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From Satire to Subversion
The Fantasies of James Branch Cabell
By James D. Riemer
(Contributions to the Study of Science Fiction and
Fantasy, No. 38)

During the recent resurgence of interest in Cabell's work,
literary scholars have given the fantasy aspect of his novels
only cursory consideration, assigning them a place in the popular
"high fantasy" tradition established by William Morris. Riemer
shows us a different and more innovative writer who, though
drawing on the medieval, mythological, and folk sources
associated with high fantasy, wrote in a darker, satirical wvein
that is closer in spirit to some of our postmodern writers.
Rather than expressing an idealized, heroic view of the past,
Cabell's work exploits the tension between those ideals and
reality.

Raised on glamorous overblown tales of Confederate gallantry

in the Civil War, Cabell realized very early in life that even
the "Arthurian" generals of the Confederacy had human faillngs
and that modern Richmond was a far cry from Camelot. His acute

“u ~ awareness of the discrepancies betweell MyCtH and reatity, &nNa nis——— .

perception that belief could invest myth with the substance and
power of reality, became central to the issues Cabell explored
through literary fantasy. Questioning the nature of reality, he
satirized human behavior and commented dramatically on our
frequent inability to make accurate distinctions between either
the real and the illusory, or the real and the ideal. Though the
fantasy novels were generally well received, some readers
complained that Cabell's irreverence and humor betrayed a lack of
respect for the "true" nature of the Middle Ages and its values.

Riemer devotes a chapter to each of the major fantasy works on
which Cabell's reputation rests. Jurgen, which was banned briefly
by the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice after its
publication in 1919, is Cabell's best-known work. Other fantasy
novels considered are The Cream of the Jest, Flgures of Earth,
The High Place, The Silver Stallion, and Egmgxnlng Eve.
Riemer's study offers stimulating discussion and major new
insights on a novelist whose works are deservedly regaining a
wide readership. This book will be of interest for courses or
studies in modern American fiction and fantasy fiction.

CONTENTS : Intrnductiﬂn: The Cream of the Jest; Jurgen:;
Figures of Earth; The High Place and Three Minor Fantasies; The
Silver Stallion; Something about Eve; Bibliography:; Index.
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