES IN TOWN

A writer who has enjoyed relative success with three published novels (Conway’s Daughter, Air Dance, Billy Said Keep Going), Ben Mears is looking to recharge his batteries in the small town where he grew up, Jerusalem’s Lot, Maine, following the death of his wife in a motorcycle accident. Little has changed over the years, and the Marsten House still stands on its hill at the end of the road that runs alongside Harmony Hill Cemetery. This house terrified him when he was nine years old, and Ben plans to write his next novel about it. At Eva Miller’s boardinghouse, he chooses a room with a view of the sinister-looking building. However, Marsten House has just been bought by a certain Kurt Barlow, whose interests are served by R. T. Straker, a man of refined manners but with an icy smile and a dark look in his eyes. Barlow and Straker’s arrival coincides with a series of sinister events: a dog impaled on the cemetery gate; the disappearance of young Ralphie Glick; the death of Ralphie’s brother Danny, who succumbs to pernicious anemia; the gravedigger Mike Ryerson drained of his blood… The grip of evil grows, the dead return, and carnage ensues. Very quickly, teacher Matt Burke and young Mark Petrie are left in no doubt: Vampires are taking over their town and their master is Barlow, originally from Germany. Burke and Petrie join forces with Ben Mears and Susan Norton, who has become the writer’s partner, as well as Father Callahan and Dr. Cody to try to stop the scourge. Although the group wins some victories at a high price, the war is not yet won: As the Portland Press-Herald suggests, Salem has become a ghost town with a long list of missing persons.

Gothic revival

Inaugurated in October 1972, Stephen King’s second published novel took eight months to write, with 300 pages completed by the time Carrie was released. Doubleday published Salem’s Lot—with that the title preferred over Jerusalem’s Lot and Second Coming, which were deemed too religious—on October 17, 1975, shortly before Halloween. Hundreds of thousands of copies sold in just a few months, which secured King’s reputation as a horror writer. Salem’s Lot is considered a masterpiece of horror, praised by Clive Barker, F. Paul Wilson, Neil Gaiman, and Peter Straub, and a major vampire novel, even though the cover of the original edition makes no mention of the creature of the night, with the blurb simply referring to “a new unspeakable horror” and “a stranger with a secret as old as evil.” Like Richard Matheson in the 1950s (I Am Legend, The Shrinking Man, and others), King breathed new life into the genre in the mid-1970s while celebrating the great names of the fantasy repertoire, starting with Bram Stoker.

King is effusive in his comments about his love for the 1897 Dracula and the gothic vampire myth, which he recycles in Salem’s Lot, and the afterword to the book, dated February 24, 1999, says it all. Thanks to his mother, who brought him a copy from the Stratford library, King read Dracula at the age of ten or eleven. Unfortunately, Nellie Ruth Pillsbury King never got to read her son’s novel, as she died on December 18, 1973. Yet, in the poignant final lines of his afterword, the writer imagines her devouring the last hundred pages while smoking cigarette after cigarette.… King rediscovered Stoker’s text and its powerful epistolary structure in 1971 for a literature class he was teaching at Hampden High School. He then decided that the curse associated with vampirism, classic if not hackneyed, could be grafted onto the rural America of his time in a work of fiction that would unleash a provincial terror all the more terrifying because it was set in a familiar context, a small town in Maine so isolated that anything could happen there, especially the worst.

In 2005, for the thirtieth anniversary of the publication of Salem’s Lot in the United States, King offered an expanded edition illustrated by Jerry N. Uelsmann, a master of film photomontage, enriched with a preface in which King characterizes it as one of his best novels, if not one of his scariest. The result is a unique publication with two short stories: “Jersusalem’s Lot,” a historical background story dating back to the dark days of the small town (particularly in 1789), and “One for the Road,” set on January 10, two years after the end of Salem’s Lot, and confirming the survival of vampires. The most interesting part is the deleted scenes offered as a bonus. They provide information about the genesis of the text (Barlow was initially named Sarlinov, Salem was called Momson, and so on) and also about what the writer allows himself in terms of horror: For example, the gory execution of a baby vampire was discarded. Other abandoned scenes are more like commentary on the writing. When Ben shows Susan the contents of his future book on Marsten House, he talks about a bloody crime he plans to describe in detail: “I’m going to rub the reader’s nose in it.”

For King, one of the successes of Stoker’s novel is the way he conceals Count Dracula from the moment he arrives in England, his invisibility reinforcing his sinister aura. The same is true of Barlow, whose red-rimmed eyes pierce the darkness on rare occasions. He lets Straker hunt down his victims, expanding from a distance the camp of damned souls who spread his savage desire to destroy both the minds and bodies of the inhabitants, before taking center stage in the second half of the novel, with his long hair combed back in European style, dressed in a dark suit and tie, to face those who resist him. The latter repeatedly express the feeling that they are living in a live version of Stoker’s novel: Mears and Cody see Matt Burke as a modern-day Van Helsing. Father Callahan is forced to drink Barlow’s blood like Mina Harker, and his hand catches fire when he tries to open the door of his church, reminiscent of the burning host on Mina’s forehead. Forced to commit the most atrocious act imaginable, driving an ash stake through the heart of the woman he loves, now undead, Ben remembers a phrase spoken by Van Helsing to Arthur Holmwood as he was about to free Lucy Westenra from her unnatural existence: “We must go through bitter waters before we reach the sweet.”

King also sets himself apart from Dracula. First, there’s a notable addition: In King’s novel, crosses glow when faced with vampires, similar to the phial that Galadriel, the elven queen in The Lord of the Rings (1954–1955), entrusts to the hobbit Frodo Baggins, which glows in the presence of evil.

Second, contrary to the optimism of Victorian England, which led Stoker to have the forces of good triumph, the framework story of Salem’s Lot suggests that evil is far from eradicated—as in Raymond Rudorff’s The Dracula Archives (1971). After eliminating Barlow, Ben and young Mark traverse the country from northeast to southwest until they cross the Mexican border, only to retrace their steps in the final pages in order to rid the town of its infestation by setting fire to Marsten House. But the chances of success seem slim, and the story ends in a climate of persistent darkness similar to that of the ending of King’s The Storm of the Century (1999).

Finally, King highlights a figure absent from Stoker’s story: Mark Petrie, who, at the age of twelve, foreshadows the children so dear to the writer. For King, children are more lucid than adults, still untouched by the sclerosis of imagination because they are animated by a different sensibility that opens them up to all possibilities. Mark knows how to deal with abominations because he is familiar with EC Comics, especially its series Tales from the Crypt, which is full of brutal vampires. About to be tied up by Straker, Mark remembers reading a book about the Great Houdini, one of whose tricks for freeing himself from bonds considered unbreakable was to tense his muscles while holding his breath. To break the vampiric hold of Danny Glick, who is pressuring him to open the window, Mark reflexively whispers meaningless phrases from pronunciation exercises: “The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain. In vain he thrusts his fists against the posts and still insists he sees the ghosts.” In IT (1986), Bill Denbrough repeats the same phrase; it helps him overcome his stutter and fight the power of Pennywise.

Bad place

The “bad place” haunts Stephen King. He explores this theme in various forms, from the Marsten House in Salem to the haunted house in Bag of Bones (1998), the Overlook Hotel in The Shining (1977), and the Dutch Hill mansion in The Dark Tower III: The Waste Lands (1991), the third installment of the Dark Tower series. In his 1981 book 
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