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He is very active in Republican politics and writes conservative editori-
als for newspapers and political satire for some journals. (In his youth,
he sang protest songs at liberal rallies.)

I first saw Margaret L. Carter at a Mythopoeic Society
conference at which, on the evening of the masquerade, amid the multi-
tude of Galadriels and Hobbits, appeared one vampiress: it was she. (I
don’t know if it’s politically correct to use vampiress these days; but, in
the iconography of vampires, there is a distinction.) Carter is married
to a naval officer, and has four sons and two grandchildren. She also has
aB.A. from the College of William and Mary, an M.A. from the
University of Hawaii, and a Ph.D. from the University of California,
Irvine—the results of naval moves, I assume. She has published fic-
tion—most recently in one of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s anthologies,
Towers of Darkover (1993); essays—such as one in Rosemary Guiley’s
Compleat Vampire's Companion (1994); and books—most recently,
The Vampire Literature: A Critical Bibl. graphy (1989). In May of
1994, she sent me an update for her bibliographic essay in this iscue:
“Since the writing of the article, P. N. Elrod and Elaine Bergstrom have
become major vampire authors, and some novels to add to the ‘must
read’ list The Children of the Night, by Dan Simmons; Lost Souls, by
Poppy Z. Brite; Anno-Dracula, by Kim Newman; and Blood and Roses,
by Sharon Bainbridge.”

Stephanie Chidester teaches at Dixie College, St. George, Utah,
and she is a member of the Science Fiction Poetry Association—which
may explain why she is writing about a fantasy poet here.

Don D’Ammassa has been a long-time contributor of “The
Haunted Library” to NIEKAS. His novel Blood Beast was published in
1988, and his book-length horror bibliography is forthcoming from
Borgo Press.

A graduate of Howard Payne University (Brownwood, Texas) in
1993, James David Fay is currently working on his master’s degree in
English at Tarleton State University (Stephenville, Texas). His primary
area of interest is folklore and superstition, and he hopes to do a thesis
on a more limited area than just “A History of Vampires: from Myth
and Folklore to Literature and Film.” After receiving his M.A_, he plans
to teach, continue his studies of folklore, and write. As a student, he
currently lives in Stephenville, is single, and enjoys an occasional game
of tennis. (His paper cites the Pearl Poet’s St. Erkenwald in Brian
Stone’s translation, not the original Middle English, but the paper does
not depend on precise phrasing to make its comparison.)

W. Paul Ganley basically explains his publishing profession in
his essay; suffice it to say that he edits and publishes Weirdbook
Magazine and a series of novels and short-story collections by name
authors in the small-press field (including another of our contributors,
Darrell Schweitzer). For that matter, he published a couple of my sto-
ries in Weirdbook, so one can hardly say he is hung up on such name
authors. The one time we met was, appropriately enough, at the World
Fantasy Convention. That was when it was held in Fort Worth—as
close as major airlines will take a person to Robert E. Howard’s Cross
Plains.

Cynthia Whitney Hallett, as this biographical sketch is written,
teaches part time at St. Mary’s University (Halifax, Nova Scotia) and is
working on a dissertation for the University of South Florida—
“Minimalism and More in the Daughters of Raymond Carver: Measur-
ing the Short Short Stories of Amy Hempel and Mary Robinson.” She
spent the spring of 1994 in Japan. Her essay here was originally read at
the Tenth Annual Conference of the Fantastic in the Arts, in Fort
Lauderdale, 1991.

Ben P. Indick, who is a retired pharmacist and an active member
of the Esoteric Order of Dagon, has had some plays produced by
regional theaters, two of them national-competition-award-winning. A
commissioned play had over 100 performances in and around the New
York City area. He recently wrote a screenplay—hoping, he says in a
letter, “to get into Guinness as the Oldest Debuting Screenwriter!”

Essays he has written in the Gothic field include “Stephen King as an
Epic Writer” (1985), which is a substantial comparison of The Stand to
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, and “Sardonic Fantasistes: John
Collier” (1988). Less closely related to this field are two chapbooks:
one on Ray Bradbury as dramatist and one on George Alec Effinger.

Marsha Jones, who reviewed children’s fantasy books years ago
for NIEKAS, currently is the main proofreader for DAW Books. That is
on a free-lance basis; her full-time job is writing user manuals and on-
line help files for computers systems for “a major accounting firm,” as
they say. Her essay, in toto, and Braude’s, in part, deal with Tanya
Huff’s novels about a private investigator named Vicki Nelson (both are
in the “Slew of Psychic Sleuths” section)—Jones’s essay is an apprecia-
tion, Braude’s is an analysis. Probably the reader will enjoy them more
if he or she reads them in the order they appear—first Jones, then
Braude.

S. T. Joshi is the managing editor of the literary criticism
division of Chelsea House Publishers, author or editor of five books on
H. P. Lovecraft—at least, five when I last counted—compiler or co-
compiler of two annotated bibliographies of Lovecraft criticism, and
editor of one collection of Lovecraft criticism. However, of his books
that I have seen—and I haven’t seen them all—I like best The Weird
Tale: Arthur Machen, Lord Dunsany, Algernon Blackwood, M. R.
James, Ambrose Bierce, H. P. Lovecraft (1990), in which Joshi discuss-
es not just the content and aesthetics of his six authors but also their
philosophies.

Robin M. Latimer has deliberately bounced around from job to job
during the years that I have been acquainted with her—one mutual
friend calls her “a Robin that never alights long”—but she is currently
teaching at Lamar University, Beaumont, Texas.

Fred Lerner, a regular contributor to NIEKAS, has a doctorate in
library science and has been doing bibliographic work in recent years—
as is revealed in his essay.

Tamar Lindsay, a native New Hampshire Yankee who is a regular
columnist for NIEKAS, is enjoying being happily married to Dick
Eney—she reports—after working seven years in word processing. She
is enmeshed in writing a nonfiction book about labyrinths, finally
putting her B.A. in English literature to creative use. Another book,
about mythic archetypes in modern Western entertainment, is “on
hold.” A life member of Mensa, she is also a member of Foundation, a
modern mystery school. She has attended science-fiction conventions
and Society for Creative Anachronism events since 1972 and holds the
rank of Founding Baroness (Emeritus). A favorite hobby, not to say
obsession, is deconstructive analyzing. She showed up with her current
contribution at Mythcon 25, held in Washington, D.C., in August 1994,
offering it to Ed Meskys when 1, sitting at the same table, nabbed it. She
adds, in a letter, that the only good thing about icy Maryland winters is
that one can’t shovel ice, so one doesn’t have to.

Pat Mathews of Albuquerque, New Mexico, contributes comments
on two writers about psychic sleuths, including—as was noted above—
one of our contributors, Marion Zimmer Bradley. A science fiction and
fantasy fan since childhood, Mathews is a member of the Science
Fiction Writers of America and the Southwest Writers Workshop. She
has published thirteen short stories in various magazines and antholo-
gies since 1980 and a short novel in Andre Norton’s Witch World
Chronicles, Vol. 3 (1994). Besides the non-fiction she has done for
NIEKAS in the past, she published “C. L. Moore’s Classic Science
Fiction” in a collection of essays in 1982.

Ed Meskys, a one-time college physics teacher—and, indeed,
chairman of a department of physics (until the college collapsed)—now
is much involved in the National Federation of the Blind. Twice its
national convention has been at the hotel at the Dallas-Fort Worth
International Airport, and I have driven over to have lunch with Ed and
talk about science fiction and fantasy. He also—ahem!—publishes
NIEKAS.
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NIEKAS interviews Darrell Schweitzer

Conducted by Joe Christopher

Niekas: As we do this interview, you are in the process of
shifting from editing a magazine named Weird Tales to
the same periodical, only now named Worlds of
Fantasy & Horror. We’ll come to the new title
in a while, but let’s begin with history.
You were the ninth editor of Weird
Tales if we list your two co-edi-
tors—as you started—ahead of
you. Do you want to say anything
about the historical importance of
Weird Tales?

Schweitzer: For all practical pur-
poses, the very idea of a fantasy-
fiction magazine begins with Weird
Tales. There are variously-claimed
antecedents, including a few
“magazines” from the Gothic era
of the early 19th century—which
may have been more a matter of cheap, and probably pirated, pamphlet
condensations of Gothic novels—and a few foreign-language periodi-
cals which may have some claim to priority until Sam Moskowitz
relentlessly hunts them down and unmasks them, but Weird Tales
remains the first significant magazine of imaginative fiction in any lan-
guage. It didn’t merely publish one or two issues in 1923, then fade; it
survived for quite a long time, establishing, first, that there would be at
least one reliable source for imaginative fiction in English during the
years in question, and, second (as I and my predecessors perhaps dis-
covered to our chagrin), the precedent that a fantasy magazine is not
necessarily something that generates vast fortunes, but is, in itself, a
precious institution which the editors struggle to keep alive, making
heroic, even ridiculous sacrifices in the process.

That has always been an important part of the Weird Tales psycholo-
gy. You might call it a siege mentality. We are hunkered down, pre-
serving something which might otherwise perish without our efforts.

And without Weird Tales, where would the fantasy field be?

The idea of the magazine, more than any particular issue, provides a
focus for fantastic horror fiction, as it did in the days of H.P. Lovecraft
and Clark Ashton Smith, or early in the careers of Fritz Leiber, Ray
Bradbury, and Richard Matheson, to name some illustrious

Weird Tales alumni. We would all be impoverished without it. A reader
recently defined the Weird Tales story as “ominous and magical.”
That’s a very good description of what the magazine has always been
about.

Niekas: What have you achieved as editor of Weird Tales?
Schweitzer: Nineteen issues, and footnotehood in fantasy reference
books until the end of time. I am, however insignificant, a successor to

Farnsworth Wright, and shall have to be so listed in those reference
books. But, beyond that, Jason Van Hollander gave me the lovely
image of the things you do in your life which you put in your death-
boat to justify yourself before the gods. He’s the one who suggested
that Weird Tales 290-308 go into my death-boat, to stock the lending
libraries of the Netherworld, but also to show that here is something
which would never have existed had not I and my colleagues wrought
it. Each issue is strong enough, I think, to justify the effort that went
into it, for its own sake. So our primary accomplishment has been to
make the run of Weird Tales longer than it used to be.

My chief policy accomplishment, I think, was articulated from the
very first in a slogan we’ve quoted in the magazine from time to time,

but never put on every issue:Weird Tales, a revival, not an exhumation.
The whole idea has been to create Weird Tales as a living, contempo-
rary magazine, what it would have evolved into had it continued up to
the present uninterrupted. We were never interested in making it read
like a product of the 1930s, or in digging among the old bones of that
era, publishing bits and scraps and old rejects by writers of half a cen-
tury ago. If a new Robert E. Howard or H.P. Lovecraft story were to
turn up, we would only want to print it if it were good rather than
merely of historical interest. Our audience, like that of the old Weird
Tales, does not consist of scholars, but of general readers, who want to
be entertained, not told, “Well, we know this is terrible, but it’s the
sole unpublished work of Bertram Batrachian Hackwort, who is still
fondly remembered for his Alphonse Slime, Psychic Investigator,
series of 1923-25.”

No. That’s fine for Crypt of Cthulhu, but not for us. On the
fan/scholarly level, the publication of every last scrap by significant
figures from the field’s past is very important, and I applaud it. But
Weird Tales is not a fanzine or a scholarly journal.

In 1935, Lovecraft, Howard, Smith, and the rest were contemporary,
cutting-edge talent. Today Tanith Lee, Thomas Ligotti, Jonathan
Carroll, and Charles de Lint are. That’s who we publish, along with
such remarkable survivors of the pulp era as Hugh B. Cave, who can
still turn out a story that doesn’t need any excuses made for it.

Niekas: Certainly one of the aspects I have enjoyed of your Weird
Tales has been the emphasis on a different, current writer each issue—
well, different except for the repeat of Tanith Lee. It has allowed me
to become acquainted with a number of the modern authors, through
the stories, the interviews or profiles, and the lists of works you ran at
first (until I wrote in about the Tanith Lee list being incomplete—I’'m
sorry if it was [ who killed that idea).

But let me go on to Worlds of Fantasy & Horror. By the time
this interview appears, you will have already explained to your readers
the reason for the name change. But let me give you an opportunity to
add anything you want to say on the matter—and to explain what you
hope to accomplish in Worlds of Fantasy & Horror.

Schweitzer: Continued publication. We hope to keep on putting out
issues that would have been Weird Tales if we still retained the title.
Yes, we explain the reason for the name change in the first issue of the
“new” magazine, but for the benefit of NIEKAS readers who have not
seen that editorial, I will briefly explain it here: Weird Tales Ltd.,
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can probably afford to buy more than one magazine. In that sense, a lot
of fantasy/horror magazines in the stores may complement one another
rather than compete.

Is this a good or bad time for running a magazine? In the sense that
this whole new area of distribution has opened up, it is a very good
time. What we are doing wouldn’t have been possible as recently as,
say, 1980. Just about anything with a cover on it can get some book-
store distribution. Is NIEKAS in the bookstores? I bet you could get
someone to carry a couple thousand copies.

The down-side of this is that there are a lot of shoddy magazines
out there, and there is sure to be a winnowing soon. Further, *“a couple
thousand copies” may be the operative words. This kind of distribu-
tion may be a box, with upper and lower limits. It’s great for small
press or semi-professional or little literary magazines, where you’re
thrilled to sell four thousand copies, but I haven’t seen anybody—not
us, not The Paris Review, not The Shaman's Drum , not Cemetery
Dance—break out and suddenly sell forty thousand copies.

I note with considerable interest that the SF Age people are
apparently doing well with a completely professional, traditionally
newsstand, fantasy magazine, Realms of Fantasy, edited by Shawna
McCarthy. They’ve got the money—and the smarts—to do it right. SF
Age is one of the great success stories of our time. If they were to add
a horror magazine to their lineup, the results could be quite significant.
The reign of the small-press horror magazine might quickly be over.

You’re going to ask me now whether Worlds of Fantasy & Horror
should be considered a small-press magazine like Grue or a complete-
ly professional magazine like Asimov’s Science Fiction. The answer is
that we’re somewhere in the middle, pushing at the upper end of the
bookstore-distribution box.

Niekas: I remember reading that the old magazine distribution sys-
tem had collapsed and a new, less unified system had developed; but 1
didn’t realize the practical effects. Interesting. A couple of decades ago
I knew some editors of literary quarterlies and they seemed to spend a
lot of time driving from book store to book store, trying to find places
that would put their journals up for sale. Perhaps it’s less of an individ-
ual effort now.

Well, that answer came from an attempted comparison of the past
and the present. Let me ask another. In the heyday of Weird Tales, one
characteristic of the magazine was its seriecs—Lovecraft’s and others’
use of the Cthulu background, Howard’s Conan, Moore’s Jirel of Joiry,
Seabury Quinn’s Jules de Grandin, and probably many I'm not aware
of. To some degree, Paul Ganley plays series up in Weirdbook today.

I realize impulse sales depend partly on name authors’ names on the
cover—such as Joyce Carol Oates on the first issue of Worlds of
Fantasy & Horror—but how valuable are series in holding readers?
You don’t seem to emphasize them.

Schweitzer: We don’t seem to get very many series stories. Some of
Keith Taylor’s stories have been related, as have been some of mine,
and some of Ronald Anthony Cross’s have in fact been sequels to one
another. But the real problem here is that our inventory and schedule
(particularly when the schedule gets a bit erratic; there were only two
issues in 1992) don’t allow us to buy enough often enough. Series
work a lot better in a monthly magazine. In a quarterly (or less), series
also probably make far less impact, because the newsstand buyers (as
opposed to subscribers, who get every issue anyway) see the issue in a
far more scattered way. I'm guessing here, but my guess is that if
you’ve got a monthly magazine, which is therefore almost constantly
visible on the newsstands, then the browsing reader will say, “Oh, that
issue has a Conan story in it. I'll buy it.” But a quarterly appears on
the stands, and while it theoretically stays there until the next issue
appears, in practice it may not. It might sell out and not be reordered,
and that bookstore then does not display the title at all for two months.

My hypothesis then is that series stories really work only if the title
itself is constantly present, as it was, say, when Frederik Pohl was edit-

ing the monthly Worlds of If and hooked his readers not only with
three or four major series running at once (Berserker, Gree, Known
Space, Retief) but overlapping serial installments. None of this applies
in a quarterly.

But then, as you say, Paul Ganley exploits series successfully in
Weirdbook.. . What this does to his sales, I don’t know. I suspect the
strongest continuity he’s got is a steady diet of Cthulhu Mythos materi-
al by Brian Lumley, for which there is constant demand. I can’t say
that we’d refuse a series. It’s just that we, like Paul, couldn’t publish
installments of it very often.

Niekas: Another comparative question. I've read that Anthony
Boucher, when he was editing The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction, essentially ran on a two-full-work-period day, editing the
magazine during one period, and writing his mystery reviews during
another period, with a long nap between them. Of course, his was a
monthly magazine. Obviously, you’re not editing full time—you are
writing and selling also. But how much time does your editorial work
take? For that matter, it would be interesting to know exactly what an
editor does besides read submissions and decide on which ones to pur-
chase.

Schweitzer: It’s hard to say. Under normal circumstances I make
myself available for this kind of work three days a week (evenings,
really), although in such a period I may well read no manuscripts. We
are also the publishers, remember. I may spend quite a lot of time with
petty correspondence, answering inquiries from subscription services,
complaints from customers whose issue got lost, efc. In many cases, 1
am also the shipping department. I can spend the whole day putting
things in boxes.

There is a lot of computer work putting an issue together, most of
which George does. This involves typesetting and the like. Issues have
to be planned, first with rough counts of how much space each story is
going to take up. Then artwork is assigned. Artwork, once received,
has to be taken out and photographed. The issue has to then be planned
much more precisely, on sheets with little rectangles representing
pages, so we know if the seven-page story faces its illustration proper-
ly or not, whether there is enough room at the end to fit in a poem,
whether there have been sufficient pages left blank for ads, erc., etc.
So we do all that. I write and edit the editorial and letter column pretty
much by myself, and am responsible for most of the blurbs.

Actually, George does most of the first reading. I read anything any-
one has put aside with any question at all. Carol Adams writes most of
the rejection letters. So there is a lot more than just deciding what to
buy, and I don’t do it all myself. Each of us, at various times, fulfills
the functions of what would be a whole department at a large publish-
ing house. I am (most of the time) the contracts department. George
writes the checks.

Niekas: The contrast to Boucher is striking, since he was simply
doing the editing, writing of introductions, and book reviewing for
Fantasy and Science Fiction—the publishing was across the continent
from him. It would be like you being on one side of the country and
Scithers on the opposite. But maybe we should jump from your editing
to your own writing. I believe you have published two novels. The one
I own, and have enjoyed reading, is The White Isle. The book certainly
has Gothic elements—I’m thinking of Evnos of Iankoros’ journey into
the land of the dead, a variation on the Orpheus legend, I suppose, but
Hades was much tamer than your picture of the afterlife! For that mat-
ter, Evnos’ journey beneath his castle to where he has laid the body of
his dead wife has traditional Gothic elements. Could you comment on
your novels in terms of the dark-fantasy emphasis of this issue?

Schweitzer: I am the author of two published novels; the other one
is The Shattered Goddess (1982), which is, I think, a considerably
better book than The White Isle. It has all the natural improvements of
a second novel over a first, particularly a greater unity of the overall
structure. The White Isle was written in 1975, serialized in Fantastic
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Back! 1 own and have enjoyed the first. Unfortunately, for our present
purposes, these books don’t seem very Gothic. Some of the collections
of essays you’ve edited fit better in this area. I have volumes one and
two of your Discovering Modern Horror Fiction from Starmont, and I
gather you did a Discovering H.P. Lovecraft and a Discovering
Classic Horror, neither of which I've seen. By the time this interview
appears, you’ll have out Speaking of Horror, from Borgo. Am I
missing anything in the Gothic area? Are there any comments you’d
like to make on what you have attempted in these books—and what
success you’ve had?

Schweitzer: You’re missing The Dream Quest of H.P. Lovecraft
(1978), a beginner’s guide to the Old Gent, which is a beginner’s book
in more ways than one. I intend to rewrite it soon, for a new edition to
be published by Borgo Press. Also there’s Conan’s World and Robert
E. Howard, another Borgo Press item from the ‘70s, of considerably
less merit, I'd say. It was written in a rush, at the publisher’s behest.
He just wanted anything at all about Robert E. Howard, to sell to
libraries. If you don’t have that one, let me recommend that you buy
the de Camps’ Dark Valley Destiny: The Life and Death of Robert E.
Howard instead.

My intentions were various. The Dunsany was a labor of love, the
product of many years of research into what is aimost virgin territory.
Think of it as a scouting mission. I am the first one to get in there and
map out the landscape, examining all of Lord Dunsany’s work, which
is, of course, of unequal merit. I didn’t hesitate to say so. Much of
Dunsany’s poetry is awful. His mainstream novel Guerilla is quite bad.
While he wrote much of the best fantasy in English, he wrote so much
that not all his stories are... well, exactly awesome masterpieces. This
seemed to confuse academic critics, one of whom made a moronic
attemnpt to “defend” Dunsany against my alleged assaults. But, ignor-
ing that, my purpose in writing Pathways was to arouse interest in
Dunsany and point the way for other critics to go in and study parts of
the total Dunsany corpus in more detail than I managed. But I got
there first. It’s as if I wrote the very first book describing how many
plays Shakespeare wrote, what they’re about, and under what circum-
stances they were written. The whole Shakespearean critical industry
would come afterwards.

Niekas: I realize how long you’ve been studying Dunsany, for I
remember your essay in The Eildon Tree, that journal produced for a
few issues by The Fantasy Association back in the mid-1970s. I had an
essay in the same issue as yours—but mine was on Tennyson’s miser-
able play about Robin Hood. I doubt that I will ever write a book on
Tennyson, however! But you were discussing your non-fiction.

Schweitzer: Let’s see...Dream Quest was also an exploration,
but of course, other people have mapped out the territory ahead of me.
Still, it is written as if it is the first book about Lovecraft that the read-
er has read. At the time, for many people, it might have been.
Nowadays the place to start is Peter Cannon’s Lovecraft volume in the
Twayne Authors Series. Mine attempts depth. It is not always success-
ful. With a mind toward revisions, I had the great Lovecraftian scholar
Dirk Mosig jot down a list of his objections to the book.

The Discovering series—you missed the now mostly obsolete
Stephen King volume, which is due for major revision soon—is an
attempt to run the equivalent of a critical journal in a series of books.
Here are essays introducing or exploring various aspects of major fan-
tasy and horror writers, past and present. To my mind, the purpose of a
critical article is to provide enlightenment. You should come away
from the piece with some greater understanding of the subject than you
had before you started. So I guess you could say that the Discovering
books are guides to further reading or re-reading. They are intended to
be educational. There is no overall plan beyond that, no ideological or
theoretical basis for them beyond this insistence that critics write clear-
ly and have something to say. If they mumble obscurely in code to
other critics, I am not interested. Deconstructionists need not apply.

11

(Surely you’ve heard the joke about what happens when the Mafia dis-
covers Deconstruction: they make you an offer you can’t understand.)

Niekas: Yes, indeed! Whatever one thinks about the various
Deconstructionist aims, I think it is obvious for stylistic reasons that
the authors are mainly writing to each other—and to a few other litera-
ture professors who think they have to keep up with the most recent
fads in criticism.

Let me, therefore, attempt a small-d deconstructionist question in
clear English. In the interviews you published early in your Weird
Tales editing, I noticed you occasionally commented on the twisted
taste of the people involved in Dark Fantasy-—that is, you asked in a
way that amounted to an assertion that the people who wrote Gothic
fiction had to have a mental twist of some kind. I wish I could quote
an example, but my younger daughter, whose job is in another town,
carried off most of those issues for her library—and so I haven’t seen
them for a while. I know that you yourself are a rationalist, so |
assume a psychological explanation of the appeal is to be expected.
You are not going to assume that Dark Powers—Dark Spiritual
Powers—really exist. I don’t want to duplicate what you’ve said in
“Why Horror Fiction?,” but, rather than the historical survey of where
writers have believed evil exists that you do there—and the more gen-
eral defense of horror fiction in terms of people liking to be fright-
ened—I wonder if you would like to briefly state what you believe to
be the psychological cause of people writing Dark Fantasy—particu-
larly those who write it almost exclusively—and (although I may be
pushing an editor further than he is willing to go) the psychological
effect of Dark Fantasy on those who read it almost exclusively. How
healthy is it?

Schweitzer: Well, of course we are all mad. That goes without say-
ing. Many writers will attest that they became writers because they
carefully demolished their lives until they weren’t good for anything
else. I am now, by the time you publish this, 45. I haven’t ever had a
full-time, 9-to-5 job. My employment record would look spotty and
strange to someone who didn’t understand what writing was all about.
At this point I probably could move to New York and get an editorial
job, if I wanted to, but I am too far along for a mundane “career.” [
suppose, if I had to, [ could go into the used-book business in a serious
way. I have a talent for relieving people of their cash in that manner.

But, as for why one writes fantasy or horror (or fantasy/horror, since
much of what I write is both), I like Jason Van Hollander’s theory that
it is the Third Path to the Numinous. We can approach the divine
through faith, which sets aside reason, or through reason, as a Jesuit
would, if we can manage to convince ourselves. The third approach is
through art.

We yearn for the miraculous, even if, rationally, we may not believe
in it as a part of our everyday lives. But we are able to imagine what it
would be like if the miraculous were part of our lives, if the world
either made sense (in terms of the supernatural) or could be dismissed
as incomprehensible (on the same basis). We do this as a deliberate act
of the creative imagination, something a true-believer cannot do. We
know what we are making up.

The fantastic imagination is a way of describing the real. I do not,
for example, literally believe in the evatim described in “To Become a
Sorcerer,” crocodile-headed messengers of the Devouring God, Surat-
Kemad, who shuffle through city streets at night summoning mortals
to their deaths. But death often comes upon people suddenly, without
explanation, and taking no excuses, as terrifyingly as if you heard a
noise in the night, opened your front door, and there was a crocodile-
headed man on the porch, announcing that he’s come for you. The
myths encompass the empirical. It is a way, through metaphor, to dis-
cuss things which otherwise are very hard to discuss or find meaning
in.

Niekas: On that note, I believe we’ll close. Thank you very much
for the interview. Continued on Page 17
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nothing unusual appears to take place. However, before long, fear,
madness, and death devastate the family on whose farm the meteorite
landed. Plants and insects grow astonishingly large, but the produce is
inedible and the life spans are brief. Several members of the family
vanish and are found later at the bottom of a rank well. There is a hint
that whatever was in that spatial stone, within the globule, had a life of
some sort, but it is unknowable. One day, however, a vast shower of
sparks and color hurls itself from the farm and the well across the tree-
tops into the sky. No explanation is found, no hypothesis offered. Did
the family members who went mad sense something? Were those who
died in the well forced there? There had been no lifeform observed in
that stone, and yet there was a brooding quality in that all-pervading
light before it surged into space.

This is no interstellar spacecraft story with monster or cuddly ET
aboard. Yet, something within the stone, or the globule, does appear to
have a form of life, even if it is not life as we know it. Possibly it
draws its sustenance from living creatures around it, causing them to
be altered and then destroyed. We cannot know more about it, but
whatever it is, it is clearly inimical. We also do not know whether its
arrival was intentional or an accident of fate. Inasmuch as its departure
was so dramatic there would appear to be some sort of control, but this
too is unguessable. In its few pages the story bears the fear and terror
of the unknown and a sense of the emptiness of the cosmos.
Lovecraft’s prose is measured, richly textured, poetic in its cadence,
while coldly gripping and intensely atmospheric. Consider the famous
opening sentence: “‘West of Arkham the hilis run wild and there are
valleys with deep woods that no axe has ever cut.”

Stephen King’s novel is written in his intense and colloquial manner.
Like Lovecraft he reveals very quickly the presence in a remote New
England town (in his native Maine, the setting for much of his fiction)
of an eons-old buried spacecraft. It had apparently crashed into the
Earth, wholly burying itself, probably long before the appearance on
the planet of mankind. There it remained, forgotten by time until the
woman on whose property it was buried discovers it by chance, seeing
a strip of metal protruding from a clump of ground in the woods. She
decides to dig out the unexpected artifact and discovers it is no mere
piece of metal. It is part of a vast surface. As she works at the task,
there ensues a series of terrible events, causing her dog to die and her
own physical self to begin changing, growing younger in some ways,
but also developing weird alterations to her body. Individuals in the
adjacent town also begin to suffer frightening changes. An eerie green
light is seen about, a harbinger of terror. No alien form is seen, no
messages sent. The gradually revealed portion of the ship lies in an
apparently inert and dead anonymity. Like that innocent-looking glob-
ule in Lovecraft’s “aerolite,” the disastrous events have had no appar-
ent causal agent, but have begun with the advent of the extraterrestrial
object.

A close friend, an alcoholic poet, becomes aware that she is in trou-
ble and goes to her. Together they continue digging around what they
soon realize is a machine, no doubt a spacecraft and not of human ori-
gin.

It is difficult to maintain the tension of a short story in such a
lengthy novel, especially in the panoramic view of the small town
King likes to employ. The style he used first in "Salem’s Lot is a cross-
section of the town and its varied citizens. (Thomnton Wilder’s play
Our Town was his model. In The Tommyknockers he echoes and paro-
dies the famous lines of Wilder’s heroine Emily, writing: “It was well
for the people of Haven that the big bang never did come, well for the
people of Maine, New England, perhaps for the whole continent or the
whole planet.”) The successive scenes focusing on different individu-
als too often dissipate tension in lengthy, sometimes irrelevant
vignettes during which the basic story line is diminished. Even as the
climax approaches, after a frightening scene in the woman’s shed, such
digressions appear with characters who are ultimately dispatched with

grisly effect. As a dread presence the unseen but ubiquitously sensed
“Tommyknockers,” at least until the final revelations, are a nursery
poem nightmare:

Late last night and the night before,

Tommyknockers,

Tommyknockers,

Knocking at the door....
They are bogeymen, familiar terrors, bad enough, but hardly like those
vast unknown forces Lovecraft evoked in his other “Mythos” tales, ter-
rifying to the ego itself. There were no Halloween apparitions.

King seems to be standing back a bit from his story, spinning out
like an unaffected story-teller, leisurely, wryly. He slips into and out of
each character, providing their thoughts, with a ripe and wholesale use
of the vernacular. Too often it is redundant and one suspects the yarn-
spinner is convincing himself. The section on “The Funeral” even uses
the dividing tags Act I, Act 11, and Act I11, as though it were all a play
with dialogue.

At the climax of this 50-page story, fairness to the reader makes
impossible an emulation of Lovecraft’s logic in “The Colour Out of
Space,” i.e., not specifying what the horror was. King must show the
spaceship, and, at last, the remains of its crew (the “dried husks”
Gardner discovers in a corner when he climbs into the ship.) However,
it justifies much of what has transpired. In this climax, there are no
pulp-magazine monsters to be found, only the townspeople them-
selves, in the act of “becoming.” They are their own Tommyknockers.
Beneath all the digression and even self-indulgence there has been a
spine, so relentless the heroine cannot escape the gruesome fate that
“becoming” entails. Only the dying Jim Gardner, who has been
immune to whatever evil the ship, like Lovecraft’s globule, had exud-
ed, is able to enter the ship. Then, like the great plume of color
described by Lovecraft, the ship rises and departs into space.

King offers clues to his identification with the Lovecraft story. In
the latter, the author, employing a favorite and unique word, writes:
“What eldritch dream world was this?”. In his novel, King describes
unusually tall sunflowers which in a nightmare had uprooted them-
selves and begun to walk, “eldritch lights shining from their centers.”
He also grows appendages which many readers find common property
of Lovecraft’s non-earthly beings when Bobbi Anderson begins to
change physically: “at Bobbi’s crotch a grotesque thatch of tentacles
like sea-grass wavered from her vagina.” It should be noted, finally,
that the name of the family whose farm was the site of the landing of
Lovecraft’s meteorite was Gardner.

The influence of Lovecraft on The Dark Half is less pervasive than
a basic story outline. It is a smaller but nevertheless vital element in
the plot, the minor chord of two fantastic themes.

Classically, a fantasy tale should have no more than one basic fan-
tastic element. A reader must accept this if the story is to be real. The
author is then free to add more fantasy upon it, analogous to an invert-
ed pyramid, balanced on its point. King appears to violate this rule in
The Dark Half, and it is the Lovecraftian borrowing which is the vio-
lator, yet simultaneously is critical to the plot.

The novel’s immediate and most obvious fantastic notion is one of
King’s most daring concepts, without which there could be no novel:
that the character of George Stark can actually exist. The reader is well
aware that no George Stark was ever born, that he can be at best only a
pseudonym, a creation of Thad Beaumont, under which anonymity
Beaumont can write books less cerebral than his own as well as far
more visceral and immensely more financially successful. To persuade
the reader that the fictional Stark could be corporeal, King first postu-
lates embryonic twins of which one is aborted within the womb, leav-
ing bits within the brain of the surviving twin, who will be Thad. This
may be unprovable, but is not necessarily fantasy.

When King extends the prenatal experience into an extrasensorily
created image of a man, Stark, that is fantastic. King works for credi-
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