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At that time I was drunk from morning to night and the crew was Italian — we didn’t understand a thing we were saying to each other. The result was the worst horror film in the history of cinema.

Stephen King about Maximum Overdrive




Preface



by Stefano Pastor

Every writer’s dream and nightmare is to see his work turned into a film, because film and literature use completely different languages. In literature the story is told meticulously, including the characters’ moods, while in film the story becomes a static image where the details are filled in by the viewers’ perceptions. Also, a film is a group effort which not only has the contributions of the director and writer, but also attaches great importance to the production team and the skills of the actors.

You usually hear that the book is better. Any dedicated reader will repeat that over and over. Books stimulate the imagination and compel the reader to make a visual translation of the written word. It follows that this visual interpretation, which is different from reader to reader, will never correspond to what comes to the screen, and that causes great suffering for the poor author, who is aware that the book is no longer his, and who in the end won’t recognize it. His compensation is being able to win fame and fortune... maybe.

Unlike other authors, such as the late Michael Crichton, Stephen King’s books were not written to be made into films. In the first place the characters have too many streams of consciousness, but also the scenarios are too elaborate and imaginative, difficult to recreate without excessive cost (especially in the period when computer graphics were still in their early stages). Despite this, the long-term success of a writer like Stephen King is indissolubly linked to the movies. Indeed, it is precisely those films that completely distorted his books which have raised them from the niche genre in which they were immersed up to the level of the best literature. And this was done in a really bizarre way, by intentionally butchering the books until they were completely destroyed.

It’s undeniable that the films Carrie and The Shining made King what he is today, but there’s very little of King in these movies. So little that it’s pointless to discuss whether the books or the films are better — they’re two different things.

Carrie was not structured to become a movie; it was a pseudoscientific documentation of the study of paranormal phenomena, attempting to give it a logical explanation. De Palma reduced it to its bones, using only a few guidelines, abandoning all the scientific explanations because he wasn’t interested, and placing the burden on the two lead actors to hold up the movie. Sissy Spacek and Piper Laurie play their characters over the top, giving the film a universal sensibility.

The Shining is the same because Kubrick also puts the burden of sustaining the story on the expressiveness of the two great actors Jack Nicholson and Shelley Duvall — not on the written word, which is useless (remember the writer in the film does nothing but write the same sentence over and over). Where King is still immature they excel, taking raw characters and making them eternal. It’s the situations that dominate (puberty in Carrie, isolation in The Shining) rather than the plots, which are little more than a pretext. The characters step out of their stories and become self-sufficient, assuming their own reality.

How difficult to imagine the reaction of an author who has reached enviable celebrity from film adaptations that aren’t at all faithful to his original works. But whatever criticism there may be, they continue to be adapted, as demonstrated by ongoing productions. In fact the rapport between King and film is a closed circle that has never been broken, and the more that the films deviate from the books, the better their quality, because other personalities take over — directors, screenwriters, and even actors (what would Misery be without Kathy Bates?).

All the greatest directors compete with the works of King. Their results are erratic, but encounters with such original characters make for unforgettable films. Carpenter, Romero, Cronenberg — these are only some of the names. Together they write great pages in the cinema of horror. But two names in particular have made a perfect combination, two authors who were able to assimilate King’s style and transform it into an explosive cocktail. I’m talking about Rob Reiner and Frank Darabont, whose film productions were taken from Different Seasons, a collection of four short novellas that are exceptions for Stephen King because they’re not horror and are therefore outside his usual style.

What makes them perfect for the screen is their length. They aren’t books of hundreds of pages that must be reduced, nor are they tales of twenty pages that have to be enlarged; they have just the right momentum to become films. From these novellas Darabont mapped out The Shawshank Redemption and Reiner created Stand by Me, destined to become the highest expressions of the union of literature and cinema. Beautiful stories, but even King while writing them could hardly have imagined that they would become his masterpieces.

Even though Reiner and Darabont have completely different ideas about how to make films, they both produce superlative results. In such cases it’s correct to say that the film surpasses the book. The Shawshank Redemption has for many years been considered on the Internet Movie Data Base (IMDB) to be the most beautiful film in cinema history, and that is something not even King could have foreseen. Both directors tried again to replicate that magic, Darabont with The Green Mile and Reiner with Misery. They turned out two other masterpieces, but they weren’t equal to their previous films. The size of the literary works is to blame, which forced Reiner to cut his movie and Darabont to stretch his too much. The magic of Different Seasons was not to be repeated. Over the years King’s books have become even longer, making film adaptations more complicated.

King has never abandoned a desire to see his books turned into movies, but he has chosen to give preference to the medium of television. It’s a questionable choice, but it allows him more control. It favors length over quality, fidelity to the books over originality. He has accepted a kind of self-censorship that domesticates the horror so as to make the stories appealing to everyone. In particular he increasingly writes the screenplays to his films, refusing to accept the fact that a good writer is rarely equipped to summarize the essentials in the realm of film.

The products of this union do not excel. The extra length doesn’t help, and the characters lack emotional depth. The story lines remain unchanged, but they aren’t on a par with the books. For example, the miniseries It is the most beautiful of these adaptations, but it’s just a shadow of the original. By regaining control over his works King gave up confronting new ideas and new talent, and gradually moved away from film entirely, so that only a few scraps remain. For many years now he has only made movies from his short stories, while television is the vehicle for his novels.

Mature and worthy choices, but they leave one with a sense of sadness. It’s impossible not to make comparisons, to imagine what a certain novel might have become in the hands of a visionary and courageous director, who perhaps would have altered it and generated a new masterpiece. Nevertheless, the king is far from finished, and his output has never suffered from slowdowns. Great things are ahead, and hope remains that his star will presently shine again in the world of cinema.




King and his Dark Half: An interview with Mick Garris



Marcello Gagliani Caputo: You have adapted many of Stephen King’s novels, almost becoming his official director. What is your relationship to him? 

Mick Garris: We’re friends, we enjoy working together. He’s an artist who is incredibly generous and very supportive. He knows there’s a big difference between the books and the movies, and he respects that. We have great fun when we work together.

GC: For your work that is based on the novels of Stephen King, why have you chosen television rather than cinema?

MG: Actually television wasn’t really the first choice, it was simply that television provided the best opportunity to translate his work. There had been attempts to adapt The Stand to the big screen for 15 years until we realized that it was too monumental for a film, so it was transformed into a miniseries, which proved to be the best way to tell the story on screen. We even tried the film industry first for Desperation and Bag of Bones, but we simply weren’t able to make them work until we decided to do them for television. It seems that the film studios think horror is a genre for teenagers, but King’s stories are much more mature than that.

GC: How do you work to adapt a Stephen King novel? 

MG: It depends. Sometimes King writes the screenplay as well, and we start from there. On other occasions when I’m the screenwriter, I read the book several times while taking notes, trying to retain as much as possible in cinematic terms. Or, as in the case of Bag of Bones, we involve a screenwriter who wants to write the preliminary script. The process of turning a story into a movie starts with a script, trying to make every scene interesting, visual and compelling.

Once the script is completed, the main task becomes finding a visual style with a cinematic vocabulary that can translate the written word into something that, when watched, involves the viewer. Each film has its own rhythm, language, style and its own particular charm. But all is in service of the story, a narrative that in the first instance pushes the audience to want to see the film, and it’s important not to forget the core of the book.

GC: Your first job in connection with a work by Stephen King was Sleepwalkers. What attracted you to that story so much that you wanted to bring it to television? 

MG: Essentially two things: First of all, it had never been published as a book, and it was originally intended as a movie for theaters, not television. I worked hard to get that job. I had to meet the studio executives before I was assigned as director. It was a movie already in production, based on an original screenplay by King. They had assigned it to another director, but he wanted to make too many changes to King’s script, so the collaboration was dissolved and I was the replacement who had to revise and direct something more faithful to King’s draft.

GC: What adaptation of King’s work are you most fond of? 

MG: Each of them is like my own creation. I love them all deeply, but for different reasons. The Stand was by far the longest and most difficult work that I’ve adapted, and also one of the most successful. It’s one that has been enjoyed by a wider audience, so it’s definitely one of my favorites. I think The Shining was even better directed because we had a more appropriate budget at our disposal and a better organized schedule and layout. There was a lot more control and at times this is my favorite. But probably the adaptation I personally prefer was one of the minor successes, Riding the Bullet. There’s a lot about me and my life in it.

GC: Which of your adaptations has King said he was most pleased with? 

MG: For years he said that our version of The Shining was by far his favorite adaptation of his work, but that was a long time ago. I know that he also liked Riding the Bullet and Bag of Bones, and many others.

GC: During the production of The Shining, what position did you have towards the Kubrick film? 

MG: I ignored it. I went back to the book and the screenplay by King, both of which are very different from what Kubrick did with his movie. It is a great, great Kubrick film, but in my view it’s disappointing as an adaptation of a book by King. I wanted to distance my work from it, and so I intentionally made it stylistically far removed from his film as much as possible. Probably one of the biggest differences can be found in the strength of the Rebecca De Mornay character in the screenplay by King. Your best bet is to have the book’s author also be the author of the screenplay.

GC: What inspires you the most about the novels by Stephen King? 

MG: I like the characters and obviously the imagination that is set in motion. King’s language is compelling and his stories seem real, as if they are taking place at this very moment, and the reader is fully involved. They’re very human and dramatic. Horror is interwoven in the folds of the drama. It’s rich and psychologically complex.

GC: Is there a King novel you’ve always wanted to bring to TV or the movies, but you never managed to achieve?

MG: I would love to do the adaptation of Gerald’s Game, but the opportunity has not yet presented itself.

GC: You brought one of King’s longest novels, both difficult and important, to television: The Stand. What was your approach to such a monumental story? 

MG: With something so massive, you basically have to perfect the script and have faith. The script developed by King was fantastic, extremely well designed and very cinematographic. It was just a matter of translating it into images, keeping the pace of the film, but always following the script page by page, scene by scene, allowing the film to be a little malleable depending on the performances of the actors and the camera.

GC: Is there a literary King character that you’re particularly fond of? 

MG: Jack Torrance will always be one of my favorites. And Wendy. But I also like Stu Redman of The Stand, and of course, Mike Noonan of Bag of Bones.

GC: After Bag of Bones, are you working on another Kingian adaptation? 

MG: Not at the moment, but hopefully soon. There is nothing more pleasant than working with King on a film project.




In the company of Cujo: An interview with Dee Wallace



Marcello Gagliani Caputo: What do you remember most from your experience in Cujo? 

Dee Wallace: How difficult it was mentally and emotionally, how well-trained the dogs were, and what a pleasure it was to work with Denny Pintauro.

GC: What was your reaction when you found out you’d be playing Donna Trenton? 

DW: I was thrilled. I love challenges and playing Donna gave me everything I needed.

GC: Before you participated in the film, had you read the book by Stephen King?

DW: No, I did it on purpose, so as not to affect my role in any way.

GC: On the set, what was the relationship between you and the other actors with the St. Bernard character of Cujo?

DW: Cujo was that part of us that wants to be good but can’t, a problem that, for better or worse, all of us face sooner or later. But what struck me most was the fierce determination of Donna to save and protect her child at any cost, even when confronted with a monster like the St. Bernard.

GC: On the set, what was the relationship between the actors and the director, Lewis Teague? 

DW: Lewis was a gift from God, a true professional and a genuinely nice person.

GC: How important was it for your career to play Donna Trenton?

DW: The role of Donna in Cujo enhanced my career, giving me the chance to interpret a lead character and prove that I could have a film of my own.

GC: What has fascinated you most about this character created by Stephen King?

DW: I had a mother who faced many challenges in protecting and defending her children; she was a strong woman. To play Donna was a kind of tribute to her and to all the mothers engaged in loving and protecting their own families.

GC: Was there any part of the script that you wanted to change?

DW: No, I don’t think so. If I had been forced to, however, I might have shortened the first part of the film a little.

GC: Is there another film based on one of King’s novels that you’d like to participate in?

DW: Last year it seemed a new role in a film based on King could materialize, but at this point I think nothing has been done.

GC: You’re passionate about Stephen King? Do you have a favorite book?

DW: I love Stephen, he is... a genius! And of course Cujo is my favorite.




The first film: Carrie, the sequel and the remake



When Stephen King, then just 27 years old, began writing Carrie in the small trailer where he lived with his wife and child in the late winter of 1973, he’d never have thought this story would change his life.

Other things were on his mind at the time, like keeping his newly obtained job teaching English after having worked “pressing sheets in a laundry for a dollar and sixty cents per hour” (Horsting 25).

King had the luck and intelligence to write Carrie at the best possible time, which is to say a few years after William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist had brought honor to the horror genre and inextricably linked it to the movies. (It opened in theaters the same year that Carrie arrived in bookstores.) 

No one really knows how much the Blatty experience may have influenced producers to approach Carrie and envision a big screen version of King’s story, set in one of the ubiquitous environments of American society, a high school. In fact, the two novels followed a similar path to becoming films.

They both were first works from quasi-new authors, depicting realistic stories that were told in the writers’ personal styles. For his unparalleled masterpiece, Blatty was inspired by an August 1949 article in the Washington Post about a possessed 14-year-old in Mount Rainer, Maryland. And King found an article in Life magazine “suggesting that at least some reported poltergeist activity might actually be telekinetic phenomena — telekinesis being the ability to move objects just by thinking about them. There was some evidence to suggest that young people might have such powers... especially in girls in early adolescence right around the time of their first [menstrual cycle]” (King, On Writing 68).

Despite their similarities, the two authors took opposite approaches with respect to the paranormal and possession. “Carrie is a delicate and afflicted protagonist who has nothing in common with Regan MacNeil (star of The Exorcist) and her offspring. Lacking aliens and exhibitions of the metamorphosis of evil, Carrie is the complete antithesis of the Friedkin character (who is the first true prelude to the demonic pregnancies of the New Horror). Carrie possesses a ‘demonstrable physical purity of her own body’” (Arona 60).

Carrie opened in theaters at the end of 1976, two years after Friedkin’s film and the same year as The Omen, another film on the topic of possession that was also based on a novel (by David Seltzer). Brian De Palma was chosen to direct Carrie, and the film represented his first commercial success, grossing 15 million dollars compared to a budget of around 1.8 million dollars. It earned Oscar nominations for both leads — Sissy Spacek in the role of Carrie, and Piper Laurie as her fundamentalist and bigoted mother.

The director’s interest in Stephen King’s novel was born two years previously when he read it on the advice of a friend, was curious about it, and decided to contact producer George Litto, with whom he began to develop an idea for adaptation. A year later Mike Medavoy, head of production at United Artists, called De Palma and commissioned the project.

Filming launched in early 1976 with the intention of finishing the shoot in about 50 days, and on this occasion De Palma decided to experiment with new uses of split screen and slow-motion when shooting the scenes. “I felt that the destruction should be shown in split-screen, because how many times could you cut to Carrie moving things around? You can overdo it. It’s a cinematic trick that’s dead now. At the time I thought I could use split-screen and I spent 6 weeks setting it up, doing 150 takes trying to put it all together. What I made lasted 5 minutes, but it was too complicated. And also you lost a lot of the visceral power of the action that full-screen shows” (Horsting 30).

Particularly illustrative of this style is the finale in which “the dance of Tommy and Carrie is filmed in continuous circular motion as the two actors are standing on a platform that rotates in the opposite direction. There De Palma builds a climax by stretching time through the use of slow motion and panning across the scene (at Sue who discovers the joke, and the trajectories of the looks). This is analogous to other powerful scenes done by De Palma in subsequent films, such as the station in The Untouchables. In Carrie there is the subjective view of the audience laughing, and the ensuing burning of the room is done in split-screen (which De Palma originally wanted to use in all the sequences)” (Venturelli 155).

Although King has repeatedly expressed his appreciation of the adaptation by De Palma and screenwriter Lawrence D. Cohen (who is credited with having turned out a great thriller with ideas he wanted to put in his own novel), the film takes a very different turn from the book, assuming King and De Palma concur that Carrie is a story about “a lonely girl and her desperate efforts to fit into the world of an American high school with its strict conservatism, squalid rituals (dances, sports events, etc.) and rigid caste system” (Venturelli 154).
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