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Abstract: This paper interrogates the links between Nick Cave’s The Death of Bunny Munro
and Valerie Solanas” SCUM Manifesto. It starts by situating Cave’s writing in relation to his
status as an auteur, examines discourses of rock music and the murder ballad, before
providing a close reading of misogynistic scenes in the novel. It offers several ways to read
the novel and questions whether it can be labelled a parody, satire, or as scatological rhetoric.
It concludes by drawing the discussion back to aesthetics and the intersection of literature and
music in the audio book version of Bunny Munro and Cave’s success as a salesman.
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“Some may be troubled by how well the author inhabits his seedy protagonist, but Cave

has his defence ready, claiming he was creatively inspired by Valerie Solanas’ SCUM
Manifesto” (Thorne 28).

Introduction

Australian musician, poet, novelist and artist Nick Cave and American radical feminist
Valerie Solanas are not figures one would immediately imagine have much in common.
Solanas is the author of the 1971 polemic SCUM Manifesto and she famously shot Andy
Warhol and several of his companions in New York in 1968. She died in 1988. A film about
Solanas’ life, entitled | Shot Andy Warhol (Mary Harron) was released in 1996. Cave is best
known for his punk/rock music and his passion for murder ballads, but he is also a successful
screenwriter and novelist. Like Solanas, he has been memorialised on film. At least two
documentaries about Cave and his body of work have received critical acclaim. The first,
entitled 20,000 Days on Earth (lain Forsyth and Jane Pollard) was the opening night film at
the 2014 Sydney Film Festival. The second, entitled One More Time with Feeling (Andrew
Dominik) was released in 2016 and it chronicles the recording of the Skeleton Tree album
during a period when Cave and his family, friends, and collaborators were in deep mourning
following the death of his son, Arthur. Although Cave is widely respected as a gifted
musician and artist and is increasingly seen as a “national treasure,” he is also often criticised
for his sexist, some would say misogynistic, material. Therefore, it was a surprising rhetorical
strategy for Cave to suggest that he shares the political views espoused in Solanas’ SCUM
Manifesto (S.C.U.M. is an acronym for Society for Cutting up Men). Why, then, does Cave
claim Solanas as an inspiration for The Death of Bunny Munro (hereafter Bunny Munro)?
And what does a close reading tell us about the politics of the novel?

Cave’s Oeuvre

Cave’s iconic status and his reputation as a musician in bands such as The Birthday Party,
Grinderman and The Bad Seeds, undoubtedly complicates his standing as a novelist. Aged 59,
Cave has had a long and successful career as a singer, songwriter, musician, composer, actor,
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screenwriter, essayist, poet and novelist. He delights in goading critics, and one suspects,
feminist critics in particular, but he is a serious artist and his intellect and the breadth of his
creative output continue to warrant sustained critical investigation. Despite the collaborative
nature of his work, he attracts critical attention as an auteur and a significant body of
scholarship about his life and work is emerging with two collections of critical essays and
several biographies, tribute volumes, and hundreds of reviews to date. Almost without
exception, critics note Cave’s career-long commitment to violent, macabre subject matter and
his obsession with Biblical (often eschatological) themes. Many reconcile this subject matter
with post-punk or rock sensibilities and others, like Emma McEvoy (79), categorise it as
gothic. Much of that criticism stresses the supposed autobiographical nature of his work and
inevitably mentions his years as a heroin addict and the death of his father (and now his son).
This highlights the challenge of conducting a close reading of one of his literary works in a
critical environment where so many critics writing about Cave’s work do not separate the
author from the musician/rock star.

Now based in Brighton in the United Kingdom, Cave has spent all of his adult life in the
public arena and he plays the role of the rock star with élan. Any interrogation of his work
must acknowledge that he consciously adopts the ironic persona of rock star and all that it
embodies. Rock music, as Simon Frith states, must be conceptualised “in its cultural and
ideological context as a form of entertainment” (52). To that end, Cave understands that it is
his job to entertain and provoke and he clearly relishes the role of the provocateur, but this
makes a measured interrogation of his work extremely challenging given that so many of his
works (songs, films, novels) detail the humiliation and denigration of women to provide that
“entertainment.” Indeed, many critics note that decade after decade Cave returns to the
themes of rape, murder and humiliation of women.' As part of a wider study about gender
and misogyny in rock and roll, Simon Reynolds and Joy Press highlight Cave’s continued use
of the motif of the dead (bleeding and abject) woman which they describe as “almost
pathologically obsessive” (30). As Reynolds and Press note, Cave’s musical career from The
Birthday Party onwards is replete with vulnerable women and possessive, violent and often
murderous men. They cite a 1986 Melody Maker interview where Cave, undoubtedly
referencing Poe, admits “I’ve always enjoyed writing about dead women” (28). Cave
attempts to rationalise his fascination with violence and dead women and they report that:
“Cave proposed a kind of ethics of violence. Defining himself against, ‘a certain numbness in
the world today,” he proclaimed his belief in the nobility of the crime passionnel as opposed
to ‘sadism, or violence through greed’” (30). Astute and well read, Cave neatly sidesteps
accusations of misogyny by positioning himself as an intellectual and an aesthete. Reynolds
and Press are less romantic about his work and suggest that: “The thrust and spasm of murder
is like a ghastly parody of the orgasmic embrace. In the annihilating release of sex-murder,
the object of love/hate is simultaneously possessed and purged: peace is finally achieved by
putting her out of his misery” (32). Although they single out Cave for particular attention,
they note that he is just one offender in a male-dominated industry and that rock and roll is a
genre (or discourse) grounded in misogyny.

Thus, according to this reading, Cave is not an exception but symptomatic of the tradition and
of a male-dominated industry. After all, as Frith argues, rock music is a medium for young
males and adolescents and it is explicitly a male form of constructing sexuality (41-42). In

"1 only encountered Anwyn Crawford’s “The Monarch of Middlebrow” when making final
revisions to this essay but she also makes this link between misogyny and rock music and
several other points similar to the ones I raise.
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other words, he argues that young white men in the process of constructing hetero-normative
and hyperbolic performances of masculinity identify with rock music. This may be the case,
but Cave certainly has a strong female fan base and so it would be mistake to assume that his
listeners necessarily conform to such a gendered binary. While listeners and critics may
object to Cave’s lyrics, recognising that music is more than just lyrics but a discourse or a
multi-faceted performance and a commodity, his lyrics are not exceptional within the genre
of rock music (or post-punk or country music, or indeed many other genres and traditions).
However, even the sympathetic Mark Mordue notes that the 2007 Grinderman album is “a
cavalcade of midlife male chauvinist anthems.” Many commentators defend Cave against
charges of sexism and misogyny and contend that some audiences confuse the author with
the narrator; do not understand Cave’s black humour and his employment of cliché; or
traditions such as the murder ballad (see Welberry). This prompts critics, like Anwyn
Crawford, who objects to the misogyny, to qualify their position and demur that they
understand the joke but do not find it funny (22). There are many comments and exchanges
online in forums that debate whether feminists have a sense of humour (or recognise irony or
satire), can separate the person from the persona being performed, understand anything about
the history of country music and murder ballads, and so on.? Thus, Cave’s reputation as elder
statesman and auteur, with all of the force of its ideological and gendered authenticity, acts as
a form of legitimising cultural hegemony with critics like Crawford being shouted down for
their “irrational” feminist outrage.

Critics, like myself, are quick to explain that they have read up on the history of death and
aesthetics and that they understand the tradition that Cave is supposedly working in. As a
case in point, critic David Mclnnis acknowledges the aesthetic tradition of the murder ballad
and starts by demonstrating his familiarity with the work of Aristotle, Thomas De Quincey,
and Joel Black, and cautions that murder ballads must be placed in their “historical and
intellectual context” (117), which would presumably prevent him falling into the trap of
presentism. Moreover, Mclnnis argues that: “In art, suspension of the ethical judgement
which ordinarily accompanies reactions to real life stimuli enables the viewer to appreciate
the aesthetics of even the most horrendous situation...” (119). Clearly, this point about
evaluative aesthetic criteria is an important one and it is one that has been made many times
in relation to controversial texts like Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho. Mclnnis’s
argument may be successful in relation to the album Murder Ballads but it cannot be neatly
transposed to a novel where just one murder occurs as almost a peripheral event unrelated to
the central characters. So although it is useful to locate Bunny Munro in Cave’s career-long
interrogation of mutilated women, it is not entirely accurate to state that Bunny Munro is a
type of literary murder ballad. Instead, an exploration of the novel’s status as scatological
rhetoric and a parody of SCUM may offer a useful lens to examine how the novel performs as
a print and audio text.

The SCUM Manifesto

Critics are divided about whether Solanas’ polemic, first published commercially by The
Olympia Press in 1968, is a satire or a genuine manifesto. Like reactions to Bunny Munro,
many were confused about how to read the text. Whatever the Manifesto is, it is certainly
scatological as she repeatedly associates men with “shit,” accuses men of having “pussy
envy,” and compares them with apes (14).* Supposedly, it is a rallying cry for “civic-minded,

* For example, see the online response to Crawford’s Overland article.
* According to Solanas, “The male has a negative Midas Touch—everything he touches turns
to shit” (14).
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responsible, thrill-seeking females” to “overthrow the government, eliminate the money
system, institute complete automation and destroy the male sex” (3). She posits that men are
biologically inferior genetic accidents, deficient in every way, and their function as sperm
donors, she predicts, will be rendered obsolete by technology. The manifesto largely
comprises of a long list of grievances against men including: “war,” “money,” “marriage,
prostitution, work,” “prevention of an automated society,” “fatherhood and mental illness,”
“conformity,” “authority and government,” “prejudice,” “prevention of conversation,” “Great
Art and Culture,” “sex,” “ugliness” and “boredom” (passim). In realising Solanas’ worst
nightmares about men, does Cave tell a convincing or compelling satiric narrative about
contemporary masculinities for a twenty-first century audience?

2 ¢ 29 ¢

This article engages with many of the points raised by Dana Heller and Melissa D. Deem
about Solanas and her place in feminist history. Deem’s argument that Solanas is producing
scatological rhetoric may be a productive lens with which to examine this question.
Referencing Deleuze and Guattari on supposedly minor literature, Deem classifies the
Manifesto as “a minor polemic, within the genre of scatological rhetoric” (524) and argues
that “Radical political groups [in this case, Second Wave feminism] have a long tradition of
challenging dominant modes of decorum and critical rational discourse in their fight for
changing the material conditions of the political” (524). As Deem notes, the linguistic and
bodily excess that characterises rhetoric of scatology eludes, indeed rejects, domestication
and instead embraces displacement (525). Not only was Solanas a fringe-dweller in Warhol’s
Factory but she was also never part of a radical feminist collective or mainstream Second
Wave feminism; her Manifesto was only lauded as a “feminist Bible,” if in fact it ever was,
after she gained notoriety for shooting Warhol. Moreover, as Heller notes, there is some
debate about whether Solanas’ text was a serious manifesto or a literary device and whether
the SCUM acronym really related to cutting up men at all (168). Unsurprisingly, in popular
culture, Solanas is painted as a “madwoman” and radical feminist activist. No one is
suggesting that Cave is “mad” nor admittedly, to the best of my knowledge, has he shot
anyone.

The Reception of The Death of Bunny Munro

Cave’s strategy to reference Solanas’ manifesto to promote his second novel is, to say the
least, a surprising rhetorical strategy given that he dares the reader to take offence at the
mindless, lewd, offensive and sometimes criminal actions of the eponymous protagonist.
What is key here in relation to the reception of Cave’s novel is whether the reviewers believe
Cave successfully exploits cliché and genre to critique misogyny and contemporary celebrity
culture or whether he endorses it. Of course, decades after the supposed “Death of the
Author,” many would say it does not matter. However, in broad terms, reviews of Bunny
Munro do link Cave the rock star with Bunny the narrator and this colours their reception of
the book. The first group of critics comprise book reviewers, characterised by critics such as
Amie Barrodale (Time Out New York), John Dugdale (Sunday Times), Joseph Salvatore (New
York Times Book Review), and Geoff Pevere (The Toronto Star), who recognise the novel’s
ambition but dismiss it as poorly written, lewd and simplistic. More “trash” than “tragedy”
perhaps? Pevere applauds the occasional “flashes of poetry,” but questions “why Bunny
Munro’s death is one worth witnessing” (INO7). In a similar vein, Dugdale questions:

[W]hy subject us to the vile inner world of a priapic pedlar? Is it a parable, a confession
wearing a mask, a simple reiteration of Mozart’s God-fearing message? Cave has
talked of wanting to ‘stretch the reader’s sympathy’ so ‘they’ (he seems to assume
they’ll be male) ‘recognise in him something of themselves’ despite being ‘repulsed by
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this behaviour’. Had he pulled off this Richard Ill-like effect, his chronicle of a death
foretold would be less tedious. (49)

Does, as Niall Griffiths observes in his chiefly positive review, the novel avoid being
“puritanical or simple? ” | would argue that it does not. Griffiths argues while jokes about
Kylie Minogue’s bottom may be funny: “the sexualisation of children and ‘witticisms’ about
paedophilia are not.” Somehow despite this, Griffiths believes that Cave gets away with it.
Matt Thorne is correct when he states that, “Cave’s persona does allow him to deal with
territory few other novelists could get away with” (28). Cave’s hyperbolic appeals to the
implied male reader make it challenging reading for female or feminist readers and all the
while readers are supposedly meant to understand that we are in on the “joke.”

The second group of reviewers are largely music reporters who applaud Cave’s musical
oeuvre but who are divided about the success of Bunny Munro. Typically, they highlight the
alleged autobiographical facets of the novel and associate the author with the protagonist.
They range from neutral (Conrad; Urquhart) to chiefly positive (Hoskin; Kyte; Smith) and
compare the novel with work by Arthur Miller, Martin Amis, J.G. Ballard, Chuck Palahniuk,
Bret Easton Ellis, Irvine Walsh, Jim Thompson, Will Self and Cormac McCarthy. Critics
such as Jordan Zivitz and Mark Mordue are highly enthusiastic, with Zivitz calling the novel
“a triumph on many levels” (H6). Mordue’s thoughtful review acknowledges the “exultant
misogyny” of the novel and he questions how women will respond to a work he describes as
“one long, poisonously troubling wet dream.” Ultimately, however, he praises the work as a
“pulp masterpiece,” which he believes is “really about fatherhood and love and a quest for
male redemption in a desire-racked world.” All of the above reviews focus on the print copy
of the novel.

To my knowledge, Andrew Boer is the first scholar to write an extended critical essay about
Bunny Munro, but he does not discuss Solanas or the SCUM Manifesto in his article.
Similarly, Crawford’s blazing criticism of Cave’s work mentions Bunny but not the link to
Solanas (22). Boer separates the written word from the music and argues that Cave’s literary
oeuvre, what he calls his “imaginary world,” consistently explores notions of depravity and
redemption and is “characterised by the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity” (312). He
separates Cave’s written material from his musical and defines Cave’s literature as the two
novels And the Ass Saw the Angel and Bunny Munro and his poetry, plays, short stories,
essays (read as public lectures) and film scripts. He makes three arguments that will be
explored briefly here. Firstly, he notes repeated references to evil and depravity in Cave’s
literature. Secondly, he observes, the “sparse and fast” prose is not novelistic but instead
“really a ballad that has broken out of its formal restrictions to become a different genre”
(314). Thirdly, like many of the critics already mentioned, his final contention is that Bunny
Munro is an autobiographical narrative that centres on Cave’s own redemption.

Boer starts by paraphrasing Calvin in the following way: “since we have sinned and fallen
short of the glory of God, we are utterly and totally depraved and damned. We can do nothing
good or worthwhile on our own, let alone take any steps towards our own salvation” (313).
Boer notes that, according to Calvin, we are “by nature inclined to evil with our whole heart
[...] in our whole being [...] we are given over to evil” (313). | defer to Boer in relation to the
finer points of Calvinism and evil and to Zoe Alderton and other religious scholars in relation
to Cave’s relationship with Christ. For the purposes of this argument, | acknowledge the
theological underpinnings of the novel (when interviewed about the novel, Cave makes
repeated references to the Gospel of Mark as an inspiration) but focus instead on the
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characters’ commitment to dissolution and the misanthropic nature of the novel. Boer’s line
of argument concludes with the popular assumption that Bunny Munro contains
autobiographical elements, particularly the conclusion which supposedly mirrors Cave’s
personal redemption. Rather than reading Cave’s oeuvre in general and Bunny Munro in
particular through an autobiographical lens, Robert Eagleton’s view that Cave is a performer
evoking a persona (139); a rhetorical act of prosopopoeia, in my opinion, is a stronger
argument. Although I agree with many of Boer’s points about depravity, unlike many critics,
| do not believe it is productive to take the position that, in writing Bunny Munro, Cave seeks
reconciliation with his dead father and redemption for his own sins.

Cave readily admits in several interviews that the novel was originally written as a screenplay
(hence the classic three-part narrative divided into sections entitled “Cocksman,” “Salesman,”
and “Deadman”) but to date he and collaborator John Hillcoat have not secured funding for a
film or television drama. In an interview with Tom Gatti, Cave recounts that Hillcoat
commissioned a script containing three elements: “a door-to-door salesman, Butlins, and an
after-death experience” (38). Cave boasts that he wrote the road narrative in six weeks while
on tour in Europe with the Bad Seeds and his most recent book, The Sick Bag Song (2015),
was similarly written in snatches while on tour in 2014.* The novel’s origin as a screenplay is
noteworthy as the slippage between genres is, | suggest, important in terms of how readers
engage with the narrative. The picaresque subject matter of the novel resembles, as reviewers
have noted, a “wet dream” revolving around the sexual exploits and impending death of door-
to-door salesman Bunny Munro. Its style and content is reminiscent of an exploitation film
from the 1970s, a pulp novel, or lad’s magazine. Unlike other editions, the Australian edition
of the print novel (published by Text) features a front cover shot of an image from Polly
Borland’s Bunny series of a woman’s spread legs with the camera angled to look up at her
lurid pink polka-dot underpants. Clearly, Text chose to emphasise the sexual content of the
novel and Mordue posits that this image highlights the connection to 1950s pulp fiction.
Others have been less charitable and many women have objected to the cover and debated
whether the image objectifies women or whether it merely reflects the book’s content and
supposed critique of that objectification.® Mordue makes a valid point, but despite the novel’s
obsession with sexual conquests the prose is not written to arouse the reader and, as Crawford
argues, it does not tell us anything “remotely interesting ...about the complex pleasures of
sex or desire” (22).

The ‘pornographic’ subject matter is not reflected in erotic language or romantic scenarios
that might evoke desire in the reader. Cave devotes more attention to sexual fantasises and
masturbation rather than language devoted to actual sexual intercourse and Cave’s prose
evokes disgust rather than desire. As reviewers such as Sean O’Hagan observe, and Cave
himself offers in interviews, the novel examines lad culture in contemporary Britain. As a
man, he explains to journalist Lizzy Goodman, he is qualified to write about “what goes on in
the minds of men” but “women don’t have that authority because they don’t know what goes
on in a man’s head, so largely what they say is kind of irrelevant.” Hence, the novel reflects
the language and discourse culture of men’s culture and of magazines dependant on
scatological humour and the objectification of women rather than a traditional novelistic
discourse. Peter Hoskin notes it is reminiscent of a British magazine like Viz (42). Readers
familiar with magazines like Ralph, Zoo and FMH may see similarities. Cave asks his

* Some articles state that Cave wrote The Sick Bag Song on his mobile phone but in the La
Force interview he states he wrote it by hand in a notebook.
* See comments like these on the Meanjin website.
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audience, male and female readers of novels published by Text and Canongate, to negotiate
their reading position alongside the implied reader of such a magazine—presumably young,
heterosexual male consumers of magazine culture. This potentially puts readers in an
uncomfortable situation where they are not sure how to position the text. Is this social
criticism about the exploitation of the poor, lad culture, and the sexualisation of popular
culture and women in popular music, or is it an endorsement? Thus, Cave’s well-known love
of irony and cliché and his status as an auteur complicate the reception of the work and its
aesthetic value.

Sex addict or Sex Maniac?

In repeating his claim that SCUM Manifesto was an inspiration for the novel (in interviews
with Thessaly La Force, Gatti, and O’Hagan among others) he attempts to pre-empt criticism
or charges of misogyny. In an interview with La Force for The New Yorker, Cave claims that
he wanted to write about British travelling salesmen and the “dark underbelly of alcohol,
drugs and womanizing” and when re-reading the SCUM Manifesto he found that he “needed
to turn Bunny Munro into a monster.” He claims that “it was very important to me that this
particular character was recognizable in some way. Men recognise part of themselves in this
character. Women feel they’ve always suspected that there was an aspect of Bunny Munro in
the menfolk.” However, how much Cave genuinely believes Bunny is typical of
contemporary men is largely irrelevant and if Cave is attempting to bring Solanas’ polemic to
life, then it is clear why the characterisation in his novel is crude and why Cave exaggerates
stereotypes and gender binaries. Solanas, of course, does exactly that in her manifesto and so
what is good for the goose would normally be considered good for the gander. Bunny swears,
steals, neglects his son, abuses the disabled and elderly, and is sacrilegious. For entertainment,
he watches television, binge drinks, and swaps jokes about paedophilia with his workmates.
Completely self-obsessed, he ignores the wellbeing of his wife and his adoring son and is
addicted to alcohol, drugs, cigarettes, junk food, and sex. Although, in an interview with
Greg Quill, Cave insists that Bunny is not a sex addict but “just an old-school sex maniac”
which paints him in the mode of a “harmless” Benny Hill-type character (EQ7). In fact, he is
a serial sex offender who drugs and rapes several women and in perhaps the most disturbing
scene in the novel he rapes a dying woman (which technically means we can add necrophilia
to his list of sins). In that context, it is clear that Bunny epitomises the worst characteristics of
the ape-like male that Solanas describes:

The male is completely egocentric, trapped inside himself, incapable of emphasizing
or identifying with others, of love, friendship, affection or tenderness. He is a
completely isolated unit, incapable of rapport with anyone. His response are entirely
visceral, not cerebral; his intelligence is a mere tool in the service of his drives and
needs; he is incapable of mental passion, mental interaction; he can’t relate to
anything other than his own physical sensations. He is a half dead, unresponsive lump,
incapable of giving or receiving pleasure or happiness; consequently, he is at best an
utter bore, an inoffensive blob, since only those capable of absorption in others can be
charming. He is trapped in a twilight zone halfway between humans and apes, ... (4)

This describes Bunny extremely accurately but does it make entertaining or aesthetically
appealing reading when readers are forced to inhabit the world of such an essentialised
phallic “lump” page after relentless page as he salivates over vaginas and indulges in frantic
masturbation?
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We see women through Bunny’s eyes and unfortunately for the reader this does not make for
uplifting reading as the sex-obsessed Bunny will pursue sex with any female, child or woman,
dead or alive. Solanas argues that this is because men feel compelled to prove that they are
not passive:

He’ll swim in a river of snot, wade nostril deep through a mile of vomit, if he thinks
there’ll be a friendly pussy awaiting him. He’ll screw a woman he despises, any
snaggle-toothed hag, and, furthermore, pay for the opportunity. Why? Relieving
physical tension isn’t the answer, as masturbation suffices for that. It’s not ego
satisfaction; that doesn’t explain screwing corpses and babies. (5)

Unfortunately, Cave takes this as a challenge. Bunny’s wife Libby kills herself when she
becomes aware that the serial philanderer has drugged and then raped at least one woman.
Rather than taking action against Bunny for his transgressive violence, Cave has her punish
herself and thus signals women’s complicity in their oppression or strategic withdrawal rather
than the revolutionary action proposed by Solanas. On discovering Libby hanging from a
security grill, Bunny describes his wife’s dead body in the following way:

Her face is the colour of an aubergine or something and Bunny thinks, for an instant, as
he squeezes shut his eyes to expunge the thought, that her tits look good. (Bunny Munro
29)

Libby is a stereotype—passive, objectified, weak, dependant (“Do You Love Me, Bun?” 7),
hysterical, confined to the home, nurturing (she thoughtfully buys Bunny and Bunny Junior
suits for her funeral and a supply of pizzas before she kills herself), while he is the active
subject, defined by his work and his life on the road. It is a narrative better suited to the 1950s
with Libby as the madwoman in the council flat rather than the attic. Libby acts as his
conscience: an angelic ghost that hovers, protects, but also haunts Bunny and Bunny Junior.
The omniscient narrator gets inside the male characters’ heads but not the women’s—we
never see him from a female point of view. Bunny is a blank slate (just one of three
characters in the novel called Bunny Munro) and so it is appropriate that the British cover of
the novel (another Polly Boland image) features a person in a bunny suit—we have no idea
who is inside the suit. Cave often describes Bunny’s shirts or ties and his pomade, but we
have no idea whether he is short, tall, fat, thin, has bad skin or body odour. What colour are
his eyes and hair? How old is he? We learn that he has a battered penis, primarily due to
excessive masturbation, but we learn nothing about its shape or size. This is an important
omission given the regularity with which Bunny’s member is mentioned.

Cave’s vagina-obsessed Bunny, in Solanas’ terms, has “pussy envy” and “he strives to be
constantly around females, which is the closest he can get to becoming one” (Bunny Munro
17). Cave has his narrator tell us time and time again that Bunny “loves” women and that he
is a “vagina man” (144). His supposed love for women of all ages, shapes and sizes, is
illustrated in an extended description in chapter 3. Indeed, he is so overcome with “love” for
all women, and particularly for Avril Lavigne’s vagina and Kylie Minogue’s hot-pant clad
buttocks, that he has to pull over his car and masturbate (21). Indeed, the reader is subjected
to so many descriptions of Bunny masturbating that Cave notes that Bunny’s “cock feels and
looks like something that has been involved in a terrible accident” (46). Again, Cave is
working through a checklist for sexist offensive stereotypes as women are objectified in the
crudest of terms and reduced to dismembered body parts (an example of synecdoche and
fetishism). As a case in point, the word “vagina” occurs 20 times, “cunt” 10 times, “arse” 10
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times, “arsehole” twice, and “buttocks” 11 times. If Solanas reduces men to slaves to their
penises then Cave counters with descriptions of women as convenient plinths with vaginas.
Indeed, Crawford reacts with dismay when she writes: “The word ‘vagina’ makes its first
appearance three sentences in and continues to reappear, with wearying regularity, for the
duration of the book. [...] Cave’s joyless genital fixation: the same bored, reductive,
anatomical attitude towards sex that distinguishes hardcore pornography” (22).

Despite Bunny’s much-professed adoration of womankind (he listens to BBC4’s Woman'’s
Hour), Cave’s descriptions of (typically working-class) women convey disgust. Mordue
argues that Cave’s “moral and political purpose [is] trying to give an ordinary, even
unappealing man a tragic dimension.” However, if he is trying to elicit empathy and
sympathy for the everyman, it is at the expense of the everywoman. Given that readers most
often see women through Bunny’s eyes, the women are subjected to the male gaze but are
never afforded the opportunity to control the gaze, which provides a dated and monotonous
view of female characters’ physical appearance. For example, a woman in a hotel dining
room is described by her: “expression-free eyes, cold beneath her Botox-heavy brow [...]
bronzed skin, peroxided hair and gelatinous lips, the freckled cleavage of her vast modified
bosom” (Bunny Munro 11). A waitress in the same dining room is described in the following
way:

Cheeks, chin, breasts, stomach and buttocks—she looks like she has been designed
solely with a compass—a series of soft, fleshy circles, in the middle of which hover
two large, round, colourless eyes. She wears a purple gingham uniform, a size too small,
with white collar and cuffs, her hair raked back in a ponytail [...] he thinks for a
fraction of a second of a pile of custard-injected profiteroles, then a wet bag of overripe
peaches, but settles on the mental image of her vagina, with its hair and hole. (13)

Page after page, Bunny describes women’s bodies in abject terms and language that signals
revulsion. In yet another example, when a woman on a talk-show admits to being a sex addict,
Cave observes:

This holds no special interest to Bunny except that he finds it difficult to see how this
woman, with her triple chins, flabby arms and lardy rear-end, could find enough guys
willing to indulge her rank appetites. (154)

As he sits alone in front of the television, Bunny suggests rhetorically that the husband
should, “Kill the bitch” (155).

Cave provides readers a potted psychological profile explaining Bunny’s behaviour. Firstly,
the reader is informed on at least two occasions that Bunny loves Libby so much that he is
unable to cope with competition for her affection when their son Bunny Junior is born (79,
152). Indeed, his inappropriate behaviour commences three days after his son is born when
he gropes his wife’s best friend in their kitchen. When Bunny Senior is introduced towards
the end of the novel in chapter 28 we learn more about his background and the violent
misogynistic household that he grew up in. In his younger years, Bunny’s father was also a
“squire of the dames”—a handsome salesman with a pomade (157). The dying family
patriarch is filthy, sick, abusive, watching a pornographic film and attempting to masturbate
and we learn that, unsurprisingly, his nurse intends to resign as he calls her “cunt-face” and
warns:
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“You tell that bloody bitch if she ever sets foot in my place again, I’ll break this fucking
stick over her back! You hear me? I’ll poke her ... > and the old man makes an obscene
penetrative gesture with the walking stick and bares his dentures, ¢ ... in the anus. I’ll
pull her fucking guts out. [...] I'll fucking eviscerate the bitch. (243-244, original
emphasis)

Just like Solanas, Cave sets out to be as provocative as possible with this extreme
scatological rhetoric. In a second incident Bunny rapes a dying woman who has just
overdosed. The following passage resulted in Cave being short-listed for the 2009 Literary
Review’s Bad Sex in Fiction Award (Boer 327):

He slips his hands under her cotton vest and her body spasms and slackens and he cups
her small, cold breasts in his hands and feels the hard pearls of her nipples, like tiny
secrets, against the barked palms of his hands. He feels the gradual winding down of
her dying heart and can see a bluish tinge blossoming on the skin of her skull through
her thin, ironed hair. [...] He puts his hands under her knees and manoeuvres her
carefully so that her bottom rests on the edge of the settee. He slips his fingers
underneath the worn elastic of her panties that are strung across the points of her hips,
slips them to her ankles and softly draws apart her knees and feels again a watery
ardour in his eyes as he negotiates a button and a zipper. It is exactly as he imagined
it—the hair, the lips, the hole—and he slips has hands under her wasted buttocks and
enters her like a fucking pile driver. (Bunny Munro 227)

It is significant that Bunny consistently confuses this young woman with pop star Awvril
Lavigne. Lavigne’s appearance is mentioned repeatedly but never her music. Minogue’s
music is acknowledged but just in relation to Bunny’s theory that in the “Spinning Around”
video Minogue is begging for anal sex. Possibly, Cave is making a joke about Solanas’ lost
manuscript Up Your Ass?

Crucially, although Bunny Munro is an extended illustration of the grievances listed by
Solanas in her manifesto, Cave’s treatment of the most radical element of the manifesto
where Solanas urges women to empower themselves and strike back at their oppressors
(preferably with a weapon like a gun or knife) is extremely disturbing. There are only two
empowered women in the whole narrative, but they have limited agency. The first is Bunny’s
best friend’s girlfriend (one of two characters called River) who provides an unlikely
“sympathy fuck” the night of his wife’s funeral. She is the only female character described
positively by Cave (due largely to her muscular pelvic floor) and her role in the narrative is
relatively minor. The second character (named Charlotte Parnovar) appears in chapter 15 and
the reader’s attention is drawn to her unappealing physical characteristics. She has a “strange
dry cyst” on her forehead, “near-invisible down on her upper jaw” and “stiff, peroxide-
ravaged hair” (Bunny Munro 126). Her poster of Frida Kahlo and her deep voice signal that
she is a potential “dyke” (127). When she sees through his sleazy sales pitch and mocks him,
it triggers one of the most disturbing scenes in the novel. Bunny retaliates in an animalistic
fashion by urinating all over her bathroom (floor, walls, toothbrush, towels and magazines)
and then boasts about it (132). Given that he has no other meaningful way to communicate,
once again, his penis is used as a tool. When she retaliates with violence and breaks his nose,
he screams: “‘You horrible, fucking slag.” [...] “You mad ... ugly ... diseased ...”” and then
she hits him again (133). He subsequently describes her as a “muff-munching dyke” (135).
Once again, Cave resorts to stereotypes as any woman resistant to Bunny’s “charms” is
labelled as unattractive, diseased, insane, and a lesbian. Clearly, Cave’s use of clichés about
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gender and sexuality stereotyping is played for laughs in this scene but by this stage, the joke
IS wearing thin. Even the most sympathetic feminist reader, forewarned that Cave
deliberately seeks to manifest Solanas’ monster, must find it difficult not to assume the role
of the feminist without a sense of humour or a “nag” complaining about misogyny and
patriarchal hegemony.

The concluding chapters of the novel have been much discussed by reviewers who, as
previously noted, tend to read the emphasis on confession and redemption as
autobiographical. Clearly, Cave’s obsession with religious themes and imagery is evident in
these chapters with Bunny confessing his sins, asking for forgiveness and receiving it.
Disturbingly, he is almost set up as Christ-like in the eschatological scenes that follow his car
crash and being struck by lightning. In limbo between life and death, Bunny’s punishment
comes in the form of a short hallucination (a descent into apocalyptic hell) where he is raped
by the devil in chapter 31. Rape, once again, is predictably used to communicate disgust and
power. Solanas suggests that: “it’s not enough to do good; to save their worthless asses men
must also avoid evil” (44) and she puts rapists at the top of her list of evil-doers. In chapters
32 and 33, Bunny confronts the women he has sinned against but rather than realising
Solanas’ revolutionary cry to rise up against men, after a brief outpouring of fury, the women
meekly forgive him and indeed try to console him. We witness “the great teeming parade of
the sorrowful, the grieving, the wounded and the shamed” who are “all happy now [...] in the
eternally beautiful Empress Ballroom at Butlins Holiday Camp” (Bunny Munro 269).
Redeemed, Bunny promptly returns to earth where he dies in Bunny Junior’s arms. His dying
words are: “I just found this world a hard place to be good in” (277) which echo Boer’s
contention that “since we are so utterly sinful, we can do nothing good on our own, indeed
[...] all our efforts to do so only end up being evil in and of themselves” (323). Presumably,
the hard work is left to a higher order.

New Media, New Text?

As | have demonstrated, reading the print version of the novel can be a harrowing experience.
The reader can feel overwhelmed by the relentless universal misogyny, Bunny’s predictable
juvenile leering, Bunny Senior’s putrid violence, and the lack of any beauty, joy, spiritual or
intellectual stimulation in the characters’ lives. Surprisingly, however, our reading experience
is potentially transformed when we hear the prose read by the author rather than reading it
ourselves. Mordue makes a similar point regarding And the Ass Saw the Angel: “Thick with
alliteration and imagery, a storyteller’s aural presence, it’s still better heard in patches than
read in full.” This is exactly the case with the audio book version of the Bunny Munro, as
Cave’s roles as author, narrator, musician and performer intersect and radically transform the
narrative. No longer devoid of aesthetic trimmings the words take on a different inflection. It
is in this context that Cave as “Salesman” excels.

In his interview with Quill, Cave admits to a preference for print, but he recognises that in
order to reach a broad (possibly but not necessarily younger) audience, he understands that he
needs to embrace new media and hence the release of the audio and e-book versions of the
novel (EQ7). In his interview with La Force, Cave repeats several of these points and adds
that he is very proud of the audio book version and the work of collaborators Warren Ellis,
lan Forsythe, and Jane Pollard. Consuming the audio book is certainly a very different
experience to reading the print version. When consuming texts that are essentially authorial
adaptations, the reader assumes an increasingly passive role and Cave a more dominant
position that colours the reception of the narrative. Singers give words meaning through the
modulation of their voices and it is here that I think Cave comes into his own and is able to
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convey the subtleties that are missing in the print version of the novel. Cave takes on the role
as narrator as prophet of doom, and his voice conveys his disgust. Apart from the hypnotic
timbre of Cave’s deep voice, the beauty of the music is at odds with the vile deeds being
enacted in the prose. The haunting lament, with Ellis on violin and Cave on piano, lend the
words gravitas. The soundtrack is primarily non-diegetic music—an atmospheric drone
refrain and at times a low threatening electronic buzz—with occasional diegetic sound effects
like the twittering of birds or the rumbling of thunder. The soundtrack comprises of minor
variations to a 2.17-minute melody and there are no character leitmotifs. Despite the fact that
the soundtrack plays very softly in the background (and is inaudible at times) it almost
cleanses the prose. The music is sorrowful; angels take us by the hand and guide us to the
apocalyptic finale. A gentle, childlike xylophone signals the end of each chapter much like
that at the end of a child’s fairy-tale. The gentle percussion tones are at odds with content of
the chapters they bookend. Despite the fact that Minogue’s “Spinning Around” is referenced
frequently in the text, it does not feature on the soundtrack, nor does any of Lavigne’s music.
Clearly, copyright issues would be a factor but not the only one, one imagines, in dissociating
the pop music being referenced and the melancholy soundtrack playing softly as background
atmospherics while Cave reads the harrowing narrative. Our attention remains focused on the
auteur.

A DVD accompanies the boxed audio book and this provides Cave with one last opportunity
to explicate his novel via performance. Cave’s facial expressions and hand gestures give the
juvenile prose gravitas. He is a middle-aged man, soberly dressed in a dark suit, sitting in
judgement rather than a boy cheering on Bunny’s exploits. As in the audio book, the rich
snarling resonance of Cave’s voice is full of disgust for Bunny, the apocalyptic tone of the
words resonates and it is clear that Cave (as narrator) sits in judgement of Bunny. The images
projected on to a back screen—dancing girls in midriff tops, a life-size bunny suit—all
complement the narrative, but it is difficult to take one’s eyes off Cave. He is such an
accomplished performer and musician that appreciation of the aesthetics of the piece moves
from an appreciation of the words to the way that they are delivered. Sheila Whiteley
describes popular music scholarship as the study of “the interrelationships between musical
sounds, lyrical texts and visual narratives (either in the form of live performance or music
video) and how they produce and foreground different sensibilities” (xiv). We see here an
example of how the interdisciplinary study of popular music (and musicians) is so helpful
when we witness how the various iterations of Bunny Munro intersect. Hence, like so many
of the critics discussed in this essay, | too end up conflating the music and the literature.
Although, of course, a novel is not a song, we do a service to Cave and The Death of Bunny
Munro if we shift our perspective and experience it as a multi-faceted narrative better
performed by the artist than read as a print novel.

Returning to Deem and Heller’s observations about Solanas’ manifesto by way of closing, it
would seem that what is critical here is whether one believes that Cave is using satire or irony
to make a genuine political point about the objectification of women in lad culture, men’s
genuine “pussy envy,” or whether his novel is far less sophisticated than that? Was he trying
to achieve anything more meaningful than causing offence, and does the novel really
challenge the patriarchal status quo or just reinforce it? Many would say that it is a serious
novel but a humorous one written as yet another playful act of prosopopoeia. | would argue
that Cave, like Bunny, is a travelling salesman and in this case he is calculatingly using
feminism and Solanas’ SCUM Manifesto to provoke a reaction and peddle his wares. As a
great admirer of Cave’s work, | am saddened rather than heartened that he found inspiration
in Solanas’ manifesto. | urge those curious to dip into the pages of the print novel to reach for
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an MP3 player and experience the audio version in its place; or, better still, one of his albums.
Or perhaps, radically, to listen to a Kylie Minogue or an Avril Lavigne album instead.
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