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Abstract: Detective fiction, celebrated for its intricate plots and intellectually engaging mysteries, also provides 
colorful source for linguistic and stylistic study. The present research explores the unique linguopoetic strategies 
employed by Stephen King in his contribution to the genre, with particular attention to the Bill Hodges Trilogy, 
which includes novels of Mr. Mercedes, Finders Keepers, and End of Watch. By focusing on subtle, often 
overlooked features of King’s language use, this study explores how author manipulates narrative voice, character 
psychology, and reader perception through linguistic means that transcend conventional detective genre tropes. 
Article also touches upon writer’s linguistic and poetic devices to create colorful narrative of suspense and 
mystery. 
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Introduction: Linguopoetic studies of the detective 
fiction examines the stylistic devices and poetic use of 
language in certain detective story, particularly how 
language constructs meaning, mood, and reader 
engagement. As Jacobson mentioned: “Poetics deals 
primarily with the question, "What makes a verbal 
message a work of art?” [Jakobson, 1960]. It suggests 
that written text of the story expresses not only simple 
message, but also inner thoughts and emotional stance 
of the characters of the plot. Writers, therefore widely 
utilize symbolic language and variety of poetic devices 
in order to shape meaningful bond with their readers. 
Jakobson (1960) highlights that poetics of the fiction 
deals with problems of verbal structure, just as the 
analysis of painting is concerned with pictorial 
structure.  

In the detective story, linguopoetic strategies are 
critical for: 

➢ Building suspense and psychological tension 

➢ Shaping authentic character identities 

➢ Structuring plot revelations  

➢ Creating a specific linguistic atmosphere and 

setting (e.g., dark, ironic, gritty) 

METHOD 

The paper offers qualitative and analytical research, 
contextual analysis as the main research 
methodologies by examining and analyzing cases of 
linguopoetic strategies of contemporary American 
detective fiction. Article utilizes multiple study 
methods to properly interpret explanations for use of 
linguopoetic strategies. 

Mr. Mercedes, a notable work of detective fiction by 
Stephen King, depicts a fictional case of mass murder 
and the subsequent attempt to uncover the 
perpetrator by the retired detective Bill Hodges. The 
narrative not only focuses on the investigative process 
but also reflects various contemporary social and 
economic realities of the United States, presenting 
them through multiple perspectives. At the same time, 
the storyline develops a psychologically intricate plot 
that deepens the reader’s understanding of the 
characters’ motivations and inner conflicts. From the 
author’s narrative standpoint, the novel’s antagonist, 
Brady Hartsfield, is outwardly portrayed as an ordinary 
young man and a seemingly nonviolent member of 

 

https://doi.org/10.37547/ajps/Volume06Issue03-21
https://doi.org/10.37547/ajps/Volume06Issue03-21
https://doi.org/10.37547/ajps/Volume06Issue03-21
https://doi.org/10.37547/ajps/Volume06Issue03-21


American Journal Of Philological Sciences 98 https://theusajournals.com/index.php/ajps 

American Journal Of Philological Sciences (ISSN – 2771-2273) 
 

 

society, which intensifies the contrast between his 
public image and his concealed criminal nature. 

RESULTS 

Chosen as research object Stephen King’s detective 
trilogy (Bill Hodges series) innovatively combines these 
strategies with elements of horror, psychological 
thriller, and social critique. These series of detective 
novels vividly present genre-specific poetic features as 
well as peculiar stylistic approaches of the author. 
Author artistically uses minor details of the plot such as 
environment, setting, character’s inner/outer look and 
verbal language to make lively scene of horror, 
suspense and emotional tension. 

Stephen King’s Mr. Mercedes provides a modern 
example of linguopoetic complexity and colorful 
narrative style. King mixes colloquial dialogue with 
inner monologue, blending realism with psychological 
tension. The antagonist, Brady Hartsfield, uses 
language manipulatively-switching registers depending 
on whether he is speaking to his mother, customers, or 
himself. His internal narration is riddled with disturbing 
imagery and metaphor “His thoughts are rats, running 
in a trap” (King, 2014), reflecting both his mental state 
and foreshadowing his eventual unraveling. Whereas 
protagonist, retired police officer Bill Hodges uses 
thoughtful language blended by legal terms and 
jargons. His logical reasoning skills and inner thoughts 
are presented symbolically by visceral imagery and 
emotional contrast.  

King also uses technology-related language to 
modernize traditional detective tropes. The blending of 
technical jargon with poetic imagery (e.g., “a virus of 
the soul”) shows how contemporary authors update 
the linguopoetics of mystery to reflect new forms of 
criminality. This mixture “Any bug trying to creep into 
my machines gets swatted pronto” forms genuine 
passage watered by modern scientific discoveries.   

One of the particular features of the writer is his 
stylistic treatment of crime scene descriptions. In Mr. 
Mercedes, the opening massacre is described with 
chilling specificity, yet the language retains a kind of 
brutal poetry. King avoids clinical or purely procedural 
canonic language; instead, he combines visceral 
imagery (“brains blooming like roses on concrete”) with 
mundane details (discarded coffee cups, a baby 
carriage) to create a stark emotional contrast. This 
linguopoetic technique intensifies the horror by 
juxtaposing the regular setting with the grotesque 
image.  Sentence rhythm also plays a role -long, 
winding sentences pull the reader through the chaos of 
the scene, while short, staccato lines interject sudden 
violence. These stylistic shifts mimic the psychological 
disorientation of the victims and witnesses, drawing 

the reader into a shared experience of trauma and 
confusion. [Culler, 1997]    This portrayal approach is 
unique poetic asset that differentiate his style from 
other authors.    

Furthermore, in his stories King blends the detective 
genre with horror and psychological fiction. This 
linguistic switch in narrative suggests colorful plot and 
engaging story. Linguistic blending in his diction 
includes both the concise, fact-driven language typical 
of hard-boiled detective fiction and the introspective, 
often surreal metaphors from horror. He often shifts 
tone and register of the narration in his works. In Mr. 
Mercedes, he smoothly transitions between police 
procedural terminology and emotionally rich or even 
grotesque imagery, adding layers to the narrative 
voice.  

DISCUSSION 

In Mr. Mercedes, the retired detective Bill’s inner 
monologue includes both classic deductive reasoning 
and deeply personal emotional reactions, conveyed in 
colloquial, sometimes slangy American English. As this 
passage suggests “At this thought, Hodges gives the 
revolver another absent pat. It is the Victory model. An 
oldie but a goodie. His own gun, when he was active, 
was a Glock .40. He bought it-officers in this city are 
expected to buy their service weapons-and now it’s in 
the safe in his bedroom. Safe in the safe” author boost 
authenticity of the image by using slang and 
terminology. [King, 2014] Author also emphasize inner 
thoughts “His last thought before he goes under is of 
how Mr. Mercedes’s poison-pen letter finished up. Mr. 
Mercedes wants him to commit suicide. Hodges 
wonders what he would think if he knew he had given 
this particular ex-Knight of the Badge and Gun a reason 
to live, instead. At least for a while.” of the protagonist 
to improve imagery of the character. [King, 2014]    

Shaping perfect detective story calls for creating 
exclusive character that represent open and hidden 
standpoint of the writer. [Toolan, 2001] From this 
perspective King’s fictional characters are linguistically 
individualized and crafted. For instance, detective Bill 
Hodges speaks in a controlled, somewhat authoritative 
tone typical of a retired cop but shows emotional 
vulnerability through inner speech. On the other hand, 
Brady Hartsfield, the antagonist, is marked by chaotic, 
violent inner speech patterns, fragmented syntax, and 
disturbing metaphors, mirroring his psychological 
instability and mental sickness. These idiolects serve 
both as characterization tools and as signals of moral 
alignment or mental state. [Freeman, 1924] 

The next poetic aspect of his stories is verbal 
communication and emotional tone of the speech. He 
utilizes dialogic strategies such as back-and-forth 
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exchanges in dialogue, indirect speech, and sudden 
long silence to generate dialogic tension and confusion. 
Interruptions and ellipses during speech suggests 
mysteries, hesitations, or suppressed truths. Subtext in 
dialogue often reveals more than surface 
communication, creating dramatic irony (the reader 
knows more than the characters). He skillfully 
reanimates of the verbal exchange of the characters. 
“There’s more silence, and then, in a voice so low and 
timid he can barely hear it, Holly asks, “Are you safe? 
Because I worry about people, you know. I worry very 
much.”” [King, 2014]. In this example he utilizes silence 
or minimal speech as a linguopoetic device to 
emphasize psychological weight-especially in 
interrogation or confrontation scenes. According to 
Labov (1980) speech act and its tone offers concealed 
meaning in verbal communication. Short, fragmented 
sentences often accelerate the pacing during climactic 
moments. Consider the following from Stephen King's 
Mr. Mercedes: 

“What do you want us to do?” 

“Sit tight.” 

“We still don’t call the police?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Holly wants to talk to you.”” This short-clear-cut 
utterances increases emotional intensity of the 
moment. No place for adjectives, no room for details-
just cold, stripped-down action. 

Sociolect and American Vernacular dialect in narrative 
decorates the plot through making authentic setting for 
reader. Moreover, use of American regional and social 
dialects (sociolects) grounds the narrative in real 
cultural contexts. Furthermore, depictions of class, 
race, and urban-suburban divides are linguistically 
encoded through speech patterns. 

“Dear Massa Hodges, 

I has mowed yo grass and put de mower back in yo cah-
pote. I hopes you didn’t run over it, suh! If you has any 
mo chos for dis heah black boy, hit me on mah honker. 
I be happy to talk to you if I is not on de job wit one of 
my hos. As you know dey needs a lot of work and 
sometimes some tunin up on em, as dey can be uppity, 
especially dem high yallers! I is always heah fo you, suh! 

Jerome” [King, 2014]. This very letter from Jerome, 
character with Afro-American origin illustrates African 
American Vernacular English and educational 
background of middle-class families. King satirizes or 
critiques American consumerism, media, and justice 
systems using irony and colloquial expressions as well. 
For instance, “The store is huge, and on this midday 
late-spring Saturday, it’s crammed with shoppers”. 
offers that people are always eager to spend their 

money and time for shopping [King, 2014] 

The vocabulary of mystery and suspense is another 
essential poetic device for detective fiction. [Giles & 
Powesland,1975]   One of the most common ways that 
King uses to build a tense, mysterious atmosphere is 
narrow lexical selection. His stories typically address a 
narrow semantic field-words related to crime, horror, 
death, concealment, and investigation. For instance, in 
his trilogy, the recurring use of words such as “death,” 
“kill,” “poison”, “remorse”, “abuse” and “revenge” not 
only anchors the narrative in a dangerous world but 
also primes the reader to expect violence or betrayal at 
any moment. 

Unlike canonic detective fiction narrative, which often 
avoids overt symbolism and metaphor to maintain 
realism, King embeds symbolic language quite often to 
intensify emotional layer of the plot. In his work 
metaphors often hint at deeper psychological trauma 
or foreshadow supernatural elements. These vivid 
examples “Also, no more crawling snakes in the back of 
his mind. Or under his belt buckle.” and “It’s like picking 
up a snake that’s bloated with poison, and takes all her 
courage.” enhances emotional power of the statement. 
Metaphors like darkness, isolated, guiltless, and silent 
symbolizes inner feelings of the characters. “We live in 
darkness like animals in a burrow, or ants deep in their 
hill.” [King, 2014] 

King often overlays childlike or sanitized language with 
violent imagery to produce a chilling tonal contrast. In 
Mr. Mercedes, victims are labeled as looking like 
“broken dolls”, “murdered baby”, “hearty cry of killed 
baby” softening the horror visually but increasing its 
emotional weight. The purpose of the softening the 
intensity is to weaken the reader’s expectations that 
evokes horror by juxtaposing innocence with brutality.  

Main character of the author, antagonist Brady is 
equipped with semantic echoing of guilt and madness. 
Recurrent micro-lexical fields tied to decay, weight, or 
entrapment recur in character thoughts, especially 
mentally unstable massacrer Brady’s. Words like “rot,” 
“sink,” “trap,” “burrow” resurface in various syntactic 
forms, creating a semantic gravity around psychological 
disintegration. [King, 2015] By doing so writer shapes a 
subterranean motif of inner collapse that readers feel 
but don’t immediately identify. 

He frequently makes a shift in perspective of the 
narrative from first person personal story to emotional 
state through lexical intrusion. He subtly blends 
narrator voice with internal monologue via tonal or 
lexical slippage (without clear typographic markers). 
“Wait a minute, wait a minute. What do you mean, 
when you turn it in? Hodges gets up, goes to the 
window carrying the letter, and looks out on 
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Harper Road. The Harrison girl putts by on her moped. 
She’s really too young to have one of those things, no 
matter what the law allows, but at least she’s wearing 
her helmet.”. [King, 2016] Third-person narration 
suddenly includes emotionally charged words or idioms 
that reveal character biases (e.g., Hodges’ narration 
uses expressions like “freak-show tech geek”). It injects 
character psychology into narrative “reality” without 
overt shifts. 

In some intense crime-related scenes King exploits 
compression of temporal and sensory imageries and 
details to vitalize the portrait. In Mr. Mercedes high-
stress moment of massacre scene King collapses time 
via sensory stacking-rapid listing of disparate details in 
a single sentence.  “He started to raise his head to see 
if it was happening, and a huge black tire ate up his 
vision. He felt the woman’s hand grip his forearm. He 
had time to hope the baby was still sleeping.” [King, 
2015]  

Another similar given example “Blood on her blouse, 
baby screaming, mustard on the sidewalk, the man’s 
arm bent like wire.” also animate the picture and 
provide real image for reader.  

CONCLUSION 

Stephen King’s detective fiction Mr. Mercedes is 
marked not by flamboyant linguistic flourishes but by 
quiet, intentional manipulations of language that 
create deep psychological and moral resonances. His 
subtle linguopoetic strategies-including free indirect 
discourse, idiomatic restraint, lexical dissonance, 
symbolic repetition, and strategic code-switching 
enrich the genre beyond formulaic conventions. 

In King’s hands, language becomes not just a medium 
of storytelling, but a psychological instrument, shaping 
how readers feel, perceive, and interpret moral 
ambiguity and personal trauma. These micro-level 
strategies represent his most innovative contribution 
to the evolving field of American detective fiction. 
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