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This one’s for the dreamers


INTRODUCTION

The Spooky Arts

Dip into any section of this book and you will learn something.

High praise, but a true statement. There are many pieces one can delve into along the way, as this is not simply another “how-to” effort; the contents within range from inspiration and molding concepts, to the way revision impacts the final draft, to the reasons stories are changed for other media. While not an instruction manual per se, this volume does instruct; all one must do is be receptive to different ideas and points-of-view. In fact, any one of these essays or interviews will do the job: teach you how to create or adapt works professionally for print or multimedia, taking you inside the scary business of fashioning memorable tales, with an emphasis on stories of shock and terror. Your guides include, to name just a few of the 30-plus stellar talents in this comprehensive volume, the capable insights of Kevin J. Anderson (as part of a roundtable discussion), Elizabeth Massie (“Playing in Someone Else’s Haunted House”), Tim Waggoner (“Horror is a State of Mind”), and Mort Castle (“The Story of a Story”). Here, in these pages, you are made privy to the expert advice that only seasoned veterans can provide.

Open your mind to what they have to tell you as I lay out some of my personal favorites of the treats in store . . .

None other than the King himself—Stephen King, interviewed along with noted publisher/editor/writer Richard Chizmar—discusses the always tricky tight-rope act of collaboration. Having personally collaborated with George Clayton Johnson, Ray Bradbury, Richard Matheson, Jason V Brock, Charles Beaumont, and Ray Russell, I found the King/Chizmar exchange particularly fascinating.

The redoubtable Joe R. Lansdale talks about dreaming your way through a story in “It’s the Storyteller.” As he points out, it is the dreamer, not the dream, who captures the reader. When Joe is telling you a story you know you’re in Lansdale country. That brash Texas voice is always there, always compelling, often funny (Joe has a great sense of humor). Pure folk art.

And Ramsey Campbell’s on board! The always commanding literary lion of Liverpool weighs in with “The Process of a Tale” to offer you a guided tour through one of his moody pieces. From first sentence to last, he takes the reader through several drafts, giving us an inside look at the mechanics of a Campbell story. Here is a man who is at the keys each morning by six a.m., seven days a week. He loves to write, and it shows: A master sharing the secrets of his mastery. Pay attention!

The multi-talented, clear-thinking Jason V Brock (director of two documentaries, with a third in progress; author of two collections of short fiction, as well as a non-fiction, detailed look at pop culture; editor of several ground-breaking anthologies) has seen his career skyrocket in recent years. There’s a reason: His work is always thoughtful, and when he makes a statement or offers an opinion, it is invariably backed up by facts. Here, in this volume, he details the art of filmmaking in relation to horror in “Life Imitating Art Imitating Life.” All aspects are covered. A thorough essay from an in-depth writer.

Meanwhile, Richard Thomas in “Storytelling Techniques: The Many Faces of Horror” creates a virtual road map to the craft by the use of headlines prior to each section of his essay: BE SINCERE . . . SPEAK WITH AUTHORITY . . . CONSIDER SIZE AND SCOPE . . . GET US TO CARE ABOUT YOUR CHARACTERS . . . QUIET VS. VIOLENT—CHOOSE YOUR MOMENTS . . . INNOVATE . . . LEAVE ROOM FOR YOUR READER . . . TAP INTO THE PSYCHOLOGICAL . . . LET THE ATMOSPHERE HELP YOU ON YOUR JOURNEY . . . USE THEME AND SYMBOLISM TO PAINT THE BIG PICTURE . . .

I could go on, at much greater length, discussing the many other fine writers who ply their wares in this anthology: the estimable Ray Garton (“Like Curses”), the masterful Clive Barker (“A-Z of Horror”), the thoughtful Lisa Morton (“The Real Creeps, or How to Create Horror Non-Fiction Shorts”), even an interview with the busy and affable Jonathan Maberry, et al. But space limits me. Also, I happen to believe that “less is more.” Thus, I have chosen to reveal only the tip of a very large iceberg of talent. Savor these pertinent essays, learn from them, be entertained by them, profit from these wise words.

Forge ahead! Riches await you.

—William F. Nolan

Vancouver, WA

October, 2017


IT’S THE STORYTELLER

Joe R. Lansdale

Storytelling and plotting are not necessarily the same, though there’s no doubt they’re kinfolk, and sometimes kinfolk that work at odds with one another. Be it horror, western, science fiction, or any label you wish to put on it, the approach is really the same. Find a story you want to tell, and tell it as well as you can, using atmosphere, the senses, and telling bits of detail.

A story is made believable by development of character and believable dialogue that sucks you in like a whirlpool, carries you to the depths of the pool, then spits you out, exhausted and satisfied.

Plot, in its purest sense is a kind of clockwork mechanism that arranges pieces of a story together to cause it to frequently arrive at an overly contrived solution, where storytelling is more akin to creating a feeling like real life, even if what is being told is as preposterous as a dog airline pilot. A good storyteller, however, can make you believe in a dog pilot, while a pure plotter may lack the panache to pull off that kind of absurdity. I, for one, want to believe in a dog airline pilot.

Plot may be concealed within storytelling, and it matters, but storytelling in my view is more powerful, and is at its best when it is tied to the inner workings of the individual telling the tale. Stephen King, a writer I deeply respect, once said words to the effect that it’s not the teller, it’s the tale that matters, but I would disagree with that.

Like telling a joke, some people are good at it, and some are not. You can give the same joke to ten people, and it may sound hysterical when told by one, and utterly banal when told by another. Of course, the listener is part of the effect as well, and not every storyteller will succeed with every reader, but what I have found over the years is that the true storyteller generally has a broader and more successful impact than the pure plotter, though I’m not here to suggest the ability to plot is a pointless craft. A reader needs the satisfaction of feeling like what they are reading is going somewhere, and will arrive without leaving them hanging in mid-air.

So, to point out my disagreement with Mr. King again, I would say it’s not the joke, it’s the jokester. It’s not the story, it’s the storyteller, and I might also add Stephen King is one of the best storytellers around. It’s his voice, his attitude, his courage that make the story work, where in someone else’s hands, Salem’s Lot, for example, could have been quite the mess and just another story about vampires biting people; he gave it style, character, and thematic depth. Sure, there’s a plot, but it’s his voice, his passion for storytelling that hooks the reader.

The best of ideas can be as bland as bean curd without the spices of individuality, confidence, and the ability to let a story go where it needs to go, hemming it in gently, not breaking and corralling it like a once magnificent stallion now walking beneath the saddle or hitched to the plow. A story, like character, shouldn’t be pushed around like a chess piece. It should feel organic and happening as you read it.

Sam Phillips, Sun Record producer, the man who discovered Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis and Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and others, always tried to have recordings made at Sun sound hot and original. He made sure the recordings came out of a well of passion and excitement, that the source was the performer’s own creative hunger, instead of overly preparing and sucking the life out of it before it was recorded. Storytelling is much the same way. It surprises not only the reader, but the writer as well when it comes from that hungry place, that hot as hell creative fire that practically burns the fingertips as the creator writes.

Storytelling lends itself more to character than plotting. Storytelling is the tone and attitude of the storyteller, and a good storyteller is usually releasing their personality into the story, unbound by plot restrictions. The storyteller sees all his or her characters as real people, so even a passing acquaintance in a story can resonate a lot more than it might if the character is only there to grease the cogs of a plot, driven more by solution than by character development.

Another advantage of the storyteller, is that when the story and characters seem organic, it is much easier for the teller of the tell to digress and go down alleys and backroads, take a sightseeing tour in the country, and maintain the interest of the reader. Some of the greatest novels of all time are of this nature, Huckleberry Finn, Moby Dick, and Don Quixote spring to mind.

Raymond Chandler, who wrote a fine set of books about private detective Philip Marlowe, was really a storyteller, even though he was writing mysteries where plot is normally king. Chandler’s plots were less than stellar, and if one were to break them down in a cold, calculating way, they wouldn’t add up to much of anything that made sense.

In fact, Chandler, when his book The Big Sleep was being filmed, was asked who killed the chauffeur, they couldn’t find it in the book. Chandler said he had no idea.

Finding the chauffeur’s body seemed like a good scene, so he went for it. But, I would hasten to add that it works within the context of the story, because you have some idea who might have done it, and though it’s never answered in the novel, it has a feeling of real life about it, not all things are explained to satisfaction.

Chandler’s prose, his dialogue and wit and atmosphere, are the true invitation into the story, the thin plot is merely part of a fabric that holds it together, but the essence of the story comes from the depths of the primitive brain. A place we all recognize, filled with collective memories and raw emotions. It’s why storytellers are so appealing to us.

Chandler’s plots may not have been strong, but the character’s motivations were tip-top. You believed them, and you believed Marlowe’s voice. He wasn’t the kind of guy you doubted. Chandler once said he wanted to write the kind of novel someone would read, even if they knew the last page was torn out, and he did just that.

In the same manner, though nowhere as good a stylist, dialogue writer, or developer of character, Edgar Rice Burroughs did the same. He involved you with the story, with the raw elements of intrigue and tremendous imagination. The story itself was the character. And at least in his early books, you believed the story, outrageous as it could be, because on some level, Burroughs believed it. He dreamed on paper, and our reading of what he wrote made us dream awake.

I think the true storyteller is often swelling inside with story, and feels a story more than knows it. It’s like hearing music from afar. You know it’s music, but you can’t quite name the tune, so the storyteller gradually walks toward the sound, listening and recording all the way, until the sound is clear, and finally the storyteller can hum it; which means by then they can write it down. It’s not exactly magic, but it sure feels like it when you are dreaming freely. You have to learn to listen to your inner self, hear that unique and personally profound music, and write from the subconscious, the source of the melody.

Analysis of what has been written, working out a few wrinkles and mistakes, is then the function of the conscious mind, but it’s the red-hot passion of story that puts it on paper, and all the true elements are there from the start.

How do you tap into the primitive brain, the memories, instincts and bright colors and dark patches that make us who we are?

Practice.

We each find our own way, but let me tell you how I approach it. Perhaps it’ll work for you.

I have already mentioned it, but let’s investigate it a little more.

I write from the dream.

I discovered long ago, that to lead a life during the day that is not overwhelmed with writing, the first thing I did was cut my writing time down. When I wake up, I have my coffee and breakfast bar, and go to work. I try to do this before I wake up too much, before the real day shifts into the dream world I have recently left. I work while the ghost of those dreams is still with me. I sit down and write, and as soon as I feel I’ve said what I have to say for the day, I stop working. I do have the goal of managing at least three to five pages a day, but sometimes I manage more. My true work day, not business calls, managing life, but the work and joy of writing, is about three hours. I let the dream decipher itself. And when the edges of it become ragged, I stop.

I do this five to seven days a week, with a few minor exceptions, such as long travel days, or a time when I choose to take off for a couple days for whatever reason I feel is valid.

But when I work, which is most of the time, I don’t believe in waiting for inspiration. I’m doing something I love, and because of that, inspiration becomes a constant companion.

I don’t plot or outline, though I may take a few notes here and there, instead I let my dream world fill up each night with a segment of the story. I do this without worrying about it, or trying to force it, and when I wake up the dream bag is full, and I can go to my writing desk, and dream all over the page.

For me, correcting as I go is best. I don’t like multiple drafts, but there is no telling how many drafts I do, considering I don’t have a trashcan full of paper. Instead I correct directly to the word processor. I finish my one draft, and then when I get to the end, I go through it again for a polish. Now and again, the polish may require more than usual, but for the most part, making my corrections as I go, or at the end of a session, allows me to finish a project closer to what I want, and not end up with multiple drafts, trying to figure which one is best, what to borrow from one or the other.

This is writing for the joy of it, the pleasant experience of telling a story. The reason we all became writers, storytellers, in the first place.

Another thing I like to keep in mind is a personal motto I have. Write like everyone you know is dead.

Don’t try and write for anyone but yourself, because it’s easy to quit being yourself, easy to push your dream aside, or defuse it, if you’re trying to figure out what your friends, relatives, editors, agents and publishers might want.

Therein lies distraction and barriers.

You have to write as if everyone you know is dead to keep from writing in such a way that you’re constantly editing yourself to fit what you believe will be the expectations of others, including the audience. When you finish, come out of the dream, polish the work so that it clearly states what you meant for it to say, but not to the extent that you brush the powder off the butterfly’s wings.

At that point, you can hope others like it. But trying to write for someone is a losing game, because truly, no one really knows what anyone else wants. You have to appeal to the one audience member you know best. Yourself.

No one writer appeals to everyone, and you can’t be universally admired, and you shouldn’t try to.

A story should also rely on life-experience, the experience of others, research, and the constant habit of doing the work. And by writing in the dream, not outside of it, trying to recover some thread of it, writing will rarely seem like a job at all.

But, before I carry it too far, it’s not all about dreaming. The dreams have to have a foundation under them. What makes a story work is the voice of the narrator, and the surer the voice is, the more believable it is. That comes from stacking your dream on a foundation of reality.

No matter how fantastical the story, true life experience gives it credibility. Dropping in elements of your own life, telling bits of detail borrowed from your memory bank, give the reader a feeling of assurance. It’s the old story about how to tell a lie. Don’t make it all up, tell the lie with large dollops of truth. The truth can give foundation to the most outrageous of lies.

The moments of “truth” have to blend, as well, and cannot be like a fruit salad. They have to be included as ingredients in such a way as to make a soup. That way a singular element doesn’t stand conspicuously alone, but adds to the taste of the soup, as do the other ingredients, not tasted individually, but in such a way that their blending creates a unique taste for the reader.

Another component is research.

I’m not the kind of writer who likes to do a lot of conscious research, which is not the same as choosing not to do it. I follow my interests. If I’m interested in something, I will read about that subject for entertainment and knowledge. I may use that research, and I may never use it. I enjoy myself, and sometimes, after a dip in the pool of one subject, I may instantly use that new-found information, or it may remain in the pool, perhaps becoming almost stagnant. But if it is interesting enough to me, it just might resurface and stir the waters fresh.

On occasion, this research might add tidbits to a story or novel, or it may be the foundation for a story, and therefore, have a larger role to play. I have always been interested in the Old West, and have read a ton of material about it for my entertainment. But as the years went on, that material began to stir in my metaphorical pool, and eventually, like a small evolutionary creature, it grew legs and came ashore, ready to stand on its own.

I’ve been amazed at how reading I did years before, stimulated a book or story long after. I might then have to return to that research, to validate certain dates or events, but if I found the material interesting, the mood of the first reading tended to stay with me for years, like the remembered verses of a catchy tune.

The rest of storytelling is the characters, and once again, they are informed by your personal autobiography, or that of others you know about, and the research. A story can not only grow out of research, so can a character.

A character is simply put, someone you believe and have either an interest or concern about, or both. I do not hold to the idea that you have to have a likable character, but I do hold to the point that you have to have an interesting one.

Another knack of the true storyteller is to realize that everyone in a story or a book is a character. Some of those characters may get more attention than others, but even the smallest roles deserve consideration.

Film is a great example of this. Frequently, among the best performances, are those given by character actors. These roles, though smaller, are at their best defining, and give the story even more verisimilitude, as well as enhance the believability of the main characters. Smart film stars know that one way to make a film better, more interesting and believable, to actually enhance their own performance, is to surround themselves with strong character actors.

Sometimes the character actors can steal the show, however, and in novels I’ve had these minor characters blossom and take on larger roles, and a character who was originally a walk-on, can become so interesting I feel it’s necessary that they should play a larger role.

In a series of books, I have been writing for twenty-five years, about a duo called Hap and Leonard, Leonard was originally a secondary character that I intended to drop in briefly, and then focus more on Hap. But instantly, that character became as much of a lead as the original hero I had in mind, and even though Hap narrates their stories in first person, Leonard is not a sidekick. He is just as important and valuable a character as the narrator.

Dialogue is another component, and a really important one. Dialogue is not always about how people actually talk. It’s about making the reader believe this is how they talk. It’s dialogue that is engaging, revealing not only of story information, but character as well. Dialogue reveals how a character views the world.

To write good dialogue, you have to develop a recorder’s ear, trying to catch the rhythms of natural speech, but not being bound by it. As a writer, you get to cheat. You get to spend time polishing the dialogue, making it wittier, more revealing and ironic, than real dialogue might be. You get to customize it.

It, along with the other elements I’ve mentioned, is my idea of what makes a story great, and what constitutes the making of a true storyteller; someone who speaks directly to the reader’s dreams with dreams of their own.


A-Z OF HORROR

Clive Barker

Most horror, whether it’s real or fictitious, literary or cinematic, deals with the eruption of chaos into human existence (or else the revelation of its constant, unseen presence). Between these covers, the title suggests, is all you need to know, as soon as we begin to delve into the nature of horror, or attempt to list its manifestations in our culture, the sheer scale of the beast becomes apparent.

Horror is everywhere. It’s in fairy tales and the evening headlines; it’s in street corner gossip and the incontrovertible facts of history. It’s in playground ditties (“Ring-a-ring o’ roses” is a sweet little plague song); it’s in the doctor’s surgery (“I’ve some bad news, I’m afraid . . . ”); it’s on the altar, bleeding for our sins (“Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do”); it is so much a part of our lives (and deaths) that a hundred volumes could not fully detail its presence.

This isn’t to say we should give up on the endeavor. After all, don’t we make everything in our lives—art, love, children—in the certainty that what we create will be flawed? Let’s make the lists anyway, knowing they’re arbitrary. Let’s pretend at least for a little while—that we consider the subject authoritatively covered. Let’s even ask a few questions of ourselves, as though there might be some kind of answer to be had.

We must inevitably begin with the root question: what is horror? We can all point to its presence. It’s in black-jacketed books and lurid movie posters. It’s in police reports from murder sites and tearful recollections from battlefields. It’s in our nightmares. It’s in our secret ambitions. But is there any common thread of subject matter that connects all these manifestations? Maybe. Perhaps the body and its vulnerability. Perhaps the mind and its brittleness. Perhaps love and its absence.

What becomes apparent, however, the more closely we study the issue, is how misleading the term actually is, describing as it does a response rather than a subject. Horror elicits far more complex responses than gasps and giddiness. It can shame us into recognizing our own capacity for cruelty; it can arouse us, making plain the connection between death and sexual feeling; it can inspire our imaginations, removing us to places where our most sacred taboos may be challenged and overturned.

Do I believe it will make converts of the bunkered commentators who think that horror—particularly if it takes the form of popular entertainment—is sick or likely to degrade fine minds? No, I’m afraid not. I was, at the beginning of my career, a passionate believer in the need to convince people to re-evaluate horror, particularly in its literary form. After all, I argued, the best of science-fiction novels and spy thrillers are now viewed as literature, so why should the same respect not be paid to a fictional form that uses supernatural conceits to debate and illuminate the dark side of our personal planets? Much of the work in the genre is, of course, sheer sensationalism, but then there are a thousand disposable hackworks for every book by John le Carré or Frank Herbert. Shouldn’t we judge a genre by its finest members, not by its runts? That was the core of my position. But over the years I’ve largely given up on the debate. People will come to the point of view in their own time or not at all.

(Of course, there’s the “guilty pleasure” aspect of all this: that while I love well-turned phrases and great cinema, I also have a sentimental fondness for the literary or cinematic equivalent of Titus Andronicus. Indeed, there are times when the sheer artlessness of a Z-grade zombie flick can tellingly reveal the root of the genre’s fascination in a fashion that a more sophisticated piece of work may conceal.)

Here—while we’re talking about horror’s appeal—may be an appropriate spot to discuss its enduring popularity. I have no new answers to the puzzle, only the strengthening sense that, as our century advances and the casual cruelty of our world becomes ever more visible through the medium of television, we seem to take comfort in fantastications of that cruelty; fictions in which we may savor the very subjects that distress us in the real world. Does it empower us to do so; give us a sense of control over forces that, in truth, threaten to overwhelm us? Or are we simply warming ourselves at the blaze that’s burning our culture down? I suspect a little of both.

Bathing for a time in the red rivers of violence and retribution that feed the heart of this fiction may indeed wash away some part of our insanity; discharging our anger by indulging our private monsters. But if it doesn’t—if we’re simply making ourselves all the crazier by inflaming these appetites—then I humbly suggest that it’s the way of the world, and perhaps our culture, in its fall from faith and certainty, needs to go through a dark night of the soul, in which the atrocities of street and battlefront, and those conjured by storytellers, become one seamless nightmare . . .

Only this seems certain: the subject is part of our psyche from childhood, enshrined in innumerable tales as a force that helps us understand the primal battle of our natures. The abomination, whether it comes in the form of a fairy tale dragon, a serial killer, a piece of special effects, or a crazed terrorist, is a necessary part of the human story.

It defines what the best in us despise; and reminds us how close to it we come in our most forbidden thoughts. There are countless interpretations of this enigma.

Think of it, perhaps, as footnotes to the grand encyclopedia that we are, each of us, amassing as we pass through our lives. That book will contain a number of entries under bliss, I hope, and love. But there will almost inevitably be a whole host of entries under horror. If these footnotes help illuminate the moments of dread and despair that inevitably come into our lives, however careful or sheltered an existence we lead, then it has found a fine purpose. And if such a high flown intention offends you, try reading the book in the bath. You’ll find upon emerging that after a certain age—say, eighteen—the mirror may remind you how much we need the comfort of another’s misery.


WHY HORROR?

Mark Alan Miller

Why horror? It’s a simple enough question, and it’s certainly asked often enough. Though I think the reason the question comes up so frequently is because it’s not a very easy one to answer. And it only complicates matters that every time I ask myself the very question, I seem to find a new answer.

I’ve done my homework, believe you me. I’ve logged more hours in horror than anyone ever asked of me. I’ve read every work published by Stephen King and written by Clive Barker. I’ve watched as many anthologies and franchises as I can find. I try to read or watch anything that’s recommended to me. And I’ll even digest things that I’m recommended to avoid, but if I’m being honest, it’s sometimes because I was recommended to stay away! I’ve digested fiction, non-fiction, horror theory, the psychology of horror, essays and reviews on the different sub-genres and what each of them means. And even through all of these different forms and outlets from myriad minds, a lot of people seem to come up with a lot of the same theories.

Perhaps the most predominant one is that horror, more than any other genre, is the blackest crude of our subconscious bubbling to the surface. I’ve heard it said more times than I can count that if you look at an iconic or popular horror work (film/television/ novel/etc.) from any given year, you’ll find what issues the country (or world at large) was working out at that time.

If you look at The Twilight Zone, which first broadcast in 1959 during the tail end of McCarthyism and the beginning of the Civil Rights movement, the show delves into the idea of nuclear war, mistrust of your neighbor, and what it means to be human. Hell, the episode “The Big Tall Wish” even won the Unity Award for Outstanding Contributions to Better Race Relations. So there is certainly something to that theory.

First of all, it would explain why there are so many Frankenstein iterations. Seemingly there’s a new Frankenstein book or movie that comes out every year, each one altering the technology or adjusting for cultural settings. And is it any wonder? Science is evolving by leaps and bounds every day, and our world is in a constant state of flux, so the source material is evergreen, to be sure. We didn’t know much as a culture back when Karloff donned the bolts, but we knew he was both to be feared and pitied. A recent re-imagining by Bernard Rose has Frankenstein’s monster in contemporary Los Angeles, wandering the shanty towns of the increasing homeless population found in the riverbeds. Same monster, different world.

Hell, even franchises change with the times. The first Texas Chainsaw Massacre was a protestation about Vietnam. It’s one of the most effective and damning statements on war, the effects PTSD, and what it’s like coming back from the brink with nothing left—not even your sanity. And then 12 years later, Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2 came out and was a scathing indictment on Reaganomics and the excess of the 80s. The two topics couldn’t be more different, and the same can be said about the films. The first Chainsaw is a dizzying descent into madness; the second a delirious and often hysterically pitch-black satire.

Why horror? Because the greatest horror holds a mirror to our world and makes us look long and hard at our plights. What’s interesting, though, is that most of the theorists seem content to stop there. However, for those delving a bit deeper, looking to move beyond the simplicity of the simple theory of the shadow, it’s also been said that the genre allows for the richest metaphors. When you’re mining the realm of the fantastic, you’re getting into the stuff that dreams are made of. A drama can only be about the subject at hand. But a horror film can be about, well, anything at all. And a drama cannot be a horror film. Nor can it be a comedy. But horror can be a comedy, a drama, a thriller, a fantasy. You get idea. Let’s talk examples. In the film Still Alice, Julianne Moore plays a woman diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s. There’s no metaphor here, only a reflection of a tragic reality we all potentially face, whether it’s personally or relationally. The same is true for all films tackling the hard subjects. A Beautiful Mind deals with the difficulties walking the tightrope between genius and insanity. And it explored the truth that even our titans are human. There’s no doubt these films are important works. But on the whole, their field of vision is often singular and quite narrow.

Even the more metaphysical dramas fall prey to this limitation. Look at a film like Tree of Life. While it is undoubtedly a masterpiece, it never transcends the prison of the abusive family unit. That’s not an indictment of its effectiveness, however. The film resonated with me in a way few films have. While watching it, I was transported to a different time in my life—one that I’m happy I no longer have access to, save for in my memories. All that being said, it never got close to the emotional resonance of another family melodrama: the love it or hate it critical darling The Babadook.

I’ve never found myself in more arguments about any other film in existence. On the surface, it’s about a family being haunted by an evil spirit. But under that single-layer façade is one of the richest pieces of storytelling I’ve ever had the discomfort of enduring. Again: not a criticism. I adore the film. But for me it’s heavy going. And not because it’s so terrifying, rather because it’s a film that is so emotionally intelligent that it’s painful. The movie, to me, is about depression, and the beast that grabs hold of you—literally haunts you—and takes control of your life. In the grip of a crippling depression, everything is upended—everything is in jeopardy—and you’re at the whim of this dark visitor you feel will never leave. Taken as a beautiful Jungian dream interpretation, the mother’s journey with her monster is one of the most cathartic cinematic experiences ever captured. It’s also an awesome horror film, and it works on that level alone, to be sure. But on top of that, it’s a beautiful, agonizing film that’s about so much more than a creepy guy stalking a family. And, in part, it answers the question at hand. Why horror? Because life is horrible sometimes, and working through those horrors is the only way we can make sense of it when everything else has failed us.

I think both answers are right, actually. But I don’t think they fully answer the question. And the one that I’ve discovered—the one that resonates as possibly the third part of this whole—is related to the aforementioned agonies represented by The Babadook and every horror film like it that tells the story of what it means to be human. Another prime example is the film Starry Eyes. It’s about one aspiring starlet’s journey to realize her dream. On the surface, it’s just a story following a young woman, adrift in a strange city, who gets taken advantage of until there’s nothing left. But it’s very much a parable of what it means to gain the world only after selling your soul. And, worse yet, how sometimes the selling of that soul becomes necessary just to survive in a cold world. The film is a marvelous, layered work that bears repeating!

Why horror? The world is harsh. And cruel. And full of pain. And films like Still Alice, or A Beautiful Mind tap into that, yes, but they don’t provide an escape in the process, only the cold hard reality of the ways the body can turn on us.

I came to this realization while watching the television series 13 Reasons Why. The series begins with the narration of a girl who, we learn, has killed herself. Every episode is narrated by her, as she takes us on the journey of every reason she decided to end her life, laid out on 13 cassette tapes. And it’s the 13th episode, after we’ve heard all the reasons, and gone through the journey with her, that an unblinking camera watches her slit her wrists and bleed out in a bathtub. It was during both the lead up and the payoff to this moment that the question was answered for me. 13 Reasons Why was so depressingly bleak that it gave me the answer I was looking for without even knowing it. Why horror? Because life is filled with loss every day. The news is depressing. The world is at war. People starve. Humans are cruel. And the bad guys win. In a world like this—a world filled with actual horrors—I turn to heightened horrors, wrapped in metaphors that work out the things I’m feeling, because I find that it provides hope, escape, and exorcism of the day’s demons all at the same time.

13 Reasons Why was too true to life. It was that aforementioned drama which was only about the thing it was about. And it was brilliant at being about that. But it was also almost punishing for the viewer. There was no catharsis. There was no redemption. There was no metaphor. There was only one girl’s sadness, and everyone’s loss. Sometimes even the bleakest of horror films have an undercurrent of something fantastical. Why horror? Because it is the only genre that is unapologetically supernatural. And in a world where the natural order of things is a constant reminder of our slow and ineffable march toward death, I find the most comfort in what’s considered the darkest of genres, because even the darkest, deadliest, most terrifying horror film is steeped in the tradition of survival and resurrection. In horror films, anything is possible, and there’s always a chance to bring someone back.

Life is a terrifying prospect, and a zero sum game, to quote George Carlin. And while watching 13 Reasons Why or Still Alice, there is no hope to be had. I wanted Hannah to come back. I wanted Alice to have her life again. But like in life, they never would. So why did I spend 15 hours with them to be reminded of this? Freddy, Jason, and Pinhead, on the other hand, will always be there no matter how many times they explode, are set on fire, or are banished back to the hell from whence they came. And, in the process of those experiences, we exorcise our demons, we enrich the metaphors in our lives, and we’re visited by familiar friends who will never leave us. Not bad for a genre that’s often stigmatized as being the most irredeemable. That, my friends, is why horror.


PIXELATED SHADOWS:

Urban Lore And The Rise Of Creepypasta

Michael Paul Gonzalez

Picture a large clearing in a forest. Spread throughout the area, cleverly disguised, are small thatch huts and lean-tos, protecting the three dozen or so people gathered there. Some of them sleep while others stand watch, their backs to the few small campfires scattered in the area. They’re wary of the world lying beyond the edge of the light, and out there in the gathering darkness, they hear the sounds of life stirring. They feel the weight of eyes upon them. They stay awake and alert, and they tell each other stories.

Some of these are tales of their exploits on their current and past travels, while others are larger and more fanciful ponderings on their place in the universe. These tales are important in preserving the history and culture of their people. It is how lessons are passed from generation to generation. When the stories are exhausted, when the night grows darker and colder, they begin to tell stories about what they don’t know.

What are those shining green eyes moving through the bushes out there? What is that song they hear, and what’s making it? The mood of the stories shifts from fanciful tales of why those nightbirds sing to dire warnings of what happened the last time one of their hunters ventured into the shadows to confront the unknown. Fact begins to mix with fiction as a man recounts finding the remains of one of his friends after a particularly dark and rainy night, half his body missing, his bones washed clean of blood, his eyes still fixed on some unknown horror. Somewhere between the truth and the horrific fantasy of the shadow world, stories are told to teach lessons about hunting at night, about wondering how much bigger the known world could be. Eventually those lessons became common knowledge, and though the stories no longer served a purpose, they remained.

Over time, those grass structures evolve to mud huts, to wooden shacks, to complex stone dwellings. The small campfires are replaced by hearths and candlelight. The darkness would be pushed further and further from the realm of polite society, but the stories persisted.

Late at night, families gather to share tales and histories, and sometimes myths and folktales would invade their home. Tales were shared of what happened to a friend of someone they knew, warnings of murder and kidnapping were wrapped in a safe blanket of story to ensure people would remain inside and safe. When horror befell someone in the city beyond the vision of the waking world, answers were sought. Where none were found, monsters were invented as a cautionary tale. Wolves and bears and twisted creations would stand in as warnings for murderers, kidnappers, and rapists. These stories were teaching tools, but long after the need for the lessons had faded, the tales remained.

Society evolved further. Candlelight and hearth fire were replaced by incandescent bulbs and furnaces. Stone walls became lathe, wood, plaster. Streets were brightly lit, communication expanded to the airwaves. The boundaries of the dark unknown were pushed back still further.

People learned to communicate by letter, by telephone, and eventually, over the internet. Now, at our most advanced stage, when so much is known, when the causes of most bumps and groans in the night are easily discovered and catalogued, we no longer hide from the dark. We opt to push into the dark as explorers. The warm glow of a campfire has long been replaced by the cold glow of a computer screen, and safe behind that plastic light, we find new paths into the mysterious unknown.

Stories are a powerful force, the best of them transformative, vital, and almost always viral. Passing from generation to generation, the art of the story has been carried in five main forms: myths, saga, fables, folk tale, and fairy tales. The original purpose of these stories was an alchemical reaction that would simultaneously remind the listener who they were, where they came from, and what they could become. While rote lessons from a teacher were easily forgotten, the lessons learned from these tales were subtle, delivered quickly and sharply like a knife between the ribs, leaving an indelible impression on the listener.

The earliest extant stories we can find are myths, the legends that were forged in order to explain our place in the universe and the workings of the world. Humans are always happy to use fiction as a placeholder while we struggle to discover facts. Why does the sun rise every day? Why are there stars in the sky? Where does weather come from? Why are we here? In a broad sense, myths provided satisfactory answers to the bigger questions of life, the universe, and everything. Personal stories and enduring histories were passed from generation to generation in the form of the saga. These stories encompassed broader journeys across time, outlining lineage, successorship, heroic deeds, eternal shames, victories and defeats. Myths helped people understand where they were. Sagas allowed them to remember who they were. Where myths and sagas served a larger purpose in helping humanity understand itself on a macro scale, fables and folktales arose to explore the microcosms of daily life.

Although the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, fables typically involve non-human characters (anthropomorphic animals and other fanciful creatures) as a central focus. Almost all of these stories contain a focus on morals as part of the ending. Perhaps the most famous example of the fable genre is Aesop’s Fables, where animals typically stand in for humans and learn lessons about greed, love, the pitfalls of pride and avarice.

Folktales focus primarily on humans and are typically used as a mechanism to root cultural experiences within families. Folktales sometimes offer a supernatural twist to help deliver a lesson and provide a cultural anchor point in history for people to remember where they came from. Think of Pecos Bill lassoing a tornado, John Henry driving steel and showing that the human spirit is stronger than any machine. The thing folktales and fables have in common is the oral tradition in passing them down from generation to generation. In doing so, slight tweaks and changes can be made to the story to help it remain relevant to its current audience without losing the importance of its historical significance.

The fairy tale continues the tradition of carrying lessons from generation to generation, but they differ by focusing more on action and adventure, and while a moral lesson may be learned at the end, the hero’s quest becomes more memorable. In this sense, a fairy tale almost becomes the product of the merging of myth, fable, and folk tale. While most people in the Western world are familiar with classic fairy tales like Red Riding Hood, Cinderella, and Snow White, they aren’t as connected to the original lessons intended to come with the story. They remember the big bad wolf, the evil stepmother, and the maniacal queen, but they forget the focus on coming of age and warnings of sexual assault. We never mention the prayerful nature of Cinderella and the self-mutilation of the step-sisters to win love. We don’t mention that the queen wanted Show White as a sacrifice, demanding her organs as proof that the hunter had done as he was bid. Fairy tales were mostly intended for children, but were an important tool to help them to begin to understand the path that lay ahead for them as they grew. They have softened over the years into diversions and entertainments with lighter lessons.

Where myth and saga can provide a more concrete structure to help its readers understand the past, many fables, fairy tales and folktales are deeply tied to the cultures that birth them. While a Chinese fairy tale might seem interesting to a foreigner, it might not resonate as much as it would with someone from that culture. Likewise, the story of John Henry carries a much deeper significance in the United States than it would in other countries.

All of these story archetypes have been shared by travelers around the world for eons. It’s how human beings came to know one another and learn about (or sometimes learn to fear) each other. The oral tradition was the original viral story. Now, with the world so deeply interconnected, with most of the barriers to intercontinental communication removed, we still reach out to each other with stories. The oral tradition has morphed into a new breed of stories, universally-understandable multimedia pieces that are birthed in word and pixel, video and audio, sped digitally from computer to computer, person to person, nightmare to nightmare.

In the early 2000s, internet message boards (what eventually became social media) were the new town pubs, where weary travelers could come to relax after a long day of work, distract themselves from the real world, talk about their days, and tell stories. Stay in any pub long enough, stay awake long enough, and the stories are likely to take a sinister turn. In the past, scary stories were a useful tool to keep people inside and drinking, safe from what lurks in the dark. Now, from the safety of the LED glow of their monitor, people may still fear the dark, but they have a powerful need to populate it with tales of the unknown. Speculative horror has become our generation’s most viable tradition of the passed story.

My first encounter with the genre that has come to be known as creepypasta was a Korean Webcomic commonly referred to as the Bongcheon-Dong Ghost. The premise: A girl walks home at night and encounters a strange woman. The woman asks her if she’s seen her baby. The girl tries to ignore her and keep walking. And the rest? If you’ve seen the story online, you probably got the cold sweats right around the time I mentioned “Korean Webcomic.” It needs to be experienced, preferably in the dark, and definitely with headphones. You’ve been warned. You can see the comic with a simple google search of the term “Bongcheon-Dong Ghost Comic.”

OEBPS/image4.jpg
75 Power Tips to
Jumpstart
Your Horror
Writing Career

FREE
DOWNLOAD! -

- “ < <

JOE MYNHARDT

Transform your horror
writing career!





OEBPS/image2.jpg
/

)
% Special Offer!

) from
Crystal Lake Publishing

to receive a personal email
from the Crystal Lake founder & CEO
as well as one of our brand
new releases, among
many other perks.

e

eBYMUBUSHlNG






OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
s @/ 1 al (4

(‘\‘\]a}{a’dbykohwwm \
/% . =2 g






OEBPS/image3.jpg
Transform your chilling tales
Into masterpieces that
captivate and terrify.

Grab your copy today!






OEBPS/image0.jpg
WHERE
NIGHTMARES
COME FROM

The Art Of Storytelling In
The Horror Genre

EDITED BY
JOE MYNHARDT
EUGENE JOHNSON

Published by Crystal Lake Publishing
Tales from The Darkest Depths
Website: www.crystallakepub.com






OEBPS/image1.jpg
WELCOME

TO ANOTHER

CRYSTAL LAKE PUBLISHING
CREATION

Join today at www.crystallakepub.com & www.patreon.com/CLP





