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About the author
Stephen King was born on September 21, 1947, in Portland,
Maine. On October 4, 1957, he saw Earth vs. Flying Saucers
at a theater in Stratford, Connecticut. The film was interrupted
with the announcement that the Russian satellite Sputnik had
been launched. At that moment, King has often contended, he
was on his way to becoming a horror writer. It didn’t happen
overnight. His first four novels were all rejected by numerous
publishers before Carrie was accepted by Doubleday in 1973.
In the intervening years, King had worked as a high-school
teacher and as a laborer in a laundry. Since Carrie, he has
written more than 40 books, each finding a near-permanent
home on best-seller lists. A number of his novels and stories
have been adapted for movies and television. King’s wife,
Tabitha, is also a writer of popular fiction.

Discussion questions
1. The small towns of Maine have figured strongly in many of
Stephen King’s most popular novels and stories: The Dead
Zone, Cujo, and “The Body” in Different Seasons, in addition to
‘Salem’s Lot. Discuss King’s mixed feelings about the small towns
of his youth. What attracts him to them and what repels him?

2. In what sense is the arrival of the vampire in ’Salem’s Lot
foreshadowed by the behavior of the town’s inhabitants?
If you were a vampire scouting around for a new home, what
would you find attractive about ’Salem’s Lot?

3. Throughout his career, King has been alternately criticized
and applauded for his habit of grounding his plots in the 
artifacts of popular culture: clothes, cars, slang, food, etc.
How do these artifacts contribute to the mood of ’Salem’s Lot?

4. The fears of adults, King says, “are pallid compared to the
fears every child lies cheek and jowl with in his dark bed.” 
In ’Salem’s Lot, though, the fears of children become reality.
Discuss the role of Mark Petrie, the child star of the novel, as a
kind of mentor to grown-ups, whose so-called maturity 
shields them from the truth.

Further reading
Shirley Jackson. The Haunting of Hill House. Viking, 1954.
Stephen King. The Dead Zone. Viking, 1979.
Stephen King. Stephen King’s Danse Macabre.

Everest House, 1981.
Peter Straub. Ghost Story. Coward, 1979.
Douglas Winter. Stephen King: The Art of Darkness. NAL, 1984.
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’Salem’s Lot
by Stephen King

A stranger came to town. That simple sentence contains an
archetype central to popular fiction. In coming-of-age novels,
the stranger is an agent of change and growth, allowing the
hero to come alive. In many horror novels, on the other hand,
the stranger—fortified by blood, his beverage of choice—
drains the life from those he encounters.

Our universal fear of outsiders is what gives frisson 
to the stranger archetype, and nowhere is that fear more 
recognizable than in our traditional image of the New England
small town, where insularity itself becomes a defense against
incursion by strangers, whether in the form of “flatlanders,”
summer people, or any other alien life form hailing from
“Away.” The stereotypical Yankee, befuddling outsiders with 
a series of cryptic yups and nopes, may be a comic character
from folklore, but he is also a soldier defending his Maginot
Line against potential blitzkrieg. And behind the crotchety
Yankee’s seeming impregnability, there is the constant fear
that one day a stranger will come to town who won’t take 
nope for an answer.

That stranger comes to Jerusalem’s Lot, Maine.
Published in 1975, ’Salem’s Lot  was Stephen King’s second
novel. He was still relatively little known at that time, with only
Carrie behind him, and while ’Salem’s Lot sold a respectable
26,000 copies in hardcover, it was nowhere near the kind 
of runaway successes his novels would soon become.
(Nowadays, a new King novel typically has a first printing of
more than one million copies.) But when ’Salem’s Lot was
reprinted in paperback, the book took off, topping the 
New York Times bestseller list and transforming King from 
a successful author into a publishing phenomenon.

Many critics have dismissed ’Salem’s Lot as just 
another vampire novel, but if that were so, what explains the
book’s enduring hold over so many readers? The answer 
may lie not with the vampire but with the town he 
decimated. King’s critics are right about the chief villain in 
’Salem’s Lot. Mr. Barlow, our lead vampire, is no Dracula. 

He doesn’t even appear until the story is nearly half over, and
he is perhaps the most one-dimensional figure in the book.
Jerusalem’s Lot, the quintessential Maine small town, is the
novel’s central character. King got the idea for the book from a
conversation he had with his wife, Tabitha, and an old friend
about what would happen if Dracula appeared in rural 
Maine. Quoted in Douglas Winter’s Stephen King: The Art of
Darkness, King describes the book’s genesis this way:

“There are so many small towns in Maine, towns which
remain so isolated that almost anything could happen there.
People could drop out of sight, disappear, perhaps even come
back as the living dead. . . . I began to turn the idea over 
in my mind, and it began to coalesce into a possible novel. 
I thought it would make a good one, if I could create a 
fictional town with enough prosaic reality about it to offset
the comic-book menace of a bunch of vampires.”

That juxtaposition of prosaic reality against outlandish
terror has always been central to King’s technique for scaring
his readers. In ’Salem’s Lot, he does it by looking beneath the
surface of idyllic New England. We see the pastoral beauty;
the close-knit community united by shared values and 
common goals; the unpretentious life-style, complete with hot
dogs on the barbecue and badminton on the lawn after dinner.
Yet from the beginning, we also see the harbinger of 
something else, something threatening, something “other.”
The novel begins with a stranger, not Mr. Barlow, but a writer,
Ben Mears, returning to Jerusalem’s Lot, where he’d lived
briefly as a boy. Mears has come home again, not to reclaim
his innocence, but to expunge his demons—the memory of the
body of a man dead for decades, still hanging in the closet of
an abandoned mansion, the Marsten House. Mears believes
that he hallucinated this horrible scene, but he wants to
explore why it happened, why this house could have prompted
him to imagine evil.

The Marsten House, King reports in his nonfiction book,
Stephen King’s Danse Macabre, was a real place in Durham,
Maine, his hometown. Like Ben Mears, King snuck into the
Marsten House and was scared there, not by a vision of a dead
body but by a trick played on him by friends. Still, the memory
persisted, and in this novel the Marsten House is relocated 
to a hill above ’Salem’s Lot and becomes the home of the other
stranger who came to town, Mr. Barlow. But this book isn’t
about a haunted house (that Stephen King book is The
Shining). In ’Salem’s Lot, the Marsten House has a supporting 

role; it is our first indication that all is not as it seems in this
particular New England town. The novel, like Grace Metalious’
Peyton Place, is about the hypocrisy and callousness that lurk
beneath the postcard-perfect New England small town. King
shows us the hypocrites, the snoopers, and the wife beaters,
but he goes one step further. He suggests that insularity breeds
not only contempt, as in Peyton Place, but evil.

“Terror,” King observed in Danse Macabre, “often arises
from a pervasive sense of disestablishment; that things are 
in the unmaking.” This sense of the known giving way to the
unknown is at the heart of ’Salem’s Lot, and it is intensified 
by the fact that so few of the town’s citizens recognize what is
happening. Part of the problem is modernity itself—we no
longer allow ourselves to believe in things that go bump in the
night—and part of the problem is the small-town insistence 
on maintaining the illusion of tranquility. If  ‘Salem’s Lot 
were just another vampire novel, it would portray a 
straightforward struggle between good (people) and bad
(vampires). It would not portray the arrival of vampires in the
Lot as a kind of supernatural manifestation of the town’s 
distorted sense of itself.

In his introduction to the 1999 Pocket Books reprint of
’Salem’s Lot, King reveals that he thought, “in my story, 
the vampires would probably win, and good luck to them. 
Drive those cars, boys. Run that restaurant. WELCOME TO
JERUSALEM’S LOT, BLOOD SAUSAGE OUR SPECIALTY.”

Like Grace Metalious, King feels both affection for and
anger toward his small town. A part of him wants to see
’Salem’s Lot get its comeuppance, and this part gives the novel
something most vampire stories lack. And, yet, in the end, the
vampires don’t win. Not exactly, at least. King believes that
“writers have found it so much easier to imagine doom in the
years since World War II (and especially in the years since
Vietnam), easier to imagine characters who grow smaller as a
result of their trials rather than bigger. Ben Mears, I discovered,
wanted to be big. Wanted, in fact, to be a hero. I let him be
what he wanted to be. I have never been sorry.” 

But how does Ben Mears become big? Not by pounding 
a wooden stake into the heart of Barlow. He does that, of
course, but it isn’t enough. The evil continues to thrive. 
No, Ben Mears becomes big by burning down ’Salem’s Lot.
Writers of every kind—from Nathaniel Hawthorne to Grace
Metalious to John Updike to John Casey to Annie Proulx to
Carolyn Chute to Howard Frank Mosher—have wrestled with
their mixed feelings about the small towns of New England.
But it took Stephen King to burn one down.


