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Children Of The Corn By Stephen King

Introduction: The Enduring Horror of Stephen King’s
Cornfield

Few horror stories have burrowed into the collective imagination quite like Children Of
The Corn By Stephen King. First published in 1977 in Penthouse magazine and later
collected in the 1978 anthology Night Shift, this short story has become a cornerstone of
modern horror.  Its  chilling premise—a small  American town where children brutally
murder the adults to appease a sinister entity lurking in the cornfields—has spawned
multiple film adaptations, sequels, and a lasting cultural footprint. But what makes this
tale so unnerving? It is not merely the violence, but the twisted theology of childhood and
the terrifying idea that faith, when unmoored from reason, can transform innocence into
fanaticism. In this article, we will explore every facet of Children Of The Corn By
Stephen King, from its Southern Gothic roots to its enduring legacy, offering both new
readers and longtime fans a fresh look at this classic work of horror fiction.

The Genesis of a Horror Classic

Stephen King wrote Children Of The Corn By Stephen King during a period of intense
creativity in the mid-1970s. The story emerged from a simple but potent image: a field of
corn stretching to the horizon, swaying in the wind, hiding something both sacred and
profane.  King  has  often  cited  the  American  heartland—with  its  vast,  anonymous
farmlands—as a setting ripe for terror. The isolation of rural Nebraska, the oppressive
summer  heat,  and  the  claustrophobia  of  being  trapped  between  rows  of  corn  all
contribute to the story’s uneasy atmosphere.

The narrative follows Burt and Vicky, a married couple traveling through Nebraska who
take a wrong turn and discover the ghost town of Gatlin. At first, they assume the adults
have vanished. Then they encounter the children, led by the fanatical Isaac and his
enforcer Malachai, who worship a being they call He Who Walks Behind the Rows.
The story’s power lies in its ambiguity: Is the entity real, or a collective delusion? King
leaves the answer just out of reach, forcing readers to confront their own fears of the
unknown.

The Original Short Story vs. The Film Adaptation

For many, the 1984 film Children of the Corn  directed by Fritz Kiersch is the most
familiar version. However, the movie diverges significantly from the source material. The
film expands the story into a feature-length narrative, adds a backstory for the cult, and
gives Isaac and Malachai more screen time. Critically, the film changes the ending: in
King’s story, the couple survives (though not unscathed), while the film introduces a
more dramatic, cynical conclusion. King himself has expressed mixed feelings about the
adaptation, noting that the film misses the subtle horror of his original work. Yet, despite
its deviations, the film became a cult hit and introduced Children Of The Corn By
Stephen King to a global audience.

Themes and Symbolism in King’s Cornfield

Beneath the surface of bloody scythes and chanting children, Children Of The Corn By
Stephen King explores profound themes that elevate it above simple slasher fare.

Faith and Fanaticism

The children of Gatlin have created a biblical theocracy, twisting Christian imagery to
serve their murderous ends. Isaac reads from a “Bible” of their own making, and their
rituals are a grotesque parody of communion. King examines how faith, when corrupted
by isolation and fear, becomes a weapon. The children are not inherently evil; they are
victims of a system they no longer question. This mirrors real-world cult dynamics and
warns against blind obedience.

The Corruption of Childhood

Classic horror often positions children as symbols of purity, but King subverts that trope
remorselessly.  In  Gatlin,  children  are  the  monsters,  yet  they  are  also  tragic
figures—trapped in a cycle of violence imposed by an unseen horror. The story asks:
What happens when the future (children) is sacrificed to a primitive deity? The cornfield
itself  becomes  a  metaphor  for  the  unnatural  growth  of  evil,  where  children  are
“harvested” for a harvest god.

Isolation and Modernity

Burt and Vicky represent the modern, secular world—urban, rational, and disconnected
from the land. Their car breaks down, leaving them stranded in a place where faith is
literal and blood is the currency. King suggests that contemporary society’s rejection of
older,  darker  forces  leaves  it  vulnerable  when those forces  rise  again.  The endless
cornfield is  a  liminal  space,  neither wilderness nor civilization,  where old gods still
demand tribute.

Characters That Haunt the Imagination

While the story is short, King sketches memorable figures in just a few lines.

Burt Robeson: A pragmatic doctor, Burt represents empirical reason. His gradual
unraveling as he confronts the supernatural is a key arc.
Vicky: More intuitive than Burt, Vicky senses danger before he does. Her quiet
terror and resourcefulness make her a compelling viewpoint character.
Isaac: The cult leader, a boy with a ruined eye and a voice like gravel. He is
chillingly calm, a prophet who believes he speaks for the corn.
Malachai: The enforcer, larger and more brutal than Isaac. He is the muscle of the
cult, but also its most unstable element.
He Who Walks Behind the Rows: Never fully seen, this entity is the story’s true
antagonist. Its presence is felt as a rustling in the stalks, a change in the wind, an
ancient hunger.

Each character serves the story’s central conflict: the clash between rational survival and
irrational belief.

The Role of Setting: Nebraska’s Cornfields as a
Character

King is a master of place, and in Children Of The Corn By Stephen King, the setting is
not mere backdrop—it is an active force. The cornfield is claustrophobic, disorienting,
and alive. The rustling leaves whisper threats; the tall stalks block all sight lines. King
uses  sensory  details—the smell  of  wet  earth,  the  scratch of  dry  husks—to immerse
readers in a landscape that feels both American and alien. The town of Gatlin itself, with
its  abandoned storefronts and silent churches,  evokes the ghost towns of  the Great
Plains, where communities withered when the land stopped yielding. This decay amplifies
the story’s horror: the children have not only killed their parents; they have also killed
the future.

Literary Analysis: Structure and Tone

The story is structured as a conventional horror narrative—disruption of the ordinary,
descent into chaos, confrontation, and a twist—but King’s prose elevates it. He alternates
between  crisp,  journalistic  description  and  lyrical  passages  that  border  on  the
psychedelic. The climax, when Burt and Vicky attempt to flee through the cornfield under
moonlight, reads like a fever dream. King’s use of pacing is masterful; he builds dread
slowly, letting the reader’s imagination do the heavy lifting. The final image—a child’s toy
left behind in the dust—lingers long after the story ends.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The  success  of  the  first  film  led  to  a  franchise:  nine  sequels  (direct-to-video  and
theatrical), a television reboot, and even a 2023 prequel, Children of the Corn: Runaway.
While none match the original story’s quality, they attest to the enduring appeal of the
concept. The figure of a child carrying a scythe has become an icon of horror, instantly
recognizable. Children Of The Corn By Stephen King  has also inspired songs (by
artists like Ice Nine Kills), video games, and countless homages in other media.

Academically, the story is studied as an example of “regional horror” and as a critique of
religious extremism. It  appears in anthologies of  American gothic literature,  and its
influence can be traced in works such as The Village (2004) and Midsommar (2019),
which also explore isolated communities governed by violent faith.

Why the Story Still Resonates Today

In an age of rising tribalism and digital echo chambers, the themes of Children Of The
Corn By Stephen King  feel  more relevant than ever.  The story warns against the
dangers of insulating children from the outside world, and the ease with which fear can
be weaponized. It also speaks to environmental anxieties: the “harvest” demanded by He
Who Walks Behind the Rows is a perversion of agricultural cycles, suggesting that when
humans lose respect for the land, the land will exact a terrible price. Moreover, the
story’s ambiguity about whether the entity is real or a mass hallucination leaves it open
to multiple interpretations, ensuring it will continue to provoke discussion for years to
come.

Conclusion: The Harvest Never Ends

Children Of The Corn By Stephen King remains a masterwork of short horror fiction
because  it  achieves  what  the  best  horror  does:  it  makes  the  familiar  terrifying.  A
cornfield,  a  small  town,  a  group  of  children—these  are  the  building  blocks  of  the
American landscape. But King twists them into something monstrous, reminding us that
the boundaries between civilization and savagery, childhood and adulthood, faith and
madness,  are thinner than we like to think. Whether you encounter the story in its
original form or through one of its many adaptations, the image of those silent children
standing in the corn will stay with you—a rustling reminder that some gods demand
everything, and that the harvest is always coming.


