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Eagerly anticipated: a vast advertising budget was spent on hyping up The Shining


‘The Shining’

Introduction

The Shining opened in America on Memorial Day weekend 1980 after a saturation advertising campaign. The ominous and surreal trailer appeared in cinemas at Christmas 1979, a wall of blood cascading out of the lift shaft, rushing towards and swallowing the camera. Sickly yellow posters proliferated in newspapers and on billboards. From a closed set, where Kubrick had been cloistered on sound-stages for three years, the director promised ‘the scariest horror film of all time’. For British audiences, unable to see A Clockwork Orange (1971) since Kubrick had withdrawn it over fears of copycat violence, the anticipation that this would be something even more transgressive was intense.

The film was released to derisive laughter. Pauline Kael, who had long accused Kubrick of valuing technical virtuosity over human story, suggested that the film was ‘dumb’, a Gothic story told without shadows or passionate emotion, and asked: ‘Who wants to see evil in daylight, through a wide-angle lens?’ ‘We’re not frightened,’ she complained, ‘because Kubrick’s absorption in film technology distances us.’ The London Times wondered how Kubrick had squandered five years since Barry Lyndon (1975) on such an expensive crock, a pulp horror pointlessly abstracted. It was, one Sight & Sound reviewer declared, ‘an immensely trivial project’. Variety was baffled at the studied banality of the film, its airless imitation of terror that it could not communicate. The tone was off, the acting brash and grotesque. It would have taken a pro like John Carpenter – whose $320,000 Halloween (1978) was still turning phenomenal profits – a couple of months to knock off a shocker with a bit more energy and conviction.1
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Kubrick in the Gold Room, with camera operator Kelvin Pike



Brian de Palma, with a decade of disordered horror films behind him and the lurid sub-Hitchcock sexual thriller Dressed to Kill (1980) still in cinemas, launched a typically outspoken attack on auteurs who thought they could appropriate the lowly horror genre. ‘They condescend to the genre, they don’t understand it, they have no passion for it. And so they make terrible movies. I mean I was amazed by The Shining.’2

Stephen King, best-selling horror novelist and author of The Shining, the bruised writer of a screenplay Kubrick ignored, also hated the film. He conducted a press campaign against Kubrick’s adaptation. ‘You know what?’ King asked. ‘I think he wants to hurt people with this movie. I think that he really wants to make a movie that will hurt people.’ In Danse Macabre, his 1981 critical reflections on horror, King called the film ‘maddening, perverse and disappointing’.3 Seventeen years later, evidently still smarting from Kubrick’s rejection of his script and his imperious handling of the source novel, King scripted and produced a five-hour TV mini-series adaptation of his own to wrest the material back from Kubrick.

Typically, Kubrick did not respond in kind, but only as a film-maker. After the first weekend in New York, he sent out a team of editors to theatres to cut from prints of the film the epilogue, a scene in which the Overlook’s manager, Ullmann, visits Wendy in hospital and tells her that her husband’s body has not been found. The film would end, instead, on that photograph of Jack Torrance – a grand enigma for some viewers, an infuriating trick loop for others. Then, as The Shining was prepared for global release, Kubrick went in and cut the film down by another twenty-five minutes (the shorter, 119-minute version was the only one released in Britain until 2012, when the BFI issued the original American cut). The film did good business for Warner Bros., but Kubrick’s tinkering did not rescue The Shining from another critical mauling from British reviewers.

Since the initial reaction, however, the reputation of the film has steadily grown to become one of the most admired horror films in cinema history. ‘In some eerie fashion,’ The New York Times noted in 1993, ‘it gets better every year.’4 Like the undead revenants of the Overlook, the viewer needs always to come back, to poke around in the corners of the frames and savour the charms of the corridor vistas. The jump-cuts, use of modernist music and subliminal inserts of Danny’s visions of atrocity at the Overlook Hotel are regularly cited as some of the most effectively uncanny or frightening moments in cinema. They are embedded in western culture now, pastiched in TV shows like Spaced or The Simpsons.

Kubrick’s relationship to the horror genre was soon grasped in a different way by more reflective critics. The director seemed to have a parodic or subversive approach, turning Gothic conventions on their head, locating the horror not in supernatural threats to the nuclear family but erupting from its domestic heart. Paul Mayersberg in Sight & Sound likened The Shining to a Henry James ghost story, mannered things from the fag end of the nineteenth century, tales that were oddly inconclusive. Rather like James’s attitude to the Gothic, Mayersberg suggested, ‘underlying many sequences in The Shining is a critique of the whole genre of horror movies’.5 Kubrick’s satirical subversions of noir, war film, science fiction or costume drama had a habit of being initially misread – as before, it would take the critics years to catch up with the genius of Kubrick the auteur.

Of course, the enigma of The Shining’s plotting, its odd ellipses and incompletions, the rich lore of its slippages and continuity errors, has by now generated an enormous body of commentary. There is a vast academic literature, shadowed, if not forthrightly subverted, by the extensive networks of conspiracy theory about the film that have found their natural habitat on the internet. Few films could sustain several documentaries dedicated to those readings, but The Shining is included in William Karel’s Dark Side of the Moon (2002), Jay Weidner’s Kubrick’s Odyssey: Secrets Hidden in the Films of Stanley Kubrick (2011) and Rob Ager’s Kubrick’s Gold Story (uploaded to YouTube 2012). Rodney Ascher’s Room 237 (2012), a compendium of five obsessive readings, merely scratches the surface of theories that circulate about the occult purpose behind The Shining.

There are wacky theories: The Shining as coded apology by Kubrick for faking the film landing footage for NASA, say, with Danny’s Apollo XI jumper the clincher. Or the Gold Room in the Overlook offers a concealed critique of Woodrow Wilson’s foundation of the Federal Reserve. But it is sometimes hard to tell wacky theories apart from the ‘respectable’ close readings. Geoffrey Cocks has a near cabbalistic obsession with hidden numbers in The Shining – the multiples of 7, the recurrence of the number 42 on T-shirts, in the six trays of 7-Up, or the brief glimpse of the film Summer of ’42 on a TV. Divide 42 in half and you get to the summer of ’21, the date of the masked ball, shown in an array of 7 x 3 photographs on the wall. This number theory derives from Cocks’s university press monograph, The Wolf at the Door: Stanley Kubrick, History and the Holocaust. Cocks also argues that The Shining is a coded Holocaust text, this time stuffed with German typewriters and Nazi eagles, as well as being an exploration of American genocidal logic, marked out in carefully placed Calumet baking powder cans in the larder.

This is in the nature of paranoid readings: The Shining does to its viewers what the hotel does to its visitors – it makes them shine on things glimpsed that were perhaps never there, or were there all along, hiding in plain sight.

Here I am, another university professor, about to embark on yet another reading. Before I do, I have a confession to make. In 1980, at the age of thirteen, The Shining was a closed film to me. Before domestic video machines and the illicit trade in ‘video nasties’ that spurred a moral panic in 1984, it was not easy for young teenagers to see X-rated cinema, however much it appealed. Films like Alien (released in November 1979) existed for me in novelisations, movie tie-ins with colour-still inserts to dream over and try to animate. Horror was alluring because it existed in an economy of scarcity – it is impossible in an era of instant downloads to convey the frisson the simple letter ‘X’ on a film poster could have. Then, in the summer of 1980, BBC 2 ran their Saturday-night ‘Horror Double Bill’ series, an old classic coupled with a more titillating (and usually much worse) Hammer horror film from the 1970s. Partly, I think, because my parents were busy divorcing, an unusual and shameful thing in our middle-class suburb, I was given this odd Saturday-night licence to watch B-movies into the early hours. That series ruined a generation of boys for horror.

For The Shining, there was always the Stephen King novel (reissued with the movie poster as the cover), a book I read and reread with amazement at what now seem rather simple narrative possibilities of parallel plotting, the tricks of analepsis and prolepsis, the showy typographical representation of traumatic dissociation. King’s book certainly had more psychological density than nasty shockers by James Herbert. I did not see Kubrick’s The Shining until later, when it had acquired the patina of something strong enough that needed to be endured, a film that many a sensitive soul could not watch. By then it was a film for students, an art-house movie with an auteur’s signature. Yet I have since spent my working life writing histories of telepathy, of trauma, of Gothic and science-fiction literature and film. The kernel of quite a lot of this work is found in the twisting corridors of The Shining. I, too, have been tempted to stay in the Overlook for ever and ever.

This book is not to be a fan’s indulgence, however. I want to situate The Shining in a series of contexts that are not often brought to bear on a consideration of the film. I do not wish to treat the film in the formal isolation typical of auteur criticism. Instead, I want to look at the complex nature of horror cinema at the end of the 1970s and early 80s and think about the 70s horror revival in its general historical context as a moment of cultural crisis. In particular, I hope to open up the history of the tropes on which Kubrick’s The Shining depends – the old dark house and the psychic child.

I also want to provide a diversity of approaches to the film itself, through a series of commentaries that follow
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