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Ambiguity is the watchword when it comes to the work of
Shirley Jackson. For three-quarters of a century her dark,
iconic writing has impacted, inspired, and confused read-
ers, in part by opening boundless interpretive possibilities
that the author never attempted to fence into the territory
of certainty. In other words, while “she paints the differ-
ence between the way things seem and the way they are”
(293), according to Darryl Hattenhauer, she does not in-
struct her readers as to what they ought to do with those
revelations. For example, Jackson famously refused to
answer interview questions from earnest readers seeking
the “meaning” of her short story “The Lottery.” And so,
it is with that awareness of Jackson's proficiency with the
currency of ambiguity that this extraordinary collection of
essays becomes a necessary companion to her work.

This monograph concerns every aspect of Jackson's
work, from her well-known novels to lesser-known short
stories, from her strange autobiographical books (in which
she herself makes no direct appearances) to the cartoons
she drew to illustrate her domestic life (in which she does
appear, humorously eviscerating the hypocrisies she found
in married life), and from her children's book which of-
fered a savagely sardonic take on the Salem Witch Trials,
to, even more indirectly, the many films that have been
adapted from her work. Overall, it provides an outstand-
ing guide to the spectrum of possibilities that her work
breathes life into. It also highlights the fascinating po-
tential that can be exhumed by interpreting these uncer-
tainties; to borrow one compelling example among many,
Rebecca Stone Gordon illustrates how The Haunting of
Hill House can be queered by centralizing Theodora as a
very convincing reflection of the “possibility of a fulfilling
life outside of dominant cultural norms” (220).

This impressive anthology treats several recurrent
themes that haunt Jackson's work, including how her prob-
lematic relationship with her own mother (who once chas-
tised the gloomy nature of her work and asked her “[w]hy
don't you write something to cheer people up?” [23]) man-
ifests in her writing largely as reflections of monstrosity,
her tendency to explore the inside/outside dichotomy by
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providing sinister yet humanlike personalities for the do-
mestic architectural spaces she centers much of her work
upon (houses are frequently very complicated characters,
as several chapters expertly illustrate), her gravitation to-
ward presenting crowds as horrifying sites of hatred and
violence (analyses of “The Lottery” and We Have Always
Lived in the Castle feature prominently here), and her
myriad expressions of repressed women who create re-
lationships to internally constructed realities that allow
them access to larger conceptual universes than the ones
American mid-20th century culture had suffocatingly
mapped out for them.

But perhaps the theme that becomes most visible across
this collection of essays involves Jackson's constant ne-
gotiation with the contradictory spheres of her existence:
the public sphere, in which she was celebrated as a writer,
and the private sphere, in which she performed the roles
of wife and mother. Indeed, many of the articles highlight
how Jackson's work (fiction, nonfiction, and even her car-
toons) explores her relationship with the imbalance she felt
at having to navigate these complicated and frequently
contradictory public and private spheres of her life and
her amusement and frustration with the difficulties she en-
countered trying to reconcile these. Incidentally, Rebecca
Million notes in her chapter that Jackson was apparently
“the rarest of creatures” (165), in that she was able to bal-
ance these identities successfully, though the author's writ-
ing does not share any of the strategies she employed to do
this.

Jackson's aforementioned dedication to ambiguity is ex-
plored in almost all of the essays in this anthology. The sec-
tion that focuses on the film adaptations of her work makes
this theme undeniably apparent by way of contrast; the
films that are analyzed show a tendency to clearly interpret
Jackson's more nebulous moments for us on the screen, in
the words of Jeffrey Weinstock, overwriting her ambiguity
with their own certainty. For example, Weinstock writes
about how some versions of The Haunting of Hill House
“deliver the goods,” to quote Stephen King, by showing
what the novel only hints at (256).

One of the many strengths of this collection is the ten-
dency of every author to explain very effectively the the-
ory they are working with or against within their essays;
embedding these thick descriptions of the critical method-
ologies used allows this collection to function well in an
undergraduate or graduate classroom as a productive way
for students to encounter theory and read about its practi-
cal application. In short, an instructor could use this book
as a foundational text for a class that introduces students
to literary and film theory, in addition to classes that fea-
ture Jackson's work.

244 © 2024 Wiley Periodicals LLC.

wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/jacc

J. Am. Cult. 2024;47:244.


www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/jacc
mailto:
mailto:charles.hoge@hotmail.com﻿﻿﻿﻿
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fjacc.13569&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-07-19

	Shirley Jackson: A companion

