
 
 

Creep ourselves out time is here 
 

 The holiday season starts not with Thanksgiving but with Halloween and runs right 
through the celebration of the new year. So, let this column get us in the mood as the nights 
get longer, the days shorter, and the trees drop their leaves and make menacing shadows with 
their bare arms to hurry us home. 
 The most classic of ghost stories are handed down from the nineteenth century. But 
why then? A variety of scholars and social analysts have a few answers to why the 1800’s mark 
the golden age of creepiness. Here’s the short version:  the rise of the serial press, gas lamp 
lighting (yes, really), the ability to communicate at a distance, “spirit photography,” and the 
development of psychological explanations for human behavior, all provide some collective 
fertile soil to get creepy. No doubt that could be a whole column by itself. 
 The best stories have a bit of ambiguity and a dose of psychology, even before there 
was psychology. 
 Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published in 1818, is the earliest of the modern creepy 
stories. This is a monster story that presents the monster in a sympathetic way. Basically, 
Shelley wrote it in one drunken drug-ridden country weekend with her friends where everyone 
decided to write a scary story. You might say she won. 
 Washington Irving’s The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, published in 1819, builds on local 
folklore of a headless horseman that rides at night. Is it a ghost story, a story of a bully scaring 
the wits out of a school teacher, or both?  
 Edgar Allen Poe had a firm handle on creepy and in 1843 published The Telltale Heart 
that focuses on a murder and the disembodied beating heart of the victim exposing his killer. As 
we get closer to the 20th century, psychological aspects become more important. 
 Charles Dickens, ever the social activist in grim times, published A Christmas Carol in 
1843, the same year Poe was at work across the pond, and his story clearly involved three 
ghosts determined to wake up the cravenly greedy Scrooge. (Bill Murray’s movie Scrooged is, to 
me, the most perfect modern embodiment of the heart of Dickens’ story.) 
 Just before the turn of the 20th century, we see a flurry of stories that retain their ability 
to creep us out, starting with Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1892). A short 
story with sophisticated structure, readers follow the mental condition of a wife confined to a 



room with wallpaper that moves and traps a woman inside its pattern. Sometimes considered 
an early feminist text, it generates great discussion today. 
 Bram Stoker’s Dracula, published in 1897, sets the stage for every vampire story that 
follows. Vampires are always ambiguous – dead yet living, powerless until invited in, and with a 
seductive quality about them, they continue to fascinate. 
 In 1898, Henry James published The Turn of the Screw, a ghost story certainly but is 
there a ghost? As readers, it’s up to us. Library Director Pamela Williams highly recommends 
The Turn of the Key, a recent publication by Ruth Ware giving a nod to James. Her The Woman 
in Cabin Ten solidified her talent with the surprise ending. Pam says this is a ghost story, and 
it’s next on my list. 
 The ghost story genre, mastered in the 19th century, lives on from Shirley Jackson’s The 
Haunting of Hill House in 1959 (given a great treatment on Netflix), to Stephen King’s The 
Shining in 1977 (“Honey, I’m home!” is in the movie version only), up to Toni Morrison’s 
Beloved for which, in large part, she was given the Nobel Prize in Literature proving that the 
not-so-modest ghost story can get real.  
 We can help find all these for you (the 19th century ones are on-line readily accessible) 
and a whole lot more. All short works, you can read the 19th century ones before Halloween. 
Happy haunting. 
 See you at the Library! 
 
Upcoming Events:  Coffee and Crafts continues on Fridays from 10 – 12 until Christmas. This 
Friday make a purse from a book if you’d like. Movie Night for Adults starts the season Friday 
Oct. 18 at 6:30 with On the Basis of Sex about Ruth Bader Ginsberg. Keep track of events on 
our website Calendar and FB posts. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
  
   
  
  


