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      EUROPEAN WEIRD VS. AMERICAN WEIRD

      I have a loosely held notion that there are primarily two strains of Weird Horror Fiction: the American Weird and the European Weird. To understand what I’m suggesting, allow me to lay some groundwork.

      There is a fundamental issue with the language of genre. We use the term as both a literary classification and as a marketing classification, and in the case of Weird Horror Fiction, this bifurcation is further complicated by a division between the Weird Fiction of now and the Weird Fiction of before.

      I believe Weird Fiction to be avant-garde fiction (literally, leading edge fiction). It’s not necessarily horror, but for our purposes here it’s at least horror-adjacent (in that it’s an intrusion of the irrational into the rational, the only difference being in horror this intrusion is strictly malevolent). Though these stories are “weird” because they challenge what fits within the boundaries of the Horror literary genre, they compete in our lexicon with Weird Fiction, the umbrella term we’ve given to fiction that attempts to capture the spirit of past avant-garde horror. In other words, contemporary fiction written in a similar style to—or sharing similar motifs with—previous generations of Weird Fiction.

      I don’t mean this pejoratively. As though the act of creating new work in the spirit of what we once called Weird Fiction is mercenary or insincere. On the contrary, we see this constant reinterpretation by newer voices in all art forms, Horror included. The difference with Weird Fiction, however, is unlike Horror, which has established conventions that define it, Weird, by definition, does not. The only way to square this, then, is to attribute established conventions to specific iterations of Weird Fiction.

      I would argue we can view American Weird and European Weird as two such specific iterations. That is to say, we can think of them as two distinct forms of Weird Fiction, both of which differ from avant-garde weird fiction as they are not attempting to explore new forms of fiction, but instead are attempting to recreate previously successful iterations.

      American Weird is rooted in the USA’s youth as a nation. Founded fewer than 250 years ago and not fully settled until maybe 100 years after that, it’s a country without deep history so its horrors are more immediately drawn; they are concerned with intrusions in the now, rather than in the past. (We are purposely excluding the First Peoples here, of course, though an interesting argument could be made about how it’s their presence that led to the formation of American Weird.)

      The USA’s popular mythology, even today, places great weight on an investigative impulse. It’s no wonder that its traditional heroes are cowboys and astronauts—it’s the same impulse that propels them to explore their respective new frontiers. The result is fiction driven to answering questions, and the belief that everything is (or at least should be) knowable.

      Another aspect of this iteration is the sentimentality of the American perspective. While it’s obviously true there are some dour and pessimistic stories in American Weird, nevertheless its fiction is built upon camaraderie—families of various configurations, whether ad hoc or by blood, banding together to push back the intrusions of the irrational. These bonds drive many American Weird narratives. Perhaps this is why a significant portion of American Weird is set in suburbia, that wasteland of neutered dangers that somehow shaped many middle-class Horror writers, and that nevertheless became synonymous with the family unit in the post-war years of the twentieth century.

      In contrast, European Weird was born from a region of long-established civilizations. As a result, its Weird Fiction lacks the exploratory drive of its American counterpart. European Weird is instead largely (though not exclusively) dictated by historical and environmental factors. The old world of Europe is one of narrow streets and old buildings, rather than new cities and suburbs. It finds its drive not in a need to understand, but in the desire to experience. It is the more decadent of the two, richer with atmosphere and religious allusions. In this iteration of Weird Horror Fiction, characters find themselves grappling with the mysteries of a world they have come to realize they don’t understand, and where there is no obvious cause for the invasion of the irrational. It has happened because these things have always happened, and they always will. To survive one of these stories is to recognize that there is no escape; the world is as it is, filled with mysteries that will forever be beyond understanding.

      And maybe this is the key difference between American Weird and European Weird. In American Weird, when we grapple with that which we don’t understand, what we are struggling with are cosmic unknowns—cosmic, in the sense that these mysteries are bigger than humanity, and impossible to comprehend. In European Weird, the great unknown is our own past, our history as people on the planet. American Weird is about what we are, but European Weird is about who we were.

      These two modes do overlap on occasion, but more often stay within their lanes because they are, to some degree, incompatible. European Weird favors grotesquerie over disgust, is interested in ideas that carry a primordial significance to us. Things that have always been there in our collective consciousness. Masks and myths and items that draw power from their history. American Weird by contrast is more interested in the spectacle of the unusual, reveling in the monster and what it invokes.

      As always with this sort of taxonomic discussion, it’s crucial to keep in mind all this terminology is descriptive, not prescriptive. No one has intentionally written a European Weird story, or an American Weird story, nor should they. These categories are boxes, and in general confining one’s writing to a defined box is a bad idea. Even more so with an avant-garde Weird Fiction tale, as boxes are antithetical to the entire point of the genre. Instead, these terms are invented to help us understand what we read, and how the genre changes beneath our feet. As a result, these terms are generalities, and there are no doubt plenty of examples that fall outside the strict definitions I’ve laid out. Also, it should go without saying, American Weird writers need not be American, nor European Weird writers European. The cultural origins of the Weird iterations do not necessarily affect its practitioners.

      Weird Fiction remains an elusive genre, and I’m not certain we’ll ever fully map its byways and cul-de-sacs. I find this simultaneously frustrating and exciting. Exploring the various nooks of the genre helps us better understand exactly what it is, and though I don’t think we’ll ever arrive at an answer that completely satisfies, it really is the journey that is the most rewarding part of the search.
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      SUSPICIOUS MANORS: OLD DARK HOUSES AND THE NEW GILDED AGE

      A hundred years ago, movie screens were sometimes the home of monsters. Murnau’s Nosferatu, Wegener’s The Golem, Edison’s (more accurately J. Searle Dawley’s) Frankenstein, and others, leading to the Universal monster movies of the 1930s, which introduced new audiences to Dracula, Frankenstein, and the rest.

      While these films may be the ones that we remember the most today, however, they were not the most common form that horror cinema took in the early days. For every supernatural or science fictional monster that graced early screens, there were probably a dozen “old dark house” pictures.

      These got their start as stage plays before being adapted to the silver screen, and typically involved an eccentric group of people gathering in one of the eponymous houses (often for the reading of a will), only to be knocked off one by one by a mysterious killer, frequently masquerading as a monster or ghost.

      Of these, perhaps the most famous are The Bat and The Cat and the Canary. The former was originally written as a stage play by Mary Roberts Rinehart in 1920, and subsequently adapted to film on several occasions. The first official cinematic version of The Bat was released in 1926, and was followed just four years later by a talkie remake from the same director.

      Both Roland West’s The Bat and The Bat Whispers (as the talkie version was titled) helped to inspire the creation of Batman, though many modern audiences may be more familiar with the story (if they are at all) thanks to the 1959 version starring Vincent Price, which entered the public domain in short order and therefore found its way onto all sorts of late-night horror programming and movie marathon sets.

      The Cat and the Canary was a 1922 stage play by John Willard that didn’t see cinematic adaptation until 1927, when Paul Leni helmed what might just be this author’s favorite silent film. Like many of these old dark house tales, the story was subsequently adapted several more times, most recently in 1979. The best known of them all is probably a 1939 sound version starring none other than Bob Hope.

      Though only two of many, these two tales largely set the formula for countless other old dark house pictures. Like most of their imitators, they are light comedic mysteries more than horror films, gaining their gothic elements primarily from taking place in houses of decayed splendor that are rumored to be haunted. With an unknown criminal stalking the grounds in disguise, killing off those who get in their way, one can draw a relatively straight line from the old dark house pictures of the ‘20s and ‘30s to the German krimi films, Italian gialli, and even American slashers that were to follow.

      While The Bat was, at the time, considered “the most popular and most shiverful of our murder mystery dramas,” according to critic Joseph Twadell Shipley, it is in The Cat and the Canary that the old dark house chiller takes its most familiar form. In it, the relatives of a rich old man descend on his creepy home some twenty years after his death to attend the reading of his will, which stipulates that they must spend the night in the house and that his heir must demonstrate her sanity in order to inherit.

      Naturally, there’s an escaped killer called “the Cat” who is prowling the grounds (or is there?) and the relations begin dropping one by one. After a night filled with ghostly (but ultimately very naturalistic) scares, hidden passages, and so on, the killer is unmasked, and a happy ending ensues—all of which should sound very familiar to anyone who has seen even a single episode of Scooby-Doo, the most obvious modern inheritor of the old dark house legacy.

      Though they tend to lack actual monsters and I am, as John Langan once said, “the monster guy,” these old dark house movies are among my favorite horror subgenres. I love them not despite but because of their creaky and by now cliched plots, their overly theatrical effects, their combination of wry humor and ghostly thrills. There are better and worse ones, of course, but plunk me down in front of just about any old dark house movie and I’ll be entertained for however long the film chooses to run—it doesn’t hurt that many of them are barely over an hour long.

      At least two of my favorite movies fit into this mold. As I’ve already mentioned, Leni’s version of The Cat and the Canary is a genuine classic, one of the best and most dynamic silent movies I have ever seen. Meanwhile, James Whale’s The Old Dark House is my favorite film from the early Universal horror pictures, a masterpiece of shadows and suggestion, humor and theme that was already essentially a send-up of the form, even in 1932.

      In fact, I love The Old Dark House so much that, after seeing it for the first time, I tracked down the book upon which it was based, J. B. Priestley’s novel Benighted, released the same year as Leni’s Cat and the Canary, and helped usher it back into print from Valancourt Books, even writing the introduction to the new edition.

      So far, this has all been something of a long-winded ode to one of my favorite horror traditions—one that I’m always happy to go on about—but there’s a particular reason I’m writing about it now.

      “Ultimately, then, this is a film about greed,” writes Craig Ian Mann, in an essay which accompanies the Eureka Blu-ray of Leni’s Cat and the Canary, “something it has in common with the vast majority of old dark house stories, which generally feature villains who do awful things in the selfish pursuit of material wealth. That recurrent plot point provides a fairly obvious clue as to why these films—and the plays upon which they were based—were so popular in the 1920s. This was a decade defined by excess […] the old dark house narratives of the era lampooned the materialistic consumer culture—drawing on elements of comedy and ‘melodrama’ (or what would later by known as horror) to satirize the wanton excess of the 1920s.”

      A hundred years later, we are unfortunately in another era defined by excess. An era in which the rich are richer than they have ever been, while the gap between them and everyone else yawns wider by the day. So, where are the old dark house pictures of this new Gilded Age?

      The form hasn’t made a comeback, even while other classic types of stories certainly have—there has been a surprising uptick in the number of gothics on big screens in recent years, for example. This may simply be because, despite their many similarities, the wealthy of today are, in many ways, difficult to recognize in the decadence of a century ago. To properly satirize the wanton excess of the 2020s, perhaps we need a different kind of film, featuring a different kind of eccentric millionaire.

      If we take Mann at his word that the old dark house genre existed at least partially as a screed against excessive wealth, however, then the inheritors of that crusade are certainly out there in the horror world today, just occupying different niches, updated for modern audiences, from the satanic wealth of Ready or Not (2019) to the social satire of Bong Joon Ho’s Parasite (also 2019; it’s almost like something was happening in 2019).

      Perhaps the closest modern movies have come to old dark house pictures in both theme and style, however, are in Rian Johnson’s recent string of non-horror whodunits starring Daniel Craig as the “last of the gentleman sleuths,” Benoit Blanc. These are more obviously inheritors of the works of writers like Agatha Christie—though, in turn, we wouldn’t have gialli or slashers without her—but they also share the class-consciousness of the old dark house chillers.

      None of them have quite enough secret passages, spooky happenings, or masked criminals, though. At least, not yet…
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      Down a forsaken road in the sun-dried heart of West Texas, I came to a deserted town where the only sign of life was an ice cream parlor.

      It was unsettling, to say the least. Like a mirage I couldn’t blink away. Like whoever used to reside here just up and left it to burn. YOU SCREAM ICE CREAM, read the sign over the window. My dying phone claimed the place was “permanently closed.”

      “Does that look ‘permanently closed’ to you?” I said.

      I was talking to my son, but my son wasn’t talking to me. Elijah was upset, like nine-year-old boys tend to get. He wanted to be with his daddy this week. But this was my week. “You never take me out, Mama,” he always says in that slick tone. So I made plans, yes I did, for the two of us: a road trip to Balmorhea State Park to swim with the big ol’ catfish and pupfish. Maybe wash off some of these ill feelings while we’re at it. Somewhere along the way, I got a little turned around. Ice cream wasn’t on the agenda, but some rocky road sounded like a sweet detour, and I figured the owner could direct me. Plus, my poor Taurus was drained, leaking coolant, clamoring for a break before it broke down.

      “I’m staying in the car,” Elijah said, slouching in the passenger seat.

      “Uh-uh, not this time,” I told him. “C’mon, I’ll buy you some ice cream.”

      He groaned. “But I don’t want ice cream. I just want to get out of here.”

      “I don’t care, Elijah,” I said. “You always say I never take you out, so here I am takin’ you out, so either get yourself out or, so help me, I’ll get you out myself.”

      See? I could be the fun parent. The boy huffed, but did as he was told. In the rearview, I adjusted my blonde wig, touched up the red lipstick: smack, smack. Even in a ghost town, you never know who you might run into. I kept the windows cracked to let the air circulate some — as if there was any to circulate — and stepped out into the devil’s breath of summer.

      All the way down Main Street, the shuttered storefronts had a hunch to them. Like they’d grown sick of standing upright, windows caked in all-purpose dust. But the ice cream parlor had good posture. Too stubborn to be swayed by the reality of things. A bell ding-a-linged as we went into the parlor, greeted by the backhand of a cold blast.

      Inside, it looked like a different time. Like the past crawled in here and got stuck. We all get stuck sometimes, my pastor told me. But somebody really took it to heart with these checkerboard floors and chrome stools. Nobody stood behind the counter. “Little Red Riding Hood” by Sam The Sham & The Pharaohs warbled from the jukebox. A young couple, the only customers, sat at a table. The fella had his back to me. His lady was nursing with a deadness in her eyes. But the walls. That’s what struck me. Every inch covered with pictures of women from old horror flicks. Some black and white, some bloody rich. All screaming. I never cared much for Hollywood scares, so I couldn’t name not a one. But I’d seen those faces before, mouths open. Frozen. And now they were everywhere.

      Elijah climbed onto a stool and started spinning.

      “Don’t do that,” I snapped at him.

      He kept spinning anyway. I heard some shuffling in the back, followed by a clang of tools. Then the swinging door cracked open, and he stepped through. He had a boyish face but with jowls that seemed to be melting off. Silver hair combed back, slicker than ice on I-35. His coveralls suggested he was more suited to fixing head gaskets than scooping Neapolitan.

      “Howdy, mister,” I said. “I reckon this is where the cool kids are.”

      “It’s a hot one out there, ain’t it?” he replied, scrubbing his hands in the sink. “They keep saying it’s fixin’ to be a record-breaker. But they say that everyday, so who knows what to believe.”

      “Speaking of,” I said, “the map said this place was ‘permanently closed.’”

      He smiled. “Does this look ‘permanently closed’ to you?”

      I couldn’t help but smirk, hearing my words flung back at me. “So I take it you’re the owner?”

      He cocked his head, real sheepish-like. “I prefer ‘server,’ but yes, this here’s my pride and joy.” He made a big fuss with his arms, as if readying to give me a tour, but remained exactly where he was. “Welcome to You Scream Ice Cream!”

      I didn’t know what to make of him. He seemed disturbed, to tell you the truth. But in my experience, isolated living will twist any mind. Make you so dizzy you don’t know what to hold onto.

      “I got a little turned around,” I said. “You wouldn’t, by chance, know how to get to Balmorhea State Park from here, would ya?” I held up my phone. “The route ain’t reroutin’ for me.”

      “I might could help with that,” he said. “After you help yourself to one of my frozen beauties.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Elijah, what kind of ice cream you want?”

      The boy looked me dead in the eyes. “I want to get out of here!”

      Mindful of my surroundings, I leaned down and spoke in my church voice. “You listen to me. You don’t want ice cream? Suit yourself. But you’re gonna sit still and hush. I don’t wanna hear not one peep out of you, y’hear?” From the corner of my eye, I saw the server busying himself, wiping down a spotless counter. I half-laughed, trying to shake off the awkwardness. “Hoo boy, this heat brings out the worst in some of us,” I said. “I’ll take one rocky road, please.”

      The server’s eyes got wide, like I called him out of his name or something. “Um, well, you see, I’m afraid I don’t have rocky road,” he said.

      “No rocky road?” I gasped. “That’s blasphemy.” I tapped my red fingernails on the counter: clickity, clickity, clickity. “Okey-dokey. Y’all got anything with nuts in it?”

      “That I do,” the server said. “Ann Darrow.”

      “Beg your pardon?” I said.

      “Banana fudge chunk, ma’am.” The server grinned, at which point I noticed not one of his teeth were real. “A banana-flavored base with nuts, chunks of fudge and other bits mixed in.”

      “Sounds like my kind of party.” Relieved, at least for a second, I sat on a stool and glanced around the shop. “So I take you ain’t much of a horror fan?”

      “Who me?” he said. “Oh, no, no I love horror. I adore horror⁠—”

      “I was just teasin’ you,” I said. “Now, I never cared much for Hollywood scares myself, but hey, to each his own.”

      “You’d feel different if you understood the overtones of a good scream,” he said.

      “Is that so?”

      “Oh, that’s so and then some,” he said. “Most folks think a scream’s just a basic alarm system: Danger, danger, get me outta here! But it’s a helluva lot more complex. Turns out, the human body can make at least six flavors of screams. You got your screams of joy, screams of pain, anger, sadness, screams of pleasure and, of course, you got fear. And when you get to blending? Holy spumoni! Ain’t no tellin’ how many different kinds you can churn out.” He started counting on his hands, then quit. “More than thirty-one, that’s for darn sure. Scientists figured this out recording folks in a padded room. Listening. Taking notes.”

      “Oh my,” I said, tilting my head like my ear had just fallen off. I pretended to pick it up off the counter and reattach it. “Pardon me. It does that sometimes.”
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