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Children of the Corn Short Story: Exploring Stephen King's Terrifying Tale and Its
Enduring Legacy

The chilling narrative of Children of the Corn short story has cemented its place as a
cornerstone of horror literature and film. Stephen King's masterful creation, first
published in 1977, delves into the darkest corners of rural isolation and corrupted
innocence, creating a tale that continues to haunt readers and audiences alike. This article
will explore the original short story, its thematic depths, the unsettling world of Gatlin,
Nebraska, and the evolution of this iconic horror franchise. We will examine the core
elements that make "Children of the Corn" so terrifying, from the twisted religious fervor
to the psychological breakdown of its adult victims, and trace its journey from a short
fiction piece to a sprawling cinematic universe.
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Unpacking Stephen King's "Children of the Corn
Short Story": The Genesis of a Nightmare

Stephen King's "Children of the Corn" first appeared in the September 1977 issue of
Penthouse magazine, before being collected in his 1978 debut short story collection, Night
Shift. This foundational work laid the groundwork for what would become one of horror's
most recognizable and adaptable premises. The narrative centers on Burt and Vicky, a
couple driving through the desolate landscape of Nebraska, who stumble upon a
seemingly abandoned town, Gatlin. Their innocent exploration quickly devolves into a
desperate fight for survival against a horde of unnervingly devout children who have
overthrown their parents and established a terrifying theocracy.



The power of King's original short story lies in its stark depiction of a community
consumed by a malevolent force, personified by the entity known as "He Who Walks
Behind the Rows." This primal, ancient evil manipulates the town's youth, twisting their
understanding of faith and obedience into a murderous fanaticism. The story masterfully
builds suspense and dread, relying on atmospheric horror and psychological terror rather
than gratuitous gore. The encounter between Burt and Vicky and the terrifyingly
organized child cult of Gatlin remains a benchmark in King's early work, showcasing his
ability to tap into primal fears and create indelible villains.

The Original Short Story: Plot and Key Characters
of "Children of the Corn"

The narrative of the Children of the Corn short story is deceptively simple yet profoundly
disturbing. Burt and Vicky are on a road trip when they encounter a young boy, seemingly
lost and injured, in the middle of a desolate highway. Their compassionate decision to help
leads them to the deserted town of Gatlin, where they soon discover a horrifying truth: all
adults have been systematically murdered by the town's children. These children are not
merely misbehaving; they are fanatically devoted to a supernatural entity they call "He
Who Walks Behind the Rows," a corn god who demands blood sacrifices to ensure
bountiful harvests.

The central characters, Burt and Vicky, serve as the audience's surrogates, their journey
of discovery mirroring our own dawning horror. Burt, a Vietnam veteran, is pragmatic and
resourceful, while Vicky is more sensitive and perhaps more attuned to the uncanny
atmosphere of Gatlin. Their attempts to understand and escape the clutches of the
possessed children are fraught with peril. Key among the antagonists is Isaac, the young
prophet who initially led the rebellion, and Malachi Boardman, Isaac's brutal enforcer,
who embodies the terrifying zealotry of the cult. The story's climax sees Burt and Vicky
desperately trying to escape Gatlin, pursued relentlessly by the unholy alliance of children
and their corn-god deity.

Themes Explored in "Children of the Corn":
Innocence Corrupted and Rural Isolation

Stephen King, in his Children of the Corn short story, expertly weaves a tapestry of deeply
unsettling themes. Foremost among these is the corruption of innocence. The children of
Gatlin, meant to be symbols of purity and the future, are instead twisted into instruments
of death and fanaticism. Their unquestioning devotion to "He Who Walks Behind the
Rows" highlights how easily belief systems can be manipulated, especially in vulnerable
minds isolated from the outside world. This perversion of childhood is one of the story's
most potent sources of terror.

Another significant theme is rural isolation and its potential for breeding extremism.
Gatlin is depicted as a forgotten town, cut off from the modern world, where old traditions



and superstitions can fester unchecked. This isolation allows the cult to thrive, free from
external scrutiny or intervention. The vast, indifferent cornfields surrounding Gatlin serve
as a metaphorical and literal boundary, trapping its inhabitants and nurturing the
malevolent entity. King uses this setting to explore how a lack of connection and a reliance
on insular belief can lead to horrific consequences, creating a potent commentary on the
darker side of Americana.

Gatlin, Nebraska: A Setting of Dread and Isolation
in "Children of the Corn"

The town of Gatlin, Nebraska, is more than just a backdrop in the Children of the Corn
short story; it is an active participant in the horror. King meticulously crafts Gatlin as a
place of profound desolation and an unsettling stillness. The image of an abandoned town,
with its empty houses and silent streets, immediately conjures a sense of unease. The
pervasive presence of the cornfields, stretching endlessly in every direction, creates a
claustrophobic atmosphere, reinforcing the feeling of entrapment for Burt and Vicky.
These fields are not just agricultural; they are imbued with a sinister sentience, a physical
manifestation of the entity that controls the children.

The visual of Gatlin, with its peeling paint and overgrown gardens, speaks to a community
that has been left behind, forgotten by time and progress. This sense of decay and neglect
mirrors the spiritual decay that has overtaken the town's youth. The abandoned church,
once a symbol of communal faith, becomes a chilling testament to the perversion of
religious doctrine. The silence of Gatlin is a heavy, oppressive force, broken only by the
disquieting whispers of the wind through the corn and the unnerving chants of the child
cult. King’s description of Gatlin effectively grounds the supernatural horror in a palpable,
unsettling reality.

Malachi Boardman and "He Who Walks Behind
the Rows": The Terrifying Authority

The figures of Malachi Boardman and the entity "He Who Walks Behind the Rows" are
central to the terror of the Children of the Corn short story. "He Who Walks Behind the
Rows" is the ancient, primal force that feeds on the devotion and blood of the Gatlin
children. Its nature is deliberately vague, allowing for a greater sense of primal fear. It is a
god of the harvest, demanding sacrifice and obedience from its young followers. Its
influence is insidious, permeating the very fabric of Gatlin, manifesting as whispers in the
corn and a palpable sense of dread.

Malachi Boardman, on the other hand, is the human embodiment of this dark divinity. He
is Isaac's second-in-command, a physically imposing and menacing figure who carries out
the brutal dictates of "He Who Walks Behind the Rows." Malachi is the enforcer, the one
who directly confronts Burt and Vicky with the fanatical violence of the cult. His cruelty
and unwavering devotion to the corn god make him a particularly terrifying antagonist.



The dynamic between Isaac, the visionary prophet, and Malachi, the violent executioner,
showcases a disturbing hierarchy of control and a chillingly effective system of
indoctrination.

The Children's Twisted Faith and Actions: A Cult
of Horror

The most horrifying aspect of the Children of the Corn short story is the chilling depiction
of the children's transformation into a violent, fanatical cult. Stripped of their innocence,
they have become zealots, believing that their brutal actions are in service to a higher
power. Their faith in "He Who Walks Behind the Rows" is absolute, overriding any sense of
morality or empathy. This twisted devotion allows them to carry out horrific acts,
including the systematic murder of all adults in Gatlin.

The children operate with a chilling efficiency and organization, reflecting the insidious
influence of their dark master. They patrol the town, carry out sacrifices, and defend their
territory with a ferocity that belies their age. Their rituals, often performed in the
abandoned church or amidst the rustling corn, are imbued with a disturbing blend of
religious fervor and primal savagery. The story emphasizes the loss of childhood, replacing
it with a terrifying commitment to an ancient, bloodthirsty deity. This subversion of
innocence and the portrayal of child killers driven by misguided faith are what make the
Children of the Corn short story so enduringly impactful.

Adaptations and Franchise Evolution: From Short
Story to Cinematic Universe

The enduring popularity of the Children of the Corn short story has led to numerous
adaptations, most notably the iconic 1984 film. While the film captures the essence of
King's story, it also expands upon it, introducing new characters and plot developments.
The film's success spawned a long-running franchise, with several sequels, a remake, and
even a television series. Each iteration has attempted to capture the core terror of the
original premise, though with varying degrees of success.

The Children of the Corn film franchise has explored different facets of the original
concept. Some sequels have delved deeper into the mythology of "He Who Walks Behind
the Rows," while others have focused on new groups of protagonists encountering the
child cult in different locations or time periods. The franchise's longevity speaks to the
potent and adaptable nature of King's creation. Despite the numerous continuations, the
original short story remains the definitive and most potent expression of the terrifying
premise, often serving as the bedrock upon which subsequent narratives are built. The
visual imagery of children wielding farming tools as weapons, a hallmark of the film
adaptations, has become synonymous with the Children of the Corn brand.



Impact and Legacy of "Children of the Corn" in
Horror Fiction

The Children of the Corn short story has had a profound impact on the horror genre,
leaving an indelible mark on popular culture. Stephen King's ability to transform a
seemingly idyllic rural setting into a crucible of terror, and to weaponize the very concept
of childhood innocence, was groundbreaking. The story tapped into deep-seated anxieties
about the loss of control, the corruption of faith, and the unsettling idea that those closest
to us could turn into our greatest threat.

The legacy of "Children of the Corn" can be seen in numerous subsequent works of horror
that explore similar themes of corrupted youth, cult behavior, and isolated communities
turning malevolent. The image of the child cult, with their unsettling devotion and violent
actions, has become a potent archetype in horror storytelling. Furthermore, the story's
success paved the way for many of King's other works to be adapted into successful films
and television series, solidifying his status as a master of modern horror. The phrase
"Outlander" has also become strongly associated with the narrative, referring to anyone
outside of Gatlin's dominion. The narrative continues to resonate, prompting new
interpretations and discussions about faith, obedience, and the darkness that can lurk
beneath the surface of the ordinary.

Analyzing the Horror Elements: What Makes
"Children of the Corn" So Terrifying

The horror in the Children of the Corn short story is a multifaceted construct, drawing on
a variety of psychological and visceral elements. At its core is the primal fear of children,
something that is meant to be associated with innocence and vulnerability, being turned
into agents of death. This inversion of expectations creates a deep sense of unease. The
religious fanaticism, while often associated with adult institutions, is here wielded by the
young, making their pronouncements and actions all the more chilling because of their
source.

The isolation of Gatlin plays a crucial role in amplifying the horror. Without any immediate
possibility of escape or outside help, Burt and Vicky are forced to confront the terrifying
reality of their situation alone. The vast, encroaching cornfields are not just a visual
element; they are a constant reminder of the cult's domain and the pervasive power of "He
Who Walks Behind the Rows." The horror is not just in the violence, but in the
psychological torment of the protagonists as they grapple with the incomprehensible
actions of the children. The story's effectiveness lies in its ability to create a pervasive
sense of dread and helplessness, making the eventual confrontation all the more
terrifying.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Stephen King's 'Children of
the Corn' short story?

The story centers on a couple, Burt and Vicky, who stumble upon a seemingly abandoned
town in Nebraska called Gatlin, only to discover it's inhabited by a cult of murderous
children who worship a malevolent entity known as 'He Who Walks Behind the Rows'.

Who are the primary antagonists in the 'Children of the
Corn' short story?

The primary antagonists are the children of Gatlin, led by Isaac, their preacher, and
Malachai, his enforcer, who enforce the will of 'He Who Walks Behind the Rows'.

What is the role of 'He Who Walks Behind the Rows' in
the story?

'He Who Walks Behind the Rows' is the supernatural entity that the children worship. It is
believed to be a corn god or a powerful demonic force that demands human sacrifice to
sustain itself.

How does the setting of Gatlin contribute to the horror
of the story?

Gatlin's isolation and the stark contrast between its seemingly idyllic rural appearance and
the brutal reality of the children's cult create a deeply unsettling atmosphere. The
omnipresent cornfields serve as both a source of the entity's power and a terrifying,
claustrophobic landscape.

What happens to Burt and Vicky when they arrive in
Gatlin?

Upon arrival, they encounter a disturbing lack of adults and discover the chilling truth
about the town's fate. They are pursued by the fanatical children and eventually become
targets of their violent rituals.

What is the ultimate fate of Burt and Vicky in the short
story?

While the movie adaptations vary, in the original short story, Burt is killed by the children.
Vicky is captured and eventually sacrificed to 'He Who Walks Behind the Rows'.



What themes are explored in Stephen King's 'Children
of the Corn'?

Key themes include the corruption of innocence, the dangers of blind faith and fanaticism,
the fragility of civilization, and the primal fear of nature and the unknown.

How did the children of Gatlin gain control of the town?

The children, under the influence of 'He Who Walks Behind the Rows' and its promises,
systematically murdered all the adults in the town, establishing their own terrifying
dominion.

What is the significance of the title 'Children of the
Corn'?

The title directly refers to the young inhabitants of Gatlin who have been indoctrinated
and turned into a murderous cult by a supernatural entity associated with the cornfields. It
highlights their warped innocence and their role as instruments of the entity's will.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Stephen King's "Children of the Corn" short story, with
descriptions:

1. In the Fields of Dread

This collection of unsettling rural horror stories explores the dark undercurrents of
seemingly peaceful countrysides. It delves into the psychological toll of isolation and the
hidden dangers that can fester in forgotten communities. Readers will find chilling tales of
cults, rural superstitions gone awry, and the loss of innocence in the face of ancient evil.

2. The Crimson Harvest

This novel plunges readers into a forgotten farming town where a disturbing ritual
demands a terrible price. When outsiders stumble upon the community, they become
entangled in a terrifying cycle of devotion and bloodshed. The book captures the
oppressive atmosphere of a place where faith has twisted into fanatical control.

3. Beneath the Whispering Stalks

Focusing on the psychological aspects of fear, this book examines the unsettling nature of
the familiar turned sinister. It tells the story of a group of young adults who return to their
childhood hometown, only to discover that the idyllic memories they cherish are
overshadowed by a terrifying secret. The narrative builds suspense through subtle hints
and a pervasive sense of dread.

4. He Who Walks Behind the Rows

This standalone novel is a deep dive into the lore and mythology that could give rise to a
malevolent entity controlling a community. It explores the ancient origins of a primal force
that preys on the vulnerable and manipulates the devout. The story weaves a tapestry of
folklore, corrupted faith, and the primal fear of the natural world.



5. The Unseen Shepherd

This suspenseful thriller follows a journalist investigating a string of disappearances in a
remote agricultural region. As they get closer to the truth, they uncover a horrifying
secret society operating under the guise of religious devotion. The book masterfully builds
tension as the protagonist unearths the chilling reality of their investigation.

6. The Scythe's Shadow

This collection of modern gothic tales features settings in isolated rural areas where
ancient traditions clash with modern sensibilities. The stories often explore themes of
generational trauma, inherited curses, and the terrifying consequences of blind obedience.
Each narrative casts a long shadow, hinting at the darkness that lies beneath the surface.

7. When the Corn Grows High

This coming-of-age horror story centers on a group of children in a small, isolated town
who begin to embrace a dangerous new ideology. As their parents disappear and their
behavior becomes increasingly erratic, one young protagonist must find a way to escape
the growing influence. The novel captures the chilling innocence corrupted by a sinister
power.

8. The Silent Congregation

This chilling novella examines the disturbing allure of radicalism and the manipulation of
innocence within a closed community. It follows a young person who becomes increasingly
devoted to an enigmatic leader, leading them down a path of terrifying self-discovery. The
narrative is a stark portrayal of how ideology can warp the minds of the impressionable.

9. Echoes from the Dust Bowl

Drawing inspiration from historical periods of hardship and desperation, this atmospheric
horror novel explores how fear and desperation can lead to extreme beliefs. Set against a
backdrop of rural struggle, it tells the story of a community that turns to a terrifying,
ancient protector for salvation, with devastating consequences. The book's setting
enhances the feeling of vulnerability and impending doom.
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