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I oday Bss an arttian an industry, a pop
genre Bke horroris nexertie Bss it own

Ferary provnce wit it own evaliative
standards. Good horror fiction knows it job
and proceeds © do itefficientd. Aiming ©
stimub® pretty basic pars of te readery
psyche-to titilk&, shock, agitak, scare, ©
provide bot escape and reassurance-qualty
horror tkes care © seem abovwe aBunpren-
tious: i.e., 0 keep it conceit simpl and it
settings banall enough © be famillar. By
tese modem standards, the fictions of Steph -
en King up tirough, say, "Cup" represent
near¥ perfect American pop horror: En-
sould applances run dark ¥ amok in a
worl of Fitos, fhtulince and trai br-park
angst

By te same standards, Kings putative
heir, CINe Barker, has produced in "The
Greatand SecretShow ™ a reall disappoint
ing nove I A Manichaean soap opera bilid
by te autor as about"i o lw ood, Sex and
Am ageddon,” Barkers nowe Bis reall justa
derivative mix of Kings apocabptic "The
Stand,” tie he Mbeneat -suburbia shticks of
"PoErgeist’ and "Ble MLet" te
ce Bbrity-bashing woyeurism of a JJhckie
Co HlIns or Sidney She Hon, and tie sophom or-
icmetaphysics ofundergrad fantesy. PLis its
pretntious beyond be Eef.

One R. Jffe, an unhappy postallworker,
happens on an ulra-secret caball of crazies
who keep inform ing each oter (b rough te
US.mailDtat"Americahad asecret I ...
tie worll was notas itseemed." Jaffe com -
mit some murder, does some time-hitchh ik -
ing, makes tie sortof windy prochm ations
 te audience we associat wit cartoon vl
kins, and before we know ithas coerced a
bri Mant but faa W fhwed aMpurpose pro-
fessor, one R. Fltther, into dew bping a
myserious akhemical cordiall tat seems
abl 1o enhance ewolition, aler body int
spirit; induce psychosis, raise te dead or
gine peop B nasty Ch ristllk e stigm ata, depend-
ing on autioriallwhim . This stuff transform s
Jffe and FRtcher, now "Dynasty'type
nemeses, into sort of odd archetypes of
Reall Good and Real} Bad. Ahffe is te
bad one. H e keeps announcing © whoe\er
willlsen tathe want © use "The Art'
draw aside "The il © rexeal'The Shoall”
"The Ephemeris™ and te oceanic "Quiddity"
tatseparats "The Cosm ™ from "The Meta-
cosm " and te Rter's siniser resident, "The
lad Uroboros."

Few oftiese ponderous &rm s are exen ex-
p hined, much Bss given referent, except
Via pronouncement Kke: "Quiddity is te
sea. And in itare is Bnds, calld e Ephemer-
is"; and "This was an Artin defiance of
fiish. A Bbe profoundestcertainties were for-
feitin te face ofit”

Amid altis forkiture of profound cer-
tainties, te superhuman but aw fu ¥ randy
Jffe and FRtcherare busi ¥ im pregnating \ir-
gins in tie smalCalforniatownwhere teir
batths brought tem. The resullant hyper
evoled offspring grow up in a few pages,
hat each oter or faldesperak ¥ in bwe,
and in The Presentre Base te entom bed spir-
it of teir opposed faters on te com-
munity and te universe. The resulling
me bdram a of sex, gore, ce Bbrity, bad sci-
ence and worse cosm o bgy, drawn out an
excruciating 500-p bis pages, kads 0 a mys-
trious Artinduced ®ar in realty’s "screen,”
te epiphany tat'The whol ... worB%s a
mowme,” an imminent invesion by met
creatures who resemb B mountains covered
wit fllas,some heroic mysticallpuzz¥-so b#
ing by a HoWwood screenwritr and a
burned-out tab bid jourmnalbst, and sallation
by atom ich kst

Lot oftings make tis nowe Moo preen-
tious © Kke. The misuse of scientific and
phibsophic €rms, for one ting. Theres bt
of abkm ing prose, here, stuff Ke: "ltwas
wenty years since tat He-shatkring day
when hed found te symbolofThe Shoal’;
"He wasntte onl one ree Ing before tis
re\e ktion"; "Reason coull be crue k bgic
cou Bl be Linacy.”

Butmostoftie prension in tis nowe i
is a function of te factt at CI\e Barker de-
mands tatte reader take him serious ¥ but
declines © do te artistic work necessary ©
make his story be lexab k or exen coherent
A contm ptforhis charactrs-none ofwhom
exen comes chbse o being 3-D-is matched
by an odd condescension toward te reader
tathas Barker constanty € Hng you how
tink and fee Babouteverytiing in tie book -
e.g., te evill characers "shamb B and
“cack B''; e good guys "stride™ and "hugh
hearti§"-and p Bying fastand bose wit te
\ery concept and teories he HIters te
story witi. Physicall Bws are suspended and
ten restored (a nuclar exp bsion can van-
quish creatures and sealh o s tatare in defi-
ance of alphysics) as itsuit te autor
One minue peopl are reelng before
hideous reve htions and shaking fist atte
sky and dechring teir shatered Res will
never again be te same, and te next
minue tey're eating a bobgna sandwich
and negotiating wit teir editors abouthow
o writ te worlis end a an Enquirer ex-
pose”.

The nowe lis notw it outsome coolsec
tions: a parodic batth betveen tie TV stars
who representhuman dreams and tie icky
cakrpi lhrs b atem body our fars ;and aw on-
derfuldescription ofa tall-show com edian’
plinge down ahauntd hod woull make a
great shortstory: "Dhnny Carson in He "
But, for tie mostpart, e same duMdispir-
itdness te British Barker so re Enthss ¥ at
tributs © his American charackrs penades
his own "The Greatand Secret Show." Too
bng by halF, and basical¥ ustsi ¥, itseems
te work ofone of tiose dreaded commer-
ciallsuccesses who\e become so im pressed

with temse bles tiey no bnger tink tey
hawe © work atbeing intresting. Perhaps,
iftis ome doesn'tdo we B Barker wiBlre-
urn t© te gooey entusiasm for straight
pop horror © atm ade him an '80s stap K.

The renviewer’ books inclide GirlWit Curious
Hairand,wit Mark Cost b, tie fort com ing
Signifying Rappers: Race and Pop inte Urban
'80s.

Copyrigh tThe Wash ington PostCom pany Feb 19,1990





