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Today le s s  an art th an an industry, a pop 
genre  lik e  h orror is  neverth ele s s  its  ow n 

literary province w ith  its  ow n evaluative 
standards . Good h orror fiction k now s  its  job 
and proceeds  to do it efficiently. Aim ing to 
stim ulate pretty bas ic parts  of th e  readerly 
psych e -to titillate, s h ock , agitate, scare , to 
provide  both  e scape  and reas surance -q uality 
h orror tak e s  care  to s e em  above all unpreten-
tious : i.e ., to k e ep its  conce its  s im ple and its  
s ettings  banal enough  to be  fam iliar. By 
th e s e  m odern standards , th e  fictions  of Steph -
en King up th rough , say, "Cujo" repre s ent 
nearly perfect Am erican pop h orror: En-
souled appliance s  run dark ly am ok  in a 
w orld of Fritos , flatulence and trailer-park  
angst.

By th e  sam e  standards , King's  putative 
h e ir, Clive Bark e r, h as  produced in "Th e  
Great and Secret Sh ow " a really disappoint-
ing novel. A M anich aean soap opera billed 
by th e  auth or as  about "H ollyw ood, Sex and 
Arm ageddon," Bark e r's  novel is  really just a 
derivative m ix of King's  apocalyptic "Th e  
Stand," th e  h ell-beneath -suburbia s h tick s  of 
"Polterge ist" and "Blue Velvet," th e  
celebrity-bas h ing voyeurism  of a Jack ie  
Collins  or Sidney Sh eldon, and th e  soph om or-
ic m etaph ys ics  of undergrad fantasy. Plus it's  
pretentious  beyond belief.

O ne  R . Jaffe, an unh appy postal w ork e r, 
h appens  on an ultra-s ecret cabal of crazie s  
w h o k e ep inform ing each  oth er (th rough  th e  
U.S. m ail!) th at "Am erica h ad a s ecret life  ... 
th e  w orld w as  not as  it s e em ed." Jaffe com -
m its  som e  m urder, doe s  som e  tim e -h itch h ik -
ing, m ak e s  th e  sort of w indy proclam ations  
to th e  audience  w e  as sociate  w ith  cartoon vil-
lains , and before  w e  k now  it h as  coerced a 
brilliant but fatally flaw ed all-purpos e  pro-
fe s sor, one  R . Fletch er, into developing a 
m ysterious  alch em ical cordial th at s e em s  
able to enh ance evolution, alter body into 
spirit, induce psych os is , rais e  th e  dead or 
give people nasty Ch ristlik e  stigm ata, depend-
ing on auth orial w h im . Th is  stuff transform s  
Jaffe and Fletch er, now  "Dynasty"-type  
nem e s e s , into sort of odd arch etype s  of 
Really Good and Really Bad. Jaffe is  th e  
bad one . H e  k e eps  announcing to w h oever 
w ill listen th at h e  w ants  to us e  "Th e  Art" to 
draw  as ide  "Th e  Veil" to reveal "Th e  Sh oal," 
"Th e  Eph em eris" and th e  oceanic "Quiddity" 
th at s eparate s  "Th e  Cosm " from  "Th e  M eta-
cosm " and th e  latter's  s inister re s idents , "Th e  
Iad Uroboros ."

Few  of th e s e  ponderous  term s  are  even ex-
plained, m uch  le s s  given referents , except 
via pronouncem ents  lik e : "Quiddity is  th e  
s ea. And in it are  islands , called th e  Eph em er-
is"; and "Th is  w as  an Art in defiance of 
fles h . All th e  profounde st certaintie s  w ere  for-
fe it in th e  face of it."

Am id all th is  forfe iture  of profound cer-
taintie s , th e  superh um an but aw fully randy 
Jaffe and Fletch er are  bus ily im pregnating vir-
gins  in th e  sm all California tow n w h e re  th e ir 
battle's  brough t th em . Th e  re sultant h yper-
evolved offspring grow  up in a few  page s , 
h ate  each  oth er or fall de sperately in love, 
and in Th e  Pre s ent releas e  th e  entom bed spir-
its  of th e ir oppos ed fath ers  on th e  com -
m unity and th e  univers e . Th e  re sulting 
m elodram a of s ex, gore , celebrity, bad sci-
ence  and w ors e  cosm ology, draw n out to an 
excruciating 500-plus page s , leads  to a m ys -
terious  Art-induced tear in reality's  "scre en," 
th e  epiph any th at "Th e  w h ole ... w orld's  a 
m ovie ," an im m inent invas ion by m eta-
creature s  w h o re s em ble m ountains  covered 
w ith  fleas , som e  h e roic m ystical puzzle -solv-
ing by a H ollyw ood scre enw riter and a 
burned-out tabloid journalist, and salvation 
by atom ic blast.

Lots  of th ings  m ak e  th is  novel too preten-
tious  to lik e . Th e  m isus e  of scientific and 
ph ilosoph ic term s , for one  th ing. Th ere 's  lots  
of alarm ing pros e , h e re , stuff lik e : "It w as  
tw enty years  s ince  th at life -s h attering day 
w h en h e 'd found th e  sym bol of Th e  Sh oal"; 
"H e  w asn't th e  only one re eling before  th is  
revelation"; "Reason could be  cruel; logic 
could be  lunacy."

But m ost of th e  pretens ion in th is  novel 
is  a function of th e  fact th at Clive Bark e r de -
m ands  th at th e  reader tak e  h im  s e riously but 
decline s  to do th e  artistic w ork  nece s sary to 
m ak e  h is  story believable or even coh erent. 
A contem pt for h is  ch aracters -none  of w h om  
even com e s  clos e  to be ing 3-D -is  m atch ed 
by an odd conde scens ion tow ard th e  reader 
th at h as  Bark e r constantly telling you h ow  to 
th ink  and fe el about everyth ing in th e  book -
e .g., th e  evil ch aracters  "s h am ble" and 
"cack le"; th e  good guys  "stride" and "laugh  
h eartily"-and playing fast and loos e  w ith  th e  
very concepts  and th eorie s  h e  litters  th e  
story w ith . Ph ys ical law s  are  suspended and 
th en re stored (a nuclear explos ion can van-
q uis h  creature s  and s eal h oles  th at are  in defi-
ance  of all ph ys ics) as  it suits  th e  auth or. 
O ne  m inute people are  re eling before  
h ideous  revelations  and s h ak ing fists  at th e  
s k y and declaring th e ir s h attered live s  w ill 
never again be  th e  sam e , and th e  next 
m inute th ey're  eating a bologna sandw ich  
and negotiating w ith  th e ir editors  about h ow  
to w rite  th e  w orld's  end as  an Enq uirer ex-
pos e '.

Th e  novel is  not w ith out som e  cool s ec-
tions : a parodic battle betw e en th e  TV stars  
w h o repre s ent h um an dream s  and th e  ick y 
caterpillars  th at em body our fears; and a w on-
derful de scription of a talk -s h ow  com edian's  
plunge dow n a h aunted h ole w ould m ak e  a 
great s h ort story: "Joh nny Carson in H ell." 
But, for th e  m ost part, th e  sam e  dull dispir-
itedne s s  th e  Britis h  Bark e r so relentles sly at-
tribute s  to h is  Am erican ch aracters  pervade s  
h is  ow n "Th e  Great and Secret Sh ow ." Too 
long by h alf, and bas ically just s illy, it s e em s  
th e  w ork  of one  of th os e  dreaded com m er-
cial succe s s e s  w h o've becom e so im pre s s ed 

w ith  th em s elves  th ey no longer th ink  th ey 
h ave to w ork  at be ing intere sting. Perh aps , 
if th is  tom e  doe sn't do w ell, Bark e r w ill re -
turn to th e  gooey enth us iasm  for straigh t 
pop h orror th at m ade  h im  an '80s  staple.

Th e review er's  book s  include Girl W ith  Curious  
H air and, w ith  M ark  Costello, th e  forth com ing 
Signifying Rappe rs : Race  and Pop in th e  Urban 
'80s .
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