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        Introduction

        “Now here are the true facts”: The Dark Corners of Network Television

      
      Before Buffy tried out for cheerleading, before Fox Mulder arrived at Quantico, and before George Freeman attempted to map Lovecraft Country, there was Kolchak. A curmudgeonly reporter in a perpetually rumpled seersucker suit, he had a wry sense of humor and a nose for finding the supernatural lurking in every corner. Carl Kolchak was first introduced into the American imagination by ABC in 1972 in what was for many years the highest rated television movie of all time, The Night Stalker. Another television movie followed in 1973 and then a television series appeared in 1974. While the series lasted for only twenty episodes, the influence of these tales of a Chicago-based investigative journalist and the horrifying creatures he faced each week can still be felt in American popular culture.

      I first encountered Kolchak on CBS Late Night programming on May 25, 1979. My illicit love affair with CBS’s night shift had begun through a case of mistaken identity. Perusing the television schedule in September of 1978, my nine-year-old eyes noted a listing for The New Avengers (ITV, 1976–77) airing at 10:30 p.m., a half hour after my appointed bedtime. The prospect of a television version of one of my favorite Marvel Comics titles led me to slip out of my bedroom and sneak into the living room, only to puzzle over how a group of British spies was connected to my beloved costumed superheroes. The science fiction adventures of John Steed and his younger compatriots eventually won me over and so began my weekly sojourn into the forbidden land of late-night television where shows had to be watched with the sound kept low to avoid alerting my slumbering parents. By May 1979, my late-night television habit had introduced me to a wide cast of characters ranging from Jim Rockford and Barnaby Jones to the Boston Celtics, when basketball playoffs were rebroadcast at night. And then I met Carl Kolchak. Kolchak: The Night Stalker (ABC, 1974–75) was a five-year-old canceled ABC television series by the time I found it on CBS and, in fairness, it was not my first introduction to serious horror. My brother had snuck me into a showing of John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) when it was first in theaters. But Kolchak was my horror discovery. For several months, I enjoyed the Friday night ritual of sneaking into the living room with a pillow, my sleeping bag, and enough courage to make it through another terrifying episode.

      Returning to the series for this current book was a welcome exercise in nostalgia, a return to a time when my biggest worry was being caught up after the lights-out order had been given. Of course, watching Kolchak with eyes seasoned by four more decades of life and a research agenda that has focused mainly on popular horror films has revealed some of the weaknesses I failed to pick up on while quivering in fear on the couch. The creature effects are regularly laughable and the plot holes sometimes glaring. The way Kolchak runs into some new supernatural entity on such a regular basis while never managing to retain a single shred of evidence leads my older self to wonder how he could have kept his job. The limitations of budgets and credulity do not, however, diminish my love for the series nor do they erase the fact that the series could, at times, achieve real frights. Somehow even now, the mix of infectious charm, humor, and occasional shocks makes the series enjoyable and even compelling.

      My affection for Kolchak and his Gothic adventures is not unique. Television auteurs like Joss Whedon, who created Buffy the Vampire Slayer (WB, 1997–2000; UPN 2001–3), and Eric Kripke, the creator of Supernatural (WB, 2005–2006; CW, 2006–20), count Kolchak as a major influence on their supernatural tales. Chris Carter, the auteur behind The X-Files (Fox, 1993–2003; 2016–18), even included Kolchak star, Darren McGavin, in two episodes of his hit show as an homage to the earlier series that inspired him. Indeed, the numerous popular television horror shows that began appearing in the mid-1990s with The X-Files and similar series like American Gothic (CBS, 1995), Millennium (Fox, 1996–99), and Strange Luck (Fox, 1995–96) all share the influence of Kolchak. Writing in 1995, Colson Whitehead lamented not being able to “see Kolchak and his wrinkled suit again” during a period in which “Kolchak would fit in perfectly with the rest of Friday night’s spooky crew” (67). The boom in horror programming in the 1990s has expanded in the intervening decades with an increasingly wide array of offerings ranging from The Walking Dead (AMC, 2010–) to Locke and Key (Netflix, 2020–), all influenced by Kolchak. As Frank Spotnitz, who produced The X-Files, Millennium, and the short-lived reboot of Kolchak: The Night Stalker (ABC, 2005), puts it, “Something as powerful as The Night Stalker could never really die. Its narrative DNA wrapped itself deeply into the imagination of a generation of storytellers, who in turn will influence the next generation, and the next.”

      We often think about horror and the Gothic in relation to novels or, perhaps most often, in terms of cinema. However, as Rick Worland contends, television shows have played an important role as “a source for influential horror/fantasy storytelling” (The Horror Film, 91). While the earliest horror programs were anthology series, series that focus on a single story line have become an important form for the horror genre. As Lenora Ledwon argues, “A film must end, while a television series has a seemingly infinite potential to continue telling a story” (267). The advent of the ongoing television serial has, arguably, been television’s most enduring contribution to our cultural engagement with horror and the Gothic, and this impact has only increased in the age of streaming services and binge-watching. Linda Belau and Kimberly Jackson note the rapid proliferation of horror programming across networks and streaming services and conclude that “Horror, it seems, is quite at home in this new media culture” (3). But before Penny Dreadful (Showtime, 2014–16) or The Haunting of Hill House (Netflix, 2018), there was Kolchak, and, as I will seek to argue throughout this book, the shape of these modern big-budget bingeable horror series was indelibly marked by the Chicago reporter in his rumpled seersucker suit.

      The 1970s, which produced Kolchak, were a crucial turning point in the development of horror and Gothic television with the prominence of darker anthologies like Night Gallery (NBC, 1970–73) and the popularity of the first Gothic serial, the soap opera Dark Shadows (ABC, 1966–71), which premiered in 1966. Interestingly, Dark Shadows was created by Dan Curtis, who also produced The Night Stalker and its 1973 sequel. Curtis and others also exploited the growing interest in the gruesome and the macabre through the production of made-for-television horror movies, which could promise horrifying experiences within the safety of the viewer’s home and the parameters of broadcast television’s stringent standards and practices. As Stacey Abbott contends, “Horror in the 1970s was appearing across television in multiple hybrid genres and forms (period vs contemporary set, comedy vs drama, Gothic vs modern horror) and aimed at a range of audiences, establishing the decade as a golden age of television horror in which the genre was both lucrative and provocative” (187). While I lack the audacity to claim that Kolchak was the cause of this golden age, I would note a 1972 Variety article, which reported “an explosion of the horror genre . . . on the tv medium” and suggested this proliferation of scary television stemmed from the ratings success of ABC’s “Movie of the Week,” The Night Stalker (Greeley 1).

      So, why Kolchak? Why did this television movie reach such a large audience and why did the subsequent Kolchak mythos, established in the sequel television movie The Night Strangler (ABC, 1973) and subsequent series, have such a profound influence on the shape of television horror that followed? In one way, the Variety writer was probably correct: audiences in 1972 were seeking something different in their entertainment in part because the culture was changing. While the television schedule was still filled with stern law and order shows, like Adam-12 (NBC, 1968–75) and Ironside (NBC, 1967–75), and happy families, like The Partridge Family (ABC, 1970–74) and The Doris Day Show (CBS, 1968–73), there were also a growing number of shows more deeply grounded in the turbulent events overtaking America. The difficulties of racial relations that had led to increasingly violent protests throughout the late 1960s and into the 1970s were reflected, at least in part, by shows like Sanford and Son (NBC, 1972–77) and All in the Family (CBS, 1971–79). Programs like The Mary Tyler Moore Show (CBS, 1970–77) and Maude (CBS, 1972–78) were engaged in explicit discussions about the struggles for women’s rights. Television in the 1970s was increasingly ready to take up points of social tension in direct and provocative ways. It would seem that for at least some American audiences, glossy escapism with guaranteed happy endings was no longer sufficient.

      If any genre of popular culture seemed intent on offering direct and provocative commentary on the tumultuous nature of American society in the 1970s, it was cinematic horror. The shift away from Victorian monsters and out-of-this-world aliens had begun with Alfred Hitchcock’s tremendously popular Psycho (1960), in which the horror was not from some invading monster but from the rotten insides of an American family and its devoted son. As I’ll discuss at more length in chapter 2, this shift toward a more provocative, critical, and transgressive tone in horror was accelerated in 1968 with the release of the major studio film Rosemary’s Baby and the low-budget independent film Night of the Living Dead. These films inaugurated an era in which horror became increasingly graphic and more directly connected to contemporary concerns about race, gender, and violence. Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs and Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange both appeared in 1971. The Night Stalker dominated television ratings in 1972, the year that also saw the release of Wes Craven’s controversial The Last House on the Left. Audiences thrilling to the Kolchak sequel, The Night Strangler, in 1973 could have left their houses to catch a late-night screening of William Friedkin’s The Exorcist. Kolchak: The Night Stalker debuted in 1974, the same year as Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and Larry Cohen’s It’s Alive. If the Kolchak series was pushing the boundaries of the horror genre, it was certainly not alone.

      Across its two television movies and short-lived series, the Kolchak mythos blended contemporary cinematic horror, traditional elements of classical Gothic, and the familiar tropes of American television and it was this complex blend that led to its success and influence. What I term the “Kolchak mythos,” the complex storyworld of characters, plots, and tones emerging out of these programs, served as a bridge that allowed aspects of cinematic horror to cross into the far more restricted and traditional world of American television. The Kolchak mythos worked because it was able to approach provocative and transgressive horror by depicting familiar old-school Gothic creatures, like vampires or werewolves, in the real world where their presence touched upon issues ranging from racial tensions to gender relations. Unlike in earlier horror television, these monsters were not dwelling in a Gothic manor on the rocky coast of Collinsport, Maine, or in the “Twilight Zone,” they were walking the streets of Chicago. The monsters’ victims received autopsies, and their murderous rampages were covered by the media. Like the popular horror films of its era, Kolchak placed the monster in the house next door. While the kinds of graphic and depraved acts of violence routinely depicted in contemporary films would never pass network censors, the series found ways to suggest the horrific aftermath of violence and ground these acts in the contemporary everyday world. In this way, Kolchak shifted the traditional Gothic frame of television programming that had depicted the monstrous in otherworldly locations or through comedic or melodramatic frames. In Kolchak, the monsters were real, they were threatening, and they were here.

      Key to this shift in television horror was the series’ focus on a monster hunter as the main character. In all fairness, as I will discuss later in this book, Kolchak was not exactly the first, an honor that goes to another short-lived series, The Sixth Sense (ABC, 1972), which premiered in 1972, four days after The Night Stalker movie first aired. But Kolchak was by far the more influential, and this success was due, at least in part, to the central character of Carl Kolchak. Where The Sixth Sense’s protagonist was a paranormal researcher, Carl Kolchak was a much more familiar figure in popular culture, an investigative reporter. The figure of the nosy reporter was already well known in American popular culture and so provided a level of comfortable familiarity while also giving the series a logical reason for its main character to continually stumble into strange mysteries. It is also worth recalling that investigative journalists had become somewhat heroic figures in much of American political culture, uncovering government corruption in major stories like “the Pentagon Papers” and Watergate. Unlike Woodward and Bernstein, Kolchak was not so much an investigative reporter as he was what I’ll call in chapter 3 a “Gothic journalist.” The series played on the decade’s broader anxieties about corruption and conspiracies by exaggerating through a Gothic frame in which the villains lurking in the shadows were quite literally monstrous. Focusing on the monster hunter also provided a useful buffer from horror since it allowed audiences to stay one step removed from the violence perpetrated on the victims by the monsters, a viewing position also familiar in the many police procedurals that populate American television history. Indeed, stories centered on monster hunters emerged into popular culture through the medium of television, and the formula for those stories comes from Kolchak.

      While the series lasted for only one shortened season, Kolchak redefined horror television through a complex blending of Gothic traditions, contemporary horror, and the American culture of the 1970s. I begin my examination of the series in chapter 1 with a consideration of three individuals who were central to the crafting of the Kolchak mythos: Dan Curtis, Richard Matheson, and Darren McGavin. While producer and director Dan Curtis and influential writer Richard Matheson were involved in only the initial two television movies, I will suggest that their artistic sensibilities were key to establishing the foundations of the Kolchak mythos. Darren McGavin, who portrayed the character of Kolchak across the movies and the series, also provided crucial elements through his on-screen persona and performance choices.

      Chapter 2 focuses on the way Kolchak blended aspects of the contemporary cinematic horror genre with the formats and expectations of American network television in the 1970s. Key here was grounding transgressive monstrosity within the real world and bringing the horror closer to the lived experience of the viewer.

      Chapter 3 focuses on one of the distinguishing features of the Kolchak mythos, the character of Carl Kolchak himself. This chapter examines the way the Kolchak movies and series crafted the character of the Gothic investigator. Framing Kolchak as a Gothic journalist who uncovers hidden monsters allowed the series to explore exaggerated versions of contemporary anxieties. Dynamics of racial and gendered conflict were engaged within the series, though coded through the tropes of monstrosity. In this way, as I’ll discuss at length, the series provided a critical lens for engaging the dynamics of power, privilege, and oppression in 1970s America.

      Kolchak’s blend of contemporary cinematic horror and the parameters of television, in the end, failed. Ratings for the series were weak, and it lasted for only twenty episodes. Chapter 4 considers the ways the series and its “monster of the week” formula failed to build a successful framework for television horror. In the end, Kolchak’s familiar pattern thwarted its ability to create any lasting tension and so the comfortable confines of episodic television ultimately eroded its ability to create real suspense and fear.

      Future television horror would, of course, learn from these missteps, and chapter 5 explores the long-lasting influence of the series. In addition to considering the many series that have direct connections to Kolchak, this chapter also explores the many ways in which Kolchak’s adventures have continued in novels, comic books, and through fan culture.

      Across the chapters that follow, then, I try to make sense of the emergence, success, limitations, and legacy of Kolchak: The Night Stalker. I approach this process from a background in horror studies and with a perspective largely framed within the study of rhetoric. My approach will draw on a wide and eclectic set of theoretical concepts ranging from auteur studies to production history. But much of my focus will be on the relationship between the texts of the Kolchak mythos—the television movies, the episodes, and the later adaptations into other mediums—and the specific contexts within which they became meaningful and influential in American culture. These contexts include the rich history of horror in American culture as well as television production and reception and broader contexts of ideologies of race, gender, class, etc. While Kolchak seems to keep returning, whether late at night on CBS or through its influence on shows like Friday the 13th: The Series (Syndication/CBS, 1987–90), Twin Peaks (ABC, 1990–91; Showtime, 2017), and Evil (CBS, 2019–), the contours of the Kolchak mythos were crucially shaped by the complex dynamics and tensions of American culture in the early 1970s. In order to understand the importance of this series, we must return to the moment Carl Kolchak was summoned to life and set loose on America’s viewing audience.
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        “Do you believe in vampires?”

        The Creative Forces behind Kolchak

      
      Carl Kolchak first emerged as the idea of aspiring novelist Jeff Rice while he was working in a newspaper office in Las Vegas, Nevada. Rice was the son of a costume jewelry maker with reputed ties to the mob bosses who ran Vegas in the 1960s and these connections gave him access to both the glitzy and the seedy sides of the city. Inspired by his love for Gothic horror and a cantankerous coworker, a reporter named Alan Jarlson, Rice penned a manuscript entitled “The Kolchak Papers” (see Dawidziak, Night Stalker Companion). The manuscript bounced around various publishers without any serious interest until it crossed the desk of executives at ABC who saw potential in the project. The novel version of Kolchak had many of the main points of the later TV movie, The Night Stalker, but lacked many of the things that would make the TV version of the story successful. The writing was, at times, clunky and overly detailed. Kolchak, while still a wisecracking seasoned reporter, was here portrayed as already believing in vampires based on his Romanian heritage, and many of the plot details that enriched the television movie are absent.

      Rice deserves credit for creating the character of Carl Kolchak, and, indeed, much of the plot of the first film comes directly from the novel, which was eventually published as The Night Stalker after the TV movie adaptation.1 But, by most accounts, he had little to do with the subsequent adaptations of his original novel. He would later claim he had not agreed to shop the manuscript to ABC, and he sued the network arguing that he had not committed to anything beyond the 1972 TV movie. When the suit was settled, Rice received credit as “creator” of the series and was listed as the coauthor of The Night Strangler, the novelization of the second Kolchak TV movie. His lawsuit against ABC reportedly left him as persona non grata in Hollywood and he would never publish another piece of substantial fiction (Dawidziak, Night Stalker Companion). Fortunately, the work of developing Kolchak into a pop culture icon would fall into the hands of a trio of creators whose individual styles blended together to craft a story that would change the way Americans watched horror: Richard Matheson, Dan Curtis, and Darren McGavin.

      While the tradition of screen scholarship has emphasized a single auteur as the creative mind behind a narrative, there is growing recognition that in the modern entertainment industry, most texts are the product of the efforts of a large and diverse group of individuals and organizations. Within this context, it is often difficult to attribute authorship to a single individual. Instead, as Josh Heuman notes, authorship is more of “a multidimensional relation of authority between creative workers and ‘their’ creative works” (121). Following this insight, this chapter examines three individuals whose work made significant contribution to the shaping of the Kolchak series and the mythos surrounding the character and his story. To be clear, this is not to diminish the many contributions of others involved in the television movies, like John Llewllyn Moxey, who directed the first TV movie, or later producers or writers involved in the series. Rather, I contend that these three individuals were crucial to the eventual form of Kolchak. Each of them brought a unique set of sensibilities to the shaping of its narrative, tone, and style. In what follows, I seek to the sketch out the background of these three principals and to identify those tendencies in their creative work that would help to shape the Kolchak mythos.

      
        Richard Matheson

        Richard Burton Matheson was born in Allendale, New Jersey, to Norwegian immigrant parents in 1926 and grew up in Brooklyn, where his father installed flooring and ran a local speakeasy. Matheson served in the Army during the Second World War and later studied journalism at the University of Missouri (Weber). He published his first short story, “Born of Man and Woman,” in 1950 and would go on to become one of the most prolific and influential writers of horror, science fiction, and fantasy in American literature. Stephen King has insisted that “without Matheson, I wouldn’t be around,” and legendary horror filmmaker George Romero confessed to Matheson that Night of the Living Dead was “ripped off” from one of Matheson’s novels (Grant). Before his death in 2013, Matheson wrote more than thirty novels, many of which were later turned into movies, including I Am Legend (1954), The Shrinking Man (1956), A Stir of Echoes (1958), Hell House (1971), and What Dreams May Come (1978). He also penned more than one hundred short stories, several of which were adapted for television on programs like The Twilight Zone (CBS, 1959–64), Night Gallery (NBC, 1970–72), and Amazing Stories (NBC, 1985–87). Matheson’s connection to television went beyond inspiration as he became a well-regarded screenwriter, working on series like Wanted Dead or Alive (CBS, 1958–61), Have Gun Will Travel (CBS, 1957–63), and Star Trek (NBC, 1966–69).

        When ABC picked up the rights to Rice’s unpublished Kolchak novel, Matheson’s reputation as both horror novelist and television writer made him a natural choice to adapt the material for a made-for-TV movie. Matheson was involved in only the first two TV movies and had no direct involvement in the subsequent Kolchak series, but his writing and narrative style had a profound influence on the character and played a crucial role in crafting the influential themes and tone of the Kolchak mythos. Since his death, scholars have become increasingly attentive to Matheson’s work and have developed sophisticated readings of his tendencies and patterns. At least three of those patterns are evident in the TV movies that laid the foundation for Kolchak: paranoid isolation; the white male protagonist; and, the investigative process.

        Matheson’s fascination with dystopian stories of society’s collapse is not particularly surprising given his childhood during the Great Depression and adulthood in the aftermath of his service during the Second World War. Like many in his generation, Matheson understood social collapse, violence, and chaos from direct experience. He was also acutely aware of the growing sense of fragmentation and isolation in the postwar America of the 1950s. Cheyenne Matthews characterizes Matheson’s narrative view as one filled with “isolation and alienation, gradual dissolution of the nuclear family structure and domestic paradigm, and distrust of the burgeoning technocracy and the military industrial complex” (xii). Matheson echoed this assessment when noting that the underlying leitmotif of his work was “the individual, isolated in a threatening world, attempting to survive” (Johnson 53). In what may be Matheson’s most famous novel, I Am Legend, Robert Neville, the novel’s protagonist, believes himself the sole survivor of a plague that has turned most of humanity into vampires. As the sole human survivor, Neville struggles with his loneliness and the constant threat of the creatures who hunt him each night. Yet, where some dystopian tales of survival emphasize the nobility of the human protagonist and the monstrosity of the threatening other, Matheson’s novel complicates this narrative and, by the end of the novel, Neville recognizes that he has become the threatening monster to a new society of vampires who look at him with the same hatred and loathing that he felt for them. As Aspasia Stephanou notes, I Am Legend reveals Matheson’s version of dystopia as one marked with ambiguity and moral complexity that forces us to question what aspects of society deserve to survive and which should be allowed to rot.

        Focused on narratives of dystopia and collapse, Matheson’s characters are often adrift in a hostile world where there is no clear sense of safety or security. Ralph Beliveau notes that across Matheson’s many short stories there is a “deep aesthetic sense of paranoia” (172). In Matheson’s early stories, the emphasis is on the threat, but in his later, more mature work, the focus is more on the ways in which paranoia leads to dangerous and morally questionable decisions. Readers are forced along with the protagonist to question whether their understanding of the world is accurate or practical and whether the problem is, in fact, them and not the world around them.

        Matheson’s method for drawing us into these complex questions surrounding isolation and paranoia relies on building a close connection to the protagonist. Matheson’s writing crafts, as Beliveau puts it, “a close identification between the reader and the characters . . . as they both face the challenges of understanding meaning in a context that is always in a process of expanding revelation” (172). For Matheson, these protagonists were almost always white males struggling to make sense of a world that suddenly felt unfamiliar. In this way, as Fernando Gabriel Pagnoni Berns notes, Matheson’s fiction captures the wider sense of a “crisis of masculinity” emerging during the postwar period with male protagonists thrown into situations in which they have lost control. This loss of control is often depicted through changes to the protagonist’s body and the introduction of threatening female figures. Mark Jancovich contends that Matheson’s The Shrinking Man crafts its terror not only in the diminution of the protagonist’s male body but also through the increasingly intimidating and threatening figure of the wife. Scholars like Kyle Christensen and Rebecca Janicker observe the persistent recurrence of the monstrous feminine in Matheson’s work in short stories like “Prey” and the novel Earthbound (1989).

        In addition to monstrous female others, Matheson’s fiction is also replete with racialized others who threaten the protagonist. Like Robert Nevill in I Am Legend, Matheson’s heroes are often pitted against strange antagonists whose presence threatens to transform the world into something unrecognizable. But, where Matheson’s work diverges from other dystopian depictions of racialized or feminized others is in its critical engagement with this fear. As noted, in I Am Legend, the novel ends with Neville’s recognition that he is now the monster. Adryan Glasgow observes that Matheson’s white male protagonists often come to recognize that the qualities of “US exceptionalism and suburban masculine individualism,” which allowed them to survive, are also those that leave them enmeshed in “despair and loneliness” (36). In this way, Matheson’s stories about isolated and endangered white men are not so much depictions of the threats to white masculinity as they are explorations of its limitations. As Tiffany Bryant notes, while the privileges of whiteness, and with it masculinity, promise agency to white men, Matheson’s stories often reveal that “it is whiteness that has limited ideological power” in grappling with a world made strange (149).

        The theme of exploration and its limits is also prominent in Matheson’s work. He demonstrated, as Dean Conrad puts it, a “fascination for the process of investigation” (34). I Am Legend recounts its protagonist’s search for the cause of the vampire plague, and Matheson’s Hell House is the story of a physicist, Dr. Lionel Barrett, who investigates the titular haunted house only to have his own arrogance and blind belief in science used against him by the malevolent spiritual forces. For Matheson, the investigation of the unusual and unnatural becomes a space for reflecting on what we consider usual and natural. Indeed, Matheson’s attention to the processes and limitations of rational and scientific thought is one of the key reasons that his work has been so influential. Matheson was able to take traditional and Gothic monsters and motifs and bring them into a contemporary setting in which a shrinking man would be subjected to medical tests, vampirism is the result of a plague, and hauntings can be examined through physics. As King notes, Matheson’s fiction succeeded “by placing horrors not in European castles and Lovecraftian universes, but in American scenes I knew and could relate to” (in Weber).

        Matheson’s tendencies made him a natural for adapting the story of a white, male reporter who uses investigative journalism to search for a vampire stalking the streets of modern-day Las Vegas. And his complex and reflective approaches to issues of paranoia, privilege, and rationality would help to make Kolchak more than a one-dimensional monster hunter. Indeed, the themes introduced by Matheson would fundamentally shape not only the TV movies but the series as a whole. Kolchak episodes routinely emphasized their isolated and paranoid protagonist as he faced off against horrific and monstrous others. The series would also routinely raise the question of who is constructed as Other and the complex ways in which some are turned into monsters, something I’ll return to in more detail in chapter 3.

        Once ABC had Matheson on board to write the script for Night Stalker, everything seemed in place to move forward with adapting Rice’s Kolchak Papers into a TV movie. John Llewellyn Moxey, who had previously directed episodes of Coronation Street (ITV, 1960–) and The Saint (ITV, 1962–69) as well as TV movies like The House that Would Not Die (1970), was hired to direct, and Everett Chambers to produce. But when Chambers was lured away from the project to produce the detective series Columbo (NBC, 1971–78), ABC brought on a new producer who made Matheson reconsider his involvement. The new producer had previously offered an insultingly low “blind bid” for one of Matheson’s novels, and he still remembered the name: Dan Curtis. Fortunately, the bad blood was dispelled and Matheson and Curtis would work closely together on developing The Night Stalker into one of the most successful television movies of all time. The two men would, indeed, develop a strong working relationship and go on to work together on several television projects, including the second Kolchak TV movie, The Night Strangler, and an adaptation of Matheson’s short story “Prey” in a memorable section of the anthology TV movie Trilogy of Terror (ABC, 1975) involving a demonic wooden doll.

      
      
        Dan Curtis

        Dan Curtis was born Daniel Mayer Cherkoss in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in 1927 and would later dramatize his childhood in a pair of TV movies: When Every Day Was the Fourth of July (NBC, 1978) and The Long Days of Summer (ABC, 1980). After a stint in the Naval Reserves, Curtis attended Syracuse University before heading out to California in the early 1950s to begin a career in film sales (see Thompson). His first major successes came in sports programming. In 1962 he formed his own television production company and sold Golf Challenge (ABC, 1962) to ABC and, a year later, he developed The CBS Match-Play Golf Classic (CBS, 1963). But his path into televised sports changed after a dream about a dark-haired woman and an old house by the sea led Curtis to pitch a television series to ABC. The series would become the long-running Gothic soap opera Dark Shadows. While the series began with a mysterious story line grounded in the real world, it gradually added ghosts and other supernatural elements before gaining popularity through the addition of a vampire named Barnabas Collins. The series became immensely popular and inspired a deeply devoted fan base as well as spawning two feature films. As Harry Benshoff notes, the series changed the course of television history and was “an important antecedent” for later Gothic and horror television programming (93).

        For Curtis, the success of Dark Shadows changed the path of his career and made him one of the most sought after and successful producers in American television. He would use the success of Dark Shadows to convince networks to invest in more horror programming, including adapting Gothic masterpieces like The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (ABC, 1968), The Picture of Dorian Gray (ABC, 1973), and Dracula (ABC, 1974). In their book, TV Horror, Lorna Jowett and Stacey Abbott name Curtis “a leading horror auteur of American television” (84), and Helen Wheatley offers a similar assessment, calling Curtis a “Gothic television auteur” (13). While his work on Dark Shadows and these television movies alone might have qualified Curtis for this designation, his involvement in creating Kolchak undoubtedly helped to cement his reputation as a master of television horror.

        In addition to a track record of success in televised horror, Curtis brought a great deal of energy and commitment to The Night Stalker and was reportedly involved in every element of the production down to costuming and set design. His passion for the Kolchak narrative led him to both produce and direct the TV movie sequel, The Night Strangler, and he and Matheson were deep into the development of a third Kolchak movie, to have been titled The Night Killers, when ABC pulled the project from his hands to move it into the series format. Like Matheson’s, Curtis’s involvement with the Kolchak mythos was both limited and invaluable. While Matheson’s authorial tendencies are more studied, Curtis also has certain patterns as a television auteur, and at least three of those helped set the stage for Kolchak to have the kind of long-term impact it had: a blending of traditional and modern horror, an ability to navigate the strictures and limitations of broadcast television, and a tendency to cast established character actors.

        While horror has been a staple of American movie screens since at least 1931, the 1960s marked a period of dramatic transformation in the genre, and by the end of the decade horror was both more brutal and more popular than it had been in years. But before George Romero would change zombies from the minions of voodoo magic into ravenous hordes or William Friedkin would bring Satan to an affluent brownstone in Georgetown, Dan Curtis was already reformulating classic horror tropes. Dark Shadows began its run as a relatively traditional soap opera set in the slightly creepy New England town of Collinsport, but soon the story line was replete with Gothic monsters, Lovecraftian old gods, time travel, and parallel dimensions. While Curtis eschewed much of the graphic brutality of horror cinema in the 1960s and ’70s, his work on Dark Shadows and subsequent TV movies served the important role of transitioning older Gothic tropes and characters into a modern world. Jeffrey Thompson argues that Curtis managed to successfully blend traditional and contemporary elements of horror and, in this way, his television productions “served as a bridge from classic horror to modern horror” (15). This ability to mix and blend different generations of horror helped Curtis’s productions achieve a new level of success and allowed him to capitalize on the resurgent interest in horror following the release of films like Night of the Living Dead (1968) and Rosemary’s Baby (1968). One of the reasons Kolchak was able to capture the popular imagination of its audiences, as I’ll argue in chapter 2, was through its blending of old school horror monsters with the grittier and more brutal tone of contemporary cinematic horror.

        Importantly, Curtis’s blending of horror styles was all done within the confines of network television, where he became adept at exploiting the expectations of viewing audiences. Indeed, Rick Worland argues that one of the reasons Dark Shadows captured such a wide and devoted fan base was its use of “radical instability and endless uncanny threat overwhelming the rigorous conventions of the soap opera form” (“Dark Shadows,” 173). Curtis brought a similar sensibility to his other projects, like his adaptations of The Turn of the Screw and Dracula for ABC in 1974. As a seasoned television producer, Curtis was able to carefully navigate the limits on sexuality and violence that shaped broadcast television in America in the 1970s. In addition to adapting well-known horror classics, Curtis produced salacious titles like Scream of the Wolf (ABC, 1974) or Dead of Night (ABC, 1977) to make, as Amanda Reyes puts it, “a promise of an exciting night of television.” He also became effective in navigating the restrictions placed on television by an increasingly vocal Federal Communications Commission that was under public pressure to limit the amount of violence and the number of shocks in the prime-time schedules (see Phillips, “Regulatory”). Across his many television horror projects, Curtis was able to suggest transgressive monstrosity without depicting it and, in this way, his television work provided mainstream America a taste of modern horror that was still palatable.

        One of the ways that Curtis was able to keep his stories of the undead and supernatural grounded for middle America was his use of familiar faces in casting. Character actors were a staple of Curtis productions, and even small roles were regularly filled by established actors who often became what Curtis would later refer to as his “stock company” (qtd in Thompson 204). This stock company of compelling actors was crucial to Curtis’s Gothic tales. As Benshoff notes, “Dark Shadows would be considerably less engaging if it were not for its stock company of energetic and highly theatrical performers” (51), and Curtis carried this interest in strong characters throughout his television work, including his work on The Night Stalker. Indeed, one of the most important elements of the original two Kolchak TV movies was the chemistry between the two leads, with Simon Oakland portraying the short-tempered editor, Tony Vincenzo, and his irritating star reporter, Carl Kolchak, portrayed by Darren McGavin.

        While Curtis worked on only the two television movies, he left an indelible mark on the series. Curtis’s ability to blend contemporary and classical horror tropes would be one of the central themes of the series, as would the careful balance between gruesome horrors and the limitations of network television. Like Matheson, Curtis deserves credit for laying out the blueprint for the series that was to emerge and prove so influential on American television. But the real key to the continuity between movies and series was the person who came to embody Carl Kolchak, Darren McGavin.

      
      
        Darren McGavin

        When Darren McGavin died in February of 2006, the Los Angeles Times obituary highlighted two of his most iconic roles: “the curmudgeonly father in the 1983 film ‘A Christmas Story’” and “the grizzled has-been crime reporter in the 1970s series ‘Kolchak: The Night Stalker’” (Nelson 8). McGavin’s career was, of course, much longer and more diverse than these two roles suggest. His acting career spanned five decades and included memorable roles in films, including the drug dealer Louie in Otto Preminger’s The Man with the Golden Arm (1955) and the well-meaning cop in the Jerry Lewis vehicle The Delicate Delinquent (1957). Much of his career, however, was spent on the small screen, and by the time The Night Stalker terrified ABC’s audience in January of 1972, McGavin was already a familiar face. Indeed, it was likely McGavin’s familiarity and the ease with which he inhabited the role of Carl Kolchak that led to both the character’s initial success and its lasting legacy.

        McGavin was deeply involved in developing the character and a crucial part of the team that moved the character from TV movies to a regular series. He served as an executive producer for several episodes of the series and, in the end, it was McGavin who pushed the network to end the series after only twenty episodes. So, while McGavin was not directly involved in the writing or directing of the TV movies or the series, he was clearly a key figure in the creation and shaping of the Kolchak mythos. In the remainder of this section, I’ll explore three particularly important aspects of McGavin’s relationship to Kolchak: his familiarity to American television audiences, his contributions to the creation of Kolchak as a television character, and his later involvement in the development and demise of the television series.

        One of McGavin’s first television roles was as the lead in The Crime Photographer (CBS, 1951–52), a series Allen Glover and David Bushman credit with being among the first of what they call “TV noir,” a type of television in which “inhabitants roam a milieu where truth shades into lie, righteousness into brutality, stability into confusion” (68). The series was adapted from the character “Flashgun Casey,” who appeared in stories in the pulp magazine Black Mask. Episodes featured Casey, the newspaper photographer for The Morning Express, recounting his weekly investigations into crime to his favorite bartender at the Blue Note Café. McGavin came into the role near the end of its first season, replacing Richard Carlyle, and played the part until CBS canceled the show in 1952. McGavin would return to the world of TV noir in 1958 in the form of Mike Hammer (CBS, 1958–59), an adaptation of Mickey Spillane’s private detective. McGavin played the title role for two seasons, though would later complain that the character “was a dummy. . . . He was the kind of guy who’d have waved the flag for George Wallace” (qtd in Nelson 8). Whatever McGavin’s frustration with his early television starring roles, for much of the American television audience, he was tied to the early foundations of TV noir with its careful adaptations of pulp fiction and journeys through the shadowy underworld of mobsters and molls. After a few years appearing in motion pictures and in various guest roles in other series, in 1968 McGavin was back as another down-on-his-luck private investigator in The Outsider (NBC, 1968–69), though this time for only one season.

        Given his resume, it was perhaps not surprising that when ABC looked for an actor to play a hardened investigative journalist who went snooping around a very real “underworld,” they sought out McGavin. While the actor had been vocally critical of his early turns as an investigator, he embraced the role of Kolchak. He insisted that Kolchak be Polish-American to match his own heritage and objected to the suggested wardrobe of a Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts. “Apparently, somebody thought that was the uniform for a newspaperman in Las Vegas,” McGavin would later recount. But Kolchak was not just any Vegas reporter, at least not to McGavin. Recalling a line in the script about Kolchak wanting to get back to New York, where he had been on the verge of success, McGavin developed an image of the frustrated reporter: “a New York newspaperman who had been fired in the summer of 1962 when he was wearing a seersucker suit, his straw hat, button-down Brooks Brothers shirt, and reporter’s tie” (qtd in Dawidziak, Night Stalker Companion 46). The uniform stuck and a pop culture icon was created (Fig. 1).

        Beyond his part in crafting and inhabiting the role of Carl Kolchak, McGavin is also the only member of the original creative team to remain with the project. His track record of success on American television was an important part of ABC’s decision to move to a Kolchak series. He was instrumental, as I’ll detail in chapter 4, in bringing the series to a close after only twenty episodes. Yet, in spite of its short run, Kolchak remained with McGavin throughout his long career. He would later appear in a cameo on The X-Files, a show inspired by Kolchak, and his image was digitally inserted into a scene in the short-lived reboot of the Night Stalker series in 2005. Frank Spotniz, producer of the reboot, credited McGavin with bringing the right mix of horror and humor to the original series and instilling the intrepid reporter with an infectious “jauntiness in the face of doom” (qtd in Nelson 8).
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            1. Darren McGavin as Carl Kolchak in “Firefall”

          
        
        
          
            1 Jeff Rice’s story is fascinating. I recommend Mark Dawidziak’s The Night Stalker Companion for those interested in learning more about Rice’s path through television history.
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        “Try to tell yourself, it couldn’t happen here”

        Bringing Horror into the Home

      
      By the 1970s, horror was everywhere in American culture. The critically acclaimed Rosemary’s Baby was among the top ten grossing films of 1968 and, for more adventurous audiences, George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead was filling seats at grindhouse theaters and midnight screenings. Beyond the silver screen, monsters were popping up around every corner. On September 13, 1969, Scooby Doo and his group of ghost-chasing teenage friends first appeared in Scooby Doo, Where Are You! (CBS, 1969–70; ABC, 1978), becoming a major hit among the children watching Saturday morning cartoons. Older Americans were riveted to the Gothic creatures of Dark Shadows during the day and then chilled by Rod Serling’s tales of the macabre on Night Gallery in the evening. Even popular music took on a more horrific tone with the surprising popularity of Alice Cooper, whose two 1971 releases, Love It to Death and Killer, both broke into the top twenty-five on the US charts.

      Horror has, of course, been a prominent part of civilization as far back as one can examine. Tales of demons and strange creatures lurking in forbidden woods and secret labyrinths fill human history. America developed its own set of monstrous tales through Gothic novels by writers like Edgar Allan Poe and Washington Irving in the nineteenth century. New technologies gave rise to even more innovation in tales of terror. In the 1800s, magic lantern shows, essentially a slide show of images projected onto walls or white sheets, traveled around the country using visual illusions to tell tales of ghosts and monsters. Motion pictures, first introduced in 1895, became a natural home to frightening tales, and as early as 1896, French filmmaker Georges Méliès created The Haunted Castle, a short film filled with frightening images, including bats, skeletons, and witches. Méliès was soon followed by a host of filmmakers who used various methods of trick photography to create ghosts and specters of all shapes and sizes to delight and frighten audiences (see Phillips, A Place). While horrific stories remained prominent in US films, it was 1931 that brought the genre into its proper form and recognition with the twin Universal releases of Dracula, in February, and Frankenstein, in November. The success of these two films opened the door for a whole host of Gothic creatures and weird tales to fill the silver screen.

      The popularity of cinematic horror led to the introduction of spooky stories on radio in shows like The Witch’s Tale (WOR, 1931–38) and Suspense (CBS, 1940–62) and, as television came to prominence in the 1940s, some of these popular radio shows were adapted into early horror programs like Lights Out (NBC, 1949–52) and Inner Sanctum (NBC, 1953–54). By the 1950s, as Stacey Abbott notes, local stations were creating their own special horror movie shows. KABC-TV in Los Angeles aired a horror show with a popular host named Vampira, and in 1957 Universal would market their old films as “Shock Theater.” Indeed, Jeff Rice would later cite his childhood love of “Shock Theater” as part of his motivation for writing The Kolchak Papers (Dawidziak, Night Stalker Companion). Anthology series, like The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits (ABC, 1963–65), dominated television horror for its first decades. The genre later expanded through the introduction of horror parodies in sitcoms like The Addams Family (ABC, 1964) and The Munsters (CBS, 1964), which both tapped into the growing trend of campy television programs like The Beverly Hillbillies (CBS, 1962–71) and Batman (ABC, 1966–68).

      A major shift in horror began in the 1970s, due, at least in part, to the growing interest in the paranormal and supernatural in the culture with widely circulating reports of UFO sightings and real haunted houses (see Gulyas). There was also a sense of anxiety circulating in an American culture that seemed to be teetering on the brink of imploding. The year 1968, which saw both Rosemary’s Baby and Night of the Living Dead premiere, was a particularly difficult year in American history with the assassinations of both Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy, the violence at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, and the growing recognition that the war in Vietnam was, as Walter Cronkite declared it on the CBS Nightly News, “mired in stalemate.” These shifting cultural conditions, along with changes in the movie industry that I’ll detail below, created a space for more transgressive and daring independent films that led to what I have referred to as the “second golden age of horror” (Phillips, Dark Directions).

      In this chapter, I argue that Kolchak: The Night Stalker became a cultural icon by capitalizing on this growing interest in transgressive and shocking horror. Kolchak, in the TV movies and, later, the series, managed to blend the provocative shocks of contemporary horror cinema with the accepted conventions of broadcast television in ways that pushed television horror in new directions and created the genre of the “monster hunter” series. To pursue this argument, I will briefly summarize the nature of this provocative era in horror filmmaking and then explore the ways this new form of horror was evident in the original The Night Stalker television movie and some of the subsequent episodes.

      
        Horror’s Second Golden Age

        Most scholars point to Alfred Hitchcock’s shocking 1960 masterpiece, Psycho, as the film that raised the stakes for cinematic horror. In his blockbuster film, Hitchcock shifted the genre away from fantastic creatures like vampires or invading aliens and grounded it in the everyday world of real estate and highways and roadside motels. He also emphasized the psychological elements of the monster by framing them in very human terms through the love of a boy for his mother. The transgressive nature of Psycho and its success “opened the floodgates,” as Paul Wells puts it, for a generation of horror films that were grounded in gritty realism and graphic excess (78). Psycho also helped to shift the genre away from the classical narrative framing, which saw the monster as a threat to normal life, to a new frame in which monstrosity is inherent in normal life. Andrew Tudor, in his book Monsters and Mad Scientists, characterizes this shift as moving from a paradigm of “secure” horror, where the monster is an external threat that is, in the end, defeated, and normalcy returned, and toward a paradigm of “paranoid” horror. In paranoid horror, the monster is, as Tudor puts it, “far more ‘this worldly’” and, therefore, much less likely to be completely vanquished. In most cases, in the paranoid paradigm, the film ends not with triumph but, at best, with mere survival.

        While this new paradigm of horror developed gradually after Hitchcock’s Psycho, it was certainly solidified by “the twin successes of Night of the Living Dead and Rosemary’s Baby” (Leeder 57). These two shocking films were, undoubtedly, inspired by Hitchcock. They were also products of the changing nature of the movie business. In 1948, the federal government broke up the monopoly enjoyed by major Hollywood studios, forcing them to sell off their movie theaters. This and other changing conditions led to the big studios producing fewer films while also opening up more independent theater spaces to be filled by foreign and independently produced films. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead was, as an example, essentially an independent production by Romero and his friends, and this kind of low-budget, independent filmmaking would be the norm for other horror pioneers like Wes Craven and Tobe Hooper. The other major change wrought by the dismantling of the studio system was the end of the Production Code Administration, a form of industrial self-censorship that held tremendous power over which films could be screened in US theaters. The Code was replaced with the much looser system of ratings that continues to this day. Added to these internal changes within Hollywood was the new competition from the small screen. Audiences wanting to see tame and less challenging forms of entertainment, like classic horror films, could now watch those for free in the comfort of their own homes. If movie theaters wanted audiences to come, they had to promise them something new and, for the horror genre, that meant something shocking and provocative that could never pass the standards of the Federal Communications Commission.

        Horror filmmakers seized on this new opportunity in earnest and, as has been suggested, the period of the 1970s produced a wealth of innovative, provocative, and, at times, shocking films. These films ranged from low-budget shockers like Shivers (1975) to bigger-budget films like Alien (1979) and they pushed the boundaries of graphic violence and cultural transgression. Many of these films adopted a more nihilistic view of cultural norms, no longer depicting them as something to preserve from external threat but, instead, as the threat itself. Responding to the dark days of the late 1960s and 1970s, the traumas of Vietnam abroad, and the growing unrest around civil rights at home, American films became harsher and more cynical. As Linnie Blake argues, “In the 1970s, directors such as George A. Romero, Wes Craven, Tobe Hooper and John Carpenter . . . pioneered a generically specific filmic lexicon which set out to expose the historically specific traumas engendered by the militaristic authoritarianism that had underscored American life” (73). Until the national mood began to shift in the early 1980s and Hollywood began to reconsolidate as media conglomerations, American horror filmmakers were free to embrace the dark mood of the country in ways that were shocking and provocative and could never be shown on contemporary network television.

        This is not, of course, to suggest that television horror remained confined to reruns of Dracula or The Munsters. Far from being merely opponents in the game of seeking audiences, television and cinema enjoy, as Lorna Jowett and Stacey Abbott put it, “a productive, if cautious, symbiotic relationship” (5). The same period that saw renewed vitality in cinematic horror also saw the rise of television horror, mainly through the prominence of made-for-television movies. Indeed, Jowett and Abbott call the 70s a “golden age” for TV horror, and John Kenneth Muir contends that “‘terror television’ truly came into its own in the freewheeling early 1970s” (1). One of the most often cited pieces of evidence for this claim is the incredible response to the 1972 airing of The Night Stalker. The first Kolchak TV movie broke records with its “33.2 rating and a 45 share, representing 75 million viewers,” which represented about “one-third of all U.S. TV households” on that January night (Thompson 162).

        It seems clear that the rising popularity of horror in the cinema and other parts of American life encouraged television producers to begin crafting their own frightening tales and the made-for-television movie became one of the most common forms those tales took. Gregory Waller notes more than one hundred horror films were made for television between 1968 and the mid-1980s. Some of those were pilots for potential series but many were made as one-off productions, as was the case with the original Night Stalker film. For Waller, television horror represented a return to the more comforting form of classical horror in which the monster was a localized threat to society who was, in the end, vanquished. In this view, television horror represented a safer and more traditional form of the genre in opposition to the more transgressive form taking hold in movie theaters. I want to suggest a more nuanced view of the relationship, at least in relation to the Kolchak mythos. In my view, the Kolchak television movies and much of the series served as a bridge between the transgressive trends in cinematic horror and the strictures and expectations of television. In what follows, I trace the way some of the broader trends in cinematic horror of the 1970s are evident in the series.

      
      
        The Shock of The Night Stalker

        Isabel Pinedo argues that the central feature of the new horror cinema of the 1970s, which she labels “postmodern horror,” was its blurring and collapsing of traditional boundaries. Horror in the 1970s created, as Pinedo argues, “an unstable, paranoid universe in which familiar categories collapse” (9). Television horror was also part of this blurring even while it remained more confined within the limits established by network standards and practices, the FCC, and audience expectations. The Night Stalker capitalized on this cultural moment of blurred boundaries by bridging traditional, classical—and therefore “safe”—elements of horror with more transgressive and unstable elements characteristic of contemporary cinema. In her analysis, Pinedo identifies five characteristics of 1970s horror films: focusing on the everyday world, violating boundaries, questioning authority, refusing narrative closure, and creating a limited experience of fear. In the remainder of this chapter, I focus on the 1972 Night Stalker television film and examine the ways in which it employs and limits these characteristics of cinematic horror. I will also, at times, refer to the 1973 sequel and representative episodes from the series to suggest the persistence of these characteristics within the Kolchak mythos.

        
          Horror in Everyday Life

          Perhaps the most enduring and important narrative conceit in The Night Stalker and subsequent Kolchak stories is the grounding of Gothic monsters in the notably mundane aspects of everyday life. After an opening framing scene showing Kolchak beginning to recount his adventures in Las Vegas, the scene shifts to the first victim. As we see a young woman walking down a crowded Vegas street, Kolchak’s voice recounts the facts: “Sherry Hughes was twenty-three, 5 feet 5 and ½ inches tall, 118 pounds, blonde hair, light brown eyes, swing-shift change girl at the Gold Dust Saloon.” The reporting is precise and overly detailed. Her movements are located precisely. We pick her up at “the intersection of Casino Center and Fremont Streets” and follow her journey as she walks the “eight blocks” toward her “small frame house just off the corner of Ninth and Bridger.” The images on the screen highlight the movie’s gritty noir setting. The streets are crowded with people making their way between casinos. Sherry is briefly approached by a pair of men who seem interested in some less than wholesome activities. She dismisses them with an abrupt shake of her shoulders and takes a detour through a darkened alley. This journey out of the hustle and bustle of an urban center and into the shadowy spaces that surround them will become a core part of the Kolchak mythos, and our protagonist will spend much of his time pursuing strange phenomena in the gloomy spaces on the periphery of everyday life. Sherry Hughes does not make it home, and, instead, her violent murder in the alleyway begins our journey into the Gothic world of creatures of the night (Fig. 2).

          Of course, as noted, television audiences were accustomed to monsters, but in most previous iterations Gothic creatures were framed within an unreal and clearly Gothic world. Collinsport, the home to Barnabas Collins and the other monstrosities of Dan Curtis’s Dark Shadows, was a decidedly peculiar location with a turbulent coastline and creepy houses. Most other early horror television had followed the tack of locating the monster in an earlier historical period, as in the television movie adaptation of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The other prominent and influential approach was taken in anthology series like The Twilight Zone or The Outer Limits, which routinely situated horror within the everyday world. The episodic nature of these and other anthology series, however, meant the horrific elements were contained within the narrative framework. Whatever terrors were contained in Night Gallery, for example, were overtly presented as elements of one of Rod Serling’s many macabre tales. The Night Stalker took pains to focus the audience’s attention on the mundane details of the real world, where people walk specific streets from actual jobs and to do so through a fairly straightforward narrative frame.
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              2. Sherry Hughes on the Vegas strip in Night Stalker

            
          
          Beginning with the violent murder of Sherry Hughes, The Night Stalker situates the supernatural within the everyday and, in this way as Pinedo suggests “it explodes our assumptions about normality” (18). The movie is filled with the mundane elements of the real. While it is clear in the movie’s narrative that Janos Skorzeny is, indeed, a vampire, his movements and actions are far more grounded in the everyday. He has to buy a car to travel around the city. He robs local blood banks to fill his supply and scours casino floors looking for potential victims. He secures a house from a local real estate agent to give him a hiding place during the dangerous daylight hours, which ultimately is how Kolchak is able to track the vampire down. Recognizing that a vampire in 1970s Las Vegas would need some kind of housing, Kolchak has a friend canvass the local agents and finally locates Skorzeny’s lair.

          This use of mundane settings and aspects of life would become a staple for the Kolchak series. Kolchak regularly found mysterious creatures in otherwise perfectly normal settings. A cruise ship is the setting for the fifth episode of the series, “The Werewolf,” which aired November 1, 1974. As the title suggests, Kolchak covers the final voyage of the SS Hannover when a werewolf begins savaging guests and crew members during a full moon (Fig. 3). The dedication of a new hospital on Chicago’s lakefront brings Kolchak into contact with a mysterious Native American entity known as the “Matchemonedo” in the tenth episode, “The Energy Eater” (December 13, 1974) and a cursed fashion collection provides the mystery for the series’ fourteenth episode, “The Trevi Collection” (January 24, 1975).
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              3. Werewolf on the Cruise Ship in “The Werewolf”

            
          
        
        
          Violating Boundaries

          Due to the limits of broadcast television, Dan Curtis and the later producers of Kolchak, however, could not follow their cinematic counterparts into the more graphic aspects of realistic horror. So, The Night Stalker and subsequent Kolchak narratives had to navigate the very particular boundaries of the small screen. It is notable, for instance, the ways that Night Stalker emphasizes the aftermath of violence. Indeed, the only murder shown on-screen is the first attack; subsequent violence is only suggested during the buildup to an attack or, more commonly, the aftermath. Night Stalker was masterful at emphasizing the horrific potential of displaying the aftermath of violence. Shortly after the initial attack on Sherry Hughes, the camera puts us in the position of her corpse during the autopsy. As the opening credits appear, we look up at the attending physicians as they marvel at the lack of blood, our first clear indication that what we are about to see is truly supernatural. The visual shift is striking and disconcerting and is indicative of the way the movie, and later stories, will navigate the boundaries between TV noir and Gothic narratives. The sharp cut between gritty urban alley, a hallmark of noir narratives on both film and television, and the brightly lit autopsy room signals the movement between the nocturnal world of both crime and strange entities and the world of day, and with it science and rationality. This sequence in Night Stalker also visualizes the way the narrative will turn this world of day and rationality upside down. After a brief shot establishing Sherry Hughes’s corpse on the table, the view shifts so that we, the viewers, are in her position, staring up at the masked faces of the physicians. This viewing position is strange and unsettling and suggests the ways the traditional TV noir narrative of murders in shadowy places will be altered to introduce an even more shadowy dimension of Gothic creatures and the living dead (Fig. 4).

          When the makers of The Night Stalker did attempt to depict graphic acts of violence, they ran into the concerns of the network’s standards and practices. During a scuffle with police officers, Skorzeny’s head is wounded, but instead of the viewer seeing the strange clear fluid Kolchak later mentions, there is only a lightly red mark. The book’s original ending had Skorzeny’s body disintegrating from the effects of holy water and sunshine, but this was shifted to Kolchak staking the vampire, and even this sequence focused on Skorzeny’s facial reaction without showing the stake piercing his chest.
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              4. Autopsy scene from Night Stalker

            
          
          The move to a Kolchak series placed even more restrictions on violence or gruesomeness. By the mid-1970s, the FCC was increasingly focused on reducing television violence. While the other two networks were eliminating some of the police and crime programming in favor of what they called “warmth programming,” mainly family-centered sitcoms and dramas, ABC continued to cautiously move forward with series like Kodiak (ABC, 1974–75), about an Alaskan State Trooper, and Kolchak (see Bass). In the series, the aftermath of violent attacks was often not shown at all but implied. One common tactic involved Kolchak, or some other character, looking beneath the autopsy blanket and signaling the gruesomeness of the sight by his or her reaction to it. With tighter restrictions and a smaller budget, Kolchak monsters were often shown only in glimpses or, as with the invisible alien in “They Have Been, They Are, They Will Be” (September 27, 1974), not seen at all.

          The invisible alien in “They Have Been” is an interesting outlier among the first several Kolchak episodes, most of which followed the lead of the two television movies by mining the literary trove of Gothic monsters. The Night Strangler, the second of the television movies, presented an odd mix of Dorian Gray and Dr. Jekyll with a mysterious killer who uses his victims to grant him eternal life. The first episode of the television series presented Jack the Ripper as another immortal monstrosity (“The Ripper”), followed by a voodoo zombie in “The Zombie” (September 20, 1974) the cruise ship werewolf in episode 5, a murderous doppelganger in “Firefall” (November 8, 1974), and Satan himself making a deal with a crooked politician in “The Devil’s Platform” (November 15, 1974). A second vampire, presumably one of the surviving victims of Skorzeny from the original television movie, appears in episode 4, “The Vampire.” Episode 15, “The Chopper,” is a great example of retrofitting Gothic figures as Kolchak faces off with a new version of the Headless Horseman in the form of a vengeful headless motorcycle rider. While later episodes would venture beyond the confines of Western literature, a point I’ll return to in chapter 3, it seems clear that the core of Kolchak relied on a blurring of Gothic literary figures with modern settings.

          Indeed, as Michael Betancourt observes, this blurring between the mundane and the mysterious is evident even in the opening credits of the television series, designed by Jack Cole, who also created the credits for The Six Million Dollar Man (ABC, 1973–78) and The Rockford Files (NBC, 1974–80). The opening credits begin with Kolchak entering the INS newsroom and whistling. He pours himself a cup of coffee before settling down to his typewriter. As he writes, the music turns sinister and more dramatic and the credits appear across the screen. Near the final moments of the opening sequence, the camera focuses on McGavin’s face as the lights go out. We see the clock stop, and his desk fan stops spinning. As Betancourt notes, this sudden shift “produces the uncanny moment: it is a complete rupture with the realism portrayed” in the earlier moments. In the span of a few seconds, the scene shifts from one of daylight and movement to one of night and stillness. The blurring of the diurnal and nocturnal worlds shifts the space of the newspaper office from one of mundane activity to one of lurking mystery.

        
        
          Questioning Authority

          Navigating between the worlds of day and night often put Kolchak at odds not only with the monstrous but also with the rational. Portraying authority figures as part of the problem rather than the solution was also a staple of horror in the 1970s, and The Night Stalker engages this idea of corrupt authorities from its opening moments. As the movie begins, we see Kolchak listening back to his recording of the adventure we are about to see. Kolchak explains:

          
            This is the story behind one of the greatest manhunts in history. Maybe you read about it—or rather what they let you read about it, probably in some minor item buried somewhere on the back page. However, what happened in Las Vegas between May 16 and May 28 of this year was so incredible that, to this day, the facts have been suppressed in a massive effort to save certain political careers from disaster and law enforcement officials from embarrassment. (emphasis added)

          

          As Pinedo notes, “the nihilistic universe of postmodern horror cannot rely on the efficacy of science or authority figures” (26) and this is precisely the universe within which Kolchak operates. Throughout Night Stalker, Kolchak’s theory of a real vampire prowling Las Vegas is ridiculed by the authorities, and as he pursues the case he is routinely threatened. When Kolchak confronts the authorities with the facts that Skorzeny was uninjured by gunshots and was able to outrun a police car, the district attorney angrily responds, “Kolchak, have you lost your mind? Can you imagine the total blind panic this town would be in if the public were told we were actually looking for a vampire, not to mention the irreparable damage it would do to the image of law enforcement in Vegas?” Kolchak retorts, “Ahh, that’s what it’s all about. That’s it. Boy, I really can’t believe that you guys are so afraid of appearing stupid that you’ll ignore the only possible way of nailing him.” The district attorney insists, “we’ll handle this by ourselves.” But, in the end, they turn to Kolchak for help (Fig. 5).

          Kolchak’s explicit critique of authority extended beyond politics to include the power of science and technology. Science gone wrong is one persistent theme throughout the series. The Night Strangler focuses on a Civil War doctor who learns the secret of eternal life, which requires him to secure human victims every twenty-one years. The twelfth episode of the series, “Mr. R.I.N.G.” (January 10, 1975) features a sentient robot who seeks to kill all those who threaten his existence, and the thirteenth episode, “Primal Scream,” (January 17, 1975) sees scientists return from an Arctic expedition with frozen cells that develop into a fierce half man, half gorilla, which Kolchak tracks into the tunnels beneath Chicago. Throughout the series, the voices of authority are routinely depicted as the source of monstrosity or, at the very least, those working to keep it hidden. In either case, they serve as another obstacle for Kolchak to overcome.
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              5. Kolchak argues with the authorities in Night Stalker

            
          
          At the end of The Night Stalker, the authorities make a deal with Kolchak. If he gives them the information they need to defeat Skorzeny, they will grant him an exclusive. Kolchak kills the vampire himself just before the police charge into Skorzeny’s house. Kolchak then gleefully writes up the account, assured that the story will be his ticket back to the big time. Arriving at city hall, however, he is confronted with a warrant for his arrest. Driving a wooden stake through the heart of an unarmed person, even one suspected though not charged with murder, is a felony, and Kolchak did this right in front of the police. In exchange for Kolchak giving up the story and heading out of town, the warrant, like the truth, is destroyed (Fig. 6).

        
        
          Refusing Closure

          Night Stalker ends where it began, in a dingy hotel as Kolchak makes his final recounting of the strange events on the Vegas strip. Kolchak reports a number of “items” related to the suppression of the story: the destruction of Skorzeny’s FBI file, the disappearance of all of the witnesses, the fact that Skorzeny and all of his victims were immediately cremated. These facts leave Kolchak with an uneasy feeling that there may be other creatures of the night lurking out there somewhere. Kolchak ends his recording with a warning for his audience: “So think about it, and try to tell yourself wherever you may be, in the quiet of your home, in the safety of your bed, try to tell yourself, it couldn’t happen here.” Interestingly, this ending is an echo of the original ending to 1931’s Dracula. In the original print, Edward Sloane, who plays Van Helsing, appears at the end for a “curtain speech,” in which he tells the audience that when they look under their bed or behind the curtain for a creature of the night to remember, one might be there! That ending, however, proved too provocative for the censors when the film was re-released in 1938 and, so, the curtain speech was cut and the negative, sadly, destroyed. For most of the classical era of horror, the idea that the monsters might still be out there was deemed too provocative. Classical horror films required closure, the monster slain, the lovers reunited, the society safe. The modern era, which Night Stalker embodies, eschewed such closure. The authorities who come to save us often pose as big a threat as the monster, and even if we are saved, it is only for the time being. In the modern horror film, the threat is still out there lurking even near the quiet of our homes or the safety of our beds.
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              6. Staking Skorzeny in Night Stalker

            
          
          Kolchak’s closing monologue became a standard part of the show. Most of these final narrations followed the same pattern: evidence has been destroyed, Kolchak threatened, the appearance of normalcy reconstructed, but the threat remains. After the military has destroyed the murderous robot, Mr. RING, Kolchak recounts being detained and drugged by the government. He worries that: “somewhere, someplace they or someone else will put some other R.I.N.G. together . . . and who, who will program him then?” In Kolchak, as with its contemporary cinematic counterparts, there was no final happy ending. The monsters were still out there and the authorities remained complicit in covering up their crimes and very existence.

          Several of these narrations were also interspersed with bits of humor. Kolchak delivers his summary of “The Werewolf,” for example, while squatting on a curb at the dock with his luggage piled up behind him (Fig. 7). After the killer beast in “Primal Screen” has been tranquilized and, thus, rendered “manageable,” Kolchak notes that the police chief seized his camera and declared the reporter “unmanageable.” This use of humor was, as I’ll detail in the next section, a key part of the charm of the series and also a way to limit and balance the creation of fear within the narratives.
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              7. Kolchak waits with his luggage in “The Werewolf”

            
          
        
        
          Limiting Fear

          As Pinedo notes, horror films must find ways to both create and limit the experience of fear so that the fear is pleasurable. One consistent means of limiting fear is the use of humor, which was a key element in Kolchak from the 1972 television movie onward. The humor notably shifted across time. In Night Stalker and even Night Strangler, the humor is darker and more morbid. When Vincenzo objects to Kolchak’s story about a “vampire killer” loose in Las Vegas, Kolchak sarcastically asks: “How about a special featurette, with a border of roses? An interview with the two girl victims, in Heaven, with a celestial choir in the background?” Arriving at the scene of the fourth murder, Kolchak quips, “Well, looks like Bela Lugosi’s struck again,” before being told the victim’s mother is standing nearby. In The Night Strangler, the key clue to the killer’s seeming immortality comes when Kolchak discovers that the murders have occurred every twenty-one years since the 1800s. When Kolchak interviews an elderly anthropologist about the possibility of an actual elixir for perpetual vitality, she responds: “If it were possible, I’d be sitting here an eighty-year-old sexpot.” In both of the television movies, the humor consistently borders on the inappropriate, whether due to its darkness or due to its innuendo.

          Throughout the Kolchak mythos, humor functioned in relation to the gruesomeness and horror of the narratives. In an interview at the time of the series premiere on ABC, McGavin noted, “We want to scare the bejezuz out of you, but it’s strictly for fun” (Smith 2). Humor was consistently used both to accentuate the horrors on the screen and to alleviate the frights through comic relief. As the narrative shifted into the Kolchak series, this use of humor expanded and took on a comic frame not unlike contemporary sitcoms with the use of light office banter and eccentric characters. The squabbles between Kolchak and Vincenzo that began in the television movies continued into the series but had less of the harsh edge. The series also introduced minor recurring characters, like Ron Updyke, played by Jack Grinnage, and Miss Emily, played by Ruth McDevitt, who were often used as comic relief. Kolchak repeatedly referred to Updyke as “Uptight.” Miss Emily wrote the paper’s advice column while she worked on her detective novel. Indeed, it was a letter to Miss Emily’s column that provided a key clue to help Kolchak find the murderous Jack the Ripper (Fig. 8).

          This strategy of using humor or comic characters to relieve the pressure of horrific narratives has a long tradition dating back into the silent era and was used in such classics as Dracula, in the character of the warden Martin, and Frankenstein, notably in the comic bluster of Victor Frankenstein’s father. For some critics, however, the increased emphasis on humor fell flat in the series. The critic at Variety contended that the series needed “less reaching for easy laughs, less contrived tumult and a return to the frame of reference of semi-cynical reality, which gave the supernatural events their curious impact” (“Television Reviews” 72). The balance between humor and horror, and between light and dark, was crucial to the success of the series but also difficult to maintain.
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              8. Carl and Tony argue as Miss Emily watches in “The Devil’s Platform”
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        “What do you mean, ‘we,’ white man?”

        Investigating Power and Privilege in the Gothic World

      
      While covering the opening of a new hospital on Chicago’s lakefront, Carl Kolchak becomes intrigued by a momentary power loss and, rather than following the tour, he slips away to take a look behind the scenes. Passing through a door marked “Hospital Personnel Only,” he strikes up a conversation with Nurse Eisen, who tells him about the strange electrical and mechanical issues in the building. Kolchak speculates that the builders used shoddy material, but during a second visit something strange happens: light bulbs begin spontaneously bursting. This leads Kolchak back to Nurse Eisen for more information and, later, to track down the crew of Native American workers who abandoned the hospital building project, led by their “medicine man,” Jim Elkhorn. Elkhorn, Kolchak, and Eisen form a team, and Elkhorn informs the group about a Native American legend of Matchemonedo, an invisible bear god who was believed to dwell on the grounds upon which the hospital was built. They speculate that the bear god was led to hibernate under the waters of the lake but when the ground was reclaimed the creature was revived and began feeding on any energy it could find, including human plasma and electricity. Elkhorn and Kolchak eventually investigate the hospital basement, where they encounter the invisible Matchemonedo. The two are able to reconstruct its appearance through X-ray sheets that picked up an image of its menacing eye (Fig. 9). They confront the hospital administrators but their story about an ancient energy-eating bear god is, not surprisingly, rebuffed. Kolchak tries to convince Elkhorn to join him in a plan to stop the monster, arguing that Elkhorn’s ancestors had been able to subdue the creature. Elkhorn counters that the white people got the wealth of Chicago and “I got Matchemonedo.” Kolchak insists, “we got Matchemonedo,” to which Elkhorn responds, “what do you mean, ‘we,’ white man?” There is in this moment of disagreement a profound and telling acknowledgment of the complex dynamics of power and privilege that undergird American culture and with it the more difficult question of who becomes labeled a monster and who benefits when that monster is slain, a theme that would remain, as I’ll discuss in this chapter, consistent throughout many of Kolchak’s episodes.
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          9. X-ray image of Matchemonedo from “The Energy Eater”

        
      
      Kolchak eventually returns to the hospital, alone, in an effort to photograph Matchemonedo. There he finds that the administrators, having secretly accepted his outlandish theory, are flooding the basement with liquid nitrogen to send the monster back into hibernation. Kolchak escapes the creature but succumbs to the freezing gas. He later awakens in a different hospital where his editor, Vincenzo, explains that he survived with only some frostbite. His photographs, however, were destroyed by the cold, save for another mysterious photograph of the menacing eye. In his closing narration, Kolchak recounts that the hospital was torn down in favor of a deep-water marina and that all those involved in its construction were moving on to new projects. The story, like the invisible creature, was left submerged, as were the complex questions raised by the long history of colonialism, power, and privilege; the difficult question of what we mean by “we.”

      This episode, “The Energy Eater,” is representative of most Kolchak plots. The reporter covers a routine event, discovers something unusual, learns ancient lore from some expert, and vanquishes the threat only to have the story denied and erased by those in authority. While this pattern has become commonplace, even foundational, for horror television since Kolchak, it is worth noting how innovative that pattern was at the time. As Helen Wheatley notes, earlier horror television programs depicted a story that “takes place, and is viewed, within a domestic milieu” (7). Shows like Dark Shadows, or lighter fare like The Addams Family or Bewitched (ABC, 1964–72), centered on family and home by adapting other domestic genres like the soap opera or family sitcom. These early horror shows emphasized the mirroring of the domestic space of family viewing in the domestic setting of the show, albeit one twisted by the macabre. Kolchak, by contrast, never takes place in the reporter’s domestic space and, indeed, precious few domestic spaces are even depicted save for the occasional scene of a murder or other event. The monsters in Kolchak generally do not haunt houses. Where previous horror television series centered on the monster, whether melodramatic or comedic, Kolchak centered on the monster hunter, on the process of investigation, and it was this focus that led the series to far-flung locales in search of the mysterious and unnatural.

      As noted in the introduction, Kolchak was not the first television series to venture outside the home and focus on supernatural investigations further afield. The 1971 ABC television movie Sweet, Sweet Rachel inspired a short-lived series entitled The Sixth Sense that debuted on ABC on January 15, 1972. However, even though it stayed on the air just about as long as Kolchak, The Sixth Sense has not had nearly the acclaim or influence as the story of the Chicago-based reporter. Part of the long-term impact of Kolchak may be its embrace of horror in a variety of forms rather than being limited to psychic phenomenon. Part of its influence may also be attributed to the way Kolchak discovered horror out in the world: in the dark corners, on the Vegas strip, on cruise ships, in hospital basements. Unlike Dr. Rhoades, the paranormal researcher who investigated strange phenomena in The Sixth Sense, Kolchak did not seek out the supernatural but, rather, stumbled upon monsters lurking in the least-expected places. At its heart, I will argue in this chapter, one of Kolchak’s biggest impacts on horror television was introducing the trope of the “Gothic investigator.”

      As I will define it, the “Gothic investigator” is a person who crosses the boundaries between our everyday world and the nocturnal world of spirits and creatures. For Kolchak, this role was deeply intertwined with his role as a professional journalist. Those who followed Kolchak—like Mulder and Scully, or Buffy, or the Winchester brothers—were not journalists but they were all searchers. Some, like the FBI agents in The X-Files or the vampire detective in Angel (WB, 1999–2004), would work as professional investigators. Others, like Buffy “the Vampire Slayer” or Micki Foster from Friday the 13th: The Series, would inherit their roles. But in all these cases the search into the supernatural realm was their job.

      That the trope of the Gothic investigator was inaugurated into horror television through the figure of the journalist is important. As I’ll discuss more fully below, the journalist occupies a uniquely powerful position in American popular culture, especially in relation to notions of power and privilege. On the one hand, the position of journalist entails a level of privilege that is often interconnected with other conditions of privilege, including race and gender. On the other hand, journalists are explicitly charged with investigating the dynamics of power and privilege and serving as watchdogs over those who wield political and financial control. In this way, Kolchak’s role as “Gothic journalist” allowed the character to both embody and explore the dynamics of power, privilege, and difference in 1970s America.

      
        The Gothic Journalist

        In many ways it makes sense that a reporter would become one of the first and most influential monster hunters in American popular culture. American cinema has had a long and enduring love affair with journalists dating back as far as Charlie Chaplin’s comic turn in Making a Living (1914). In his comprehensive Encyclopedia of Journalists on Film, Richard R. Ness catalogs more than two thousand depictions of reporters in films ranging from Howard Hawks’s His Girl Friday (1940) and Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941) to Roland Joffé’s The Killing Fields (1984) and Tom McCarthy’s Spotlight (2015). Cinema’s preoccupation with journalists may be because, as Brian McNair notes, their “professional practice generates the incidents and narratives which make a good movie” (25). Stories about journalists follow their investigations into any of a variety of realms of society, from the political to the criminal. These investigations also often lead to conflict with the powerful individuals and organizations who want to prevent their roles or interests being exposed. McNair explains, “the business of exposure naturally provokes resistance” and this resistance also adds drama to these narratives (26).

        The role of journalists in exposing the schemes of powerful people was particularly profound in the 1970s. In 1971 the New York Times and the Washington Post published the “Pentagon Papers,” leaked documents of the Defense Department’s secret history of the Vietnam conflict. Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein began investigating the break-in at the Watergate Hotel in June of 1972. Their story would eventually push Richard Nixon to resign the presidency in August of 1974. These events would lead to several films about ’70s journalists, like Alan Pakula’s groundbreaking All the President’s Men (1976) and, later, Steven Spielberg’s The Post (2017). But even before these events were depicted, 1970s cinema was taking an increased interest in conspiracies, which, Matthew Ehrlich suggests, “reflected the angst of the times and also reflected a long tradition of paranoid thought in American culture” (106).

        Television, of course, had its own pantheon of investigative journalists and, as noted in chapter 1, one of Darren McGavin’s first major roles was as a crime-fighting newspaper reporter in The Crime Photographer. McGavin’s on-screen persona, at least by 1972, was largely forged around his role as the newspaper photographer “Flashgun Casey” and, later, roles as a noir detective in series like Mike Hammer and The Outsider. McGavin’s wry smile and cynical air made him a natural for the role of an investigative reporter butting heads with his editor and those in authority. As an extension of these previous roles, McGavin’s performance as Kolchak embodied the archetype of the American newspaper reporter. He was consistently disheveled, wearing the same seersucker suit with battered straw hat and white sneakers because, as he explained to a woman in “The Ripper,” he “runs a lot.” He drove a beat-up Mustang and was almost always depicted with cameras and tape recorders slung over his shoulder. Wherever Kolchak’s investigations led him, whether to a witches’ coven or a diamond auction, he wore the same suit and, yet, somehow managed to navigate through these spaces with his brash, cynical, and slightly irreverent attitude intact.

        Through his familiar embodiment of this comfortable television trope, McGavin’s Kolchak was able to introduce a different kind of investigative frame, the Gothic. Stories of investigative journalism were always about crossing boundaries and exposing hidden truths, and the Gothic journalist adds an additional dimension to this process by crossing the boundaries between the rational and the fantastic. By mixing together the “realistic” work of a reporter with otherworldly elements of the Gothic, the character of Kolchak makes the fantastic seem more realistic and believable (Fig. 10). Simultaneously, as Helen Wheatley notes, by framing the fantastic within the familiar experience of a television drama, such Gothic mixing renders “the familiar traditions and conventions of television . . . strange” (8). The Gothic journalist, in other words, renders the strange as realistic and familiar, and the realistic and familiar as strange.

        One of the clearest examples of the ways that this figure of the Gothic journalist helped to create a bridge to a new format for horror television was “The Devil’s Platform.” Airing just three months after Richard Nixon’s resignation, the story focuses on an ambitious candidate for state senate who, we eventually learn, has made a pact with Satan (Fig. 11). The episode is typical of the series in the way it blends the contemporary cultural context with elements of Gothic horror and the way it grounds its narrative in the mundane procedures of investigative journalism. It is also typical in the way it employs the Gothic frame as a way of offering a broader critical lens for considering the dynamics of American political culture.
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            10. Kolchak in action in “Chopper”

          
        
        “The Devil’s Platform” is rife with knowing winks to American politics in 1974. In his opening narration, Kolchak notes that politics has long made for “strange bedfellows,” but in this story “the strangest bedfellow of all was found under the sheets, the strangest and certainly the most terrifying.” Kolchak then recounts a series of accidents that have positioned unknown candidate Bob Palmer as the frontrunner in the state senatorial election. The scene shifts to the fortunate candidate being confronted by his campaign manager, who has learned of some of his illegal activities, but the elevator the two men are on mysteriously crashes to the ground floor and all on board are killed, save for one unnaturally powerful dog. The dog, we will later learn, is Palmer, who uses a satanic amulet to perform magic and transform into the indestructible animal. Palmer’s secretary later tries to blackmail him, but she is also killed by the dog, even as police fire point-blank rounds into it. When Palmer’s opponent dies in a mysterious car crash, Kolchak becomes convinced that the candidate is using satanic powers to rig the election. “This campaign has had more fatalities than a Labor Day weekend. . . . I mean unexplained accidents, medical puzzles, driverless cars,” Kolchak muses to his editor. The prospects of uncovering a normal political scandal, however, are derailed by Kolchak’s insistence that the mysterious dog is at the center. “Why does our political expose have to have a dog in it?” Vincenzo complains. Kolchak berates his beleaguered editor, “Tony, Palmer is an evil incarnate. He is going to go all the way to the White House, to the Oval Office!” For viewers in November of 1974, this prospect must have felt strangely familiar.
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            11. Kolchak at Palmer’s Headquarters in “The Devil’s Platform”

          
        
        Framing a story about a pact with the devil within the familiar crimes, conspiracies, and cover-ups of American politics was one way of bringing the supernatural into the everyday world. The other technique evident in “The Devil’s Platform,” and most other episodes of Kolchak, was the emphasis on procedure, one of the themes continued on from original screenwriter Richard Matheson (see chapter 1). In spite of his fantastic claims of otherworldly powers and influences, Kolchak pursues the story just like any regular story. He conducts interviews with eyewitnesses, police, and medical professionals. He digs through libraries for background information. A packet of archival materials from Palmer’s hometown includes a photograph of a young Palmer at the start of his meteoric rise. During a prolonged scene, lasting almost two minutes, Kolchak meticulously enlarges the photograph. He exposes the photographic paper, sets the timer, bathes it in chemicals, and then examines the image. He follows this same process again before finally getting a clear image of the satanic medallion Palmer was wearing, evidence of his unholy pact (Fig. 12).

        Contemporary politics and the procedures of investigative journalism may help to ground the fantastic conceits of Kolchak, but the introduction of the Gothic frame also helps the episode to open up a deeper consideration of those everyday aspects of American culture. As Julia Wright notes, Gothic television shows like Kolchak use the supernatural as a way of “critiquing, parodying, and otherwise interrogating realism” (3). In “Devil’s Platform,” the corruption of the government by power-hungry politicians is parodied through its exaggerated form, a politician willing to literally sell his soul to the devil in exchange for power. But the episode extends this critique beyond the superficial to a deeper and potentially more troubling dynamic within American culture, unchecked ambition. When Kolchak breaks into Palmer’s home with plans to destroy him using a vial of holy water, Palmer offers Kolchak a deal: “Your insatiable desire for a story has brought you to a sorry state, hasn’t it? I know all about insatiable desires. I suffered with the problem myself for quite a time,” Palmer says. Palmer lays out a proposition to Kolchak: “You would like, more than anything, to have the Pulitzer Prize. Though publicly you scorn the very concept of awards, you would like more than anything else to get to New York and work on a major daily paper . . . such small ambitions, really.” Notably, this sequence also emphasizes the Gothic distinction between the world of light, in which Palmer is a youthful and charismatic candidate for office, and the darkened subterranean world of his satanic altar, where Palmer has traded in his tie and sports coat for a black cloak and ceremonial knife (Fig. 13). Kolchak, of course, refuses the offer and in the ensuing scuffle uses the holy water to destroy the medallion, leaving nothing but a now-docile dog instead of the hound of Satan. In the end, as Kolchak notes, Palmer did keep one campaign promise: “The promise of his soul to his master, the prince of darkness.” While the infernal political plot is, in the end, derailed by Kolchak’s investigation, the confrontation between Palmer and Kolchak offers a deeper insight into the continuous conflict between politicians and the press, both motivated by their ambitions as much, if not more, than by their principles.

        
          [image: ]

          12. Processing photographs in “The Devil’s Platform”
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          13. Palmer’s satanic ritual in “The Devil’s Platform”

        
      
      
        Race and Cultural Tensions

        Concerns around unbridled ambition and political corruption were not the only contemporary sources of anxiety explored in Kolchak. Racial tensions were also regular sources of Gothic otherness and fear. While many Kolchak episodes featured refurbished versions of characters from English and American Gothic literature, the series also routinely plumbed the myths and legends of other cultures, including Afro-Caribbean, Native American, and Hindu. That race would feature prominently in the Gothic frame of Kolchak is, perhaps, not surprising given the widespread and spectacular moments of unrest centered on the fights for racial equity and justice during the 1970s. The Watts riots had burned sections of Los Angeles in 1965, and cities across the country had erupted into violent protest after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. In the same year that the Kolchak series premiered on ABC, the city of Boston experienced protracted racial unrest around court-ordered busing of schoolchildren. And the national conversation around race in the 1970s was not exclusively focused on the relations between white and Black people. The American Indian Movement, an organization fighting for greater recognition and rights for Native Americans, was founded in 1971, and in February of 1973 approximately two hundred Oglala Lakota and AIM members occupied the town of Wounded Knee, South Dakota, for seventy-one days in a widely publicized conflict with the US government. The prominence of the national conversation around Native American issues was reflected in the Kolchak series with two episodes revolving around Native legends, “The Energy Eater,” mentioned above, and “Bad Medicine” (November 29, 1974), which featured actor Richard Kiel in “red face” as an evil shaman on a quest to recover stolen gems. While the episode raises the question of land and property stolen from native peoples, the underlying moral question remains largely unexplored. The series also featured an episode centered on an Aztec cult’s effort to resurrect a mummy in “Legacy of Terror” (February 14, 1975).

        In many ways, Kolchak’s use of diverse cultures and races fits with a long-standing tendency to create monstrous others. Bernadette Calafell argues that “cultural anxieties and fears around Otherness, whether they are about race, class, gender, sexuality, body size, or ability, manifest themselves in representations of both literal and symbolic monstrosity” (4). At times, this crafting of monstrosity out of cultural differences is a means of demonizing the Other and rendering them unworthy of a place or, at times, even of life. However, as Calafell and others have noted, stories of monstrosity are not always as simple as demonizing the Other. Stories of monstrosity and horror can also open doors for exploring the complexities of our relationship to others and the biases we ourselves hold. Sometimes, especially in the modern horror narrative, it is not easy to tell which is the real monster, the creature or the angry villagers.

        Kolchak was guilty of at least a few instances of simply using other cultural traditions to create easy monsters. But the series was also capable of using these Gothic tales to explore the subtle dynamics of race and difference in a multicultural America. Perhaps the best example of this nuance was “Horror in the Heights,” which first aired on December 20, 1974. The episode’s mystery begins with a group of elderly Jewish men enjoying a game of poker in the storage room of a warehouse where one works as a security guard. When the guard ventures out to look for glasses, he sees what looks to be his rabbi. The figure transforms into a monstrous hairy creature that attacks and kills the security guard. Kolchak comes upon the scene and begins investigating with the aid of one of the poker players, Harry Starman, portrayed by the iconic comedian Phil Silvers. The mystery leads them to examine the proliferation of swastikas around a newly opened Indian restaurant. Kolchak eventually uncovers that the shape-shifting creature is a rakshasa, a Hindu demon that appears to its victims as someone they trust. He meets the owner of the Indian restaurant and learns that the swastika originated in ancient India, before being appropriated by the Nazis, and is meant to ward off the evil creature. The elderly Indian man, Kolchak learns, has been hunting the rakshasa. The restaurant owner gives his crossbow, the only weapon that can kill a rakshasa, to Kolchak, who soon finds himself in a dark alley confronted by his longtime friend Miss Emily. Kolchak is able to see through the illusion and shoots the creature with the arrow, ending the threat.

        The episode’s focus on otherness is announced in the opening monologue. Over a series of shots of a decaying neighborhood of Chicago that we will later learn is Roosevelt Heights, Kolchak notes that “there are sections of Chicago that the guidebooks don’t refer to.” The neighborhood, we are told, is filled with those elderly residents who are unable to move out to better environs and, so, are left behind. The ethnicity of these residents is observed as Kolchak recounts the opening poker game and the fact that “gambling on Friday night was forbidden by Hebrew law.” The residents of the neighborhood are largely portrayed in broad stereotypical brushstrokes, and their ethnicity is explicitly discussed throughout the episode. While the Jewish residents of Roosevelt Heights are, in the end, the victims of this episode’s monster, the episode uses a framework that gestures toward Jewish mysticism. The creature’s first appearance, for example, is in the form of Rabbi Schulman. The connection between Jewishness and monstrosity has deep and tragic roots in antisemitism and, as Bettina Bildhauer notes, even when Jews have not been explicitly portrayed as monsters there are “multiple parallels between Jews and monsters” that have circulated in Western culture (195).

        The hints at Jewish occult are, however, soon displaced by the presence of the swastikas, graffitied on buildings throughout the neighborhood (Fig. 14). Their presence, combined with the suggestion that the victims’ flesh has been devoured as if by rats, draws startling and disturbing parallels to the Holocaust. Indeed, the heart of the fear in the episode is not the way the victims died but the way the creature made them believe they were meeting a trusted friend, relative, or figure of authority. As Liel Leibovitz notes, “It’s hard to think of a more effective—and more shattering—artistic representation of that core Jewish fear: the premonition that your friendliest and most trusted neighbors could one day and with no apparent reason become your executioners.” That the creature appears to the next victims as a police officer underscores this painful metaphor of a murderous monster that can hide beneath the guise of a trusted authority.

        
          [image: ]

          
            14. Swastikas in the Jewish neighborhood in “Horror in the Heights”

          
        
        The source of the mystery is, in the end, not Nazis but a Hindu creature, which adds another racialized dimension to the episode. While the elderly poker player, Starman, speculates that the mysterious owner of the new Indian restaurant is secretly a Nazi, Kolchak insists, “you usually don’t find Hindu Nazis in any great numbers.” India and Indian culture have long been associated with mysticism and the supernatural in American popular culture, dating back to early films like The Hindoo Dagger (1909) and The Idol’s Eyes (1910). Edward Said famously observed this overarching tendency of Western culture to view the cultures of the “East” through a lens of Orientalism in which they are viewed as always already mysterious.

        One of the interesting patterns in Kolchak, and evident in “Horror in the Heights,” is the location of horror not in one culture but at an intersection between cultures. The Indian monster terrorizes a Jewish neighborhood just as the Native American bear god threatens the white patrons of the hospital. In this way, the series echoed some of the same points of anxiety about sharing a nation with people who dressed, spoke, ate, and believed differently than “us.” In “Horror in the Heights,” the central issue of navigating an increasingly self-aware multicultural America was made clear: trust. The monster appeared to its victims as someone they felt they could trust, and it was this trust that made them vulnerable (Fig. 15). But the episode was careful not to entirely demonize the concept of trust. The suspicions about the Indian restaurant owner are, in the end, disproven and it turns out the person Starman feared was actually there to try to save him. In his closing narration, Kolchak decides not to tell Miss Emily that it was her appearance the rakshasa took on. While doing so would reinforce that Kolchak trusted his elderly colleague, it would also reveal that he had fired an arrow into what appeared to be her midsection. Still, as Kolchak observes, “as long as we all trust each other, why should anyone’s feelings be bruised?” Such trust, the episode suggests, is both hard won and potentially dangerous.
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            15. The rakshasa in “Horror in the Heights”

          
        
        “Horror in the Heights” was not the only episode focused on the intersection of diverse ethnic groups in America. “The Zombie,” the second episode of the series depicted a Haitian zombie embroiled in a turf war between the Black and Italian mobs. Popular interest in stereotypical depictions of the Italian Mafia had become remarkably prominent following the release of The Godfather in 1972, the same year The Night Stalker premiered, and The Godfather Part II, which came out in 1974, the same year that Kolchak first appeared on ABC. The episode maximized its connection to contemporary popular culture by mixing Italian stereotypes with tropes of blaxploitation films like Superfly (1972) and Foxy Brown (1974). Indeed, the use of tropes of blaxploitation aligns the episode with, as Robin Means Coleman puts it, “horror centering itself on themes of Black empowerment” (116). The episode continues the trend of drawing upon contemporary TV noir images (back-alley meetings of gangsters, gun battles, etc.), while infusing these elements with a Gothic tone of magic and the living dead.

        Also notable in this episode, as in the other episodes featuring racial and ethnic dynamics, is Kolchak’s ability to navigate through these spaces—whether facing Native American gods or Indian demons or a voodoo priestess. Kolchak’s white male body allows him a level of privilege that helps him evade the threats of the Black mobster, “Sweetstick” Weldon, and of the Mafia don, Benjamin Sposato. Even when Kolchak is detained by the police after being found at the site of one of the zombie’s killings, he is soon released, saved by his editor, Vincenzo. No matter how complicated the knot of cultural traditions he finds himself in, Kolchak maneuvers through it with a notable level of protection and privilege.

      
      
        Gender and the Monstrous Other

        In her analysis of “The Zombie,” Julia Wright notes the way the episode reveals the dynamics not just of race but also of gender, particularly masculinity. Indeed, the episode’s opening monologue highlights the focus: “popular folklore would have us believe that there exists in the underworld ruthless men who fear nothing. This story should debunk that myth.” Wright suggests that through this depiction of terrified tough guys, “masculine stereotypes are exposed as cultural constructs” (2). Indeed, throughout the series, Wright observes a regular contrast of forms of masculinity: blustering police officers, Tony Vincenzo’s “machismo,” and Updyke’s depiction as a “more effete reporter” (19). Navigating these various positions is Kolchak. On the one hand, he regularly demonstrates a foolhardy level of bravery. On the other, he is also often seen reacting with shrieks of fright.

        While the series engaged questions of masculinity, it also regularly engaged femininity and the politics of women’s rights. It is worth recalling that the Equal Rights Amendment was approved by the US Congress in 1972 before failing to gain sufficient support in state legislatures. Perhaps because of this cultural interest, Kolchak offered various depictions of femininity in relation to Gothic monstrosity. In its earliest stories, for instance, Kolchak mainly focused on women as victims of monsters. Both the vampire in The Night Stalker and the Civil War–era doctor in The Night Strangler prolonged their unnatural lives through the deaths of young women. This trend continued into the series with Jack the Ripper in the first episode. But, overall, the series achieved a rough parity between male and female victims and, in the end, between male and female monsters.

        Women have long been depicted as monstrous within patriarchal societies. As Barbara Creed insists, “all human societies have a conception of the monstrous-feminine, of what it is about woman that is shocking, terrifying, horrific, abject” (1), and Kolchak certainly employed this conception. The first female monster in the series appears in episode 4, “The Vampire” (October 4, 1974), which is an implied sequel to the original television movie. In the episode, a female vampire, probably created by Skorzeny, is released from her grave in Las Vegas and makes her way back to her home in Los Angeles. Where the episode might have explored the dynamics of her victimization and the potential for her redemption, it leans instead into the monstrous-feminine with a focus on her fangs and blood-sucking. She is the dreaded vagina dentata in the flesh (Fig. 16). In the end, Kolchak is able to weaken her by setting fire to a large wooden cross—undoubtedly an image with unsettling resonance to Americans in the 1970s—and then drives a stake through her heart.

        Monstrous women featured prominently throughout the series, often embodying Creed’s sense of the horrific and the abject. “The Trevi Collection,” which first aired on January 24, 1975, announced its connection to contemporary political discussions of women’s rights clearly. When Kolchak goes to meet a mob informant in Chicago’s fashion district, he ends up inadvertently covering a fashion show. Madame Trevi announces the philosophy behind her collection: “The truly liberated woman is not afraid to be a woman.” As is always the case, mystery is soon afoot, as Kolchak’s informant ends up being thrown out of a window by mannequins who suddenly come to life. Kolchak is aided in his pursuit of the truth by a helpful fashion model named Madelaine, and soon other mysterious events occur. One model is scalded to death in her shower and another has her eyes scratched out by a cat. Madelaine tells Kolchak that Madame Trevi is a witch. But Kolchak discovers that Madelaine is the real witch behind the murders and confronts her. In his research, Kolchak learns that the only way to stop a witch is to accuse her of witchcraft in public. When he does, Madelaine’s power is broken, her body breaks out in a hideous pox, and she loses her mind. In the end, she is confined to a mental hospital. The ambitious woman is revealed to be conniving, dangerous, and, in the end, hideous.
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            16. The monstrous female in “The Vampire”

          
        
        “Demon in Lace” (February 7, 1975) begins with Kolchak quoting Goethe, “we love girls for what they are,” before suggesting that this sentiment might be changed by the events he uncovered at a nearby college campus. Males, we soon learn, are being seduced by a beautiful woman who transforms into a hideous hag before killing them. Kolchak happens upon the scene of one of the deaths on his way to a routine press conference and learns that victims look as if they had been “scared to death,” an interesting play on fearless masculinity and sexual desire. As in “The Trevi Collection,” Kolchak again stumbles into a partnership with a female ally, this time in the form of student journalist Rosalind Winters. In spite of initially rebuffing her—“I work alone,” he tells her—Kolchak eventually finds her useful in navigating the college campus. The monster of the week is discovered to be a succubus released from an ancient Mesopotamian tablet who murders young women and takes on their form in order to kill young men. With Rosalind’s help, Kolchak discovers the only way to stop the demon is to destroy the ancient tablet, which he does while fighting off the horrific female demon.

        Rosalind Winters joins a relatively long list of female allies whose presence both annoys and enables Kolchak. In “The Vampire,” Kolchak’s search is assisted by a female real estate agent who dreams of being a reporter. In The Night Stalker, it is Kolchak’s girlfriend who suggests the killer might be a real vampire. But the best incarnation of this possible female sidekick appears in The Night Strangler, where college student Louise Harper serves as Carl’s guide around Seattle as well as connecting him to the anthropology professor who will provide the key clue to the killer’s motive. By the end of the second television movie, Louise seems to have become a genuine partner (Fig 17). As Kolchak drives away from Seattle, he and Vincenzo argue about their future prospects after being fired from their new jobs. Louise pops up from the back seat and bemoans her misfortune at getting wrapped up in their adventure. “Here I was one semester shy of getting my degree in psychology and what happens? You show up at my house.” But, like Rosalind Winters after her, Louise never appears again. Indeed, it is notable that other than Gail Foster, Kolchak’s love interest in the first television movie, there is never another romantic partner for the Gothic journalist. It seems that Kolchak lives as he works, “alone.”
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            17. Louise Harper aids Kolchak in The Night Strangler

          
        
        It would, of course, have been easy for Kolchak to emphasize its protagonist’s isolated and often embattled position by drawing a stark contrast with the monstrous Others who threatened him. Reactionary narratives pitting the white male protagonist against racialized and gendered monsters are common in American culture and, yet, by the 1970s such clear lines between good and evil were harder to draw. Indeed, Kolchak was, in many ways, very much a product of its era. The heroic investigative journalist was willing to cross any threshold in pursuit of the truth, no matter what structures of power or authority he defied or laid bare. Kolchak’s own privileged position as Gothic journalist afforded the series an opportunity to turn its investigative lens on many of the complex questions facing America in the 1970s: political corruption, racial unrest, gender tensions. By recasting these very real anxieties within the more fantastic frame of Gothic fiction, Kolchak was able to raise important questions about who gets counted as one of “us” and who gets counted as one of “them.” Indeed, in episodes like those considered in this chapter, it was often difficult to ascertain who the real monster was, at least until the episode’s conclusion. Rather than rest on his own privilege, afforded to him by his race, gender, and professional status, Kolchak consistently used it to pass through barriers and examine the complex layers of anxieties and injustices lying buried beneath the surface. In the end, such a dogged pursuit of the truth left Kolchak even more isolated. Disliked by the authorities he regularly undermined and unable to create lasting connections with those he sought to aid, Kolchak remained a searcher endlessly pursuing a truth he could never fully uncover.

        Whether Carl Kolchak would have eventually found a cast of stable allies, a romantic partner, or a family will never be known. On March 28, 1975, after two television movies and twenty episodes, the series came to an end with an episode entitled “The Sentry.” In it, Kolchak ventures deep into underground tunnels to search for a murderous beast who, he learns, has only been guarding its eggs from intruding humans in a desperate attempt to protect its family from the dangerous Others who dwell on the surface. Once again, the complicated question of who really constitutes the monstrous threat is raised by the series, and, as was often the case, the question remains unresolved.

      
    
  
    
      
        4

        “Well, Goodnight Carl”

        Diminishing Returns of the Monster of the Week

      
      Now here are the facts in the strange case of the disappearance of one Carl Kolchak, Chicago-based reporter for the Independent News Service:

      
        Item: Despite record-breaking ratings for the television movie The Night Stalker, the Kolchak series ended 1974 ranked fifty-seventh out of sixty-five network programs in the ratings. It shared this dubious position near the bottom of the charts with Sonny Bono’s The Sonny Comedy Revue (ABC, 1974), also on ABC.

        Item: After only two episodes, producer Paul Playdon left his role as the showrunner for Kolchak. The move came after a series of increasingly public disagreements between Playdon and actor Darren McGavin, which Variety characterized as “artistic differences.” Playdon was replaced by Cy Chermak, though reports suggest that his relationship with the lead actor was not much better than his predecessor’s.

        Item: On March 19, 1975, Universal TV and ABC announced a plan to reduce Kolchak: The Night Stalker from its initial plan of twenty-two episodes down to just the twenty episodes already completed. The official reason was that shooting had been delayed because Darren McGavin “has had the flu” (“Cutback on ‘Kolchak’” 60).

        Item: The 1974–75 season was, as John Carmody put it, “a disastrous season for ABC” in which it failed to win a single night in the ratings war. In response, the network canceled seven series, including Kolchak: The Night Stalker.

      

      Over the past two chapters, I have argued that Kolchak: The Night Stalker created a unique formula for bridging the divide between the transgressive and shocking horror emerging in 1970s American cinema and the limitations and expectations endemic to network television. But, in the end, it failed. One explanation might be that American audiences were not as interested in horror as the show’s creators had assumed, but this seems unlikely given the strength of horror at the American box office during this period. The Exorcist was the top grossing film of 1973. Young Frankenstein used its mix of classic horror and humor to reach number three at the 1974 box office. Jaws was the top film in 1975 and The Omen reached number six in 1976. Whatever else could be said about American culture in the mid-1970s, one cannot say it was turning away from horror.

      Another possible reason for the failure of the series to attract a big audience might be that Kolchak’s approach to horror television was not as revolutionary or innovative as I have claimed in the preceding chapters. But this explanation flies in the face of its influence on subsequent successful television shows, something I’ll turn to in the next chapter. It is certainly possible that Kolchak was ahead of its time in relation to television horror and, indeed, there was not a consistently successful non-anthology horror series until Friday the 13th: The Series in 1987, followed by an explosion of popular horror-themed series in the 1990s with Twin Peaks, The X-Files, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      In this chapter, I want to explore the demise of Kolchak with an eye toward understanding how the series failed to connect with its contemporary audience. In the end, I will contend that the series’ influence on later shows came not only from the things it got right—the blending of contemporary and classical horror, the construction of the Gothic investigator as protagonist, etc.—but also in the lessons its failures offered later creators. In thinking about these missteps on the road to the creation of modern television horror, I begin with a brief consideration of the network politics and practices that set the stage for Kolchak’s cancellation. Next, I focus on one of the most glaring differences between Kolchak and the later series it inspired, its limited serial continuity. Finally, I consider the way the series’ reliance on repetition and the “monster of the week” reduced the stakes in its stories and, ultimately, its capacity to provoke suspense and fear.

      
        “ABC has totally collapsed”

        Two weeks into the 1974 television season, CBS vice president Fred Silverman declared, “ABC has totally collapsed” (“Trouble enough” 20). Several new ABC series, like the Alaska-based police procedural Kodiak, were off to such a bad start that they were expected to be canceled within weeks. Formerly strong ratings for the science fiction action series The Six Million Dollar Man were down, and the series was losing badly to NBC’s two powerhouse sitcoms, Sanford & Son and Chico & The Man (NBC, 1974–78). Premiering at 10:00 p.m. on Friday nights, Kolchak: The Night Stalker was also not faring well, losing to both NBC’s Police Woman (NBC, 1974–78), starring Angie Dickinson, and CBS’s Friday Night Movies (CBS, 1965–75). According to ABC vice president Alfred Schneider, the gruesome and at times violent Kolchak had been scheduled for the 10:00 p.m. slot because “that’s when kids are usually in bed” (Kaufman 32), but the series did not stay in the last prime-time slot for long. By November, ABC switched Kolchak to 8:00 p.m. as a lead-in to The Six Million Dollar Man. While this move had the benefit of attracting younger audiences who might thrill to Kolchak’s macabre adventures, it had the disadvantage of putting the series directly against NBC’s popular sitcoms. Kolchak was not the only ABC program struggling to find an audience in 1974–75. Eight of the ten bottom-rated shows were from ABC, including Kolchak and most of the other new series. Of those eight, only one was renewed, the police sitcom Barney Miller (ABC, 1975–82). The dismal 1974–75 season would spell the end of Barry Diller’s time as the head of ABC, and on June 16, 1975, the network hired a new president, Fred Silverman.

        In fairness to ABC, all three networks were struggling to settle their prime-time lineups in 1974–75 because the very definition of “prime time” was in heated dispute. In 1970, the FCC had officially defined “Prime Time” through its “Prime Time Access Rule,” which limited the number of hours of programming the networks could provide in the hopes that free times would be filled by other television producers. By 1974, however, it was clear that limiting the number of hours of network programming was not leading to higher quality non-network programs and, so, in January, the FCC announced plans to relax the prime time rules and allow another half hour of network programming. But the decision was challenged in the courts by the National Association of Independent Television Producers and Distributors. As all three major networks entered into the 1974–75 season, their programming hours were in limbo as they awaited a final ruling from the federal courts. The Second Circuit Court of Appeals eventually ruled in June that the revised prime time could go into effect, but not until September of 1975, leaving the networks scrambling to shift their schedules for the remainder of the ongoing television season.

        These uncertainties and changes were not good for struggling ABC, consistently last in the ratings war, and they were particularly hard on new shows. Kolchak’s moves around the Friday night schedule never really helped it find an audience. Shortly after “The Sentry,” the twentieth and final episode of Kolchak, aired on April 2, 1975, Variety declared the series “doomed” (“Webs Need 20 New Hours” 76). On May 3, 1975, ABC officially announced the cancellation of Kolchak.

        News that Kolchak was canceled was not surprising or even disappointing to many of those working on the series. In addition to the tensions between McGavin and the show’s producers, the star was openly critical of the series as a whole. In a widely publicized interview with Wade Mosby in February of 1975, McGavin openly called for the show to be canceled. He complained about the low budgets, the “corporate pinhead minds” of those in charge at ABC, and that the scripts were being scrambled together at the last minute. “Many people should have the script for production meetings with key people. By delaying, all of those people are going crazy,” the actor complained (qtd in Dawidziak, Night Stalker Companion 173). Whatever the cause of production disruptions, the episodes do, at times, demonstrate a somewhat slapdash quality. The effects were routinely disappointing, with the reptilian creature of “The Sentry” serving as something of a low point. The series also relied heavily on a tried and true, though in this case often unhelpful, approach of featuring well-known guest stars. While comedian Phil Silver offers a strong performance in “Horror in the Heights,” it is likely that many audience members would greet his appearance on the screen with knowing chuckles instead of gasps of fright. Jamie Farr, already well established in CBS’s hit MASH (CBS, 1972–83), appears as a helpful biology teacher in “Primal Scream,” and Jim Backus, of Gilligan’s Island (CBS, 1964–67) fame, appeared in “Chopper.” Backus was, interestingly, also providing the voice for Thurston Howell III, the character he made famous, in an animated version of Gilligan for ABC television’s Saturday morning lineup in 1974–75.

        This kind of internal cross-promotional casting was also evident in the penultimate episode of the series, “The Youth Killer” (March 14, 1975). In the episode, Kolchak discovers a series of mysterious deaths where young people suddenly age before dying. The reporter tracks the mystery to a dating service, where he discovers the owner, a woman named Helen, chanting in an ancient language. Eventually, Kolchak discovers that she is none other than Helen of Troy and her life has been unnaturally prolonged by regular sacrifices of young, perfect people to the goddess Hecate. Kolchak is marked for sacrifice but escapes rapid aging when it is revealed that some of Helen’s sacrifices were not physically perfect and the goddess takes out her wrath on Helen, who is turned to stone. The actress playing Helen was Cathy Lee Crosby, a former tennis professional who had starred in an ABC television movie as Wonder Woman in March of 1974. The television movie was meant as a pilot, but unimpressive ratings left the title in limbo until it was picked back up by ABC in 1975 with a new star, Lynda Carter. While the 1974 television movie downplayed Wonder Woman’s superpowers, advertisements for the movie of the week proclaimed: “The Amazing Amazon Princess Comes to Television!” One year later, Crosby was back on ABC as another powerful figure from Greek mythology although this time as a villainous murderer who makes the mistake of crossing paths with Carl Kolchak (Fig. 18).

        The limitations of the series were routinely noted by contemporary television critics. John O’Connor complained in the New York Times that the plots were so ridiculous that “not even the producer’s immediate family” would believe them. Anthony La Camera complained that the effects were unrealistic and Percy Shain pointed out the show’s reliance on “overdone caricatures” while still noting that “McGavin plays the reporter with a flair that may assuage the defects” (“Critical Comment” 23). The careful mix of established character actors, classical horror, modern shocks, and a healthy dose of humor that had made the two television movies so successful had not translated to the weekly series format. Part of this might be due to the limitations of time and budget and part of it might have been the result of regular pressure from ABC to keep the series light and inoffensive. But, as I’ll suggest in the next section, the series was not merely limited by the weekly episodic format; it failed to take advantage of what that format could offer, seriality.
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            18. Cathy Lee Crosby as Helen of Troy in “The Youth Killer”

          
        
      
      
        Seriality in Television Horror

        As noted in chapter 2, scholars have come to appreciate the unique ways that horror narratives can play out on television. Key to this is the way television offers a chance to expand a story across virtually limitless episodes. While cinema has long embraced the prospect of sequels, film sequels cannot offer the kind of expansive space available in series television. A successful film, in other words, might eventually spawn another chapter in the story, but a television episode can be constructed specifically to set the stage for another chapter, and another, and another. Lisa Schmidt argues that this capacity to craft longer narratives through seriality allows television horror to expand the effect of fear by employing a sense of melodrama in which the audience becomes increasingly invested in the well-being and, indeed, survival of beloved characters. Schmidt contends, “television’s intensified deployment of seriality gives it the capacity to achieve the affects of melodrama on a more intense scale” than films (160). This mixing of horror and melodrama had been the key to Dan Curtis’s previous television horror serial, Dark Shadows. As Harry Benshoff notes, the popular Gothic soap opera used “all the usual codes of television melodrama” while encasing them within story lines and visuals drawn from classical horror cinema (38).

        Kolchak, of course, was also a television series with recurring characters, settings, and activities. But, and this is perhaps the key issue with the series, this seriality was always kept at the surface. Schmidt defines seriality as “story arcs that transcend individual episodes, sometimes extending over seasons or even the entire run of a show,” and this kind of overarching story arc is notably absent in Kolchak’s “monster of the week” formula. More specifically, Schmidt notes four key qualities of seriality that influence the experience of horror narratives: a connection between episodes; characters’ memories of past episodes; the limited nature of any resolution reached in a single episode; and the way longer narrative arcs “demand an investment from the viewer beyond a single, one hour block of time.” Taken together, Schmidt argues these qualities also create “the possibility of greater emotional impact” (166). Over the next few pages, I will explore some of the ways that the Kolchak series minimized these qualities of seriality, and the impact this choice had on its capacity to sustain a successful horror narrative.

        Kolchak’s repetitive focus on the “monster of the week” has been criticized by many commentators; indeed, this was one of McGavin’s chief complaints about the show. It is worth noting that connecting the episodes would not have been unprecedented. The 1967–68 series The Invaders (ABC, 1967–68) centered on a secret alien invasion with each episode connecting back to this central conceit. Dark Shadows was filled with vampires and ghosts and all sorts of other fantastic elements but, for the most part, they all were woven together into a coherent narrative mythos. In Kolchak, the various monsters who filled the twenty episodes were a hodgepodge of disconnected figures from various traditions, with no effort to connect any of them together into any kind of coherent mythology. A quick inventory finds:

        
          	• five kinds of creatures drawn from traditional Gothic: three ghosts, two vampires, a werewolf, an immortal Jack the Ripper, and a coven of witches;

          	• five creatures from science fiction: a mad scientist working on alchemy, an invisible alien, a sentient android, a revived neanderthal, and a subterranean lizard person;

          	• five monsters from cultural folklore: a Haitian zombie, a Persian succubus, a Native American shaman, a Hindu demon, and a Cajun boogeyman conjured from someone’s dreams; and

          	• four deities: Hecate, Matchemonedo, the Aztec god Nanautzin, and Satan.

        

        One would be hard-pressed to construct a mythological foundation that would include all of these entities, and the series never made any attempt to do so. Moreover, unlike its predecessor, Dark Shadows, or later shows, Kolchak never used recurring monsters or even themes. There is no link between the magic used by the witch in “The Trevi Collection” and the satanic rituals of “The Devil’s Platform.” Where The X-Files incorporated a selection of “monsters of the week” interspersed with its broader narrative arc that “The Truth is Out There,” Kolchak never connected any of the monsters that stalked him on a weekly basis. And where Buffy could explain the traffic in unnatural creatures because Sunnydale sits on an entry point between Earth and the dimensions of Hell, Kolchak never hazarded a guess at why so many undead creatures seemed to find their way to the Windy City.

        This lack of connection is made even more puzzling by the fact that making connections is exactly what Carl Kolchak is so good at doing. And, yet, he seems to have almost no memory of previous monsters as he faces the new episode’s supernatural threat. The only real exception to this is “The Vampire,” discussed in chapter 3, in which there is an implied connection to the original Night Stalker movie. Otherwise, Kolchak’s routine of research always starts afresh for each episode and he never collects any arcane lore to make his job easier. Each week’s monster is a new puzzle, seemingly unconnected to any previous threat, and there is never a mention of a connection between creatures like the revived neanderthal in “Primal Scream” or the lizard person in “The Sentry.” Unlike later monster hunters, like Buffy or the Winchester brothers from Supernatural, Kolchak never develops any expertise in hunting monsters and his weekly success seems largely based on his tenacity, careful observation, and, often, just dumb luck.

        Kolchak was not alone in never making connections across episodes. The regular cast of secondary characters, Vincenzo, Miss Emily, and Updyke, never seemed to remember the previous threats or peculiar occurrences. This is particularly strange given Vincenzo’s presence during the vampire murders in Las Vegas during the first television movie and then the mysterious strangulations in Seattle in the second television movie. Even recurring tertiary characters, like Captain “Mad Dog” Siska, who appeared in two episodes, seem to have no memory of previous strange occurrences. Week after week, Vincenzo complains about Kolchak’s far-fetched theories and those in authority dismiss him. All the while, week after week, the stubborn reporter ends up being right.

        This lack of memory is reinforced by the way the series typically resolves the threat. Indeed, while most of the epilogues delivered by Kolchak at the end of episodes suggest that the threat is still lurking in the shadows, the fact that none ever return undermines this open-endedness. Following the logic established in the series, the invading demonic rakshasa are still popping up somewhere, vampires are still roaming the countryside, and Satan is still making deals with politicians. But none of these remain a concern after the closing credits. Moreover, no one is ever the wiser to these terrifying menaces because whatever crimes they have committed are covered up by some set of authorities who also always manage to abscond with every piece of Kolchak’s evidence. While later series, notably The X-Files, would explore the powerful authorities who work to hide the existence of the alien and supernatural, in Kolchak the powerful figures intent on keeping things secret come from a variety of sources, including powerful business people, politicians, and military intelligence.

        In Schmidt’s view, this lack of serial continuity reduces the level of audience investment in the narrative, and the ratings for Kolchak: The Night Stalker would suggest that she is right. Without any broader narrative arc connecting the episodes, Kolchak remained entirely episodic. Viewers need never have seen a previous episode to enjoy a new episode but, so too, there is no cumulative dramatic effect of these episodes or any compelling reason to tune in next week save for watching the same pattern again. Without seriality, there were simply no stakes in the series beyond its individually contained episodes.

      
      
        The Importance of Stakes

        Good horror stories require compelling victims. Flashy monsters and graphic kills can be exciting, but a truly engaging story needs a victim we feel connected to, that we care about. This is what separates “stalk and slash” films like Halloween and Scream (1996) from the endless copycats. As an audience, we are invited to care about Laurie Strode and Sydney Prescott. We want them to survive. We root for them to overcome their deadly predicament even as we thrill at how close they come to death. This quality is often lacking in the Kolchak series.

        Victims in Kolchak are typically presented in the same manner as in the original Night Stalker television movie: with a recounting of the facts and details leading up to their demise. These victims are rarely developed much beyond these facts and are usually shown on-screen only at the point when their lives are about to end. Kolchak rarely rides to the rescue of the next victim and, so, there is no suspense as to whether he will arrive in the nick of time. Even when victims are introduced, they rarely last long on-screen. In “The Spanish Moss Murders” (December 6, 1974), Kolchak hunts for a creature of Cajun legend, a Père Malfait who is accidentally conjured into existence by a subject in a sleep experiment. Kolchak hunts down leads in an attempt to connect the murders and begins chatting with a street performer who knew some of the victims. In the middle of their conversation, the performer is snatched into a dark alleyway and crushed to death. The death of this character functions mainly to give Kolchak a chance to pursue the murderous manifestation and snap a quick, though, as always, blurry photograph. No one mourns for the dead street performer or any of the victims in Kolchak; their deaths are simply the impetus for investigations.

        There were characters who mattered in the Kolchak mythos. The cast of secondary characters, while not seeming to remember Kolchak’s past adventures, did become beloved members of the ensemble. And, yet, they were also rarely endangered or developed. As an example, there is an interesting moment in “The Youth Killer” involving the perpetually unhappy editor, Vincenzo. As Kolchak struggles to remove a cursed ring from his own hand, he hears Vincenzo calling out to him from the other room. Vincenzo is clearly in need and perhaps in pain. Knowing that the monstrous Helen is capable of cursing people with instant aging, there is a moment, perhaps, of thinking Vincenzo has been so cursed. But this turns out to not be the case. Instead, the moment is simply a punch line to an earlier running joke about Vincenzo taking up yoga as part of a healthy lifestyle. Vincenzo is stuck in the lotus position and needs Kolchak to help him get up. When the humorous moment is concluded, Kolchak returns to his struggle with the Greek gods and Vincenzo returns to the sideline. As with the brief appearance of Miss Emily in “Horror in the Heights,” the character is in no peril and operates largely to provide moments of levity. Indeed, on this front, it is notable that the secondary characters are never given space to develop. We learn very little about Updyke save for his predilection toward fine dining and connections to the art world. We know that Miss Emily is writing a novel and is passionate about the rights of the elderly, but little else. Tony Vincenzo is the longest-running supporting character in Kolchak, appearing in every movie and episode, and yet his character never develops much past bluster and frustration. His enduring loyalty to his most difficult investigative reporter, whose stories rarely seem to end up in print, remains a mystery.

        In the end, the appeal of Kolchak rests squarely on the character of Kolchak. Yet, while the performance by McGavin was a major factor in the lasting impact of the series, it is notable that his character is also largely undeveloped. We know precious little about Kolchak’s background or his upbringing. Viewers never spend time inside his home, and he seems to have no relatives or family. The two television movies offer some sense of romantic connections. In The Night Stalker, Kolchak proposes marriage to Gail Foster and, as noted in chapter 3, The Night Strangler ends with Kolchak accompanied by Louise Harper. But the series erases both of these potential romantic partners and never replaces them. The lack of close family, friends, or romantic partners means that none of them can be imperiled to add consequences to Kolchak’s adventures.

        Kolchak himself is regularly put at risk, but given the structure of the series it is hardly believable that the intrepid reporter will actually die. Both “Primal Scream” and “The Energy Eater” feature climaxes in which Kolchak falls unconscious, but in both instances viewers can rest assured that he survives because the show opened with the reporter recounting the adventures we now witness. In “Legacy of Terror,” for example, Kolchak is confronted with the reanimated mummy of the Aztec god Nanautzin. The mummy is seeking the blood of a fifth sacrifice to bring him fully back to life and as he pursues Kolchak, the reporter stumbles down a set of stairs. The clock strikes midnight before the sword-wielding mummy catches up to our protagonist, and the mummy returns to its inanimate state. Clumsiness and good luck save our reporter though, once again, it seems remarkably unlikely that a television show entitled Kolchak would kill off the only character with that name. While the mummy character is terrifying, one of the better make-up effects efforts in the series, the threat to our protagonist remains distant (Fig. 19).

        Across the twenty episodes, Kolchak encounters numerous horrifying threats without much fear that any will cause him harm. There are no loved ones to protect, and the few regular friends and colleagues who appear in the show are never put in proximity to the monstrous threat of the week. In the end, Kolchak has little to lose from the monsters he confronts and, in a theme reminiscent of the Greek legend of Cassandra, he can also never win. His cunning reporter tricks may reveal each week’s monster, but Kolchak can never tell the tale. His efforts at reporting are always thwarted and, in this regard, always doomed to fail. If Kolchak could report about the existence of one of the strange undead creatures or mythological monsters he faces each week, the nature of the series would be irrevocably changed. Such a reality-shifting narrative would eventually be attempted by other shows, like the 1983 miniseries V (NBC, 1984–85) or the HBO series True Blood (2008–14), but in the Kolchak mythos the reporter can never actually report what he has seen.

        
          [image: ]

          
            19. The Aztec mummy attacks in “Legacy of Terror”

          
        
        Trapped between a horrifying truth he cannot share and the threatening creatures who cannot kill him, Kolchak becomes an embodiment of the Gothic nature of the series. He is unable to live fully in the normal world of the day, and with it, enjoy friends, and family, and loved ones. Neither is he able to fully succumb to the world of night and its unnatural threats. Instead, Kolchak lives a liminal existence on the boundary between the two, perpetually searching for a truth he can never share with others.

        The preceding assessment may seem bleak. Fans of Kolchak may be feeling a bit defensive and those less familiar with the series may be wondering why they have read this far into a book about a series with so many flaws and missed opportunities. Part of this may be my own slightly jaded return to the series. What seemed wondrous and horrifying to my nine-year-old eyes seems a bit less compelling four decades later. Additionally, it may be my sense of missed opportunities in the series, a desire to see it seize its potential to craft a compelling mythos and bring all these menacing threats together. Indeed, part of my fascination with the series derives from the way it influenced later television series to do exactly that, to craft a bigger and more encompassing storyworld. The seed of a new form of television horror was planted into American popular culture by Kolchak, even if it took some time to germinate.

        But, of course, there is more to the shows’s appeal than just influence. Whatever its failings and missed opportunities, Kolchak: The Night Stalker retains a certain alluring charm that keeps me and legions of fans returning even some fifty years after it left the air. Like most of those who love it, what keeps me most engaged with Kolchak is Kolchak. It is his grumpy, irascible nature and his cutting wit. It is his blatant disregard for authority or consequence. It is his acrimoniously loving relationship to his boss, Vincenzo, and his affection for Miss Emily. Darren McGavin brought an endearing and enduring character to life and with it opened up the possibility of a horror mythology centered not on the monster or the potential victim but on the monster hunter. That the series failed to fully realize this potential has not been lost on those who love it or those who were influenced by it. Indeed, as I’ll explore more in the next chapter, the flaws in the series have invited countless fans to engage and expand on its narrative mythos and have kept Carl Kolchak alive in American popular culture.

      
    
  
    
      
        5

        “Kolchak’s coming back in style”

        The Night Stalker’s Cult Influence

      
      Kolchak: The Night Stalker’s impact on American popular culture might have been very different if not for two men who had virtually nothing to do with the show: Merv Griffin and Johnny Carson. After Jack Paar left The Tonight Show (NBC, 1962–) in 1962, Griffin was one of the guest hosts who filled in before a permanent replacement was named. While the host’s chair was eventually filled by Johnny Carson, Griffin’s turn was considered successful enough for NBC to give him a daytime talk show. The NBC show lasted only one season but Griffin’s interest in talk television was just getting started. In 1965, Griffin launched The Merv Griffin Show (Syndication, 1965–69) in syndication and it was successful enough to catch the eye of CBS, who offered him a contract to bring his show to their late-night lineup. Late-night talk had been dominated by NBC’s The Tonight Show and ABC’s The Joey Bishop Show (1967–69), and CBS sought to move into the territory with Griffin. The Merv Griffin Show (CBS/Syndication, 1968–72) premiered in 1968 but never managed to match The Tonight Show’s ratings. The talk show host also reportedly had numerous disagreements with CBS executives over programming, including a chaotic episode featuring Abbie Hoffman and a scuffle between conservative Tony Dolan and actor Mark Frechette on March 27, 1970. By 1972, Merv Griffin had moved his talk show back to syndication and CBS had hours of late-night programming to fill.

      As early as January of 1972, CBS vice president Fred Silverman had proposed a late-night strategy of counterprogramming with late-night dramas, including reruns of CBS Playhouse (CBS, 1967–70) and new movies “comparable to ABC’s ‘Movie of the Week’” (“Merv Griffin to Ebb or Flow” 27). The CBS Late Movie (CBS, 1972–76, 1984–89) premiered in February of 1972 with A Patch of Blue, a film from 1965 starring Sidney Poitier. For the next four years, the CBS Late Movie would feature a hodgepodge of older films with a heavy rotation of horror and science fiction, including Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed (1970), The Creeping Flesh (1972), and Battle Beneath the Earth (1968). By 1976, the late-night strategy began including reruns of popular television series. Especially prominent were police procedurals and detective series like Amy Prentiss (NBC, 1974–75), Kojak (CBS, 1973–78), and McMillan and Wife (NBC, 1971–77). Soon, CBS’s nighttime programming was filled with a mix of reruns of popular older series and newer programs from the UK like The New Avengers and The Return of the Saint (ITV, 1978–79). The strategy proved successful, and in October of 1978, the CBS Late Movie was the top-rated late-night program on network television, edging out the long-dominant Tonight Show (“CBS Scores” 33).

      On May 25, 1979, Carl Kolchak entered into CBS’s late-night roster of detectives and spies. The initial airing was a rerun of “The Vampire” and the episode was followed by a low-budget horror film, Ruby (1977), starring Piper Laurie. Kolchak continued in a regular Friday night spot in the summer of 1979 until its ratings proved so strong the network pulled it in favor of running the show during the more crucial fall season (Roeger 1979). After a successful run in the fall of 1979, Kolchak would return to CBS’s late-night rotation sporadically. Several episodes ran during the summer of 1981 and, again, throughout much of 1987 and 1988. Given the age of some of those creators who would later claim to be inspired by Kolchak, it seems likely that they were, like me, watching these late-night reruns on CBS.

      CBS’s Late Movie was, in some ways, an ideal environment for Kolchak. The series was never replayed in full or even in order. Episodes of Kolchak appeared in a relatively haphazard manner, so their self-contained nature helped them fit in with episodes of Barnaby Jones (CBS, 1973–80) or T.J. Hooker (ABC, 1982–85; CBS, 1985–86), which also featured self-contained mysteries resolved by the end of the episode. Additionally, mixed in with the police procedurals and detective shows was a regular stream of science fiction and low-budget horror. One week, Columbo could be asking one final question, and the next week, John Steed would be facing off with deadly robots. In a way, while CBS did not create new programming, the Late Movie became something of an incubator for cult television, allowing older series a space to be appreciated for their peculiar quirks and eccentricities. Kolchak might well have been forgotten, like predecessors The Sixth Sense or The Invaders, were it not for these late-night reruns that brought the series a whole new generation of fans. It was on CBS that Kolchak transformed from failed series to cult classic.

      Scholars of media have paid considerable attention to the notion of cult media, which includes films or television programs that have acquired a small but fierce following for whom their imperfections and eccentricities are seen as core to their appeal. Scholarship around cult television has focused on series like Dark Shadows, Battlestar Galactica (ABC, 1978–79), and Twin Peaks. While a regular term in both academic and popular discussions of media, the boundaries around the notion of cult remain unclear. Philippe Le Guern observes that the widespread interest in the notion of cult media is driven, in part, by the elasticity of the concept. Cult media can include older texts or more recent and, indeed, even new media productions, which are, at times, marketed as “an instant cult classic” even before their release. As Le Guern notes, cult media is defined, on one hand, by features of the text and/or its production, usually associated with low-budget and cheaply made media. On the other hand, the term “cult” is often associated with a deeply felt and special devotion that is shared among cult media fans. As Mark Jancovich and Nathan Hunt point out, for fans of cult television, “the value of community membership stems from a sense of exclusivity and rarity” (31). These fans, in turn, guard the boundaries of their fandom and often perform collective rituals like the audience performances during The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975), engaging in cosplay, or acquiring vast collections of related memorabilia.

      The concept of cult media provides a useful frame for thinking about the importance and impact of Kolchak: The Night Stalker. As suggested in the preceding chapters, whatever the limitations of the series, it spawned an entire subgenre of monster-hunter television shows, most of which are also considered cult television. Additionally, while attempts to reboot the Kolchak series have failed, the adventures of Carl Kolchak have continued in various media forms with dozens of novels, short stories, and comic book appearances as well as toys and other products tied into the show. These continuing adventures are made possible and profitable in large part due to the show’s large and enthusiastic fan base who continue to discuss the series and purchase products related to it. In this final chapter, I want to take a closer look at this lingering cult interest in Kolchak and how it has helped keep a short-lived television series from the mid-1970s relevant in contemporary popular culture.

      
        Monster Hunters on Television

        For contemporary television viewers, the “Kolchak” formula may seem so familiar as to be mundane. A person, or small group, discovers that their world is filled with horrifying monsters and they must find ways to defeat these creatures all while overcoming obstacles placed in their way by authority figures who want to keep things quiet. Sometimes the monster hunter works alone and at other times with a partner. Sometimes the creatures are aliens but at other times they are Gothic threats like vampires or demons. In some cases, our monster hunter also works to keep things quiet, but more commonly they are intent on revealing the Gothic truth of their world to the imperiled citizens around them. Whatever its permutations over the past fifty years, the core formula owes its existence in large part to Kolchak. As noted in chapter 3, Carl Kolchak was the model for the many Gothic investigators who would follow.

        The proliferation of monster hunters on screen was enabled, in part, by the growing interest among Hollywood studios in creating cult media. Movie studios pursued this through the creation of new in-house production units devoted to crafting “independent films,” and television producers soon followed suit. As Sorcha Ní Fhlainn notes, the boom in horror television in the 1980s and ’90s was the result of “specific targeting of audiences by way of blending populist entertainment and niche-genre-specific programming” (256). The initial phase of this boom in horror cult television included several horror anthology series, like ABC’s Darkroom (1981–82), HBO’s The Hitchhiker (1983–91), a new version of Alfred Hitchcock Presents (NBC, 1985–86; USA, 1987–89), and The Ray Bradbury Theater (USA, 1985–92). Other anthology series proliferated in syndication during this period, including Tales from the Darkside (Syndicated, 1983–88) and Freddy’s Nightmare (Syndicated, 1988–90), but the monster-hunter formula crafted in Kolchak would return in 1987 with Fox’s Werewolf and the syndicated series, Friday the 13th: The Series.

        Werewolf, which only lasted for one season, made its connection to Kolchak explicit by naming its chief antagonist Captain Janos Skorzeny, using the name of the vampire from the original Night Stalker television movie. The Fox version of Skorzeny was played by Chuck Connors and was, as the series title suggests, a werewolf. The plot of the series revolved around a young man who has been turned into a werewolf and now must hunt down the bloodline to remove the curse. Curses also played a key role in the other monster-hunter show from the late 1980s, Friday the 13th. In this series, which ran in syndication for three seasons, a young woman and man inherit an antique store filled with cursed objects and must track down those items to prevent their evils from being unleashed. Similar to Kolchak, Friday the 13th, which has no relationship to the popular slasher films, also featured investigators who must face a new monstrous threat each week, all loosely connected by the cursed antique store.

        The emergence of horror television and the monster-hunter subgenre into mainstream American television began in earnest in the 1990s with the surprising popularity of David Lynch and Mark Frost’s Twin Peaks.1 While this series was decidedly more stylized and “Lynchian” than most other efforts at horror programming, Kolchak’s influence was evident: Agent Cooper serves in the role of Gothic investigator who works to uncover various strange and monstrous threats. The influence of Kolchak on contemporary horror television was most clearly seen in the remarkably popular Chris Carter series The X-Files. Carter regularly credited Kolchak for inspiring his popular show, explaining that the show mesmerized him as a child (Weeks L6). Carter replaced the lone investigative journalist with a pair of FBI agents who also faced a variety of monstrous threats ranging from aliens to demons. Carter, however, learned the lessons of Kolchak’s limitations by crafting a broader overarching narrative around government cover-ups and alien infiltration. The recurring theme that the “truth is out there” helped to foster a deeper sense of seriality and narrative commitment, and while the ultimate mystery was never resolved, the show lasted for nine years, from 1993 until 2002, and even returned for a feature film and two additional shortened seasons in 2016 and 2018.

        Supernatural, another popular series featuring monster-hunting brothers, lasted even longer than The X-Files with a run of fifteen years and 327 episodes. Like Carter, Supernatural creator Eric Kripke also credits Kolchak with inspiring the series and even claimed that his initial idea was “a reporter who traveled around in a van” and “basically a terrible rip-off of Night Stalker” (Rudolph). Kripke eventually shifted to two brothers bound by familial connections to become monster hunters and, like Carter, added a broader narrative arc and a variety of engaging recurring characters. Supernatural came to a final conclusion in 2020 with a rare event in horror television, an actual resolution for its overarching narrative arc.

        Beyond these more prominent examples, Kolchak is regularly cited by horror creators as an inspiration. David Patterson, who created the 1990 Dracula: The Series (Syndicated, 1990–91), noted the impact of Kolchak on his creative process, as did Lowell Cunningham, the comic book creator of Men in Black. Oscar-winning director Guillermo del Toro credits Kolchak as a major inspiration for his work and once commented that he wished he could have directed an episode for the series. Del Toro described his own television series, The Strain (FX, 2014–17), as an attempt to “give fans the feeling I felt when I watched shows in the seventies like ‘Kolchak: The Night Stalker,’ or ‘Trilogy of Terror’” (qtd in DiLauro).

        The other crucial role Kolchak played in the development of horror television was providing studio executives with a model for how new shows might be developed. During her time as president of entertainment at the WB network, Susanne Daniels was pitched a television series based on the 1992 movie Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Daniels recounts, “One reason we bought Buffy the Vampire Slayer was that we had been talking about Kolchak: The Night Stalker and how it was scary and funny at the same time, and we wanted to recapture that” (qtd in Friend). Television critics also routinely refer to Kolchak when evaluating new horror television. The 1985 series Shadow Chasers (ABC, 1985–86), for example, was dismissed by Noel Holston, who noted, “ABC would have been better off rerunning its 1974 series Kolchak: The Night Stalker” (E1). Whatever its limitations, Kolchak has remained one of the key touchstones for television horror and remains the core model for narratives featuring Gothic investigators, hidden monsters, and governmental conspiracies.

      
      
        Kolchak Lives

        Given the influence Kolchak had on the horror boom in the 1990s, it is not surprising that talk soon turned to rebooting the series itself. While ABC did not have the rights to the original series, which was held by Universal TV, the network did own the rights to the original television movie The Night Stalker and the characters appearing in it. In 2004, the network announced plans to reboot Kolchak as Night Stalker. Frank Spotnitz, who had served as executive producer for The X-Files, was tapped to run the new series and adapt the premise and characters for a new generation. ABCs’ confidence seemed well placed. The early 2000s were, like the mid-1970s, a strong era for horror entertainment. Popular films like The Sixth Sense (1999), The Blair Witch Project (1999), and The Others (2001) had helped inaugurate a new era of haunted houses and jump scares, and films like 28 Days Later (2002), Saw (2004), and Hostel (2005) had introduced a graphic brutality reminiscent of that second golden age of horror in which Kolchak first appeared. Added to the popularity of cinematic horror in the early 2000s was the continuing interest in television horror on American networks. ABC had surprising success with Lost (ABC, 2004–10), which debuted in 2004, and this success led to a surge in new series, including Dante’s Cove (Here!, 2005–7), Surface (NBC, 2005–6), Dexter (Showtime, 2006–13, 2021–), and Supernatural on the USA Network.

        The new Carl Kolchak was played by a considerably younger and more traditionally handsome actor, Stuart Townsend. Relocating the action to Los Angeles, the new Night Stalker emphasized a darker tone and more focus on a continuing mystery. In this new version, Kolchak’s hunt for the supernatural is motivated by the death of his wife and, in a nod to The Fugitive, the new Kolchak is a suspect in that unsolved murder. In addition to emphasizing a broader story arc in the search for his wife’s killers, the new Night Stalker also expanded the core cast, giving Kolchak two partners: another crime reporter, Perri Reed, played by Gabrielle Union, and a photographer, Jain McManus, played by Eric Jungmann. Whatever the promise of the timing and creative talents behind ABC’s new Night Stalker, however, the final product was a critical and ratings disappointment.

        Television critics diagnosed several of the problems of the reboot. In their attempt to update Kolchak and fix its “monster of the week” formula, the new creators had missed the original’s charm and irreverence. Mark Dawidziak, the foremost authority on Kolchak: The Night Stalker and author of both nonfiction and fiction works about the character, observed the new series was “a little slow and a bit humorless” (“Version” F1). Scott Pierce noted that the only bit of fun in the pilot episode was “some digital gimmickry that injects McGavin’s Kolchak into one of the scenes” but otherwise characterized the new series as “a lukewarm ‘X-Files’” (C8). The new Kolchak was, in addition to being younger and more handsome, stereotypically grim and foreboding. Matthew Gilbert contended that Stuart Townsend’s performance filled the character of Kolchak with “all the existential angst of a sophomore philosophy major” (E5). Audiences agreed. The pilot episode drew only about a quarter of the number of viewers as CBS’s hit CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, (2000–15)—seven million compared to twenty-eight million—and also lost to NBC’s reality show The Apprentice (2004–17). Ratings for the new Night Stalker declined steadily over the next five weeks before the series was canceled by ABC after only six episodes. The Sci-Fi Channel attempted to revive the series in 2006, airing all ten of the produced episodes, but continued poor ratings led to the series being finally abandoned.

        The failure of the Night Stalker reboot on television did not end efforts to bring the character back into mainstream entertainment. In 2012, director Edgar Wright announced plans to bring Night Stalker to the big screen. Wright, whose previous films included the horror comedy Shaun of the Dead (2004) and comic book adaptation Scott Pilgrim vs. The World (2010), announced that Johnny Depp would serve as both producer and star in the film. This would have been Depp’s second effort in a Dan Curtis creation. Depp had played Barnabas Collins in Tim Burton’s big-screen adaptation of Dark Shadows, released in 2012. Burton’s Dark Shadows was a critical and commercial flop, and its failure likely led to plans for the big screen Kolchak adaptation being shelved. At the time of this writing, there have been no further announcements related to the project.

        The adventures of Carl Kolchak, however, have not stopped. The enduring popularity of the original series has spawned a cottage industry in new fictional stories about Kolchak. Moonstone Books secured the rights to the characters and has published dozens of novels, short story collections, and even comic books featuring the continuing adventures of the world’s first Gothic journalist. While prose or graphic novels might offer unique opportunities to expand beyond the core formula found in the series, it is notable that most of the new stories continue to focus on the “monster of the week” formula. There is relatively little elaboration on Kolchak’s backstory or his personal relationships. Instead, the new writers have focused on new monstrous threats, often by drawing from other literary traditions. James Chambers’s Kolchak the Night Stalker: The Forgotten Lore of Edgar Allan Poe, which won the 2016 Bram Stoker Award for Achievement in Graphic Novel, blends Kolchak with the horrors from Poe’s stories. Similarly, author C. J. Henderson’s novel Kolchak: The Night Stalker—The Lovecraftian Horror finds the reporter encountering eldritch gods and other terrors from the Lovecraft mythos. These new tales also find Kolchak acquiring new allies, including Sherlock Holmes (Joe Gentile’s Cry for Thunder) and even the vampire from Dark Shadows, Barnabas Collins (2009’s Kolchak Tales Annual).

        The simplicity of the Kolchak formula has likely led to both its influence on popular culture and the steady stream of new stories. In their insightful analysis of Kolchak, Andrew Herrmann and Art Herbig argue that the Kolchak mythos has spawned a complex and generative “storyworld” that continues to evolve and shape the way audiences understand horror narratives. This generative quality, according to Sarah Gwenllian-Jones and Roberta Pearson, is the core to cult television. As they argue, “cult television’s imaginary universe supports an inexhaustible range of narrative possibilities, inviting, supporting and rewarding close textual analysis, interpretation, and inventive reformulations” (xii). The numerous authors engaged in the ongoing Kolchak mythos have continued mining these possibilities to find ways to expand and complicate the world of Kolchak while remaining committed to the strictures of the new monster each week formula.

      
      
        Fandom and The Night Stalker

        The Kolchak mythos could not have achieved cult status without a legion of devoted fans. As Matt Hills argues, the key dynamic in cult media is that some media texts “attract passionate, enduring, and socially organized fan audiences” (73). For these fans, their connection to the cult text creates a sense of connection to a wider community and an identity within this and other communities. To be a fan of cult media, in other words, is to join with other like-minded fans in processes of appreciation, interpretation, and invention connected to the core media text. Kolchak fandom certainly conforms to these observations and is, undoubtedly, the main reason publishers like Moonstone continue producing Night Stalker narratives.

        Social media platforms, like Facebook, have made fandom easier and more expansive. My perusal of the Facebook platform revealed ten fan groups devoted to Kolchak, with memberships ranging from three members to over fifteen thousand. During my work on this project, I have spent time on several of the larger fan pages and interacted with other fans. Members of these pages clearly fit within the definition of cult fandom and regularly post about their devotion and affection for the original series. Posts to these groups routinely announce which episodes are being rerun on various cable channels and often include stills from the episode, personal reviews, or bits of trivia. The appreciation goes beyond individual episodes, as members also post information about actors who appeared in the series, ranging from homages to McGavin or Simon Oakland to filmographies of background players who went on to bigger roles. Members even post updates on the show’s writers and producers, including David Chase, who began his career on Kolchak before gaining fame as the creator of The Sopranos (HBO, 1999–2007).

        While fans of the series tend to view it with deep affection, they also regularly discuss the series’ limitations. Fans point out particularly poor special effects, with ongoing debates about which creature effect was the worst (the lizard from “The Sentry” seems to have won that title). Fans discuss the historical details of the production, posting pictures from filming locations or debating the particular make and model of Kolchak’s camera, tape recorder, or vehicle. Fans also dissect moments of dialogue and interactions with secondary characters, often questioning Kolchak’s relationship with Vincenzo or Miss Emily or wondering how Kolchak can still be employed after so many misadventures. As is the case with most cult fandoms, fans see the flaws of Kolchak as part of its charm.

        While appreciation and investigation are the most common forms of posts on the Kolchak fan pages, speculation is also a regular category of discussion. Fans regularly post ideas for continuations of the series, largely in the same vein as the ongoing novels and short stories. How would Kolchak have dealt with monsters from popular films like Frankenstein (1931) or Jason from the Friday the 13th series? The fan pages serve as a space for creativity as these speculations often become mini-narratives, and some enterprising fans even remix images to create imagined scenes of Kolchak facing off with Dracula or teaming up with the 1970s TV version of Wonder Woman. Fans also use the social media pages as a space to show off their own creations, including replicas of Kolchak’s iconic straw hat and seersucker suit, dioramas of scenes from the series, and even paintings and drawings inspired by the series. In the end, it is the passionate engagement and creativity of the fans that keeps the Kolchak mythos alive and relevant some fifty years after the character first appeared on America’s television screens.

        Kolchak: The Night Stalker captured my imagination as a nine-year-old boy. The dark adventures of a curmudgeonly reporter in Chicago led me to slip out of my room after curfew and thrill to the weekly monsters that crept out of the shadows. In returning to the series, I have tried to understand its audacity in reformulating the genre of television horror. I have done this by examining the series in relation to its cinematic and historical contexts and suggesting that Kolchak was both ahead of its time and, simultaneously, very much a product of its moment. Capitalizing on the general interest in horror in mid-70s America, the original television movies and the series created a bridge between horror cinema’s new brutality and the safe confines of network television. The show pioneered the Gothic investigator format that allowed its protagonist to roam freely and to investigate both a wide variety of monstrous threats and various dynamics within American culture. While the series ultimately failed to capitalize on the potential of television seriality, its core formula became the basis for an entirely new form of horror television. Whatever its limitations, Kolchak became an icon of American popular culture and a touchstone for the horror genre. In pursuing this project, I have rekindled my love for the series and its core character, Carl Kolchak. Kolchak teaches us that whatever the obstacle, the truth is the most important matter. This seems like an important lesson, whether the horrors we are facing are fictional or all too real.

        
          
            1 For a thoughtful analysis of Twin Peaks, see Grossman and Scheibel.
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