
Book Reviews 

C l i v e B l o o m . Cult Fiction: Popular Reading and Pulp Theory. N e w Y o r k : St. 

M a r t i n ' s P, 1 9 9 6 . P p . i x , 2 6 2 . $ 3 9 . 9 5 , $ 1 7 . 9 5 P D -

T h e t i t le o f C l i v e B l o o m ' s latest c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y s t u d y suggests a n at
t e m p t to a v o i d o f f e r i n g a basis f o r a c o p y r i g h t i n f r i n g e m e n t su i t f r o m 
Q u e n t i n T a r a n t i n o , u p o n the p o p u l a r i t y o f w h o s e film (Pulp Fiction, 
a n d o f its s u b s e q u e n t h y p e ) B l o o m c l e a r l y wants to c a p i t a l i z e , b u t this 
d i f f e r e n c e s ignals i m m e d i a t e t r o u b l e . W h a t t h e g r a d a t i o n s o f d i s t i n c 
t i o n are a m o n g p o p , c u l t , a n d p u l p " f i c t i o n s " (a w o r d s t r e t c h e d t o o 
far) w i l l l i k e l y b o t h e r a n y r e a d e r , w h o w i l l b e u l t i m a t e l y d i s a p p o i n t e d . 
D e f i n i t i o n , i n fact, is t h e m i s s i n g c e n t r e o f t h e b o o k , a n d c h a r t i n g the 
p r o g r e s s o f " p u l p " feels a l i t t l e l i k e h u n t i n g f o r a S n a r k . T h e c h a p t e r , 
" L i v i n g i n T e c h n i c o l o r : T h e R u l e s o f P u l p " offers t h e s l i g h t d e f i n i t i o n , 
" [ p ] u l p is t h e i l l i c i t d r e s s e d u p as the r e s p e c t a b l e , b u t i t is n o t dis
g u i s e d , n o r d o e s it h i d e its t r u e n a t u r e f r o m t h e c o n s u m e r " ( 1 3 3 ) . 

A v e r y o l d a n d s n o b b i s h d i v i s i o n is h e r e b e i n g r e d r a w n i n t h e n a m e 
o f n o v e l t y a n d a n t i - s n o b b e r y , b u t i t d o e s n o t s e e m t e n a b l e . C o n s i d e r 
the case o f Classics Illustrated c o m i c s , w h e r e i n "Pride and Prejudice, w i t h 
the a i d o f a suggest ive c o v e r i l l u s t r a t i o n , c o u l d a l l t o o r e a d i l y suggest 
The Bad and The Beautiful" ( R a s u l a 5 6 ) . " P u l p " o r " h i g h c u l t u r e " ? Cult 
Fiction v e n t u r e s n o o p i n i o n o n s u c h q u e s t i o n s , b u t says, " T h e n e e d s o f 
the c a n o n . . . d e f i n e d a n a r e a f o r d e b a t e w h i c h gave a l a n g u a g e to 
p u l p w h i l e r e f u s i n g i t a v o i c e . W h a t we n e e d to d o n o w is r e t r i e v e p u l p 
w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o t h e c a n o n a n d t h e r e b y a v o i d a d e b a t e i n w h i c h 
d e f i n i t i o n is a l r e a d y d e c i d e d " ( 3 7 ) . 

" W h a t we n e e d t o d o n o w " is n o t w h a t Cult Fiction d o e s , h o w e v e r , a n d 
B l o o m f r e q u e n t l y c o n s u l t s t h e a t t i t u d e s o f a n d t o w a r d s r e c o g n i z e d l i t 
e r a r y w o r k s a n d a u t h o r s , f r o m w h i c h h e t h e n d i f f e r e n t i a t e s h i s u n 
c e a s i n g l y subvers ive e x a m p l e s o f " p u l p . " T h e r e a d e r s h i p s c h e m e o f 
D i c k T u r p i n ' s a d v e n t u r e s is c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h a t o f Northanger Abbey 
( 8 7 - 8 8 ) , f o r e x a m p l e ; a n d we are i n f o r m e d t h a t " [ f ] a r m o r e t h a n 
J a m e s J o y c e ' s Finnegans Wake, H a m m e t t ' s The Maltese Falcon m a r k s t h e 
e n d o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l n o v e l " ( 2 2 6 ) . 

B l o o m ' s v i e w t h a t t h e c a n o n s t a n d s u n s c a t h e d b y " l i b e r a l a n d left-
w i n g c r i t i c s " ( 3 7 ) — n o m e n t i o n o f n a m e s — h a s t h e r i n g o f a n o t h e r 
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c r i t i c of the s a m e s u r n a m e . S t r a w o p p o n e n t s are c u t d o w n swiftly a n d 
r e p e a t e d l y , a n d Cult Fiction has t h e q u a l i t y o f a b o o k d e s i g n e d i n 
p a r t f o r the p u r p o s e o f o p e n - e n d e d v e n t i n g . B e s i d e s the u n f o r t u n a t e 
" h a r d l i n e M a r x i s t c o m m e n t a t o r s a n d c u l t u r a l e l i t ists ( s o m e t i m e s o n e 
a n d the s a m e ) " ( 1 3 5 ) , w h o just c a n n o t get t h i n g s r i g h t , t h e r e are t h e 
w a y w a r d f e m i n i s t s : 

Few feminist critics notice the inherent contradict ion in the fact that women 
were reading to escape the confines of their ordinary lives a n d that whatever 
propaganda their reading contained o n behalf o f patriarchal conformism it 
also offered an alternative non-real wor ld where things were directed to the 
control of fantasy by women and for women, (gli) 

T h i s s e n t e n c e d i s p l a y s its a u t h o r ' s u n i q u e p r e f e r e n c e f o r i ta l i cs o v e r 
c o m m a s m o r e t h a n it d o e s a n y s u b t l e " c o n t r a d i c t i o n " ; f o r s u r e l y by this 
t i m e t h e p a t r i a r c h a l g o v e r n a n c e o f a w o m a n ' s r o u t e s f o r e s c a p i s m is a 
r e l a t i v e l y r u d i m e n t a r y p o i n t o f f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e . 

B l o o m p r e s e n t s h is r e a d e r w i t h a n e n t i c i n g r o g u e s ' g a l l e r y o f p o t -
t r a i t s — J a c k t h e R i p p e r , D r . F u M a n c h u , H . P. L o v e c r a f t , e v e n S t e p h e n 
K i n g — b u t h e is, I t h i n k , p e r h a p s t o o e n a m o u r e d o f t h e m to see t h e m 
o r t h e i r m y t h o l o g i e s very c r i t i c a l l y . B a t m a n , f o r e x a m p l e , B l o o m sees 
as " a h e r o i c figure f r o m c a p i t a l i s m ' s e v o l u t i o n , a N e w D e a l e r b o r n o u t 
o f t h e D e p r e s s i o n i n t o a D e a t h W i s h v i g i l a n t e " ( 1 3 9 ) . A l a n M o o r e , 
t h e w r i t e r of The Killing Joke, a g r a p h i c n o v e l w h i c h B l o o m n o t e s as the 
" a d u l t , l i t e r a t e " v e r s i o n o f the h e r o ( 1 3 8 ) , has h i m s e l f e l s e w h e r e p u t it 
m o r e f r a n k l y : B a t m a n is " a near-fascist a n d a d a n g e r o u s f a n a t i c " ( " T h e 
M a r k o f B a t m a n " ) . (I m y s e l f w o u l d n o t hes i ta te w i t h the s h a k y "near-" 
p r e f i x . B a t m a n is f a s c i s m , a l b e i t at its m o s t b i z a r r e l y s ty l i zed . ) B l o o m ' s 
s m o o t h e d - o v e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e c a p e d c n i s a d e r fal ls i n l i n e w i t h 
his s c h e m e o f " p u l p " as " i l l i c i t p l e a s u r e " ( 1 3 3 ) w i t h i n a c a p i t a l i s t i n 
d u s t r i a l c u l t u r e , a n d ( a l l e g e d l y ) n o t so b a d f o r that . P o s s i b l e u n p a l a t 
a b l e c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n t h e " i l l i c i t p l e a s u r e " a n d s o m e f a i r l y u g l y 
i d e o l o g i e s , l i k e t h e finer p o i n t s o f r a c i s m , a r e , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , i n s u f f i 
c i e n t l y c o n f r o n t e d h e r e . 

W h a t s e e m s m o s t s t r a n g e a b o u t t h e a n a l y s i s o f p u l p f o r m s is the 
o m i s s i o n s : why, I w o n d e r , i n the t o o b r i e f analys is o f c o m i c b o o k s a n d 
s u b v e r s i o n , d o e s B l o o m c o n c e n t r a t e o n t h e m a j o r A m e r i c a n c o m i c 
b o o k p u b l i s h e r s ( D C a n d M a r v e l ) , a n d n e g l e c t e v e n m e n t i o n i n g " u n 
d e r g r o u n d ' z i n e s , " t h e n a m e s o f R o b e r t C r a m b o r A r t S p i e g e l m a n ( i n 
w h o s e Maus c o m i c s o n e finds n o t i l l i c i t p l e a s u r e , b u t p a g e s " f i l l e d w i t h 
a n x i e t y " [ S p i e g e l m a n a n d M o u l y 1 9 7 ] ) , o r t h e m a r k e d l v d i f f e r e n t c u l 
t u r a l a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d s the m e d i u m i n p l a c e s o t h e r t h a n the U n i t e d 
States ( J a p a n , say, o r F r a n c e ) . A l t h o u g h t h e b o o k s e n s i b l y strives to 
b e " a n a r g u m e n t , n o t a c o m p e n d i u m " ( 5 ) , the c h o i c e o f e x a m p l e s is 
n a t u r a l l y t e l l i n g , a n d i n th is case o f t e n r e v e a l i n g o f a l a c k of a d e q u a t e 
r e s e a r c h . 

T h e e m b a r r a s s i n g e r r o r s d o n o t h e l p . D a v i d L y n c h ' s 1 9 7 7 film is not 
e n t i t l e d "Erasurehead" ( 1 7 ) ; G e o r g e L u c a s , n o t " S t e v e n L u c a s " ( 3 1 ) , is 
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the c r e a t o r o f Star Wars; S h e r l o c k H o l m e s d o e s n o t c o n f r o n t J a c k the 
R i p p e r i n The Seven Per Cent Solution ( 1 6 6 ) , i n w h i c h the s l e u t h j o i n s 
forces w i t h S i g m u n d F r e u d , b u t r a t h e r i n a c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t f i l m , 
i g 7 g ' s Murder By Decree. E g r e g i o u s s l i p s l i k e these are j o i n e d bv v a r i o u s 
t y p o g r a p h i c a l f l u b s a n d u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y f u n n y m a l a p r o p i s m s , l i k e "os-
t e n s i v e l y " (81) a n d " e x p a t r i o t " ( 1 0 8 a n d e l s e w h e r e ) . 

Cult Fiction is a late d i s p a t c h , f r o m a s h e l t e r e d a n d d i s t a n t o u t p o s t , 
r a t h e r t h a n f r o m t h e f r o n t , o f the c u l t u r e wars , w h i c h wars i n a n y case 
h a v e t h e m s e l v e s n o w fizzled to a détente. A l t h o u g h B l o o m offers s o m e 
i n t e r e s t i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f l u r i d - l e a n i n g a n e c d o t e s , t h e o c c a s i o n a l 
f lash o f wit ( " N o r m a n B a t e s k e e p s m u m " [ 2 3 1 ] ) , a n d a h i n t o f p r o 
s p e c t i v e t a l e n t f o r b i o g r a p h y , this u n e v e n s t u d y d o e s n o t o f f e r m u c h 
that is n e w , a n d its m o r e g e n e r a l t h e o r e t i c a l ( o r a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l ) ut ter
a n c e s — " H i g h c u l t u r e is n o w d e a d " ( 2 2 6 ) — a r e n o t s u s t a i n e d o r d e l i n 
e a t e d c a r e f u l l y e n o u g h to p o s e a n y threats to t h e i r targets. TIM CONLEY 
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D o m i n i c H e a d ' s / . M. Coetzee is t h e fifth f u l l - l e n g t h s t u d y o f t h e B o o k e r 
P r i z e - w i n n i n g a u t h o r i n the past d e c a d e , j o i n i n g the g r o w i n g c o r p u s o f 
C o e t z e e c r i t i c i s m , w h i c h a lso i n c l u d e s two c o m p a r a t i v e s tudies , a n d 
t h r e e c o l l e c t i o n s o f essays. It is t h e first b o o k o n C o e t z e e s p e c i f i c a l l y to 
set i tse l f o u t as a n i n t r o d u c t i o n to his f i c t i o n , a l t h o u g h as the fifth v o l 
u m e i n t h e C a m b r i d g e S t u d i e s i n A f r i c a n a n d C a r i b b e a n L i t e r a t u r e Se
r ies , i t a l s o a i m s to b e o f use to t h o s e a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r w i t h h i s w o r k . 

H e a d ' s i n t e n t i o n is t o f o c u s o n the n o v e l s t h e m s e l v e s , to d r a w o u t 
t h e i r m a j o r t h e m e s a n d t h e l i n k s b e t w e e n t h e m , a n d to p r o v i d e a n 
o v e r v i e w o f C o e t z e e ' s w h o l e fictional oeuvre. A n d w h i l e t h e f o c u s is o n 
the fiction, t h e r e is a m p l e r e f e r e n c i n g to C o e t z e e ' s n o n - f i c t i o n , a n d a n 
o p e n i n g c h a p t e r w h i c h u s e f u l l y a t t e m p t s t o tease o u t C o e t z e e ' s p l a c e 
i n p o s t c o l o n i a l l i t e r a t u r e . H e a d d o e s n o t p u t t h e p o s t c o l o n i a l t a g o n 
C o e t z e e l i g h t l y , a n d t h e r e is a g o o d b a l a n c e o f d e b a t e i n this s e c t i o n . 
A l t h o u g h c a u t i o u s a b o u t c o n f l a t i n g t h e o r i e s , h e a r g u e s t h a t t h e r e is 
a n o v e r l a p p i n g o f t h e p o s t c o l o n i a l a n d t h e p o s t m o d e r n i n C o e t z e e ' s 
f i c t i o n . I n d e e d , h e m a k e s a case f o r c a l l i n g C o e t z e e a " p o s t - c o l o n i z e r , " 


