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The surge in mainstream horror fiction that waned in the early 1990s was neither the 

first nor presumably the last entry in the boom and bust cycle that has long 

characterized publishing in the genre. Some authors then writing horror moved to other 

genres, media, or careers, but those who persisted were left to grapple with the 

banishment of the word “horror” by mainstream U.S. publishing. The authors who did 

not wish to stay in or move to the small press wrote fiction that bore hallmarks of horror 

in a range of new generic formulations (dark fantasy, e.g.) that eschewed the “h-word.” 

Waning sales in a glutted field led to the elimination of publishers’ imprints and changes 

in nomenclature, and so market forces brought a temporary lull to the publication 

of horror fiction. 

 

Such remixing is not new, of course, and many authors of moribund genres have 

migrated to other fields at need. An unusual aspect of the 1980s boom was the 

accompanying drive to define horror writing as a field of professional writers parallel to 

other genres of popular fiction, reified not least by the foundation in 1985 of the Horror 

and Occult Writers League, eventually to become the Horror Writers Association, along 

with its Bram Stoker Awards. These professionalizing structures persisted after the 

boom, even as the mainstream publishing industry where the majority of these 

professionals published or aspired to publish deprecated the genre that the HWA 

represented. In the absence of opportunity to work professionally, authors pursued 

various strategies to maintain their individual connections to the genre and their 

collective identity. 

 

In recent years, the rise of online retailing has allowed readers to locate more easily than 

ever hyper-specific categories of fiction. This has led, more than a little improbably, to 

the revival of horror fiction as a marketable literature via presses of various sizes, and by 

self-publishing authors, even as notable works of horror continue to be published largely 

or entirely without publishers identifying them as such. While contemporary horror 

contains within it newly synthesized or tangent subgenres like “literary horror” and 

“weird fiction,” it has not wholly shifted modes, and its current iteration emerged less 

from antithetical strife than from a vacuum in the mainstream. Contemporary horror 

features familiar names, re-releases of books from the last cycle, and a culture that 

thrives in part, I will argue, both on account of the momentum that accrued to the 

community of literary horror professionals during the last cycle, and also due to the 

scars left by the forcible erasure of the genre’s most powerful signifier. 


