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Christine at Darnell’s, a local garage of which the owner, Darnell, is known to skate
outside the law, Arnie is risking getting involved in things that may be dangerous. As
well, spending most of his time working on Christine Arnie is becoming isolated from the
only friend he has always had: Dennis. Thus, Dennis’s awareness of how Arnie is
changing and his linking of that change to Arnie’s involvement with Christine hints at
what is to come.

Part Two of the text is “Arnie — Teenage Love-Songs.” This section of the novel
develops the connection between the “Death Car” contemporary legend and Christine.
Part Two also more obviously links the text with the contemporary legend as a smell
likened to that of a rotting corpse is detected by all who ride in Christine except the new
owner, Arnie. The inability of Arnie to detect the smell of rotting corpses compounded
by the ability of others not only to smell the rotting corpses but to see them, is an
expansion of the contemporary legend. It also further develops Labov’s element
Complicéting Action: the evil nature of Christine and her control over Arnie as in this
section. As well it introduces Labov’s elemenf of Evaluation as Leigh begins to evaluate
what is happening with a view to determining what to do.

Most importantly, however, in Part Two Christine’s role is augmented as she is
given supernatural powers and an evil disposition which manifests itself through the
character of LeBay who, even thoﬁgh he is dead, gradually overpowers and submerges
Arnie’s personality. Arnie is still present, but as the novel moves closer to Part Three
Arnie appears less and less often.

In the contemporary legehd, the car is non-sentient. However, in the novel

Christine is a sentient being, one that is filled with the thirst for revenge. Christine has a
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mind and a will of her own. In Part One, a gang of boys tried to attack Arnie. One of
them had a switchblade. With help from Dennis, Arnie is not hurt and the boys, Buddy
Repperton, Don Vandenberg and Moochie Welch, are kicked out of school (141-149).
Repperton, the leader of the gang, promises Arnie he will ge.t even. In Part Two,
Repperton is tipped off by one of his friends, Sandy Galton, that Arnie parks his car
where Sandy works, at the Long Term Parking lot at the Airport. Late one night when
Sandy is working Repperton, Vandenberg, Welch and Richie Trelawney show up and,
with agreement from Sandy to look the other way, they set about destroying Christine.

While Arnie may be unable to respond to this act, Christine is not. Her
supernatural powers include being able to regénerate. In retaliation for their act Christine
begins to stalk and then kill each person who participated in her destruction. Whenever
this happens Arnie is out of town so no connection can be drawn to him and of course, as
Christine regenerates any report of a car like her being involved in an act of destruction is
invalid as she never shows any damage. Nonetheless, one of her intended victims draws
a connection between what is happening to his friends and their destruction of Christine.
As he is working one night Don realizes:

They never should have trashed old Cuntface’s car that night. Every single one of

the guys in on that little prank had died horrible deaths. All of them, that was,

except for him and Sandy Galton, and Sandy had gotten in that old, broken-down

Mustang of his and taken off somewhere. On‘these long night shifts, Don often

thought he would like to do the same. '

Outside the customer beeped his horn. (362)

Unfortunately, Don realizes this too late as the customer is Christine:
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“Can I h—" he began, and theih-sound of help you became a high, hissing,
strengthless scream . . .

Leaning out of the window, less than six inches from his own face, was a
rotting corpse. Its eyes were wide, empty sockets, its mummified lips were drawn
back from a few, yellowed, leaning teeth. One hand lay whitely on the steering
wheel. The other, clicking horridly, reached out to touch him.

Don floundered backward, his heart a runaway engine in his chest, his

terror a monstrous hot rock in his throat. The dead thing beckonéd him, grinning,
and the car’s engine suddenly screamed, piling up revs.

“Fill it up,” the corpse whispered, and in spite of his shock and horror,
Don saw it was wearing the tattered and moss-slimed remains of an Army
uniform. “Fill it up, you shitter.” Skull-teeth grinned in the fluorescent light.
Far back in that mouth a bit of gold twinkled.

“Catch yourself a drink, asshole,” another voice whispered hoarsely, and
Buddy Repperton leaned forward in the back seat, extending a bottle of Texan
Driver toward Don. Worms spilled and squirmed through his grin. Beetles
crawled in what remained of his hair. “I think you must need one.”

Don shriéked, the sound bulleting up and out of him. He whirled away,
running through the snow in great leaping cartoon steps; he shricked again as the
cér’s engine screamed V-8 power; he looked back over his shoulder and saw that
it was Christine standing by the pumps, Arnie’s Christine, now moving, churning
snow up behind her rear tires, and the things he had seen were gone — that was

even worse somehow. The things were gone. The car was moving on its own.
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He had turned toward the street, and now he climbed up over the
snowbank thrown up by passing plows and down the other side. Here the wind
had‘ swept the pavement clear of everything except an occasional blister of ice.
Don skidded én one of these. His feet went out from under him. He landed on
his back with a thump.

A moment later the street was flooded with white light. Don rolled over
and looked up, eyes straining wildly in their sockets, in time to see the huge white
circles of Christine’s headlights as she slammed through the snowbank and bore
down on him like a locomotive. (362-363) |

As we see in her stalking and killing of those who have harmed her, it is Christine who is
death; she is, literally, a death car.

This realization of Christine’s power over Arnie and her evil intent is what leads
to Part Three: “Christine — Teenage Death-Songs.” Part Three corresponds with the
elements of Evaluation and Result/Resolution of the contemporary legend — the attempt to
return/sell back the car. Although the contemporary legend informs Part Three, it does so
with a twist. Instead of the owner of thé car attempting to return it due to the smell, the
attempt to get rid of the car is made by those who are closest to its new owner. In this
section, Leigh and Dennis meet and compare their notes and feelings about Christine.
Their conclusion is that Christine is evil and must be killed. They cannot return it to
anyone as the previous owner is dead, and they cannot sell it to anyéne, as its current
owner is possessed by the car and so not approachable. However, because the car has
been so obviously imbued with evil, merely to return or sell the car would be

unconscionable even if it were possible. In a departure from the contemporary legend
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Leigh and Dennis make plans to destroy Christine to free Arnie from her power.
However, what is ‘also different is that this car cannot be destroyed; it is supernatural; it is
evil; it has been personified as the ultimate example of technology gone bad.

It is Dennis and Leigh who must act because, like the Losers in /7, they are the
only ones truly able to see what is happening. They are close enough to Arnie to see the
changes and young enough to recognize and believe from whence the changes are
coming. Willing to accept that it is he who must act, Dennis takes a chance. During his
last cqnfrontation with Arnie, Arnie is able to subdue LeBay briefly. At this point Dennis
asks if LeBay is always there and Arnie is able to tell him that LeBay is always there
except “When Christine . . . when she goes,'then he’s with her. That’s the only time . . .”
(457). Once Dennis learns that, just as he thought, the only time LeBay is not in Arnie’s
body is when he and Christine are off killing someone he realizes that his plan to kill
Christine is possiblek. All he and Leigh have to do is to wait for when Arnie goes out of
town, and then he and Leigh can lure Christine someplace to kill her.

Preparing to destroy Christine, Leigh and Dennis rent a heavy tanker and set up
Darnell’s garagé to trap Christine. The battle against the death car does not go easily. At
one point, it looks as if Christine will win. But finally Dennis in the heavy tanker
ruptures Christine’s gas tank, and she explodes. To be sure, he puts the tanker in gear and
proceeds to run over Christine again and again until Christine is “a spread-out pile of
twisted, gored metal, puffs of upholstery, and glittering broken glass” (490). Christine
appears to be destroyed. Her desfruction is a departure from the contemporary legend.

Where the contemporary legend and the novel seemed to diverge at the end of Part

Three, in the Epilogue the contemporary legend of the death car and the story of Christine
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converge again. Structurally Labov’s Coda the question “what happens then” is
answered. Christine is not dead; it is intimated that she is not completely destroyed and is
out there slowly making her way across the country, seeking revenge on those that played
a hand in her destruction. She is still a death car. The contemporary legend death car has
been reported from all across the country and if Dennis is right Christine will soon be
reported as well. For if it was Christine who killed Sandy, a member of a group that
attempted to destroy her, then she will soon be traveling all across the United States to
kill those'that have wronged her. Dennis concludes his narration with this movement in
mind,

I keep thinking of George LeBay in Ohio.

His sister in Colorado.

Leigh in New Mexico.

What if it’s started again?

What if it’s working its way east, finishing the job?

Saving me for last?

His single-minded purpose.

His unending fury.[sic] (503)
Like the car in the contemporary legend, Christine is still out there for another buyer to
fall victim to her power. What is not clear is why Christine changes from a she to a he,
“His single-minded purpose. His unending fury.”

With Christine still alive, the story has begun and ended just as the contemporary
legend. Indeed the contemporary legend has served as the framework for the text. Each

part of the contemporary legend has corresponded to a section of the text. Even though



215

the story of the contemporary legend has been expanded and fleshed out and even
changed in some ways, ultimately the basic story is the same as that of the contemporary
legend. Both texts revolve around a car that is sold at a low price. The new owner
discovers the smell of death in it and sells it back to the dealer or wherever it was
purchased and learns that someone died in the car. And then the car is sold again and the
story continues. The changes made to the contemporary legend serve to reinforce the
themes of the text itself and to provide commentary on the expressed social and political
anxieties. |

King’s Christine deals with a number of themes: impending adulthood faced by its
teenaged characters, the moral growth of one of its main characters, the loss of innocence
in another character, the fight between good and evil in each of its teenaged characters
and the problem of technology gone oﬁt of control. All of these themes are themes that
are echoed in the contemporary legend “Thé Death Car.” Through these themes,
Christine also makes a number of cultural comments including the role of the car in
contemporary society, the dangers of sex, the dangers teens face during their maturation
process and the requirements for moral growth.

In discussing the role of the car in contemporary society Douglas E. Winter states:

Christine laments the coming of age, but it also serves as a dark parable

about the death of the American romance with the automobile. It is not

coincidence that Christine is reborn twenty, going on twenty-one, years

after her manufacture. The finned Plymouth is the last of its breed—the

costumed-jeweled, chromed symbols of the Eisenhower era, of a lost

American dream of clean air and unlimited gasoline, prosperity and peace.
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By 1978, the year in which Christine is set, the Chrysler Corporation, the

Plymouth’s manufacturer, was near bankruptcy. Automobiles we.re no

longer symbols of success or freedom or youth; they were smaller, less

powerful, less comforting, ‘and—if only because of the catalytic converter

— did not smell the same. They were no longer named by their owners—

indeed, many were not even an American product. The automobile had

become just a means of transportation. (125)

However, Winter is not completely accurate, for although the automobile in 1978 may be
smaller, less powerful and less comforting to adults, for teenagers the car is still all about
freedom and position in teen hierarchy..

For Arnie, as for many youth, a car equals freedom. Indeed, even before Arnie
gets Christine road ready he spends many hours in her dreaming. His involvement with
Christine provides an escape for him; he is able to avoid home and other unpleasant
things while he is with her. Once Christine is road ready he spends many hours just
driving. The needs Christine fills are similar to the needs a car ﬁﬂs for other youth; it is
clear that this story is about a boy and his car. However, what is important is that it is not
just any car but “The Death Car.” It is through the connection of the story. with “The
Death Car” that the contrasting role of the car, freedom and life but also possible death, |
becomes evident and we are forced to recognize the deeper cultural commentary being
made on the place and role of the car in our society.

Thematically and culturally, in looking at the place of the car in North American
society, especially among young men, it is fair to say that the ownership of a car and the

freedom it provides acts as a rite of passage in their coming of age. In discussing the
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symbolism in Christine, Douglas E. Winter notes in Arf of Darkness, “Christine
symbolizes for Arnie Cunningham: the end of adolescence and the coming of age—sex,
power, speed, freedom. . .and death. It is through Christine that Arnie first asserts his
independence from his parents, first gains a sense of autonomy, and first falls in love”
(121).

But the car does not only provide freedom it also demands responsibility and, if
not treated well, can result in death. This is where the effect of the changes King makes
to the contemporary legend can bé seen. In the contemporary legend the Death Car is an
ordinary car that smells of death. It has no supernatural powers. However, ih Christine
the car both smells of death and creates death.

By making the connection between Christine and the “Death Car"’ so specific,
King is underscoring the idea that the idea of a death car is not far from the reality of
owning a car. A car requires maintenance. Driving requiresékill and attention.
Unfortunately, most accidents among youth are caused by unskilléd drivers or drivérs
who have ignored the responsibility inherent in owning a car, either in maintenance or in
being sober, serious drivers. I doubt that many pedple have made it to adulthood without
hearing of or knowing of someone who has been in a fatal or serious accident.

That Christine is an older car that has supernatural powers, whatever their origin,
only adds to the commentary being made. In Arnie’s relationship with Christine we see a
reflection of our relationship with the automobile and its place in our society. The “Death
Car” is, paradoxically, also a “Life Car.” It symbolizes, in a way, both death and
freedom. Literally misuse of the car can result in the actual death of its occupants or

those near it. Figuratively it represents the death of innocence as it provides a passage
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away from childhood into the more responsible arena of adulthood. But it also represents
freedom. It represents freedom as it is through access to a car that we can become free
from family and the routine of our life. It represents freedom because in a car we can
explore. Yet, even as it provides freedom away from family and the freedom to pursue
dreams and sex, the very act of pursuing these dreams results in little deaths. The eventual
separation from family signifies the death of the family unit as you first know it, and the
pursuit of dreams can lead to the death of openness and eagerness as people become jaded
and cynical when reality does not match up to expectations.

Thematically and culturally, the pursuit of sex leads to the death of sexual
innocence. Now that Arnie has a car, he appears to have matured. To a yoﬁng girl, a
male who possesses a car appears to be older and more of a man than a male who does
not. Moreover, in Arnie’s case for some reason his looks have i'mproved. Dennis notices
the improvement in Arnie’s looks when Leigh Cabot enrolls in the school as a new
student and is talking with Arrﬁe,

. . .Amie Cunningham, Ole Pizza-Face himself, and Leigh Cabot. That was

totally ridiculous. That was —

Then the interior smile sort of dried up. I noticed for the third time—the
definitive time— that Arnie’s complexion was taking care of itself with

almost stunning rapidity. The blemishes were gone. Some of them had left

those small, pitted scars along his cheeks, true, but if a guy’s face is a

strong enough one, those pits don’t seem to matter as much; in a crazy sort

of way, they can éven add character.

Leigh and Arnie studied each other surreptitiously and I studied Arnie
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surreptitiously, wondering exactly when and how this miracle had taken

place. The sunlight slanted through the windows of Mr. Thompson"s room,

delineating the lines of my friend’s face clearly. He looked . . .older. Asif

he had beaten the blemishes and the acne not only by regular washing or

the application of some special cream but by somehow turning the clock

ahead about three years. He was wearing his hair differently, too — it was

shorter, and-fhe sideburns that he had affected ever since he could grow

them (that was about eighteen months ago) were gone. (1 37-138)

Clearly, to Dennis, who has known Arnie all his life, Arnie is looking older and better.
Thus it is not a surprise that a new girl in school who does not know the old Arnie could
be attracted to him. And, shortly, Leigh becomes Arnie’s girlfriend.

Now that Arnie has a girlfriend, he has the opportunity to become emotionally and
sexually active. This death of innocence is reflected in the unease that Christine instills in
Leigh. As teenagers become more aware of those emotions felt in adulthood, childhood
innocence is lost. As she becomes more involved with Arnie, the more Leigh cares about
him. The more she éares about him, the more she becomes aware of how he changes
when he is in Christine. Moreover, she does not like the car and feels threatened by it.
During a make out session in the car Leigh stops, telling Arnie that she can’t make out
with him in the cér. In examining her feelings on fhe way home Leigh realizes why this
is so:

Because the really crazy part was that she felt Christine was watching

them. That she was jealous, disapproving, maybe hating. Because there

were times...when she felt that the two of them—Arnie and Christine—
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were welded together in a disturbing parody of the act of love. Because

Leigh did not feel that she rode in Christine; when she got in to go

somewhere with Arnie she felt swallowed in Christine. And the act of

kissing him, making love to him, seemed a perversion worse that

voyeurism or exhibitionism—it was like making love inside the body of

her rival. (196)

Leigh does not just dislike Christine; she hates her. All of her negative feelings
about Christine struggle with her feelings of love for Arnie. She is unable to explain her
feelings of unease to Arnie because she loves him. She does not want to hurt him,
‘especially since he has done so much to restore Christine to her previous glory. She
doesn’t want to hurt Arnie but the truth is that

there was one thing.. ... The smell-a rotten, thick smell under the aromas of new

seat covers and the cleaning fluid he had used on the floormats. It was there, faint

but terribly ﬁnpleasant. Almbét stomach-turning. As if, at some time, something

had crawled into the car and died there. (197)

Like Dennis, to Leigh, Christine smells of death.

Moreover, Leigh almost dies in Christine. It is when this happens that all of her
tﬁoughts about how Arnie has changed are expressed. The incident happens when Leigh
and Arnie are returning home after going Christmas shopping. On the way, they stop to
pick up a hitchhiker. Up until then, Arnie had been in a good mood. After they pick up
the hitchhiker, his mood begins to change. Nonetheless, he stops at a fast food restaurant
to pick up some food for himself and Leigh. As they are dropping off the hitchhiker,

Leigh begins to choke on a piece of her hamburger. Fortunately, the hitchhiker notices
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and saves her by performing the Heimlich maneuver. All Arnie had been doing was
clapping her on the back. The hitchhiker explains his actions by mentioning that he had
been trained in the maneuver because he had a job working in a cafeteria. After they drop
him off, Leigh tells Arnie that if he really does love her he will sell Christine. If he does
not get rid of Christine, she will never go out with him again. Arnie is angry that she
would blame Christine for her choking so Leigh asks Arnie to listen so that she can
explain,
“When I choked. . .when I was choking. . . the instrument panel. . the

lights on it changed. They changed. They were. . . 1o, I won’t go that far,

but they looked like eyes.”

... “You told me you worked in the cafeteria at LHS your first three

years. I’ve seen the Heimlich maneuver poster on the door to the kitchen.

You must have seen it too. But you didn’t try that on me, Arnie. You were

getting ready to clap me on the back. That doesn’t wbrk. lThadajobina

restaurant . .. and the first thing they teach you, even before they teach

you the Heimlich Maneuver, is that clapping a chokiﬁg victim on the

back doesn’t work. " (276)
Arnie tries to explain that people forget things in the heat of the moment and Leigh
agrees, but she adds, “you seem to forget a lot of things in that car. Like how to be Arnie
Cunningham” (276). Finally Leigh tells him

I never had a supernatural experience in my life—I never even believed in stuff like

that— but now [ wonder just what’s going on and what’s happening to you. They
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looked like eyes, Arnie. And later . . .afterward. . . there was a smell. A horrible

rotten smell. (276-7).

For Leigh, her relationship with A;fnie, ,which is influenced by his relationship with
Christine, leads not only to the death of her emotional and sexual innocence but to an
actual close encounter with physical death. That this latter encounter is directly related to
the malevolent influence of Christine underscores Christine’s evilness and foreshadows
what is to come if Arnie continues to be influenced by her.

Thematically and culturally, the novel and contemporary legend are also about
obsession and the need to face the truth. In the contemporary legend, we have the
obsession of the seller to sell the car and make a profit and the awareness that there is
always someone who is looking for a deal. Because of the latter, the seller can continue

“to try to get rid of “The Death Car.” In the novel, Arnie is obsessed with Christine. This
obsession has led to the loss of his common sense as seen in his inability to respond as he
should and as he has been trained during Leigh’s choking incident. To him Christine is
not just a car. Because Leigh recognizes that Christine is more than just a car to Arnie,
she cannot commit to a physical relationship with him. Arnie is obsessed with Christine,
and this obsession consumes him emotionally; there is no real room for Leigh as Leigh
knows. In addition Christine is also obsessed, with revenge.

In both cases, the obsession leads to blindness and ultimately destruction. In the
case of Arnie, his obsession can be linked to King’s own greatest fear. In response to an
interview question about King’s greatest sexual fear, King replied “The vagina dentata,
the vagina with teeth. The story where you were making love to a woman and it just

slammed shut and cut your penis off. That’d do it.” (Bare Bones, 189).
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In her arficle “Take Me For a Ride in your Man-Eater: Gynophobia in Stephen
King’s Christine” and his article “The Vagina Dentata in Stephen King’s Christine:
‘Some Cunts have Teeth’” critics Sylvia Kelso and Bill Ellis comment oﬁ Christine as a
contemporary version of the vagina dentata legend. Like Fannie Flagg in Friend Green
Tomatoes, King is ﬁlaking use of more than one folklore text. In this legend, Ellis points
out, “this motif is recognized by anthropologists and psychiatrists as an expression of
male castration” (84). For Kelso the connection between Christine and the legend is also
clear as she sees the monstrous-feminine images of the castrating mother, the vagina
dentata being added to »by King. For Kelso “King’s lexicon adds the Belle Dame Sans
Merci, the murderous Other Woman, a carnivorous female predator and the archaic or
devouring n;other. From these staples he constructs the red Plymouth Fury with the grille
that snarls like “steel teeth” (77), the quintessential vagina dentata whose colour insists
on the menstruating vagina that may have given the image its real power (Shuttle and
Redgrove, 246). Arnie is figuratively and literally consumed by Christine. Unable to act
independently, he is, in effect, castrated.

Wé see Christine’s control of Arnie in a number of instances; however two in
particular stand out. In the first instance Arnie and his father, Michael, are driving
Christine to the parking garage where Michael has suggested Arnie store her. Arnie’s life
is not going well. ' After a lot of work, he has finally brought Christine home for his
parents to see. He plans to park it in the driveway or on the street and to give up the

expensive repair bay at Darnell’s garage where he had been working on the car.
Unfortunately, the car is still a bone of contention between his pafents and

himself, especially his mother. For Arnie’s mother, the existence of Christine is a
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physical reminder of the beginning of her loss of control over her son. It is a reminder
that he is growing up and away from her. In an attempt to ameliorate the problem,
Arnie’s‘ father persuades Arnie to dfive Christine out to the airport and to put it in the long
term parking lot; He can park the car there for 5 dollars a month. Although it would not
- be as convenient as parking at home, he would still be taking the same bus that he did
before when he had it parked at the garage and yet would be saving money. Moreover, it
would not be a daily reminder to Arnie’s mother about the changes in her relationship
with him. Arnie’s father drives out to the airport with Arnie; it is on this trip that we see
his opinion of Christine and of Arnie’s personality change. Intefestingly enough,
Christine runs smoothly during the drive which is taken up by Arnie and his father
quarreling. However, the moment that they laugh together and appear to make peace
Christine stalls,
They looked at each other and both burst out laughing.
At the instant that they did, Christine stalled. Up until then the engine
had been ticking over with unobtrusive perfection. Now it just quit; the
oil and lamp idiot lights came on.
Michael raised his eyebrows. “Say what?”
“I don’t know,” Arnie answered, frowning. ;‘It never did that
before.” (187-8)
On its own, this is not unnatural behaviour for an old car that is being fixed up. However,
in tandem with the suggestion that the car has supernatural powers the failing of the
engine seems less of a mechanical problem and more of a negative personal response to

Arnie being in accord with someone that Christine may see as a rival for Arnie’s
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affections. That this interpretation of the car’s failing is valid is borne out later in the
text.

The idea of Christine as a Death Car introduced by Dennis and reinforced by
LeBay’s brother is also highlighted through Michael’s reaction to it. Significantly the last
few paragraphs in the second chapter of this section reinforce the perception of the car as
being evil. Now, as seen through Michael’s eyes, the evil overtonés in Christine and the
changes in Arnie’s character cannot be avoided., although Michael is impressed with the
work his son has done on the car he does not like the car itself nor does he er the way
his son behaves when he is in it:

The source of the dislike was impossible to isolate. It had caused bitter trouble in

the family, and he supposed that was the real reason. . . but it wasn’t all. He

hadn’t liked the way Arnie seemed when he was behind the wheel: somehow
arrogant and petulant at the same time, like a weak king. The impotent way he
had raiied about the insurance...his use of that ugly and striking word

“shitters”...even the way the car had stalled when they laughed together. (188-

89)

Although Michael does not appear to think that Christine controls Arnie, it is clear that he
notices that Arnie has changed since he bought Christine. It is also clear that the change
in Arnie is perceived to be negative.

The second time we see Christine’s control over Arnie occurs when Arnie and
Leigh are making up after a ﬁght. After Leigh expresses her reservations about making
out with Arnie in the car he drops her home and they make-up. As he stands on her

doorstep, away from Christine, Leigh explains that she doesn’t want to make out in a car;
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she wants her first time making love to be special. Answering that he understands, Arnie
thinks, “Up at the Embankment, in the car, he had felt a little angry with her. . . well, to
be honest, he had been pretty‘ goddamn pissed off. But now, standing.here on her stoop,
he thought he could understand—and marvel that he could want to deny her anything or
cross her will in any way” (197). It is at this moment, the moment when Arnie feels in
accord with Leigh, that Christine, who had been idling at the curb, cuts out. Christine
only starts again after Arnie pleads with her and calls her terms of endearment.

In both cases Christine responds to Arnie only when his attention is focused
wholly on her again. It is evident that Christine is more than just a car. Christine has a
personality and that personality is stronger than Arnie’s.

It is not only Christine that possesses Afnie but also Christine’s first owner,
LeBay. Chrisﬁne was LeBay’s car; he had her designed to his specifications. As such, it
is LeBay who sits in the driver’s seat. Thus, even though LeBay is now dead, as
Christine is a supernatural death car, he is still her driver. As a result, the more Arnie gets
absorbed by Christine, the more his personality changes to become like LeBay’s. He
changes from being nice, polite, caring and considerate to a hard, cold and callous. His
speech begins to sound like LeBay’s through the use of LeBay’s expressions such as
“shitter.” He somehow ends up with a bad back just as LeBay bad had. The character
changes that Michael notices in Arnie are evidence that LeBay is beginning to control
Arnie as well. Ultimatelyb, we know that Arnie has been consumed by Christine and
LeBay when Arnie/LeBay and Dennis have a confrontation.

There are two confrontations between Dennis and Arnie/LeBay. The first

confrontation happens when Arnie sees Leigh and Dennis together outside a local fast
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food joint. Unknown to Arnie, they are in the process of trying to figure out how to
destroy Christine. In the middle of their conversation, they look up only to see Arnie
looking a;t them. Dennis tries to call after Arnie and to follow him but because he is still
recovering from a football accident he is too slow. However, it is his bad leg that saves
him as he falls back into his car as Arnie in Christine drives towards him as if to ram him.
This is something the old Arnie would nevér have done.

The second confrontation takes place in school. Dennis and Arnie/LeBay have
words, and Arnie/LeBay accuses Dennis of stealing Leigh. During their argument,
Dennis asks to whom he is speaking. In response to his question, LeBay’s face takes over
Arnie’s, and it is LeBay who speaks to Dennis. Dennis tries to get Arnie to fight LeBay
and seems to be successful for a brief moment. He reminds Arnie of all the things he and
Arnie have done in the past, especially their ant farms. It is then that Arnie briefly peeks
through:

And suddenly the calm hardness broke. His face—his face roiled. [ don’t

know how else to describe it. LeBay was there, furious at having to put

down a kind of internal mutiny. Then Arnie was there—drawn, tired,

ashamed, but, most of all, desperately unhappy . . .

Dennis, I can’t help it,” he whispered. “Sometimes I feel like I’'m not even

here anymore. Help me, Dennis. Help me.” (456)

Arnie’s obsession with Christine has éoncluded with her devouring him. Like in
the vagina dentata myth Arnie has been castrated by a female. She has eaten him whole
and designed him into the image of the man who created her; he is unable to escape on his

own. Arnie’s only chance at being rescued lies with Dennis and Leigh. They have not
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been blinded by Christine and are aware of what has happened to Arnie. That they still
care about him means that they afe willing to accept the responsibility for trying to save
him.

Thematically and culturally, the novel is also about the obligations and cost of this
responsibilify and the role of responsibility in the attaining of moral growth.
Recuperating in the hospital after his and Leigh’s attempt to destroy Christine (he re-
injured his leg driving the tanker), Dennis asks a police officer who is privy to the whole
story what has happened to what is left of Christine. The officer replies

“Why, I saw to that myself. . . His voice was light, almost joking, but his
face was very, very serious. I had two fellows from the local police run all those
pieces through the crusher out back of Darnell’s Garége. Made a little cube about

so big. He held his hands about two feet apart. One of those guys got a hell of a

bad cut. Took stitches . . .. He said it bit him.” (500-1)

For all intents and purposes, the story is over. Unlike the contemporary legend,
the story has ended with the death car being destroyed. But has it been‘.‘7 In the epilogue
we learn that the death car still exists. Dennis has nothing substantial to go on, just a
ﬁews report, but it is enough to keep him alert. The news report concerns the death of
Sandy Gaulton. Sandy was the person who told Buddy where Arnie was parking
Christine and is therefore partly responsible for the destruction of Christine that followed.
That Sandy is dead is not what worries Dennis. Dennis is worried because of how Sandy
was killed. Sandy had been working in California at a drive-in movie theater when

A car ripped right through one of the walls, plowed through the counter,

smashed the popcorn machine, and got him as he was trying to unlock the



229

door to the projection booth. The cops knew that was what he was

doing when the car ran him down because they found the key in his

hand. (503)

~ As he reads the news report “headed BIZARRE MURDER BY CAR IN LOS
ANGELES” Dennis thinks about what Mercer had told him, “that last thing: He said it bit
him” (503).

When we examine the contemporary legend in conjunction with the themes in the
text, it is clear that the struggle between Christine and Dennis, as well as Leigh and Arnie,
is reflective of the struggle to move from teenage to adulthood. Arnie’s inability to take
control of, or responsibility for, his actions, his inability to prevent Christine and LeBay
from taking over his personality means he cannot complete the rite of passage from
teenage to adulthood. The fact that his taking a step forward by finally embarking on a
relationship also ends in failure means that Arnie will not grow up. He will not grow up
because he is obsessed with and by Christine. He is unable to keep the place of the
automobile where it should be, secondary to real life. And, indeed, he does not grow up
because he is killed.

The growth in Dennis from stereotypical jock to a sensitive man is evidenced
through his concern over Arnie and his willingness to risk hirﬁéelf to save him. Unlike
Arnie, Dennis is able to recognize the needs of otherﬁ. He is able to act outside of
himself. He does not become obsessed with or by anything. Even though he is attracted
to Leigh, he is able to recognize she is with Arnie and so, as a friend to Arnie he respects
that relationship and does not try to encroach upon it. When he realizes that Arnie is in

trouble, he acts to save Arnie at great cost to himself. Basically, in his willingness to
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accept responsibility and to act, Dennis proves he is a man. Dennis is able to make the
transition from teenage-hood to adulthood But not without confusion. The difference is
that his confusion centers around his ability' to realize that there is indeed evil in the world
and that this evil can threaten his world. Once he makes this realization, Dennis is able to
grow as a character, as too is Leigh.

Arnie’s unwillingness or inability to face the threaf of evil in Christine in part
centres on the fact that Christine is a car, and the male relationship with the automobile.
That technology can go out of control and that this can be seen even in the one kind of
technology we rely on so heavily, the automobile, is one reality that naturally he would
not be so open to see as this car is a symbol of manhood and his chance to be free. Arnie
is unable to accept the adult responsibility that goes along with owning a car and so he is
not able to move into adulthood.

Because the contemporary legend is the core upon which the story is built,
Christine the novel and Christine the car provide a reflection of what it is to grow up,
move away from childhood innocence and to become respoﬁsible and aware. Through
the events in the text we are forced to remember that being young is not as easy as we
remember. Growing up you face daily terrors whether they come from going to school as
an Arnie, from the reality that you can'get hurt just having fun, as Dennis is hurt during
the football game, or from falling in love with the wrong person. Through the text and in
particular through the character of Arnie we also see the dangers inherent in our reliance
on technology. For Arnie Christine does not become a key to freedom as intended;
instead, because of his reliance upon her, Arnie becomes enslaved. Christine is a

Plymouth Fury that also personifies the emotion of fury as she attempts to negotiate her
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own place in Arnie’s life. In all of this the place of the car in our society can be seen as
Douglas Winter says, “boat on the River Styx, a hungry ferry between the land of the

living and the land of the dead” (121).
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Chapter Nine
Stephen King’s Gerald's Game: Hanging out with Batman!

Stephen King’s Gerald’s Game was published in 1992. In it, like the two other
King novels previously discussed, the contemporary legend acts as a major functional
device in the extended narrative. Unlike Christine, this novel is not divided into sections»
that correlate with paﬁs of the contemporary legend, and unlike /7 the contemporary
legend does not function in a number of distinct ways. As well, unlike both /7" and
Christine, Gerald’s Game does not create physical art horror so much as it does
psychological art horror. However, similar to both /7 and Christine, in Gerald's Game,
the contemporary legend is the story. The novel i‘s 332 pages long. The ﬁfst 280 pages
are an extended version of the contemporary legend. The last 52 pages deal with what
happened after the conclusion of the contemporary legend.

The story of Gerald’s Game is clearly related to the contemporary legend
“Superhero Hijinks.” In The Baby Train, Brunvand notes that the earliest version he has
found of this contemporary legend “is in an English collection by Paul Smith called The
Book of Nasty Legends” (41). Brunvand relates a version éf this contemporary legend in
his text Too Good to be True:

One morning, in the fall of 1989, [a] woman was raking leaves on her front

lawn when she head someone calling, “Help me, somebody help me!” At

first she thought she was just hearing things, and nobody seemed to be
around on this Saturday morning. But, the sound persisted, “Help me,
somebody please help me.” So, the woman took her rake and started

walking across the yard toward the faint cry. It led her to a house a few
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houses down from her own, and the woman went near the back door; she
realized the cry was coming from inside the house.

..She . . .went inside, following the cries to the bedroom.
The lady of the house was completely naked, and her hands and feet were
tied to the bedposts.. On the floor was her husband, naked except for a

Superman cape. It seems the man had stood on the bedroom dresser and

made a flying leap to the bed, but he hit his head on the night table and
was still out cold. The couple’s children were at a religion class or
something. The neighbor called the paramedics to come, and she covered
both husband and wife with blankets, but she was unable to untie the wife.

When the paramedics came in they couldn’t stop laughing. (130)

Gerald’s Game is the story of the contemporary legend, but it is also much more.
In Gera?d 's Game the contemporary legend serves two functions. The primary function
is to serve as a frame for the text. The secondary function is to be the key incident of the
Bildungsroman that is the story, leading to Jessie’s move into selfhood. The additional
story of the bogeyman, a recognized folklore figure, serves as a test of her move into
selthood.

Jessie and Gerald have gone to their surﬂmer cabin for an afternoon of sexual fun
and games. Because it is October the area is deserted. Their games for the day are
bondage. The novel begins with Gerald, playing at being a pirate, like the man in the
contemporary legend, securing Jessie’s wrists to the “mahogany bedposts with two sets of

handcuffs” (2).
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Although the contemporary legend and the story in the text begin the same way,
they differ in how Jessie is left in a precarious position needing to call for help. After
being manacled to the bedposts, Jessie decides she does not want to play and tries to tell
.Gerald but he chooses not to listen. In response to Gerald’s decision to ignore her wish to
quit the game, Jessie kicks him. However, she does not do so iightly, as we see in the
description of the act:

she drew back her legs, her rising right knee barely missing the promontory of his

chin, and then drove her bare feet out again like pistons. The sole and instep of

her right foot drove deep into the bowl of his belly. The heel of her left smashed
into the stiff root of his penis and the testicles hanging below it like pale, ripe

fruit. (18)

Both the contemporary legend and the story have the man knocked out. The main
difference is that in the former, the man is usually incapacitated due to his own actions
not the actions of his partner. As well, another difference is that in the novel Gerald is not
just knocked out; he is accidentally killed. In Gerald's Game, Gerald's death occurs 21
pages into the text; Gerald is clearly hurt ‘because of the reactions of his wife;
unfortunately, he dies because of this reaction. But these reactions do not come because
of what Gerald does. In fact they come from an association with an event in her past.

Moreover, like the contemporary legend the next action involves the struggle of
the woman to free herself and her calls for help. However, unlike the contemporary
legend, there is no one to hear Jessie’s cries. As a result, the bulk of the text, the next 221
pages, deal with Jessie’s struggle to free herself from the handcuffs and her eventual

SUCCess.
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This is where King departs from the contemporary legend. In the contemporary
legend, we have no idea about what the woman is thinking as she waits to be saved. The
woman stays a two dimensional character. However, in Gerald’s Game, King takes 24
hours and turns it into a book of Jessie’s life. Caught in a moment of horror, the story of
the contemporary legend, if Jessie is to understand any part of her life ‘she must deal with
her life and the horrors within it that she has submerged in her consciousness. She has to
think about it all if she is going to move towards any chance of determining how to set
herself free.

As Jessie struggles to free herself, we hear her internal thoughts. At the
beginning, these ’thoughts are a monologue, but they soon change to a dialogue as Jessie
converses with a variety of characters from her past or who represent parts of her
personality. Jessie becomes three dimensional, she becomes someone the reader can
- empathize with as s/he realizes that Jessie too has parts of her past with which she has not
come to terms. The conversations Jessie has with the voices representing various parts of
her personality or characters from her past are what, in part, force her to face why she is
in the predicament that she is in. Ultimately, a dialogue between one character from her
past, Ruth, and herself forces Jessie to work back in her past to the memory of Her
father’s abuse and the eclipse of the sun that is the metaphor for the darkness that has
overcome her ever since. This darkness has allowed her to blot out unpleasant memories
and affected the various choices she has made during her life.

The contemporary legend and the novel also differ in that Jessie is able to free
herself; she does not have to face the embarrassment of being found naked, save for a pair

of panties, handcuffed to a bed. However, although she is saved this direct
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embarrassment, when the police do go to investigate the situation it is clear to all involved
what games had been played that day. Nonetheless, unlike the female in the
contemporary legend, Jessie is spared public ridicule as the real details of her ordeal are
never made public. Jessie is spared this humiliation only because her husband had been a
lawyer and his law firm has sent a minder to make sure no publicity that could be
considered adverse to the interests of the law firm would ensue. As Jessie describes in a
letter to her friend Ruth:
* Brandon was right beside me during the police interviews, with his litﬂe

tape-recorder going. He politely but relentlessly pointed out to everyone

present at every interview—including stenographers and nurses—that

anyone who leaked the admittedly sensational details of the case would

face all the nasty reprisals a large New England law-firm with an

exceedingly tight ass coﬁld think up. Brandon must have been as

convincing to them as he was to me, because no one in the know ever

talked to the press (298)

Nonetheless, even though Jessie is spared public ridicule, she still feels
embarrassed by the whole episode. Yet, unlike the old Jessie Who would have allowed
that unpleasgnt time to be blotted from her memory, the new, mentally healthy Jessie
realizes that she needs to face all of that time and incorporate it into her life. She realizes
that it is only if she does this that she will she be able to stay mentally whole.

Interestingly, Jessie’s mental freedom is what allows her physical freedom to be
attained. Like the Losers Club members in IT and Dennis and Leigh in Christine, Jessie

has to move away from her version of the real, the concrete memories of her life to the



237

unreal, recognition and acceptance of those memories she has buried or considered
fantasy in order to understand how to deal with the real if she is going to save herself.

Jessie is unable to get physically free until past and present are brought together;
in effect, Jessie only attains freedom when her fragmented personality is made whole with
her triumphing over those voices that would have her believe that she is powerless. Onfy
then is Jessie able to act by doing the one thing she can do to free herself, cut herself so
that the blood can serve as a lubricant for her to work her wrists through the handcuffs;
only when she is free from the psychic pain is Jessie able to inflict the necessary physical
pain needed to free herself.

In a departure from the contemporéry legend King continues the story where the
contemporary legend leaves off. The remainder of the book involves Jessie writing a
letter to the friend whose voice was responsible for making Jessie integrate her past with
her present. As a part of making herself whole, Jessie is typing the truth of what
happened'to her friend Ruth, the voice that mattered the most to her during her ordeal. In
this letter she tells her friend about the ordeal, in effect repeating the contemporary legend
and what happened after but using her own voice as the other voices in her head are not
necessary. But, it is clear that her determination is still shaky. However, where the old
Jessie would have acquiesced to the request from her helper to stop typing so as to not
further damage her hand, Jessie gets the helper to agree that her hand is getting better and
then adds:

Well, now I’'m trying te get the rest of me better. Step one is writing a letter to an

old friend of mine. I promised myself-last October, during my hard time—that if I
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got out of the mess | was in, I’d do that. But, I kept putting it off. Now I’'m

finally trying, and I don’t daré stop. I might lose my guts if I do. (291)

The old Jessie would have given in, as she did to every request of Gerald’s, but the new
J e_ssie does not. Like Evelyn in Fried Green Tomatoes, Jessie has grown and with her
acknowledgement of her past and with her acceptance of its place in her present she has
attained self awareness and become a fully actualized person; Only because of the
horrible lived e>‘<perience of “Superhero Hijinks” has Jessie been able to find her own
voice.

King also departs from the contemporary legend with his introductioﬁ of the
theme of sexual abuse. Nonetheless the contemporary legend is still integral as a frame
for the exploration of this theme. The self actualization of Jessie is only possible when
she faces a key incident in her past. The main theme in Gerald’s Game revolves around
sex and sexual abuse. Though it appears that the sexual gamé is what leads to Gerald’s
death and Jessie’s predicament,_ in fact it is an event from Jessie’s past that has caused all
of the problems. As Jessie struggles to free herself and talks with the different voices in
her head, we learn that as a child Jessie’s father molested her during an eclipse. He
masturbated with her sitting on his lap while he touched her breasts and her clitoris
through the dress she was wearing.

Jessie finds many ways to minimize this incident, even when she is being forced
to face it by the voices in her head,

Poor, poor man. [ wonder if any of the people he did business with over

the years ever saw him as rattled as I did on the day of the eclipse. All that

pain, and over what? A sexual accident about as serious as a stubbed toe.
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Jesus, what a life it is. What a fucking life . . . .

Ruth Neary’s voice spoke up so suddenly it made her jump. It was filled
with disgusted wonder.

You re still making excuses for him, aren’t you? Still letting him off the
hook and blaming yourself, after all these years. Even now. Amazing.

“Quit it,” she said hoarsely. “None of that has the slightest goddam thing
to do with the mess I’'m in no§v = |

What a piece of work you are, Jessie!

“ —and even if it did, “ she went on, raising her voice slightly, “even if it
did, it doesn’t it doesn’t have the slightest goddam thing to do with getting
out of the mess I'm in now, so just give it a rest!”

You weren’t Lolita, Jessie, no matter what he might have made you think.

You were about nine country miles from Lolita. (187)

Jessie is finally forced to recognize that she hit out at Gerald because of this incident
when one of the VQices, Nora, confronts her,

Just tell me one thing, Jessie, another voice said. No UFO here; it was the
voice of Nora Callaghan. One thing and we'll consider the subject closed,
at least for now and probably forever. Okay?
Jessie was silent, waiting, wary.

When you finally lost your temper yesterday afternoon — when you finally
kicked out — who were you kicking at? Was it Gerald?

“Of course it was Ger—" she began, and then broke off as a single image,

perfectly clear, filled her mind. It was the white string of drool which had
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been hanging from Gerald’s chin. She saw it clongate, séw it fall to her
midriff just above the navel. Only a little spit, that was all, no big deal after
all the years and all the passionate kisses with their mouths open and their
tongues dueling; she and Gerald had swapped a fair amount of lubricatiOn,
and the only price they’d ever paid was a few shared colds.

No big deal, thét was, until yesterday, when he’d refused to let her go
when she wanted, needed, to be let go. No big deal until she’d smelled that
flat sad mineral smell, the one she ass;)ciated with the well-water at Dark
Score, and with the lake itself on hot summer days . . . days like Jﬁly 20th,
1963, for instance.

She had seen spit; she had thought spunk.

No, that's not true, she thought, but she didn’t need to summon Ruth to
play Devil’s advocate this time; she knew it was true. It’s his goddam
spunk — that had been her exact thought, and after that she had ceased
thinking altogether, at least for awhile.

Instead of thinking she had launched that reflexive countering movement,
driving one foot into his stomach and the other into his balls. Not spit but
spunk; not some new revulsion at Gerald’s game but that old stinking
horror suddenly surfacing like a sea-monster. (188-189)

Obviously, the problem leading to her predicament comes because of an old sexual
trauma that she has not confronted.
Only when Jessie, at the urging of one of the voices she calls Punkin, forces

herself to remember everything that happened during the eclipse does she realize a way to
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free herself. Interestingly, Punkin is the name Jessie’s father called her when she was
young, including the day he molested her. At Punkin’s urging to go back to the eclipse,
Jessie revisits that day in her memory. During this process she recognizes that her féther
had intended to do what he did all along and thaf it was not her fault in any way. It was
her father who had asked her to wear her too tight sundress and it was her father who had
asked her if she wanted to sit on his knee during the eclipse. Moreover, her father had
chosen to wear only a pair of shorts. Ultimately, though, Jessie realizes none of what
happened was her fault when she remembers what her father said to her during his sexual
advances,
Do you love me, Punkin?
Yes, sure - ?
Then don’t worry about anything. I'd never hurt you. Now his other hand
was moving up her bare leg, pushing the sundress ahead of it, bunching it
in her lap. Iwant . . .

R

“ “I'want to be sweet to you,” ” Jessie muttered, shifting a little against
the headbdard. Her face was sallow and dréwn. “That’s what he said.
Good Christ, heiactually said that.” (227)
Once she has remembered what her father said she is able to realize that he had intended
to do what he did all along. It is after she faces this realization that Jessie is able to, as
she says “quit bitching and moaning and get down to business” (228). And so she allows
herself to be directed to what happened before her father’s sexual advances to find out

what Punkin told her she needed to find. And she does, she remembers her father passing

her the panes of glass used to shield the eyes during the eclipse and her father telling her
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to be careful as he doesn’t want his wife to come home to find “a note saying, I've taken
you (Jessie) to the Emergency Room so they can try to sew a couple of your fingers back
on” (231). It is when her memory of that day from start to finish is complete that Jessie is
able to také something from it to set herself free. She realizes her only chance for
freedom rests on her willingness to cut herself with the glass left on the headboard so that
her blood can serve as the lubricant needed to allow her to slide the cuffs off of her hand.
Only when Jessie faces the memory that has crippled her‘psychologically throughout her
life is she able‘to see what needs to be done if she is to be physically free. Importantly,
Jessie is only able to face this memory because of being caught in “Superhero Hijinks.”

This contemporary legend is also bolstered by reference to folk concept, thét of
the bogeyman who is, as identified by John Widdowson, a threatening figure used as a
verbal device used by parents to control their children. While she is trapped Jessie sees a
tall thin man who comes into the cottage and watches her at night. She likens him to the
bogeyman and it is the fear of him, for she knows he plans to kill her, sooner or later, that
forces her not to give up. During the later part of the book she concludes her story by
telling her friend Ruth who the bogeyman turned out to be and why facing him was so
important that she pushed Brandon into setting up, the opportunity for her. Jessie realizes
that Brandon is willing to believe that the wicker box that Jessie had described Joubert,
the bogeyman, as having was just a coincidence rather than “having to accept all the rest—
most of all the fact that a monster like Joubert could actually touch fhe life of someone he
knew and liked” (322). Howeyer, Jessie realizes that this is not something she can allow
herself to do. As she writes to Ruth,

And that insight was followed by a second one, an even clearer one: that
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[ would do it, too. I could come to belie{/e I had been wrong . . . [sic] but if I
succeeded in doing that, my life would be ruined. The voices would start
to come back—not just yours but Punkin’s or Nora Callighan’s, but my
mother’s and my sister’s and my brother’s and kids I’d chummed with in
high school and people I met for ten minutes in doctor’s offices and God
alone knows how many others. I think that most of them would be those
scary UFO voices. (322-23)
Moreover, she realizes why she can’t allow this to happen,
| I couldn’t bear that, Ruth, because in the two months after my hard time in

the house by the lake, I remembered a lot of things I had spent a lotvof |
years repressing. I think the most important of those memories came to the
surface between the first operation on my hand and the second, when [
was on “medication” (this is technical hospital term for “stoned out of
your gourd) almost all the time. The memory was this: in the two years or
so between the day of the eclipse and the day of my brother Will’s
birthdéy party—the one where he goosed me during the croquet game — /
heard all those voices almost constantly. Maybe Will’s goosing me acted

- as some kind of rough, accidental therapy. I suppose it’s possible; don’t
they say that our ancestors iﬁvented cooking after eating what forest fires
left behind? Although if some serendipitous therapy took place that day, I
have an idea that it didn’t come with the goose but when I hauled off and
pounded Will one in the mouth for doing it. . . and at this point none of that

matters. What matters is that, following that day on the deck, I spent two
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years sharing space in my head with a kind of whispering choir, dozens of
voices that passed judgment on my every word and action. Some were
kind and supportive, but most were the voices of people who were afraid,
people who were confused, people who through Jessie was a worthless
little baggage who deserved every bad thing that happened to her and who
would have to pay double for every good thing. For two years I heard
those voices, Ruth, and when they stopped, I forgot them. Not a little at a
time, but all at once.
How could a thing like that happen? I don’t know, and in a very real
sense, [ don’t care. I might if the change had made things‘ worse, | suppose, but it
didn’t-it made them immeasurably better. I spent the two years between
the eclipse and the birthday party in a kind of fugue state, with my
conscious mind shattered into a lot of squabbling fr_agments, and the real
epiphany was this: if I let nice, kind Brandon Milheron have this way, I’d
end up right back where I started—headed down Nuthouse Lane by the
way of Schizophrenia Boulevard. And this time there is no little brother
around to administer crude shock therapy; this time I have to do it myself,
just as I had to get out of Gerald’s goddam handcuffs myself. (322-324)
Jessie has to face Joubert no matter the cost if she is to believe that she really is healed
and has dealt with all of her monsters, from her father, to the bogeyman, to her time in
handcuffs.

Those of us that have heard the contemporary legend “Superhero Hijinks” have

wondered “what if no one heard the woman calling for help.” In Gerald's Game we see
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what happens when the “what if...” happens. Jessie calls for help but is not heard because
no one is there. In Jessie’s case, being locked up means that Jessie is no longer able to
run from herself; she is forced to confront both her own demons and the demons that
surround her. It is this process of psychological therapy that makes uﬁ the bulk of the
text. This therapy would not be possible were it not for being caught in “Superhero
Hijinks.” |

“Superhero Hijinks” is also about adult's fantasies and the way in which we view
these fantasies. Pretending to be someone else, even if only for a little while, can be very
liberating and allow people to act differently than they normally would. This idea of
being someone else is often used in marriage counseling therapy encounters where each
spouse takes on the role of their partner. However, ultimately why people play sex
games and what sex games they play is private to them and all that is needed is a place
where privacy and anonymity are guaranteed.

Unfortunately, on some level most people still think of sex games and the idea of
bondage, even with scarves, as being a little risqué, a little naughty. The conse‘quence of
having what ié private become public is ridicule and even condemnation. All of this is
implied in the consequence of the contemporary legend. That is why it is told again and
again. The implicatién in the telling is “of course I would never dé this” and “this would
never happen to me” because the tellers and the receivers of the contemporary legend are
the ‘good’ boys and girls who will never need to be punished for aberrant behaviour. The
players in the contemporary legend are all punished for breaking society’s moral code.
This aberranf behaviour, the common sense that you can be caught and the resulting

punishment combined with the suggestion that you can never really hide, is what this
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contemporary legend is all about. In effect Jessie, is the creator of her own dilemma, the
anxiety associated with this act has been borne out as she is the one who engaged in a
game that left her powerless and her punishment is the making public of this private act.

In this chapter [ have shown how in Gerald’s Game the contemporary legend is
integral to the text as the working out of it is the whole story. I have illustrated how the
story has, of course, been developed with the plot being fleshed out, setting detailed,
characters developed and other elements of literature incorporated. I have looked at a
possible theme or main intent for the story but shown how, nonetheless, the basic plot is
recognizable as a contemporary legend. As such it can be seen the importance of the’
contemporary legend lies in how it informs the whole text and how it and the larger
fiction act as mirrors reflecting each other (Dillenbach’s mise en abyme) until,
intertextually, neither one clearly stands on its own as both reflect and thus add to each |
other.

Moreover, the unknown horror of thé contemporary legend, the possibility that
woman’s cries for help not be heard, has been shown to be infegral to the movement of
the plot. The horror of either dying in this position or being discovered in it forces Jessie
to examine fully how to escape. Without her willingness to move from the real to unreal
Jessie would not have been able to move back to real again. Had she not negotiated an
understanding of her life and dealt with the one incident of sexual abuse in her past, Jessie

would not have been able to develop the strength and ability to free herself.



247

Chapter 10
Conclusion

In this thesis I have examined the contemporary legend in regards to some
literature texts. To do this I reviewed existing contemporary legend scholarship and
created a definition of the contemporary legend as it pertains to literature. I then looked
at some of the many writers whose works obviously contain contemporary legends, make
reference to contemporary legends or are based on contemporary legends. I examined
how in these cases the contemporary legends are used within the writer’s text and how
th’ey meld with the text, intertextually and intratextually, to create a new text. F inally I
have looked at what the contemporary legends have to say in conjunction with the text in
which they appear for as Paul Smith states’in his definition, contemporary legends
“provide a vehicle for the discussion of relevant cohtemporary issues” (99).

As discussed earlier, literature is but one form of popular culture and popular
culture has long been accepted as a mirror of society. One way that cultﬁre at the time of
writing is reflected in fiction is through the folklore item(s) in the text.

' As students of literature we take for granted that the study of literature is
important. We accept the belief that literature expands our knowledge about ourselves
and others. It broadens our worldview and heightens our imagination. Through the
reading of literature, we learn about our past and our present and can be prompted to
think about our possible futures as literature challenges and affirms our assumptions
about reality.

As Orson Scott Card says in his introduction to Ender’s Game:
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I think that most of us, anyway, read these stories that we know are not “true”
because we’re hungry for another kind of truth. The mythic truth about human
nature in general, the particular truth about those life communities that define our
own identity, and the most specific truth of all: our own self-story. Fiction,
because it is not about somebody who actually lived in the real world, always has
the possibility of being about ourself. (Intro xx)
And we read because when we read a text the reading becomes our own. We help
to make the story. As Card states about the different interpretations of Ender’s Game
All these readings of the book are “correct.”
This is the essence of the transaction between storyteller and audience. The “true”
story is the one that exists in my mind; it is certainly not the written words oﬁ the
bound paper that you hold in your hands. The story in my mind is nothing but a
hope; the text of the story is the tool that I created in order to try to make that
hope a reality. The story itself, the true story, is the one that the audience
members create in their own minds, guided and shaped by my text, but then
transformed, elucidated, expanded, edited, and clarified by their own experiences,
their desires, their hopes and fears. (xxi)
ObVioﬁsly the study of folklore, like literature, helps us to learn more about ourselves and
the world around us. Yet, to study folklore as a means to understand ourselves we need to
recognize that a text is not just one thing. The words that make the written text can
combine to present another text. Generally, however, the idea of a text is obvious for

English. The text is the piece of literature, be it a poem, play, novel or a short story. For
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folklore, the idea of a text is not so clear cut. Mary Ellen Lewis explains this in her article
“The Study of Folklore in Literature: An Expanded View”,

.. .folkloric patterns may result in a house or a barn, a quilt or a pair of shoes, a
loaf of bread or a jug of wine . . As behaviors, folklore has a situation or context
in ‘WhiCh the item, text, or thing is actualized where — a relationship exists
between actor — performer/maker and audience/user. The situation includes not
only the persons and particulars about them, but the specific setting and the
general situational matrix. From the situation cémes a product, the result — atest
or item — which has a recognizable structural content or form, the analysis of
which may yield equally recognizable structural patterns. Here belong all of the
recognizable genres of folklofe as well as more unconventional, or inchoately
defined, genres, such as ideas, themes, worldview. And in the situation, to
actualize the product, a medium is used — for example, in the verbal arts, language
a style. Thus folklore involves a éituation for which the process, a medium
though which to realize it or actualize it, and a product, result. And each of these
parts of folklore has both a descriptive and a structural level.

In actuality situation/context, medium/language and style, product/text,
item together form a whole artificially broken up into parts to facilitate analysis.
(345)
Thus the item identified as folklore cannot truly exist alone. Instead it is a part of
the whole that surrounds it. This whole is the culture. The situation that gives rise to the
folklore item, the performance of the item, the result of the item is all a part of the text.

When the folklore product/item is identified as a part of the literature text, all that



250

surrounds it must be identified. Only in the examination of the complete text of the
folklore item and how it interacts within the larger text of the literature item will there be
any value to the discussion of the folklore item’s place within literature, its contribution
to the piece of literature and the analysis of the literature itself. In other words the how
and the why‘of thaf which is within the text is as of much, if not more; importance as the
what.

Clearly, both folklore and literature are reflections of culture. But, what is culture?
Raymond Williams in his text Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society discusses
the various meanings of the word. He states:

Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English

language. This is so partly because of its intricate historical development, in

several European languages, but mainly because it has now come to be used for
important concepts in several distinct intellectual disciplines and in several

distinct and incompatible systems of thought (76-77).

Williams then continues on with a discussion of the various uses of the word and its
| history. However, he concludes that

... we have to recognize three broad active categofies of usage. . . (1) the

independent and abstract noun which describes a general process of intellectual,

spiritual and aesthetic development. . .(ii) the independent noun, whether used

generally of specifically, which indicates a particular way of life, whether of a

_people, or a period or group. . .(ii1) the independent and abstract noun which

describes the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity. ..
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.. It is clear that, within a discipline, conceptual usage has to be clarified. But in
general it is the range and overlap of meanings that is significant. The complex of
senses indicates a complex argument about relations between general human
development and a particular way of life, and between both and the works and
practices of art and intelligence. (80-81)

Culture, then, if we combine the three general uses identified by Williams, is the
act of living, be it physical, spiritual, emotional, social or artistic within a large specific .or
general community setting. Furthermore, culture can be recognized as existing on a series
of different sub-levels as within the larger community will be many smaller communities
that centre around various activities such as work, and places such as home and school.
Clearly, literature and folklore, each reflect this definition of culture. Moreover, as
folklore is a pervasive part of our lives how it is spread needs to be acknowledged. In
particular, when we look at the contemporary legend and its appearance as a part of
television shows, references to them as news items in the papers, their spread through the
internet and other forms of mass media the connection between culture, media and
folklore must be examined.

This connection between mass culture, media and folklore is examined by Linda
Dégh and Andrew Vazsonyi in their article “Magic for Sale: Marchen and Legend in TV
Advertising.” Here they state, “it might sound strange to those early theorists of folklore,
but television is the main dispenser of certain forms of folklore, including the tale” (49).
Indeed, in an earlier article, “The Dialectics of the Legend,” Dégh and Vazsonyi claimed:

It is not enough to acknowledge that mass media has a “role” in modern

legend-transmission. It is closer to the truth that the mass media are part of
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folklore—maybe the greater part. The legend makes a part of its way—-

presumably the lesser—on foot and continues on the longer trail through

the speedy modern vehicle. (37)
Clearly, television, mass culture and mass media are main dispensers of certain forms of
folklore through their transmission of folklore forms. Building on Dégh’s contention, in
her article “The Belief Legend in Modern Society,” that social and historical changes
influence the legend, Ronald L. Baker elaborates on this connection. In his article “The
Influence of Mass Culture on Modern Legends,” he notes that “there is plenty of evidence
suggesting that mass culture nourishes legendry—providing it with fresh subject matter
and speeding its dissemination” (367). He goes on to state that:

It follows, then that such a pervasive force as mass culture naturally would

influence the nature of modern legends. On the one hand, the products,

institutions, and heroes of mass culture have had an enormous impact on

~ the subject matter of contemporary legends; and, on the other hand,

television, radio, newspaper, and ofher mass media have engulfed and

spread a number of legendary themes. (368)
There is no doubt that forms of mass media have engulfed and spread a number of
legendéry themes. In his article, Baker documents a number of instances of legends that
have been influenced by mass culture through the mass media. He discussés, among
others, legends generated by the automobile including “The Death Car,” which I
discussed in chapter 8; “The Vanishing Hitchhiker,” and contemporary legends
concerning department stores such as K-Mart, which were sprgad via interviews and a

popular radio talk show. However, it is not just through television, radio and the internet
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and other quasi-oral or performance-oriented media, that such narratives are circulated,
but also within the more stable form of print. An example of how print media is involved
in the spread of folklore can be seen in the following letter,
‘Dear Abby: ;
If you are interested in teenagers, you will print this story. I don’t
know whether it is true or not, but it doesn’t matter because it served
its purpose for me: |
A fellow and his date pulled into their favorite “lover’s lane” to
listen to the radio and do a little necking. The music was interrupted by an
announcer who said there was an escaped convict in the area who had
served time for rape and robbery. He was described as having a hook
instead of a right hand. The couple became frightened and drove away. |
When the boy took his girl home, he went around to open the car door for
her. Then he saw it-a hook on the door handle! I don’t think I will ever
park to make out as long és I live. I hope this does the same for other kids.
Jeanette
Published in a 1960 Dear Abby column, here the contemporary legend “The

Hook” *® was disseminated throughout North America in a nationally syndicated column;

3% Published as a letter to newspaper advice columnist Abigal van Buren on
November 8th, 1960. The story being presented by Jeanette is clearly that of the
contemporary legend “The Hook.” This contemporary legend is a classic. It has been
used by Paul Smith and Gillian Bennett in their 1996 text Contemporary Legend A
Reader (xxi) to jumpstart their discussion of contemporary legend definition. It has also
been used by Jan Harold Brunvand in his book The Vanishing Hitchhiker: American
Urban Legends and Their Meanings (1981) 48-9.
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it appeared simultaneously in a number of newspapers across North America. Clearly
then there is no set manner of transmission for folklore such as contemporary legends as
they can be transmitted through word of mouth or through the internet or they may appear
in newspapers or magazines as news or gossip. >

Regarding contemporary legends, their mutable nature is in part the result of how
they are transmitted, which changes depending on the situation. Moreover, while
contemporary legends are spread orally, through e-mail, the news and dthérl media they
are present in texts, the static nature of which affects how they are retold, if at all.

As scholars from different disciplines become aware of the contemporary legend
and the impact it has upon their field of study, they will add shades of use and
understanding to the contemporary legend’s form, content, and functions through their
approaches. Just as a critical approach to reading a piece of literature can shift the focus
of its theme, so too can the different critical approaches to a contemporary legend alter

what is perceived as its message, challenge or even its function.

% Asan example of how contemporary legends are influenced by mass media one
may visit http://www.snopes.com/. Snopes is an urban legend reference site. On the main
page it is possible to access pages dealing with contemporary legends spread by and about
television, radio and the internet. Moreover, a listing of internet hoaxes, email rumors
and urban legends Web sites that deal with internet lore present at the time of writing
abound. Some of the more interesting ones include: The AFU and Urban Legends
Archive http://urbanlegends.miningco.com/library/blhoax.htm
http://www.urbanlegends.com; CNET Special Report: I Swear It's All True!
‘http://’www.cnet.com/specialreports/0-6014-7-1427917 html; Current Netlore
http://urbanlegends.about.com/library/blhoax.htm; Scams, Hoaxes and Urban Legends
http://www.nursehealer.com/Scam.htm; TruthorFiction.Com - Attack on America
http://www.truthorfiction.com./index-wtc.htm ; Urban Legends: Don't believe everything
you read http://www.scambusters.org/legends.html ; The Urban Legend Combat Kit
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Nonetheless, as a whole the functions of the contemporary Iegend appear to make
us think about that which we are expressing or have a concern with, or about, society.
They are there‘ to provide us with a means through which to express, vicariously, feelings
that may or may not be considered appropriate, important or valid. As such the
contemporary legend serves to enable us to continue to negotiate our role and place
within our mutable and sometimes frightening world.

Within literature, the contemporary legeﬁd serves a number of roles. The strength
of the contemporary legend is such that the inclusion of or the allusion to a contemporary
legend within a larger piece of fiction functions in four main ways.

First, for texts that were written in a time before the reader’s contemporary time,
the contemporary legend provides a window into the concerns of the cultural time of
the text’s creation; as seen in Dickens’ Pickwick Papers.

Second, the contemporary legend acts as a communicative device within
literature. In this instance they reflect, reinforce or foreshadow one of the themes of the
text and they show the relationship between the characters in the text. This role was
examined in Dave Klein’s novel Blind Side. In addition they illustrate the conﬂection or
relationship between the characters in the text and reveal the character traits of one of the
characters in the text. This role was examined though Sue Grafton’s H is for Homicide.
Moreover, when they are used as a communicative device within literature they show the
development of the relationship between the characters in the text and/or a narrative
event, and reveal the character traits of one of the characters in the text. This role was
examined through Gail Bowen’s The Wandering Soul Murders. As well, as a minor

communicative device the contemporary legend may be used as an aside in which case it
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adds a moment of lightness to the text but adds nothing to the dévelopment of plot or
character. This role was illustrated through Howard Engel’s The Suicide Murders.

Third, the contemporary legend acts as a functional device in that it acts as the
key incident in the rising action leading to the climax and the conclusion of the text.
More specifically, the contemporary legend is the pivotal event in the plot through
which change that is occurring in a character is reflected, in particular in the
Bildungsroman. This function was examined in Fannie Flagg’s Fried Green Tomatoes at
the Whistle Stop Café, Anthony Burgess’ The Pianoplayer, and, peripherally, Gerald’s
Game. |

Fourth, the contemporary serves as the frame of reference for the whole text. This
function was examined in Stephen King’s It, Christine and Gerald’s Game.

In all cases, contempor‘ary legends uphold or undermine their society’s hegemony
as they invite the expression of diverse péints of view. This is achieved, in part, through
the focus of the contemporary legend; contemporary legends transmit stories‘whose
focus, upon reflection, seems like common or good sense. The common sense message
either reinforces accepted behaviour, thinking and morality or, alternatively, when the
message of the contemporary legend is discussed or debated, it supplies an alternative
means of disruption. This disruption occurs when what seems like common sense or
status quo is challenged. Thus no matter what form contemporary legends may take or
how fragmentary they may appear, in a text, their use is important because of their
function.

Moreover, that contemporary legends reach beyond the boundaries of county and

country, suggests that the concerns/fears/beliefs that they communicate are international;
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contemporary society is indeed becoming a global village. In addition, that the form, if
not the story itself, és active contemporary legends change, is a part of our collective
memory, suggests that contemporéry legends form a part of our cultural literacy.

‘Indeed as Ronald L. Baker writes:

Although written literature frequently is considered as something more individual

than social, the literary artist as well as the folk artist works with materials

belonging to the whole community, as Crews suggests. Regardless of whether the

“meta-personal” element is held pre-consciously, as Jungians believe, or

consciously, as Crews discovered, the literary artist works within a cultural

framework; and the form or content of his or her art will be shaped by culturally

determined circumstances beyond the artist’s control. (1976:109)

Thus, for these reasons further critical study of texts which use contemporary
legends is needed. This examination of the roles contemporary legends play when they
exist within larger pieces of fiction is important for what contemporary legends reveal
about the text itself and the cultural context of the text’s creation. In order to understand
the role of contemporary legends within larger pieces of fiction, this study examined the
structure, forms and roles of the contemporary legend within literature and illustrated how
the contemporary legend acts as a mirror of, of a window into, the text itself and/or the
cultural context of the text’s creation. Ultimately, contemporary legends in literature
need to be examined as the two narrative texts are intertwined; they affect each other.
When contemporary legends are included into literature by authors such as King then
they serve a purpose within the text. However, at the same time the texts which

~ incorporate the contemporary legends are themselves disseminating the legends thus
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keeping the contemporary legend in the public consciousness as long as the text is read.
As long the contemporary legend is kept current then it rhay become incorporated into yet
another text. Clearly each narrative form has an impact upon the other and for that reason

as well the two narrative forms need to be studied together, not alone.
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Appendix A
Paul Smith. Definitional Characteristics of the Contemporary Legend.” Fi odftale News 44,

May (1999): 5-8

A: CHARACTERISTICS WHICH DESCRIBE THE NATURE OF
CONTEMPORARY LEGENDS IN TERMS OF WHAT THEY ARE OR ARE

NOT

Al: Narrative Status
a: A contemporary legend is a type of traditional discourse.
b: Contemporary legends appear to be anonymous creations.
¢: Contemporary legends do not exist as single, unique items and many examples of
any one text will be in circulation at any one time
d: Contemporary legends demonstrate a high propensity for mutability. As such all
aspects of the contemporary legend are capable of change or prone to being changed.
As such, they are not static, and no two examples of supposedly the same story are
exactly alike.
A2: Form
a: The contemporary legend is primarily a conversational genre
A3: Structure
a: Contemporary legends vary in terms of structure
b: Contemporary legends, in general, comprise only a single episode or motif.

¢: Contemporary legends, in general, have no formulaic openings and closings
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d: Contemporary legends have no deﬁniti.ve text and, consequently, their traditional
nature is not always immediately apparent.
A4: Style
a: Contemporary legends, in general, do not have an artistically developed form, and
no effort is made to polish the story.
b: Contemporary legends, in general, use informal and/or colloquial language.
AS: Dissemination
a: Contemporary legends in general have a wide, sometimes international,
distribution.
b: Contemporary legends are communicated primarily by word of mouth, although
they are also frequently disseminated through the mass media (eg., films, television,
radio, newspapers), office communications technology (eg., fax, photocopiers, email),
as well as novels and short stories.
A6: Nafrators
a: in general, we are all potential narrators / communicators of contemporary legends.
b: contemporary legends require no specialist performers and so there is no dividing
line between the narrators and the listeners.
¢: contemporary legend narrators are, in general, unaware that they are telling a
traditional narrative which has previously been told by others
d: Contemporary legends are not considered to be the property of any one individual
AT7: Context of narration
a: Contemporary legends have no specific context for performance but instead‘are

performed in a wide variety of contexts
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b: Contemporary legends are, in general, presented to the listener within the context
of an existing group relationship.
c: The “narration” of a contemporary legend is an interactive process.
d: The “narration” of a contemporary legend stems from normal conversation rather
than in response to a request for someone to tell a tale.

A8: Content

" a: Themes: Contemporary legends are the expressions of a variety of legendary

themés, motifs, and allomotifs — not a fixed body of material. Contemporary legends
are broadly related thematically, in that they emerge out of current physical and social
contexts as well as social interaction, and they describe culturally proscribed
behaviours (implied or explicit) of one kind or another.
b: Plausibility: Contemporary legends, in general, appear to be plausible, and even
possible, in that they present descriptions and discussions of mundane and ordinary,
rather than extraordinary and sensational, experiences and events (although often
having an unusual twist).
¢: Temporality: Contemporary legends are set in the “her and ﬁow,” as \if they
happened recently —although the stories may have historical antecedents, roots in
historical fact, or make reference to the past or reflect age-old concerns.
d: Contemporaneity: Contemporary legends are not simple traditional legends Whiéh
have been modernized and/or “rationalized” and which are in circulation today.
e: Principal Characteristics: Contemporary legends are set in the real world and focus

in ordinary individuals whom we encounter in the course of our everyday lives.
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f: Setting: Contemporary legends are set in the real world and focus on familiar places
we recognize and inhabit.
g: Events: Contemporary legends portray situations which we, or someone we know,
may have experienced, are currently experiencing, or could possibly experience.
h: Secular / Sacred Status: Contemporary legends are primarily secular (as opposed to
sacred).
i: Supernatural Status: Contemporary legends are, in general, non-supernatural.
j: Connotation: ---
k: Ostension: ---

A9: Truth
a: Contemporary legends are presented as describing true events, even when they are
intended as “lies,” “Hoaxes,” and “jokes.”
b: With contemporary legends, as often as not, the question of the truthfulness of the
events descrjbed is overlooked because the tales sound so plausible and possible, even
when they may have an odd flaw in the logic or story line.
¢: verisimilitude: Contemporary legends, although probably unsubstantial,
nevertheless appear to be substantiated through the inclusion of details such as names,
times, and places.
d: The fact that the participants in the events described are named is not validation
that these individuals exist or that events ever took place
e: Rarely are the narrators identified as the participants in the story. Instead they

distance themselves, though not necessarily intentionally, from the events they
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describe by the inclusion of such phrases as “...it happened to a friend,” thereby
making themselves less accountable for the truth of the story.

A10: Belief
a: Contemporary legends vary in terms of the level of belief in the story exhibited by
the narrators or listeners
b: Contemporary legends, in general, do not require that the narrators or listeners
subscribe to any new or special belief(s) or belief system, but rather they emerge out
of the existing beliefs of a given grouﬁ.
c¢: Contemporary legends, in general, include some implicit or explicit, positive or .
negative “statement of belief” out of which arises “dialogue” and “debate” in the form
of confirmation or challenge by participants

Al1: Selection
a: The selection of an appropriate contemporary legend for narration is primarily
based on the current context of the discourse taking place; that is, they are usually
proffered in response to a preceding item of conversation.
b: The selection of contemporary legend for narration generally focuses on topics and
issues which are perceived as important by the speaker and/or lisfener alike.
¢: some contemporary Legend described scenarios which are perceived to be more
important to the narrators and listeners than others, and so cycles of tales will be
circulating simultaneously.

Al2: Meaning
a: Contemporary legends have no single meaning and so can héve different meanings

for different individuals
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A13: Function
a: Contemporary legends have a wide Varigcty of functions for both their telling and
narrative content. As such, any one contemporary legend may be informétive and/or
entertaining while carrying other messages, all at the same time.
5: Contemporary legends have no single function and so can have different functions
for different individuals
¢: Contemporary legends provide an opportunity for speakers to introduce some

statement or debate about a “contemporary” issue from his/her chosen perspective

B: CHARACTERISTICS WHICH DESCRIBE CONTEMPORARY LEGENDS IN

TERMS OF WHAT THEY MAY OR MAY NOT BE

B1: Narrative Status
a: Although contemporary legends appear to be anonymous créations, they may have
discoverable sources.
b: Although contemporary legends appear to be anonymous creations, it is not
unknown for texts to have spuriously attributed authorship

B2: Form
a: Although the contemporary legend is primarily a conversational genre, they may be
found embedded in other types of traditional discourse (eg., joke, memorate, dite,
rumour, gossip, personal experience narrative) and in diverse settings — ranging from

news-reporting to after-dinner speeches.
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b: A contemporary legend may or may not be an elabdrate, underdeveloped or
fragmentary narrative or find expression as a kernel narrative, a digest, or a statement
of belief, or as a reference or allusion to a narrative or photo-narrative.

B3: Structure
a: Contemporary legends may or may not have reflective descriptions added,

B4: Style
a: Contempbrary legends may or may not be dramatic in their presentation
b: Contemporary legends my or may not use “politically correct” language

BS: Dissemination: ---.

B6: Narrators: ---.

B7: Context of Narration:
a: The setting of a contemporary legend may or may not include much interaction
between the speaker and the listener

B8: Content:
a: Themes: ---.
b: Plausibility: ---.
c: Tempbrality: ---.
d: Contemporaneity: A contemporary legend may or may not contain specifically
confemporary material. Contemporary legends may or may not be.updated narratives
(historical and otherwise) which deal with contemporary issues, characters, settings,
etc. A contemporary legend may or may not have historical antecedents in terms bf
plots and texts.

e: Principal Characters: ---.
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f: Setting: ---.
g: Events: A contemporary legend may or may not describe what are perceived to be
newly emergent events (threats, problems, and the like) that are in the physical and
social contexts of the narrator and/or the listener
h: Secular / Sacred Status:---.
i: Supernatural Status: ---.
j: Connotation: A contemporary le gend may or may not be “politically correct.”
k: Ostension: A contemporary legend may or may not suggest or call for action on the
part of the narrators or listeners.

B9: Truth
a: A contemporary legend may or may not, in whole or part, be true. This may not
necessarily be literal truth, but perhaps truth which comes from typifying life in the
twentieth century.

B10: Belief
a: A contemporary legend may or may not be believed (in whole or part) to be true.
b: A contemporary legend may or may not involve the suspension of disbelief.

B11: Selection: ---. |

B12: Meaning: ---.

Blé: Function
a: A contemporary legend may or may not be used to validate other aspects of culture
— for example collective beliefs.
b: A contemporary legend may or may not provide juétiﬁcations as to why we behave

or should behave in particular ways in certain situations
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¢: A contemporary legend may or may not be used to integrate knowlédge within a
culture and so maintain gfoup cohesion

d: A contemporary legend ﬁlay or may not be used to compensate and to fill a gap in
our empirical knowledge with suppositions abouf[ the way the world works.

e: A contemporary legend may or may not reconcile us to the lives we are
experiencing rather than the lives we would like to experience.

f: A contemporary legend may or may not be didactic (eg., etiological and/or
etymological) in that they may be employed to explore, explain, or illustrate a
particular point.

g: A contemporary legénd may or may not be used to present a rational explanation of
some issue or phenomena which is ambiguous or beyond our control

- h: A contemporary legend may or may not function to provide a forum for social
control in that they may deliver meaningful moral, personal, and political messages.
i A contemporary legend may or may not function to substantiate something said in
the current or the previous conversation

j: A contemporary legend may or may not function as an emotional response to a
situation, in that it may allow us to express our fears and provide commentary and
explanations of abnormal situations or strange behaviour or be offered as a warning
against involvement in particular types of situations.

k: A contemporary legend may or may not function as an aesthetic»response toa

situation
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Conclusions

This muiti-faceted definition of the contemporary legend embraces many points of
view and many options. Because of the variety of interests and orientations it reflects, it is
hoped that this may prove to be more universally applicable than many of the existing

definitions









