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  Introduction


  by Colin Wilson


  When the great Irish writer of horror stories, Sheridan Le Fanu, died in 1873, his face was set in a grimace of terror. For weeks before his death, he had been plagued by a nightmare of being in an ancient, tottering house, and he would wake up screaming that it was about to fall on him. When his doctor saw the expression on the face of the corpse, he commented: “I thought so—that house fell at last.”


  The horrors in Le Fanu’s novels are peculiarly nasty because they have an air of genuine violence, like the police report of a murder case; you can almost hear the crunch of bone and spattering of brains. Even his ghosts are as unpleasant as slugs; a classic chapter in The House by the Churchyard describes a haunting by the ghostly hand—a plump, well-kept, rather aristocratic white hand, which scratches on windows and pushes its fingers through holes in the casement to try and undo the catch. When somebody lets it in, it begins scratching on bedroom doors, and then worms its way into the child’s bedroom, and hovers above his head while he is asleep, giving him terrifying nightmares.


  We can see here that Le Fanu was writing to exorcise his own deep fears. He is like a child who has heard that “something horrible” has happened to a neighbor, and urgently needs to know what happened, even if it makes him vomit, because anything is better than the unexorcised cloud of fear hovering like poison gas in a dark corner of the mind.


  Raymond Van Over is an expert on world mythology, who has edited a number of volumes on the subject: sun myths, creation myths, hero myths, sacrifice myths, and so on. Like Jung, he recognizes that myths are an expression of the deepest longings and creative urges of the human spirit. But as I read this manuscript, I realized that he is aware of something that most of us have forgotten: that it is the myths and fairy tales of fear that symbolize the deepest problem of human existence.


  It is, fortunately, easy for us to forget that feeling of vulnerability we had in childhood—the feeling that gives us a sense of helplessness, and somehow of uselessness, as if it negated all our feeling of value. I was haunted throughout my childhood by the image of a schoolboy who dived into a canal and sliced off his hand on a piece of rusty corrugated iron stuck in the bottom. But at least I could visualize what happened. When I read of Jack the Ripper disemboweling women, it was completely beyond my experience, and therefore produced that “grisly” feeling which is somehow worse than any horror we can visualize. As a teenager, I found in a second-hand bookshop a volume on medical jurisprudence, and opened it at a photograph of a man who had blown off his head by lighting a stick of dynamite in his mouth. I closed it hastily and pushed it back on the shelf. But outside the shop, this struck me as stupid. I went back in, bought the book, and took it back to my rented room, where I looked through it slowly, trying hard to control the lurches of my stomach at the sight of mangled corpses. But within an hour I was immune. Later, I used to enjoy showing the book to guests—particularly if they came to eat—to watch their attempts to control their nausea.


  This is the basic adult reaction to that feeling of vulnerability—what Sartre calls “contingency,” the sense of being a victim. We do not really outface the horrors; we merely grow an extra layer of skin over our sensitivity, so they cease to make us wince. But the result can be a form of self-deception. We see a headline about some unpleasant murder case, and think that we have learned to face up to the violence of the modern world. In fact, we have merely learned to look the other way.


  This was a realization that struck me forcefully recently as I compiled an encyclopedia of modern murder. Detailing case after case of mass murder, involving mutilations or even torture, I recognized very clearly that murder has become far more unpleasant and far more cruel in the past twenty-five years since I compiled my original Encyclopedia of Murder. But what also struck me is that so many of the killers were curiously immature personalities—what psychiatrists call “autistic”—with no genuine sense of the reality of other people. Dean Corll, the Houston mass murderer, was photographed as an adult cuddling a teddy bear. Wayne Gacy, the Chicago homosexual killer, struck his neighbors as vulnerable and oversensitive, like a child. The German mass rape killer Joachim Kroll, who sliced chunks off his victims to cook and eat, was a mild little old man who thought the police would let him go home once they had castrated him and removed his insatiable sex urge.


  What is obvious is that such people never faced up to that childhood feeling of vulnerability; they merely buried it under a pile of cushions, then remained obsessed by that dark cloud hovering in the corner of the mind. And this explains why I feel that this book of Raymond Van Over’s is far more than a collection of gruesome fairy tales. What he has done is deceptively simple, and sheer literary skill has made it so easy to digest that the whole volume can be gulped down in one reading. Yet in this semi-mythological form, he has raised one of the most basic issues of our civilization.


  The “fairy tale” produces in us a soothing sensation—the feeling we used to get as children when someone said, “Once upon a time…” For me, it brings back the delight of watching the curtain rise on a pantomime. Yet in these “fairy tales,” we immediately find ourselves in the frightening world of Dean Corll and Joachim Kroll. Van Over has quite deliberately increased that element of nastiness, so that its flavor is not overwhelmed by the sheer interest of the story—as it is in tales like Jack and the Beanstalk or the Seven Wives of Bluebeard. As we read of Tobias’s horrifying adventures with the Burr Woman, or Su Tung’s encounter with the flesh-eating demon, or Pastor Grimm’s creation of the Golem, we can re-enter the childhood world of terrors that waited on the other side of the front door on winter nights.


  For me, they not only brought back that authentic feeling of childhood fear, but a flash of insight into the problem that has been troubling me as I compiled the Encyclopedia of Modern Murder. As I discovered my five-year-old self, still sitting there inside my fifty-year-old body, I experienced again his feeling that behind the security of home and parents there lay a world too frightening to be faced. The British poet laureate John Betjeman has a poem about a child returning from a birthday party, and the pleasant memories that “Hold me as I drift to dreamland/Safe inside my slumber-wear.”


  And I see that the world of Betjeman—whose poetry I enjoy as much as anyone—is essentially a warm, comfortable world of sunburned girls in tennis shorts and “little shuttered corner shops,” a world in which you can feel “safe inside your slumber-wear.” I also see that Betjeman has closed his books on the universe too soon. Unlike Ivan Karamazov, he feels no temptation to “give God back his entrance ticket,” because he has turned his back on the darkness in the human soul. But at least, his world, like that of P.G. Wodehouse, is cheerfully and frankly one-sided. If I try to read the latest blockbuster best-selling novel—one which apparently “tells the truth” about sex and cruelty and selfishness—I feel that it is equally oversimplified and one-sided, but that the author has become so skilled in self-deception that he—or she—will never realize it. The stupidity, the narrowness, the materialism of so much modern life and culture is again due to that essentially false reconciliation with childhood fears, the determination to hide them under a pile of cushions.


  When Jung first realized around 1910 that he detested the narrowness of Freud’s sexual theory, he began trying to create his own alternative in a book called Symbols of Transformation of the Libido, which was basically a long excursion into the mythology of ancient man. He was, in effect, pleading that we should open our mental windows and try to grasp some of the immensely exciting complexity of human history. It was more than half a century before his ideas began to percolate through to the reading public—and even then, in a diluted form that contradicted their essential spirit.


  Now Raymond Van Over, another avid student of world mythology, has made an attempt to present the same plea with an almost childlike lucidity and simplicity. He defined his starting point in a letter to me: “All my life I have been fascinated by a few basic ideas: meaning, pattern structure—is there any? I’ve spent most of my life trying to find out the answer. The mind, the organizational stuff of consciousness. Individual realities and how the psyche creates and orders its perception of reality. This brings us to myths and how mankind uses art, the creative dynamic, to structure its own history. Without an inherent dynamic toward fulfillment, human life, it seems to me, would dissolve into the boundless… Myths help us structure and guide our destiny.”


  He goes on: “The subjects of these stories are, of course, horror. But with a difference. They are based on myths and legends that are not in themselves necessarily horrifying.” And having spoken of frightening legends like “The Windigo,” and “scary” or almost funny ones like “Nevillon’s Toad,” he gets down to the heart of the matter: “Still other stories represent powers of nature that defy our ability to cope. Ghost stories, werewolves, all things that ‘go bump in the night’ make us cringe because they are a fundamental mystery—not an academic problem, a mystery that logic can solve, but a mystery that transcends all the convenient systems we’ve created in order to function. These powers work according to other laws than those we are used to… Hence they terrify us. But even though they terrify us, they also allow us access into another world, into other dimensions. Myths and horror both open creaking doors into dimensions of life that show us other realities. If terror, fear, anxiety, is the price we must pay to open these ancient rusted portals, so be it.”


  These stories are, then, an attempt to awaken that basic terror that still comes to some of us in the middle of the night when we wake up and realize how little we know about this universe. A few rare human beings have genuinely outgrown these fears by outfacing them. The rest of us should be grateful for a reminder of a world that is more terrifying but also more replete with wonder and excitement than the “reality” we have come to accept.


  The Green-Haired Giant of China


  Night was coming and the chill air whipped through the forest. The shepherd had been walking all day, and for the first time since the attack he was frightened. He had fought off the hungry wolves. But all his small flock had been killed, except for the lamb he carried under his arm. He had barely escaped alive by climbing a tree with the lamb and waiting until the wolves had gorged themselves and carried off the carcasses of his sheep.


  Su Tung was covered with bruises and his head ached, but he knew he had to keep going. He had nothing to eat, and not even matches for a fire. He couldn’t survive another night in the forest unprotected, so he plunged on through the trees, hoping he’d find shelter before it got completely dark.


  The night shadows moved swiftly, covering the floor of the forest like a crawling black fog, when Su Tung saw a flicker through the trees. He stumbled toward the light, which came from a fire sputtering before a run-down temple. An old priest was stirring something in a steaming kettle that hung over the fire. The sweet smell carried to Su Tung and his mouth watered. His stomach growled so loudly it sounded like thunder in his ears.


  “Hello,” he called to the old man. “I am lost and need shelter for the night.”


  The priest turned and looked at him for a long moment and then motioned him to the fire.


  “Sit down, you are welcome at the temple of Kwan Yu.”


  He stirred the food and then poured some of the dark rice paste into two wooden bowls. “My name is Liu and I am the priest of Kwan Yu’s temple.”


  “Why do you sit outside like this?” Su Tung asked as he drank the hot soup. “It is cold and will rain soon.”


  The old priest lowered his head and stared into the fire. “I do not enter the temple after sunset, and I have not done so in many years.”


  Su Tung, who was a bold young man, looked at the temple. There was indeed something about it that bothered him. Its cracked walls with roots and vines crawling over it, its dark interior that looked like a gaping mouth, were frightening.


  All through the meal Su Tung was aware of the temple, as if something were inside waiting. As the night grew colder and the rain began to fall, Su Tung turned to the old priest.


  “Forgive me, Priest Liu, but I wish to take shelter in the temple. I will leave my lamb beneath the verandah, if you don’t mind.”


  The priest, who was himself shivering in the chill rain, stopped rubbing his hands over the fire.


  “Young man, I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I will be honest with you. The temple has been haunted by powerful and evil forces for years. Many have entered after dark and were never
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