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A NOTE TO THE READER

For the sake of brevity, we have limited recommendations to six titles, regardless of the medium. (Several of the authors have written far more books, while some of the filmmakers have made more than a half-dozen movies. On the other hand, some of the newer writers have not yet published six books.) Dark Dreamers: Facing the Masters of Fear is by no means a reference guide. Rather, it’s hoped these critical suggestions will entice new explorers of the fantastique with just enough titles to whet a hungry imagination as to where one might dine first.

We also feel an obligation to state the obvious: the cliched genre labels “Horror” and “Dark Fantasy” and “Psychological Thriller” and “Dark Suspense” should not be used capriciously to define or limit the talents of any personality profiled; the dark is simply one of the many colors on their creative palette. Undeniably, these particular selections were chosen as among the most noteworthy achievements when in their creative roles as “dark dreamers.”


PICTURES TAKEN BEFORE DEPARTURE

An Introduction to Beth Gwinn’s Portraits

One of the great titles of any work I know is C.S. Lewis’ Till We Have Faces: A Myth Retold. It is, I must confess here, a book I know not at all, but the words conjure all kinds of wonders, and when I was first putting my thoughts together for this introduction they came into mind.

For the most part artists and writers are not familiar to us through their physiognomy. We may not have a clue what they look like. Yes, of course there’s often a jacket photo on a book, but they so seldom say anything about the writer beyond generalities. It’s curious not to have an intimate knowledge of the faces of these women and men. After all, we know them intimately in other ways. We’ve followed in their footsteps through the pages of their stories, sharing their nightmares and their dreams. We know them better than our next-door neighbor, at least as far as their hearts go. But their faces? Blurs.

Beth Gwinn has made it her business to change that. For many years now she has been a patient but persistent chronicler of the faces of the folks who write fantasy, horror and science fiction; some of the illustrators, directors and critics too. Having been her subject two or three times (once at the very beginning of my publishing life, when I was astonished that she even knew who I was) I can testify to the persuasiveness of her methodology. She makes her pictures with the minimum of hoopla, allowing her subjects (who are by reputation, a shy bunch) to find a comfortable way to sit or sprawl; never forcing the shot, but allowing it to happen spontaneously. Sometimes she finds a prop that helps the picture, but only, I think, if it also assists in illuminating her subject. These are not pictures which draw attention to the photographer (as do, for instance, portraits by Annie Liebowitz, which could all be titled The Cleverness of Annie). They are honest and often subtle pictures of people who have in many cases chosen their profession because it allowed them some place to hide.

Of course you’ll see an element of performance in several of these pictures (though clowning can also be a defense against being clearly seen); Beth seems to be able to readily accommodate the mood of her subject. Timid or provocative, sober or reeling, brooding or cheerful, Beth’s lens sees it all with equal clarity, making no judgments, simply saying: here they are, these faces. Now you know.

Most of us write, you know, in search of a kind of invisibility. We want our inventions to be crystal clear, but we have the suspicion that too much biographical information (and there is no

single richer source of biography than a well-made portrait) encourages the reader to make mistaken connections between the text and the history of the person who wrote that text. No doubt there’s some reason for this anxiety. The poet W. H. Auden, for instance, left instructions in his will that all his private papers be destroyed, and that none of his friends conspire with a biographer. He wanted his poems to be cut free, upon his death, from the particulars of his life. He wanted (if I understand his zeal correctly) to become a kind of abstraction. His poetry was what mattered, not the man who’d written it. And to tie down such-and-such an event to such-and-such a poem was to freeze it and reduce it; make it a function of personality.

I must of course add that Auden had one of the great faces of literature: a road-map of furrows and grooves that gloriously recorded his life. But you can see his point. There’s a balance to be struck. It’s possible, shall we agree, to know too much?

But in the pages that follow there’s nothing that spoils the magic of the worlds these creators have made. You may be surprised at the antics of one or the solemnity of another (my own, for instance; I don’t remember feeling quite so mournful when Beth took my picture; but then there’s her skill: she shows her own subjects what they didn’t know). If there is any commonality here, it’s the faraway look in the eyes of many of Beth’s subjects. Perhaps I’m reading too much into what I see, but it seems to me these are undeniably the portraits of professional imaginers. Whatever shape genetics has lent our faces, whatever lines experience has etched on our skin, there is a certain dreaminess in the eyes of many of our company. It is part of Beth’s considerable skill, I think, to have caught and recorded these looks of quiet distraction; as though in the midst of being present for the camera—providing, if you will, a face—we are never far from departing.

Our business is, after all, elsewhere.

Clive Barker

Cabo San Lucas—June 2000
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