TIM LINDERWOOD AND CHUCK MILLER, EDITORS

FEAST




Nonfiction S18.95

FEAST OF FEAR

CONVERSATIONS WITH
STEPHEN KING

“The earliest writing I can remember
doing is when | was stuck in bed with
the flu and started copying Tom Swift
books into a tablet, changing the stories
as | went along. Once you get a taste of
that kind of power, you're lost forever.”
—Stephen King

With more than 150 million books in print
and several block-buster movies to his
credit, Stephen King is news. This
collection of conversations, ranging from
1973 through 1989 brings the master of
horror to life. '

Here Stephen King talks about himself,
his books, his films—about horror,
Herman Melville, Dracula, Ray Bradbury,
Brian de Palma, Fritz Leiber, The Twilight
Zone, the Roman Catholic Church, Peter
Straub, spirituality and spiritualism—but
most vividly, about Stephen King: who he
is, what he likes and hates, why he does
what he does. Here is Stephen King
revealed—crude, kind, funny, serious.

Like a treasure map, Feast of Fear leads
into the private, enthralling world of
Stephen King—and there reveals a
wealth of candor, wit, and wonderful
anecdotes.
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CHAPTER ONE
GENESIS

A
l

With David Bright

Steve King can’t make quite make up his mind whether or not he
should retire. The 25-year old Hampden Academy English teacher, his
wife, Tabby, and their two children will be coming into a sizable amount
of money by virtue of King’s authorship of Carrie, a novel scheduled to
be published by Doubleday in January of 1974.

For King, the book marks his first hit after three strikeouts in trying to
break into the novel business, and Doubleday is so excited about his
book that more than six months before the presses are scheduled to roll
the firm is calling the book a bestseller.

The book is about a high school girl named Carrie who lives in
Chamberlain, Maine, a town built in King’s mind out of experiences in
his home town of Lisbon Falls and the numerous other Maine commu-
nities in which he has lived.

Carrie is a loner, ousted by her peers at her school, who eventually
uses her special talent to gain revenge on the classmates who treated her
so badly.

That the book is about Maine high school life is no coincidence for
King wrote his first book while in high school himself. His first rejection,
along with a letter that perhaps he should try another field of endeavor,
came that same year.

A person who has always been interested in the sociology of high
school, King says he is considering remaining in his job as a teacher,
even though he feels teaching has its definite disadvantages. Like his first
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job, once graduated from the University of Maine, working in a Bangor
laundry, King says that teaching often takes up time he’d rather spend
writing.

“We might travel a bit,” he says, “just to see places we’d normally
never have time for” He admits, however, that no amount of travel would
allow him to write about a place as comfortably as he can write about
Maine.

King’s impressions of Maine are not those the tourist sees. Instead, he
says, his characters are the millworkers who throw beer cans from cars.
Carrie was first written to be in Massachusetts, but Doubleday asked
him to change it because the action was “a bit greasy” for Massachusetts.
King said his editor didn’t think that characters drinking beer instead of
smoking pot and driving old rust-bucket cars on back country roads
quite fit the Massachusetts image.

From his New York City office, King’s editor also didn’t believe you
could still buy dime root beers or that high schools still had senior
proms, but King convinced him these things shouldn’t be changed.

“I went back to Lisbon Falls last week and bought a root beer at the
fruit store for a dime,” he said, and on the senior prom he quipped, “they
don’t exist anymore? I'm chaperoning one this Friday night. Tabby even
bought a new dress.”

King said he wrote the first draft of the book last summer, taking about
three months to do it. He spent a week on the first five pages and was
about to dump the idea until his wife read the pages, and urged him to
continue. The book is now 70,000 words and spans about a month in
Carrie’s life “with flashbacks to infancy.”

Sitting in the kitchen of his modest Sanford Street, Bangor apart-
ment, King has not changed much since his own high school days. He
has always been a writer. At Maine, he wrote a weekly column called
“King’s Garbage Truck,” so named because he would write about any-
thing that was around waiting to be discarded.

A former editor of the Maine Campus, the university newspaper,
remembers that “King was always late. We would be pulling our hair out
at deadline. With five minutes or so to go Steve would come in and sit

~down at a typewriter and produce two flawless pages of copy. He carries
stories in his head the way most people carry change in their pockets.”

Five of his students at Hampden Academy have asked his advice on
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novels they are writing and he is encouraging them as best he can, which
is one of the reasons he hasn’t decided to quit teaching despite his
new-found fortune.

Doubleday has sold the paperback rights to the book for $400,000 and
has two offers from movie companies. King, now working on another
book, says he plans to write all summer. Other than that, he says nothing
is definite except a few trips to New York to “check with the publisher
and wrap up the details and maybe take in a ball game while we’re
there.”

With Connie Footman

Carrie is expected to be a household word around Durham and
Lisbon Falls soon with the recent publication of Steve King’s book, by
Doubleday Publishing Houses in New York.

King, who is a Maine native, lived in several sections of the country
until he was about 10 years old, when his mother returned to Maine and
settled to raise her two sons in a modest farmhouse on a dirt road in the
west section of Durham known as “Methodist Corner” King had been
spending summers in Durham with an aunt since he was a very young
boy, and according to his aunt, he showed great interest in writing as
early as the age of six. She says she cannot remember him ever just
sitting idle, he was always writing. At the time the Kings returned to
Maine, Durham was one of the few towns still using one-room schools
with all eight grades in the same room. The author received his fifth and
sixth grade education in the one-room schoolhouse at West Durham.
The structure still stands today, near his former home.

His teacher at the time, fondly remembers him as a smart, friendly,
outgoing boy who was continually writing stories and plays. She de-
scribed his writing as well beyond his years and age level, and says he
particularly enjoyed writing “space stories.”

As a boy, he attended the small 200-plus-year-old Methodist Church
next door to his home, later taught vacation Bible School classes, and
when he was a teenager, he would occasionally preach a Sunday sermon
to the small group of parishioners who attended the church. Member-
ship was so small that they could not afford to pay a minister, and they
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depended upon a lay preacher most of the time, and a few times a year a
guest minister would come in and conduct services. However, many
persons thought King’s sermons were just as good, if not better than any
the ministers gave.

By the time he completed the eighth grade, Durham’s one-room
schoolhouses were a thing of the past, as the town had constructed a
modern centrally located school. However, Durham had no high school,
so the town paid tuition costs for the young people to go to whatever high
school they preferred as long as they provided their own transportation.
King chose to attend nearby Lisbon High School in Lisbon Falls because
it was the nearest. Getting to school whatever way he could sometimes
with a prearranged ride, hitchhiking, or whatever, many times he would
remain after school and would miss all the regular cars going his way and
would end up making the six mile trek home on foot.

This did not discourage him, he did well at high school and his interest
in writing only seemed to grow, in fact, he wrote his first novel while still
in high school. He was graduated in 1966 and went to the University of
Maine, Orono, where he majored in English. During his college career,
he wrote a column in the Maine Campus, a newspaper for the University
of Maine, titled “King’s Garbage Truck,” for two and a half years.

He was graduated in 1970 with a Bachelor of Science Degree and
reportedly told friends and family he was “tired of school.” He then went
to work for about a year in a Bangor laundry which he later admits is
about as close to the bottom of the ladder as one can get.

He accepted a contract to teach English at Hampden Academy in the
fall of 1971. During these years he had written three books that were
rejected before his success with Carrie. He says he could pinpoint no
real inspiration for the book, that it was from his experiences at high
school, and it was a story that, in his words, “Just happened to pan.” The
book tells the story of Carrie, a high school girl residing in the fictional
town of Chamberlain, Maine, who is a loner, and not accepted by her
fellow students and of her special talent for getting back at them.

About a year ago the publishers sold the paperback rights to the novel,
and residents in the general area have been watching and waiting for the
book to appear locally ever since, anxious to read a book by a local boy
everybody knew. Film rights for the novel have already been sold.

King has since given up teaching school and is devoting full time to
his writing career, and in an interview he said his second novel Jerusa-



Conversations With StephenKing ¢ 5

lem’s Lot has been accepted and will be published by Doubleday in
August, 1975. When asked what the story was about, he said, “I'm not
supposed to talk about it, my publishers want it this way.” Carrie is on the
bookstands now in some of the larger cities, and is expected to be in most
area bookstores this week.

He and his wife, the former Tabitha Spruce of Old Town, and their
two children Naomi, 4, and Joe, 2, reside in Windham, near Sebago
Lake. He says he likes the area, and intends to do a little fishing before
long. King has come a long way since his days at the one room school-
house with a potbellied stove and no indoor plumbing, and is expected
to “Put Durham on the map,” according to one of his admirers.

With Emmett Meara

It’s a long way from teaching English at Hampden Academy to selling
5 million copies of three books, all of which have been sold to the
movies. But Stephen King, 29, has made that stupendous jump in only
four years. :

From a trailer park in Hampden, King has gone in that space of time
to a comfortable house on a Bridgton lake, with a dusty but new Cadillac
in the drive. Just the sale of Carrie to Hollywood brought in $40,000
alone (plus a percentage of the'$5 million gross) or almost 10 years salary
at the school.

King found his niche when he sold an abbreviated version of the
bestselling Carrie to a men’s magazine for a measly $200. “Those checks
kept us eating then,” laughed his very pregnant wife Tabitha, a poet in
her own right.

King said when he read the published version, he realized that the
plot—a teenage girl cursed with telekinetic powers—was too good for
the men’s magazine short story. He developed the plot into a full length
novel, which has horrified readers and moviegoers all over the world.
King said the novel is now selling 3,000 copies a day in London.

‘Salem’s Lot, set in a small Maine town, as is Carrie, sold “only”
19,000 in hardcover editions before breaking away for 2.5 million sales
in paperback. Carrie sold 13,000 in hardcover and a million in
paperback.
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The new book, The Shining, about a child who can see into the
future, has topped the others in hardcover sales with 47,000 and has yet
to go into paperback.

Why do people plunk down money to be horrified? King has his own
private theory that “people aren’t really afraid of vampires, what they are
afraid of is their own death. . . or the oil bill. When they are reading and
watching my stories, they are not afraid of the oil bill, I'll tell you.”

The release people get from watching a horror film “is sort of nar-
cotic,” King said which frees people from their normal tensions.

A trifle defensive perhaps, King denied that anyone who writes such
works is a “sicky” as some of his letter-writing fans have charged. “I just
laugh at them,” but he admitted that anyone who writes such works,
from Poe to Alfred Hitchcock, has “an abnormal twist to them. But we
all have a little of that.” King said. Otherwise, why are we all buying his
books, he asked.

King said he writes, “What I want to and not what I think will sell.”

While defending the horror scenes in his own works, King said that
gore can be excessive, like in the movie The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.
“That went too far” he said.

“When [ go into a horror scene, I take my own good taste with me,’
King said. Some passages he put in ‘Salem’s Lot King would like to have
back. “Those were a little gory. I wrote them when I was tired,” he said.

Although both ‘Salem’s Lot and Carrie are set in small towns in
Maine which are eventually destroyed, King denied that this is any
reaction against his roots. King grew up in Pownal and his wife in Old
Town.

He watched the screening of Carrie with apprehension because he had
no control over the movie production, the author said. “It’s a pretty good
movie,” he said. “But the book is better”

The major difference between life in Hampden and Bridgton, King
said, is “We don’t have to worry about money anymore.”

With Robert W. Wells

King got into the horror field only after he tried other kinds of novels
that couldn’t find a publisher.
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“The earliest writing I can remember doing is when I was stuck in bed
with the flu and starting copying Tom Swift books into a tablet, chang-
ing the stories as I went along. Once you get a taste of that kind of power,
you're lost forever.

“I started collecting rejection slips when I was 12. 1 sold my first story
when [ was 19 to the Magazine of Strange Stories for $35. It was edited
by Robert Lowndes. It’s now defunct and Lowndes, who'’s about 80, is
editor of Sexology.

“I wrote a novel at 16. I wrote another that was a little better at 19 and
another at 20. When I was 22, I wrote one that nearly got published.

“Finally, I wrote Carrie, the first in the occult field. I'd done a lot of
short stories by then and most that sold were horror stories. I started
Carrie as a short story, but then it crossed my mind that there ought to be
a longer fuse before the explosion and the next thing I knew it had grown
into a novel.

“That was after Rosemary’s Baby but before The Exorcist, which
really opened up the field. 1 didn’t expect much of Carrie. 1 thought
who’'d want to read a book about a poor little girl with menstrual
problems? I couldn’t believe I was writing it.”

King, who will be 33 years old next Sunday, was teaching high school
English at $6,000 a year in 1973. Now movie and paperback rights bring
in millions.

Has wealth changed his life? Not much, he said.

“I was born in Portland and raised there, except for a period in Indiana
and a while in Milwaukee. We lived here when I was 4. My father had
left two years before. We were evicted from our apartment here after the
babysitter fell asleep and my brother crawled out on the roof.

“We were living in what amounted to a tenement in Bangor with two
kids when the paperback rights for Carrie went for $400,000. The
hardcover only sold 13,000 copies, but the paperback did quite well.

“Luckily, the $400,000 didn’t come all at once in small, unmarked
bills. We could make the transition gradually, like a diver coming to the
surface stage by stage so he won't get the bends. It wasn’t like a rock star
who goes from being broke one day to having a Rolls and a mansion the
next. I don’t think the money’s changed us as much as it might have.”

King said he, his wife and their three children, aged 3, 8, and 10, live
in a “nice Victorian house with turrets, gables and horrible heating
bills,” have a summer place and cars that run. His wife, who recently
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sold her first novel, is from Old town. They met at the University of
Maine when both were students.

“Long before I had any success, I had put down roots in Maine. At one
point, we tried living in Colorado, but I kept thinking I'd like to see the
ocean—and I don’t even like the ocean that much. I only thought about
it when I was out there.”

It is King’s theory that horror stories and movies become more popular
during periods of anxiety such as the 1930s or now. That may be a partial
explanation of the success of such books as his new one, but there’s an
added factor worth noting.

“Fantasy is to the human mind what salt is to the diet,” King said. “If
you don’t use imagination, imagination will use you.

“Carrie dealt with telekinesis. But I've never tried to write hard-core
science fiction. I got Cs and Bs in biology and chemistry.

“Besides, I'm more interested in what’s going on in this world than
someplace else.”

King’s 3-year-old, Owen, has figured out his father’s life pretty well.

“Around the house, he knows I'm daddy. When I leave on a trip like
this, he says, I'm going off to be Stephen King.”



CHAPTER TWO
EARLY YEARS

t

With Charlotte Phelan (1979)

Writing a few years ago about his work, Stephen King, the horror story
specialist, found himself feeling guilty when he compared his financial
fortunes with those of another novelist. This was David Madden, whose
Bijou was among those books King admired “most in the world.”

King went on to say, “Madden worked on Bijou for six years and made
$15,000. I worked on ‘Salem’s Lot for about eight months (three months
first draft; three months second draft: two months third draft) and stand
to make nearly half a million dollars if all falls together”

He hastened to add in this piece in the New York Times Book Review,
“This is before taxes, in case any potential kidnappers happen to read
The Times.”

There is more than a touch of irony here, and it actually has little to do
with the length of time it took to write ‘Salem’s Lot, a chilling New
England tale inhabited by voracious vampires. It goes back to the early
1970s, when King was a teacher at a high school in his native Maine.

He was still a'young man, but he was married and had children, so he
was moonlighting in an industrial laundry, “earning money to keep my
wife and kids and myself fed,” as he said in telephone chat the other day.

King noticed an older woman who also worked at the laundry and
began studying her and her aura of strangeness. The woman soon
became the prototype of the mother of Carrie, the title character in his
first novel.

It was Carrie then, a novel that evolved from an imaginative character-
ization of a co-worker in an industrial laundry, that got readers hooked
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on Stephen King’s particular brand of fiction; Carrie that made pub-
lishers and others want to pay King as much as $500,000 for his second
eerie effort, and even more for those that were to follow.

Indeed it was the re-issue of Night Shift in paperback that occasioned
the call from King, who is spending this year as a writer-in-residence at
the University of Maine. Talk, however, ranged over his other work as
well, and with his preoccupation—or is it obsession?—with his chill-
ing, macabre genre.

“For some reason, nobody asks writers in the quote normal unquote
fields of literary endeavor why they have chosen their particular area. If
you met Joseph Heller at a cocktail party, would you ask him why he
chose the Air Force for Catch-22?

“Another question I get is, ‘Are you ever going to write something
serious?” My answer is: ‘Everything I do is serious.”

Meanwhile, he has been highly sensitive to the reviews of The Stand,
which is on the bestseller lists:

“I think very long books, one like this that weighs 2 pounds, are a
personal affront to reviewers with all the other books they have to read.”

With Charles L. Grant

Q: Let’s start with Carrie, your first published novel. How did you come
to create it?

KING: I don’t remember. That’s the truth. I was publishing stories in
Cavalier at the time. Just before I got married in 1970, I sold a story to
them, and another, from then on I could sell them almost anything. I
tried to sell them a story about a corpse that came back to life, but Nye
Willden, the editor, said the corpse would have moldered away after a
hundred years. I thought that was a really nasty quibble.

Then, as I started to publish more, some woman said, “You write all
those macho things, but you can’t write about women. You're scared of
women.” I said, “I’'m not scared of women. I could write about them if
wanted to.”

So I got an idea for a short story about this incident in a girls’ shower
room, and the girl would be telekinetic. The other girls would pelt her
with sanitary napkins when she got her period. The period would release
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the right hormones and she would rain down destruction on them. (I
have to admit, though, that this hormone thing wasn’t very clear in my
mind.) Anyway, I did the shower scene, but I hated it and threw it away.
My wife fished it out of the wastebasket and read it. She said, “I think
this is pretty good. Would you go on with it?” So I did. And I really got
sadistic about it. I said, “I can’t have her rain destruction on them yet;
they’ve got to do more to her” So they did more, and they did more—and
finally it wasn’t a short story, it was a novel. But I can’t remember the
real kernel, where the idea came from.

Q: How about Carrie herself? Where did she come from?

KING: She was based on a couple of real people—who, of course,
weren’t telekinetic. You meet kids like this when you teach school.
Somehow they don’t fit in, they’re out of any peer group, and everybody
turns on them. One of the girls was a kid I went to school with, and the
other was a student of mine.

The one I went to school with was a very peculiar girl who came from
a very peculiar family. Her mother wasn’t a religious nut like the mother
in Carrie; she was a game nut, a sweepstakes nut who subscribed to
magazines for people who entered contests. And she won things—weird
things. She won a year’s supply of BeBop pencils, but the big thing she
won was Jack Benny’s old Maxwell. They had it out in the front yard for
years, with weeds growing up around it. They didn’t know what to do
with it.

This girl had one change of clothes for the entire school year, and all
the other kids made fun of her. I have very clear memory of the day she
came to school with a new outfit she’d bought herself. She was a
plain-looking country girl, but she’d changed the black skirt and white
blouse—which was all anybody had ever seen her in—for a bright-col-
ored checked blouse with puffed sleeves and a skirt that was fashionable
at the time. And everybody made worse fun of her because nobody
wanted to see her change the mold. Later she married a man who was a
weather forecaster on top of Mt. Washington—a very strange man, a
man as peculiar as she was. She had three kids and then hung herself
one summer.

Q: Did she look like Sissy Spacek?
KING: No. She looked like Carrie.
Q: Net many authors are fortunate enough to have a film made of their
first novel—much less one directed by Brain DePalma that turns out to
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be a big hit. It’s a shame, though, that the movie didn’t do more with the
destruction scenes at the end.

KING: Well, Paul Monash produced the film, and he almost didn’t get
it produced at all. When he started off, he’d bought the film rights for a
song. I think he went to Twentieth Century first, tried Paramount, and
finally got this deal with United Artists. But they wouldn’t go a penny
more than two million. And for two million, they just couldn’t destroy
the town the way Carrie did in the novel.

There’s something of it in the film, though. After Carrie leaves the
prom, just before those people run the pickup truck at her, you see a fire
truck screaming through the night, presumably to the school. In the
book there were fire trucks from five or six towns, not just one. But that's
my one fire truck from Carrie. I treasure that.

Q: Your next book was ‘Salem’s Lot, a modern-day vampire novel. Had
you written about vampires before?

KING: Yes, among the stories I'd submitted to Cavalier was one I
thought had a really nice twist. It was about a vampire who’s a coal
miner—so he can more or less be on the job all the time, since he’s
underground where it’s always dark. There’s a cave-in, and this vampire
drinks all his mates’ blood while they wait for the others to dig them out.
Of course, when he goes out into the sun, he sort of evaporates.

Q: But ‘Salem’s Lot was considerably more ambitious. You were dealing
with an entire town, not just a group of miners. What made you think,
with all the vampire films and books around, that you could get away
with it?

KING: There was no reason in the world to think that I could. But I
wanted to do it because I wanted to play off Dracula. Whether or not I
could get away with it never really entered my mind, because at the time
[ was writing it, [ hadn’t even sold Carrie. | was halfway through ‘Salem’s
Lot when Doubleday bought Carrie for the princely sum of twenty-five
hundred dollars. When I'd started ‘Salem’s Lot, my wife and [ were
talking about what it would be like to have Dracula in a present-day
small town, and what would happen. And I ran into the most bizarre
problems with that. I wanted all the traditional trappings. For instance,
according to tradition, you kill a vampire by driving a stake through its
heart—which assumes that if you destroy the heart the vampire is
destroyed. But today, when they do an autopsy on somebody, they take
all that out. You're eviscerated. So I sort of slid over that.
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Anyway, the book was accepted for publication, but there were cold
feet for a while. “Maybe this isn’t the book to go with,” people were
saying. “Aren’t you afraid you'll be typed as a horror story writer?” I said,
“My God, I've been writing horror stories since I was ten years old.” I'd
done other stuff, but the stuff that came through with some force was the
horror.

So when people say, “Do you write this kind of stuff for the money?” |
say, “No, I was always writing this kind of stuff.” The money found me,
and [ wouldn’t want to kick it out. Anybody who throws money out the
door has got to be nuts.

Q) You don’t do it for the money, then?
KING: Ido it because I love it. It's what I do.
Q: Is that a question frequently asked?
KING: Yes, people are always asking why you write those things, which I
think is a question that can’t be answered. The mind is like a table, and
it's on a tilt; you put a marble on it and it rolls in a different direction
from mine. Some people collect stamps, and they have interesting
stamps. The same with coins. I doubt that anyone goes to Louis LAmour
and asks him why he writes western stories. He does, and they accept it.
But they always ask horror writers things like that.

The other question everyone asks is, why do people read horror
stories—which presupposes the whole idea that things like that are
morbid and unhealthy.

Q: How healthy are you?

KING: I decline to answer that! I like to scare people, and people like to
be scared. That’s all there is to it.

Q: You make scaring people sound like fun.

KING: Yeah, that’s the whole idea. It’s a funhouse sort of thing. I'm the
fluorescent ghost—or actually, I'm more like a stage manager or a
puppeteer. I'm running the ghost, which is more fun than being the
ghost. I know where all the trapdoors are that people are going to fall
into.

Q: How do you feel when you spring the trapdoors on your own
characters? Do you get any satisfaction from killing people off in your
fiction?

KING: Well, it's murder by proxy, for one thing. You get this feeling of
tremendous power, being able to jerk a character right out of a story.
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Q: Do you ever feel bad when you like a character and you realize that
he or she has to go—and in a particularly bloody way?

KING: @es, sometimes. But there are also times when I'm glad to see
characters go. Like Susan Norton in ‘Salem’s Lot. I began to have
serious problems about that character, because I'd conceived of her as
being a really independent Maine girl. I started to say to myself: “This
girl is twenty-three years old and out of school—yet she’s still living with
her parents and not working.” Belatedly I realized that I had to get her
out of that situation, and it wasn’t very long before I decided, “Well, I'll
kill her off” It gave me great satisfaction to get rid of her And I also
thought that the reader’s reaction would be: If Susan Norton can go,
anybody can go. Nobody is protected.-)

Q: Which makes the book even scarier.

KING: Right. I want to scare the shit out of you if I can. That’s what I'm
there to do. I like to go for the jugular.

Q: Do you ever get too horrific?

KING: Well, there was a lot of stuff edited out of ‘Salem’s Lot that the
editors thought was too strong. I stood by and let it happen; I wasn’t in
the position I am now. Still, I never want to be in the position where I
can refuse editorial advice. One of the things I've found out is that a lot
of editors know what they’re doing. Someday, though, I want to do a
definitive Lot and put it all back in.

For example, Dracula is supposed to be able to control the lower
animals, like rats and wolves and things like that. And in the original
draft of ‘Salem’s Lot I had all the rats leaving the town dump at the end
and going to the basement of the boarding house to guard the vampire.
In the published version of the book, the doctor is impaled on knives; in
the original draft he went downstairs and the rats got him. They were
running in his ears and down his clothes and in his mouth and every-
thing else.

Q: It’s been said that the literature of “terror” inspires a sense of cosmic
awe, whereas mere “horror” just revolts us. Would you say the scene you
just described is terror? Or horror?

KING: I don’t want to make that distinction between what'’s terror and
what’s horror, what's frightening and what'’s revolting. A little revulsion is
good for the soul.

Q: An awful lot of readers must think so, too. The book did well, didn’t it?
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KING: ‘Salem’s Lot sold more than three million copies in paperback.
As to who bought it, it’s hard to say. [ mean, the mail I got on Carrie
came from a lot of young girls and boys who felt ugly and could identify
with a character like that. But the letters on ‘Salem’s Lot came from
everybody. And most of them were favorable.

Q: Your next book, The Shining, sold even better; over four million
copies so far, and its still selling. One of the strongest elements is
probably the setting itself, that massive old hotel isolated in the Rockies.
How’d you come up with such a place? :

KING: Oh, it’s a real place. We were there, my wife and I. We were on a
trip, a vacation, and we stopped at this hotel; and as I wandered around
those long halls and empty rooms, I knew I had to do something with it.
Once I got the idea about the boy, Danny, being telepathic, it all came
together. Don’t ask me how.

Q: Well, however it came together, it certainly was effective. When
you're writing this sort of thing, don’t you ever just plain scare yourself?
KING: Occasionally. The scene in The Shining where the woman in the
bathtub gets out and goes for the little boy didn’t really scare me initially.
I thought I had a good scene when I first wrote it, but a funny thing
happened when I was rewriting the book. As I worked, I found myself
thinking, “In about eight days I'll be rewriting the bathtub scene.” Then
it was, “In five days I'll be rewriting the bathtub scene.” And then it was,
“Today—the bathtub scene!” And I really got tense and nervous about
doing it because when you write, you live your story, and no reader ever
has a reaction as tight about your book as your own.

Q: Maybe that scene works so well because Danny just gets a glimpse of
what’s in the tub.

KING: Yeah, I like that kind of stuff—the way he hears that thump
when something comes to greet him, the way that knob starts to go back
and forth. . . Boy, things like that really get to me. In the movies they
drive me crazy!

Q: But you write them anyway.

KING: Sure. If it drives me crazy, maybe it’ll drive the reader crazy, too.
Q: The bathtub scene was also a highlight of the movie—though
Stanley Kubrick handled it differently. How did you feel about his
version of The Shining?

KING: There are some parts of it that I liked, and some parts that I
didn’t like at all. If you add it all up, it comes out to a zero. Kubrick said
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he wanted to make a horror movie, but I don’t think he knew what that
was. What he ended up with was just a domestic tragedy.

Q: I must be somewhat unsettling to have your work interpreted by a
stranger. Does it bother you when a movie isn’t faithful to your book?
KING: I love the movies. I love to go to good horror movies. As for my
own books, well, you have to make a basic decision: do you want to sell
to the movies or not? What it comes down to is, you have to take a “worst
case” attitude—if they screw this up, how am I going to feel? I talked that
over with myself, and what I came up with was: I don’t care if they
destroy it, if they make a terrible movie out of this book, because they
can’t destroy the book. The book stands. I'm a book person. Movies are
very nice, but they’re not high art the way I think books are high art.
Sometimes a perfect book becomes a terrible movie. My favorite ex-
ample of that is The Day of the Dolphin; I thought it was a lovely book,
but Mike Nichols just didn’t do it right. As far as I'm concerned,
whatever they do to the movie, I still have the book. I wrote the book and
I’'m happy with it.

Q: How do you feel when other people aren’t happy with it especially
the critics?

KING: I hate bad reviews. That’s standard. They hurt, that’s the thing;
they hurt. For example, the Sunday Times review of The Shining was
terrible. The guy really ran the book through a Mixmaster. To show you
how sensitive I am, I'll immediately follow this by saying that the review
in the daily Times was better. Though even in the daily review, Richard
Lingeman couldn’t avoid that Forrest Ackerman approach, a lot of puns
and things. I don’t know if you’d call them cheap shots, exactly, but they
kind of poke fun at the whole horror field.

The thing about this field—if you visualize American Literature as a
town, then the horror writer’s across the tracks on the poor side of town,
and that’s where the “nice” people won’t go. On the other hand, it’s
never been ghettoized like science fiction or mysteries, because you see
horror sold more or less as mainstream fiction. I don’t know if it’s
because horror has an element of allegory or what, but it’s never been put
into that kind of ghetto, even in the days of Fritz Leiber’s Conjure Wife.
Q: Why do you suppose that’s true?

KING: Idon’t know. I have no idea. But I do know that when you look at
the reviews. . . well, take Burnt Offerings, for example. It didn’t get very
good reviews, yet I thought it was an excellent book.
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@) You're someone who'’s well-read in the field. What other writers have
influenced you?

KING: Ray Bradbury was an influence. I read The October Country,
and I've never forgotten the effect of great stories like “The Jar” and “The
Crowd.” But the first one that really hit me was Robert Bloch. I picked up
his Belmont collection, Yours Truly, Jack the Ripper, and that really
made an impression. I also like Jack Finney, because he deals so well
with ordinary life. He’s very good at evoking the humdrum, and then
introducing that little skew that goes off into the unknown, adding those
other elements little by little. I think this kind of story works best.

And then there’s William Sloane. The Edge of Running Water re-
minds me in some ways of Arthur Machen. Machen said something
once that I've never forgotten: that true evil is when a rose begins to sing.
I'm not sure I understand perfectly what he meant, but the feeling of the
statement is so clear! I read H.P. Lovecraft, of course, when I was young.
I went through a stage when I was ordering his books from Arkham
House, and they published a big collection of novellas, At the Moun-
tains of Madness, that really got to me. I have my favorite Lovecraft
stories that will stand out and last forever, but the man’s style is a real
roadblock. I think he appeals to you when you’re younger and can
accept that rococo style.

I love Charles Beaumont, too. And I think that Richard Matheson is
fantastic. When he’s at his best, he has no peer. Some of the stories he’s
done are classics. “Duel” is beautiful. He’s another writer who goes for the
jugular. He doesn’t play around, no games; he goes right for the effect he’s
after. He did a story called “Mute” that’s a personal favorite of mine.

Q: Who do you like among the newer writers?

KING: Peter Straub is one of the best. I know I'm chewing off a big bite
here, but I think Ghost Story is one of the best gothic horror novels of the
past century. And then there’s Shadowland, his new book. It’s really
spooky, really something.

I also like Ramsey Campbell and Dennis Etchison; and James Her-
bert’s books have a lot of raw vitality, a lot of really powerful things that
just grab you by the throat and don’t let go. Some of the early things by
John Farris I like; you can’t do much better than the opening sequences
in All Heads Turn When the Hunt Goes By. Just close your eyes and
picture that scene in the chapel, when the bride takes hold of the
ceremonial sword.
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But there’s a lot of garbage out there, too. I think some writers are
doing the usual thing, getting on the bandwagon while the getting is
good. It'll work out in the end; they’ll fall by the wayside, I hope, and the
good ones will last.

And there are some who just don’t get me—at least the way I think I
should be gotten by a horror story. I don’t like Robert Aickman, for
instance, because I admit I don’t know what he’s about. I feel like I'm
lost in there. I also don’t get off on stories like Brian Lumley’s “Cthulhu”
stuff or the Lin Carter types. Their stuff just doesn’t work for me; it’s too
much like too many things that have already been written by guys
who’ve been dead for a hundred years.

Another thing that disturbs me, that I think a lot of people have taken
advantage of in the genre, are novels—and they’re usually the novels
that I don’t like—about children as objects of horror, objects of fear.

Q: But aren’t children treated that way in your own books, when you
consider what terrible powers they have? There’s Carrie, who wrecks a
whole community, and Charlie, the little girl in your new book, Fire-
starter, who can start fires with her mind. . . .

KING: Yes, but Carrie isn’t what I think of as bad. By the time she’s done
all that stuff—destroys the town and hurts all those people—she’s crazy;
she’s lost her mind, she’s not responsible for what she’s doing. And
Chatlie, in Firestarter, is a kid who’s been through a hell of a lot. She’s
mad, and she hits back just like a kid will hit back—only she has
something more.

I have, of course, written stories where children are downright evil.
There’s a story called “Suffer the Little Children,” for instance, that
wasn’t in my Night Shift collection because it’s a lot like a Stanley Ellin
story, which I wasn’t aware of when I wrote it. It’s about a schoolteacher
who finds out that all her children are monsters. She leads them down to
the mimeograph room one by one and murders her entire class. She
looks out the corner of her eye, see, and these sweet little faces are
turning into these grotesque, bulbous-eyed things that are coming to get
her. And I've written a couple of others like that on the “evil children”
idea. . . . But mostly I see children as either victims or as forces of good.

Q: )You don’t, then, have the ambivalence toward children that Ray

radbury seemed to have in his early stories—stories like “The Small
Assassin,” in which an infant murders his parents.
KING: (_I:Io. I think children are lovely people. They’re innocent, sweet,
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honorable, and all those things. I know that’s a romantic ideal, but to me
hey seem good.
How do you account for all the monstrous kids that populate books
/7 and movies today? There'’s The Exorcist, The Omen, The Changeling,
It’s Alive. . . .
KING: My own feeling about this is that almost all horror stories mirror
specific areas of free-forming anxieties. And that sounds like a mouthful,
a lot of intellectual bullshit, but what I mean is, when you read a horror
novel or see a horror film, you make a connection with the things you're
afraid of in your own life. Why was The Exorcist the hit that it was? I tend
to think it’s because it came at the height of the youth revolution, that
hallucinogenic experience we were all going through. I mean, kids were
coming home and saying, “Nixon’s a war pig,” and the parents were
saying, “What did you say?” And the kids were growing their hair long.
Even now, people forget how terrible it was when boys let their hair grow
long; they took a lot of shit for something like that. Like in Bangor—Dboy,
it was bad news! So The Exorcist comes along and what happens? You
have a nice middle-class girl who’s respectful to her mother and outgoing
and friendly and all the things that parents want their children to
be—and she turns into this foul-talking, ugly, straggly-haired, scream-
ing, killing monster. And it seems to me that, symbolically, there’s a very
satisfactory parallel to what happened to the kids in the Sixties.

Same way with those bug movies in the Fifties: Them, The Beginning
of the End, Rodan. . .. What were people afraid of in those days. The
Cold War, the Atomic Bomb. We were on the edge of doomsday, not just
another world war but the end of the world. And all those monsters?—it
was radioactivity. They all came out of White Sand Proving Ground or
some atoll in the Pacific.

I admit that slobbering, 1950s-type monsters are fun to work with. I've

~doge it, too, in “The Mist,” that short novel in Dark Forces.

@ s clear that horror can reflect society’s current fears, but how about
our more personal fears? It’s been suggested, for example, that all horror
fiction has a strong sexual element. Do you thing this is true?

KING: Yes, but I don’t think sex has been dealt with the way it needs to
be, or the way it could be. Horror stories appeal to teenagers, usually
boys, who are very doubtful about their own sexual potency, what it is
that they’re supposed to do. Boys at that age know, according to tradi-
tion, that they’ll be the sexual aggressors, and they’re very doubtful
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about how to go about it. I think that the horror story serves as an outlet
or a catharsis for these deep-seated fears that are really about sex. That
all sounds very Freudian, but people like Howard, Lovecraft, Poe—they
all had their problems.

Q: Isn’t there some common denominator here? Some appeal that goes
deeper than just current concerns or even sexual fears?

KING: Well, on another level, all this stuff is only a rehearsal for our
own death. That’s the deep reason people read it. In fact, one of the
reasons the field is so open to criticism is because it deals with morbidity,
because it deals with mortality. That Faulkner story, “A Rose for Emily”
—which is really a horror story—is the most morbid thing I can think of.
The way the house starts to stink, and the men from the town put
quicklime around it to take away the smell because they assume a sewer
main has broken—Faulkner’s very careful about how he says this—and
the way the smell disappears because the flesh has gotten past the stage
where it’s ripe. . . . Her lover’s body was up in her bed. We really don’t
know what she was doing with it, if she was sleeping with it, but there’s
that hint of necrophilia there.

Q: Could this rehearsal for our death be, somehow, an attempt to
reassure ourselves about death? To make us more comfortable with it?
KING: That’s what Stanley Kubrick says: it doesn’t matter whether the
supernatural forces are good or evil; all that matters is that they exist. It
means that after this life, there’s more.

Q: And that, of course, is a comforting thought. Do you yourself believe
in the hereafter?

KING: Yes.

Q: In what sense?

KING: Well, I believe in God, but I don’t think any of us has a line on
Him, on what God is like. All of us may get a big surprise. We may
expire on our deathbed and rise through dark clouds to whatever here-
after there is and find out that God is Mickey Mouse.

Q: Do you regard yourself, then, as a Christian?

KING: Idon’tthink so—but I don’t know. I think there’s real possibility
that Christ may have been divine, but I don’t think it’s been proven.
How can you prove a thing like that? Of course, you have to take it on
faith. In fact, the whole tenet of Christianity is that you have to take
these things on faith. Well, that’s fine. If you can reject your intellect
enough to have faith, that’s fine.
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Q: Yet even a skeptic might somehow find a certain religious element in
most horror fiction.

KING: Yes, a lot of books deal in religious terms, even when they don’t
deal with standard religions. [ think most of Lovecraft has religious
overtones, in the sense that people in his stories worship various good
and evil gods, with set rituals for calling them forth. There’s a kind of
doctrine in his fiction. There’s even a Bible, the Necronomicon.

But even more than that, there’s a great revival of mystical ideas today.
Look at the society in which we’re living, with all manner of technologi-
cal horrors. Just take the difference between now and the time Bram
Stoker wrote Dracula, when all the heroes were technological men.
Seward put his diaries on a phonograph, which was very cool for his day.
Van Helsing was a surgeon, gave transfusions, was even a psychologist, |
think. Stoker was very taken by all this, the idea that technology was the
wave of the future, the savior of mankind. But look at it now: fluorocar-
bons, cancer scares, pollution in the water, all this stuff. People are
beginning to see that maybe technology is its own dead end. And so

hey’ve come to see mysticism as a possible alternative route.
‘Some people have seen mystical overtones in your fourth novel, The
Stand. In fact, it’s been called a Christian allegory.
KING: Well, The Stand starts with a plague that wipes out most of the
world’s population, and it develops into a titanic struggle that Christian-
ity figures in. But it’s not about God, like some of the reviews have
claimed. Stuart Redman isn’t Christ, and the Dark Man isn’t the Devil.
It’s the same with ‘Salem’s Lot—Christianity is there, but it isn’t the
most important thing. The important thing is that we are dealing with
two elemental forces—White and Black—and I really do believe in the
White force. Children are part of that force, which is why I write about
them the way I do. There are a lot of horror writers who deal with this
struggle, but they tend to concentrate on the Black. But the other force is
there, too; it’s just a lot tougher to deal with. Look at Tolkien and The
Lord of the Rings; he’s much better at evoking the horror and dread of
Mordor and the Dark Lord than he is at doing Gandalf.
Q: What you’re saying is that the Black, at least logically, presupposes
the White. If there are werewolves, there are also probably good fairies.
KING: Yes. But werewolves, of course, are a lot more fun.
Q: Maybe they’re more fun because they appeal to the savage in us
all—the thing that sneaks out and reminds us of what we’ve repressed.
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KING: Yeah! Oh yeah. That David Keller story, “The Thing in the
Cellar,” is a classic example of that idea. That’s what’s so marvelous about
the horror story. It’s a kind of interface between the conscious and the
subconscious, where you can go off in fifty different directions.

Q: With the possibility of going off in so many directions, you still
manage to keep to just one. What kind of discipline do you impose on
yourself in order to maintain such a prolific output? Is it true you try to
write a set number of pages every day of the year?

KING: Yes, every day but Christmas and my birthday. I work on what’s
important to me in the morning, for three hours. Usually, in the
afternoon, I have what call my “toy truck,” a story that might develop or
might not, but meanwhile it’s fun to work on. Sometimes it’s a story and
sometimes it’s a novel that might germinate. I begin to pile up some
pages, and eventually it'll get shifted over to the morning.

Q: It looks, then, as if you intend to stay in the field.

KING: Sure. Of course. I don'’t feel the urge to change. I don’t always
intend to do horror, but somehow things almost always head that way. If
they don’t, I'm not going to fight it. You go where you feel you have to
go. Writing is like that. You can’t always tell yourself you're going to
write one particular thing and that’s that. You get the story, and the story
takes hold, and away you go.

With Richard Wolinsky and Lawrence Davidson

(:(1:“' Your early work was in some of the Doc Lowndes magazines.
KING: Yeah, he was one of the guys that I knew about who was publish-
ing the sort of stuff | wanted to do. I'd been submitting all along to
Fantasy & Science Fiction and to Fantastic and to places like that, but
Doc Lowndes gave me the first real encouragement. I also got some
from the fellow who was editing Fantasy & Science Fiction at that time.
Avram Davidson, that’s who it was. It was Avram Davidson. But
Lowndes—I sent him a story which later appeared in F&SF—oddly
enough, it was rejected there by somebody—and it was called “Night of
the Tiger,” and he sent me a letter back and said I think it’s a good piece
but it’s too long, because they were doing a lot of reprints then. So I sent
him some other stuff and then finally he published my first two short
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stories there, and I understand that now he’s the editor of Sexology and
he must be really old. It’s kind of funny.

Q: Did he give you a lot of feedback on your stories?

KING: Yes he did. One of the things that he did that I thought was useful
was on “Night of the Tiger” he blue-penciled the story and he had
surrounded phrases and things. He’d say “this phrase is hackwork,” “this
phrase is trite,” or whatever it was, and he was pointing this stuff out, and
I thought I was, you know, at that point Maine’s answer to Shakespeare,
and it was good to have things put in perspective, and he was good at
that. I suspect that he was the last of the really great pulp editors.

Q: He’s also unfortunately very underrated. A lot of people don’t realize
the impact that he had and that he was capable of keeping magazines
going with basically no money at all.

KING: Yeah. Well, he bought a third story called “The Float,” which he
never ran because the magazines went out of business. And neither of
the stories, the first two stories, have ever been anthologized. The first
one I wouldn’t want to see anthologized. That was called “The Glass
Floor” and the second one was a better story and was called “The
Reaper’s Image,” and that was a pretty good story. I stand by that one, but
the first one, he was very kind to have published it all.

I went on writing short stories and [ discovered the men’s magazines as
a market. What’s odd about it is that I discovered the great key in the
early Seventies right through to Seventy-five, and that was that they were
not interested basically in porno fiction. I'd never read any fiction in the
men’s magazines. I rarely bought them at all, but when 1 did, it certainly
was not to read their fiction and enlightening articles. I wanted to look at
naked ladies. And I read some of this fiction and I was really surprised
because they were publishing westerns, they were publishing science
fiction, they were publishing everything but sex, and women were even
not mostly in the stories at all. So I published a lot of stories in Cavalier
and Dude and Gent. I published one in Adam that I wish was not under
my real name, but it was, ‘cause that’s a real sleezo magazine.

So basically I did that and it kept bread on the table and the phone in
the house ‘cause we had two kids then and I was teaching school and we
were really poor. But I stand by most of those stories and most of them
are in Night Shift. There are two or three that are not, but most of them
are. And, you know, I'm not the only writer in the history of the world
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that wrote for money instead of art but sometimes the two of them come
together. There’s no reason why they have to be exclusive.
Q: Did you come by the idea of writing horror, or primarily horror-re-
lated stories haphazardly, or was there some kind of rthyme or reason to
it?
KING: There was no real rhyme or reason to it. [ don’t think that— first
of all, I think that writers are made instead of born. I think that there are
a lot of people beyond the number of people that become writers who
have the talent to become writers but people underrate the amount of
determination and work it takes to hone to the ability where you're good
enough to be read in a kind of mass market way. So I think that writers
are made and not born. But what you choose to write about is buried so
deeply inside it’s like lodestones inside you and sooner or later you come
near something that you're supposed to be doing with your life and it’s
like a magnet. It attracts. It’s like if you take a nine year old boy and he’s
just sort of walking around, not doing too much and maybe his mother
takes him to a ballet, and he looks at that and says “that’s fantastic.” No
reason why. And then all of a sudden he says “I want to be a ballet dancer
when I grow up.”
Q: What was the earliest horror thing that really attracted your attention
when you were growing up?
KING: The first thing that I can remember, and I must have been no
more than three at this time, was creeping out of my bedroom at night
and hiding inside the darkened dining room while there were people in
the living room listening to an adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s “Mars Is
Heaven” on Dimension X. This is the one where they get up there and
all their dead relatives are there and they say, gee come on up and sit on
the porch. We’ll make you lemonade, afterwards we’re gonna have some
hamburgers and listen to the Yankees and they have the Yankee game
and all the dead Yankees are playing and they’re having a great time and
they go to bed that night and this one guy wises up and he wakes up and
he goes into the bedroom and their faces are changing and running and
turning yellow and they got knives and they’re stabbing all the astro-
nauts. Which is what the Indians should have done. That’s the first thing
I remember and then I went back and slept with my brother that night I
was so scared.

The second thing I remember is going to the Drive-In and seeing
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Creature from the Black Lagoon. And just sitting there and watching
and the thing that really got to me was the creature from the black lagoon
was walling them up in the lagoon. He put sticks and things so that they
couldn’t get out again, and it’s the reaction that people get to the works of
Poe when they’re older but I was only, like, four years old. He was
walling them up. And I said, “I wanna do that! I'm really scared. I want
to make people as scared as [ am.”

Q: When you got a little bit older, did you begin reading science fiction?
KING: Yes, I read a lot of science fiction. But something has happened
to science fiction that I don’t understand now. And I can’t really say what
it is. But it’s taken a kind of sociological turn that [ don’t fully follow. 1
date my drawing away from science fiction to the time when Robert
Silverberg started to do his really serious work and from that point on 1
think that he was a kind of, not a trend-maker, but he’s kind of a seminal
writer in modern science fiction and to me when somebody says Silver-
berg, 1 say early Silverberg or late. Because the later Silverberg, that’s
where I date people like Thomas Disch, Larry Niven, a lot of the people
that I don’t fully follow. Kate Wilhelm. Kate Wilhelm wrote a wonderful
horror novel in the early sixties called The Clone. That was wonderful.
Q: The other primary element, besides horror, and I guess it’s in line
with horror, that occurs in all your fiction is telekinesis, psychic stuff—
primarily Carrie, and | guess The Dead Zone. The Stand is a little
different. I want to get into that a little later. Was there any interest in
that from, let’s say, a level of “gee, wouldn't it nice to be psychic,” or “I
am psychic,” rather than merely as a tool to create horror.

KING: No. It’s always been sort of a tool but not to create horror. More to
create the situation. Because I tend to see people’s lives as this nice fabric
that’s full of holes. We walk along through our lives and those holes are
there and you can fall into one anytime. Like, you can go out and cross
the street and some guy could come along who was drunk out of his
mind and kill you dead and we don’t think about that because we got
this sort of selective perception, this tunnel vision that keeps us from
thinking about it. You see what I mean?

As far as the horror and the psychic go, I see them as two sides of the
same street. The psychic stuff to me is more realistic only because most
people believe there is such a thing as telepathy. You know you catch a
thought from time to time. Although it doesn’t seem to be a controllable
function whereas the other side of the street, the real horror, the stuff like
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‘Salem’s Lot or The Shining, to me that is saying “Let’s take people that
are real people and put them in the context of a situation that’s so
incredible it’s beyond belief and let them see what they do.” And also,
“let me see if I can make the reader believe it.” And for me it’s the game,
to take the people, put them in the situation the way that you’d put lab
rats in a different environment and see what happens. But the basic
object in view is always to engage the reader, which is what the suspense
novel is supposed to do and that’s what the horror novel is. Its the
difference between methadone and heroin to me. It’s the real stuff.
Q: What strikes me in line with that is the juxtaposition in your books of
the mundane, America as we know it—The Stand is very full of that,
where everyday life goes on, and it kind of gets shot, and you do that to a
lesser degree in the other books—and I guess you intend to make all that
detail counterpoint to the horror.
KING: Not only counterpoint to horror but to try and give the situation
enough reality so that people will be taken into the story because when
you take a story of horror there’s a seam that runs through it.It doesn’t
matter who the writer is. No matter how finely you sew, the seam always
shows up. And my idea is that somehow you have to take the reader
across that and still make them believe in the story. The reader will say,
all right, I'll suspend my disbelief but to a certain point, that’s okay, but
beyond that if the story is not working on the realistic level it won’t work
on any other level either.

Is that one of your reasons for bringing in a lot of real characters into
The Degd Zone, like Jimmy Carter for instance?
KING:{ The book spans the Seventies. It starts in October of 1970 with
Nixon president and Vietnam going on and it ends—the last real event
that’s mentioned is the Jonestown thing where all the people committed
suicide, and my idea was let’s bring as many real people into the story
that would have actually existed in that period as possible. I try not to
bring in just Jimmy Carter, who Johnny Smith shakes hands with in
New Hampshire during the primary, but also Cassie Mackin, who was a
correspondent on the Nightly News on NBC at that time*and a guy
named George Herman who was a correspondent for CBS at the same
time. And to bring in the little things as well. One of the ways that
Johnny Smith knows that he’s been out for four and a half years in his

coma is because the doctor has a Flair pen and they weren’t in general
distribution in 1970. . . . )
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Q: The New York Times liked that one.

KING: Yeah, yeah.

Q: Did you actually do any research to figure out exactly what did and
didn’t exist?

KING: I did some. Oddly enough, one of things that I didn’t remember
and I had to look up was who died when because one of the things that
Johnny says he’s done when he comes out of the coma is to get a pile of
Newsweeks and go through the obituaries to see who died and like Janis
Joplin died, Jimi Hendrix died.

Q: In Night Shift you talk a lot about horror stories. What do you think
makes a good horror story?

KING: Well, it has to appeal to fears that are general. That’s the major
thing. It has to appeal to the fear of death, the fear of closed in spaces,
the fear of something so radically different from humanity as we know it
that people simply recoil in horror, like spiders or rats or something like
that—but it has to be something that is recognizable. To me, the big
thing about Lovecraft is that what he continually seems to say is it’s so
horrible that if I describe it to you it will drive you insane, so I won’t
describe it to you. And to me that’s like saying, “Wow, something
happened and it was really sexy—Oh, my God was it sexy. Oh! If you
knew you would just probably run out on the street raving, but I can’t tell
you what it was ‘cause I don’t want you to do that” It’s tantalizing
without actually going the extra step. Which leaves the reader to eventu-
ally say to himself, “Well, Lovecraft was saying this because he simply
was bluffing and he didn’t know what it was that was horrible.” So I think
that you have to go the step and say what it is and you risk—and I've been
criticized on this, too—that when the horror is finally revealed, it’s not
as horrible as you thought it was. But that’s always the case and that’s why
the horror novel always ultimately fails. Because when you describe what
it is you throw light on it. It’s like a little kid in his room and he sees the
shadow on the wall and he says “Oh my god it’s Jack the Ripper,” right,
and then his mother turns on the light and the shadow is the shadow of a
box of toys or a pile of books or something.

Q: It seems that it’s more the shock—that moment of ambiguity—that’s
the most important thing.

KING: Yeah, but I'm not that intellectual about it. You know, terror is
the best of emotions, the best of the low emotions. That’s what Poe said,
and he’s right and if I can get terror I will and if not, I'll go to horror, and
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if I can’t succeed on the level of horror, I'll try to gross people out. That’s
one of the things about the literature that I believe the most strongly, is
that you go with the effect. If you're not willing to go for the throat, you
ought not to be in the business.

Q: In Dead Zone, you seem to veer a little bit away from horror and
more toward suspense. I’'m not sure if those moments in Dead Zone
where John Smith sees what the future is going to be are horror necessar-
ily. So much is just setting up the next step, which is, What is he going to
do?

KING: Yeah. But what I really think is that effect follows story. Story
does not follow effect. That is, you can’t sit down and say I'm gonna
write a horror novel now. What will I write about? All you have to say is [
got an idea for a story and then you write it down and see what kind of an
effect it has. 1 will not deliberately sit down and say “Okay, people like
Carrie, ‘Salem’s Lot, The Shining, so the next book will be horror” I'm
going to write what I need to write because if you don’t that's when you
start to lie.

Q: At the end of The Stand, there’s a resolution, and the same with
Dead Zone. Do you know where you're going or at that moment, when
you're writing it, did you make that decision?

KING: You know what the climax is gonna be, but you don’t know
what’s going to happen. You see what I mean. You know that you're
going toward that place and you know who is going to be there, generally
speaking, but you don’t really know what the characters are going to do,
for sure.

Let me give you an example. This book that I'm just working on. I've
gotten finally to the climax of the book, to that final scene. I knew from
the beginning that—well, 1 don’t want to give away the plot of the
book—Dbut there’s a fellow involved who'’s done a really terrible thing and
he realizes after it’s too late that what he’s done has set a chain of events
in motion.There are just terrible things from beyond the grave that he’s
let loose with the best of possible intentions and I knew it was going to
come down finally to a confrontation between himself and these forces,
but I thought that the man’s wife and children would be safely away, and
as it turned out, his wife came back. She did that on her own. I didn’t
make her come back, I didn’t say she would come back. She just ran
back. Because characters get away sometimes and they start to go on
their own and all you can do is hope that they go in a place that won’t
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make the book too uncomfortable for you. You don’t always know what’s
going to happen.

Q: In The Stand, did you anticipate what the stand would be?

KING: I did, comfortably before the end of the book, but I wasn’t sure
what the stand was going to be until I was about three quarters of the way
through the book.

Q: Who is Randall Flagg?

KING: Randall Flagg to me is everything that I know of in the last twenty
years that’s really bad, or maybe even since Hitler. He’s mostly Charlie
Starkweather who I was afraid of when I was a kid. I read the stories
about Charlie Starkweather and his killing spree and I was really terrified
by what he was doing. He’s partially Charles Manson and he’s partially
Charles Whitman, the Texas tower killer, and Richard Speck and all
these people. The thing that impresses over and over again is these
people are really stupid and that something goes into them, whether it’s
the devil or Satan or whatever it is, it goes into them and then these
people get caught and that thing flies away and you have someone who
says, “Well, I don’t know what I did, Jeez, I don’t know.” “Did you do
it?” “Yeah, 1 did it” “But why did you do it?” “I don’t know. I don’t know
why [ did it”

Because they don’t, see? Something got into ‘em. Its like Lyndon
Johnson when he was running the war in Vietnam. That man was
possessed of the devil. Satan was in that man and then he came on TV
and he said, “I'm not going to run for re-election.” It was in ‘68, and I
saw the devil go out of that man and he just turned into this old guy.
Somebody interviewed him shortly before he died, and she said somth-
ing like “Lyndon, why did you do that? You knew that you couldn’t win
cover there without using nuclear weapons.” He was in bed. He had his
gall bladder out and he was dying of congestive heart failure, or some-
thing. He had the sheet pulled up to his chin and she said “Why did you
do that?” He said, “I don’t know.” Just like that. ‘Cause it was out of him.
See, it gets into you. And that’s what’s in Randall Flagg, and toward the
end of The Stand it leaves him. Whatever it is, it’s leaving him, a little at
a time, and he’s just nobody.

Q: Do you believe in the devil?

KING: I have a view of the devil. I do, but my view of what he is is so
complex that I don’t think that I could express it in words.

Q: Do you believe in an absolute good and an absolute evil?
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KING: Next question, please.

Q: What kind of research did you do on assassins?

KING: Ididn’t do any. Nothing that isn’t common knowledge.

Q: What kind of research did you do on psychics?

KING: I read about psychics. Psychics kind of fascinate me. People like
Hurkos and Edgar Cayce and people like that. I tend to believe that a lot
of what goes on in the psychic world—well, let’s put it this way, that most
of it is either the work of knowing charlatans or people who are being
misled by their own needs, their own psychological make-up. But some
of it defies that easy explanation, so I'm an agnostic who leans toward
belief.

Q: You've had movies made of three of your novels. . . .

KING: But I've only seen one.

Q: You've only seen Carrie. . . . What did you think of it?

KING: I liked Carrie. 1 thought Carrie was good. You've put it in
context particularly if you've read a lot in this field, the fantasy field.
Back in the days of the silents, they made a picture out of A.A. Merritt’s
Seven Footprints to Satan and it’s written in one of Forry Ackerman’s
books that when Merritt saw it he wept. And that would be a standard
reaction, I think, among most writers of fantasy whose books have been
adapted for the films. Look at what happened to Zelazny’s Damnation
Alley, for instance. There are other examples as well. But I think that I
was treated well in Carrie the way that, for instance, Fritz Leiber was
treated well in Burn, Witch, Burn.

I’'m hopeful for the other two. ‘Salem’s Lot is going to be a miniseries on
CBS and I'm hoping it will be good. I've read the script, and the script is
good. The stars are good, but still, it's TV, and it makes me nervous. And,
of course, Kubrick’s doing The Shining. I hope for good things.

Q: What was your reaction when you found out that it was Kubrick
doing The Shining?

KING: Ididn’t have one. The man’s gotta do something.

Q: My feeling was that Kubrick is one of the greatest American
directors.

KING: WEell, I think that too. I think he’s a genius and there are only
about three in the business where most directors have good visual eyes
and they’re intellectually pinheads. And Kubrick is not that. He’s not a
pinhead, but also I don’t have any reaction to him doing the book,
primarily because I don’t believe he has any real reaction to my work. It’s
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a question of having read the book and saying “We can do certain things
with this.”

It’s been so long, too. You know, I got to be a big hit with my friends. |
would just casually toss it at a cocktail party. “By the way, Kubrick’s
doing my new book and . . ” “Oh. Really?” I was quite a hit there for a
while, but two years have gone by and people say now “Is it ever gonna
come? Yeah, where is it?”

Q: What do you think is the greatest horror movie of all time?
KING: Let me give you about five names. I think that The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre is one of them. And I think Night of the Living
Dead is probably one of them. And Freaks by Todd Browning is probably
one of them. The Cat People by Val Lewton. The original Invasion of
the Body Snatchers. And I'm leaving some out. Psycho, Frenzy, De-
mentia 13, which was Francis Coppola’s first picture.
Q: What about Alien?
KING: I think Alien’s very good, but I don’t think it’s one of the best of
all time. It might be, with the cut 11 minutes restored. The Haunting,
eah. That’s another one.
Wh t about books, other than yours?
ING:) The best horror novel I've read in about. . .well, I liked Peter
Straub’s Ghost Story very much. That’s a good one. But the best horror

novel that I've read in the last three years is Anne Rivers Siddons’s book,
The House Next Dooa

With Bhob Stewart

Q: Have you done any TV/radio interviews with people who have never
read a single word you’ve written?

KING: Yes. I don’t get angry. It’s fun to watch them fumble around for
any kind of a decent question when they haven’t read anything that
you’ve done. The bad part of it is that you answer the same question over
and over again: “Why do you write this stuff?” Not very interesting
questions after you’ve answered them for the fortieth time.

Q: What do you think of Fritz Leiber's Our Lady of Darkness, ].
Ramsey Campbell’s The Doll Who Ate His Mother and Breakthrough by
Ken Grimwood?
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KING: Ithought Our Lady of Darkness was probably the second or third
best fantasy novel by Fritz Leiber that I'd ever read. And I think it’s the
best thing he’s done easily since Conjure Wife. 1 thought the middle was
very static. About 40 or 50 pages take place in the old sorcerer’s house in
San Francisco. The central metaphor of the book, when he talks about
the city as organism, I think is very vivid and very alive. The first long
section of the book where he walks out to this hill and sees the Pale
Brown Thing waving from his window: that’s a shocker. That could stand
by itself. Breakthrough by Grimwood I have on my shelf, but I haven’t
read. In The Doll Who Ate His Mother Ramsey Campbell is consistently
pointing at the bridge between horror and fantasy as ghetto fiction; it’s a
kind of New Wave breakthrough for fiction. I think that it's a tremen-
dously exciting book. I don’t think it’s the best book he can produce
because I don’t think he feels totally comfortable with a novel yet. But I
thought the climax in that cellar was the best part of the book. People
talk about how Campbell didn’t know how to end this book and so the
ending is very disappointing. I think they missed the entire point of the
ritual aspect of that because it’s really Lovecraftian. I think that’s
wonderful. To me, who the cannibal was is the least important aspect of
the book. The most important aspect is what caused it in the first place:
this kind of spellcasting with all those dolls in the basement. I think it’sa
terrible title, The Doll Who Ate His Mother, but a fantastic book. His
new one has just been sold to America; it’s a long, long novel.

Q: There’s a new Roald Dahl anthology series, Tales of the Unexpected.
Do you remember Dahl’s superb Way Out TV series?

KING: Way Out? Yes. I liked the one where Barry Sullivan or whoever
had the retouching fluid to make his face younger—and his wife spilled
it all over him. His face was smooth on one side. Remember that?

Q: No, but it reminds me of the E.C. story “Drawn and Quartered”
about the voodoo artist who dies in a subway accident at the moment a
bottle of turpentine is spilled over his self-portrait. Did you ever do any
comic book stories?

KING: No. When I was really on my uppers, before Carrie sold, I
submitted several ideas to Creepy when, I think, Marv Wolfman was
editor. I stopped reading it for a while. They started to do a lot of reprints
and I got rather pissed. Just dropped it.

Q: What were the titles of the fanzines you wrote for?

KING: I wrote for a magazine called Tales of Suspense edited by Marv
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Wolfman. The story that I did was reprinted in his magazine and was
originally done by a fan from Alabama named Mike Garret who had a
magazine of his own. Originally it was a story called “I Was a Teenage
Graverobber” The title really stank. The story was a lot better than the
title. Wolfman retitled it “In a Halfworld of Terror” which kind of caught
the feeling of the story.

Q: Was that straight text or a comic book story?

KING: It was straight text, and they illustrated it with three or four
comic illustrations—different ones for each of the magazines. That was
the only fan story I ever did. One of the things I think has been good for
me—really, really good—is that I stayed out, mostly by luck, of that
circle of fanzines and fans that club together. They do the same thing
that the literary bohemians do in Greenwich Village when they all go
down at the Lion’s Head and drink a lot of beer and piss out their novel
ideas. These fans, a lot of them, don’t realize how destructive it is to any
aspirations that they have for writing. They get together and talk about
“Gee! How wonderful this movie was” or “how wonderful the last story
was by Fritz Leiber” or whatever. They’re pissing away anything that they
might be doing on their own. I've got no animus against the fan
magazines. Whenever anyone sends me one, I always read it cover to
cover. But I'm glad, for myself, that [ stayed out of that.

Q: Your first four books were sold without an agent.

KING: First five. The Dead Zone is the first where the deal was done by
an agent.

Q: Before that, you did several novels that never sold?

KING: Yeah. I did one called. . . trying to go back to the very beginning
... It's very dusty in that part of my mind. What the hell was the name of
that? I cannot remember. Isn’t that funny? I've just come up totally
blank. Getting It On. 1 did a book called Getting It On. And Babylon
Here—which was just a very strange surreal book. It wasn’t very good. I
did a race riot novel, Sword of the Darkness, that was just terrible. After
that I started to get it together; I did Carrie and Salem’s Lot, and the
other stuff came right along.

Q: These first books were submitted to and rejected by a number of
publishers?

KING: Two were, and one of them just seemed Dead On Arrival. It’s
never been seen by anybody but me. It’s just tucked away in a drawer.
The race riot novel is fun to read. It's embarrassing as far as the human
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motivations go. It’s a long book. It’s exciting, I think, but it’s not
believable.

Q: How did you manage without an agent?

KING: The actual progression was I had Getting It On—which 1 did
think was good. I decided to go to Doubleday because Doubleday is a
publishing mill, and I thought I'd have a better chance at a place where
they were publishing a lot of fiction. I wrote a letter. I said, “I've got this
book that’s a psychological suspense novel in its tone.” It reminded me a
little bit of The Parallax View, this little novel they had done that became
a movie later on. My letter went to the editor of The Parallax View who
was out with some kind of sickness—influenza or something. So that
went to Bill Thompson who later edited all of those books—Carrie
through The Stand—and he had seconded The Parallax View for
publication. He read my letter, and he wrote me a letter: “Send the book
along” He was really impressed with it, and he tried very hard to get it
published through Doubleday and couldn’t. He then jobbed it around to
some other publishers and almost lost his job when they found out. After
that he dropped me a line every now and then, saying, “Are you doing
anything now?” And I'd say, “I'm trying.” We corresponded back and
forth. When Carrie got done, I didn’t think it was a very commercial
book or a very saleable book, but I sent it to him so he’d know I was doing
something. I was really surprised when he bought it. That’s how I ended
up with Doubleday, a very paternalistic outfit. I heard one member of
the top brass once say he’d like to get every agent in New York and blow
their knees off with a shotgun. It’s that kind of an outhit. I stayed with
them, and they did decently by me, I would say.

With George Christian

Q: What kind of kid were you, what were you afraid of?

KING: Well, as a kid I was afraid of the things that children are always
afraid of. Of not being accepted by my peers. Although I think I was,
pretty well. I was afraid of the dark. I liked to go to the monster movies,
but after the monster movie was over and I was alone, you know, I'd
think: what if that thing comes and gets me? I'd say that all in all they
were pretty natural fears.
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I had a big imagination. When you’re a kid, you’re not in control of
that. You know, it’s like giving a little kid a great big V-8 automobile and
saying, “Now drive this.”

The thing is God doesn’t make any allowances for that. You have to
grow into your imagination. Your imagination doesn’t grow with you.
I’'m convinced that it’s innate. And it may even be stronger when you’re a
kid.

Ghosts. Boogies. I was afraid that my mother would die and we would
be orphans. You name it, all the things I suppose all children are afraid
of. My father deserted the family when I was two. My brother was four.
And so my mother worked a lot of jobs and we didn’t see her a lot. There
was a succession of babysitters. Stuff of that nature.

Q: How did you cope with childhood terrors?

KING: I pulled the covers up over my head. I dealt with them the way
anybody deals with them, you know. I had a night light. My mother was
very understanding about that. I told her I needed to see to go to sleep. |
think she understood, exactly what it was I was talking about.

The only other thing you do with your fears is you live through ‘em. I
was convinced as a kid that I would die before I was 20 years old. Because
there was a lot of violent radio when I was a kid. You know, radio
programs like The Inner Sanctum and The Swinging Door and I Love a
Mystery, Dimension X, I used to listen to all of those.

Somebody on your block would have a TV and you’d drop by to watch
Your Hit Parade, Highway Patrol with Broderick Crawford or some of
that stuff. You know, death came cheap. And I was convinced I would be
walking home from school one day and somebody would just grab me
and that would be the end.

You learn just to exist with your fears. Which is what we do as
grownups. We just have a much smaller circle of fears because we block
the rest of them out. Very efficiently. Part of what growing up is that
systematic quenching of one’s imagination.

If you see imagination as a bunch of candles on a candelabra, then for
every year we grow up we put another one out. As kids I think we’re wide
open. Kids believe in Santa Claus. They have no trouble swallowing that
at all. You tell a kid about the devil and the kid says: “What's the devil?”
You say: “Well, he’s a demon with a forked tail and he’s got cloven hooves
and he lives at the center of the earth in a hot place called hell” The kid
says: “Does he really? He’s bad?” And the mother and father say: “That’s
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right, he’s bad, and if you’re bad, you’'ll go down to hell and you’ll burn
there for eternity” And the kid accepts that but he’ll say: “What'’s
eternity?” And you say: “Forever and ever”

It works. :

Q: Would you say that by denying fear we deny imagination?

KING: Yes! Because that’s the price we pay. It’s like that fairy tale about
the mermaid that wanted to be a woman. And the fairy godfather or
whatever said: “Well, you get rid of your tail and we’ll give you feet but
every step you take on land will be like walking on the blades of knives.”
And she said okay. It’s got two edges. It can swing out and do wonderful
things and create marvels. But it can cut you as well.

A lot of it has to do with what you let out of the cage you can’t
necessarily put back in.

Q: When one denies fear, what happens to it?

KING: Well, the fashionable thing to say is that those fears become
sublimated. They become part of the subconscious. And that those fears
come out in other ways. And to some extent I think that’s true. But on
the other hand I think that children have a better grasp, for instance, on
the experience of dying—maybe up to the age of 10—than we do as
adults. It isn’t something we concern ourselves with. We have other
things. We have the job. We have the family. We have a wife. We don’t
spend a lot of time concerned with those things. I think that if you don’t
think about these things that after a time they atrophy and they die quite
naturally.

I don’t think that we sublimate all our fears. There are fears I think we
do sublimate. There are various sexual fears. There are fears that we may
do violence to people. There may even be for a lot of people fears that
we're losing our grip on the world. Those fears we do sublimate.

Q: Is part of the appeal of your books that you help people surface these
things?

KING: Ilike to think it is. I think that this is the idea of catharsis, which
is something that people who deal with horror have used—the first time
I read the word was in defense of the horror story by Ray Bradbury, when
I was no more than 10.

There’s an article in Harper’s this month that deals with my work.
Where the fellow takes the thesis that this is some sort of religious
experience in a generation that’s lost any kind of spiritual thing.

Q: A wish for something supernatural?
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KING: Yeah, the idea that this is bigger than all of us. But the whole
point is that it’s akin to how many angels can dance on the head of a pin.
Catharsis is a very old idea, it goes back to the Greeks. The point I guess
I'm trying to make is that there’s an element of horror in any dramatic
situation that’s created.

Certainly Ahab in Moby Dick is a creature of horror, as is the whale.

It doesn’t have to be supernatural to be horrible.

Q: How did Dracula affect you?

KING: I think I was about 11 when I first read it. Got it out of the adult
section of the library. That was my first adult book. And I read it at night
in bed. I expected to be scared out of my wits, and I really wasn’t. [ was
transported by the excitement, by the adventure of it. And that’s why
people label me as a horror novelist. If I had to take any label other than
just novelist I'd say I'm an adventure writer.

You know, because to me all of these things are adventures. Dracula
certainly is. The first five chapters are wonderful. Jonathan Harker is
cooped up in this castle, and what I liked about that, what I responded to
both as a child and as an adult, was that he’s terrified of Dracula but he’s
also terribly brave. I think this bravery in the face of horror is one of the
things that people respond to in my work. I don’t think that people just
want to see a kind of supernatural car crash.

Q: Is the measure of a good horror novel that its characters confront
their own fears?

KING: Yeah. We see them facing up to the worst things in their lives in
various ways. And in the most successful horror novels I think that they
measure up to those fears rather nobly. Rosemary in Rosemary’s Baby is
very brave and very resourceful. I've never forgiven Ira Levin for not
allowing her to get away, for the coven to get her baby. I know the baby
was the devil and had little horns and little golden eyes, but it should
have been up to her to deal with it.

Q: How do you deal with nightmares?

KING: You don’t deal with that. You just experience it and hope that it
won’t happen again. I guess that I spent some sleepless nights. I thought
about them a lot. I can remember some of them today. But you can’t
deal with that.

Q: How have you preserved this magical childlike gift for terror?

KING: Because I've cultivated it, that’s all. I've always written the stuff
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and writing keeps it alive. You tend to see things in a little wider way or
from a different angle.

I did the Mike Wallace radio show in New York at the CBS building.
We went in and the electric eye had a case of the hiccups. The door was
one of these doors where you'd step on the pad and the door would slide
open. And this door was jerking back and forth, not closing or opening
all the way.

And my feeling about that is that somebody else would look at that
and say: Oh that door has the hiccups. Whereas a little kid would walk
up to that door and might very well shrink away from even going near it.
And say: “It wants to eat me, it’s alive!” Because they’re broader, they see
things from a different perspective.

And in that sense I'm childlike. I looked at it and I thought, gee, that’s
make a good story if that thing came alive and somebody walked up to it
and CHUNG! Which is a very childish sort of fantasy.

People respond to this. It doesn’t really die. It atrophies and lies
dormant. And if you can show them that different perspective that’s what
[ get paid to do. It’s like exercising a muscle, rather than letting it go
slack, if you continue to exercise. Now I've gone slack in other ways. I've
got kind of a beer belly and that sort of thing. But I'll tell you a funny
thing. There are writers who look like children. They’ve used this facility
so much for so long that they literally look like children.

Ray Bradbury is 60 years old and he has the face of a child. You see it
in the eyes a lot of the time. Isaac Singer has the eyes of a child in that old
face. They look out of that old face and they’ve very young.

That’s why people pay writers and artists. That’s the only reason we’re
around. We're excess baggage. My God! I can’t even fix a pipe in my
house when it freezes. | am a dickey bird on the back of civilization.

I have no skill that improves the quality of life in a physical sense at
all. The only thing I can do is say: “Look here, this is the way you didn’t
look at it before. It’s just a cloud to you, but look at it, doesn’t it look like
an elephant?” Somebody says: “Boy! it does look like an elephant!” And
for that people pay because they’ve lost all of it themselves.

You know, I'm like a person who makes eyeglasses for the mind.
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With Jerry Harkavy (1979)

Be careful this Halloween! That tall trick-or-treater behind the witch’s
mask may be none other than America’s premier horror writer.

Stephen King, whose latest novel, The Dead Zone, is soaring on the
bestseller lists, will be stalking the back roads of rural Maine this
Wednesday night, wearing a pullover mask of a toothsome witch with
gleaming orange eyes.

While lovers prefer Valentine’s Day and patriots yearn for the Fourth
of July, it comes as no surprise that King’s favorite holiday is Halloween.

“It is the day when the door is unlatched, when evil holds sway,” says
the 31-year-old master of the macabre.

“It’s a day to acknowledge the idea that most people live in a very small
lighted space, surrounded by all of the darkness of the unknown. Maybe
a crash out of the tunnel vision for a little bit and regard that darkness.
What are the shapes moving around in it?”

When the sun goes down, King, his wife Tabitha and their three
children will be out trick-or-treating.

“This is Uncle Creepy. He glows in the dark,” says King, showing off
the fiendish mask selected by his 7-year-old son, Joe. Daughter Naomi,
9, will dress as the evil Snow Queen of fairy tale fame, while Owen, 2V,
will portray the ever-popular Frankenstein.

Despite King’s enthusiasm for Halloween, he laments that its spirit
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has been devalued over the years, much the way candy bars passed out to
children have shrunk in size.

“Halloween is just another case of a serious holiday that’s become
secularized,” he said. “There’s been a conscious demystification of the
holiday, just in the time since I was a kid. And it's done on purpose—
there’s a real feeling that Halloween has got to be stamped out.”

To King, Halloween is a day to acknowledge dark forces at work in the
world. But this isn’t easy, he says, when people no longer believe in the
supernatural and won’t give credence to things they can’t perceive with
their own senses.

It’s hard to dwell on evil spirits, he admits, when parents focus their
concern on more mundane possibilities—the apple with the razor
blade, the treat laced with LSD, or traffic safety.

King, whose novels—Carrie, ‘Salem’s Lot, The Shining, The Stand
—and short stories feature vampires, psychics and things that go bump
in the night, says it's become much harder for today’s youngsters to get a
good scare.

He pins the blame on child psychologists, who say its wrong to
frighten children, and mass merchandisers, who created cereal-box and
cartoon-show monsters that border on the benign.

What to do then, to get back in touch with the true spirit of
Halloween?

The real aficionados, says King, should wait until 10 or 11 p.m., then
go off to a graveyard, “sit down for a while and talk about spirits.”

For the less ambitious, he suggests simply turning down the lights,
telling ghosts stories and exploring the darkness.

“There’s too many electric bulbs. . . on Halloween, every power com-
pany in the world should pull their switches”

With Bill Munster

Q: Did you write “The Mangler” and “Gray Matter” as a sort of comic
relief or were you seriously writing them as horror stories?

KING: I didn’t have tongue-in-cheek—they were written as “straight”
horror stories.

Q: In many of your short stories like “Trucks,” “Graveyard Shift,” and
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“Gray Matter,” you leave the ending open. Is this to make the reader use
his or her imagination or so that you could continue the story at a later
date?

KING: There comes a point where the story is over. It may seem that it’s
left up to the reader’s imagination, but I think in a good story all the sign
posts are there, and unless you are a lazy reader, you know where the

author is going.
é)What do you consider your best work thus far?

ING: That’s a hard question—I think I'T, an unpublished manuscript I
recently finished, may be my best work to date. It won’t be published for
a couple of years yet, not until I do a re-write.

Q: You stated that you plan to leave the horror genre of literature so that
you won'’t be classed specifically as a writer of horror. Do you feel that
you will be as successful in a different genre and do you expect your
following to continue reading a non-horror story?

KING: I don’t recall every stating that I would leave the horror genre,
and I'd be interested to know where you heard that. I love the genre, and
while I may occasionally depart from it, I'll never entirely leave it. [ have
no set plan of design for the future—I write what seems right, what
occurs.

Q: In your recent works, such as The Stand and Cujo, you seem to be
growing away from a more Victorian class of horror towards one that
deals with more familiar topics, i.e., the switch from vampires to atomic
explosions and rabid dogs. Could this be because you find many of the
older devices utilized by horror to be worn out and trite?

KING: The fact that the more familiar horror topics such as vampires,
werewolves, ghosts are overworked and threadbare is not entirely the
reason I've stayed away from them somewhat. I think they can still be
great if you can come up with a fresh approach I tried a werewolf novel
set on a college campus, but had to abandon it. Just couldn’t breathe life
into it.

Q: Several of your short stories serve as a basis for novels that you later
went on to write. For example, “Jerusalem’s Lot” and “One for the
Road” served as an introduction to ‘Salem’s Lot; “Night Surf” was the
underlying theme for The Stand; “The Boogeyman” provided a scene for
Cujo. Was this purely accidental or did you intend to develop these short
stories into novel length?

KING: With “Night Surf” I knew the book was there, I just wasn’t ready
to write it (I was about nineteen when I wrote that story). Many of those
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stories were written for the money, and I sensed that they could be novels;
examples would be “The Bogeyman” and “Gray Matter”
Q: There seems to be in most of your stories an English teacher, an
academic setting, or a writer. Carrie spills havoc onto a high school;
“Sometimes They Come Back” has Jim Norman, an English teacher,
fighting against demons; Firestarter begins on a college campus; The
Dead Zone provides a high school teacher with a splitting headache; and
a writer in ‘Salem’s Lot must fend off a village of vampires. Having
served as an English teacher yourself, are you vicariously living out your
own fantasies?
KING: No, I'm not living out my fantasies, just using what I know. I've
been student and teacher both, and know the routine, which makes
what I write more convincing. In my next book, Different Seasons, there
is a section called “Apt Pupil” which deals with grade fixing, and my
experience as a teacher came in handy for that.
Q: Having written so many visually interesting stories, would you ever
consider hosting a TV-show of your material on a weekly basis?
KING: I have been offered a series seven times, by various networks. |
have turned the offers down, partly because it’s not a good time for such
a project for me personally, and partly because I feel to do horror well,
you have to have some freedom, which television doesn’t give you
because of the restrictions imposed by “standards and practice” laws,
hich is basically censorship.

When you sit down to write a story, do you outline it first or do you
plunge right into the story?
KING{ I plunge right in, but only after months of thought and turning it
over in my he@
Q: Horror films today seem to have the attitude that to scare an audience
all that’s needed is tons of gore and a tap-’em-on-the-shoulder-and-yell-
BOO! Do you feel that films that employ a startle and repulse philosophy
are doing justice to the genre of horror?
KING: I don’t think gore is necessarily bad—it can be used well, as in
Psycho. There have been some badly made horror movies lately, because
they were made by people who don’t care about the genre.
Q: In Danse Macabre you state that the early Twilight Zone, Tales from
the Crypt, and films such as Them, The Thing and other related horror
movies influenced your writing. What modern day movies, TV-shows or
magazines influence your writing today?
KING: Not too many shows, movies or magazines influence me today,
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because I think you reach a point where you are not so easily influenced.
I just read some Charles Dickens though, and found it heavily influ-
enced my work.

With Pat Cadigan, Marty Ketchum and Arnie Fenner

KING: I did two screenplays just this year. I joked to people about it,
although by the time I was finished I didn’t feel like it was much of a
joke. I was calling it King’s Double Feature. 1 did Cujo and I gave myself
two days off and then I did The Dead Zone. When I finished I felt like an
editor for Reader’s Digest Condensed Books.

I think that that experience more than anything else showed me there’s
creativity involved in writing the original screenplay. But in taking your
own work and trying to transfer it to that medium, it isn’t an anti-cre-
ative act, but it isn’t creative either. It’s just trying to take out everything
that you can from your original work in order to fit a mold.

Q: Creepshow will premiere October 29th. What are your feelings about
the film?

KING: I feel good about it. On the other hand, anybody who is on the
inside of a film has this tendency to feel good about it. I don’t know,
maybe there’s a possibility that your creative judgment warps after a
certain point. It’s like, what haunts me is I think that Gore Vidal and
everybody else involved with Myra Breckenridge probably sat around
and said, “Yep, this is probably the greatest movie since The Great Train
Robbery, since Chaplin” And then the thing came out and it was
absolutely dreadful. In that sense, you can’t accept my word for whether
it'’s good or bad. All I can say is that I like it and feel satisfied with it. It’s
been previewed in a version that’s substantially longer than the one that’s
finally going to play and the audience just tears up the seats. They go
crazy.

Q: How do you like being an actor?

KING: I'm not very crazy about it, really. It's hard. The deal with the
make-up—this is a story about a guy who turns green—he just grows,
man! So at first they had broken this thing down into five separate
make-up stages. The first stage is just Jordy Verrill who clumps around
in his bib overalls; he’s just a guy. Then there were some blisters that they
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put on with some kind of polyurethane material—it’s very shiny—and
injected with a green fluid through a hypo. That was Okay. Then there
was growth starting on the arms, chest and head. And there was a
prosthetic tongue; I wore that around a lot. That was fun. I would go over
to this mall that was next to where I was staying and stick out my tongue
at clerks and things. They’d go, “Yaahh! Jesus!”

By the end it was like full make-up all the time and it would be four or
five hours sitting in a chair while they’d put greenery on with airplane
glue—sometimes—and sometimes with surgeon’s glue. And you’d wait
for it to be over and the only way you could console yourself was to say,
“Well, Boris Karloff: six hours, seven hours getting into make-up as the
Mummy.” But even that aside, you sit around waiting to be called and
you sit and you wait and with all that greenery on you can’t even go the
bathroom without help. Literally. You can’t unzip your fly or anything
else. To spend those long periods and wait for something to happen can
be wearing. And then when it happens there are those cases where it has
to be right or everything gets screwed up and you’re costing somebody a
lot of money. The first shot of the episode that [ was in involved a matte
shot where Jordy watches the meteor come down from space. It was
simply something where I looked at the sky and moved on cue so that
later when it was scratched on the matte it would look like I was tracking
the fall of the meteor. The sky had to be just right and we only had time
for two takes. If they hadn’t gotten it I could have cost somebody $10,000
just by having the wrong expression. I don’t like to be responsible for that
sort of thing.

Q: How active is your role in the productions of Firestarter and The
Dead Zone?

KING: Well, I did the screenplay for The Dead Zone. It's a Dino de
Laurentiis production. I like the screenplay very much. He had prob-
lems with my version so right now it’s sitting in limbo. I think he’d like to
bring somebody in and get a revision done on it. I'm not sure why but,
then, that’s why I can’t do the revision because I can’t understand why
he wants further changes.

John Carpenter’s going to do Firestarter. Bill Lancaster did the
screenplay—he’s the guy who did The Thing. It’s a pretty good screen-
play. The weird thing is that they turn Rainbird into a woman; the big
Indian is a woman in this version. It doesn’t work very well until the very
end of the screenplay when it does work. There’s something very terrible
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about the character—I guess maybe it’s the flip side of Rainbird instead
of a kind of Oedipal sexual attraction between the Indian and the little
girl. That was never overt in the book, but it was there. I was aware of it.
What you get in the movie translation is this hideous maternal thing
where the little girl is sort of drawn to trust this scientist who has had her
mother killed so they can dissect her pituitary gland after they complete
the cycle of their experiments. But in a lot of ways I think it lacks punch
and they may change things back to be closer to the original. Carpenter
has a few problems with Lancaster’s screenplay. We talked them over and
I suggested some things he could do. But honestly, the problems that
Carpenter had didn’t strike me as terribly problematical. I thought the
screenplay was pretty good. It’s workable.
Q: Different Seasons has just been released in hardback. In the book’s
afterword you commented that you’d written each of the four stories after
having finished a novel. Since only one of the four is a horror story, [ was
wondering if you were using the short stories as a change of pace. Were
they a way to purge yourself of the novels?
KING: Sort of. The other thing was that all of these stories were my
bedtime stories. If you're writing a novel, that doesn’t mean that the idea
machine stops. You still get ideas and a lot of times you get really glum
about it because you have a good idea and you say, “Fantastic! I'm gonna
write this right now!” and this little voice says, “No, you can’t! You're in
the middle of The Stand and you won’t be done for a year!” Oh shit! So
what I do, a lot of times what I've always done, really—is instead of
counting sheep when I go to bed I'll let a story start to unroll. It’s a little
bit like watching a movie; like going to sleep in front of a television set.
A lot of times there’ll be six or seven of these things you run though in
the course of a novel. A lot of them never seem worth writing down. Or
you’ve told the story so completely to yourself that there’s nothing left to
find out. But in the cases of the Different Seasons stories, they were just
sort of there and the impetus was there to finish them up. With the
exception of “The Breathing Method,” which is the horror story. And
what happened with that was that it just really did get too long to be
published anywhere as short fiction, but it was nowhere near long
enough to stand on its own. But in another sense, except for the prison
break story, they’re all sort of horror stories. The worst one isn’t the
supernatural one: I think it’s “Apt Pupil” about this old guy and a boy.
That’s a dreadful story. Unghh! Nasty.
Q: With your enormous popularity and with all of your books high on
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the bestseller list why did you decide to go the small press route with The
Dark Tower? Why Donald Grant instead of Viking?

KING: I think it’s a book that’s got a small audience; a naturally small
audience. It’s a weird book to start with. Very strange. It's not complete.
That'’s the other thing. It’s really the opening; it’s like part one of a novel.
It’s like having Lord Foul’s Bane without having The Illearth War and
The Power That Preserves. It’s just the start. Also because it’s what I
think of as being hard fantasy in the sense of—I'm trying to think of
some of these writers—people like Karl Edward Wagner and those guys
do hard fantasy. It isn’t the sort of thing I've done ordinarily that’s
accessible to people who are not used to reading say Tanith Lee or C.].
Cherryh. I guess that’s why.

But also because Don asked me and because I'm, you know, sort of a
fan myself and fans like to have something that nobody else has. With a
book like Different Seasons—how can you collect a first edition of
Different Seasons? The first edition is 140,000 copies. I mean, really.
That’s absurd. So with The Dark Tower: The Gunslinger there are
10,000 copies in the trade edition and there are 500 that Michael
Whelan and I signed. And that’s it. There isn’t going to be a paperback,
there isn’t going to be a second edition. You've either got one or you
don’t. To me that sort of makes it a legitimate collector’s edition. It has a
bigger print run, granted, than anything H.P. Lovecraft ever had in
hardcover, but still there are a lot of people that like it, I hear.

Q: There’s a popular rumor floating around that you have a novel on the
stands now that was written under a pseudonym. The book is The
Running Man by Richard Bachman and Signet has supposedly con-
firmed the rumor. Are you Bachman?

KING: No, that’s not me. I know who Dick Bachman is though. I've
heard the rumor. They have Bachman’s books filed under my name at
the Bangor Public Library and there a lot of people who think I'm Dick
Bachman. I went to school with Dicky Bachman and that isn’t his real
name. He lives over in New Hampshire and that boy is crazy! [laughter]
That boy is absolutely crazy. And sooner or later this will get back to him
and he’ll come to Bangor and he’ll kill me, that’s all.

Several times I've gotten his mail and several times he’s gotten mine.
He’s at Signet because of me and when the editors got shuffled things
might have gotten confused. Maybe that’s how it got all screwed up and
the rumor started.

But I am not—not—Richard Bachman.
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Q: Cujo and Danse Macabre are now in paperback. Different Seasons is
out in hardcover and the Creepshow comic adaptation is on the stands.
What will be your next book?

KING: There’s a novel coming out called Christine in May. It’s a great
big long book and it’s the first horror novel I've done, 1 think, since The
Shining. I think I've only done two: ‘Salem’s Lot and The Shining and
now Christine is a real horror novel. That’s all I'm going to say about it.
Except it’s scary. It’s fun, too. It’s maybe not my best book—it’s kind of
like a high school confidential. It’s great from that angle.

Q: Your books have sold something like 40 million copies, there are four
movies based on your work and more on the way. You seem pretty much
the same since we first met, but [ have to ask the dumb question. Has
success spoiled Stephen King?

KING: Yes. Yes, it has. It has. I've turned into an utter shit in the last
year and a half. [laughter] I couldn’t help it!

With David Sherman

Q: At this point, you've got to be utterly sick to death of interviews. Is
there any one question that will make you run away screaming if you
hear it again?

KING: No. Not yet. Twelve years from now. . .. The interviews that I
dread are, “I'm going to ask you a lot of questions you’ve never heard
before.” You know somehow, at that point, that they’re going to ask you
all the questions you've heard before.

Q: You're going to be asked again if you're dissatisfied with the film
version of The Shining.

KING: Where do you get your ideas, right?

Q: I think they’ve done you to death on that one. I understand you had
an autograph session this afternoon. A magazine or television interview,
such as this one, is generally done in a reasonably controlled environ-
ment. But with an autograph session, you’re pretty much thrust into the
hands of your adoring public. Does that ever become a little frightening?
Don’t you worry that a couple of hundred of the faithful are going to bolt
the line because they all want to hug you and shake your hand and tell
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you how much they love your books, until they wind up crushing you
against a wall?
KING: Yeah. You think about. . .its like The Day of the Locust. You
know, the one where they eat the guy up or something. But what really
happens—the scariest autograph party that I ever did was the first one
where a lot of people came. It was a Dalton in South Portland. And
nobody there was prepared. | had an idea that there might be a lot of
people, and this thing was around Christmas time.
Q: Which book was it for?
KING: It was for Firestarter. Nominally. But at this period, people were
bringing everything, and it was before the time when I started asking
book store personnel, “Would you limit the number of copies you let a
person ask to be signed? And then if they have more books, tell ‘em they
can get in the back of the line again” And none of ‘em want to do that.
So, what happened was, there was no crowd control at all, and the crowd
collapsed inward, around the table. At first, there’s a kind of charisma,
about writers, that maybe film stars or rock stars don’t have. There was
an open circle, and it grew smaller, and smaller, and smaller. And I
started to feel like an Edgar Allan Poe character, buried alive. Only [ was
buried in people, instead of earth. I thought, “You've got to write your
way out of this”” The way you’d dig yourself out of the ground. Then
about 10 minutes later, when I heard the first lady scream, somewhere in
the crowd—she’s screaming, “You're stepping on my feet! You're step-
ping on my feet!” I started to think, “You’ve got to write your way out of
this and not panic!” The air was getting bad in this little pocket, as
people in the back pressed people forward. So that was really the worst.
The session last night was great. They had about 12 rent-a-cops,
because they’re all over the place at Christmas time. Tabby, my wife,
said they were really sort of into it, getting people to come forward
five-by-five.
Q: What about all the letters you must receive—you must get an awful
lot of “input” from your readers, whether you want it or not. Does that
kind of “feedback” influence you at all, and, if so, how?
KING: There’s a lot of criticism, and I acted upon all the constructive
criticism in Danse Macabre. 1 collated the letters, 1 kept a file. We
answer everything that comes in. We used to answer everything person-
ally. When I saw “we”, I mean that the secretary would know what to do.
She’s like a horse that’s been down this road four or five times, and knows
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how to find the barn. We’d respond specifically to every letter. There was
no form; there was a skeleton that was in the memory typewriter. But this
year, we did finally have to go to a form response, which I wrote, and |
hate it, and the form card says that I hate it. We keep a file of everybody
who’s ever written. We don’t want to sell them ginzu knives or anything
like that. But it’s nice to have, so you know who wants to be your pen
pal, and when you can stop writing back to them. We've got a card file
now that covers one whole wall. Literally thousands of ‘em.

Q: What percentage are from the lunatic fringe? Crazies who want to
provide you with a descriptive list of 14 new ways to mangle a human
body?

KING: The lunatic fringe is less than one percent. It’s a rare week when
we find one. We just sort of all gather together and exclaim over it. Most
of the letter writers look to be from people who are, I would say, just
middle-to-upper class people. Women outnumber men, but not by
much. There’s a lot of fan mail that comes in—it isn’t the majority, buta
lot of it—that comes in these sort of labored, almost scrawled things in
pencil, from people who obviously don’t read much or write much. And
those would say about the same thing; they say, I don’t read much, but I
love what you do.

Q: It must be gratifying to know that your work is affecting people like that.
KING: Well, it’s nice, because they go on from there. They all go on
from there. They find something they can touch from there. It gives
them confidence, like going over a beginner’s ski jump. Now, a couple of
years ago, Time magazine did a piece in conjunction with Different
Seasons, called “The Master of Post-Literate Prose.” That was me.

Q: I recall reading that. It was not the kindest article.

KING: No. It was real. . .it was real heavy. And it depressed me for
weeks afterward. But, you know, what really depressed me was the tone.
The tone wasn’t particularly angry, it was sort of sad. It was this guy
saying, well, okay, the Visigoths are in the crumbled remains of Rome,
and they’re pissing on the curiae and the steps of the Senate. And what
he was talking about were these people who aren’t very bright, who are
reading these books, and I thought, “My God, this guy, I wonder if he
knows how elitist all this shit sounds.”

Q: You should have sent him a one-sentence response which read,
“Better they should watch Love Boat?”

KING: Yeah, I know. Well, it makes them uneasy. They would be
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happier, I think. We're talking about “they”, and who I mean by “they”,
generally speaking, are the self-appointed guardians of literature, who a
lot of times, turn out to be critics. Not always. But they’re the people who
really feel it would be better for my readers to watch television, because
they’re corrupting the word pool.

Q: Nevertheless you've gone beyond the point of being a popular author.
Being Stephen King in 1983 is like being a one-man Beatles. In a society
that supposedly doesn’t read—as we’ve just discussed—that’s incred-
ible. How have you come to terms with being a cultural phenomenon?
KING: Well, I don’t see it in wide terms. Because if I did, then I might
start to draw some conclusions. I might even, let’s say, admit that what
you say is true. If I answer this, I'm not admitting that what you say is
true. I’'m just saying that [ see things in terms of what’s going on in my
own life, from day to day and week to week, and I respond to it on that
level. And the most difficult thing is that you begin to be separated from
what started it, which is your work. You discover, little by little, that if
you are a cultural phenomenon, or if you're a celebrity—and I don’t
know if I'm a cultural phenomenon, but I know I'm a celebrity—but in
America, that’s like. . . hot dogs. It doesn’t really mean anything in a
wider sense. Orson Bean is a celebrity. Charles Nelson Reilly is a
celebrity. [ watched this guy on Hollywood Squares for about seven years,
and one day, my kid said to me, “But what does he do?” And I said, “I
don’t know.” [ don’t know what Charles Nelson Reilly did.

Q: Nordo . He’s a likeable enough fellow. . . but what is his job?
KING: Yeah. He’s funny. But what did he say when he was a kid? I want
to be on TV game shows?

Q: Maybe he’s an articulate bus driver from Gary, Indiana, who Johnny
Carson took a liking to.

KING: Right. Charo. That sort of thing. . . So, you know, what I try to
do is save enough so that I can write, and divorce what I write from
everything that’s going on around me.

Q: You're on the inside looking out.

KING: Yeah.

Q: I ride a crowded commuter train to New York every day, and one
night I noticed that fully half the passengers—young, old, male, female,
black, white—were reading one Stephen King book or another. That’s

pretty damn impressive.
KING: They ride the subways! My people, in the dark!
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Q: I have to admit, I couldn’t help fantasizing about what it would be
like to be Stephen King. How something like that would make me feel.
KING: What happens, though, that’s bad, is that a kind of caution sets
in. I don’t mean in your work, but in your life. You wonder why people
are talking to you. You know what I mean? You discover, little by little,
that everybody was right; that a lot of people will come on to you, and it
turns out that there’s a bottom line that they want something. And so, it
makes it tougher. And the worst thing, man, is if 'm in a mall—and I'm
not going to do a signing, I’'m just walking around—you start to hear this
whisper: “That’s Stephen King!” That’s what paranoid people start to
hear just before the men in the white coats take them away. Except that
it’s really happening unless I'm dreaming all this.

Q: Remaining anonymous in public must be particularly difficult, given
the fact that you're a rather. . . large and distinctive-looking gentleman.
KING: Yeah.

Q: You didn’t help your own cause by appearing in Creepshow, either.
KING: No. No...

Q: So if they haven’t caught your photo on a dust jacket, they’re still
going to know about what you look like.

KING: Even people who can’t read.

Q: That’s right.

KING: That’s the sort of thing, again, where you say, either I'm gonna do
this because I wanna do this, or I'm becoming a prisoner of whatever I am.
Q: You couldn’t back out of it now even if you wanted to.

KING: I guess so.

Q: Do you worry that there will eventually be a kind of “backlash”
against you because of your success? You're known to be a big baseball
fan, so you must've heard the old saying, “Rooting for the Yankees is like
rooting for U.S. Steel” Do you think there will come a point where
people will say, “Buying a Stephen King book is like rooting for U.S.
Steel?”

KING: Right. Yeah, I do. I think that it’s already set in to a large extent. I
used to be able to get good reviews in sort of “counterculture” papers like
the Boston Phoenix. Now, this thing’s started in. The Village Voice did a
review on Danse Macabre that was a fury of indignation, with a carica-
ture of me, looking like a large, overweight weasel, grinding dollars out
of his typewriter. You start off, and you’re writing in a counter-medium,
or counter-genre, anyway—the horror genre—and people whisper your
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name.@ke David Cronenberg. With Rabid, and stuff like that, people
would say, “Have you seen this thing?” When John Carpenter was just
starting out, my friend Peter Straub had a friend who was in New York,
and he said, “I want to take you down to 42nd Street.” And this guy said,
“I don’t want to go down there! I'll get mugged! I'll get robbed!” And
Peter says, “Yeah, there’s this great film, called Assault on Precinct 13.
You gotta see it!” And that’s what happens. Then, after a while, you
become David Cronenberg of The Dead Zone or John Carpenter of
Christine. Or Stephen King. Everybody knows about you. And again,
that elitist thing sets in. There’s this small coterie of critics, or readers, or
whatever, who can no longer say, “Here’s something that you don’t know
about.” When people talk about books, it’s nice to be able to say, “Well,
I've read this book, ‘Salem’s Lot. Have you heard of it?” “Oh, no, I've
never heard of that.” It’s like a cache. So it happens, like it happened
with Pet Sematary. Walden and Dalton weren’t going to order very
many. They’d simply heard: He’s doing two books this year, this is a piece
of shit. The only way you can combat that is to try and get better. If you
continue to get better, then all you do is hold your place in line,

Q: It’s been suggested that, in addition to the literary merit of your work,
that part of your success can be attributed to your books appearing in the
right place at the right time, meaning American of the 1970s and ‘80s.
Do you feel there’s any validity to this, or would your books have been
comparably popular had they been published, say, 20 years ago?

KING: Don’t know. I have a tendency to suspect they wouldn’t have
been. But—okay, this sounds really conceited—class usually tells. It
doesn’t always tell. But if you're doing good work, if you're doing work
that people can relate to. . . I'll tell you what might’ve happened to me if
I'd been publishing, lets say, in the mid Fifties. I think if I had been
publishing 20 years ago, if I had started in the mid Sixties, I would have
become a fairly popular writer. If I had been publishing in the mid
Fifties | would have been John D. MacDonald. I would have been
somebody that 20 million working men knew about, and carried in their
back pockets to work, or in their lunch pails to read on their lunch hour
or their coffee break. You know, the little Gold Medals, stuff like that.
That’s where Richard Matheson published. That’s where he published
The Shrinking Man, and where he published I Am Legend. Books which
have been filmed since then and gone through God knows how many
languages and how many copies. I think that’s where I would have been.
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I don’t think I could’ve gotten a hardcover house in hell to look at my
stuff if it hadn’t been for The Exorcist and some of those others.

Q: Whatever shape the stories themselves may take, your books all have
one common thread, and that’s the examination of fear. Given your
enormous popularity, and the response to the recent TV-movie The Day
After, which exploited one of our society’s most dread fears, do you
perceive a sort of mass-masochism in this country? Why do we love to
stick these pins in ourselves?

KING: Yes. We really do like that. One of the reasons I've been so
successful is that I was brought up by a woman who worried all the time.
She’d say, “Put on your rubbers, Stevie, you’ll get a cold. You're gonna
get pneumonia and die.” You couldn’t go swimming in public pools
because of polio and stuff like that. We’re a nation of worriers. We worry
about cancer. You go to a newsstand and every magazine that isn’t a skin
magazine has got an article on cancer. And the skin magazines have got
articles on herpes and AIDS. We worry about our health. We worry
about whether or not we’ve got enough money. If we've got a lot of
money, we worry about what it’s doing to our family. We worry about the
after-life, we worry about the Russians, we worry about the Chinese, we
worry about South America. We worry that the President’s going to die,
and we worry about what’s going to happen if he fulfills his term in
office. And the reason that we do all this worrying is that it’s a luxury we
can afford. We happen to be the richest nation on earth. We're the best
educated nation on earth. We have everything.

You know, it’s easy to worry about your fucking est or your Rolf or

something else when your stomach’s full. But if you're a Biafran, you
have a tendency to worry about whether or not your kids are gonna die.
Q: You can'’t stop to contemplate niceties when you have to clear a
forest.
KING: That’s right. So it’s a luxury of civilized people who have a lot of
time on their hands, and can sit around picking their scabs. I mean, I've
been in England, and watched the TV news: they have news all the time
there. Any time of the day. Its like rock ‘n’ roll music over here.
Somebody’s always broadcasting news in this terrible monotone, this
English/educated/monotonal voice. Over there, what they talk about on
the news is what’s going on in England. They talk about their soccer
matches, they worry about their bread strikes and everything else. You
know, 80 percent of the news is what I would call local news, because
England is a country that could fit in our Midwest. Am I right?
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Q: With room to spare.

KING: And America is this huge country. There are things going on
everywhere. People are swallowing frogs, seeing UFOs, they’re shooting
each other in the street. And 80 percent of our news is about things that
are going on in Krakow and things that are going on in El Salvador.
Because we just don’t have enough to worry about at home. It’s like,
expectations expand to fulfill income, and worry expands to fulfill the
time that you have to worry in. So I think that the books that I write
either feed that or tap it. And I suspect that they probably tap it, but, in
the end, the result’s the same. People feel that they’re reading about
themselves, and I'm mirroring something that’s in their own hearts.

Q: Is reading a Stephen King book in 1983 therefore any different that
building a fallout shelter in 1957?

KING: Well, it’s getting ready for 1984.

Q: Do you ever find yourself growing attached to the characters in your
books, to the point where you want to spare them from harm, even
though the plot might logically dictate otherwise. Specifically, I have
Johnny Smith of The Dead Zone in mind. I recently saw the movie—
which I thought was quite good—and the book remains one of my very
favorite Stephen King novels.

KING: Yeah. You want to spare them harm. I was real sad when the little
boy died in Cujo, in the book. I was asked if I could revive him for the
re-draft; at the publishing company they didn’t want him to die. And I
said no, that it would be a lie to say that he was alive. The movie people
came along and said, “What do you think about if the kid lived?” And I
said fine, because movies are not books, and what they do doesn’t bother
me. [ thought it would be fun to see what happened if he did live. Even
though I knew that it wasn’t real. That would be make-believe. The kid
really died. Anybody who reads the book and sees the movie, or sees the
movie and reads the book knows: the kid really died. So, you want to
spare them sometimes. But, on the other hand, the plot is the boss. The
characters are not the boss. Sometimes people survive that you didn’t
expect to survive. There’s a little girl in Pet Sematary who lives. Nobody
else lives. And there’s no rhyme or reason for it. There’d be more
justification in that story—in the sense of a final tying up of loose
ends—if she died, too. But that isn’t the way life is.

Q: The Dead Zone is not so much unpleasant or discomforting as it is
sad, almost overwhelmingly so. There’s a feeling of imminent doom
right from the beginning. I thought the movie captured it well.
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KING: Yeah.

Q: Johnny Smith is a genuinely tragic character. The ending of the book
is especially moving. It’s enough to make you cry.

KING: Good. Thats good. I'm not afraid of that spiraling down into a
very unpleasant conclusion. Partly because I think life sometimes does
that, and also because I was really impressed by the American natural-
ists and the British naturalists when I was in high school and in college.
People like Thomas Hardy, Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris. Even
people like Raymond Chandler seemed very naturalistic to me. They all
say the same thing: Things are not ever going to get any better, and if you
want to see how things go, just think about what’s going to happen to
you. Sooner or later, you're gonna lose control of your kidneys, and that’s
very sad.

But, on the other hand, what always happens for me—with a book—
is that you frame the idea of the book or the “what if,” and little by little,
characters will take shape. Generally as a result of a secondary decision
about the plot.

In the case of The Dead Zone, it was simply what if a man was able to
have this ability to see the future. What if you were to explore that idea in
the book, if he was just an ordinary guy that could really do it? The
secondary thing was the visualization of this guy taking a test paper from
a student, and saying, “You gotta go home right away. Your house is
burning down.” That never actually appears in the book, but it set the
thing of him as a teacher; there were some other decisions that were
made, and then it was time to pick the book up and begin to go. And as
the circumstances themselves developed, I felt this web begin to form
around him. I never felt any urge to introduce an artificial element that
would allow him to tear free of that web, and escape what was building
up. So I let that happen and I watched to see what would happen to the
man himself. Finally, the conclusion that I had was that he was going to
die, and leave this girl Sarah alone. And she was going to be unhappy,
but we all live with unhappiness, and it generally doesn’t kill any of us.
She’d have her cry in the graveyard, and she’d go back to her husband,
and her baby, and pick up her life. Her life would be a little bit less; it
certainly wouldn’t have been the life that God intended.

Q: It was the book’s final scene, where Sarah goes to Johnny’s grave, that
[ found so emotional. Yet it was eliminated from the movie completely. I
suppose that was due to David Cronenberg’s directoral needs. . . .
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KING: I think it was mostly Dino De Laurentiis’s need to have a
98-minute film. There was a little bit more in the rough cut that I saw,
but it all seemed very pointless. It didn’t include the graveyard, or
anything like that. She goes back to the fair, which is still there . . . and
she looks around and it ends there. It all seemed very pointless to me. I
like it better the way it is. But it disturbs me that, of all the babies in New
Hampshire, it turns out to be Sarah’s own baby that Stillson happens to
grab. A lot of the plot choices reflect an obsession in Hollywood that
everything has to support everything else, like a house of cards.

Q: Perhaps Cronenberg, or De Laurentiis, or Debra Hill, or whoever
had the final say was concerned that a graveyard scene would remind
people of the last scene in Carrie.

KING: That’s an idea. I'd never thought of that. I'll bet they discussed
that.

Q: They were probably afraid that if Johnny didn’t climb out of the
ground as a slobbering zombie that the audience would be disappointed.
KING: Yeah. I bet that’s the truth, yeah.

Q: I thought Christopher Walken was about as right for Johnny as any
mainstream Hollywood actor I can think of. Did you have approval over
his casting, or were you simply told, Walken is going to be Johnny
Smith, and that’s it?

KING: No, I had approval, actually. At least that’s my memory of it.
Dino called me up, and we had discussed the actor I wanted—and I
pitched him very hard—my choice was Bill Murray. Dino thought it was
a good idea. And it didn’t work, that’s all. He had a commitment, or he
was on vacation. . .something like that. But, anyway, Bill Murray
couldn’t do it. So, we talked over some other guys, and he mentioned
some names, and I didn’t mention anybody else, because I couldn’t
think of anybody right off. He called me up on the phone, and he said,
“Stephen, what would you think of Christopher Walken?” And I said,
“He’d be great.”

Q: Walken is rather haunted looking to begin with.

KING: I've met him a couple of time. He always seemed either a little bit
sad to me or a little disinterested; a little bit disconnected from the
proceedings.

Q: Possibly because he grew up in the same part of Queens as I did.
KING: Maybe. That could do it to anybody.

Q: Thanks, pal!
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KING: But my reaction to him was that it would either be a great choice,
or he just wouldn’t be able to handle it at all. Because he can seem real
cold, and if you’re going to feel sorry that Johnny died or anything, you
have to feel this kind of lost warmth as well. I think that Walken’s great
when he smiles. He looks sort of goony, but he’s great. He never smiled
in Deer Hunter.

Q: He didn’t have much to smile about in that picture.

KING: Yeah.

Q: I'm sorry that Cronenberg and Company couldn’t have found a way
to include the scene where Johnny shakes hands with Jimmy Carter.
That scene exemplifies one of the aspects of your writing that I enjoy
most. Johnny picks up the Secret Service man’s disjointed and panicked
associations with the Wallace shooting. That Secret Service man is an
insignificant character in the context of the story, yet, for that moment,
we don’t just feel that we know him, we feel that we are him. How are
you able to accomplish this? Is it insight, or professional technique?
KING: WEell, I never thought that scene worked. I worked on it, and I did it
a couple of times. Finally, I dropped it. I put in a scene where he talks to
somebody in a shopping center. [ can’t remember which candidate it was. I
think it was Sargent Shriver, who was running that year. I tried to do
something with the assassination idea there, by him making some sort of a
movement to his pocket. And I was persuaded—actually by my wife—to
put the Carter scene back in. I always thought it seemed a little bit lame.
But the Secret Service man—it worked! For me, yeah. Carter himself. . .
maybe because politicians don’t seem real, even when they are real.

Q: Similarly, you are able to put the reader inside the mind of a dog, and
it seems perfectly natural. Kojak, the dog in The Stand, was just as
three-dimensional as any of the human characters. How can you make a
dog’s perceptions believable? Does it come naturally?

KING: Ah...yeah. Everything does. Including the bad stuff. So what I
do, and what'’s always worked for me, is that I think: this is the way the
dog would think of it. You've got to sling your eyes way down low, and
think of what you’d see if you were down there. You've got to think about
what you know about dogs; about their sense of smell, about their innate
ability to tell time, all that sort of thing. Then you write something like,
“He knew THE BOY would get back soon.” Then you go right on ahead,
and when you get about halfway up the page, you can look at it, out of
the typewriter. And I've always known that—if it was good or bad, if it
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was going to work or not. That’s all | know. The same thing is true of
things like word choice. You'll look at it. I can’t tell when it’s in my
head. There are things where I knew it’s a crapshoot, and it probably isn’t
going to work. So I put it down anyway and look at it. You can always
take it out if it doesn’t work.
Q: Speaking of The Stand, who would you cast to play the leads, Stu
Redman and Randall Flagg?
KING: Oh...for Randall Flagg, I think Armand Assante. For Stu
Redman. . .1 don’t know. I really don’t know. Somebody who looks a
little bit like Clint Eastwood, but maybe 20 years ago. But [ don’t exactly
know who that is. Maybe the best guy would be David Keith.
Q: Too young.
KING: He might be a little bit too young. I don’t know.
Q: I was thinking about David Carradine as Flagg. He’s gaunt and
demented enough.
KING: Yeah. Armand Assante is very short, but man, he looks so bad.
Q: He looks too healthy to be the devil.
KING: How about Richard Pryor?
Q: I never thought of that. That’s an interesting angle.
KING: He’d be okay. Richard Pryor would be great. He'd be real funny,
but he could look oh so real, throwin” that woman off the balcony.
Q: And Trash Can Man; got to be Anthony James.
KING: Steve King for Tom Cullen. That’s what I think.
Q: Oh, come on.
KING: Ithink I'd be great.
Q: Okay. Fine. I'll play Lloyd. How’s that? We'll be all set.
KING: Okay.
Q: I just finished reading Cycle of the Werewolf.
KING: Ah!
Q: I enjoyed the hell out of it.
KING: I enjoyed it, too. I wish that it could have been either more or
less, in terms of the book project, because it sorta got out of hand there.
It seems thin to me, for the price.
Q: Can you give us a quick Stephen King preview for 1984?
KING: The Talisman. That's the book with Peter Straub. The movie of
Firestarter comes out in May.

Let’s see. . . there’s those two things. I'm planning to do a limited run
of a novel I wrote for my children, called The Napkins. It's a book-length
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comic, almost like a fairy tale. And the bad guy in that book is Randall
Flagg. His name’s changed a little bit, but his last name’s the same—
Flagg. It’s him! He turned up in this other book. In this other world.

Q: Making his triumphant return.

KING: He’s the court magician, of course.

Q: I get a kick out of your cross-references. Characters and places and
events from one book or story have a way of popping up in other books or
stories. Do you do that for your own amusement, or to see if the readers
are paying attention?

KING: They show up sometimes! If you're gonna go back—as I have
several times—to Castle Rock, Maine, which is a town I feel like I know
a little bit. . . I like that town. I know where a lot of stuff is in that town. I
don’t have any maps. I don’t have all the names categorized, but I like
that town. Carbine Street, all those streets.

And if you go back...Frank Dodd was there; people sometimes
mention him. In Castle Rock, they talk a lot about that dog, that Cujo,
and what happened to the Cambers, because that’s the biggest thing that
happened to them in years.

There are several people now who are beginning to say—are you ready
for this?

Q: Yeah...
KING: That something’s wrong with the town. Because it’s a little town,
and too much has happened there in the last 10 years. And there are two
or three different people—fairly young kids, in high school—who are
beginning to speculate: What if it isn’t a real town? What if somebody
made it up?

That somebody is me! They’re talking about me! In my town!

Q: WEell, you know how to take care of them.

KING: Yeah!

Q: Say, how far is Castle Rock from Jerusalem’s Lot?
KING: Mmm. . . ‘bout 65 miles.

With Randy Lofficier

Q: Christine doesn’t seem to fit into your usual fictional universe of
New England towns like Castle Rock or ‘Salem’s Lot.
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KING: No, it doesn’t, although there is some reference made to the fact
that Arnie Cunningham, on some of his fireworks runs for Will Darnell,
goes through the town of Stovington, Vermont, which is where Jack
Torrance from The Shining taught and where the plague center was in
The Stand. Christine takes place in Pittsburgh, which is far from the
New England setting of the other stories.[Most of the books I've written
have been located either in Maine or in Colorado,

Q: There is a picture of you with a Plymouth Fury on the book’s dust
jacket. Do you yourself own a Christine?

KING: No, that car actually was loaned to us by a Pennsylvania outfit
that handles vintage cars for movies. They ran the car over the New
Jersey line, just like in a Springsteen song, and we did the photograph
session almost like a rock ‘n’ roll album cover. The photographer, Andy
Unangst, liked the car so much that he bought it.

Q: Why did you pick a 1958 Fury as your subject?

KING: Because they’re almost totally forgotten. They were the most
mundane Fifties car that [ could remember. I didn’t want a car that
already had a legend attached to it, like the Fifties Thunderbird, the
Ford Galaxy, etc. You know how these things grow. Some of the
Chevrolets, for example, were supposed to have been legendary door-
suckers. On the other hand, nobody ever talked about the Plymouth
products, and I thought, “Well..” Besides, Lee lacocca gave me a
million bucks!

Seriously, I don’t know how Chrysler feels about Christine, any more
than I know how the Ford Company feels about Cujo in which a woman
is stranded in a Pinto. But they should feel happy, because it’s a pretty
lively car and it lasts a long time. It’s like a Timex watch—it takes a
licking and goes on ticking.

Q: It’s difficult to tell from reading the book whether Christine is evil
herself, or whether Roland Le Bay, the car’s first owner, makes her evil.
What do you see as the source of the evil?

KING: That’s one of the questions which the movie people started to
wrestle with. Was it Le Bay or was it the car? I understand that their
answer is that it was the car. In fact, it may be—and I'm just guessing—
that Le Bay isn’t anywhere near as sinister as he is in the book. In the
book, there is the suggestion that it’s probably Le Bay, rather than the car

When the film people came to me, [ said, “Look, this is your
decision. You decide what you're going to do with the story.” But later |
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was told that in the opening sequence, when the car rolls off the
assembly line, one of the workmen is dead behind the wheel. This would
suggest that the car was bad from the beginning.

Q: You seem to bring up the Fifties a lot in your work, and show a great
deal of nostalgia for that time.

KING: Sure. I grew up in the Fifties. That's my generation. There’s been
a fairamount of that from writers who I would say are now the “establish-
ment.” When 1 started writing, with Carrie, 1 was twenty-four or
twenty-five.  was a kid. Since then, ten years have gone by, and 1947 has
become a very respectable birth year for writers. There are a lot of us who
actually developed our understanding of life in the Fifties and who grew
to be, if not adults, at least thinking human beings. I've got a lot of good
memories from the Fifties. Somebody once said that life is the rise of
consciousness. For me, rock ‘n’ roll was the rise of consciousness. It was
like a big sun bursting over my life. That’s when I really started to
live—and that was brought on by the music of the Fifties.

Q: Do you have any more macabre memories of the Fifties?

KING: No, I don’t. All the macabre things that I can remember, and
that come out of reality rather than from something I made up, started
with the Kennedy assassination in 1963. [ don’t have any bad memories
of the Fifties. Everything was asleep. There was stuff going on, there was
uneasiness about the bomb, but on the whole, I'd have to say that people
in the Fifties were pretty loose.

Q: Was it the E.C. comics you read then that spawned the horror in
your work?

'KING: Some of them had to, sure. Those comics really grossed me out
when I was a kid, and they also fired my imagination. Those are the two
different ways in which they’ve influenced me. The gross-out business
isn’t nearly as important to me as just sort of flipping people out, so that
they say, “Jeez! This car’s running by itself!” You see, Christine is an
outrageous kind of riff on one chord. I mean, this car’s out there running
by itself and getting younger! It’s actually going back in time. An
audience can relate to a certain degree to something like a haunted
house, The Amityville Horror, traditional horrors like ghosts, vampires,
and things like that. But you give them a car, or any inanimate object,
and you’re suggesting something that is either along the pulpy lines of
the E.C. comics, or else obviously symbolic—a symbol for the techno-
logical age, or for the end of innocence, considering the part a car plays
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in adolescence and growing up. When you give them something like
that, you're really starting to take a risk. But that’s also where the
excitement is. If you can make somebody go along with that concept,
that’s really wonderful.

Q: Do you consciously try to give your work a subliminal content?
KING: No, never subliminal. I think it should be out there where
anybody can see it. I don’t believe in the idea that a symbol or theme
should be coded so that only college graduates can read it. The only
thing that type of self-conscious literature is good for is for people to
dissect it and use it to get graduate degrees or write doctoral theses.
Theme and symbol are very strong and valid parts of literature, and
there’s no reason not to put them right out front.

Q: Why was Christine written using two different narrative styles,
Denny’s first-person narrative for the opening and closing parts and
third-person narrative for the middle?

KING: Because I got in a box. That’s really the only reason. It almost
killed the book. It sat on a shelf for a long time while I walked around in
sort of a daze and said, “You know, this is really cute. How did you do
this?” It was like when you paint a floor and you end up in a corner
saying, “Aw, heck, look what I did! There’s no door at this end of the
room!” Dennis was supposed to tell the whole story. But then he got in a
football accident and was in the hospital while things were going on that
he couldn’t see. For a long time I tried to narrate the second part in
terms of what he was hearing hearsay evidence, almost like depositions
—but that didn’t work. I tried to do it a number of different ways, and
finally I said, “Let’s cut through it. The only way to do this is to do it in
the third person.” I tried to leave enough clues so that when the reader
comes out of it he'll feel that it’s almost like Dennis pulling a Truman
Capote, writing a non fiction novel. I think it’s still a first-person
narration, and if you read the second part over, you'll see it. It’s just
masked, like reportage.

Q: Do you plan on doing a Christine II, with the car coming back across
the country?

KING: God, I don’t want to go through that again! Once was enough!
All I can think of is, if the parts were recycled, you'd end up with this
sort of homicidal Cuisinart, or something like that. That would be kind
of nice.



CHAPTER FOUR
GOING HOLLYWQOD

t

With Peter S. Perakos (1978)

Q: How did your fascination with the horror genre come about?

KING: My “fascination with the horror genre” began with the E.C.
comics of the early Fifties—my generation’s National Enquirer—and
with the horror movies of the Fifties, most notably The Creature from the
Black Lagoon, Invasion of the Body Snatchers (I look forward to the
coming remake with an odd mixture of dread and anticipation), The
Brain from Planet Arous (which starred John Agar and was, in some way
I've never been able to figure out, the basis for my novel Carrie), and
later the AIP creatures features, which remain interesting to me because
the best of them (although none of them was really very good) involved
teenagers and took off into horror from such mundane settings.

Q: Which writers have influenced you the most?

KING: In terms of reading, the early Bradbury played a part (although I
did not discover him until my teens), the early Bloch, and a number of
Forties paperback editions of Lovecraft that I found in an aunt’s attic.
Lovecraft struck me with the most force, and I still think, that for all his
shortcomings, he is the best writer of horror fiction that America has yet
produced.

Q: I was also thinking of Poe, and perhaps Oscar Wilde?

KING: Neither Poe nor Wilde influenced me particularly. Other than
the horror/supernatural writers I've already mentioned, I would say
Thomas Hardy, John D. MacDonald, and most importantly James M.
Cain.

Q: Do commercial considerations play a part in your writing?
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KING: Sure, I'm a commercial writer. I'd like to get filthy rich and own a
yacht. But I write only to please myself, and to entertain myself. For me,
my books are home movies.

Q: Would you say there is a statement, or a point of view, common to
your work? By statement I mean, if you excuse the term, “message”
KING: The point of view in my works, the “pitch of concern,” to put it a
slightly different way, has been fairly constant in everything I've written
over the last ten years or so, and probably won’t change much in the
future—it is the dead opposite of the writers most of us read in college,
the “literary” writers, if you like (my definition of a “literary writer”: a
novelist of whom no one ever asks, “Yes, but when are you going to do
something serious?”). People like Doris Lessing, John Updike, Joyce
Carol Oates, people like that. They do books about extraordinary people
in ordinary situations, while I'm more fetched by the exact opposite. . .
ordinary people in a pressure-cooker, in a crunch situation. Preferably
one where events have skewed from the unusual to the unnatural to the
out-and-out unbelievable. It is, maybe, a Twilight Zone school of writ-
ing, but Serling and company weren’t there first. A guy named Jack
Finney was. ..the guy who originally wrote Invasion of the Body
Snatchers on which Siegel’s ilm was based. I hope Finney makes a
million dollars on the movie tie-in this fall; he deserves it. They should
have paid him a royalty on all those Twilight Zone stories like “The
Monsters Are Due On Maple Street.”

Q: Religion, Christianity—for its embodiment you created Margaret
White who is really the stereotypical religious fanatic. Are your feelings
towards Christianity predominantly negative, or is your apparent anath-
ema restricted to fundamentalism?

KING: My feelings toward Christianity are neutral—I believe in God, but
not necessarily in organized religion. . . although I will qualify this by
saying that, as a kid brought up in the mostly-lukewarm atmosphere of
Methodism, I was always fascinated by the trappings and solemnity of
Catholicism. Coincidentally (or maybe not) the only girl I was ever serious
about in college is a Catholic, and the woman that I married is a Catholic
—of the lapsed variety. The power of the Catholic Church plays an
important part in ‘Salem’s Lot partly because it felt so natural and right.

Q: Why is it in your work, and in most works of the supernatural, the
greater power belongs to evil, or the demonic, or the devil, while good or
God is more or less passive?



Conversations With Stephen King ® 65

KING: In my own books, the power of God doesn’t play a passive part at
all. (Call it the power of White, if you prefer; sometimes I do, although
the White concept is more pagan than Christian). . . . Good wins out
over evil in ‘Salem’s Lot and The Shining, and at least earns a draw in
Carrie. Anyhow, this whole question is very central to my new book, The
Stand, and I direct your attention to that.

By the way, I also reject your contention that in most works of the
supernatural, the power belongs to evil—short-run power, maybe, but
check your Dracula, or (again) Finney’s Body Snatchers, and a good
many others (M. R. James, Coleridge, William Hope Hodgson, Brad-
bury’s Something Wicked This Way Comes. . . .).

Q: Do you consider yourself to be a religious person?

KING: I'm religious in terms of the White, but I don’t go to church.
God and the devil—the White and Black forces—proceed from the
inside—that’s where the power comes from. Churches make morals,
which, I suppose, is useful. . . . So is Tupperware, in its way.

Q: How would you respond to the comment that the lack of spirituality
in society is a turning away from God, and consequently any alternative,
which might deal with evil or the devil, is necessarily popular?

KING: 1don’tthink there’s any lack of spirituality in today’s society; I think
there is a lack of focus because so many of the organized religions have
begun to crumble in the latter half of the 20th century. . . the Catholics
are the most extreme case in point, of course, but the same is true all the
way from Islam to Methodism. To some degree you can blame this on
technology, but the other focus for spirituality these days is the fact that
technology is gradually making itself obsolete—witness the wounded,
what-did-we-ever-do-to-anybody attitude of many hard-core SF fans and
writers. (The defense Niven and Pournelle make of nuclear reactors in
Lucifer's Hammer is bitterly laughable.) The same splendid technology
that has pushed back the frontiers of “God’s province” so rapidly since
1900 is also the technology that has given us the fluorocarbon spray can,
CBW, and the threat of nuclear holocaust. Besides, people’s spiritual lives
always seem to fall into turmoil and the literature of the supernatural
always becomes more prevalent (and more interesting) as the end of the
century approaches. I don’t know why it’s so, but it is. . . you find your
rationalists in the middle of the century, and your real good wars.

Q: A major source of evil, indeed the primary source in Carrie is
human, not supernatural—her psychotic mother, sadistic teenagers.
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Even the Overlook’s terror in The Shining has a human origin, the
monsters who lived and died in the hotel. What is your definition of evil?
KING: My definition of evil is “the conscious will to do harm”
Q: Then, do you feel that you are creating allegory in your novels?
KING: Yes, my novels are sometimes allegorical in nature (or in effect),
but—and I think Ray Bradbury would agree with this—for some reason
I don’t understand (although he may), almost all long-form horror
fiction has a tendency to reverberate and to become allegorical. I think
that’s the main reason that neither horror novels nor films have ever been
placed in a “genre” ghetto.
Q: What did you think of Brian DePalma’s Carrie?
KING: I liked DePalma’s film of Carrie quite a bit. The attitude of the
film was different from my book; I tended to view the events straight-on,
humortlessly, in a straight point-to-point progression (you have to re-
member that the genesis of Carrie was no more than a short story idea),
while I think DePalma saw a chance to make a movie that was a satirical
view of high school life in general and high school peer-groups in
particular. A perfectly viable point of view. Sissy Spacek was excellent,
but right behind her—in a smaller part than it should have been—was
John Travolta. He played the part of Billy Nolan the way I wish I'd
written it, half-funny and half-crazy.

I don’t have any real quibbles. I think that DePalma is a worthy pretender
to Hitchcock’s throne. . . certainly he is as peculiar as Hitchcock.
Q: In a review of Carrie (and perhaps applicable to your book as well)
Janet Maslin comments in Newsweek: “Combining gothic horror, off-
hand misogyny, and an air of studied triviality, Carrie is DePalma’s most
enjoyable movie and also his silliest. . . alternating between the elegant
and the asinine. . ..”
KING: Ithink that Ms. Maslin’s comments on the film in her review are
off the mark—or, to be a bit irreverent, I think she’s full of shit. The
movie—and the book—is not about “triviality” or “misogyny” but
in-groups and out-groups, The Wheels and The Outcasts. The gothic
horror part is okay, but that, of course, is DePalma’s homage to Hitch-
cock’s Psycho, which seems a bit studied and overdone for my taste (Bates
High School, for instance).
Q: You might be consoled by the knowledge that Ms. Maslin no longer
writes for Newsweek. The Shining—is it your most ambitious work?
KING: I think The Shining is the most ambitious novel I've published to



Conversations With Stephen King ¢ 67

date, but the one which follows this October, The Stand, is a bit more
ambitious. . . certainly I worked harder on it, although to whatever
ultimate critical result yet remains to be seen.

Q: Kubrick has a unique view, ostensibly Freudian, of the relationship
of man to society. Are your views compatible?

KING: Please believe me: nobody has a Freudian view of the relationship
of man to his society. Not you, not me, not Kubrick, nobody. The whole
concept is abysmally silly. And as a moviegoer, 1 don’t give tin whistle
what a director thinks; I want to know what he sees. Most directors have
good visual and dramatic instincts (most good directors, anyway), but in
intellectual terms, they are pinheads, by and large. Nothing wrong in
that; who wants a film director who’s a utility infielder? Let them do their
job, enjoy their work, but for Christ’s sake, let’s not see Freudianisms in
the work of any film director. The only director who seems to have any
psychological point of view at all is Ingmar Bergman and his is Jungian,
which is the next thing to saying “instinctual.” Can you imagine Berg-
man doing The Shining? That would be interesting.

Q: Despite your assertion that Kubrick does not have a Freudian view-
point, it is rumored that he attempted to write and modify the script
under the guidance of a psychiatrist. Kubrick has changed several
elements of the novel, including your apocalyptic ending.

KING: From the beginning, when I first talked to Kubrick some months
ago, he wanted to change the ending. He asked me for my opinion on
Halloran becoming possessed, and then finishing the job that Torrance
started, killing Danny, Wendy, and lastly himself. Then the scene would
shift to the spring, with a new caretaker and his family arriving. How-
ever, the audience would see Jack, Wendy, and Danny in an idyllic
family scene—as ghosts—sitting together, laughing and talking. And I
saw a parallel between this peaceful ending at the end of the picture and
the end of 2001 where the astronaut is transported to the Louis XIV
bedroom. To me, the two endings seemed to tie together.

Q: The ending of 2001 is a cosmic rebirth. Your description of Kubrick’s
proposed ending for The Shining seems to show that what is after-or-be-
yond life is something which is neither terrifying nor horrific, but
pastoral, mystical.

KING: The impression I got from our conversation is that Kubrick does
not believe in life after death. Yet, he thought that any vein of the
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supernatural story (whether it is horrifying, or whether it is pleasant) is
inherently optimistic because it points towards the possible survival of
the spirit. And I told him that’s all very good as a philosophy, but when
an audience is brought face to face with the slaughter of characters that
they care about, then they will cry for your head once they go out of the
theater. But Kubrick has modified his original ideas extensively, so I
don’t expect to see this ending in the final film.

[ also want to comment on the omission of the topiary animals. It’s
very funny to me that he chose a hedge maze, because my original
concept was to create a hedge maze. And the reason that I rejected the
idea in favor of the topiary animals was because of an old Richard
Carlson film, The Maze. The story was about a maze, of course, but in
the middle of the maze was a pond. And in the middle of the pond, on a
lily pad, was grandfather who was a frog. Every night, grandpa turned
into a frog and so they had to put him into the pond. To me, that was
ludicrous. So I abandoned the idea of a hedge.

Q: It is disappointing—the alleged effects problems notwithstanding—
that the hedge animals have been dropped.

KING: I never really though that the topiary animals would make it to
the film, anyway. The director would face a dual risk, the first being that
the effect would not look real. The second risk, is that even if the effect
does look real, the audience might laugh. These are problems facing the
filmmaker, problems I didn’t have to contend with writing the novel.

Q: There is a great deal of graphic horror in The Shining—actually in
all your works. Do you feel this makes them difficult to adapt as films?
KING: Yes, violence is dynamite. It's a dangerous package to handle. It
is all too easy to let violence dominate. A lot of good directors have
floundered on that particular rock. And that’s one of the reasons I like
Don Siegel, because he handles violence well. I would have preferred
Siegel to direct The Shining, or perhaps ‘Salem’s Lot. I believe he would
be very successful directing ‘Salem’s Lot.

Q: What do you think of the casting for The Shining? Does it fit with the
characteristic of your work: ordinary people in extraordinary
circumstances?

KING: I'm a little afraid of Jack Nicholson as Jack Torrance in that
context because he is not an ordinary man. So far as I know, he’s never
played an ordinary man and I’'m not sure that he can. I would have
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rather seen Michael Moriarty or Martin Sheen portray Torrance. But
these actors are not supposed to be “bankable”—Hollywood loves the
word.

Q: What do you think about Shelley Duvall cast in the part of Wendy
Torrance?

KING: That's an example of absolutely grotesque casting....But
Kubrick is certainly an inventive, thinking director. He is one of the
three or four greatest directors of our day, maybe of all time. However, 1
think he is indulgent, terribly indulgent. Clockwork Orange just doesn’t
hold up today. Some of his other films do. (It's amazing that any film
does. A statement of genius is the ability of a film to hold up ten years
from now.) I think Dr. Strangelove and 2001: A Space Odyssey do. And
Barry Lyndon will. But even if his film of The Shining is an artistic
failure, it will probably be a commercial success. . . . And even if it’s a
failure, it will be an interesting failure. . . . Anyway, you have to realize
I'm only talking as an interested observer. I'm not a participant.

Q: What about the possibility of you directing several of the stories in
Night Shift for Milton Subotsky?

KING: Subotsky has six of the stories in Night Shift; he offered me both
the chance to screenwrite and to direct. I'd like to direct very much, but
I'm scared of that—not the conceptualization or visualization, but
trying to control a big crew, all of whom have forgotten more about
movie-making than I'll ever know. Also, I'm primarily a writer. I de-
clined the chance to direct—reluctantly—and just for now.

Q: What is the status of bringing ‘Salem’s Lot to the screen?

KING: CBS is interested in adapting ‘Salem’s Lot as a “Novel For
Television,” but the Standards and Practices people, the censorship
bureau, have raised fifty or sixty objections, creating a problem which I
feel is insurmountable. But, that’s okay. Warner Bros. bought it; they
paid for it. So, in a way, it’s the best of both possible worlds, as I'd rather
not see it made at all.

Q: Can you tell us anything about your script for 20th Century-Fox and
NBC?

KING: I've adapted three of the stories in Night Shift. Those are “I
Know What You Need,” “Battleground,” and “Strawberry Spring.” The
film is being produced by a production company which is called,
appropriately, The Production Company. The producers are Mike Wise
and Frank Leavy. They like the screenplay. And if it were five years ago, 1
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could confidently say that the movie would be immediately produced
and on the air by next March. But I can<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>