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Introduction

Beyond Horror

 

 

What can be said about Stephen King that has not already been shared or expressed over the last forty years? Perhaps not much. After all, from critics to scholars to the growth of blogs and other internet-based forums, there are innumerable voices that have been heard regarding King’s works. Many have expressed praise and adulation, while others have verbalized concern and condemnation, and the remaining space for new conversations appears to be scarce. As such, it would seem that any additions to the dialogue would be repetitive, unoriginal, or otherwise unneeded.

The editors and contributors of this volume, along with the contributors, politely disagree.

As has been said or implied elsewhere, for many critics the heyday of Stephen King’s long-running career has spawned only a few worthwhile texts—The Shining and “Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption” typically topping these lists—but these early tales have had the time to become enmeshed in the minds, and even lives, of King’s Constant Readers (and Constant Critics). And although time may not be kind to a handful of King’s works (The Tommyknockers almost always comes to mind), perhaps part of the foundation that King’s more warmly received stories stand upon is serious scholarship and analysis. And, yes, the aforementioned early texts by King have received much criticism, and in many cases, immediate criticism, helping to, therefore, establish a foundation for a critical conversation that has provided incisive pathways into the texts and into the mind and craft of a writer who, at the very least, knows how to tell a good story. Of course, the notion of a “good” story is always subjective and open to debate, but it is nonetheless interesting to surmise that the conversations regarding King’s “good” works have been plentiful, keeping the stories themselves alive well beyond their original pages. The beauty of literature is the way that it engages readers in different ways at different times, and this general malleability is likely an appropriate description of King’s craft—while the words themselves remain the same in each text, year after year and decade after decade, the attitudes, cultures, and experiences surrounding each text change. 

In response, King scholars are making moves to scrutinize King’s work by eras of his writing career, and reasonably so. In fact, in the inaugural issue of a new journal devoted to the study of King’s works, Pennywise Dreadful, there were four featured essays, three of them focused on King’s post-2000 writings. And while that 3:1 ratio of pre-millennial and post-millennial scrutiny cannot be perpetually maintained in the sense of balanced criticism of all of King’s work, this temporary imbalance can be useful to help scholars and students and Constant Readers, well, play “catch up” with King’s oeuvre. In this game of “catch up” that we must play, one additional concern to consider is the general attention and focus given to the theme/genre of horror. While it would be foolish to declare that King’s later works are absent of horror, it seems rather reductive to return, time and time again, to the well of horror simply because this has become the most common label attached to King. He does, after all, write more than merely scary stories. But what makes many of King’s tales more than simple horror stories are the ways that he approaches horror in new, roundabout ways, sometimes even sidestepping horror altogether. In other words, aside from keeping up with King and his output, we must keep up with the ways in which his writing itself has changed over the years, leading to new “horrors” as well as new themes and concerns to carefully consider and appreciate.

To that end, this volume begins with Tony Magistrale’s chapter “The Rehabilitation of Stephen King.” Here, Magistrale takes us through a handful of King’s shorter works and offers up criticisms of King’s enduring craft, a craft that remains engaging and enticing particularly because of King’s conscientious and conscious understanding that stale, recycled writing and old structures of storytelling would likely be the death of his art. Following Magistrale, Michael Perry’s “Storytelling and a Story Told: Stephen King’s Narrators in From a Buick 8, The Colorado Kid, and Blaze” considers the distinction between telling a story and writing a story, focusing on several recent novels that feature narrators who take the Constant Reader into the story at hand rather than merely offering up the pertinent points (almost like a fictional book report). It is a complimentary piece to Magistrale’s chapter that sidesteps the typical look at King’s brand of horror and, rather, takes us deep into King’s craft and artistry. Next, Mary Findley’s “The Bazaar of Bad Choices: What It Is to be Female in King’s New World” examines several of King’s newer shorter works, primarily from The Bazaar of Bad Dreams, alongside the novella Gwendy’s Button Box and suggests that King has regressed with his depiction and treatment of the female character, offering a sharp (and perhaps deservedly so) criticism of King’s writing beyond the issues of creating stories within the first two chapters. Indeed, Findley’s chapter also speaks to and with another chapter in this volume that discusses the height of King’s feminine renaissance from the mid-1990s, in that, as Findley argues, King appears to have lost the carefully honed tools he once used to carefully and considerately create female characters. In keeping focus on King’s shorter works and the larger concerns that they bring about, Clotilde Landais’s “Stephen King’s ‘Fair Extension’: Of Contemporary America” argues that, with this story, King gives a postmodern twist to the motif of the supernatural devil figure. Drawing upon the religious and literary traditions of the devil, King, according to Landais, re-tells Faust’s and Job’s stories as a mise en abyme of contemporary America and its recent traumas such as 9/11 and the Iraq War (not to mention the transactional, capitalistic dealings at the core of King’s version of the devilish bargain).

The next section of this volume consists of three chapters primarily devoted to the works that comprise the Bill Hodges Trilogy (Mr. Mercedes, Finders Keepers, and End of Watch). Rebecca Frost, in “Razors, Bumper Stickers, and Wheelchairs: Male Violence and Madness in Rose Madder and Mr. Mercedes,” examines two of King’s more brutal antagonists—Norman Daniels and Brady Hartsfield—and compares these two violent figures who appear in King’s works nearly twenty years apart while each character employs similar methods of carrying out their madness. Within this investigative look at two eerily similar characters, Frost offers up the argument that King’s representations of these characters—and indeed, his repetition of the techniques used by each character—is much more than a writer “going to the well” with his imagination; instead, these mirrored characters ultimately reflect the frightening prospect that little cultural change in reactions to male violence and insanity. Next, Hayley Haugen’s “Horrific Sympathies: The Comingling of Violence and Mental Illness in Stephen King’s Mr. Mercedes” looks at what appears to be a common thread within King’s canon: the “mixture” of violence and mental illness. As Haugen argues, while many of King’s disabled characters adeptly contend with their disabilities—both physical and mental (from Susannah Dean of The Dark Tower to Edgar Freemantle of Duma Key)—numerous individuals experience a particular “fall” and often end up as dangerous individuals whom may have turned out quite differently with different environments or tools for coping with the stress and obstacles connected with mental disability/illness. And on the heels of Haugen’s chapter, Philip L. Simpson’s “From Meat World to Cyberspace: The Psychopath’s Journey in Mr. Mercedes and End of Watch” provides an acute look at how King’s treatment of psychopathic killer Brady Hartsfield in Mr. Mercedes both builds upon and deconstructs contemporary notions of the serial killer in American popular culture. Simpson considers how King presents Hartsfield as cunning but ultimately a small, flawed human being whose growth throughout the Bills Hodges Trilogy first de-mythologizes the serial killer, going sharply against the American cultural grain—but then concludes by re-mythologizing Hartsfield as a quasi-supernatural figure with the ability to transcend the limitations of his physical body through grafting himself into cyberspace to continue his murderous spree and, not incidentally, revisiting some of King’s earlier career focus on telekinesis and other psychic superpowers as objects of horror.

As a mirror of sorts to the previous section, the next section of this volume contains three chapters dedicated to, again, a singular focus; this time around, it is King’s novel Revival. First, Conny Lippert writes “Travelling Before the Storm: Shades of the Lightning-Rod Salesman in Stephen King’s Small-Town Gothic” and considers the juxtaposition between the rational and magical, the secular and the miraculous in Revival through the constant presence of one of nature’s most powerful and mysterious forces: lightning. As Lippert contends, Stephen King, who himself has been described as a lightning-rod for polarized critical opinion more than once, has recognized the recurrence and versatility of this figure and its kind within the gothic tale, and develops it much further in his recent novel Revival. Next, Dominick Grace’s “From Wonder to Horror: Stephen King’s Revival and Robertson Davies’s Deptford Trilogy” gives a deep and critical look at one of King’s influences that many have yet to recognize: Robertson Davies. In this examination, Grace not only carefully walks us through the ways in which Davies serves as the unseen influence for Revival, but also that the “magic” and “wonder” at the core of King’s novel, as well as within Davies’ Deptford Trilogy, is a dangerous illusion that carries rather heavy baggage for those who are unable to see “magic” and “wonder” for the empty, self-serving promises that they are. And in “Gothic Recall: Stephen King’s Uncanny Revival of the Frankenstein Myth,” Alexandra Reuber examines Mary Shelley’s influence on Revival and how it is clearly seen everywhere in this text. (Indeed, it almost seems like as if Victor Frankenstein, alias Reverend Charles Jacobs, has been raised from the dead.) Specifically, Reuber utilizes a psychoanalytical approach to the text, discussing numerous psychological theories in order to address the one question that haunts the book (and all of us): “What makes us (in)human?”

The final section of this volume follows the first, in a manner of speaking, and approaches King from a wide angle with coverage of several texts. In a response to Mary Findley’s chapter that was unplanned by the editors (but who were beyond pleased to see such a serendipitous conversation emerge), Kimberly Beal’s chapter “Monsters At Home: Representations of Domestic and Sexual Abuse in Gerald’s Game, Dolores Claiborne, and Rose Madder” examines King’s “Feminine Trilogy” from the early 1990s as a response to critical issues such as domestic abuse as well as King’s development of the female voice both prior to and after the publication of these three key novels. This chapter serves as a reminder, or counterpoint, that, at least during one phase of King’s career, his attention and care for the female character was quite adept, and also provides a critical umbrella under which these texts have yet to fully reside under. Next, Stefan Brandt, in “Time Ravel: History, Metafiction, and Immersion in Stephen King’s 11/22/63,”argues that Stephen King’s novel 11/22/63 (2011) serves as a striking example of “time ravel,” that is, the entanglement of various temporal lines on the levels of metafiction, intertextuality, and perception. In other words, Brandt suggests the act of time travel is marked in 11/22/63 as an act of physical immersion, similar to the processes of text-creation and perception, and King relies on these entangled strands to negotiate history as a complex and visceral event that involves representation as well as agency (especially that of the Constant Reader). Following King’s fictional take on the watershed moment of his youth, Jennifer Miller considers the watershed moment of King’s adulthood in “In the Shadow of the Dark Tower: Stephen King’s Fantasy Epic as 9/11 Literature.” In short, Miller considers The Dark Tower series in an American light, particularly in terms of how the implied use and reference to 9/11 within this cycle of books provides a pathway to a deeper understanding of these events, particularly through one King tale that overtly situates itself within the chaos and aftermath of the terrorist attacks: “The Things They Left Behind.” Lastly, Patrick McAleer’s chapter “Untangling the True Knot: Stephen King’s (Accidental) Vegan Manifesto in Doctor Sleep” examines the world of veganism and connected ethical philosophies with respect to the vampiric antagonists of the long-awaited sequel to The Shining. Ultimately, McAleer argues that while the inhuman members of the True Knot tend to provoke, among other emotions, dread and disdain in the mind of the reader, such reactions might actually be better connected to the human characters within the text (as well as the human readers of the tale).

As editors, we intend for this volume of provocative writing by today’s top King scholars to open yet another doorway into the mind and writing of Stephen King. We invite you to walk through that door into a study tastefully but suitably appointed for such dark meditations, sit a spell, and investigate with us the myriad writings of the Master of the Macabre. We think you will discover, as we have, that King’s brand of the macabre continually grows, quite often, well beyond horror.


Part I

Snapshots of King’s Craft


Chapter 1

The Rehabilitation of Stephen King

Tony Magistrale

In the “Introduction” to the collection Everything’s Eventual, Stephen King shares some insight into why he likes writing short stories; he informs his “Constant Readers” that he refuses “to let a year go by without writing at least one or two of them.”1 (xxi). Yet in the “Introduction” to his most recent short story collection, The Bazaar of Bad Dreams, he admits, “I’m a novelist by nature, I will grant you that, and I have a particular liking for the long ones that create an immersive experience for writer and reader.”2

At this point in King’s prolific career, he has no need to preserve a commitment to any genre, so why his long-running attraction to short stories, especially in light of his professed love of longer, more immersive works? After all, King’s reputation rests firmly on his fifty-plus novels, he continues composing new novels, and he has published novels to short story collections at an unequal ratio of roughly seven to ten novels to one short story collection every seven or eight years for the past five decades. Admittedly, something seems awry here. 

To return to his “Introduction” in Everything’s Eventual, however, King reveals something about his identity as a reader, and it stands in sharp contrast to his perspective on himself as novelist at the point where he acknowledges a personal and nostalgic fondness for the short story form: “For me, there are few pleasures so excellent as sitting in my favorite chair on a cold night with a hot cup of tea, listening to the wind outside and reading a good story which I can complete in a single sitting.”3 There is much worth examining in this simple self-revelation. First, there is the quaint almost nineteenth-century portrait of Stephen King—ironically, the same man responsible for terrorizing the end of the twentieth century with an array of hauntings, psychotics, and infernally animated objects—cozy and comfortable, safely ensconced inside a frosty New England winter night, sipping chamomile tea as he works his way through a good yarn. It is a reassuring portrait of a postmodern man who has not lost touch with the act of reading in a post-literate epoch, the sheer joy—intellectual and sensual joy—that is possible when the imagination is fully engaged with the contents of “a good story.” King’s self-description is almost reminiscent of the scene in Dracula just before the three vampire sisters arrive to titillate Jonathan Harker with their voluptuous red lips after the latter has chosen to disobey the Count’s command to sleep in his own room, instead falling asleep inside a dangerous wing of the castle, “occupied in bygone days . . . where old ladies had sat and sung and lived sweet lives whilst their gentle breasts were sad for their menfolk away in the remorseless wars.”4 Through Harker’s consciousness, Stoker continues to reference an atmospheric sentiment that is not far removed from King’s: “Unless my senses deceive me, the old centuries had, and have, powers of their own which mere ‘modernity’ cannot kill.”5 King likewise praises the old-fashioned allure of reading—“few pleasures so excellent”—wherein there is no mention of any digital screen, not even a Kindle, to dilute or distract from the pure magic of an entertaining, well-written narrative. The art of the written word is the source for “excellent pleasure”: its ability to transport the reader to a place that may begin within a comfortable chair, but definitely does not conclude there. 

But isn’t it possible for King’s appreciation of the general act of reading to be reconstructed just as effectively with a novel taking the place of a short story? This is where King’s inclusion that the narrative must be “complete[d] in a single sitting” requires further elaboration. There is little doubt that King’s position borrows at least intuitively from Edgar Allan Poe’s “Philosophy of Composition,” one of the great essays in American literature, and a key to comprehending the romantic sensibilities of Poe’s canon (even though the essay was written after the author had already published his most important short fiction). Poe wrote the “Philosophy of Composition” to explain the process that resulted in his famous poem “The Raven,” but the essay also speaks indirectly to his efforts to dignify the importance of a genre—the short story—that in Poe’s lifetime had only recently been invented, and that Poe himself refined to the point where it became the basis upon which his reputation would eventually rest. Whether considering poetry or fiction, Poe believed that “If any literary work is too long to be read at one sitting, we must be content to dispense with the immensely important effect derivable from unity of impression—for, if two sittings be required, the affairs of the world interfere, and everything like totality is at once destroyed.”6 This emphasis on brevity is directly related to what Poe viewed as paramount to establishing the principles of unity and effect: that is, the kind of impression created in the reader, the depth of that impression, and the success with which the writer succeeded in transporting the reader into a world of the writer’s making. These criteria could be attained only when literature “intensely excites, by elevating, the soul; and all intense excitements are, through a psychal necessity, brief.”7

Although Stephen King is writing nearly a century and a half after Poe, they share important literary goals. The size of his gargantuan novels notwithstanding, King also writes to address the status of the reader’s “soul,” perhaps not so much to elevate as to terrify it, which meant roughly the same thing for Poe; Poe was also the type of writer who, like Edmund Burke before him, viewed terror as a refined emotion.8 To produce such tales, which Poe helped to psychologize and perfect, brevity was critical, for eventually “the affairs of the world interfere.”9 To illustrate this tenet, Poe’s most terrifying and riveting stories are often his shortest: “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Masque of the Red Death,” “Berenice,” “The Cask of Amontillado,” “Morella.” King has spent his literary career pursuing many of the same literary goals that occupied Poe. Both writers rely heavily on unity and effect to establish situations where characters are imperiled physically and psychologically, where environments seem on the verge of collapse and extinction, and where readers often exist in a state of near breathlessness in their concern over what will happen next. Novels such as The Shining, The Stand, and IT manage to sustain a constant state of gothic phantasmagoria despite their length, and this is a major reason why Stephen King has emerged as America’s storyteller. But elsewhere in his canon there are plenty of examples of long novels that begin with an excellent premise only to extend that premise for too long a period of time until its effect is diminished. Consider, for example, the level of time and effort that went into the making of The Dark Tower, the longest novel in the English language, and how much more compelling this opus might have been if King had kept in mind his own “single sitting” preference and reduced its girth by a third. As Harlan Ellison was perhaps first to recognize in assessing King’s early career, “I can’t think of any King novels with the possible exception of maybe IT or two [of the] Dark Tower books, that could not have been told just as well as a novella. This is to me the main flaw in Stephen’s work.”10 Perhaps this is also an explanation why so many King scholars and fans are convinced that Different Seasons remains the apex of King’s writing career: novellas that are intimate, controlled, and narratively disciplined in a way that makes them resemble short stories more than five-hundred-page novels. And, all of the novellas in Different Seasons can be read “in a single sitting.” 

Implicit in the last King quote that began this chapter is that the short story form has one great advantage over the novel: its forced concision creates an intensified effect. Like Poe’s need to control the emotions stimulated in his readers by modulating literary elements such as diction, sentence structure, rhyme, locale, tonal variance, and “a circumscription of space necessary to the effect of insulated incident,”11 the short story has the potential to leave a more powerful and immediate imprint on the mind. This ability is of particular importance in narratives that are ever mindful of their psychological implications, their effort to reveal a specific condition or personality disorder. In Poe’s tales that deal with tortured psyches, the effect on the reader is so often profound because we enter into the insular mind of an unstable criminal and follow his actions over a condensed period of time and usually in a highly circumscribed space. We are given no extraneous
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