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[llustrating Damsels in Distress and Emissaries From Our Deep, Dark Ids

Mayor La Guardia was ap-

. Out for a walk one day in
Mashattan in H42, e kappecisd
upan a store displaying a copy of
& pericdical calbed Spicy Myspery.

I barid bues and
L e Lty
r pictu
JOHNSON curvacecus, territied
===  young womanina
ART = partly shredded dress
REVIEW  Langang by bound
hands [rom & ook alongside
glaba of meat. She was menaced
by & demented, knife-wislding
torute of & man whe looked bedk
over lis shoubder a1 whodwer was
hodding the gan that cast its shad-
ow on him. Shocked and dis-
mayed, the majyor vwowed to ban
all such scurriloe:s literature fram
Tis [adr cioy,
ow the original painting by
Hugh 1 Ward that was repro-
duced o the cover of that offend-
ing publication ks on view, along

“Puip Art: The Robert Legser Col-
lection,” is an view throwgh July 30
af the Museom of Américan [Hus-
tration of the Sociery of Mlusira:
bovrs, 128 Eqst 83rd Street, Man-
hattan; (202) 5382560,
socielyilsstritorsory,

with almost 0 other racy and
béoodourdling confections of sim-
il fk, in “Pulp Art: The Robert
Lesser Collection,” an entertain-
\eng andd [ascinaming exhibition ml
the Museum of American [llas-
tration at the Seciery of Mlestra-
tors. Exch i framed, along with a
copy of the periodical whose con-
LEALE it 30 enticingly previewed,
Almost all are from the hoidings
of Robert Lesser, o collector and
connoisseur of popular visual cul-
fure

The pulps — 0 called because
they were printed on cheap paper
A from wood palp — were is-
wenled by an entrepreneir
nemed Frank A, Munsey o the
early 13305, His first magarine,
The Gaolden Argosy, was for chil-
dren. 11 was later called just Ar-
gesy and eventually became for
adult men only, Other publishers
Fallowed Munser's head, and for
the first half of the 20th century
pulp fction supplied escapis? fan-
tastes of adveninre and erciic ex-
citement in abundance for a new-
Iy lizerate, mosthy working-class
pogrilation.

Daespate the conslderable
amusement qgaotient, there is
neghéng here chat you would mis-
take for seriously good art. These
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Palg Art
The Robert Lesser Collection
Museurm of American Tustration

artssts were all highly competent
professionals well crained in the
basics of figarative painting, bus
pulp iBustration was hack work.
It cafled not for original, personal
expression and techmigue but for
imagery appealing to the lowest
COMEITCn denominsier of popelar
taste and imagination.

With sereaming colors and
stark contrasts of ght and shad-
o, puilp artists put Expressionist
siyle i ihe service of eye-grab-
bing sensationalism. 1 is what
prulp an reveals shout (he Sedines
and anxdeties of the American
enllective unconscious — and
bow baldly it does s0 — that
makes i interesting and often un-
ntenGonally commical.

The mcss commean meotif ks the
sexy damse] in distress. In one
ot adver another, an urder-
dressed young woman is men-
aced: tied 1o a psychotic ancher's
targes; threatened by & Indde of
ghowing malten metal; aizacked
M‘ SUMI'I-!‘ memETers; abduct-

Cme of thee oddest and funsiess
pictures is Frank Rudalph Paul's
{ibastration for & Spory Cithed
“Planet of the Knob Heads® ina

| 1939 tsmae of Schence Fiction. A

meerly nakoed woman ks carried
away by a red, pear-shaped robot
with a busnpy dome of o head; be
is galloping o two legs, with
gun-firing men on motorcycles in
oo, prarsui

‘Occasionally o woman may ap-
pesr moce in control of her des-
tiny. In & 1945 Private Decective
cover by Richard Lills, a blonde
driving a red motorcycle fires a
handgun ot unseen {ollowers,
whille ler male jion in e
sidecar holis his oo pleid in
one hand and bundled corrency
im the oher. Bul strang female
characters evidently were not
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A cover of Spicy Mystery storles, April 1942, at the museum in the Society of llustrators.

wiiat the public most wantnd.

The villains were offen mot
Caustasian: Arabs, blacks and, es-
pecially during World War I1,
Asians. Racism and xenophobss
are glaringly obvious. One of the
Few explicilly polivical kmages, by
Harold Winfield Scott, pictures a
enncemration camp for women
overseen by Japanese soldiers in
San Francisco. That this vision
was fentured on che cover of the
February 1941 issue of Click mag-
azime, 10 months before the Japa-
nese attack on Pear] Harkor, tells
¥ou something about American
readiness bo go to war

Bust thinking psychoanalytical-
I¥, bt is alsn exsy o read these ab-
harrent figures as projections of
cthir pudp consamer s own fama-
sies. By identifying at beast partly
with the evildoer, ke reader
might imagine acting freely on
imstirsrual impulees cutside the

Pulp art reveals the
desires and anxieties
of the American

UNCONSCIOus,

Ewws of civilized decorum, Admi-
rable, muscular male heroes like
Tarzan and Doc Savage offer a
Wy to envision gecting a grip on
unruly urges and gesting the girl
too. But without scary emissaries
trom the deep, dark i, there is no
sbary 1o tell.

The goiden age of the pulps
camse bo an end in the 15805, as
paperback novels, comic books
ani 1elevision became mone pop-
ular means of delivering imagi-
BAry adveniure and melodrama.

Bt the spirit of pulp i &8 alive
and well pow as b ever was. Con=
temporary pulp, as realized in
mavies e "Blade Runner”
“Blae Velvet” and “Silesce of the
Lambs" {not to mention “Pulp
Flction™); TV shows llke “74° and
=“Law & Order®; and novels like
Cormac MoCarthy s Mo Country
fiar Old Men™ may be more $o-
phisecared in terms of 1echaol-
oy, aesthetics and psycholagy,
bt the Animaring seoes have not
changed that much

Anxieties abowt sex, crime and
the Other persist ag s beverish
piich. Pulp sensibility infuses
worles by (ke &riists tod, asin
Cimety Sherman’s nofrish, simu-
lazed film sqills and Richard
Prince’s nurse paintings. For bet-
LEr or worse, pulp fction costin-
1ses 1o provide therapy for the be-
wildered and bHeaguered payche
of the modern masses.
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Fram left, pulp covers: "A Straw lor the Thirsty,” by Richard Lillis, from Private Dietective Stories, 1945; Harold Winfield Scou's
“Japs Invade California!,” from Click, 1941; and Frank Rudolph Paul's “Planet of the Knob Heads.” from Science Fiction, 1539,



