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Editorial Introduction 

 

At last! The second issue of The Journal of Stephen King Studies is here! 

 

There has been a significant gap between the first and second issues of the journal – and behind the 

scenes there have been many changes. The first is that founding editor, Alan Gregory Fox has taken a 

step away from academia as a whole, and as such relinquished his editorship of the journal alongside 

this. Alan was the editor who was the most ‘hands on’ for the first issue of the journal, and his depar-

ture meant that I (as the remaining editor) had to learn what I was doing as I went along. Also leaving 

is Rachel Gregory Fox, who was in charge of the technical details of the journal. Luckily, Alan is still 

peripherally involved in the journal through it’s sister podcast Pennywise Dreadful and I have been 

able to turn to him for advice and support, even though he is no longer an active editor for the journal.  

Subsequent to the departure of Alan, there is a new co-editor for the journal, Sorcha Ní Fhlainn, senior 

lecturer in film studies at Manchester Metropolitan University in Manchester, who specialises in Goth-

ic Studies, Horror Cinema, with her research particularly focussed on Vampires (fiction, culture and 

film), and monster studies. . We also have a new team member in Lauren Christie of Dundee Universi-

ty – taking the journal in a positive direction. In doing so, it was felt that the journal should be re-

named as The Journal of Stephen King Studies, with the podcast being a linked but separate entity.  

I do hope that you enjoy this issue of the journal, and that you might consider submitting to the next 

issue…which will not take as long to get into print! 

 

Long Days and Pleasant Nights. 

Dawn 
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Unlocking Time: The Clock of Horrors in Stephen King’s The Shining 

By Leslie Savath 

 

Academic Biography 

Leslie Savath is a PhD candidate at Carleton University in Ottawa, ON. She specializes in Gothic 

and horror fiction using a comparative approach to examine texts in contemporary English-Canadian and 

French-Québécois literatures. Her current research focuses on the sociopolitical and feminist functions of 

the Québécois folkloric character called La Corriveau.  

Abstract 

Space plays an integral role in creating an effective and frightening Gothic narrative. In Stephen 

King’s The Shining, the Overlook hotel serves as the primary site of terror and evil, populated by malevo-

lent spirits that threaten the survival of the Torrance family. Many studies have examined the Overlook as 

a modernized Gothic space intrinsically connected to a dark and corrupted past. The Shining not only digs 

into the depths of history, but also opens the possibility for Danny Torrance to probe into the future 

through the novel’s source of supernatural horror—the shine.  

This article investigates time and temporality as integral components to The Shining that also com-

plement those studies done on the text’s spatial dimensions. King’s reworking of conventional notions of 

time in Gothic fiction through Jack and Danny’s father-son relationship reveals the fluctuating states of the 

American Dream and society between the 1950s and 1970s. Jack’s haunting past reveals the tension aris-

ing from the American Dream shifting from one that is fundamentally symbolized by material success to 

one that centers on self-fulfillment. Danny and his shine, which allows him to defy conventional under-

standings of time and jump between past, present, and future, expose fears of a future wherein the Ameri-

can Dream subsides. This analysis therefore establishes a parallel between King’s use of time and tempo-

rality in The Shining, and the shifting times and ideals of American society.  

 

Unlocking Time: The Clock of Horrors in Stephen King’s The Shining 

Introduction 
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In Stephen King’s The Shining (1977), little Danny reveals one evening at the Overlook Hotel that 

“Mommy said it was like having dinner in the middle of a Horace Walpole novel, and Daddy had laughed 

and agreed” (King 2012, 246). This playful intertextual reference to Horace Walpole completes those re-

lating to Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death” and other short stories, and shows King’s in-

debtedness to these masters of the Gothic. While he certainly exploits staple Gothic tropes such as ghosts, 

monsters, haunted spaces, and hidden pasts, over the decades King has come to shape his own form of 

Gothic, one that raises “the question of traditions and their representation and deployment in contempo-

rary Gothic writing” (Sears 2011, 13). In contrast to criticism that examines The Shining’s Overlook Hotel 

as an eerie space that replaces the haunted castle setting and recalls a violent and corrupted past, this essay 

seeks to locate King’s work within Louis S. Gross’s and Irving Malin’s strains of American Gothic litera-

ture while recognizing the author’s innovative use of time and temporality. Jack’s relationship with haunt-

ed spaces and ghosts embodies the conventional role of time and temporality in American Gothic fiction. 

Danny’s supernatural ability to shine, on the other hand, allows him to experience non-linear temporalities 

and access the future. When Danny winds the Overlook clock, he transfers this ability to his father and 

disrupts Jack’s linear experience of time. This reading of time and temporality that extends beyond the 

common conception of a “past affecting present” causality demonstrates how King adapts the Gothic tra-

dition to embed the decline of the American Dream in the United States during the 1970s into The Shin-

ing.  

The novel centers around five-year-old Danny Torrance and his parents, Jack and Wendy. After 

losing his job as a school teacher, Jack is hired as the new caretaker of the Overlook Hotel for the winter, 

and the family must move to this remote and isolated area. Upon their arrival, Danny soon realizes that the 

Overlook is a dangerous place; his ability to ‘shine’ (hence the title of the novel) allows him to read peo-

ple’s minds, interact with ghosts, and quickly discover the malevolent spirits inhabiting the hotel. From its 

earliest stages and continuing today, Gothic fiction “seeks to induce in the reader a particular affect from 

within the spectrum of horror” (Savoy 2002, 181). From Jack’s dark and haunting past, to the Overlook’s 

history of corruption, the mystery of Room 217, and Danny’s imaginary friend Tony, The Shining is rid-

dled with elements that induce such affect. These tropes that are all fundamentally interconnected to time 

anchor King’s novel in the Gothic, a subgenre that “serves as a cultural artifact, reflecting the concerns 

and fears not only of the time in which it is written but also of the time in which it is read” (Oakes 2000, 

1).  
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Time and the American Nightmare 

Whereas traditional Gothic literature uses an “emptied-out past to symbolize and disguise present 

concerns” (Hogle 2002, 16), often manifested in the form of haunting, American Gothic does not attempt 

to disguise present concerns but truly reveals and captures the dark side of the American Dream. Critics 

and readers have interpreted King’s fiction as embodying relevant American concerns. Indeed, his works 

have “capture[d] the uncertainties and fears of the last decades of the twentieth century” with respect to 

technological innovation (Oakes 2000, 92), as well as anxieties emerging out of the post-Vietnam era 

(Bailey 1999, 106), Watergate, and the Cold War (Sears 2011, 8).  

Gross asserts that “There is a more central position for the Gothic in American fiction than in any 

other national literature” (Gross 1989, 2) because of its effectiveness in expressing American culture. Al-

most organically, “The Gothic emerges from the conditions they [American writers] seek to describe,” 

from the frontier experience “with its inherent solitude and potential violence,” to “racial issues concern-

ing both slavery and the Native Americans” (Lloyd-Smith 2004, 4). Unsurprisingly, the American Gothic 

in the second half of the twentieth century came to “embod[y] and [give] voice to the dark nightmare that 

is the underside of ‘the American dream’ … reveal[ing] limitations of American faith in social and mate-

rial progress” (Savoy 2002, 167). The American Dream transformed throughout the radically changing 

sociopolitical climate of the United States in the sixties. From the middle-class American Dream “to cre-

ate a remarkably stable family structure ... the ideal American family” (Clark 1989, 171-172) and own “a 

detached single-family house, however small, with its own backyard” (Boucher 2013, 15), the dream be-

came one to which marginalized groups could aspire. For others, it became “one that was not defined by 

material success, but rather by spiritual values and self-fulfillment” (Laitinen 2009, 5).  

This new desire for self-fulfillment at times conflicts with the American Dream of the happy fami-

ly unit and the perfect house (which, of course, also encompasses material possession and financial secu-

rity). Jack Torrance is torn between these two dreams. On the one hand, providing financial security and 

displaying material success would prove him a good father and husband. On the other, becoming a suc-

cessful playwright would provide him with a sense of fulfillment. Sara M. Alegre argues that Jack “sees 

his responsibility as husband and father as a burden that will not let him fulfil his literary aspira-

tions” (Alegre 2001, 108). Indeed, Jack feels defined by his duty to his family—a duty he was on the 

brink of failing by breaking young Danny’s arm, which consequently led Wendy to consider leaving 
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him—and his success as a playwright would potentially provide not only self-fulfillment, but also a 

chance to redeem himself in the eyes of the Torrance family. As such, Jack’s driving force in wanting to 

achieve the American Dream comes from wanting to repair mistakes of his past. And yet, this driving 

force is also one that establishes the traditional American Dream as simultaneously driving and impeding 

on his pursuit of a more self-centered, individualistic American Dream, therefore symbolizing the ideo-

logical transition from the American Dream as it was understood in the 1950s to that of the 1960s. For 

Jack, the persisting tension between these two contradictory American Dreams is an inner struggle that 

eventually manifests itself through homicidal tendencies.  

Jack’s American Dream 

It is evident that Jack’s past decisions affect his present, as exemplified in his abuse of George 

leading to his dismissal at the school, or his drinking problems and the ensuing violence leading to his life 

of sobriety. Similarly, the decisions he makes in the present will affect his future: in accepting the care-

taking job, Jack inadvertently moves forward in achieving the Dream by living in one of the most luxuri-

ous touristic sites of the United States and having the chance to momentarily realize the dream of a per-

fect family with Wendy and Danny. In that sense, Jack’s experience of time is one that is linear. Moreo-

ver, his desire to achieve the American Dream attaches his experience of linear time to the notion of pro-

gress. Thomas J. Courchene writes “what has come to be called the American Dream is a temporal 

dream—the belief of Americans that individual initiative and hard work will eventually deliver material 

progress for themselves and their children. … Thus, the American Dream is all about a better tomor-

row” (2011, 6). Courchene characterizes the American Dream as a fundamentally “temporal dream.” The 

dream is a goal that one must work towards. The fact that one can achieve the dream of “a better tomor-

row” is irrevelant—the Dream rather functions as a utopian impulse, a driving force motivating individu-

als to create and access a better future for themselves.  

Jack wishes to achieve this dream and can only do so by looking towards the future. In other 

words, to achieve the American Dream, Jack must necessarily conform to the linearity of time. Jack often 

ponders his violent and alcoholic past, but often contrasts it with his present; he is no longer violent or 

alcoholic. He also anticipates a near future in which Danny and Wendy will be happy and understand his 

decision to bring them to the Overlook. Jack’s perception of time, mostly through memories (past) and 

hopes (future), is intrinsically psychological. In order to navigate and make sense of his psychological 
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experience of time, Jack requires a point of reference in the external, physical world. His new external 

reality is the Overlook hotel. Although Jack believes he is looking toward the future, in reality, the Over-

look and its spirits trap him in the past; the hotel brings him back to the past he was fleeing.  

In King’s novel, the Overlook Hotel functions as the antiquated space wherein “are hidden some 

secrets from the past (sometimes the recent past) that haunt the characters, psychologically, physically, or 

otherwise at the main time of the story” (Hogle 2002, 2). The Overlook, as an infrastructure that conceals 

and buries the past propels Jack into the past (the Overlook’s and his own) the moment he attempts to un-

cover the hotel’s secrets. Fabio Camilletti rightfully argues that “the hotel stands as a metaphor for history 

and for time. Researching in the hotel’s archive is a gradual descent into the depths of history” (2010, 7). 

Situated in the hotel’s basement, the archive contains boxes of newspaper clippings relating information 

about the notorious people who stayed at the Overlook and the crimes they committed. The archive also 

includes various types of documents and papers, such as ledger entries and room-service receipts. As 

such, hidden out of sight in the lower level of the hotel are not only the crimes, but an account of every-

one who has been there, employees and visitors alike. These papers metaphorically preserve these peo-

ple’s spirits in the hotel. Having hosted prestigious events and kept track of them in documents, the Over-

look’s archive becomes a spatial representation of a past temporality, specifically that of the 1940s. In 

turn, Jack’s extended visits to the archive affect his experience of time, centering it around the tumultuous 

1940s. When he looks at his watch, he is “surprised to see that forty-five minutes had somehow slipped 

by since he had come down here” (King 2012, 225). This sentence reveals that time is somehow lost 

down there. The basement disrupts Jack’s conformity to linear time. It plays with his psychological expe-

rience by throwing him into both the hotel’s and his own malevolent pasts and trapping him there. Jack, 

like the hotel, remains subject to the linear passing of time (through the aging of his body and the decay 

of the hotel’s infrastructure), but is no longer able to look towards the future.  

Dale Bailey compares Jack and the Overlook, asserting that as Jack explores the lower levels of 

the hotel, he spirals deeper into his own past:  

The Overlook quite literally cannot escape its bleak history, and the same is true of 

Danny’s father. … Jack’s descent into the Overlook’s basement, then, is simultaneously a descent 

into his own corrupt past, his diseased and potentially violent mind, and the hotel’s sordid history, 

not to mention the value-corrupting ideology of capitalism which that history suggests. (1999, 99) 



16 

In his analysis, Bailey argues that the Overlook’s basement is simultaneously a metaphor for 

Jack’s and America’s corrupted pasts (ibid: 98). Jack’s desire to dig up the hotel’s past demonstrates how 

King “joins a modern setting with a largely conventional—indeed, backward-looking—treatment” (ibid: 

92). It is true that Jack’s relationship with the basement is “backward-looking,” but Bailey seems to miss 

the larger implications of these passages from The Shining and consequently their symbolic representation 

of American society.  

 Jack’s inclination towards looking back to the past does not necessarily signify stasis. Rather, 

this “backward-looking” can propel him forward in his goal of achieving the American Dream, showing 

how Jack embodies a past temporality that shapes the immediate present. His motivation to write comes 

from his desire to succeed in a task he once failed. Whereas Wendy and Danny wish to escape from the 

Overlook, Jack wants to stay to finish his play. He believes that his play could potentially “make him 

some money” and even that his friend “Al might very well convince the Stovington Board to rehire him” 

as a teacher (King 2012, 397). More important than the money or teaching position, for Jack, his complet-

ed play would symbolize a better future with a writing career “if he could stay sober and keep writ-

ing” (ibid: 397). Thus, what now fuels Jack’s writerly ambitions is an eagerness to rewrite his past mis-

takes. Wendy’s own hopes for her husband and family hinges on the success of Jack’s writing, too:  

The actual act of [Jack’s] writing made her immensely hopeful, not because she expected 

great things from the play but because her husband seemed to be slowly closing a huge door on a 

roomful of monsters. He had had his shoulder to that door for a long time now, but at last it was 

swinging shut. Every key typed closed it a little more. (ibid: 175) 

She interprets the act of writing as a means for Jack to confront his past and its “monsters.” This 

“backward-looking” confrontation, the constant tension arising from Jack’s gaze towards the past as he 

moves forward in life, is a necessary step towards the Torrance’s happiness—one that reconciles the two 

conflicting American Dreams (the happy family and financial security versus spiritual values and self-

fulfillment), and that is epitomized in an employed, sober, loving husband and father.  

No matter how Jack decides to cope with his past, it is inescapable. For instance, although he per-

sists in identifying himself as a recovering alcoholic, this very identification with alcoholism suggests that 

he defines himself through it, even if it is in opposition. At a macrocosmic level, if Jack symbolizes the 

American sixties, he reveals how the decade is “backward-looking” in that many of its revolutionary 
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movements were based on, or in response to, the fifties. Alexander Bloom and Wini Breines write that “For 

the 1960s, the 1950s are past as prologue” (2003, 2), with the term prologue signifying the impossible dis-

sociation between the 1950s and the 1960s. As an example, among other movements, “civil rights not only 

came out of the 1950s, but set the stage for much of what happened in the 1960s” (ibid: 10). The injustice 

felt by marginalized people led them into the “tumultuous 1960s” (ibid: 1) in hopes of creating a better fu-

ture for themselves, a future in which they have the possibility of achieving the Dream.  

Danny: Past, Present, and Future 

 Danny starkly contrasts Jack in that he is not “backward-looking,” nor is he restricted within 

the linear progression that connects past and present temporalities. Danny’s shine gives him the ability to 

see and live the past, as well as anticipate the future through visions and his imaginary friend Tony. The 

little boy has access to various temporalities that the average person, such as Jack or Wendy, does not have. 

In other words, whereas normal, non-shining people experience time in a linear progression, Danny experi-

ences time non-linearly. Through fainting spells and dreams, Danny jumps between past, present, and fu-

ture in a trance-like state.  

Danny’s perception of time is different from Jack’s, in part, because he is still a child. At the begin-

ning of the novel, Danny is too young to read mechanical time: “Now it was five o’clock, and although he 

didn’t have a watch and couldn’t tell time too well yet anyway, he was aware of passing time by the length-

ening of the shadows, and by the golden cast that now tinged the afternoon light” (King 2012, 36). Alt-

hough he does not use watches or clocks, Danny still experiences time and has an understanding of it 

through his environment: hours pass as the sky changes colour. When he watches Sesame Street, “the time 

would pass faster” (ibid: 36), indicating that Danny’s ignorance of mechanical time allows him to slow 

down or speed up time in his mind. Yet, Danny consciously refuses to manipulate time in such manners. 

Rather than watch Sesame Street, he goes outside to wait for his father, where the shadows and afternoon 

light provides him with a more accurate perception of time passing. Like Jack, Danny uses his exterior real-

ity to make sense of his psychological temporal experience.  

However, Danny also experiences time in a more tangible and literal manner through the physical 

world. For instance, he is able to witness events of the past in his present. When he first arrives at the hotel, 

he visits the Presidential Suite only to see that “Great splashes of dried blood, flecked with tiny bits of 

grayish-white tissue, clotted the wallpaper” (ibid: 134). The blood stains and grey matter have dried on the 
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walls over the years. They are not truly present, but residual substance that only Danny can see because of 

his shine. His supernatural ability thus allows him to observe traces of past murders and crimes in the pre-

sent-time. Whereas Jack reads about the crimes from a temporal distance and internalizes this past time 

psychologically, Danny sees these very crimes playing like a movie, or rather, watches them like artwork. 

He is physically able to discern a past temporality before his eyes, and this experience becomes more vivid 

as the novel progresses.  

Room 217 presents Danny’s first concrete encounter with a malevolent spirit. In the bathtub of that 

room, Danny discovers a purple, repulsive woman who was long dead. The boy hopes that Mr. Halloran, 

the hotel’s cook who likewise has the ability to shine, was right in telling him “he didn’t think those things 

could hurt you. They were like scary pictures in a book, that was all” (ibid: 250). Trapped in the room with 

the spirit, “Time passed. And he [Danny] was just beginning to relax, just beginning to realize that the 

door must be unlocked and he could go, when the years-damp, bloated, fish-smelling hands closed softly 

around his throat and he was turned implacably around to stare into that dead and purple face” (ibid: 321). 

In this passage, Danny does not imagine the ghost, nor is it immaterial: the ghost of Room 217 can physi-

cally interact with Danny and strangles him. Symbolizing the past, this purple-faced adulteress who com-

mitted suicide affects Danny’s immediate present, but also his near future—if the strangulation leads to his 

death. Unlike Jack, Danny’s experience of time is both psychological (being thrown into one of the Over-

look’s sinful crimes) and physical (coming into contact with an anachronistic being). 

 In addition to Danny’s ability to physically experience the past in the present, Danny can also 

simultaneously experience present and future temporalities. While his body remains in the present, he is 

able to dream or enter a trance-like state to meet Tony. Tony, described as “the invisible playmate” (ibid: 

40) is an enigmatic character who complicates the novel’s use of time. Initially, Tony appears to be a pre-

monitory ghost that visits Danny and warns him of the future, at first sharing pleasant surprises and later 

cautioning the little boy. As a ghost, Tony represents a past temporality, a lingering image of the past 

stamped onto the present. However, he also captures a future temporality; by the end of the novel, Danny 

learns that Tony is actually a future version of himself. Tony reveals, “I’m a part of you, Danny” (ibid: 

618), claiming that Danny has always known deep inside.  

Tony symbolizes the future since his very existence hints at Danny’s survival of the Overlook’s 

horrors; if Danny died, there would arguably not be a future version of himself appearing before him. Tony 
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brings Danny into the future through dreams, trances, and premonitions. Far from being fixed, these future 

events are indicative of possible futurities. Tony therefore embodies a complex temporal scheme in that he 

is past as a ghost that embodies the Torrance’s previous generations; he is present since he is another ver-

sion of Danny; he is future by being an older version of Danny.  

In her analysis of The Shining, Heidi Strengell asserts that Tony categorically represents a past 

temporality juxtaposed onto the present. Danny, whose full name is Daniel Anthony Torrance, was named 

in honour of both his grandfather, Mark Anthony Torrance, and his father, John Daniel Torrance. This 

“interrelationship between the middle names suggests that Danny’s imaginary friend, Tony, is a composite 

of the three [generations] … thus affirming King’s conviction that the present results from the 

past” (Strengell 2005, 99). Strengell rightfully studies Tony as the ghost of Danny’s psyche, and even 

quotes the novel wherein Tony reveals himself to be a “ghost of both [father and son], of fusion” (King 

2012, 100). However, by considering Tony as a mere ghost or imaginary friend, Strengell neglects to con-

sider his role as a being that represents a future temporality. Tony, as an entity connecting three genera-

tions together, is also a perpetuator of the family line.  

By the very fact that he is a child, Danny represents the hopes of the future. This functions at narra-

tive and macroscopic levels. Senate Resolution 278 addressing the topic of the “Dia de los niños: Cele-

brating young Americans” in the 105th Congressional Record of the United States declares that “children 

represent the hopes and dreams of the citizens of the United States ... children are the center of American 

families ... children should be nurtured and invested  

in to preserve and enhance economic prosperity, democracy, and the American spirit” (155 Cong. 

Rec., 1998). Children give reason for American citizens to pursue the American Dream and a better future. 

In this sense, Danny emblematizes the future of his family’s genealogy and the future of the American 

Dream. Whereas Jack is doomed from the outset to fail in achieving his American Dream(s), Danny car-

ries the hopes of overcoming the Overlook monsters, surviving and thereby maturing into adulthood. As 

“an intelligent, imaginative, perceptive boy” (King 2012, 214) who has already learned how to read and 

write (an allusion to some of the skills a playwright such as his father requires), Danny presages his own 

success. The fact that his life is threatened when he arrives at the Overlook can therefore symbolize the 

endangered future of the American Dream.  

Danny’s fear of going to the Overlook and later his fear of the ghostly manifestations inhabiting 
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the hotel can be read as a fear for the future of the American Dream. Danny learns that the Overlook is a 

dangerous place when Tony shows him the hotel through visions. His fear of the Overlook symbolizes a 

fear of the past, especially the cyclical repetition of a past that would not allow for progression towards a 

better future (recalling the idea that in pursuit of the American Dream, Jack aligns temporal linearity with 

progress). Whereas contemporary American Gothic literature typically caters to the underside of American 

Dream and reveals the limitations of American faith, to use Savoy’s words, King uses Danny to capture the 

American Dream’s decline. In imagining “The picture of John Torrance, thirty years old, who had once 

published in Esquire and who had harbored dreams—not at all unreasonable dreams, he felt—of becoming 

a major American writer during the next decade” (ibid: 394), Jack thinks Danny is the obstacle to achieving 

that dream, knowing “in his heart that Danny must be taken out” (ibid: 397). Danny’s survival of Jack’s 

homicidal rampage and the supernatural events of the Overlook would suggest the impossibility of achiev-

ing the American Dream (at least for Jack), and thus its decline. Conversely, since Danny represents the 

hopes of the future and the perpetuation of the American Dream, his death would also symbolize the 

‘death’ of the Dream, thereby creating a catch-22.  

In Danny’s visions and during his stay at the Overlook, he is haunted by the word REDRUM of 

which he cannot make sense. When he looks deep into the clock under the glass dome, he sees that “There 

were no hands or numbers on the clockface, only a date written in red: DECEMBER 2. And then, eyes 

widening in horror, he saw the word REDRUM reflecting dimly from the glass dome, now reflected twice. 

And he saw that it spelled MURDER” (ibid: 452). Danny finally understands the meaning of REDRUM to 

mean murder through the clock’s glass dome, and it is through this clock that the idea of murder gains a 

temporal dimension. Murder is associated to the date December 2 and thereby attached to a future tempo-

rality. In this moment of realization, Danny fears the future and expects someone to die. This anticipation 

of death symbolizes a fear for the American Dream, fear of its decline or even its metaphoric death. There 

is a fear of “The Red Death [holding] sway over all” (ibid: 452) and threatening the Overlook, including 

everyone inside. Although Danny is too young to grasp the full extent of the situation, Jack knows that “kill

[ing] the Overlook” signifies “The final crashing failure. He had failed as a teacher, a writer, a husband, 

and a father. He had even failed as a drunk. But you couldn’t do much better in the old failure category 

than to blow up the building you were supposed to be taking care of” (ibid: 489-490). The destruction of 

the Overlook and the death of the Torrance family would therefore epitomize the utter failure of all Ameri-

can Dreams, from the Overlook as a symbol of material wealth, to Jack’s ability to succeed in any role to-
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ward which he strives.  

Danny’s shine allows him to experience a conflation of past, present, and future, and even embody 

all these temporalities through Tony. The boy’s non-linear temporal experience extends to Jack when he 

starts the Overlook clock. When Danny ventures into the hotel’s ballroom and observes a clock under a 

glass dome, he notes that the clock hands have stopped, suggesting that clock time has stopped. He, and 

only he, as a child, can make time start again; only his perfectly small fingers can reach for the key and 

make it fit into the clock face’s keyhole. Believing he can start time again because of his small, childish 

fingers, Danny does not realize that the clock responds to him because the hotel craves his shine. When he 

unsuspectingly unlocks the clock, he changes how time functions in the Overlook:  

The whole place was empty. But it wasn’t really empty. Because here in the Overlook 

things just went on and on. Here in the Overlook all times were one. … In the Overlook all things 

had a sort of life. It was as if the whole place had been wound up with a silver key. The clock was 

running. The clock was running. He was that key, Danny thought sadly. Tony had warned him and 

he had just let things go on. (ibid: 447-8; emphasis mine)  

Danny’s shining and the temporal abilities that come with it permeate the hotel’s infrastructure: 

past, present, and future conflate for everyone and is no longer exclusive to Danny. As the hotel awakens 

as a result of the clock reset, “All the hotel’s eras were together now, all but this current one, the Torrance 

Era. And this would be together with the rest very soon now” (ibid: 504). This alteration allows Jack to 

experience time through intersections of linearity and cyclicality; time continues to progress linearly as 

Jack gets closer to murdering his son. At the same time, his slow descent into his past now culminates into 

a cyclical pattern wherein he starts drinking again and commits more acts of violence. Although Jack does 

not know specifically about the shining, he senses that something is different with the hotel, claiming that 

“he could hear the Overlook Hotel coming to life” which, he believes, is something Danny senses and is 

aware of as well (ibid: 503). Before, the past was buried in the archive’s newspaper articles. Now, ghostly 

apparitions materialize before him, concretely reminding him of his troubled past and making his future a 

repetition of his past. Jack’s new relationship with time and temporality exemplifies Stephen Sears’s char-

acterization of “Gothic time” as “predicated within, between and belonging both to an always-already-

preceding singularity and to a yet-to-come repetition” (2011, 148).  
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Jack’s Gothic Time 

 One of the supernatural beings Jack encounters is Grady, the previous caretaker of the hotel. 

Grady parallels Jack’s past and anticipates his future. Like Jack, Grady was an alcoholic. During their inter-

actions, Grady serves as Jack’s bartender, helping the man quench his thirst and breaking his sobriety 

streak. Thus, Grady becomes a manifestation of Jack’s past and forces Jack’s alcoholic intemperance to 

resurface. Grady’s alcoholism caused him to lose control of himself and murder his family, and his resem-

blance to Jack foreshadows the latter’s upcoming attempt to murder the Torrances. As part the immoral and 

corrupted underside of the Overlook, Grady fulfills a similar purpose to the archive in that he conflates the 

hotel’s and Jack’s pasts, fueling Jack’s imminent corruption.  

  Later, when Jack visits the ballroom and observes the clock under the glass dome, he perceives 

an image different from the one Danny saw. The clock strikes and two figurines appear: “One of the figures 

was a man standing on tiptoe, with what looked like a tiny club clasped in his hands. The other was a small 

boy wearing a dunce cap. … Across the front of the boy’s dunce cap he could read the engraved word 

FOOLE” (King 2012, 523). While the description of the boy in the dunce cap does not make him identifia-

ble as someone Jack knows, the figurine evokes the character of George Hatfield, the student who motivat-

ed Jack’s dismissal from his teaching position; in the midst of an altercation, Jack’s choleric nature and im-

patience towards George and his speech impediment led to him hitting the boy. The figurine man’s tiny 

club symbolizes physical violence, with its wielder, then, standing for Jack.   

The little boy figurine could hardly represent Danny because both his parents believe him to be tru-

ly intelligent (ibid: 175) and not a “foole.” Furthermore, Danny has yet to attend school and the dunce cap 

is traditionally worn by an unruly student in an educational setting. As the clock strikes, the man bludgeons 

the boy with a steel mallet that repeatedly comes down on the boy’s head. While Jack watches this scene, 

the boy figurine does not change, but Jack interprets the figures as “clockwork daddy” and “clockwork 

son” (ibid: 523). His confusion suggests the conflation of two little boys, and more importantly the confla-

tion of temporalities; Jack is confusing the violence he exercised on George with the violence he wants to 

exert on Danny.   

In a similar fit of rage as the one he experienced with George, Jack broke Danny’s arm when the 

child was only two years old. Both boys are victims of Jack’s abuse and the clock’s figurines hint at the 

continuation of this violence. Jack watches “the hammer rising and falling as the clockwork continued to 
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turn and the cogs continued to mesh the gears and teeth of this cunningly made machine” (ibid: 524) with 

blood and grey matter splattering across the glass dome. A rhythm emerges from the clockwork dad’s ham-

mering, the cogs, and the gears of the clock. This rhythm is mechanical and similar to the ticking of the 

clock, a repetitive pattern that will not cease. In Rhythmanalysis, Henri Lefebvre argues that the ticking of a 

clock can be interpreted as linear (2004, 8). In this instance, the ticking of the clock under the glass dome is 

also linear, with its mechanical ticks echoing the violent hammering that drives Jack to murder.  

Lefebvre also asserts that the clock physically showcases the circularity of time as the clock hands 

move around the clock face, creating a never-ending loop (ibid: 8). Mirroring the clock’s cyclicality, Jack 

appears to be stuck in a circular loop wherein the past is to be repeated. Jack’s alcoholism, rage, and vio-

lence are bound to generate repetition with difference since no repetition is exactly the same; as Lefebvre 

claims, “there is no identical absolute repetition, indefinitely. Whence the relation between repetition and 

difference. When it concerns the everyday … there is always something new and unforeseen that introduc-

es itself into the repetitive: difference” (ibid: 6). In contrast to Jack’s previous episodes with George and 

his son respectively, the hotel brings the new and unforeseen difference. The Overlook’s ghostly manifesta-

tions have tremendous influence over Jack, enticing him to bring them Danny and kill Wendy. These su-

pernatural beings produce in Jack’s cycle an unparalleled level of brutality that predicts Danny’s and Wen-

dy’s demise. The repetition with difference in Jack’s life allows him to experience cyclical time, conse-

quently allowing his linear and cyclical times to intersect continuously.  

  Before Danny unlocks the Overlook hotel’s clock, Jack already had difficulty adjusting to a 

future temporality. Whereas Danny saw a dead purple woman in the bathtub of Room 217, Jack sees that 

“lying in the tub, naked, lolling almost weightless in the water, was George, a knife stuck in his 

chest” (King 2012, 399). In this nightmarish situation, the first words Jack’s former student utters are “You 

set the timer ahead” (ibid: 399). George’s accusation implies that the crux of Jack’s haunting and guilt lies 

in a manipulation of time, specifically the manipulation of the future. Jack creates an interference with 

time, a form of taboo since no normal individual has the power to alter time, nor death. George echoes 

Jack’s thoughts when he repeats a second time, “you set the timer ahead and then you tried to stab me to 

death” (ibid: 399). The student’s gruesome death foreshadows Jack’s own death as resulting from his ina-

bility to adapt to the permeation of Danny’s shine throughout the hotel.  

Jack’s desire to murder Danny epitomizes the loss of control over his own future. Here, King utiliz-
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es a core trope in contemporary American Gothic: the destruction of the family unit. Malin asserts that the 

image of the family is one of stability: “Because the family is usually considered a stable unit, new Ameri-

can Gothic tries to destroy it—the assumption is that if the family cannot offer security, nothing 

can” (1962, 50). More specific to The Shining, Lauren Christie asserts that the Torrance family is “a broken 

family with a stereotypical Americana façade … a seemingly idyllic American family” (2017, 10). This 

image of stability merely “highlights the illusion of tranquility, masking an undercurrent of panic and 

rage.” (ibid: 11). The destruction of family unit—the family being one aspect that ought to remain stable in 

an individual’s life—shatters any hopes for stability and subsequently diffracts into other facets of the indi-

vidual’s life. Serving as a microcosm of American society, the Torrance family’s destruction or downfall 

would thereby suggest the destruction of society as a whole. The fact that Jack is responsible for his fami-

ly’s disintegration suggests that he is responsible for his future—a future in which he fails in his pursuit of 

the American Dream. At the moment Jack succumbed to the Overlook’s malice, he eliminated any chance 

of succeeding. Whereas Danny represents the fear surrounding the decline of the American Dream in a near 

future, Jack represents its failure in recent American history.  

Conclusion 

 The Shining elucidates the tension between the desire and hope of the American Dream and bit-

ter disenchantment. After the 1960s, a period of social movements and revolutions, the 1970s was “a dec-

ade of disillusion, cynicism, bitterness, and anger” (Lewis 2002) as a result of three major events: the Vi-

etnam War, Watergate, and the Cold War. These events plunged American society into a period of uncer-

tainty, unstable economy, and skepticism towards democracy. Lawrence Samuel notes radio broadcastings 

in the 1970s as revealing the generalized perception of American Dream:  

The crisis in confidence and erosion of faith in the American Dream were … by-products of 

the shaky economy, energy shortages, and the realization that we were not as invincible as we once 

were or at least believed we were. Disillusionment with our own government played the biggest 

role in our loss of idealism, however, the American Dream simply incompatible with a cynical view 

of the future. (2012, 102) 

Indeed, there was an ever-growing fear for the future of American society and its values. American 

citizens were confused and frustrated, but more importantly concerned with the future, and concerned that 

“the very future of … the ‘American Dream’ might be in question” (Lewis 2002). The precariousness of 
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the American Dream in the 1970s mirrors the haunting Jack feels at the Overlook, when “He began to feel 

afraid, but the very dreamlike quality of his fear told him this was not real. Yet that could not contain the 

fear. So many things at the Overlook seemed like dreams” (King 2012, 398). Writing The Shining in this 

decade of disillusionment, King’s work exploits the supernatural concept of ‘shining’ to reflect the society 

in which he was writing; Danny, the quintessence of the shine, accesses and embodies the future to demon-

strate the uncertainty and fear for the fate of the American Dream in the seventies through the uncertainty 

and fear for his own survival.  

Contemporary American Gothic seeks to showcase the dark side of the American Dream, a goal 

that individuals work towards in their everyday present-time. Jack Torrance initially personifies the aver-

age American citizen who strives for the Dream and conforms to the conventional, linear interplay between 

past and present temporalities. His inclination to look back onto the past (“backward-looking”) reinforces 

his desire to be a self-made man and continuously shapes his immediate present. In parallel, the American 

society in 1960s were also looking back at the previous decade in order to shape their immediate present in 

expanding the definition of the American Dream.  

Through the shine, Danny, a child who represents the promise of a better future, simultaneously ac-

cesses the past, present, and future, and embodies these multiple temporalities at once. The boy’s fear of his 

imminent death evokes the 1970s American fear for the fate of the American Dream. The decline of the 

Dream is propelled when Danny unlocks the Overlook clock and extends his non-linear experience of time 

to Jack, inevitably leading to Jack’s failure. King’s manipulation of time and temporality, especially 

through the incorporation of the future in his use of the shine, allows him to modernize the American Goth-

ic genre to reflect more accurately the contemporary issues of 1970s America, namely its fear for the 

Dream’s future, a Dream that is intrinsically connected to the American national identity. By unlocking 

time in The Shining, King unlocks the American Gothic genre, opening a new array of possibilities for the 

field of Gothic fiction.  
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“The town knew about darkness”: An analysis of Stephen King’s treatment of 

small town America in his novel ‘Salem’s Lot. 

Yann Teyssou 

 

Abstract: 

Small town America, when considered as an idea, can serve to represent the ideal American space. 

As a space, it is often associated with uncorrupted community, social and family ideals and maintains 

a mythic and important role in American culture. Small town America, also, is a recurring setting uti-

lised in the novels of Stephen King. However, King’s novels often serve to subvert the notion of the 

idyllic and sleepy small town. In his novel ‘Salem’s Lot, King presents a small town which, under the 

guise of the idyllic and blissful small town, lies a level of malevolence and evil which serves to con-

tradict the idealism often associated with the idea of the small town. In doing so, King presents a ra-

ther harsh critique of the American small town ideal and narrative, which this article aims to explore. 

The analysis of ‘Salem’s Lot details a repeated subversion and interrogation of the idea of the idyllic 

small town in its representation of the fictional small town of Jerusalem’s Lot, highlighting King’s 

critique, which borders often on a harsh criticism. 

 

 

 

 

A consideration of small town America as a metonymy may conjure up images of close-knit, hard-

working communities, populated by decent and conservative families. In the United States, the icono-

graphy and contexts associated with small towns, particularly from the turn of the twentieth century, 

is one which sees these spaces as the purveyors and protectors of uncorrupted community and family 

ideals. Lyn C. Macgregor notes that ‘Americans overwhelmingly describe idealized, even nostalgic, 

versions, actively rejecting more negative stereotypes of small towns and rural places and the people 

who live in them…[Americans] remain focused on a timeless idealization of village life.’ (7) Regard-

less of evidence to the contrary, or indeed literary representations, which may suggest otherwise, the 

regional identity of small town America remains as an idealized place. As suggested by Robert L. 
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Dorman, ‘regional identity has less to do with historicism than with myth, stereotype, and mass psycholo-

gy…it is less analytical than it is emotive.’ (181) Small town America as a concept and ideal is indeed 

‘emotive’. The small town represents an ideal which, as Sheila Webb argues, ‘occupies a mythic place in 

American life and culture.’ (35) Webb describes the small town as holding the role as promoter of ‘a feel-

ing of community, [and as a means to] promote traditional values.’ (35) Small town America as a concept 

and idea is one which represents the idealized American space, with the romantic and quasi-utopian con-

notations often associated with this space. Furthermore, small town America has historically occupied the 

social space as the quintessence of American ideals and values. Webb notes that the small town ‘served 

as the rationale for “why we fight”’ during the Second World War (37). Historically, then, the small town 

was cast with the role as the epitome of American values and ideals. In a metonymic sense, small town 

America can represent the exemplary American space. 

 The idyllic, sleepy small town setting is a literary trope employed in numerous pieces of American 

literature. However, the iconography associated with small town America has developed a varied repre-

sentation in literature, as argued by Ima Honaker Heron: ‘In American literature there has developed con-

tinuously, from the imitative colonial period to the rebellious twentieth century, a marked village and 

small town tradition expressed in multiform ways.’ (537) Indeed, the iconography and literary representa-

tion of the small town has been malleable and changing. The small town has been represented as ‘the 

seed bed of the republican spirit and the source of [American] cultural vigour’ and is often laced with a 

sense of sentimentality, with representations of ‘village life as an intimate, even endearing sort of socie-

ty,’ as seen in works such as Conrad Richter’s The Free Man (Herron, 539). However, the small town has 

also been represented as a space which breeds conformity, immorality, fear of the outsider, sexual impro-

priety, provincialism, and hidden scandal. Herron argues that this shift in representation of the small town 

has its foundations as a microcosm for a deep-seated dissatisfaction with bourgeois American life, ema-

nating particularly during the 1920s (545). Herron states that authors such as Sinclair Lewis ‘saw our 

towns…achieving a triumph of uniform ugliness,’ with depictions of the inhabitants of small town Amer-

ica being one where ‘provincials’ and ‘towns-men were indicted for their petty tyrannies, thinly cloaked 

hypocrisy, smugness, and intellectual sterility.’ (545)  

This negative portrayal of small town America is evident in a variety of twentieth century works 

of literature. A representative selection of these works which subvert the idealism associated with the me-

tonymy of small town America include Grace Metalious’s Peyton Place (1956), Ray Bradbury’s Some-
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thing Wicked This Way Comes (1962) and Ira Levin’s The Stepford Wives (1972). These novels are repre-

sentative of the trend, made prominent by writers such as Lewis, which presents small town settings 

which, under the surface of the idyllic, sleepy small town setting laced with an everybody-knows-

everybody communal and political structure, lies a sub-surface level that taints the almost utopian ideal 

which, as aforementioned, the American small town often serves to represent. Lewis’s Main Street (1920) 

represents a literary denunciation of small town America. The iconoclastic Main Street details the attempts 

of the inhabitants of Gopher Prairie to reject the character of Carol Milford’s attempts to bring progressive 

ideas and culture to their little town. Lewis’s portrayal of the town of Gopher Prairie is bleak. He writes: 

‘[Gopher Prairie] was unprotected and unprotecting; there was no dignity in it nor any hope 

of greatness…It was not a place to live in, not possibly, not conceivably…The people- they’d be as 

drab as their houses, as flat as their fields. She couldn’t stay here. She would have to wrench loose 

from this man, and flee.’ (34)  

 

This gloom-ridden depiction of small town America is particularly pertinent within the American 

gothic tradition, too. The small town is a setting adopted in earlier gothic works also, as seen in nineteenth 

century works such as Hawthorne’s ‘Young Goodman Brown’ (1835) which features a small village 

known as Salem possibly inhabited by a community of devil-worshippers who believe ‘Evil is the nature 

of mankind.’ (33)  However, as aforementioned, this treatment of the small town setting is particularly evi-

dent in 20th century works, such as Lovecraft’s The Shadow Over Innsmouth (1936) and Robert Bloch’s 

Psycho (1959), with the latter featuring a murdering motel-owner in the small town of Fairvale. Indeed, 

Capote’s non-fiction novel In Cold Blood (1966) also adopts this tradition, with Capote detailing the intru-

sion of a brutal act of murder into the town of Holcomb, Kansas and the subsequent disruption this crime 

brings to the previously innocent town. Indeed, the extremely influential television series, Rod Serling’s 

The Twilight Zone, and the films produced by Hammer Studios, as noted by Wiater et al., ‘contributed to 

the expansion of the “old dark house” mythos to include, as in Lovecraft’s work, an entire town.’ (187) It 

is in this gothic tradition with which Stephen King represents his small town America settings, as will be 

evidenced.  

The seemingly idyllic, small town setting is employed frequently in the fictional oeuvre of Stephen 

King. However, King’s work often serves to manipulate and critique this notion of the sleepy small town, 

much akin to the works by Lewis et al. In his novel ‘Salem’s Lot (1975) , King portrays a small town set-
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ting which appears to be an ideal and blissful community on the surface, but in reality, harbours an under-

belly of dark secret and horror. His small town finds itself tainted by a presence of evil which contradicts 

the idealism and romantic connotations often associated with the idea of the small town. King is adopting 

the literary tradition that is present in the aforementioned representative selection of other American liter-

ary works. King’s New England small town operates under a façade of normalcy and regularity which is 

eventually stripped down, often illuminating the town’s dark and corrupt nature. In doing so, King presents 

a critique of the American small town ideal and narrative, which often borders on a fully-fledged criticism 

in which he illustrates the faults of small towns. Demonstrated in his work is an interrogation and criticism 

of the communal mechanics of small town America, in particular of small town Maine, and indeed of the 

inhabitants with which he populates his fictional towns. King populates his fictional small town settings 

with provincial, narrowminded characters who resent any threat to the small town social equilibrium. The 

would-be heroes, and indeed victims, of his fiction are those who are marginalized by this small town pro-

vincialism. Those ostracized by their communities for not conforming to small town expectations, ideals 

and categorizations of social acceptability are the characters who play a pivotal role in the fate of King’s 

small towns, as evidenced in ‘Salem’s Lot. Furthermore, King’s monsters also threaten the supposed small 

town American ideals, imposing on these communities a sense of foreboding, evil, danger, and fear. These 

novels have indeed been subject to a variety of previous scholarly analysis and consideration. However, an 

in depth critical analysis of King’s treatment of these small town settings, which are particularly notewor-

thy and crucial aspects of these novels, has been neglected. This article aims to provide this previously ne-

glected analysis.  

 It is important to note that small town America as an image and idea can be considered in mul-

tiform ways due to the different types of small towns that exist within such a vast country. Miles Orvell 

notes these differences, asking: 

‘Yet for all [of small town America’s] generic character, consider the range of referents em-

bedded in this most familiar of icons: Do we mean the New England town with its traditional vil-

lage green, with commercial streets bordering it, and featuring a steepled church that calls the com-

munity together in a symbolic whole, both political and religious? Or do we mean the southern 

town, with its courthouse square at the centre, the streets coming into it, typically from four direc-

tions, forming a communal, commercial and legal centre that gives precedence to secular culture? 

Or do we mean the linear Main Street of the Midwest, from one to six blocks long usually…with 
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commercial buildings fronting the street on one or, usually, two sides, providing a matrix for future 

growth that might expand laterally from the street itself as the town expands?’ (13) 

As noted by Orvell, small town America, in its most generic sense, presents an issue of ‘multiplicity 

almost too vast to be assimilated into a single phrase or concept’ (13). The vast amount of King’s literature 

takes place in small towns within the New England state of Maine. On a micro level, then, King can be 

considered to be writing fiction which deals with small town New England, specifically small town Maine. 

Maine as a regional influence on King’s work is obvious. In an interview with Professor Burton Hatlen of 

the University of Maine at Orono, Johnathan P. Davies poses the question of whether growing up in Maine 

had a profound effect on King as a writer, to which Hatlen responds:  

‘[Steinbeck and Faulkner] are writers that have had a strong impact on him; he continues to 

read both of them. What he saw in both of them was a regional kind of focus. Although he’s obvi-

ously set books elsewhere than in Maine, I think he feels most comfortable here. He feels he knows 

the state, he knows the feel of life here.’ (147) 

 Indeed, this ‘regional…focus’ is particularly pertinent within the work of King given his focus on 

small towns in Maine as a recurring setting in his literature. King’s treatment of the small town within the 

region of Maine will be the subject of analysis and interrogation. 

 

‘Salem’s Lot 

A consideration of King’s second novel, ‘Salem’s Lot, will demonstrate King’s literary critique of 

small town America; specifically of small town Maine. There are numerous ways in which King presents 

his critique that are evident throughout the novel. For instance, he portrays many of the townspeople of 

‘salem’s Lot as provincial, narrowminded individuals who are distrusting of strangers, whilst simultaneous-

ly highlighting the isolation of small towns. Many of the townsfolk exhibit characteristics which subvert 

idyllic assumptions about the communities of small towns such as alcoholism and a tendency for domestic 

violence, which serves to further question, and indeed subvert, idyllic assumptions about small towns. Fur-

thermore, King also details the reaction to otherness by the population of ‘salem’s Lot by demonstrating 

the social othering of George Middler because of his homosexuality, an unacceptable sexual identity within 

the ‘salem’s Lot community. ‘Salem’s Lot also presents a small town inundated with gossip and communal 

and social surveillance, with this being an inherent and imperative part of the town’s communal mechanics. 

King also details the history of ‘salem’s Lot as one which is laced with evil and tragedy, also demonstrat-
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ing King’s subversion of the ideal small town narrative. Lastly, the fall of ‘salem’s Lot to the infestation of 

vampirism at the hands of Barlow has its roots in the townsfolk’s lack of unity, further questioning the 

neighbourliness often associated with small towns. An analysis of these points throughout ‘Salem’s Lot 

will give indication into King’s critique and interrogation of the small town narrative and ideal. 

The reaction of the inhabitants of Jerusalem’s Lot to Ben Mears’s return is emblematic of King’s 

treatment of the small town as a space which is both provincial and narrowminded, with an inherent fear of 

the stranger, or outsider. Upon his return to ‘salem’s Lot, the character of Ben Mears is immediately en-

trusted with the role of outsider, regardless of his personal feelings of belonging to the small town: ‘If there 

was a home, it had been here. Even if it had only been four years, it was his.’ (5) As noted by James E. 

Hicks, Ben ‘revives a sense of his belonging to a particular place and recalls the security of his boy-

hood.’ (76) However, despite having spent a portion of his childhood in ‘salem’s Lot, Ben is treated by the 

township’s inhabitants with trepidation and suspicion. The town’s inhabitants are conservative and provin-

cial, averse to individuals of Ben’s ilk. Ben’s success as an author further accentuates his position as out-

sider and the suspicion and trepidation that he is treated with by members of the ‘salem’s Lot community. 

This is evidenced in the reaction of Ann Norton, the mother of Susan, with whom Ben strikes up a relation-

ship not long after his arrival. The conservative and provincial nature of the character of Ann is demon-

strated when she expresses worry over the content of Ben’s novels. She states: ‘“The paper said there were 

some pretty lurid prison scenes, too. Boys getting together with boys’”. (21) Her suspicion of Ben is accen-

tuated further by Mabel Werts’s assertion that Ben’s literary work ‘wasn’t writing but just a sexbook, pure 

and simple.’ (23) Ann’s suspicion of Ben lies in the fact that Ben is a stranger who writes literature that is 

antithetical to her provincial, small town ideals: 

‘Ann Norton watched [Ben and Susan] from the window. She had called the drugstore earli-

er. No, Miss Coogan said, with something like glee. Not here. [Ben and Susan] haven’t been in. 

Where have you been, Susan? Oh, where have you been? Her mouth twisted down into a helpless 

ugly grimace. Go away, Ben Mears. Go away and leave her alone.’ (113) 

Evidenced in Ann Norton’s reaction to Ben Mears is a narrowmindedness and provincialism born 

from the fact that she has been raised and resided in small town America, with small town perception and 

conceptual tendencies. She fears Ben because she does not know Ben, and therefore does not understand 

him. Although these fears may be of a universal nature, they are important in instilling in the reader a fur-

ther sense of the distrust of unfamiliar people and accentuating the sense of provincialism that is evident 



34 

with regards to King’s portrayal of ‘salem’s Lot. Ben’s position as outsider is further demonstrated in Su-

san’s warning to him, in which she advises him to start locking his bedroom door, as he must begin ‘“to 

think of [himself] as under suspicion.”’ (114) Ben is treated with suspicion by some of the township’s 

people because he is a stranger, and is therefore considered, by those such as Ann Norton, as a threat to 

small town communal equilibrium. Ann believes that Ben ‘had come out of nowhere and might disappear 

back there just as quickly…She distrusted the creative male with an instinctive small-town dislike’ (106). 

Ben is an outsider, ‘the stranger in town,’ and will remain so, as Sheriff Parkins Gillespie reminds him: 

‘“And you oughtta know how things are in places like ‘salem’s Lot… You’re the stranger in town until 

you been here twenty years.”’ (96-97). The fear and suspicion the townspeople exhibit towards Ben is 

mirrored in their suspicion of the other new strangers, Barlow and Straker. Although, on this occasion, 

their suspicions are justified. This distrust of those unfamiliar is one of myriad ways in which King’s crit-

icism of small town America’s communal mechanics is expressed. 

 Barlow and the elusive Straker are treated with a similar sense of suspicion by the townspeo-

ple as demonstrated in the reception Ben Mears receives. The desire of Barlow and Straker to open an 

antique furniture store in ‘salem’s Lot is peculiar because, as noted as the character of Larry Crockett, 

‘“[‘salem’s Lot] cannot support a fancy furniture and antique place.”’ (54) Evident, also, in Larry’s asser-

tion regarding the opening of the antique furniture store is the isolation of the town of ‘salem’s Lot, which 

makes this venture seem unsustainable. In Larry’s exchange with Straker, however, the suspicion of the 

outsider or stranger that is indicative of King’s portrayal of the inhabitants of his small towns becomes 

clear yet again:  

‘“But you don’t come from these parts, do you?” 

“Does that have bearing?” Straker raised his eyebrows. 

“Sure it does. This isn’t Boston or New York. It’s not going to be a matter of me keepin’ 

my lip buttoned. People are going to talk. Why, there’s an old biddy over on Railroad Street, name 

of Mabel Werts, who spends all day with a pair of binoculars-” 

“I don’t care about the townspeople. My partner doesn’t care about the townspeople. The 

townspeople always talk… Soon they will accept us.”’ (56) 

Indeed, the townspeople of ‘salem’s Lot ‘will always talk,’ as demonstrated by the treatment of 

both Ben Mears and Barlow and Straker (56). ‘Salem’s Lot’s population, as Larry notes, will treat Barlow 

and Straker with suspicion and trepidation not only because of the peculiarity of opening an antique furni-
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ture store in the small town, but also because they are strangers to town, who are notable because they’re 

individuals who ‘don’t come from these parts.’ (56) Furthermore, as aforementioned, the isolation of the 

small town of ‘salem’s Lot is demonstrated by Barlow and Straker’s business venture; albeit this isolation 

suits the desires of Barlow and Straker to remain unimpeded in Barlow’s eventual infestation of vampirism 

amongst the community. However, this sense of the isolation of ‘salem’s Lot is worthy of investigation re-

garding King’s treatment of small towns. King portrays ‘salem’s Lot as a space where a business venture 

such as an antique furniture store is unsustainable. However, despite the difficulties of maintaining such a 

business in the small town of ‘salem’s Lot, Straker notes that the town ‘is on a highway which serves tour-

ists and summer residents. These are the people with whom we expect to do the bulk of our business.’ (54) 

It is important to consider, also, the motivations for Barlow and Straker in choosing ‘salem’s Lot, which is 

the isolation of the town. However, despite ‘salem’s Lot’s close vicinity to a highway, the town remains 

isolated. As the novel draws to a close, King writes that ‘through-travellers still passed by on Route 12, 

seeing nothing of the Lot but an Elks billboard and a thirty-five-mile-an-hour speed sign. Outside the town 

they went back up to sixty and perhaps dismissed it with a single thought: Christ, what a dead little 

place.’ (415-416) While also highlighting the town’s isolation, King demonstrates a sense of the economic 

non-viability of small towns, with the peculiarity of the opening of the antique furniture store indicating 

this. This is also illustrated when King describes the difficulties faced by local ‘salem’s Lot business, stat-

ing that ‘the conglomerates had eaten up the last of the independents.’ (35) The economic non-viability of 

‘salem’s Lot is an important characteristic of the town as it reflects contemporary concerns regarding the 

effects of large corporations on small communities. Todd L. Matthews describes the results of the field of 

study into such effects, stating:  

‘Research into the nature of the relationship between local communities and powerful exter-

nal forces such as large corporations has permeated the social sciences for decades… The conclu-

sions reached in this literature tend to emphasize negative characteristics of external corporate pene-

tration into localities’ (1315) 

‘Salem’s Lot is presented as a town that faces economic issues and as a community which remains 

in isolation from outsiders, which can be considered to accentuate the provincial distrust with which the 

townspeople treat newcomers and strangers. Further analysis of the inhabitants of ‘salem’s Lot will give 

indication into the ways in which King portrays small town townspeople as characters who often subvert 

the idealism and communal ideal the small town can often represent. 
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 King populates his Jerusalem’s Lot setting with characters who, due to myriad of flaws, con-

tradict idyllic assumptions about the communities and inhabitants of small towns. The townspeople are 

individuals who are exhibit characteristics which unsettle idyllic assumptions about the populations of 

small towns, such as alcoholism, infidelity, and domestic abuse. In one of the few critical pieces which 

analyses King’s treatment of place and the ways in which ‘’Salem’s Lot shatters its readers’ sense of…

their idealization of small town America,’ Hicks argues that ‘the horror of ‘Salem’s Lot stems from its re-

alistic exposure of small town America.’ (76) Hicks’ analysis is useful in its interrogation of the portrayal 

of the small town of Jerusalem’s Lot. ‘Salem’s Lot does indeed overturn the premise of the small town as 

the pleasant and welcoming space, while also highlighting the flaws, and indeed humanity, of its popula-

tion. Consideration of these troubled characters further emphasises King’s denunciation of small towns, 

and in particular, of small town Maine. One such character is Weasel Craig, who spends the majority of his 

time either inebriated or debilitated from the aftereffects of his excessive drinking. On his introduction in 

the novel, the reader is informed that ‘His hangover wasn’t as bad had been on occasion. He had been out 

at Dell’s until it closed at one, but he had only had two dollars and hadn’t been able to cadge many beers 

after that was gone.’ (42) Furthermore, Weasel’s breakfast consists of ‘a bottle of warm beer for up here 

and a box of government-donated-commodities oatmeal for downstairs.’ (43) Weasel’s alcoholism and 

troubled situation is antithetical to the small town America ideal as it enables, as Hicks argues, a realiza-

tion that small towns are indeed ‘corruptible, [and] that small town America is not a bulwark against de-

pravity.’ (76) Although Weasel is not necessarily a depraved or morally corrupt character, there are other 

characters in ‘Salem’s Lot who can be considered as so. For instance, the abusive and adulterous relation-

ship of the characters of Bonnie and Reggie Sawyer demonstrate King’s portrayal of small town populace 

who are indeed corrupt. Bonnie is engaged in an adulterous relationship with Corey Bryant. However, 

when the abusive Reggie realizes this, his depravity and malevolence is evident. He threatens to shoot Co-

rey, and then turns his attention to Bonnie: ‘Reggie looked down at [Corey] for a moment, smiling gently, 

and then reversed the shotgun so the butt end was up. He turned to the bedroom. “Here I come, Bonnie. 

Ready or not.” Bonnie Sawyer began to scream.’ (233) Reggie’s violent nature is clear, and although Bon-

nie’s infidelity is arguably a form of escape from her abusive relationship and not the product of an immo-

rality of sorts, their relationship demonstrate how King also disrupts idyllic notions about relationships in 

small town America. Following Reggie’s discovery, Bonnie resumes the role of obedient housewife, 

whose ‘bruises are just beginning to fade,’ and becomes victim to Reggie’s nightly raping of her: ‘[Reggie] 
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has raped her every night since then.’ (342) The characters of Weasel Craig, Bonnie Sawyer, and Reggie 

Sawyer, albeit only a representative selection of some of ‘salem’s Lot’s morally corrupt townspeople, 

demonstrate King’s tendency to populate his small town settings with characters who enable a criticism of 

small town communities as these characters further disturb any notions of the small town as the blissful 

space. 

 King’s treatment of the reaction to otherness by the population of ‘salem’s Lot provides a fur-

ther indication into his criticism of small towns; specifically of small town communal mechanics. Consid-

eration of the treatment of the character of George Middler illustrates an aversion to those who defy the 

norm amongst the townspeople of ‘salem’s Lot. George Middler is homosexual and is forced to hide his 

homosexuality as it does not conform to salem’s Lot’s social norm nor acceptability. Middler’s position as 

other is demonstrated in the way in which other townspeople are described as understanding him. For in-

stance, Dud Rogers, a social reject in his own right and the custodian of the town dump, considers Middler 

to be a ‘prissy-faced’ individual with a ‘fruity voice.’ (145, 51) Dud’s estimation of Middler has clear ho-

mophobic undertones to it, evident in the adjectives he uses to describe him. Homosexuality is a stigma in 

‘salem’s Lot, made further evident by the fact that even a social reject like Dud, with ‘hunchback’ and 

‘curious cocked head,’ can latch onto as a means of engaging in ‘salem’s Lot’s communal othering of Mid-

dler (49). Characters such as Dud, as Sean Eads notes, can ‘latch onto [Middler’s homosexuality] as a way 

of elevating themselves’ in their social standing in ‘salem’s Lot. Middler occupies the role as other be-

cause, as argued by Eads, ‘the township’s culture is founded on heterosocial norms that govern its response 

to every event. Homophobia becomes a key element of the novel as characters consistently rationalize 

strange occurrences and instinctive uneasiness by filtering it through a homophobic bias.’ (83)  Eads’ anal-

ysis, furthermore, is justified and demonstrated by the sense of homophobia is also evident in the town’s 

suspicions of Barlow and Straker. Parkins Gillespie seeks information on both Straker and Barlow, and 

when he receives it, he’s informed that ‘“[Barlow and Straker] may be queer for each other.”’ To which he 

responds, ‘“Yeah…About what I thought.’ (142) Homosexuality, in ‘salem’s Lot, along with being a 

stranger or newcomer, is the most prominent mark of otherness that may be placed upon an individual 

within the community. Homosexuality defies any categorizations of social acceptability in ’salem’s Lot, 

therefore illustrating the homophobic tendencies of the social structure of the town, and indeed of numer-

ous characters, as evidenced. Like the homophobic element of the town’s community, there is a gossip-

culture and communal surveillance that occurs in ‘salem’s Lot, further highlighting King’s critique of 



38 

small town mannerisms.  

 Gossip and communal surveillance are infused into the ‘salem’s Lot community. It is a fa-

voured pastime amongst the townspeople that maintains an almost ritualistic quality. The proliferation of 

this gossip-culture leads to surveillance, of both strangers and familiars, which establishes an everybody-

knows-everybody communal and social structure in ‘salem’s Lot. In ‘Salem’s Lot, King dedicates a small 

section to describing the importance of gossip and communal surveillance to the town and the townspeo-

ple. He writes: ‘The telephone wires make an odd humming on clear, cool days, almost as if vibrating 

with the gossip that is transmitted through them’ (102). The passage goes on to describe the transmission 

of gossip amongst a number of the townsfolk, illustrating its importance in this small town society. King 

writes:  

‘“…and he paid with an old twenty, Mabel, one of the big ones. Clyde said he hadn’t seen 

one of those since the run on the Gates Bank and Trust in 1930. He was…”  

“…yes, he is a peculiar sort of man, Evvie. I’ve seen him through my binocs, trundling 

around behind the house with a wheelbarrer. Is he up there alone, I wonder, or…” 

“…Crockett might know, but he won’t tell. He’s keeping shut about it. He was always 

a…” 

“…writer at Eva’s. I wonder if Floyd Tibbits knows he’s been…”’ 

“[…] …funny, him coming and that little Glick boy…” 

The wires hum. And hum. And hum.’  (102) 

Demonstrated in the above passage is King’s interrogation with gossip-culture in small towns. 

King portrays gossip in ‘salem’s Lot as a stable, and continuous, characteristic of the town, and as an im-

portant ritual for the townspeople to take part in. In the segment of gossip provided, the reader notices not 

only gossip about the newcomers and strangers, Ben, Barlow, and Straker, but also about familiars and 

long-time community members, such as Larry Crockett. This proliferation of gossip also demonstrates 

the surveillance of those in ‘salem’s Lot by their fellow community members, which leads to the for-

mation of the aforementioned everybody-knows-everybody communal structure. Indeed, this is noted by 

Johnathan P. Davies, who argues that: ‘The people of Jerusalem’s Lot are more concerned with the moral 

status of their neighbours than their own.’ (92) The town’s population has an inherent desire for gossip, 

further evidenced by Mabel Werts’s important social standing as the town’s gossip repository, whom 

people call because she consistently has ‘the gossip of the hour and [is] eager for more.’ (316) The 
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‘salem’s Lot community may appear to be a place, as described in the novel’s prologue, ‘where everyone 

minded his own business’ (XV). However, King’s portrayal of the small town community as one which is 

laced with gossip and social surveillance contradicts this notion, and indeed the notion of the idyllic and 

blissful small town, demonstrating further King’s critique of small town social and communal manner-

isms. 

 King’s critique of small towns is made further evident by the dark and tragic history he gives 

to the town of ‘salem’s Lot. This dark history, laced with tragedy and scandal, serves to further King’s 

subversion of the idyllic and calm which can often be associated with the idea of the small town. King de-

scribes the tainted history of the town, stating: ‘The town knew about darkness.’ (208) ‘Salem’s Lot is a 

town that has known tragedy, with recurring references to the ‘Fire of ‘51’ illustrating this. The ‘Fire of 

’51,’ described as the result of an event where ‘a carelessly tossed match started one of the largest forest 

fires in the state’s history’ is a crucial part of the town’s history which is consistently referred to and 

which alludes to the town’s knowledge of ‘darkness’ (XV, 208). As the novel progresses, King’s omnisci-

ent narrator informs the reader that the ‘Fire of ‘51’ was not the result of carelessness or negligence, but 

rather a sinister act on the part of one who should be the champion of the small town, which further accen-

tuates King’s critique of small towns. King writes: 

‘They know that a fire burned up half of the town in that smoke-hazed September of 1951, 

but they don’t know that it was set, and they don’t know that the boy who set it graduated valedic-

torian of his class in 1953 and went on to make a hundred thousand dollars on Wall Street, and 

even if they had known, they would not have known the compulsion that drove him to it or the 

way it ate at his mind for the next twenty years’ (211). 

The above extract provides numerous indications of King’s critique of small towns. Firstly, the 

extract refers to the town’s tragic history, with the devastation caused by the historic fire. However, the 

most crucial aspect of the extract is the fact that the reader learns that the fire was deliberately set by the 

boy who ‘graduated valedictorian of his class’ (211). The importance of this in further demonstrating 

King’s critique of small towns is twofold. Firstly, it accentuates the tragedy of the ‘Fire of ‘51’ by indicat-

ing that it was not an accident, but rather a sinister and deliberate act, which taints the history. Secondly, it 

is whom the fire was set by that further subverts the idealism that can be associated with small towns. The 

fire being set by one who is a model citizen of ‘salem’s Lot provides further evidence of King’s particular 

treatment of small towns in his work as it demonstrates that the even the most revered of citizens of small 
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towns can be morally malevolent and corrupt. As David Punter notes, ‘King speaks to small town values: 

he criticises them’ (164). King’s criticism of small town values is again demonstrated through the fact that 

the ‘Fire of ‘51’ was deliberately started by a would-be ideal member of the ‘salem’s Lot community, 

which suggests the corruptibility of small town citizens, and indeed of small towns themselves. 

 The eventual capitulation of ‘salem’s Lot to the infestation of vampirism provides further indi-

cation of King’s critique of the small town. Indeed, the eventual destruction of a town is a recurring theme 

in King’s work, as will be discussed. However, with regards to ‘Salem’s Lot, the means in which this 

comes about is important in the analysis of King’s treatment of small towns. As the novel draws to a close, 

‘Salem’s Lot succumbs to the vampire infestation, despite the best efforts of the protagonists and their 

eventual defeat of Barlow. King describes the defeated town, writing:    

‘’Salem’s Lot slept darkly, and the vampires walked its streets and country roads like a 

trace memory of evil…The town was dead. All at once [Ben] knew it for sure and true…He began 

to cry. He was still crying when he drove past the Elks sign, which read: “You are now leaving Je-

rusalem’s Lot, a nice little town. Come again!”’ (416-419). 

It is important to consider the reasons for the death of ‘salem’s Lot that go beyond the core expla-

nation of the infestation of vampirism. The townspeople, as aforementioned, are provincial and suspicious 

of strangers. However, they are also suspicious of their neighbours. Once strange occurrences begin in the 

town, they do not band together as a community to help prevent further tragedy. Rather, they begin to drift 

further apart and to harbour cautious distrust of each other. It is in this communal distrust and disunity that 

King’s critique of small town and small town communities comes further to the fore. The inhabitants of 

‘salem’s Lot are inherently untrusting and suspicious of each other, with this wariness being accentuated 

as the strange occurrences begin to increase in number exponentially. King describes this disunity, writing: 

‘Some inner part of them had absorbed the danger, and tonight doors were locked in the Lot that had not 

been locked in years…if ever.’ (360) Coupling this fear with the gossip-culture which taints ‘salem’s Lot 

illustrates the townspeople’s disunity and distrust for each other. In ‘salem’s Lot, there is conformity, not 

unity. Johnathan P. Davies elaborates on this point, stating:  

‘…’Salem’s Lot is a town of people who are so busy finding faults in their neighbours that 

they are not able to unite in battle against the vampires that are preying upon them. The novel is 

not so much about vampires as it is about the fall of a community resulting from a breach of faith 

among brothers and sisters...The citizens have not been destroyed by vampires as much as they 
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have destroyed themselves because of their inability to change and correct their own lives through 

moral maturity.’ (47) 

Furthermore, it is those who do not conform to small town behavioural expectations who are them-

selves most prepared to fight against Barlow. Ben does not conform because he is an outsider and stranger. 

Mark Petrie is a character who is well equipped to try and fight the impending vampirism through his 

knowledge of horror film and horror folklore, who answers when asked by Susan how he ‘know[s] so 

much’: ‘I read the monster magazines…and go to see the movies when I can. Usually I have to tell my 

mom I’m going to see Walt Disney.’ (280) At the close of the novel, it is Ben and Mark who set ‘salem’s 

Lot alight to finally defeat the vampires. Those who conformed to small town behavioural expectations 

fall. As argued by Davies, ‘salem’s Lot falls due to the inability of its inhabitants to unify and fight against 

the vampiric infestation, and those who do manage to fight are the ones who can be considered outsiders 

and non-conformers within the town. King’s critique of small town communal mechanics is made evident 

in the eventual fall of ‘salem’s Lot by illustrating the fatality of the conformity and suspicion, and the lack 

of unity, of the townspeople. 

 ‘Salem’s Lot provides a clear demonstration of King’s treatment of small town America, spe-

cifically small town Maine, within his literature. As evidenced, throughout ‘Salem’s Lot King portrays a 

town that is tainted by provincialism and fear of strangers, illustrated particularly in the town’s treatment 

of Ben. Indeed, Barlow and Straker are treated with a similar sense of suspicion through virtue of being 

unknown to the town. However, their arrival and subsequent opening of an antique furniture store demon-

strates the isolation of the small town of ‘salem’s Lot. Furthermore, King critiques the small town by popu-

lating it with characters who bare a variety of flaws, from alcoholism to domestic abuse and violence. The 

population of ‘salem’s Lot are also averse to otherness, illustrated by the townspeople’s treatment of the 

George Middler, a sexual other because of his homosexuality which defies categorizations of social accept-

ability within ‘salem’s Lot. King’s critique is further illuminated by the proliferation of gossip-culture and 

communal surveillance he portrays as occurring within ‘salem’s Lot. King further subverts the notion of 

the idyllic small town by giving ‘salem’s Lot a history that is tainted by evil and tragedy. Finally, the even-

tual defeat of ‘salem’s Lot has its foundations in a lack of communal unity amongst the population of the 

small town, which is antithetical to the small town ideal of communal unity and neighbourliness. Indeed, 

the character of Matt Burke notes that: ‘There’s little good in sedentary small towns. Mostly indifference 

spiced with an occasional vapid evil- or worse, a conscious one.’ (119) ‘Salem’s Lot portrays King’s ques-
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tioning and interrogation of the small town ideal, and demonstrates his rather harsh critique of this ideal 

through his portrayal of the town of Jerusalem’s Lot.  
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Abstract 

There is little doubt that, as far as transatlantic influences go, Stephen King’s The Dark Tower (1982-2012) 
owes much to Arthurian legend. This goes from self-evident parallels (King Arthur as the ‘first gunsling-
er’), to more complex constellations like the Fisher King and Wasteland parable in the relationship between 
the gunslingers and their territory. By way of a close reading and cultural contextualization, this paper plac-
es the Fisher King and related Arthurian symbolism at the heart of the formation and depiction of a post-
apocalyptic Historical West in The Dark Tower. It relates underlying motifs of Arthurian legend to core 
mythological concepts of westward expansion, a process that culminates in an aristocracy of gunslingers 
ruling from a ‘shining city upon a hill’ while the land and society around them are disintegrating. The cha-
os resulting from this tension not only harkens back to T.S. Eliot’s Waste Land and Jessie Weston’s From 
Ritual to Romance, but also points to the inhospitable wilderness beyond civilization––a world that, in- 
universe, has ‘moved on’ from the benevolent feudalism of the lords of Gilead. Stephen King has con-
structed a unique mythopoetic platform for Arthurian legend, and it is the aim of this paper to utilize his 
magnum opus to showcase the enduring appeal of the Matter of Britain for worldbuilding in popular fic-
tion. When Roland Deschain traverses the frontier wasteland, he navigates a world that can only be seen as 
a temporal and spatial consequence of a distinctly Arthurian melancholia: His quest for the Dark Tower is 
not (only) a search for settling the Promised Land, but a portrait of what happens when the Promised Land 
is lost.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The title of this paper is The Once and Future Promised Land, keeping in spirit with King’s theme of re-

demption and renewal, which is so essential for The Dark Tower as a cyclical narrative; but more im-

portantly, the title reflects the marriage of two vital influences on his worldbuilding: the Arthurian tradition 

and the mythic West.   

There are obvious references to both throughout the series. While these genre characteristics have been suf-

ficiently explored by scholars of King’s works, including Robin Furth, Tony Magistrale, and Patrick 

McAleer, there remains an unasked question: What does Arthur in the West signify? This paper argues that 

the significance of heroic failure in the Arthurian tradition, coupled with the failed promises of Manifest 

Destiny, results in the post-imperial and post-apocalyptic wasteland of Mid-world. 
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I follow Robert Athearn’s description of the mythic west as a “collective title that represented several 

Wests [...] lumped together in the public mind” (1989, 224). As far as Arthurian tradition is concerned, I 

focus on the way it is understood particularly in the nineteenth century, based on Stephanie Barczewski’s 

analysis of heroic failure in British––and by extension, American––culture.  In doing so, I use empire as 

a vehicle to bring Arthur into the West. 

Jumping into the empire of Stephen King’s making, the Mid-world of Roland Deschain’s past, I then 

come back to relate the Fisher King of Mid-world to these ideas of heroic failure, and to his place in the 

imperial domain of Mid-world’s gunslingers. Both imperial expansion and gunslinger culture function 

through violence, a concept which I relate to the wasteland motif of the Fisher King story, as well as to 

the history of environmental consumerism in the American West. The economic exploitation of the land 

(Athearn 1986, 79), along with the overturn of narratives of ‘benevolent imperialism’ (Barczewski 2016, 

13), decisively factored in the failure of the American Dream––and, of course, the Fall of Gilead.  

Lastly, I want to return from Roland’s past to the present-day of his story, i.e. the promise of redemption 

and renewal through his quest. 

BRINGING ARTHUR WEST 

When Jacqueline Kennedy exclaimed that there will never be another Camelot in the White House 

(Lupak and Lupak 1999, 277), the general sentiment contradicts the underlying idea of Arthurian cycli-

cality: Arthur is, after all, Rex Quondam Rexque Futurus, the Once and Future King who is sleeping on 

the Isle of Avalon to the west of Britain until he is needed once more by his people. Arthur’s foretold 

rebirth establishes a first link with the West. Similar to Arthur, the “factual frontier” (Athearn 1989, 274) 

ceased to exist at the turn of the century but continues to be “alive in the national mind” (ibid.). A con-

ceptual rebirth of the imaginary frontier is therefore necessary to continuously negotiate national identi-

ties and ideas of American progress. 

While notions of democracy, liberty and the ‘self-made man’ are closely tied to the topos of the West, 

both Henry Nash Smith (1950, 125) and Robert Athearn (1989, 25) argue that a new aristocracy also 

arose in the West. What Athearn refers to as a “sagebrush nobility” is in fact the powerful faction of cat-

tle barons in the Plains towards the end of the nineteenth century (ibid.). Their feudalistic system includ-

ed mounted servants––cowboys as knights of the West; and in lieu of a coat of arms––their sigul, if you 

will––these cattle baron aristocrats were widely recognized by their cattle brands, insignias that were 
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“respected as sources of power and influence” (ibid.).  

The arrival of more sedentary homesteaders in the first decades of the twentieth century and, later on, of 

industrial agriculture, created tensions with these knight-errants of the West, who believed agriculture to 

be too ‘eastern’ (1989, 42). This notion of pioneer authority reflects a common theme of individualism 

and exceptionalism in human encounters with supposedly new land. These pioneers, then, drew their 

“moral superiority” from an “unsullied land” (1989, 11) of which they saw themselves the keepers. This 

expresses the medieval notion of translatio imperii, the transfer of imperial power from one civilization 

to the next: Like Aeneas of Troy to Italy, and Brutus of Troy to Britain, it is the western pioneer who 

carries the torch of civilization for westward expansion. 

We cannot talk about westward expansion and its imperial undergirdings without Arthur. Not only did 

Arthur undergo a resurgence of popularity in the nineteenth century (Barczewski 2000, 7), but we need 

to consider who these western aristocrats in their settler society were and how they relate to Arthur. The 

image of the “unspoiled West” (Athearn 1989, 53) turned out to be for ‘Anglos only’––other migrants 

were excluded from the God-given right to the Promised Land, not to mention the Indigenous population 

(1989, 56). To these White, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon immigrants, who constituted Athearn’s sagebrush 

nobility, the myth of the West as Garden of Eden and as Promised Land would not have been entirely 

new. They would have been familiar with permutations of it throughout the Arthurian tradition. Avalon 

is, after all, the ‘apple island’, its fertile soil antithetical to the wasteland of the Fisher King or the undo-

mesticated wilderness of the American West. The notion of western aristocracy is inherently one of 

white, Anglo-Saxon supremacy, here with a ruling class of cattle barons. Needless to say, similar feudal-

ist trappings cast the gunslingers on the highest ladder of the social hierarchy of Mid-world, and doom 

them to failure. 

The dream of the imperial garden is as idealized as it is ephemeral: Athearn ascribes the failure of the 

American dream to environmental and economic challenges in the west, such as the ruthless extraction 

of resources (Athearn 1989, 78-9) or the heat, drought and summer blizzards that in the 1930s led to an 

out-migration east and even back to Europe (1989, 83-4). To some on this “exodus” of farmers (1989, 

88), these unruly conditions in the west may well have turned the Promised Land into a veritable waste-

land. 

THE FISHER KING AND THE WASTELAND 
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In The Dark Tower, Roland’s father Steven, the lord of Gilead, is the first point of reference for a Fish-

er King narrative, and also incorporates the idea of ‘heroic failure’ – what Barczewski also refers to as 

“stiff-upper-lip stoicism” (2016, 5). 

Heroic failure emerged as a theme in nineteenth-century Britain when the empire was at its peak, cor-

relating with a resurgent popularity of the Arthurian tradition (Barczewski 2016, vii). Ironically, when 

Barczewski points to non-British examples of heroic failure in collective cultures, her go-to example is 

the American response to Custer’s defeat at Little Big Horn (2016, 17). Only days after the event, Walt 

Whitman spun a virtuous tale of Custer’s supposedly redemptive sacrifice for American progress 

(Slotkin 1998, 10), a sentiment that Barczewski encapsulates as a response to ‘heroic failure’. After 

Roland discovers his mother’s adulterous affair, his father readily admits to him that he has known of 

it for two years (King 1997, 16). Rather than taking action, he remains passive. The decline of his mar-

riage precipitates the civil war that will engulf his kingdom; his ‘heroic failure’ as husband and ruler is 

a theme that resonates with the tale of the Fisher King. 

While never the Fisher King, King Arthur succumbs to his own failures. When the affair between 

Guinevere and Lancelot is discovered, the ensuing civil war divides the Knights of the Round Table 

into two opposing camps: one group siding with Arthur, the other backing Mordred, who in the chaos 

rises to challenge, and kill, his father (Ardrey 2013, 43) –– at a time when Arthur’s empire stretches 

from Scotland to Rome. In Mid-world, another cuckolded husband and king stands on the brink of so-

ciopolitical collapse, if not by threat of his son, then by his former advisor. 

Steven Deschain’s eden-turned-wasteland is of course the literal eden of Mid-world, i.e. New Canaan. 

And at the heart of it is Gilead, the shining city upon a hill that serves as a model of prosperity and 

chivalric values. The biblical names stand for a pastoral idyll that has also helped to idealize the lush 

farmland of the American West. Place names such as Richland, Fairacres, and Wheatland attest to that. 

But this is just one of two perspectives that impacted place-naming conventions at the frontier. The 

other point of view acknowledges the harsh local conditions in place names such as Deadwood, Lost 

Cabin, and Hell’s Canyon (Athearn 1989, 233). In Mid-world, we have instead the Waste Lands, 

Thunderclap, and even Eyebolt Canyon with its lethal bottleneck formation.  

No wonder, then, that next to democratic ideals the quality of frontier or trail life praises a coarse 
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strength and exuberant optimism in westerners as well as in gunslingers (1989, 234). 

 

A GUNSLINGER ARISTOCRACY 

Democratic ideals did not clash with the proud aristocracy Athearn sees in the nineteenth-century west; and 

neither does the system reject the myth of the self-made man. If a “distinction was earned” then it was 

plausible that “an accident of birth” should place “one person above another” (Athearn 1989, 74). This re-

flects the social hierarchy of Gilead in that the heirs of the gunslinger aristocrats are expected to follow in 

their fathers’ footsteps, but have to earn the right to their guns first. Nevertheless, non-aristocratic children 

like Roland’s tet-mate Jamie are also recruited into the barracks if they show promising skills: a splash of 

selective meritocracy keeps the cogs of the feudalistic machine turning.  

This gunslinger aristocracy, while promising the self-made man social distinction and upward mobility, 

upholds other values also prized in the prairie kingdoms of the cattle barons of the west: respectability, au-

thority, and stability (1989, 50). For the same reasons, Arthur was so popular in the nineteenth century: his 

legends reflect an idyllic Britain that needs to be preserved (Barczewski 2000, 9). Upholding ancient tradi-

tions in the face of adversity is an endeavor easily recognized as Gilead’s struggle in its last years. And 

much like Gilead’s gunslingers, nineteenth-century Britain refused to see the brutality at the heart of their 

imperial rule, rather thinking of themselves as “benevolent administrators [...] who often sacrificed their 

own lives in order to benefit the places over which they ruled” (Barczewski 2016, 13).  

In her comparative analysis of King’s worldbuilding and the place of the Fisher King therein, Robin Furth 

details the history of “sacrifice and bloodshed” that prevents Mid-world’s growth and progress (2012, 4), 

and ultimately leads to Roland’s quest for the Tower. The violence inherent in gunslinger culture shrouds 

the “ideals of fairness, justice [and] compassion” that encompass knightly chivalry (Furth 2012, 6). The 

aristocracy is afflicted with the “malady of fragmentation” mirroring the ailing mind of its very own Fisher 

King, Steven Deschain (Furth 2012, 7), which makes the collapse of the entire feudalistic system in the 

Promised Land inevitable.  

CONCLUSION: RENEWAL 

By perpetuating potent myths of western civilization, The Dark Tower weaves a compelling narrative of 

failure and post-failure, which becomes the point of unification for both Arthur and the West. The failed 
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promise of good leadership translates into a failed prosperity both in history and in fiction. At the early 

twentieth-century frontier, this failure culminates in the realization that the tenure of a racialized west-

ern aristocracy is built on shaky grounds, followed by the realization that the promised infinite supply 

of the region’s natural riches is only finite, after all. In Mid-world, the fall of Gilead heralds the end of 

an era; the world ‘has moved on’ from the benevolent feudalism of the lords of Gilead, and the story’s 

protagonist has moved on with it. 

An older Roland, then, the heir of the Fisher King, is no longer the father of a nation, but an “accursed 

hunter” in the Arthurian tradition (Slotkin 1979, 307). Headed towards a “central, spiritual quest”, he 

navigates his trail like a liminal space on the “endlessly turning periphery of the wheel of phenome-

na” (ibid.) or, in King’s mythopoetic properties, the wheel of ka, of fate. While sharing an uncanny 

physical resemblance in description to Wister’s Virginian (Athearn 1989, 166), Roland learns to defy 

the “overwhelmingly macho theme” of earlier western fiction ( 1989, 170). Instead, he is allowed to be 

multifaceted, to err and revise; to break out of the masculine mold of the western man and the gunsling-

er of Gilead-that-was, and instead show weakness and fragility. This places him closer to the protago-

nists of Arthurian tradition, knights like Yvain or Percival, who went through cycles of blunder and re-

demption on their quests to better themselves while helping others and their lands. 

Not only is Roland directly descended from Arthur Eld, he also carries upon his shoulders the burden of 

being a hero in-between-worlds. He expresses the melancholia of an old-world deserter struggling to 

break out of a doomed cycle of perpetual pursuit which is destined for “decline and failure” (Ackroyd 

2002, 109). These defining moods reify the significance of the Arthurian tradition, while they are the 

dominant mood of Roland’s life post-Gilead.  

Roland’s story is as Arthurian as it is Western; he breaks with the “stasis and permanence” (Slotkin 

1998, 33) of the old aristocratic traditions, a tension between farmers and would-be benevolent imperi-

alists that escalated in the fall of Gilead, to embody the myth of the new beginning on his quest for the 

Dark Tower. His story is a story of losing, and searching again, for the Promised Land.  
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Abstract 
This paper aims to explore the connections which exist between Stephen King's The Dark Tower and Ar-
thurian mythology using The Dark Tower's constructed language, High Speech, as the backdrop against 
which this analysis develops. In particular, it focuses on the ways in which the paper author's own work 
with High Speech draws on these connections, emphasizing them and using them to further enrich the 
already strong presence of Arthurian themes in the original text. It focuses on a single word, “albion”, 
and, through the use of comparative linguistics, explains how the word was integrated into High Speech, 
in virtue of its etymology and historical meaning.  

 

 While deeply steeped in Wild West imagery, Stephen King's The Dark Tower also owes much of 

its mythology to elements of Arthurian fiction. In the course of this paper, I aim to illustrate ways in 

which I have brought this Arthurian background to the forefront through my work on expanding and de-

veloping High Speech, the constructed language present in the world of The Dark Tower.  

 Considered by many as King's magnum opus, The Dark Tower follows the adventures of Roland 

Deschain, last gunslinger of Mid-World, on his quest to protect the Tower from encroaching darkness. 

The kingdom of Roland's (now dead) father, Steven Deschain, is in disarray and ruin following a revolu-

tion, caused, amongst other factors, by his land still suffering from the fallout of a centuries-ancient nu-

clear holocaust. The land is poisoned, and so are its people.  

 Firstly, I would like to draw attention to the fact that Roland is the last descendant of Arthur Eld, 

the mythical ruler who, in-universe, is said to have united Roland's land in a time of great peril.  As Furth 

(2012) describes him, “Arthur [Eld] is often depicted as riding his white stallion, Llamrei, and brandish-

ing his great sword Excalibur” (142). The first revolvers, still used by Roland, were forged from Excali-

bur's blade. That Arthurian elements flow literally in Roland's blood is a factor not insignificant, and im-

merses Roland in Arthurian imagery by virtue of his own heritage.  

http://www.gandelah.wordpress.com/
https://classicalstudies.org/scs-blog/author/14024
https://classicalstudies.org/scs-blog/author/14024
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 One of the most important remnants of the culture of “the Eld” is High Speech, the ritual lan-

guage of gunslingers. Furth describes it as the “ancient ... language of gunslingers ... ritual and mag-

ic” (Furth 2012: 519). It is identified as the language once spoken by Arthur Eld, but has long been 

“frozen” in time through careful preservation and ritualization, while Low Speech became the common 

tongue. While a wonderfully complex language, for the sake of this paper I wish to focus primarily on 

the language's polysemy.  

 In High Speech, each word carries a plurality of meanings, a fact which symbolizes the “ordinary 

human interaction, ... the web that joins interacting individuals, ... the greater pattern of humanity's 

past and future movements” (Furth 2012: 3). As each word of the language is rich in meaning, so does 

it represent the richness of human interaction. With the collapse of gunslinger society, the language 

was mostly lost, save for that which Roland remembers.  Similarly to all real-world languages which 

border on extinction, High Speech has lost, by virtue of its own decay, the “web [of] interacting indi-

viduals” (Furth 2012 4) that kept it alive. To use a High Speech term, it has lost the bonds of khef, the 

central connection between all living things, which is reciprocal and whose absence breeds disaster: as 

Furth explains, “when the center does not hold true, the fabric begins to unravel” (Furth 2012: 4).  

 Furth addresses how these bonds are not just bonds between people, but they feed off of and nur-

ture the bonds that keep the world itself stable (in the complex cosmogony of The Dark Tower, they 

are the Beams that support the Tower) and in turn keep human connections alive, as “[e]ach side must 

give of itself” (Furth 2012: 4), an ouroboros snake of humanity and the earth's interconnectedness.  

 In Arthurian mythology, the Fisher King is identified as a wounded figure whose healing is nec-

essary to restore the land to its past splendor (Nitze 1909: 376). I would argue that Roland functions 

within the narrative of The Dark Tower as a “doppelgänger” of the Fisher King: he too must heal him-

self in order to heal the land. Throughout eight books, his character development revolves around his 

shift of perspective, from seeing love as a liability one should divest oneself of and people as tools to 

reach his goal, to recognizing his need for love and friendship and their nurturing, healing powers.  

 Where, then, does this leave High Speech? As mentioned earlier, High Speech is a complex lan-

guage, and each word can carry multiple meanings. This multiplicity of meanings is a direct reflection 

of the fundamental inter-connectedness amongst people that High Speech represents: it is no coinci-

dence that the only word in High Speech that carries a single meaning is char, which means death. 
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Much of the language hasn't been developed further than sentences peppered throughout the books, or 

translations of High Speech sentences into English without the original High Speech provided. As such, 

my own work has focused on expanding and developing High Speech, while being mindful of the com-

plex and rich world-building created by Stephen King.  

 This brings me to the word albion. Historically, “Albion” is identified as one of the oldest names for 

the British Isles, and the earliest attested (Koch 2005: 38). It is from the Common Brythonic root *albiio--

, from which both the Gaulish “albio” (world) and the Welsh “elfydd” derive, amongst others. In Welsh in 

particular, elfydd means “the habitable surface of the world” (Koch 2005: 39), in direct contrast with the 

underworld, or Un-world.  Arthur, celebrated in the literature and folklore of Wales, Brittany, and Corn-

wall can meaningfully be called “a Brythonic hero” (Koch 2005: 36), connected, much like albion, to Ar-

thur and his intrinsic “Britishness”.   

 In my development of High Speech, I have taken albion to mean, broadly speaking, the physical 

plane (as opposed to the demon-infested Prim of The Dark Tower cosmogony). However, in virtue of 

High Speech's polysemy, I have also taken albion to mean All-World, the realm which Arthur Eld united 

and then ruled over and which, following his death, fractured into In-World, Mid-World and End-World. 

However, I have also taken albion to stand for Gilead, the city built by Arthur Eld which, until its fall, 

served as the gunslingers' seat of power.  

 My reasoning is varied, and touches on many of the aspects I have explored up until now.  Firstly, 

by connecting the name of the land with its most important city, I am intrinsically connecting the two, as 

names hold power, and by identifying one with the other, I am emphasizing their reliance upon each other.  

This is further strengthened by the fact that, in the books, the fall of Gilead causes one of the Beams which 

supports the Tower to break, sending the world into further disarray and contributing to the wasteland we 

encounter at the beginning of The Gunslinger.  The fall of Gilead, however, does not only mark the col-

lapse of one, single, isolated city: with the gunslingers gone, their feudalistic structure also disappears and, 

with it, the language that distinguishes it: High Speech.  Roland, last surviving gunslinger, is the only one 

left who understands both the words of High Speech, and the importance it carries as a linguistic represen-

tation of the bonds of khef, both between humans and between the land and those who inhabit it.  The land 

is broken, and  

 As such, Roland must both heal and be healed, while his ailing failure of a father holds all  the tools 
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Roland would need, and yet makes use of none of them. Steven, who still has a culture to be shaped by, 

still has a High Speech to speak, allows the world of the gunslingers to fall into bitter, broken disarray: 

like Perceval, he fails to ask the right questions of his land, his wife and his son. Roland, then, must be-

come Perceval to ask the questions his father failed to ask, and at the same time allow these answers to 

heal him, becoming a circular representation of the Fisher King story, both as healer and wounded. As 

Furth speaks of how High Speech is a language emblematic of the relationships that exist between people, 

so Roland’s character arc leads him to rediscover the importance of interpersonal connections, so is the 

Fisher King is healed, so the wasteland starts to bloom once more. Perhaps it will be singing roses, red, 

containing worlds inside them.  
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Neil Mitchell’s comprehensive review of Brian De Palma’s 1976 feature length movie of Stephen King’s 

1974 debut novel Carrie begins with a mention of the extraordinary cast, followed by a succinct synopsis 

of the 1 hour 38-minute film. Mitchell describes Stephen King’s approval of De Palma’s adaptation and 

the impact that this movie had on the horror genre. The list of productions paying homage to Carrie  in-

cludes musicals and parodies which some might argue, diminishes the film’s horror impact ,  illustrated 

by Mitchell’s mention of the stage musical parody Scarrie the Musical. He also discusses the 

‘idiosyncratic fingerprints’ of the director   and it is clear that Mitchell is well versed in his work by the 

way in which this book is so well resourced and researched (9).  Mitchell mentions that there were accu-

sations of misogyny   directed at d  e Palma and he returns to this issue several times when he addresses 

the social and cultural issues out of which the idea of Carrie was conceived.  

PART ONE: BIRTH OF A MONSTER   addresses the ‘troubled psyche’ of the 1970s which is  effective 

as a comparative metaphor, when looking at the breakdown of authority of the patriarchal state, church 

and home (15). Young women who had previously been relatively powerless against objectification were 

being drawn to second wave feminism and taking control of their bodies because of female contraception 

and this was terrifying for those in authority.  Mitchell writes knowledgeably about King’s inspiration 

and acknowledges  the ‘elements of recognition, fear and distrust shown by the dominant female charac-

ters towards the titular figure’ (17).  Mitchell accredits  Carrie as being the movie that places horror into 

the domestic and normally safe setting of the living room and makes the shift away from the ‘classic 

monsters – vampire, werewolf, ghost’ (18). He emphasises the influence of the rise of feminism in Car-

rie’s narrative and situates the movie in the anti-Cinderella narrative, evoking the reader to a comparison 

with the Creature in Frankenstein   in that Carrie elicits both ‘sympathy and revulsion’ (20).  Mitchell 

closes this section by exploring De Palma’s career and the commercial successes of contemporary direc-

tors, with the ultimate paragraph detailing just how many themes are interwoven in Carrie revealing a 

complexity that transcends the horror genre. 

PART 2:   FROM PAGE TO SCREEN: BRINGING CARRIE TO LIFE –   this section details the making 

of the film from the budget of $1.8 million, through the cast choices to the location used for the killing of 

the pig scene. Here Mitchell outlines necessity for the differences between the novel and the movie, e.g.  

De Palma’s decision to foreground the domestic settings of the school and the White household rather 
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than incorporate the whole town in order to compound the horror as it permeates what should be safe 

spaces. The lasting significance of the ‘final scream’ ending in Carrie  is emphasised:’ ‘”  After Carrie”, 

Wes Craven says, “everyone had to have a second ending”’ (35). Casting for Carrie took place at the 

same time as that of Star Wars (1977) and the gravitas of the cast almost certainly contributes to Carrie’s 

longevity and success. Piper Lawrie who played Margaret White had retired after winning an Academy 

Award. Mitchell discusses the levels of ‘improv’   and cast contribution. ‘The slapping scene between 

Miss Collins and Chris was real’ (37).  De Palma had incorporated elements of the musical score from 

Hitchcock’s Psycho  with its ‘stabbing violin motif’ (39). Mitchell shows real depth of knowledge during 

this discussion, particularly when he addresses the use of doubles, mirror images and split screen to 

demonstrate Carrie White’s conflicting personalities. Similarly, Mitchell’s inspired inclusion of  the de-

tail of the artwork incorporated into the killing of the pig scene started by Les Grimes and finished later 

by mural painter Amo Jordan is impressive. 

PART THREE: CARRIE:AN ANALYSIS  . This, the largest section  of the book is concerned with  the 

key themes of the movie. These being religion, the supernatural, adolescence, women and blood. In Car-

rie,  women’s adolescence is synonymous with blood. Although it could be argued  that societal cruelty  

(othering) and mental health are equally important themes, particularly  in regards  to the movie’s legacy 

and its impact on the viewer.  Religion and the supernatural are inextricably linked in Carrie, where there 

is God and good, there is the ‘Other’. Carrie White is not necessarily driven by adolescence and menstru-

al blood; she is driven by fear and rejection. She has been rejected by her mother, the friends she thought 

she had and the boy she liked. The women in this movie are formidable, there are five central female 

characters and the men are weak, absent or pliable, yet they are crucial to the plot development for this 

reason. As Mitchell states, the men ‘inhabit a secondary, but contradictory role in this movie’. 

(49)   Mitchell returns to the issue of De Palma’s apparent misogyny in this section. He  devotes two sub-

sections – THE OPENING SEQUENCE (60) and DETENTION (63) to the issue of the voyeuristic, titil-

lating sequences of the opening shower scene and the girl’s punishment by Miss Collins in detention.  

Justification for the ‘relish’ with  which De Palma’s camera focuses on the girl’s breasts, buttocks and 

thighs is framed within the horror genre in the 1970s. The main audience for these films was young 

males, and De Palma uses the salacious, objectifying male gaze to catch the (male) audience off-guard 

when the scenes are shattered by violence. Mitchell’s description of symbolic slaughter and Carrie 

White’s rebirth as a monster is compelling,   as are his allusions to split-dioptre emphasising Carrie’s hu-

man/monster psyche 

PART 4: LIFE AFTER DEATH: CARRIE’S LEGACY This final section  reiterates just how influential 

Carrie was in both the horror and the comedy genres in the 1970s and 1980s prompting a cycle of horror 

flicks with groups of teenage victims.  He credits one of the first characters to use telekinetic powers to 

HG Wells’ short story The Man Who Could Work Miracles (1898) but De Palma’s Carrie became a tem-

plate for future movies in which telekinesis/psychic abilities played a key role. Mitchell goes on to dis-

cuss a number of films post Carrie and identifies Firestarter (1984) as a ‘sibling’ to De Palma’s movie 

(92). A discussion of the failed Carrie the Musical (1988) ensues, followed by a review of the sequel to 

De Palma’s original titled The Rage: Carrie 2 (1999).  

Neil Mitchell  reminds us that Carrie’s ‘final scream coda sequence is now such an established part of 

horror genre film-making that it is more of a shock to not see it employed’ (87). He provides a thorough-

ly researched review of De Palma’s movie. An admirer of the director, he concludes that sequels and re-

makes were not as successful as the original precisely because they lacked De Palma with his attention to 

detail and his sympathy for the eponymous human/monster Carrie White.   
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Philip L. Simpson and Patrick McAleer. The Modern Stephen King Canon: Beyond 

Horror. London: Lexington Books, 2019. 

By Lauren Christie, University of Dundee 

Lauren Christie is a Ph.D. student studying the Gothic influence in children’s and young adult literature at 

the University of Dundee. Her current research involves an examination of the Gothic tradition from the 

nineteenth century, and the societal impact this mode has on the popularity of children’s and young adult 

fiction. She is a current Jacqueline M. Albers fellow in children’s literature for the Reinberger centre at 

Kent State University, Ohio. Time spent researching at the centre enabled further specific exploration of 

the history of children’s literature, and the evolution of this genre.   

 

The Modern Stephen King Canon: Beyond Horror offers a refreshing perspective to the studies of Ste-

phen King’s oeuvre. In this collection, editors Philip L. Simpson and Patrick McAleer have compiled a 

series of essays written by a variety of scholars, all of whom offer new research on different and under 

theorised areas of Stephen King’s contemporary and often, more understudied works. This collection is 

categorized into four prominent themes, and, in response, this review will consider the different essays 

within each section. I feel that this book not only achieves the pre-established aims of examining King’s 

more contemporary works in refreshing and enlightening ways, but it also surpasses a great deal of mate-

rial which has become outdated for contemporary criticism on Stephen King. 

The first section of this essay collection examines King’s craft and his ability to fluctuate across 

genres. Tony Magistrale centers his discussion around King’s short stories, allowing a direct comparison 

between King’s writing style and content— considering the relationship between terror and the soul—and 

that of his predecessors such as Edgar Allan Poe and Edmund Burke. Furthermore, Magistrale highlights 

that although King has been criticized for focusing on morbidity and death, his recent work increasingly 

centers around random acts of violence and horror which reflect the rapidly evolving society in which we 

live. 

Michael Perry examines King’s ability to determine the difference between the storyteller, story 

writer and a story told in The Colorado Kid, From a Buick 8 and Blaze. Perry highlights the scholarship of 

Wayne C Booth, in particular the ability to hide the narrator’s voice through the aforementioned narrative 

techniques. Delivery of the story in The Colorado Kid is achieved through the oral tale. In From a Buick 

8, Perry considers the distinction to be made between storytelling and a story told. This transitions into 

Perry’s analysis of Blaze as appearing narratively conventional in stark contrast to the other two novels.  

Clotilde Landais discusses Fair Extension in relation to Marlowe’s Dr Faustus and Goethe’s 

Faust. Landais succeeds in urging a postmodern consideration of King’s interpretation of the events 

which befall Dr Faustus whilst considering the presence of the Double or the Doppelganger in building 

the complexity of characterisation and relationships between the Doppelganger, the Self and the Devil.  

Mary Findley observes the stereotypical and lackluster portrayal of female characters in The Ba-

zaar of Bad Dreams and Gwendy’s Button Box. Findley details arguments from numerous critics which 

highlight King’s flimsy portrayal of women in the past, compared to men and whether or not King has 

come full circle in his unconvincing and stereotypical portrayal in his modern canon.   

The second section contains essays which examine violence, madness and mental illness. Kimber-

ly Beal hones in on King’s depiction of domestic violence and child abuse. Beal uses examples from three 
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novels which prominently explore the abusive treatment of women and children: Gerald’s Game, 

Dolores Claiborne and Rose Madder. It is through King’s work in this area, Beal argues, that he is 

able to highlight realism of horror through the depiction of horror in reality.  

The opening of Rebecca Frost’s argument focuses on real life crime and serial killers, in-

cluding identifying qualities and the relationship between real life influences on their literary coun-

terparts. Detailing the specific experiences of both Brady from Mr Mercedes and Rose from Rose 

Madder Frost draws direct comparison between their different portrayals and the violence to which 

they are subjected.  

Similar to Frost’s research, Hayley Mitchell Haugen details the increasing number of in-

stances of violence in plain sight as a shift in the representation and presence of evil and monstrous 

beings. Drawing direct comparisons between Brady’s behaviour in Mr Mercedes, and school shooter 

Adam Lanza fully justifies Haugen’s argument of King’s form of contemporary horror as reflecting 

the horrific acts that are happening in contemporary culture. 

Philip L. Simpson furthers the previous discussion surrounding mental health and violence in 

Mr Mercedes by way of examining the presence of technology and psychopathy in the novel. The 

inclusion of technological anxiety, Simpson argues, further demonstrates King’s ability to exercise 

his skills across different genres; this not only widens the scope for his storylines, but also demon-

strates his different skills as a writer.  

Alexandra Reuber’s chapter introduces the reader to the Gothic section of the collection of 

essays by examining the intersections between Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and King’s Revival. 

This novel challenges the notion of ethical responsibility from Frankenstein by way of Jacobs delib-

erately seeking human sacrifices to experiment on in order to satisfy his own suppressed desires; as 

Reuber notes, this shifts the focus of the monster from an external figure to internal monstrous de-

sires.  

Conny L. Lippert furthers this Gothic analysis by examining the canonical figure of the 

lightning rod salesman in King’s literature as a potential threat to the insular security of small-town 

America. Lippert compares this figure and the power of lightning and thunderstorms to many others 

in literature (such as Lovecraft’s “The Thing on the Doorstep”) by way of exploring the sinister 

power and intent of their character and the level of threat that they pose to the citizens of small-town 

America.  

Dominick Grace explores King’s Revival novel alongside Robertson Davies’s Deptford Tril-

ogy, and succeeds in noting the numerous parallels and crossovers between both novels. 

Stefan L. Brandt introduces the reader to the final collection which focus on contemporary 

interpretations. In this essay, Brandt introduces the notion of time ‘ravel’ in 11/22/63, and, as he ar-

gues, the ways in which this offers an interconnection of temporal lines which combine historical 

fiction, metafiction and imagination. Furthermore, Brandt studies the impact this combination has 

on immersing the reader and combining fiction with reality in King’s work. This furthers the argu-

ment about the power of King’s work to fictionally transport the reader to a different moment in 

time or a different location. 

Jennifer L. Miller observes the connection between King’s Dark Tower series, and post 9/11 

literature. Whilst acknowledging that this series began several years before the events of 9/11, Mil-

ler argues that the Dark Tower can be read as influential to both pre and post 9/11.  
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Patrick McAleer examines the relationship between King’s Doctor Sleep and issues of ethics 

and morals surrounding veganism. This essay offers a detailed insight into the ethical choices of the 

members of the True Knot, choosing to feast on (inferior) supernatural human beings and the implied 

relationship to human beings and their decision to eat meat. McAleer argues and urges the reader to 

consider that rather than viewing members of the True Knot as monsters, it is worth considering that 

their lifestyle and choices are essentially a reflection of human hypocrisy. 

  Considering the placement of this scholarly work in the academic market, the editors have suc-

ceeded in creating a long awaited and urgently required collection of contemporary criticism on the 

works of Stephen King. The breakdown of essays and arguments by theme demonstrates the flexibility 

and broad scope of King’s literature, and the many different ways in which scholars can interpret the 

variety of themes, King’s masterful craft of literature, and ways in which his work continues and will 

continue to reflect shifting concerns of a rapidly transforming social environment.  
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It Film Review 

By Yann Teyssou 

 

Andrés Muschietti’s 2017 eponymous adaptation of Stephen King’s novel It (1986) certainly succeeds as a 

“horror” film and indeed as a worthy adaptation of one of King’s most iconic works. 2017 was a strong 

year for King adaptations, despite the disappointment of The Dark Tower and The Mist. Considering the 

success of It, Gerald’s Game, and 1922, 2017 marks a triumphant year for King’s work. Muschietti’s It can 

certainly be considered as the crown jewel of these adaptations. Unlike the highly commendable Gerald’s 

Game and 1922, which, despite a generally positive reception, only saw Netflix releases, It transcends the 

boundary between mainstream and alternative culture, succeeding both as a huge box office hit and indeed 

as a pleasing filmic tribute to fans of King’s novel. The film succeeds due to its close adherence to the 

wonderful source material. This is particularly demonstrated in the portrayal of the town of Derry, which 

can be considered as significant an antagonist as Pennywise itself. Indeed, the performance of Pennywise 

by Bill Skarsgård is noteworthy, especially considering the iconic portrayal of Pennywise by Tim Curry, in 

the original 1990 miniseries adaptation of the novel. Furthermore, the film relies on the abilities of young 

actors, cast in the role of The Losers’ Club. The performances of these young actors is applaudable and 

aids in the overall success of Muschietti’s adaptation of King’s novel. 

 Throughout King’s novel, the reader becomes acutely aware that the town of Derry itself is a threat to 

the members of The Losers’ Club. King’s representation of the town of Derry serves to subvert idyllic no-

tions of small-town America the reader may have. Derry is a town haunted by Pennywise and, in a sense, 

rotted by his presence. For instance, King writes: ‘...things really are not right here in Derry; things have 

never been right.’ ( King 1986, 189) Indeed, critic Tony Magistrale elaborates on this point, writing: 

‘King’s elaborate and dark history of Derry, Maine chronicles many of the most brutal and inhumane 

events which have occured during the past three centuries.’ (Magistrale 1988, 111) This sinister aura that 

suggests something is not right within the town of Derry is demonstrated by the adult populace of the town. 

For instance, Magistrale notes: ‘...there are no concrete examples of adult panic or concern surrounding the 

disappearance of so many young people.’ (111) This is a crucial aspect of the horror of Derry. The children 

are alone in their struggle with Pennywise. Muschietti’s ability to translate this into his filmic adaptation is 

certainly laudable. The film succeeds in this aspect of King’s tale in a particular scene involving the town’s 
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pharmacist and Beverly, portrayed by Sophia Lillis. As Beverly attempts to create a distraction so other 

members of The Losers’ Club can run from the store without paying for the supplies, she begins to seduce 

the staff member in the pharmacy. It in incredibly uncomfortable scene, Beverly comments on the pharma-

cist’s glasses, noting a resemblance to ‘Clark Kent.’ Following this, the pharmacist encourages Beverly to 

try them on, and suggests she looks similar to ‘Lois Lane.’ Given the relationship between Clark Kent and 

Lois Lane in the Superman comic universe, the pharmacist’s language and behaviour is highly inappropri-

ate, given Beverly’s young age. Furthermore, the other adult figures throughout the film are morally cor-

rupt and serve to sustain the notion that something is rotten within the town of Derry. As a crucial aspect of 

King’s novel, it was important for the film to capture this. It certainly succeeds in doing just so. 

 Bill Skarsgård’s portrayal of Pennywise the Clown is also noteworthy. Given the iconic status Tim 

Curry’s portrayal of Pennywise holds within pop culture and indeed within the minds of viewers of the 

2017 It, Skarsgård’s efforts were always going to be subject to intense observation. The crucial difference 

between Skarsgård’s portrayal and that of Curry’s is that the horror of Skarsgård’s Pennywise is almost 

more aggressive, or more blatant. There is a difference in physical appearance which helps to set 

Skarsgård’s portrayal apart from Curry’s. Skarsgård’s Pennywise appears as less friendly and more demon-

ic than Pennywise in the 1990 miniseries. Indeed, it should be noted that there is a danger in portraying 

Pennywise in this more blatantly horrific manner. In effective horror, one must thread the line between 

genuine horror and the outrageous. Skarsgård’s performance is strong enough to avoid falling on the wrong 

side of this fine line. He has spoken about his attempts to be viewed in a separate lens to Curry, saying: “"I 

wanted to do something different....because I don't see the point in remaking Tim Curry's... I tried to make 

a Bill performance out of this.” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R7nkuYU8ICo) In striving for this 

difference, Skarsgård succeeds in portraying a Pennywise that is effective in its terror and fulfills a crucial 

role in the success of the film as a whole. Director Andy Muschietti comments on Skarsgård’s perfor-

mance, stating: ‘I probably connected with his madness and the inner balance of someone who can look 

very cute, sweet and childlike, but is hiding something terrifying. When I saw Bill [Skarsgård] for the first 

time, I saw it immediately.’ (“Pennywise Lives”, It featurette). Indeed, Skarsgård’s Pennywise is a memo-

rable and applaudable aspect of the 2017 adaptation of King’s novel and is a vital aspect of the overall suc-

cess of the film. 

          Along with the performance of Bill Skarsgård, the respective performances of the young actors por-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R7nkuYU8ICo
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traying the members of The Losers’ Club are of a high level and are most definitely praiseworthy. The cast 

of The Losers' Club, comprising of well-known actors such as Finn Wolfhard (Stranger Things) as Richie 

Tozier and others such as the aforementioned Sophia Lillis as Beverly and Jaeden Lieberher as Bill 

Denbrough, hold their own and add a level of authenticity to their performances even the most seasoned of 

performers would take pride in. These performances have indeed received  almost universal  acclaim. For 

instance, John Nugent of Empire writes that: ‘Credit must go to the young cast, among whom there is no 

single weak link; it’s as authentic a portrayal of children staring down the barrel of adolescence as you’re 

ever likely to see.” (Nugent, 2017) Furthermore, the performances of those young characters who are not a 

part of The Losers’ Club, such as Nicholas Hamilton as the deranged and dangerous bully Henry Bowers 

are also highly sophisticated and deserve not to be overlooked. As a film, Muschietti’s It allows for the illu-

mination of authentic, applaudable, and admirable acting performances by both young and seasoned actors.  

          As a whole, Muschietti’s 2017 adaptation of King's It ranks as one of the more successful adapta-

tions of King's work. It's effective portrayal of the evil of Derry, to the performances of both Bill 

Skarsgård’s Pennywise and the young actors of The Losers’ Club are the highpoints of a rather excellent 

adaptation. In a year which saw both highs and lows in terms of filmic and televised adaptations of Stephen 

King's work, Muschietti’s directorial effort can certainly be considered as, arguably, the preeminent at-

tempt. It (2017) does justice to one of King's most inconic, intricate and masterful pieces of storytelling, 

and that in itself is no easy feat. 
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Call for Articles  

 

“‘Go then. There are other worlds than these’” (King, Gunslinger, 266). These are the final words of one 

of Jake Chambers’ lifetimes in Stephen King’s 1982 novel The Gunslinger, Volume one of his Dark Tow-

er series. Throughout the subsequent volumes—and many of his other novels that connect to the Tower—

King has continued to develop this “other worlds” concept, also described as “many levels . . . [of] the 

Tower of all existence” (King, Insomnia, 576). Recently, the metaphor may apply as well to adaptations of 

King’s work as to the multi-verse of the novels and stories themselves. 

From the publication of his first novel, Carrie (1974), Stephen King has been inextricably linked to the 

horror genre. The same is true for the film and television projects that have been adapted from his work, 

beginning with Carrie (1976), and the mini-series of Salem’s Lot (1979). Yet King is not, and never has 

been, purely a horror writer. In recent years, King adaptations have expanded into graphic novels and long

-form streaming service television series. An interesting turn, exemplified by the two part film IT and The 

Dark Tower film and upcoming series, and The Mist TV series (as well as by 2000s television series Ha-

ven and The Dead Zone), has involved adaptations that actively change or add to narratives—new loca-

tions, characters, and events; marked time shifts; cross-racial casting—doing something substantively dif-

ferent from standard novel-to-film changes. 

We welcome proposals on any area to do with Stephen King and the film and TV adaptations of his work 

including but not limited to: 

• individual adaptations or series, or groups of adaptations, or original series. These include but are not 

limited to The Tommyknockers, Firestarter, The Running Man, The Mist (Film or series), Hearts in Atlan-

tis, Maximum Overdrive/Trucks, Haven, Under the Dome, The Dead Zone (Film or series), The Lawnmow-

er Man, 11.22.63, The Dark Tower, It and recent Netflix films such as Gerald’s Game, 1922, and In the 

Long Grass 

• The way in which King adopts or adapts the other genres into his fiction 

• King and genre hybridity 

• The relationship between King’s stories as literary fiction and film adaptations 

• Adapting King for the big and small screens 

• The format of King adaptations (film, TV movie, mini-series, series) 

• The impact of these adaptations on genre in film and/or TV 

• The significance (or otherwise) of the King “brand’ to film and/or TV 

• King as source for/contributor to other shows such as The X-Files, The Outer Limits and Stranger Things 

 

Proposals of 300-500 words, and a short biography of 50-100 words should be submitted via email no later 

than 31 March 2020 to pennywisedreadful@gmail.com 


