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Abstract: This article tries to show how the cinematic transposition of two horror novels by Stephen
King (“The Shining” and “Christine”) into remarkable horror films of the 1980s may make the genre
of horror movies a postmodern art, by using certain specific cinematic means, which induce both
attraction and fear to the audience: colour and light contrast; music; beginnings and endings;
agency; setting; buildings and entrances; vehicles; physiognomy; metamorphosis; monsters, ghosts
and corpses; abnormal speech or writing; claustrophobia; dreams, hallucinations, premonition,
telepathy. The ambivalent effect of horror and pleasure is obtained by specific techniques, suggested
by the plots of the books, and also by the tradition of scary movies and the respective film directors’
artistry.

Keywords: horror, cinematic means, special effects, postmodern, psychoanalysis

In her book Recreational Terror: Women and the Pleasures of the Horror Film
Viewing, Isabel Pinedo mentions that the horror genre has had a long history in the United
States, but she is more concerned with its contemporary forms. she formulates a set of
questions about the cinematographic horror: What kind of pleasure does consumption of
these popular films yield? What can such a cultural object as the horror film tell us more
generally about social life? She finds the problematic of the horror genre’s appeal
“contradictory from the outset”. (Pinedo 4). She considers that one of the contributions of
postmodernism is the challenge of the distinction between high culture and low culture:

This seems like a lot to put on the shoulders of an entertainment form, but that,
I think, is one of the contributions that postmodernism makes to cultural studies in
general, insofar as it challenges the distinction between high and low culture — in this
case, the high culture of social theory and the low culture of commercial forms.((Id)
Techniques of creating fictional horror have a long tradition in both literature and

shows. They go back to ancient legends and fables: The monsters, demons and maniac Killers
of the modern horror genre have clear cut predecessors. These legends and fables from
centuries ago may provide us with clues to their attraction. “Horror music was produced as
early as the beginnings of the Romantic Age. The screeching violins in the film Psycho which
penetrate the darkness to warn us of fiendish terror, repeat sounds heard 200 years ago, on the
early 19" century stage.” (Weaver 4)

The most notable example of horror shows before the cinema was the Grand Guignol,
unequalled in the depravity of its horror authenticity. In 1897, the Grand Guignol opened
with one goal in mind- to shock its patrons and give them a thrill. The theatre put on several
different plays each evening, but the emphasis was always on horror, where every social
taboo and good taste was cracked and shattered. The actors and stage technicians were
masterful in their efforts to create horrifying spectacles that looked remarkably authentic.

The sight of blood spurting from real people on stage, hacked with sabres right
in front of the audience’s eyes, must have been more shocking than every special
effect ever created on film. Throughout the history of fictional horror, no episode
approaches the Grand Guignol in depravity, not even the new horrors that came after
the turn of the 20" century (Weaver 9).
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Linda Badley remarked the horror as nauseating instead of the traditionally scary;
therefore, Badley classes the horror of the 1980s as new wave horror or anti-horror or deep-
horror: In the 1980s horror (whatever the medium) became a spectacle offering not mere
transcendence of the body but transcendence through the body - albeit the body in a re-
changed, re-gendered, and regenerated sense — through shock, transportation of the senses,
intense feeling and special effects.”Critics everywhere complained that horror had become
nauseating instead of scary...a carnival of the perverse, a type of anti- or deep-horror.
Invading the mass market, horror’s new wave seemed bent on subverting certainty, identity
and reality.” (Id)

Badley also remarked the demythologizing as ongoing in the 1980s. Creating a body
response from audience involves creating cinematographic special effects, certain visuals and
sound, all of which require both art and technology. Steffen Hantke discussed the
technological implication of both producing horror films, and marketing them. Concentrating
primarily on the genre’s intrinsic features, any reading that takes its due from the genre’s
name s likely to focus on the means, the techniques or devices by which horror texts create
horror. While in the medium of print does exist of course, within the same economic and
industrial mechanism of production and consumption as the cinema, it is only in cinema that
they constitute the medium’s dominant and defining characteristics. Analyses of the
psychological, social political and ideological implications of horror film are always
grounded in consideration of the machines, devices and gadgets of cinema and how they
shape cinematic techniques. They see horror primarily as an instance of material culture and
hence approach it with two basic questions: what role does the technology of cinema play in
the making of films — in the choice of cameras and lenses and the creative possibilities they
offer, in the editing and the use of standard devices like the dissolve, or in the use of lightning
or sound? And what is the role of cinematic technologies at the receiving end, or the direct
experience of audience is mediated by visual technologies like video or DVD, and discursive
technologies like advertising by the film producers, internet discussion groups by fans and
fan communities, film criticism by academics, or synchronic and diachronic horizons of
expectation mapped out by the genre itself? (Hantke X)

While the appeal of violence has remained a constant feature of the audience’s
preferences in the post war years, some researchers, such as Glenn Sparks and Cheri Sparks,
have been looking for the psychological causes of such tastes. They have examined the
conditions under which displays of violence hold appeal and have the power of evoking
joyous reactions. They probe to what extent the appeal of scary, shocking and terrifying
entertainments may be biologically determined. They also examine physiological
mechanisms that might foster enjoyment, or at least, enhance alternatively evoked responses
of this kind. Sparks and Sparks also address issues such as adolescents desensitization to
violence and the associated joy from the mastery of entertainment — elicited distress,
especially when socially exhibited.(Sparks 4) Richard A. Koenigsberg introduces the
following interesting remark about the source of horror in the audience’s own unconscious:
“Everything seems to be coming from out there: the horror. But we are the source. What we
see is who we are: the world as a projection of our desires and fantasies. The mass-media: a
gigantic machine magnifying our thoughts and returning our fantasies to us: we are that”
(Koenigsberg 1)

Sparks and Sparks wrote about this contradictory attitude of the audience towards the
horror movies: “But we do share a general preference to avid explicit depictions of bashing,
beating, knifing, punching, shooting, raping, and torturing. Only in rare circumstances, in
which we are quite confident in advance of the excellence in other aspects of the movie, do
we risk being exposed to graphic violence.” (Sparks 73)
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In her book, Pinedo confesses her enjoying the story and show of Christ’s Passion in
her childhood. As a Catholic school girl, she was fascinated by the narrative drama of
Christ’s torture and death, also known as the Passion. “This story was ritually recounted in
vivid detail on Good Friday, when the priest recited the Stations of the cross ... A stunning
combination of bloody spectacle and excess-driven narrative As | grew up | discovered the
novels of Stephen King and followed the horror film into its later, gorier incarnations.”
(Pinedo 2)

Some critics consider that horror definitely belongs to the postmodern genres, and
bring strong arguments to back their opinion. According to Pinedo, there are five
characteristics of that together describe the contemporary or postmodern horror genre. First,
fictional horror constitutes a violent disruption of postmodern horror genre. In postmodern
horror, violence is a constituent element of everyday life and the threat of “violence is
unremitting”.  Second, it is the nature of fictional horror to transgress and violate all
boundaries. Postmodern horror blurs the putative boundary between good and evil, normal
and abnormal, and the outcome of the struggle is at best ambiguous. “Danger to the social
order is endemic”. Third, horror throws into question the validity of rationality. Postmodern
horror constructs a “nihilistic universe” in which causal logic collapses and one cannot rely
on the efficacy of science or authority figures. Fourth, postmodern horror repudiates
narrative closure. Narratives are apt to end apocalyptically, with the defeat of the
protagonists, or with incipient signs of a new unleashing. Fifth, the genre’s construction as
recreational terror: “Much as the horror film is an exercise in terror, it is simultaneously an
exercise in mastery, in which controlled loss substitutes for the loss of control.”(Pinedo 5)
Isabel Pinedo has also remarked a proliferation of apocalyptical, graphically violent movies
as an expression of the rage and terror of the postmodern social upheaval (1d).

We will try to analyse the cinematic means by which the transposition of Stephen
King’s novels The Shining and Christine has been made into two remarkable horror films.

Colour and Light Contrast

The Shining contrasts the unnatural white of the killer to the red of victim’s blood. In
The Shining, too much artificial light and too much void in the hotel tortuous hallways and
desert luminous halls give it an ominous feature. Its white (Id 75) is sinister, unnatural, which
is contrasted to the corridor to the lift with a dark red door, flooded in Danny’s vision by a
sea of blood that covers the whole screen of the film. Similarly, the twin ghost-girls are
dressed in white because this is the colour of the shroud. In contrast with the rest, the gaudy
green bathroom of the forbidden Room 237, is an atypical eerie brightly lit haunted place.
The hedge maze in winter is a sea of Killing snow. The white of the snow means way losing,
no return, freezing to death. The whiteness of the snowbound mountain hotel means isolation,
being cut off from the rest of the world without any possibility of salvation from a madman’s
killing rage.

Seen from the front, Christine, the red Plymouth Fury car, combines a shark-like
allure (due to its eye-like headlights) with the ominous rock starting on its radio, and the
green-light turning on the radio screen. By idiosyncrasy, rock and green light come to be
associated with danger.

Music

The Shining starts with a driving scene in the Rocky Mountains in winter, on The
Ghosts’ Dance from Berlioz’s Fantastic Symphony, interpreted by a group of sinister
sounding tubas, in a very low register, used to create an ominous atmosphere. When the car
approaches the hotel, Berlioz’s ghosts’ theme is interwoven with an eerie high-pitched motif
from Krysztof Penderecki’s Polymorphia (the same composer’s soundtrack was used in The
Exorcist for its dreadful quality. The same sinister violin screeching by Penderecki was used
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at the end of Katin.) In the final scene of the photo from the 1921 Ball Room, the soundtrack
of the film closes in a totally non-verisimilar way with Al Bowlly’s 1920 Midnight, the Stars
and You.

In Christine, the main theme (and the theme of Christine’s coming back to life), is
George Thorogood’s Bad to the Bone, a rock piece of the 1950s that seems to stick to
Christine with its hard rhythm and its vicious spirit suggested by the title. Other rock pieces
played in Christine’s killing episodes are: | Forever Love You, Love Should Be a Crime
(suggesting an impossible idyll between a boy and a criminal car) and Thurston Harris’s
Little Bitty Pretty One. In a non-verisimilar way, the film manages to make rock music
ominous, frightening and abhorrent. Christine is jealous of Arnie’s girlfriend Leigh. Every
time Arnie and Leigh embrace in the car, the music on the radio stops, as if Christine could
not stand his love for his girlfriend. Since she has already killed out of jealousy before, this
music break should be taken as a threat. At the end of Christine, in the scrap iron yard, a man
passes by playing rock on a transistor, making Leigh exclaim: “God, how I hate this rock and
roll!” and at that very moment, the package of metal that was once Christine starts to play
George Thorogood’s Bad to the Bone foreboding the car’s revenge on Dennis and Leigh, like
their sentence to death.

Beginnings and Endings

The ominous beginning and the disquieting ending are characteristic of most of these
horror films. Too much loneliness in the beginning and too much crowd at the end of the
film are equally ominous. At the beginning of The Shining, during the Torrances’ drive to the
hotel on the tops of the threatening wintry Rocky Mountains, Danny mentions the
cannibalistic episode of an Indian tribe in the place. A couple of people mention Room 237
forebodingly. All these sound like ominous talk. At the end of the film, Jack’s presence in
the old picture on the wall makes the happy ending a baffling one: the spectator cannot say
whether the frozen dead Jack was the victim of the hotel’s will to collect killers and victims
in order to fill in its ball picture, whether the ghosts have been Jack’s own demented
hallucinations, if there have been two different Jack Torrances in the history of the hotel, or
only one reincarnated to commit murders at Mr. Grady’s command: in short, one can no
longer tell what Jack Torrance’s actual status and biography as a character in the story are.

At the beginning of Christine, in the Detroit factory, the brand-new car Kills two
workers who dare hurt her. When Arnie buys her, he is told about her previous owner’s and
of the owner’s daughter’s deaths. At the ending, the Plymouth Fury seems to give signs of
turning back to life at the sound of rock. The disquieting ending of the metal waste yard and
the rock waking the wreck of Christine to a possible future life, is baffling, as it does not state
any clear course of the future events at the close of the story. One cannot say whether this is a
happy ending or a frightening one foreboding the killing of Dennis and Leigh, in a never-
ending tale.

Agency

Stephen King is a perfect master of creating ambiguity concerning the omnipresent
question of the thrillers: “Who’s done it?”. In both The Shining and Christine, it is not clear,
either along the film or at its end, who has been the actual murderer. Danny complains about
a woman who tried to strangle him in Room 237. Jack meets there a beautiful naked woman
who turns into a corpse and then into a laughing zombie hag at his embrace. Mr. Grady
orders him to discipline his wife and son by killing them. So, was Jack the real murderer, or
the instrumental victim of the haunted hotel? Beneath the conflict between Jack Torrance
and the other real characters (Danny, Hallorann, Wendy), there lies the struggle between the
evil ghosts of the haunted hotel on one side (with Mr. Grady and Mrs. Grady mastering Jack
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Torrance and the twin girls luring Danny) and the “shining” characters, good psychic people,
resisting and fighting the murderous ghosts (Danny with his “Tony” adviser and Hallorann).

In Christine, Arnie Cunningham seems to have had strong alibis: he was at home or in
another car during her murders at night. However, he appears to be driving Christine at the
final confrontation with Dennis, who has come to destroy Christine in order to save him from
her deadly influence, and he is ready to kill Leigh. So, has Christine been alone, has she been
driven by Arnie, or remote controlled by his mind? Has she been his instrument or has he
been her instrument of killing? Who’s done it?

Setting

The huge shaggy Rockies under snow look menacing at the beginning of The Shining,
and the serpentine road seems to bring the Torrances’ car to an evil realm. The hedge maze
before snowfall, as it is explored by Danny and Wendy, offers an initiation trip to the centre
of it, as if it were leading to a mysterious self, and then back to the outer world of the
commonplace reality. It has notices and arrows, meant to reduce the danger of one’s getting
lost in it. The labyrinth under snow is quite another world, a deadly dangerous one, a trip with
no return.

The scrap iron yard in Christine gives a desolation sensation of a huge car cemetery.
The motorways at night are solitary dark places with no cars running. They become
dangerous places when Christine’s headlights turn on all of a sudden as she begins a criminal
chase on the dark roads.

Buildings and Entrances

Opening a door, a gate, a shutter or a box lid means in any of these films starting a
process of initiation. The outside of the door is the external, social mask of the murderer. The
inside space beyond the door stands for his inner world, which the victim, the detective, or
the spectator will discover.

The filming of the hallways in The Shining has been done with the steadicam from the
height of the little boy’s cart, rapidly swerving in the tortuous corridors of the hotel. The
images are filmed upwards, which makes them seem taller and scarier. The lift in The
Shining, with its blood flood invading the hallway of the hotel and carrying away the
armchairs in the red tide covering the whole screen, is the vision that appears repeatedly to
both Danny and Wendy, warning them about the murderous past of the hotel and about its
haunting and dangers. The sea of blood in The Shining comes through the Chinese-style door
of the lift. The murdering ghosts appear behind the unlocked door of Room 237. Jack
Torrance comes to break with his axe the door on which Danny has written REDRUM. Doors
do not mean security in The Shining. They cannot keep danger from coming with his
threatening: “Here’s Johnny! I’'m coming! Open up, little pigs!”

The garage in Christine is the site of many destruction or murder scenes. Behind its
closed shutter, the bullies destroy the car. In the same place, one of them, is crashed by
Christine against a wall. Darnell, the owner of the garage, dies in the car later. Dennis and
Leigh destroy Christine with the bulldozer at the end, and Arnie dies in the same garage after
stroking his car. The world outside the garage shutter is Arnie’s social mask. The world
behind the shutter is Christine’s, i.e. Arnie’s inner world, a place of murder and
disproportionate criminal revenge. Opening the garage shutter is a signal for the spectator that
another murder of Christine’s is to be revealed, up to her final smashing by the bulldozer.

Vehicles

In The Shining, the snowmobile signifies salvation from the winter bound hotel,
Torrance destroys the snowmobile of the hotel, to cut off any possibility of escaping for his
wife and son. However, Hallorann will bring another snowmobile, which will mean runaway
and salvation for Wendy and Danny. Danny’s cart running in the hallways of the hotel is his
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inquisitive alter ego, taking him repeatedly to the lift door of his visions and to the forbidden
237 room door whose enigma haunts him.

Christine, the 1959 Plymouth Fury red limo, is a character in its own rights, enjoying
a complete personification status. Bearing a name, and being talked about as “she”, the car is
Arnie’s alter ego, his shadow, his criminal instrument (or, possibly, his criminal master), in a
psychotic symbiosis of the man and his car. The vehicle is conceived by psychoanalysis as
another self of the character. ( 1d 434) Christine is the perfect example to illustrate this point.

Physiognomy

In The Shining, Jack Torrance’s normal look and smile in the beginning scenes
gradually change into a madman’s facial expression and staring, in the typewriter scene and
in the haunting scenes, to reach rabid wickedness and madness in the final scenes of his
chasing Wendy and Danny. Jack Nicholson’s eyes have a special look, with half-closed upper
eye-lids and a lot of white sclera under the small irises, Jack Nicholson’s very special insane
gaze, like being in a trance. The frozen face in the maze keeps the vicious mad killer’s
expression forever. Immediately after this image of the frozen killer, there follows the serene
picture of the 1921 ball, with an angelic Jack Torrance smiling charmingly in the centre of a
group of beautiful ladies. Wendy’s frightened large eyes and frail features express her dread
and her powerlessness when confronted to the raging Killer.

Thin, with a fine pale face, Christine’s owner Arnie would be very fit to be cast in a
vampire’s role: his physiognomy announces the danger of a weird mind, of future madness.
Arnie evolves from a nerd to a cocky rebel and then to a paranoiac . His facial expression
changes accordingly, from shyness to a cocky bravado and finally to an evil madman’s look.
His glasses stand for his psychological status of sanity: an inhibited person, albeit a normal
one at first. The broken glasses stand for a brutally broken self and for the loss of sanity. His
clumsy effort to repair them signifies his failed attempt to mend his wounded ego and recover
his psychic health, and his giving them up is symbolic for his turning into an insane macho
man-hater.

Metamorphosis

The whole story of the hotel influence on Jack Torrance is the metamorphosis of a
normal husband and father into a murderous paranoiac. The ghosts in his hallucinations are
fluid metamorphic characters. When winter comes in the Rockies, the hedge maze undergoes
a metamorphosis, and the hotel too. Under their influence, every member of the Torrance
family suffers a psychic metamorphosis.

Arnie’s giving up his broken glasses and starting to drive Christine is his
metamorphosis from an introvert regressed jerk into a defiant killer. His rocker allure, with
his pale complexion, intense black eyes and dark retro hair, gradually acquires a vicious look,
becoming disfigured by a madly criminal expression in the final scene. Like a fairy-tale
magic horse, Christine repeatedly changes from a wreck into a brand new retro limousine.

Monsters, Ghosts, Corpses

Postmodern horror, as a body genre, has massively dealt on concrete presentation of
physical death and corpses. In this respect, it has been associated to pornography, which
gives concrete presentation of the living body, and consequently horror has been unfairly
charged of producing violent behaviour in the viewer in the same way in which pornography
produces sexual dreams in the viewer. According to Isabel Pinedo, in postmodern horror, the
recreational terror is produced through the dialectics of showing and not showing, seeing and
not seeing the spectacle of the ruined body: at the level of the film, at the level of the
audience, and at the institutional point of communication between the two known as the
special effects magazine, not being able to see structures the act of looking:
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Grounded in the desire to expose the hidden secrets of the flesh, the gore film
provides an opportunity to investigate the similarities and differences between horror,

the genre of the wet death, and pornography, the genre of the wet dream. | argue that a

slippage occurs between these genres, both of which aim to affect the body of the

viewer, and that this is what underlies the charge that violent films trigger violent
behavior; a charge that overlooks the salient differences between the genres. (Pinedo

6)

In The Shining, the twin girls’ ghosts repeatedly appear and ultimately speak to
Danny. The beautiful woman in the bath of Room 237 unexpectedly turns into a
decomposing corpse, and then into an ugly ghost. The Golden Room is peopled by a 1920s
ghosts’ ball, Jack Torrance meets Mr. Grady’s ghost in the bar and in the rest room of the
hotel. The number of the ghost characters in The Shining actually equals the number of the
living characters, which tells a lot about the nature of the story and about the realm in which
it develops.

Abnormal Speech or Writing

As if dictated to by his adviser Tony, repeating obsessively: “Redrum, Redrum”,
Danny automatically takes his mother’s lipstick and writes on the door REDRUM - the
mirroring of “Murder”, as a warning for the impending crime. Jack speaks to Danny using the
words of the ghost twin girls: “Forever and forever and forever”, which scares the boy, who
guesses that his father might try to kill him. “All work and no play make Jack a dull boy”,
the insane typing of the same sentence on thousands of pages, confirms to Wendy Jack’s
dementia. The second half of the film shows Jack’s chase of his wife and boy, axe in hand,
and his killing of Hallorann. His screams: “I’m coming! Johnny’s coming! Open up, little
pigs!”, an allusion to the story of the three little pigs, are some of the most powerful horror
scenes of the movie.

In Christine, the weird -looking man who sells the car to Arnie has an uncanny story
about his brother’s choosing to die gassed in Christine, after his daughter had died choked in
the same car. Leigh’s allegations about Christine’s being jealous of her would sound mad in
any other context, as Arnie ironically counter-argues, but in this movie they are totally
accurate, and Arnie’s choosing to split up with Leigh rather than giving up his car is actually
the insane side of their argument. When Christine gives signs of starting to repair herself,
Arnie smiles to her and tells her, “Go ahead! Show me!” He permanently talks to her as if
she were a human being, to the point of inducing to the audience the idea that they actually
have dialogues, even though she is a speechless conversation partner. Arnie states that,
“Parents might try to kill their kids” and he later says, “Love eats everything — friendship!
When you have someone, you can do anything!” By “someone” he does not mean Leigh, as
Dennis wrongly guessed, but Christine - as the only being he can rely on, which makes
Dennis doubt about his sanity.

Claustrophobia

There are different means of inducing claustrophobia and a sense of impossibility to
get away into the audience’s minds. In The Shining, Wendy finding the smashed radio and
telegraph, and then the down broken snowmobile makes her prisoner of the hotel on the
wintry mountain top and induces a sense of claustrophobia to the spectator. On the other
hand, being closed in a snowbound hotel for long winter months may induce to Jack Torrance
claustrophobia and aversion to his family, as the manager warned him when telling him the
Gradys’story.

Whenever Christine wants to kill people inside, she automatically closes the doors,
making them her prisoners and starts her ominous rock, then moves the seats to the front to
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crash them (Darnell) or makes them choke with food (Leigh). Her previous master died
inside the car gassed and his daughter had been choked to death by Christine.

Dreams, Hallucinations, Premonitions, Telepathy

Jack Torrance is at the beginning a seemingly normal person, but step by step,
hallucinations take over his psychic life and he ends by being totally cut off from reality,
living in his delirious world of ghosts. Beyond its elegance, too much void in the hotel
appearance makes it uncanny, and its desert halls and rooms and tortuous hallways stand for
Jack Torrance’s mind losing its logic and contact with reality, to be inhabited by haunting
ghosts and paranoiac obsessions. After all, both the Ball Room, the Bar Room and Room 237
scenes can be hallucinations of Jack Torrance’s schizophrenic mind, introduced in the film
script by the writer to puzzle the audience with their ambiguity. The frontier between reality
and hallucination is blurred, visions and delirium become part of everyday reality. By
looking at the replica of the hedge maze, Jack Torrance can see Wendy and Danny walking
there and listen to their conversation. Wendy can listen to the conversation between Jack and
Danny in a distant part of the hotel. Danny can listen to his parents’ conversation in a far
room. Danny has several hallucinations with the Grady twin girls and the blood flooding of
the lift hallway. At the end of the film, his mother also has one such hallucination. Danny
foretells the killing and writes “REDRUM?”, the reversed word for “murder” on the door.
Hallorann communicates with Danny by means of telepathy. They both have ‘the shining’, in
a sort of Jungian ‘collective unconscious’. Hallorann can therefore have premonitions about
everything concerning Danny.

Leigh foretells Christine’s and Arnie’s actions. All throughout the movie, she is the
one who voices the spectators’ scare of Christine’s potential murders. Unfortunately, her
premonitions do not stop with the destruction of the car and the end of the movie is as
ominous as its beginning.
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