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UNDERSTANDING THE
SIGNIFICANCE OF CHAPTER 21 IN
STEPHEN KING'S IT

Stephen King’s 1986 epic horror novel It
remains  a  towering  achievement  in
modern  literature,  weaving  together
childhood  trauma,  cosmic  horror,  and
the  enduring  power  of  friendship.  The
novel  is  structured  in  five  parts  with  22
numbered  chapters  (plus  an  interlude
and  an  epilogue).  For  readers  and
analysts, Stephen King It Chapter 21
holds  a  particularly  climactic  and
emotionally  dense  place.  It  is  the
chapter  that  brings  the  adult  Losers’
Club  face-to-face  with  the  true,
boundless terror of IT in its "deadlights"
form—the moment when the narrative’s
deepest  metaphysical  questions  collide
with  the  raw  courage  of  memory.
Understanding  Chapter  21  is  essential
for  grasping  the  novel’s  philosophical
hear t  and  the  reasons  why  the
adaptation struggled to capture its full
impact on screen.
In  this  comprehensive  exploration,  we
will walk through the events of Chapter
21, dissect its themes, compare it to the
film  versions,  and  consider  why  this
segment  remains  one  of  King’s  most
powerful—and polarizing—sequences. By
the end, you will see why Stephen King
It Chapter 21 is not just a plot point but
a literary landmark that redefines what a
horror novel can achieve.

The Context:
Where Chapter
21 Fits in the
Narrative
Before diving into the chapter itself,  it
helps to understand its  position in the
novel’s complex timeline. King alternates
between  two  eras:  1958,  when  the
Losers’ Club (Bill, Beverly, Richie, Eddie,
Ben,  Stan,  and  Mike)  first  confronted  IT
after  a  summer  of  terror,  and  1985,
w h e n  t h e y  r e t u r n  t o  D e r r y  a s
adults—summoned by Mike Hanlon after
a fresh wave of murders.
By the time we reach Stephen King It
Chapter  21,  the  adult  Losers  have
already  descended  into  the  sewers
beneath Derry. They have navigated the
dark,  wet  tunnels  and  encountered
manifestations of their deepest fears. In
Chapter 20, they finally reach the lair of
IT.  Chapter  21  is  the  culmination:  the
face-to-face  confrontation  with  the
creature’s  true  form—a  chaotic,
spinning, glowing mass of orange light
known as the Deadlights.
This chapter, titled "The Ritual of Chüd"
(though  the  ritual  itself  begins  in  the
previous  chapter),  is  where  the  novel
pivots  from grounded childhood horror
in to  fu l l -b lown  cosmic ,  a lmost
psychedelic, terror. The Ritual of Chüd is
an  ancient  mental  battle  against  IT,
requiring the Losers to enter a trance-
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like state, to "bite" into IT’s mind, and to
withstand  the  terrifying  visual  of  the
Deadlights. It is here that the boundaries
of reality, memory, and identity begin to
blur.

The Events of
Chapter 21: A
Battle in the
Mind
In  Stephen King It  Chapter 21,  Bill
Denbrough—the  club’s  unofficial
leader—takes center stage. Haunted by
the death of his younger brother Georgie
(which launched the entire plot), Bill  is
determined to  finish  IT  once  and for  all.
The  chapter  opens  with  the  Losers
forming a psychic circle, holding hands,
and reciting the Ritual of Chüd under the
guidance  of  Mike’s  research  and  Bill’s
determination.
King’s prose here becomes deliberately
disorienting.  Time  and  space  dissolve.
The  Losers  experience  fragments  of
each other’s memories: Richie’s stutter,
Beverly’s abuse, Eddie’s asthma, Ben’s
lone l iness .  These  a re  no t  j us t
flashbacks—they  are  mental  weapons.
By collectively remembering their shared
childhood,  the  Losers  strengthen  their
bond, a theme central to the novel: that
love and friendship are the only forces
strong enough to defeat pure evil.
The creature IT, in its Deadlights form,
attempts  to  overwhelm  them  with
visions of cosmic emptiness. It shows Bill
a  glimpse  of  the  universe’s  cold,
meaningless time,  hoping to break his
will.  Bill,  in  turn,  uses  his  powerful
imagination—his  ability  to  create  vivid

stories—to counterattack. He imagines a
"turtle" (a cosmic being that vomited the
universe) and, in a stunning sequence,
mentally  bites  IT’s  tongue.  The  vivid,
almost goofy, nature of the Ritual (biting,
chanting,  imagining  giant  turtles)  is
intentional. King is showing that childlike
belief,  not  adult  cynicism,  is  the  real
weapon.
The chapter also includes a subplot of
Beverly confronting her abusive husband
Tom  Rogan,  who  has  followed  her  to
Derry.  In  a  harrowing  parallel,  Tom is
possessed by IT’s influence and pursues
Beverly  through the sewers.  This  real-
world  threat  grounds the metaphysical
battle in tangible danger. Ultimately, the
Losers succeed in wounding IT, but the
victory  comes  at  a  terrible  cost:  Bill
realizes he must finally let go of Georgie,
and  the  ritual  weakens  IT  enough  for
them  to  escape—but  not  k i l l  i t
permanently (that comes in the following
chapters).

Key Themes in
Chapter 21:
Memory,
Childhood, and
Cosmic Horror
What makes Stephen King It Chapter
21 so compelling is the way it interlaces
three major themes:

The Power of Childhood
Memory: The Ritual of Chüd
explicitly relies on the Losers
remembering their experiences
from 1958. King suggests that
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memory is not just a record of the
past but an active, creative force.
By remembering their courage as
children, the adults find the
strength to face IT again. This
chapter is a tribute to the idea that
growing up often means forgetting
the courage we once had—and
that reclaiming it is both painful
and essential.
Cosmic Scale vs. Human
Connection: IT is a cosmic entity
existing outside time and space. It
has no true physical form—the
spider shape and clown face are
merely reflections of human fear.
In the Deadlights, the Losers see
the terrible emptiness of the
universe. Yet King argues that
love, loyalty, and memory are the
only antidotes. The chapter is
deeply humanistic in a genre that
often leans toward nihilism.
The Act of Creation: Bill is a
writer. His weapon in the ritual is
his imagination. He literally makes
things up—the turtle, the biting,
the whole framework of Chüd—and
this fiction becomes real enough to
harm IT. King, a novelist, seems to
be winking at his own craft:
storytelling is a form of magic.
Chapter 21 is a meta-commentary
on how fiction can confront our
deepest terrors.

Comparing
Chapter 21 to
the Film

Adaptations
Fans of the 2017 It and 2019 It Chapter
Two will immediately notice that the film
versions  drastically  simplified—and
arguably  misrepresented—the Ritual  of
Chüd. In the novel, the ritual is a bizarre,
mentally  strenuous  process  that  takes
up  multiple  chapters  and  involves
chants, biting, and visions. In the films, it
is  reduced  to  a  series  of  physical
confrontations with Pennywise, with the
ritual  itself  presented  as  a  vague
"ceremony" that requires "artifacts" from
the past.
The 2019 film It  Chapter Two  features a
sequence where each Loser retrieves a
token from their past. This is a structural
change: in the novel, the tokens are not
needed  for  the  r i tua l—they  are
reminders  the  Losers  kept.  The  film’s
version  removes  the  abstract,  mind-
bending  quality  of  Stephen  King  It
Chapter 21 and replaces it with a more
conventional  monster-hunt.  The
Deadlights  are  depicted  as  a  golden,
pulsing sphere that Bev touches, giving
her  visions,  but  the  novel’s  profound
disorientation and the "biting" part are
left out entirely.
Many  readers  felt  that  the  film failed  to
capture  the  magnitude  of  Chapter  21.
The  novel’s  climax  is  not  about  brute
force; it is about the strength of shared
history and the willingness to look into
the  face  of  infinite  darkness  and  not
blink.  The  films,  while  entertaining,
opted  for  v isual  spectacle  over
psychological  depth.  Additionally,  the
1990  miniseries  similarly  avoided  the
ritual’s  complexity,  rushing  through  it
with  a  simple  battle  against  a  giant
spider. Neither adaptation did justice to
the  original  chapter’s  weird,  heartfelt
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power.

Why Chapter 21
Divides Readers
Even among King enthusiasts, Stephen
King It Chapter 21 is debated. Some
find the Ritual  of  Chüd too abstract,  too
reliant on deus ex machina (the turtle,
the cosmic backstory) and oddly juvenile
with the "biting" motif. Others consider it
one  o f  K ing ’ s  mos t  i nnovat i ve
sequences, a masterful blend of horror,
fantasy, and emotional catharsis.
It is worth noting that King himself has
expressed ambivalence about the ritual.
In later interviews, he joked that he was
"on  drugs"  when  he  wrote  it,  and  he
acknowledged that  the  ending  of  It  is
unusual.  Yet  the  sheer  audacity  of
Chapter  21 is  part  of  its  appeal.  King
takes  a  huge  r isk  by  hav ing  h is
characters defeat an ancient cosmic evil
through  imagination  and  friendship
rather  than  through  violence  or
cleverness.  It  is  a  remarkably  hopeful
message  in  a  book  filled  with  child
murder  and  domestic  abuse.
The  chapter  also  contains  one  of  the
most  controversial  elements  of  the
novel: a sexual scene between Beverly
and the six boys in the sewers,  which
occurs earlier (in Chapter 22 of Part 5,
actually, after the ritual). That scene is
not  in  Chapter  21,  but  it  is  often
conflated  with  the  climax.  The  sexual
encounter  is  widely  criticized  and  has
been omitted from all adaptations, but it
underscores King’s theme of the loss of
innocence and the power of unity in the
face  of  terror.  Whether  it  works  is  a
matter  of  personal  taste,  but  it  is

undeniably  tied  to  the  emotional
landscape  of  Chapter  21,  where  the
Lose rs  need  to  fee l  who le  and
connected.

Literary
Techniques in
Chapter 21
Let’s examine how King’s writing in this
chapter achieves its effects:

Stream-of-consciousness: As
the Losers enter the trance, King
shifts between their perspectives
in a fluid, almost hallucinatory
style. Sentences become longer
and more fragmented, mirroring
the loss of linear time.
Contrast of tone: The cosmic
horror is interspersed with
mundane details—the feel of a wet
hand, the smell of a sewer, the
echo of a childhood rhyme. This
ground of reality makes the surreal
moments more jarring.
Symbolism: The Deadlights
represent the ultimate truth: that
the universe is indifferent, that
there is no inherent meaning. The
Losers’ refusal to accept that truth
is an act of rebellion. The turtle
symbolizes creation and order,
albeit clumsy and accidental.

Legacy of the
Chapter: How It
Changed Horror


