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  First Revised Edition


  Beyond their original newspaper or magazine appearances, portions of the material collected herein was previously published in the books Dark Dreamers: Conversations With The Masters Of Horror, Dark Visions: Conversations With The Masters Of The Horror Film, and Comic Book Rebels: Conversations With The Creators Of The New Comics, (co-authored with Stephen R. Bissette). Other material collected herein, including author quotes, is previously unpublished. All quotes appearing in chapters are selected from exclusive interviews conducted with the author.


  Dark Dreamers: On Writing was originally published in a slightly different form as Dark Thoughts: On Writing: Advice And Commentary From Fifty Masters Of Fear And Suspense.


  To Ray Bradbury


  for showing me the way to The October Country


  and inspiring me to join The Autumn People.
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  If a way to the better there be, it lies in taking a full look at the worst.
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  Introduction


  This may not be the wisest confession to make after all these years, but I’ve always had a “hidden agenda” in my dual literary career as a journalist and a writer of dark fiction.


  You see, although I’ve enjoyed great professional satisfaction profiling the major creative talents in the overlapping genres of horror and dark suspense, I actually broke into the business of non-fiction because I’ve always been, well, a sort of psychic vampire at heart. Or do I reveal too much already to those swallowing the stereotype that you must be certifiably “warped” to be appreciative of the dark side of life or the arts?


  All I’m trying to say is, although I’ve been a freelance journalist since 1975, I originally intended to be solely a fiction writer. Like so many others represented here, I was “twisted” at an early age by the classic works of Edgar Allan Poe and H.P. Lovecraft, and knew I had to follow, however awkwardly, in their awe-inspiring, life-changing, exquisitely monstrous footsteps.


  So when an opportunity presented itself in 1974 (while studying the Hollywood film industry for a summer on a college scholarship) to meet my favorite writer, Ray Bradbury, how could I not ignore making the most of this marvelous, possibly once-in-a-lifetime, encounter? The problem was, how to present myself to this world-famous author as a hip young professional—not a gawking, all but incoherent fan who was also hoping to somehow glean a few precious “writer’s secrets” from him?


  Very simple solution: I instantly became a “reporter-at-large” for a weekly newspaper back in Massachusetts—before their editors ever knew I even existed. Armed with this paper-thin disguise, I ultimately did spend an unforgettable evening with Bradbury at his home. (And then subsequently sold the interview to that very same newspaper, in a clear case of going back to the future.) Although it would be six more years before I sold my first piece of fiction (in a short story competition judged by some obscure writer named Stephen King), I could truthfully declare myself a more than capable interviewer. And one already possessed of an unusually keen appreciation and special insight into this often misdiagnosed area of literature and popular culture.


  With such a modest assessment of my skills, I embarked on my initial literary career as an “arts & entertainment reporter” and critic. Of course, what I really had was a legitimate opportunity to meet my favorite writers, artists, and filmmakers. And the chance to learn, first-hand, each and every one of their creative secrets.


  So that’s where the “psychic vampire” analogy comes in to play: if I could present myself as an unusually dedicated journalist, perhaps I could then quench my unending thirst for the secrets of creating truly memorable dark fiction. Fortunately, my interest was doubly sincere—not only did I truly love and respect this “fiction of fear” as a reader, but I deeply desired to write professionally. Why not learn at the mouth of the masters, so to speak?


  In a way, this lifelong devotion was my secret weapon—my creative edge in terms of getting these wonderfully creative people to tell me tales they might not reveal to just another disinterested, assignment-for-the-day reporter. What better interviewer could a subject have than someone who’d proudly declare: “You don’t have to worry about being portrayed foolishly or unfeelingly in this interview. I’ve read every one of your books—or seen all of your movies. And, by the way, I’ve most likely read all the books of your favorite author, too.”


  So back in the late Seventies I began to live out the cliché of becoming just what I had always pretended to be. Not only did I have a viable career profiling our greatest authors and screenwriters; but by quietly searching and politely probing, I might also learn directly from them just how they “did it.” Just how they were able to scare and thrill their audiences to the maximum degree. How they were able to repeatedly face up to their fears, to look again and again directly into the abyss without ever falling into it themselves. To find out just what made them “tick” so perhaps, along the way, I might somehow also discover what made me “tick” as well.


  So even if the magazine or newspaper I was working for at the time was interested only in the celebrity’s latest bestseller or movie deal, I made it a point to sneak in a few technical questions—fully aware they were not of interest to the general public. (Of course, the golden assignments were when the piece was intended for a publication like Writer’s Digest. Then I had absolutely no hesitation in demanding the subject at hand reveal their closely guarded secrets and techniques.) Only I knew these questions would be of considerable value to anyone interested in being a professional writer themselves one day. Okay—even if that subject’s comments never saw the light of publication, their candid advice and personal insights were sure as hell of intense interest to at least one fledgling author.


  Which is how Dark Dreamers: On Writing came into being: one writer, one quote, at a time. Having had the immense pleasure of meeting practically every major horror and dark suspense writer published in the past quarter century, it seemed only natural that a quote book dealing with this topic might prove of value to others. And so, after diligently checking back through all my interviews and profiles (including a few inadvertently unpublished), I’ve attempted to capture here—from more than fifty universally acknowledged masters of their craft—the essence of their creative “Dark Dreamers.” (Along with several screenwriters who are even better known to the public as directors of horror or suspense films.)


  The general categories which follow really need no further elaboration—with maybe the exception of the final one. “Where do get your ideas?” has supposedly always been the most difficult (and sometimes most ridiculous) question for any writer to effectively answer a demanding fan or interviewer.


  However, beyond the times I posed this very question in a standard interview, the query was made on a more formal basis in my two anthologies of original fiction, Night Visions 7 and After The Darkness. In each volume I asked every contributor to take work-in-progress notes so as to later explain just when and why and how they created their particular (and in most cases very particular) short story. A sampling of these self-termed “after-words” is included here. They offer a fascinating glimpse of how a professional writer can drop a random idea or two into a top hat and then somehow make a magnificent flock of ravens take sudden flight from it.


  The appendices are intended for both potential writers and scholars of the field. The first, “A Reader’s Guide To Writing Horror” will give the reader a thorough grounding—and this title may be even more appropriate—in “Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Writing Horror But Were Afraid to Ask.”


  To investigate the art of darkness as literature, “Modern Horror Fiction: A Selection of the 113 Best,” is my choice of the 113 books (with a bonus listing of the best anthologies) one must be familiar with before ever attempting to further this truly great literary tradition. (These critical listings were originally compiled in 1997 when this volume was first published under the title Dark Thoughts: On Writing. I stand by these selections, though they may be revised if readers so demand.)


  So, please, come this way. Don’t worry-all your questions will be answered. That and even more than you had previously dared to imagine.


  Watch your head. This way—it’s not that much further down, I assure you. Enter my private library, amassed from a lifetime of reading and collecting the very best-as recommended to yours truly by the very best. Feel free to browse around. Have a long drink at a particular novel… or just a few sips at a short story or two. Don’t be afraid to be a “vampire” too if you also share an unquenchable thirst for knowledge and practical advice from those who do it so well their pages practically bleed.


  You have absolutely nothing to fear.


  Except for maybe for the tall stranger coming up unexpectedly from behind because he believes this book you’re reading is somehow actually about him. About his secret madness at pretending to be a mild-mannered reader, when actually he’s the most obsessed and frightening of new writers.


  Who will go to any lengths to prevent his being revealed to anyone who dares to look for him between these covers. Better stop now, better turn and confront him before it’s too late.


  Put down the book. Now! While you still can, damn it!


  Don’t you hear that heavy breathing?


  For God’s sake, look behind you! Someone’s right over our—


  Made you look, didn’t I?


  Ahhh… just one of the many, many glorious secrets to be explained, entertained and appreciated with these Dark Dreamers On Writing.


  Stanley Wiater


  Springfield, Massachusetts


  Chapter 1: Basic Influences


  [I’m fascinated by writers] because I learned from them, and I loved them. I don’t understand writers who are not madly in love with other writers. I’m a library person. I never made it to college, so I educated myself at the library. I spent days in there, and months, and years. At least twice a week for ten years—from the time I was 18 till I was 28—educating myself all by books. Reading in every section of the library—over in philosophy, in history, in essays, in poetry—you name it! So therefore the library is my home. That’s where I was born!


  And my love for certain authors is so immense—I carry Shaw with me wherever I go, I carry Shakespeare. Alexander Pope. I go back and reread the great writers because they teach you, they’re really superb. We have really very few writers alive today that are as good as they are. Ray Bradbury


  There’s a handful of writers whose influence on me has been greater than anyone else’s. So I tend to keep their books nearby: John D. MacDonald, James M. Cain, Ray Bradbury, Charles Dickens, several others. I’ll sometimes start the morning by picking up one of their books, a particular favorite, and read a few paragraphs at random to appreciate the use of language. Writers I tend to use this way had a terrific sense of the language, and could write a sentence that really moved, that had a dazzling shine to it. I’ll say, “Damn, that’s good!” and it motivates me to want to do something that might approach the imagery and musicality of prose that I admire in them. Dean Koontz


  I’m extremely lucky. When I was very young, I wanted to be a priest. But in sixth grade, I read my first Ray Bradbury story and then I wanted to be a writer and I’ve never once changed my mind since. Now, I’m able to a make a living writing. And so is my wife. For all the ups and downs, and occasional heartbreaks, we know how lucky we are to be able to do what we really love. God has blessed us, no doubt about it, and I realize this particularly when I get letters from my readers and see that I’m able to entertain them from time to time. As I said, I’m extremely lucky. Ed Gorman


  With the exception of Ray Bradbury, I can’t honestly say I was “influenced” by anybody as much as I just liked to read. People may say “I was influenced by this writer and I was influenced by that writer,” but I believe horror writers are really influenced most of all by their childhoods. I wonder if most horror writers had happy childhoods. I wonder if things have happened that made us this way—it seems like we’re always trying to get back to our childhood. Trying to find something we lost, or correct something we missed. Or purge it. Robert R. McCammon


  I remember sitting there, just going through the table of contents for Ray Bradbury’s The October Country for the first time. Just reading the titles of a lot of those stories was enough to give me shivers! “The Cistern,” “The Jar,” “The Next in Line,” “The Wind,” “The Scythe.” Just the titles were so evocative! It wasn’t so much the images they brought to mind, but the expectations—my God, what can that be about? Thomas F. Monteleone


  When I was ten I read “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” by Ambrose Bierce. That had a powerful effect on me.


  When I was eleven, I began reading Ray Bradbury, which produced an incomparable, life-changing result. And Bradbury lead me into reading Richard Matheson, Charles Beaumont, A. E. Van Vogt, and a number of wonderful science fiction writers. Of course those were the 1950’s, when science fiction was happening. Dennis Etchison


  First there were the monster magazines and the horror movies when I was a teenager. Then, when I got into college, I read a lot of fantasy: J.R.R. Tolkien, and Howard’s Conan, and a lot of the William Morris-type of story. I even read Thongor novels, God help me. I read so much of it I overdosed, and I find I can’t read fantasy any more. But I didn’t read the real masters of horror—M.R. James, Algernon Blackwood—until after I was out of college. Again, only if it was reprinted in paperback, though I started buying the Arkham House books when I was in college, and kept that up. In fact, I was looking at them the other day, and found I only need about twenty-five more to complete my collection. Chet Williamson


  Besides Poe and Lovecraft, I read Ambrose Bierce early on. The Damned Thing and Other Stories. He had a very special talent, which I feel is a real help—if not a requirement—for writing horror or dark suspense. He possessed a very sardonic wit, a real sharp sense of sarcasm. His cynical view of the world came through in all his short stories. They were wonderfully acerbic. Thomas F. Monteleone


  Before I wrote The Vampire Lestat, one of the things that made me return to the genre was reading Stephen King and Peter Straub and seeing what they were able to do. I wanted to get back in there and “outdo” them! It’s a wonderful desire! I also read a lot of the great English horror writers, like M.R. James, J. Sheridan LeFanu, and Algernon Blackwood. Blackwood is a very erotic and wonderful horror writer. Anne Rice


  I always loved Richard Matheson’s work. The way he touched on horror and science fiction, and then would mix the two with a certain subtlety. F. Paul Wilson


  I was one of those who didn’t read horror. I only saw one horror movie when I was a kid that I can recall, and that was the original The Thing. I remember it gave me nightmares for days afterwards. The next horror movie I saw was as a teenager when Psycho came out, and I was eighteen. I wished I hadn’t—it was a long time before I could use a tub-shower again. John Saul


  My mother gave me Peter Pan and a few other fantasies such as Wind in the Willows when I was a kid, but they were benign volumes. It was only through my own pursuits that I came upon the darker stuff, like Poe. But I am not, nor have I ever been, the sort of person who thought that dark fantasy—horror fiction—would be my sole preoccupation. In the fullness of my career—supposing I continue to work another thirty or forty years—I think it will be perceived to be an element of my work, but by no means the dominant element. My parents always knew I was imaginative. I think they always worried about that. I don’t believe they ever put pen and paper into my hands and said, “Get on with it” or “Write whatever your imagination directs you.” Far from it! I think they had the conventional belief of making sure that I somehow found a purpose in life which would pay the mortgage and allow me to be a sane and productive member of society. So they let me get on with my interests, but they certainly didn’t encourage them. Clive Barker


  Discovering H.P. Lovecraft was for me—like I suppose it is for a lot of horror writers—a key moment in my life. The paperback editions of The Colour Out of Space and Others, and The Dunwich Horror and Others, and The Case of Charles Dexter Ward. They were really formidable influences. My favorite Lovecraft story, which continues to rule my life, is “At the Mountains of Madness.” This idea of taking this white, frozen landscape and turning it into a “horror house”—it was the antithesis of the creepy, old house. And in such an exotic, foreign location! Years later, I basically ended up doing my own “Cthulhu Mythos” novel which used as a jumping point an Antarctic location—that was Midsummer. Matthew J. Costello


  I’m sure this is a familiar refrain, but Poe’s work really did strike me as being so wonderful that I couldn’t wait to get to the next story. I remember feeling the same way about Ambrose Bierce and H.P. Lovecraft. They all had a strong effect on my early years. David Morrell


  I read all of H.P. Lovecraft, and that was very influential. I get from him reliance on a landscape. A sense of place; that comes directly from him. I’ve read a lot of horror and occult short stories. Other influences would be mostly Chinese and Japanese films of the occult. Not for anything specific, but just for their way of treating the supernatural in a straightforward fashion in a way that Americans never quite get. As a part of life. And they are simply telling a story in which the supernatural is a major element. I still go to see all the Chinese horror films I can. Number one, because I enjoy them.


  Number two, because you can steal from them! Michael McDowell


  Virtually every decent piece of fiction I read teaches me something I didn’t know. A few of those writers whose work I’ve consciously studied and, to some degree, imitated: Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Nathaniel West, John D. McDonald, Chester Himes, Dean Koontz, Stephen King, Peter Rabe, Ed McBain, Bill Pronzini, Evan Connell, Charles Bukowski, Max Allan Collins, Marcia Muller, Ross McDonald, Dorothy B. Hughes, Richard Matheson, and most certainly Robert Bloch. Ed Gorman


  I’m old enough to have caught the end of the radio era, in terms of dramatic shows: The Shadow, Inner Sanctum, Suspense. I still collect old radio shows on tape and record because they were an influence on me. But I also read horror comics, of course, as most kids were during the Fifties. And I was very impressed by the E.C. Comics—Tales from the Crypt, Vault of Horror, The Haunt of Fear. Everybody says they were influenced by them now so that it’s a cliché. Strangely enough, my father—who always gave me a moderately hard time about the fact that I was morbidly interested in all this—used to introduce me to a lot of books in the field. My mother gave me a copy of Lovecraft’s The Outsider as a high school graduation gift. I don’t know how to explain this, even now. Les Daniels


  Oh, Lovecraft has been an enormous influence. I really admire very much what he did—he actually blasted the division between fantasy and science fiction. He really messed it up, and he did it by means of writing horror his own particular way. Gahan Wilson


  There is a certain glee in my work, I’ll admit. But for me, it heightens the horror. It’s really a little trick I learned from Robert Bloch. I think my approach and style is very different than Bloch’s, but he is really the one who taught me—and so many others—that horror and humor are opposite sides of the sword. When I was growing up, Bloch was undoubtedly my favorite horror writer—and is still—one of my favorite horror writers. Maybe the favorite horror writer of them all. The hard-boiled mystery writers influenced me in terms of style and approach. In many ways, I consider Robert Bloch a hard-boiled writer, with Psycho and The Scarf. Those are masterpieces. I think the hard-boiled voice has influenced me a lot more than horror writers. In the same way, Flannery O’Connner has been an enormous influence. So I like that straight-forward, here it is, “fuck you” attitude. Bloch gave me an attitude. And I always liked that posture, because if I was going to read horror, I wanted it to be scary. For me, he was scarier that way. I think there’s nothing more frightening than to find horrible things somewhat amusing. Joe R. Lansdale


  Robert Aickman, for a start [still scares me]. Stories that he wrote have stayed with me for days; he is the writer in the field who I most reread. I’m always learning something new the next time around. But Stephen King, of course—I’ll always remember that scene in Room 217 in The Shining. And Peter Straub. Or Fritz Leiber, who often still instills that sense of awe in me. I suppose I look for that more than anything else in a writer. Ramsey Campbell


  Ever since I discovered John Farris I haven’t found any author writing scary work for a longer time, or who does it better than he does. He’s at the top of the field, as far as sheer writing ability goes. He just dazzles me! When he’s on, nobody comes close. He’s simultaneously in the field, but not trapped by it, know what I mean? When he was still a teenager, I think he wrote something like four novels under pseudonyms. I remember the first copy of Harrison High that I got (which was successful enough to warrant several sequels) had a picture on the back cover of John when he was age 23. And I’m thinking, “Jesus, when I was 23, [as a writer] I didn’t know my left from my right.” I had just published my first short story, and here I was staring at a guy who, to my mind, had all the answers. David J. Schow


  Oh, Ray Bradbury influenced all of us—there’s no doubt of that! I had sold only two short stories at the time I wrote him. And he answered, and was very gracious, and very helpful. He influenced all of us, until each of us worked our way into our own pattern and style. I read many writers of horror and fantasy: Ambrose Bierce, Oliver Onions. Arthur Machen and M.R. James. I read Dracula when I was in the Army, and that was a big influence on me. I read omnivorously. I just gulped down everything. And the reason I later wrote westerns was probably because—even though I always liked western movies—when I was in the hospital in England during World War II, I read two western novels a day for about three months. Richard Matheson


  It isn’t so much looking at the dark side of human nature, but looking at the unusual side. I have very little patience for mainstream novels that deal with “reality” as it is. I have always enjoyed the books and movies that were about something special; that were out of the ordinary. When I read Dracula in my teens—that bowled me over. King Kong was one of my favorite movies when I was a kid. I was pretty young when it was made, but I saw a revival of it when I was about twelve. That was much more exciting for me than Andy Hardy Grows Up! And I was very aware when I was writing The Stepford Wives of the similarities to Invasion of the Body Snatchers, the women changing, one by one. Ira Levin


  For me it was sort of a double-barreled inspiration. There were certain books which I enjoyed tremendously. I had such a wonderful experience reading them, that I wanted to create that experience for someone else. Some of the ones that I can remember from when I was a kid were Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, some of his Sherlock Holmes stories. Bram Stoker’s Dracula. I also got off on Stevenson and Lovecraft. Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird was another major early influence on me. So books inspired me to want to write books. The other thing that influenced me to write was that, as I got older, I read certain books and said to myself: “I can write as good a book as this!” This inspired me to write as much as the great books I’d read in my youth. It wasn’t that they were bad books, it was just that there was something in those books that I could identify with, that allowed me to realize, “I can do this—I can really do this.” So there were books that made me want to write, and there were books that made me think I could write. Joseph A. Citro


  I was always interested in horror. But I think the story that really made me want to write it was “The October Game” by Ray Bradbury. To use the old cliché, that just “blew my mind.” It literally left me with my mouth hanging open when I was done. I was 13 at the time I read it, and I did not see that ending coming: “Then… some idiot turned on the lights.”


  Yet that’s the way it ends, and you have to go and take the next step… by yourself. And create that [last] scene in your head. Which I did, and it just blew me away! I said to myself, “My God, I want to do this to someone else.” F. Paul Wilson
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