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Shirley Jackson
(12/14/1919—8/8/1965)
Award(s): 
Edgar Allan Poe Award, 1961, for story, "Louisa, Please"; 
Arents Pioneer Medal for Outstanding Achievement, Syracuse University, 1965.


Personal Information: Born December 14, 1919, in San Francisco, CA; died of heart failure, August 8, 1965, in North Bennington, VT; daughter of Leslie Hardie (president of Stecher-Traung Lithograph, Inc.) and Geraldine (Bugbee) Jackson; married Stanley Edgar Hyman (an author and critic), 1940 (died, 1970); children: Laurence Jackson, Joanne Leslie, Sarah Geraldine, Barry Edgar. Education: Attended University of Rochester, 1934-36; Syracuse University, B.A., 1940.

WRITINGS:

· The Road through the Wall (novel), Farrar, Straus (New York, NY), 1948, 2nd edition, Manor, 1973, published as The Other Side of the Street, Pyramid (New York, NY), 1956, reprinted under original title, Popular Library (New York City), 1976. 

· The Lottery; or, The Adventures of James Harris (short stories), Farrar, Straus, 1949. 

· Hangasman (novel), Farrar, Straus, 1949. 

· Life among the Savages (semiautobiographical essays), Farrar, Straus, 1953. 

· The Bird's Nest (novel), Farrar, Straus, 1954, published as Lizzie, Signet, 1957, reprinted under original title, Popular Library, 1976. 

· The Witchcraft of Salem Village (juvenile nonfiction), Random House (New York, NY), 1956. 

· Raising Demons, Farrar, Straus, 1957. 

· The Sundial (novel), Farrar, Straus, 1958. 

· The Haunting of Hill House (novel), Viking (New York City), 1959. 

· The Bad Children (play), Dramatic Publishing, 1959. 

· (Contributor) Special Delivery, Little, Brown (Boston), 1960, published as And Baby Makes Three, Grosset (New York, NY), 1966. 

· We Have Always Lived in the Castle (novel), Viking, 1962. 

· 9 Magic Wishes (juvenile), Crowell-Collier (New York City), 1963. 

· The Magic of Shirley Jackson (eleven stories and three novels), edited by husband, Stanley Edgar Hyman, Farrar, Straus, 1966. 

· Famous Sally (juvenile), Quist, 1966. 

· Come along with Me (part of a novel, sixteen stories, and three lectures), edited by S. E. Hyman, Viking, 1968. 

· The Lottery (single story), Creative Education (Mankato, MN), 1983. 

· One Ordinary Day (single story), Creative Education, 1990. 

· Charles (single story), Creative Education, 1991. 

· The Lottery and Other Stories, Noonday Press (New York City), 1991. 

· Just an Ordinary Day, edited by Laurence Jackson Hyman and Sarah Hyman Stewart, Bantam Books (New York, NY), 1996. 

· Shirley Jackson Collected Short Stories, illustrated by Robert W. Court, Peterson Publishing (Mankato, MN), 2001.

Also author of radio and television scripts. Contributor of numerous stories to New Yorker, Good Housekeeping, Hudson Review, Woman's Day,Yale Review and other publications. 

The major collection of Jackson's papers is in the manuscript division of the Library of Congress.

"Sidelights"

A master of modern gothic fiction, Shirley Jackson wrote of the essentially evil nature of human beings. Her most famous story, "The Lottery," tells of a ritual in a typical New England town in which local residents choose one among their number to be sacrificed. Other Jackson stories turn on ironic twists and black humor. Her novels include The Sundial, in which a group of people who believe the end of the world is near takes refuge in a large estate; The Haunting of Hill House, the story of a research project at a supposedly haunted manor house; and We Have Always Lived in the Castle, the tale of two sisters ostracized by their community for allegedly murdering the rest of their family. Jackson's dark fiction, wrote Martha Ragland in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, "earned her a reputation as a `literary sorceress,' a writer with a peculiar talent for the bizarre, a creator of psychological thrillers, an adroit master of effect and suspense." 

"The Lottery," Jackson's most famous short story, was first published in the New Yorker on June 26, 1948. Reader reaction was intense, and the publishers announced that the story had prompted more mail than anything published in the magazine up to that time: 450 letters from twenty-five states, two territories, and six foreign countries, most expressing outrage at the allegory of man's darker nature. In this story Jackson stated a theme which, according to Ragland, carries through much of the author's fiction: "Humankind is more evil than good. The mass of men is profoundly misguided, seemingly incapable of enlightenment. Lacking either the capacity to reason or the strength to act upon moral convictions, their lives are dictated by habit and convention. They often behave with callous disregard of those around them." 

Speaking of the reaction provoked by "The Lottery," Jackson wrote in The Story and Its Writer: An Introduction to Short Fiction: "One of the most terrifying aspects of publishing stories and books is the realization that they are going to be read, and read by strangers. I had never fully realized this before. . . . It had simply never occurred to me that these millions and millions of people . . . would sit down and write me letters I was downright scared to open. . . . Even my mother scolded me." 

"The Lottery" firmly established Jackson as a master of the gothic horror tale. But according to her husband, Stanley Edgar Hyman, the story also led many critics to misunderstand both the author and her work. He wrote: "Her fierce visions of dissociations and madness, of alienation and withdrawal, of cruelty and terror, have been taken to be personal, even neurotic fantasies. Quite the reverse: They are a sensitive and faithful anatomy of our times, fitting symbols for our distressing world of the concentration camp and The Bomb. She was always proud that the Union of South Africa banned `The Lottery,' and she felt that they, at least, understood the story." 

Jackson's novel The Sundial concerns a group of people who, believing that the end of the world is near, hide out in a remote estate. Various supernatural events, which the group takes to be omens, have convinced them of this looming apocalypse. "Showing her ability to find pity and terror in the ludicrous and the ludicrous in terror," wrote John G. Parks in Twentieth Century Literature, "Jackson created [in The Sundial] a fantasy of the end of the world which parodies the apocalyptic imagination, while at the same time portraying it." Mary Kittredge, writing in Discovering Modern Horror Fiction, noted that "the book was written in a comic style and many of its episodes are quite funny." 

Jackson used a similar setting in The Haunting of Hill House, this time taking the gothic situation more seriously than she had in the earlier novel. As Parks noted, "while a setting for what begins as a mad masquerade party in The Sundial, the gothic house in a real sense is the chief character of The Haunting of Hill House. " In this novel, a group of researchers gathers at an old estate house as part of a psychic investigation to see if the building is haunted. One of the women invited to participate on the project because of her sensitivity to the supernatural becomes obsessed with or possessed by the house. Carol Cleveland explained in And Then There Were Nine . . . More Women of Mystery that with this novel Jackson had given the traditional gothic story a twist. "The classic gothic formula," Cleveland wrote, "brings a vulnerable young girl to an isolated mansion with a reputation for ghosts, exposes her to a few weird happenings to heighten the suspense, then explains the `supernatural' away by a perfectly human, if evil, plot and leaves the heroine in the strong arms of the hero. In House, the heroine is exceedingly vulnerable, the weird happenings quite real, the house really haunted." In The Haunting of Hill House, Kittredge wrote, "Jackson for the first time gives the devil his due. She puts her damsel into mortal distress and leaves her there, completely unrescued. The potential for disaster is fully explored; the evil force is developed into a completely independent and alien entity, and is shown to be a power that can triumph." 

In We Have Always Lived in the Castle Jackson tells the story of two sisters who have become outcasts in their town. Merricat and Constance Blackwood have survived the arsenic poisoning which has killed four members of their family. Although Constance has been acquitted by a jury of murdering the family, the townspeople still view the two sisters with suspicion and hostility. Their isolation is violated when cousin Charles arrives and, hoping to get his hands on the family fortune, woos Merricat. She rejects his advances. In the resulting fracas, a fire breaks out in the house and the townspeople who arrive to help are soon tempted instead to wreck the house further. "The novel closes," wrote Parks, "with the image of a ruin nearly completely covered with vines with two sisters huddled in fragile happiness within it." According to Lynette Carpenter in Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, We Have Always Lived in the Castle is Jackson's "most radical statement on the causes and consequences of female victimization and alienation, a theme that runs throughout her work." 

Despite her talent for macabre fiction, Jackson also published humorous books about family life. In Life among the Savages and Raising Demons, two collections of short sketches originally published in women's magazines, Jackson wrote a "domestic saga spanning from the time of her family's first house in Vermont until the year her youngest child [enrolled] in school," Ragland explained. Speaking of the book Life among he Savages, Orville Prescott said he read "until I laughed so much the tears came to my eyes and I had to stop." Ragland claimed that these two books on domestic life "reveal Jackson as a comic writer who at her best belongs in the ranks of the great American humorists." Referring to the two distinct styles in Jackson's published work, a writer for the New York Times explained: "Shirley Jackson wrote in two styles. She could describe the delights and turmoils of ordinary domestic life with detached hilarity; and she could, with cryptic symbolism, write a tenebrous horror story in the Gothic mold in which abnormal behavior seemed perilously ordinary." 

Although William Kennedy agreed that Jackson was a master of the Gothic narrative, he called her work "dated excellence. She was modern in the sense that mysticism is modern; she represented the twilight zone as genre. But she treated her subject matter as an old-time storyteller. She was a good storyteller, fully conscious of the demands of the short-story form--but today they are old-fashioned demands." In contrast to Kennedy, Guy Davenport, writing in the New York Times Book Review, found that Jackson "recognized the strange discontinuousness of things. . . . That the familiar can become alien, that the level flow of existence can warp in the batting of an eye, was the theme to which she most often returned." Granville Hicks, in an article for Saturday Review, stated: "Jackson was certainly not the first writer to assert that there is evil in everybody, but what might be merely a platitude becomes a great truth because of the depth and consistency of her own feeling about life and because she was so extraordinarily successful in making her readers feel what she felt."

Source: Contemporary Authors Online, Thomson Gale, 2007.
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