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ABSTRACT 

Superfluous Absence examines how writers of fictional narratives imagine 

readers that might read their texts and use these imagined readers—and the voices 

they represent—as leavening agents for the fictions they produce. In this theory, 

writers do not appeal to these readers except as they function as language and its 

desire to be decoded—as they function as language's desire for itself. Ultimately, 

the texts of fiction reach real-life readers and Superfluous Absence traces how 

authors struggle with the leavening agent of the reader's voice when the reader's 

voice becomes an actual social presence in an actual historical moment. This 

struggle consists of writers trying to preserve a non-space, and readers try to tum 

this non-space into praxis and presence. 

In Superfluous Absence I trace this struggle in James Joyce's Finnegan s Wake, 

Samuel Beckett's trilogy otMolloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable and Stephen BCing's 

Misery. I also explore what happens to this reading desire when it is translated into a 

visual format, as is so often the case in the twentieth-century when literature is adapted 

into film. The test case is Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey, an appropriate 

choice as it is a movie that tries to eradicate the linguistic in favor of the purely visual. 

Finally, this project is not just an objective charting of the various locations and 

non-locations of the writer's voice in twentieth century fiction and film, but is also a very 

subjective attempt on the part of this writer to understand the presence or non-presence of 

his authorial voice in acts of fiction. Therefore, the author of this dissertation fi-equently 
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writes autobiographically and frequently turas his critical voice into the voice of fictional 

narration. 
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A SECRET 

This is all forgery. This is all untrue. 
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LANGUAGE DESIRES ITSELF: AN INTRODUCTION 

1 

I assert that fiction writers include the voice and the expected particulars of their 

potential readership as a reproductive desire for the otherwise superfluous text of fiction, 

and as a kind of midwife to usher their rhetorically unnecessary texts into existence. The 

use of this voice is not to be taken as appeal to an audience in question; rather, the 

audience is absorbed as leavening agent for the author's imagination, which is, insofar as 

the context and concerns of the audience is concerned, an extracurricular imagination. 

2 

My theory depends on writers having a sense of the reader. However, it is my 

contention that fiction writers do not write with a perceived audience in mind but rather 

write for themselves. In fact, this is the firequently stated cliche among fiction writers: "I 

write the kind of novel I want to read"; "I write for myself." On the other hand, these 

intentions do not exclude the reader firom the equation. While a fiction writer may not 

have a physical reader in mind, an audience constituted of homo sapiens with 
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biographical histories, the writer of fiction still has a reader in mind—^him or her self. 

But it is curious to be writing to one's self. How does one compose thoughts that one 

will later receive as messages from outside those thoughts? How does one create 

rhetorical appeals that bridge the way back to the appealer? Appealer and appealee start 

to trip over each other's feet, which are in fact run by the same rhetorical nervous system. 

As solution to this problem, I contend that writer's are not really appealing to 

themselves, are not really making rhetorical maps showing the way back to the 

mapmaker's house, but are appealing to the language itself, and the language as reader. 

Without citing statistics, it is probably a given that the last thing the world needs is 

another book. There are more books than people or institutions can conceivably buy, let 

alone read. This is especially true of works of fiction. Works of fiction are supposedly 

without utility in the everyday world and are therefore completely superfluous. The 

writing composed in the traditional rhetorical model has, at the least, a certain kind of 

utility as it is composed with the consumer's needs in mind, and is composed with an eye 

towards creating a tool handy for the reading mind. Fiction, on the other hand, is 

excessive language that, if we are to believe the writer him or herself, is written solely for 

that writer's needs and no one else's. This writing is without justification in the world 

outside the writer's head. Nevertheless, it appears—is pubUshed. When a writer 

produces in this way the writer appeals not to the future usefulness of this writing for 

some reader they have not yet met, but appeal alone to the fact that this writing appears— 

appeal to the fact that it can and is put into language. Let me return to the cliche in order 

to put a different emphasis on things. When the writer says he or she wants to write the 
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novel he or she wants to read, or writes for her or himself, the writer is making a 

statement about the appeal language is making to him or her rather than his or her appeals 

in language. 

The novel the writer wants to read is the novel that is not written, and writing for 

yourself is to say that there is a language especially for you though it does not yet exist. 

That the writer is appealing to language is proved by the writer's very effort. If the novel 

the writer wanted to read existed, then the writer would simply purchase/check-out that 

novel and read it. The fact that the writer must compose this novel suggests they are 

being drawn into language and are being demanded of language to carve from it the thing 

that does not yet exist. The very effort of writing says this is the only way to the reading 

I want to do, and this reading is only found in the writing itself, therefore it is the act of 

writing alone that must be appealed to. The desire the language has for itself is the initial 

reader. Like the physical human reader of the published text, the language is a consumer. 

It consumes the efforts of the writer; it consumes the souls and it dissolves their labors in 

superfluity. To language, the uselessness of the fiction writer's task is exactly that which 

it finds so useful. 

Therefore, while much previous work has considered the reader of texts in their 

published format and the role of the reader as parmer in the process of making meaning, I 

want to identify and consider a different reader, the reader that already exists in the text 

as it is being composed. I want to consider the language itself as a reader. I want to think 

of the reader as a desire already planted in the text, the desire the text has for itself bi 
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my work, the reader is a voice already present in the text itself before the text ever 

crosses the eyes of the kind of reader who must crack open a book to get at the words. 

3 

Though I am asserting a reader that is in language itself, which reader is desire 

inherent in the writing process itself—a reader that desires its own conception in text—I 

am not finally conceiving of this reader as a purely metalinguistic or metafictional 

construct. The fact that this reader is lodged in fiction as it is being composed, and the 

fact that writers appeal to this reader that desires of them the superfluous text that is their 

own personal text, does not mean that appeals to this desire—or the desire itself—are 

manifest in pure appeals to language disconnected &om social contexts. Rather, I want to 

assert exactly the opposite, this desire/reader that exists in the text as a consumption of 

itself that preempts consumption of the text by physical readers nonetheless manifests 

itself, and is appealed to, as the stamp of social discourse. Since it is the stamp of a social 

discourse, this desire the text has for itself turns out to be the violation of the fiction 

writer's maxim, that he or she writes for him or herself, writes simply the novel he or she 

wants to read. As a social stamp, this desire that draws the writer into the negative space 

of the superfluity of fiction is actually the writer being thrust into a space that is not for 

them—it is, in this sense, rather a method of alienation. 

This reader as voice already present in the text during its composition and as 

desire in language that conceives the text is stamped with the social inasmuch as 
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language itself is a social enterprise, and inasmuch as fiction is a social enterprise. This 

stamp of the social that persistently marks the voice of the reader/desire of the text for 

itself often is at odds with the writer him or herself as the writer is determined to create 

the thing that is just for her or himself—the thing for which there was no preexisting 

use—the superfluous thing. Therefore, a text is often a space of tension between the 

desire a writer believes is drawing them into writing, a desire for the thing that does not 

yet exist, a plunge into the negative, and the inevitable social aspect of this desire to see 

itself in the language colors of the social. I say colors because I am thinking 

metaphorically here of a photograph and its negative; the desire inherent in language that 

draws writers into a negative space without preexisting boundaries is like a fihn negative 

unexposed to light, an inverse image that represents what might be and might have been 

in an alternative universe; on the other hand, once a writer turns this desire into actual 

text, once this desire sees itself in the preexisting space of language, the text and the 

desire itself become like a photograph developed where exposure to the light of the social 

creates the colors, contours, details, and spatial orientation of the image. The negative, 

however, continues to haunt the text, something I wish to make clear in the particular 

novels I will be looking at. 

4 

That language desires writers and draws them into a world of absence is made 

clear in Derrida when, for example, he writes 
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All writing, in order to be what it is, must be able to function in the radical 

absence of every empirically determined addressee in general... This is not a 

modification of presence, but a break in it, a "death" or the possibility of "death" 

of the addressee. (Derrida 56) 

Here Derrida is also telling us that writing is a place where rhetoric ends, and where the 

writer writes to a blank space that is absence formalized. In initial composition, the 

writers only audience is the audience of absence, the audience of the language itself and 

its potential to be read—the audience of the desire the language has for dissolution of the 

writing subjectivity and the desire language has to consume the unusable excess that 

leaks free when that subjectivity is broken—but not, initially the addressee of any 

particular social situation. The writer writes initially in the negative though I will assert 

that this negative is eventually developed as social dialogue. 

For a moment, however, I will explore the negative space of writing and its 

hunger for the superfluous with some more particular attention to the specific problem of 

writing fiction—the problem of writing believable—or at least enchanting—lies. As 

guide into the landscape—or anti-landscape (as will be apparent)—of fiction I will refer 

to an essay by Blanchot called "The Language of Fiction." This essay, dedicated to a 

reading of Kafka's The Castle, provides terms for understanding the abyss that fiction is 

for both writer and the reader and the appeal this abyss has for both writers and readers. 

Blanchot tells us that. .poverty is the essence of fiction" (75) and that the charm of 

fiction is precisely its incompleteness, the gathering of so much empty space around its 

edges. Blanchot juxtaposes the language of fiction with the written language of everyday 
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exchange. In the everyday exchange, we are aware of definite connections and contexts 

for the words we read. A note left at our office spells out ties to very specific social and 

material conditions. The language of fiction, however, is language for a context 

unknown to us and a set of connections of which we know little to nothing. 

However, instead of being repulsed by this world, we, as readers, are drawn into 

this world and it comes to replace the world we know. The language of fiction replaces 

our known world not with an abundance, but with a meagemess that entices; 

Its nature is not to give us what it wants to have us attain, but to make it useless to 

us by replacing it, and thus to distance things from us by taking their place, and 

taking the place of things fi^m us by taking their place, and taking the place of 

things not by filling itself with them but by abstaining from them. (75) 

In the language of fiction we are disoriented by the language's unwillingness to give up 

its world but come to accept this unwillingness as reason to read on. "The unreality of 

fiction..." begins to place readers "... at the border of a world separated" (76). Being 

stranded on the edge of this world that leaves most of its canvas blank becomes for the 

reader a "bewitchment" and "enchantment" (78). Fiction, in order to maintain its status 

as lie apart from the concrete happenings of the world, is "...an absolute absence, a 

counterworld that would like the realization, in its entirety, of the fact of being outside 

reality" (79). Fiction, then, by subtracting reference to the majority of concrete details 

that might return us a realization of the real world, forces us into an irreality. It is a bit 

like being on the nineteenth floor of a building that seems to be missing ninety percent of 

its floors, walls, and support structure—^we know we are there but we haven't any idea 
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how we got there—^we are thrilled, finally, by the fact that there seems no viable way for 

our arrival there. 

Though Blanchot writes here of the language of fiction as it pertains to readers, I 

would argue that his observations are equally valuable for understanding the position of 

the writer in relation to the language of writing. The language of fiction is equally, if not 

more, enchanting to writers. The blankness, the absence, of the language of fiction is 

even more absolute for the writing facing the potential space of fiction's language. While 

the reader of fiction reads the words that come out of the blankness like smoke signals 

against a cloudless and colorless sky, the writer of fiction stares only at the blankness. 

Nevertheless, like the reader, the writer sees that the enormous space and its potential for 

endless difference is a poverty of detail that threatens the wealth of concrete reality by its 

sheer limitlessness. And the writer, sensing already inside him or herself a spilling and 

an overflowing that can't be contained by the usefulness of concrete reality sees the 

empty space and the blankness as camouflage for the superfluity. The concrete is 

composed of the world one knows through usefulness; the world of fiction, according to 

Blanchot, is composed of all that one does not know. The writer sets out not to express 

"what [he or she]... knows, but what [he or she]... does not know" (79). The writer of 

fiction wishes to express his or her passing into a cancelled existence, on that has room 

for the space of the superfluous precisely because of its overwhelming lack of any other 

content; 

[the language of fiction] makes out of the lack of its story the subject of its story, 

it tries to realize in it this lack that always infinitely surpasses it. It is a narrative. 
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the negation of this narrative, the narrative of this negation; the negation itself 

appears sometimes as the condition of all activity of art and of fiction and, 

consequently, as the condition of this narrative, sometimes as the sentence that 

pronounces its failure and its impossibility, for it does not accept being realized in 

a particular act of imagination, in the singular form of a finished narrative. (79) 

Because of its refusal to be finished, to complete itself as a picture, fiction is firequently 

seen as the ideal space for the unfinishable superfluity. 

4 

However, as I said before, the language of the writer does not remain at the level 

of the metafictional. As much as the writer wishes it, the language of fiction does not 

remain an abyss of useless superfluity, an excess of nothing. Instead, fiction inevitably 

enters into the field of the social because language as much as it is a negative of reversed 

reality that contains a complete and circular desire for itself is, in the end, a social field of 

activity. As much as the writer wishes it to remain a reversed reality, a separate state of 

affairs consistent with his or her desire for language and nobody else's—and as much as 

the reader may experience language in this way—language is always ultimately bathed in 

the light of the social and the negative is developed into a concrete picture of meaning 

that owes as much to the dialogue of voices as it does to the lack of a reality. In other 

words, while language desires itself, and while this desire might be for a state of 

nullification, this desire's alternative state survives parasitically on the social desires that 

feed it voice. 



17 

That the social is the inevitable field of language, and of fiction in particular, is 

explored abundantly in Bakhtin. For Bakhtin, fiction—and the novel in particular—is a 

heteroglot enterprise, meaning it achieves meaning only in the mixed voice and reception 

of the social situation: 

The orientation of the word amid the utterances and languages of others, and all 

the specific phenomena connected with this orientation, takes on artistic 

significance in novel style. Diversity of voices and heteroglossia enter the novel 

and organize themselves within it into a structured artistic system. This 

constitutes the distinguishing feature of the novel as a genre... Any stylistics 

capable of dealing with the distinctiveness of the novel as genre must be a 

sociological stylistics. (Bakhtin 300) 

Bakhtin breaks the heteroglot discourse of the novel into five general components: 

1. Direct authorial literary-artistic narration (in all its diverse variants) 

2. Stylization of the various forms of oral everyday narration (skaz) 

3. Stylization of the various forms of semiliterary (written) everyday narration 

(the letter, the diary, etc.) 

4. Various forms of literary but extra-artistic authorial speech (moral, 

philosophical or scientific statements, oratory, ethnographic descriptions, 

memoranda and so forth) 

5. The stylistically individualized speech of characters. 

(262) 
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Bakhtin's outline could be accepted to describe the general contemporary novel with few 

revisions. Bakhtin's purpose with this outline is to show how fiction is an impure artistic 

medium of social interaction and exchange. In "Discourse in the Novel" Bakhtin 

describes how an author's intentions are only realized when they are filtered through the 

intentions of the social voices that comprise his text. I want to suggest that Bakhtin is 

theorizing not only the intentions of prose writers and their various use of social voices in 

a heteroglot art-form, but that he is also theorizing the place of reading in the text, and, in 

particular the place of a reading as one more of the heterglot voices that facilitate the 

process of novel writing. While Bakhtin's main goal is to describe how authors use 

social voices in the construction of fictional prose, Bakhtin also demonstrates how writers 

are drawn into language—are desired by the othering, superfluous space of language— 

and its desire to be read, and how whatever artistic intention they may have had are 

sacrificed to the particular social dimensions of this desire-to-be-read. 

While Bakhtin may not countenance a reading of fiction that finds in its language 

an anterior desire for itself and nothing more, Bakhtin certainly supports the exposed and 

developed idea of this language, which sees it as bathed in the color and dimensions of 

the social. However, to make the bridge firom language desiring itself to language as 

involved in social dialogue, I will turn briefly to Julia Kristeva's elaboration on Bakhtin 

and intertextuality. Bakhtin is important for Kristeva's overall claims because he 

theorizes a text that is akeady always given over to intertextuality in the form of a 

dialogue. Kristeva asserts that for Bakhtin "dialogue is the nature of language" (68). 

And therefore, intertextuality is the nature of writing as each piece of writing is the 
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incorporation of past and potential future writing: "Bakhtin considers writing as a reading 

of the anterior literary corpus and the text as an absorption of and a reply to another text" 

(69). Thus, writing both rewrites texts that have preceded it and anticipates the readings 

of it that are to come—readings that will become formalized as writing themselves. 

It is this process of dialogism—of intertextuality—that, for Kristeva, creates 

"ambivalence" in writing whereby the "writing subject" is dissolved in the texts of the 

past and future and, by extension, society and history of the past and future (68-69). In 

Kristeva, this dissolution of the writing subject is the means of poetic language within 

writing. Monological language assumes a stable denotative relationship between 

signified and signifier whereas poetic language is constantly unstable because of its being 

doubled by the processes of dialogue and intertextuality. Poetic language constantly 

throws its denotative qualities into doubt by absorbing the altering characteristics of the 

reading and writing of an other. Kristeva writes, "The notion of definition, 

determination, the sign '=' and the very concept of sign, which presuppose a vertical 

(hierarchical) division between signifier and signified, caimot be applied to poetic 

language—by definition an infinity of pairings and combinations" (69). Using 

Saussure's idea of the poetic paragram, BCristeva provides an equation for understanding 

poetic language. The paragram is a number sequence fi'om 0 to 2. 1 in the sequence 

stands for "definition" and "truth", or the monological meaning that asserts its difference 

fiom zero but not more than 1, while 2 stands for doubled meaning that is never clearly 

one definition or another but is the definition as the double meaning of dialogue, the 

definition as always composed of at least two non-hierarchical, unstable meanings: 
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The notion of sign is a product of scientific abstraction, designating vertically and 

hierarchically linear division. The notion of double, the result of thinking over poetic 

(not scientific) language, denotes "spatialization" and correlation of the literary sequence. 

This implies that the minimal unit of poetic language is at least double, not in the sense of 

the signifier/signified dyad, but rather, in terms of one and other. It suggests that poetic 

language functions as a tubular model, where each "unit" (this word can no longer be 

used without quotation marks since every unit is double) acts as a multidetermined peak. 

The double would be the minimal sequence of a paragrammatic semiotics to be worked 

out starting from the work of Saussure and Bakhtin. (69) 

In Kristeva's use of paragrammatic semiotics, zero is an impossibility but a 

necessary starting place. Zero is the writer of fiction contemplating the blank space that 

can contain his or her superfluity. However, zero disappears as it enters the blank space, 

becomes trapped in an interstitial space, and then is converted into the social discourse 

that lurked as the inevitable result, and the unseen germinating power, of the blank space 

of language in the first place. Kristeva provides a startlingly accurate view of this 

passage firom gestation to birth and literary maturity; 

The subject of narration [the writer of fiction] is drawn in, and therefore reduced 

to a code, to a nonperson, to an anomymity (as writer, subject of enunciation) 

mediated by a third person, the he/she character, the subject of utterance. The 

writer is thus the subject of narration transformed by his having included himself 

within the narrative system; he is neither nothingness nor anybody, but the 

possibility of permutation fi:om S to A, fiom story to discourse and &om discourse 
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to story. He becomes an anonymity, an absence, a blank space, thus permitting 

the structure to exist as such. At the very origin of narration, at the very moment 

when the writer appears, we experience emptiness. We see the problem of death, 

birth, and sex appear when literature touches upon the strategic point that writing 

becomes when it exteriorizes linguistic systems through narrative structure 

(genres). On the basis of this anonymity, this zero where the author is situated, 

the he/she of the character is bom... Therefore, in a literary text, 0 does not exist; 

emptiness is quickly replaced by "one" that is really twofold, since it is subject 

and addressee. It is the addressee, the other, exteriority who transforms the 

subject into an author. That is, who has the S pass through this zero-stage of 

negation, of exclusion, constituted by the author, hi this coming-and-going 

movement between writer and reader, the author is structured as signifier and the 

text as a dialogue of two discourses. (75) 

5 

A return to Bakhtin will help us better understand the process of the zero losing 

itself in the multiple life of the social. Initially Bakhtin claims that 

... the novelist working in prose... welcomes the heteroglossiaand language 

diversity of the literary and extraliterary language into his own work which not 

only do not weak them but even intensify them. It is in fact out of this 

stratification of language, its speech diversity and even language diversity, that he 
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constructs his style, while at the same time he maintains the unity of his own 

creative personality and the unity... of his own style. 

The prose writer does not purge words of intentions and tones that are 

alien to him, he does not destroy the seeds of social heteroglossia embedded in 

words, he does not eliminate diose language characterizations and speech 

mannerisms glinunering behind the words and forms, each at a different distance 

from the ultimate semantic nucleus of his work, that is, the center of his personal 

intentions. (298) 

And in such a claim the prose writer becomes a hero of heteroglossia, a champion for the 

cause of everybody and everything having democratic access to his or her "semantic 

nucleus" or "personal intentions" as artist, becomes practioner of poetic language as 

Kristeva has decribed it. However, it becomes clear in this argument that there is some 

strain between the intention of the writer and the weight of the many voices she or he is 

called to shoulder in their prose. The intentions of the author and the voices of 

heteroglossia begin to play a frenetic game of dialectics while stretching the elasticity 

between ahnost to the snapping point. Sometimes in Bakhtin it appears as if the 

heteroglossia breaks free from the dialectic, leaving authorial intentions behind without 

vitality. Or, to change the metaphor, it often seems as if heteroglossia and authorial 

intentions are playing a game of temus wherein heteroglossia begins to develop an ace 

serve that authorial intention is unable to return, authorial intention overwhebned and 

dominated then by the demands of heteroglossia: "The author does not speak in a given 
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language, but he speaks, as it were, through language, a language that has somehow more 

or less materialized, become ojectivized, that he merely ventriloquates" (ibid 299). 

Here Bakhtin is indicating the pull of the heteroglossia, the pull of language, and 

the effect this pull has on the writer. If the writer becomes only ventriloquist to 

languages demands then the writer is speaking language with his or her mouth shut, 

speaking the impossible language that does not exist but is nevertheless necessary—the 

superfluous language that becomes embodied in the form of a linguistically nonexistant 

wooden dummy. The author becomes the impossible zero of Kristeva's terminology. 

The intention of the writer is nearly lost as the writer speaks with closed mouth for an 

object that appears as his or her exact opposite—an opposite that is most especially 

opposite in the exact nature of its being dead to the writer's being alive. In the body of 

the dummy, the only thing that lives is the writer's voice but this voice has been lent out. 

In other words, as we saw in Kristeva, authorial intention ceases to matter, what matters 

is that language demands its own existence aside from and apart from the author, 

demands its existence as discourse in which the author is only one function among many. 

This becomes clearer when Bakhtin writes, 

... language consciousness, as it becomes creative—that is, as it becomes active 

as literature—discovers itself aheady surrounded by heteroglossia and not at all a 

single, unitary language, inviolable and indisputable. The actively literary 

linguistic consciousness at all times and everywhere comes upon "languages", 

and not language. Consciousness finds itself inevitably facing the necessity of 

having to choose a language. With each literary-verbal performance. 
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consciousness must actively orient itself amidst heteroglossia, it must move in and 

occupy a position for itself within it, chooses, in other words, a "language." Only 

by remaining in a closed environment, one without writing or thought, completely 

off the maps of sociological becoming, could a man fail to sense this activity of 

selecting a language and rest assured in the inviolability of his own language, the 

conviction that his language is predetermined. (295) 

Here Bakhtin's point is that a writer writes within the context of heteroglossia and not 

within a unified national literary tradition—a point well made and taken; however, 1 want 

to emphasize the action of choosing in this particular passage. The implications of 

"literary consciousnesses" choosing their language from among languages rather than 

speaking a language are that there is no inner thing for the literary consciousness to 

express but that there is only places for the literary consciousness to go, only outfits for 

the literary consciousness to try on. The implications for my argument here are that the 

literary consciousness only exists as a superfluous to itself, as a thing to be found outside 

of itself. Therefore, when literary consciousness craves being it is really being craved by 

that which is outside of it. Literary consciousness only exists on the paragrammatic 

model of the double that Kristeva has given us. The fact that there are choices shows that 

the literary consciousness is being enticed into existence. 

This enticement begins with reading. Bakhtin's theory is as much a theory of 

reading as it is of writing. The choices available to the literary consciousness are reading 

ones not writing ones. The figure of the ventriloquist's dummy is essentially a figure of 

reading. While the reader is mute, the dummy is a figure that speaks out loud the words 
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that the writer her or himself cannot speak and is thereby a figure that reads the blank 

space of the writer's goals. The writer cannot speak their own intentions; these intentions 

are only realized in the voice of another and this another can only speak these intentions 

in the manner of reading. The figure of the literary consciousness choosing a language is 

also a figure of reading as the literary consciousness ultimately speaks only what it reads. 

The literary consciousness does not, firom out of isolation, express truths contained within 

it; instead the literary consciousness reads the existing languages of heteroglossia back 

into a textualized format, the act of "choice" being an act of decoding as one language 

must be differentiated firom another just as one word must be differentiated from another 

in the practice of reading. The literary consciousness is then not so much a force of 

expression as it is a force of reading—a desire the language has for itself—a desire the 

language has to consume itself and to see itself recycled into as many voices and 

situations as possible. Intertextuality, as Kristeva theorizes it, is indeed literature's most 

natural state, and the only state in which it can survive. 

5 

Finally, in Bakhtin we find continuing reminder that this desire implanted in the 

text, this need the language has to be read, is always translated into social dimensions. 

The writer writes in response to the language's desire to be read, a desire the writer 

experiences as invitation to enter a void of the nonexistant book, as the need to read that 

which is not yet written, but which language itself will inevitably turn into the social 

consumption of texts. Therefore the writer's output will always have within it the voice 



26 

of social demand, the voice of that which will encounter the book in its physical form. 

Bakhtin writes of speech: 

In any actual dialogue the rejoinder also leads such a double life: it is structured 

and conceptualized in the context of the dialogue as a whole, which consists of its 

own utterances and of alien utterances. One cannot excise the rejoinder from this 

combined context made up of one's own words and the words of another without 

losing its sense and tone. It is an organic part of a heteroglot unity. (284) 

Kristeva extends this to the literary realm in terms of the text and its addressee: "The 

addressee... is included within a book's discursive universe only as discourse itself. He 

thus fuses with this other discourse, this other book, in relation to which the writer has 

written his own text" (66). Here Kristeva and Bakhtin are describing how fiction 

anticipates how it will be read and begins to construct a rejoiner for that reading before 

the reading itself has even taken place, has, thus, a double life. Therefore, the writer 

writes in response to the needs of language to see itself read but this response is 

inevitably formulated in such a way that this desire is recognized in the prose itself as an 

anticipation of the actual readers that will encounter the novel. It is important to realize 

that these are not actual inscriptions of, or appeals to (as in the rhetorical model) potential 

readers, but are symbols of the desire of reading in language, and the desire this text has 

for itself. The specific historical dimensions these symbolic representations take will be 

sketched out in the close-readings to follow. For now, let me return to Bakhtin for a final 

point on reading as it is present in the texts a writer composes. 
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Bakhtin describes how a language user ultimately constructs his or her messages 

in an alien territory, this alien territory being precisely the territory of the readerAistener 

and the desire they will have to consume the text/hear the message. To speak strictly in 

literary terms, for Bakhtin, this interaction with the desire die text has for itself creates a 

kind of horizon where the writer's speech recedes into and is created against the 

background of a perceived response to what is being written. Since these are created in a 

dialectical relationship one is of course dependent on the other. It is important to keep in 

mind the dialectical nature of this relationship because without it the voice of the reader 

in the text becomes nothing more than the voice of rhetoric appealing to audience. In this 

model of the horizon, the voice of the reader is a thing into which the voice of the writer 

recedes, is consumed by, even before it is read by physical readers, and is a thing that 

creates the place where the voice of the writer is given over to the other before the other 

even comes into contact with the text. If the writer's drive is to create voice for the book 

that does not exist, the voice of the reader is the voice that places a boundary on the 

writer's voice and thereby gives it another place to spill into that is not itself. The 

reader's voice is also the enabling voice of the book that does not exist since the book, for 

all its non-existence, is conceived as a thing to be read; the reader's voice is the 

impossible zero of Kristeva's paragrammatics. Read first as the text of the author's 

imagination, which, as Bakthin has taught, is already die text of the author reading and 

the social heteroglot over and against the blank of his or her own artistic nucleas, and, 

second, as a thing that can be opened and decoded by an audience that, while not 

appealed, is anticipated and signed in the text itself as symbolic representation of the 
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reading desire itself. This horizon, then, is a point of convergence in terms of the 

language's desire for itself, the author's desire to read and be read, and the social forms 

these desires will ultimately take. According to Bakhtin; 

... (the speaker's)... orientation toward the listener is an orientation toward a 

specific conceptual horizon, toward the specific world of the listener; it introduces 

totally new elements into his discourse; it is in this way, after all, that various 

different points of view, conceptual horizons, systems for providing expressive 

accents, various social "languages" come to interact with one another. The 

speaker strives to get a reading on his own word, and on his own conceptual 

system of the understanding receiver; he enters into dialogical relationships with 

certain aspects of this system. The speaker breaks through the alien conceptual 

horizon of the listener, constructs his own utterance on alien territory, against his, 

the listener's, apperceptive background. (282) 

Language, then, is an alien space where layers of reading peel back successively 

like an onion with no essential core: language desires to read the nothingness of the 

writer; the writer desires to read his or her own nothingness; the writer is compelled to 

read the social; the social provides details of language's reading of the writer; the writer 

tries to read how he or she will be read before he or she is actually read; the social 

physically reads writer in published form; the social reads it's own reading in the writer's 

reading and being read by the social, which reading originated he or she's writing in the 

first place. 
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6 

In this dissertation I will peel the onion of four texts of fiction. As further 

introduction, I will identify the reader as voice of desire in James Joyce's Fimegan's 

Wake, and will demonstrate how Joyce's novel tries to tear through the many social 

dimensions of this voice/desire in order to get at the charismatic, apocalyptic center of the 

language's sheer desire for itself, and the blank space of the writer behind that desire. 

Next, I will examine how Samuel Beckett's trilogy of Molloy, Malone Dies, The 

Unnamable and Stephen King's Misery turns readerly desire into a hatred and a torture 

that extracts from the writer the negative truths of nonexistence of which he or she is 

uncomfortably constituted. Examination of these two novels will also demonstrate the 

different social uses of the writer's voice in the modem and postmodem periods 

respectively. The next section will depart radically from the previous sections in order to 

determine what happens to this reading desire when it is translated into a visual format, as 

is so often the case in the twentieth-century when literature is adapted into fibn. The test 

case will be Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey, an appropriate choice as it is a 

movie that tries to eradicate the linguistic in favor of the purely visual. It will be my 

contention that a key component of that which Kubrick attempts to eradicate is the 

consuming desire of the reading voice and that in many respects Kubrick's fihn becomes 

a parable about the perils of trying to eliminate this voice fiom narration. 

Finally, this project is not just an objective attempt to chart the various locations 

and non-locations of the writer's voice in twentieth century fiction and film, but is also a 
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very subjective attempt on the part of this writer to understand the presence or non-

presence of his authorial voice in acts of fiction. It is, in other words, an attempt on this 

writer's part to locate the impossible zero of his writerly existence and discover what has 

been, is, and will be the fate of that impossible zero in a literary language. In order to 

fulfill this part of the project's dimensioned I have interspersed diversionary essays 

throughout the text that are designated as secrets. They are designated as such because 

of their revealing the forbidden non-space of the impossible zero—the space of the writer 

that has disappeared into the text. In more practical terms, they reveal the person behind 

the academic prose. In this practical way they are firequently autobiographical. However, 

at other times, particularly at the end of the project, they begin more fictional in nature 

and the cycle of writer being lost in the maze of discourse starts all over again, the desire 

for a whole new revelation being created anew. 
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A SECRET 

Has everybody won a literary award at some point in his or her life? In the fourth 

grade I won a prize at the local fair for a story I wrote about a World War n General with 

a pet lizard. Somehow the pet lizard figures largely in the Allied victory. The prize I 

won for the story was a blue ribbon, which, as I remember it, was the color representing 

the highest achievement in that category. 

Lizard; 

During the Eighties, Mark Hoffoian, a Mormon and dealer in documents of early 

American cultural life, produced a letter purportedly by Joseph Smith. In the letter 

Joseph Smith describes his visits to the Hill Cummorah to retrieve the golden plates that 

he would claim as the source for the Book of Mormon. In the letter. Smith tells of an 

encounter with a glowing white salamander that initially prevents his successful retrieval 

of the plates. Eventually, through some form of magic or another. Smith successfully 

circumvents the salamander and retrieves the plates. This letter seemed to provide 

evidence of Smith's involvement in occult practices. The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints—the Mormon Church—purchased the letter, most likely for the 
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purpose of burying it in the vast archives that, since the seventies, have been o£f limits to 

everyone accept the most pious of researchers. 

Shortly after the purchase—or perhaps during the transaction itself—certain high-

ranking Mormon leaders involved in the Church's effort to acquire the letter began to 

receive bombs through the mail. If I remember correctly, a Mormon bishop and the wife 

ofanother Mormon leader were killed. Several others were injured. The news of the 

bombings brought the letter to the attention of national media. Rank and file members of 

the Mormon Church were shocked to hear accounts of their founding prophet using 

occult methods for his miracles. By virtue of the bombings, the Church's efforts to hide 

the letter were thwarted. 

I remember, at the time, visiting my Grandmother Ravsten in Logan, Utah—the home 

of Utah State University (where my father received his Bachelors and Masters degree). 

Though I don't remember any of the specific details of the conversations, I remember my 

parents and my Grandmother talking about the letter. I was probably sixteen or 

seventeen at the time. I think I remember them exchanging the kinds of assurances the 

faithful are noted for: "In the end, if you just follow the prophet and trust in the Lord, 

everything will make sense." These were not necessarily directed at me, but directed 

instead at the air—at, I guess, the doubt that is a secret part of everybody's religious 

being. This though is all foggy; it could be that I have made up these conversations. 

What I do remember clearly is reading about the salamander letter in a copy of Time 

magazine. My Grandmother had a subscription to Time and I reclined on her couch and 

read the article. I remember being sickened by doubt. I remember having an unusually 
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faith-shattering experience there on my Grandmother's couch. I don't remember 

anything else about this vacation to see my Grandmother. 

In the end, it tumed out that Hoffinan's letter was a forgery and that the acts of 

violence were attempts to silence those who suspected the letter to be a forgery. Today I 

find it more earth-shattering that I and other members of the Church would have been 

shocked by such a letter. Since that time I have discovered there is a wealth of evidence 

to suggest Joseph Smith's belief and mvolvement in the occult.^ 

But I am shocked at Hoffinan's violent attempts to cover up his forgery. Hoffinan, 

now in jail, has claimed that he never believed in the Mormon Church and that his 

forgeries were, on some level, an attempt to undermine the Church's claims to divinely 

revealed truth. It is interesting that HofOnan would have used text as a means to 

undermine truth in the Mormon Church. It is as if he knew instinctively that the Mormon 

Church exists as a reversal of the logos-dominated metaphysical state that Derrida 

attempts to undo—it is as if Hoffinan knew that in the Mormon Church text precedes the 

voice as fundament of existence, hi rational arguments, the Mormon Church tries to 

build its claims of truth on the following steps: Joseph Smith is a prophet because the 

book he produced—the Book of Mormon—is true and divinely inspired; therefore, the 

church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is true because it was founded by Joseph 

Smith who was a prophet of God— 

No, wait, this does, I guess, discount the spirit. Because, according to Mormon 

theology, that is the ultimate test of truth. In other words, no authority is derived simply 

firom the text itself as is the case in some of Christianity and its relationship to the Bible. 



34 

Authority is only derived when one reads the text for one's self and receives for one's 

self a witness of the spirit. Nevertheless, the witness of the spirit remains tied to text— 

and principally the text of the Book of Mormon. Generally, in the nascent stages of 

belief, one is to receive a witness of the spirit in connection with a reading of the Book of 

Mormon, and the Book itself contains instruction as to how one is to receive the witness 

of its divinity. Therefore, the spirit is the ultimate test of truth but the spirit remains 

connected—at least at the original stage of believing—to the text. So the text becomes a 

way to conjure the spirit. This is properly Derridean, I believe. The text precedes the 

absolute metaphysics of some kind of divine voice or presence; the text becomes the 

producer of divine voice rather than recorder of divine voice. 

But what if, as virtually every expert (and non-expert for that matter) asserts, the Book 

of Mormon is a forgery (as a believer I assert the book's divinity and truth). Joseph 

Smith claimed the book is the translation of a set of ancient records kept by a group of 

Israelites who sailed to America in about 500 BC. But if the book is a forgery then 

clearly Joseph Smith is not a prophet. 

Not so fast... Not if this is built on some Derridean foundation. According to the 

Derridean model, the text precedes the voice, the absence contained in signifier precedes 

and produces the presence of the signified's values of logocentric truth. Therefore, in the 

Derridean model, Joseph Smith may have produced the presence of Mormonism by 

virtue of the signifier that is the Book of Mormon. Whether or not the book has as its 

actual signified a group of ancient Israelites traveling to America, Joseph Smith produced 

a written presence that would then create a different signified in the form of 
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Momionism—writing producing presence rather than recording it. The forgery, by this 

logic (or anti-logic), becomes as much source of truth as the actual document. 

And as far as the spirit goes, the text's work is even more impressive. The text 

becomes the foundation for the spirit rather than the spirit eventuating the text. Indeed, in 

this context, the Word is first. 

Was Mark Hoffinan, therefore, operating in a truly Mormon sphere of activity—or just 

a Derridean one—or are they, as I have been asserting, uncomfortably compatible? 

Regardless, many Mormons breathed a sigh of relief when they heard HofKnan's letter 

was merely forgery. Perhaps their sighs would be quickly withdrawn if they examined 

more closely their relationship to texts. 

The Lizard King: 

Did or did not Jim Morrison expose himself to that crowd in Miami, Florida (as if 

everybody in Miami, Florida hasn't exposed themselves to everybody else at some point 

in his or her history—no, this is a jealous, frostbitten Canadian speaking), and is this 

question to persist as some kind of Lacanian problem of the disappearing phallus for 

eternity? 
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FUN AGAIN'S WORK AND THE PRO'S TUTU: LITERARY PROFESSIONALISM 
IN JAMES JOYCE'S FINNEGANS WAKE 

In today's literary climate, no work seems more superfluous than James Joyce's 

Fimegans Wake. A mongrelized composition of just about every language and just 

about every theological, philosophical, mythological, and literary idea you can think of, 

Fimegans Wake is indeed a work only its maker could love—mostly because only its 

maker could really read the thing. Maybe it is just because I live here on the crest of an 

amnesiac centiuy once removed firom the historically rooted modem one in which the 

Wake was written, but, honestly, I find the book incomprehensible. This is an admission 

I feel compelled to make. This is the power of this book. It is largely incomprehensible. 

And I feel it necessary to make this admission because it brings to its knees the literary 

authority I am supposed to represent. I think this important because Joyce's intention, I 

believe, was to do just this, bring professional literary authority to its knees 

a'whimpering. 

Or is that brings professional literary authority to its knees in an attitude of 

worship? 
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The crux of the argument I will develop with regards to the Walx lies in the 

difference between these two. 

The book is either made for literary professionalism, or it is made for Joyce and 

Joyce only. In other words, the work is hamstrung between the two poles contained in 

my theory of readerly desire as it is present in the act of writing fiction. The book is 

either the book that Joyce wrote just for himself in order to fill the void the publishing 

world offered his demands for fiction completely and utterly connected with all that had 

come before it, or the book is the ultimate invitation for the credentialed decoder of 

literary signs, the paid bounty hunter of literary obscurantisms. I once said to an assistant 

professor that this seemed the worthy goal of an academic career: a life devoted to 

untying the linguistic Gordian knot that is Finnegans Wake, The assistant professor 

responded that these were exactly the kinds of people that the academic world needed to 

protect itself from. I've thought about this and have decided that the academic world 

needs protection from these types because such life-long devotion would, quite fi-ankly, 

be just a little too weird, a little too obsessed, a little too fireakish. A little too cultish, in 

fact. This distinction is important because it again raises the dialectic of the knees-bound 

worshipper and the knees-bound professional driven mad by the unmanageable literary 

problem. 

It is my contention that Joyce knew that Finnegans Wake was a book of the most 

superfluous kind, that it, more even than Ulysses, met the needs of his ambitions and 

drives and his personal tastes rather than the ambitions, drives, and personal tastes of the 
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society in which he was writing. Finnegans Wake is the product of language's 

overwhelming desire for Joyce and what Joyce represents. On the other hand, Joyce was 

also acutely aware of the society around him and was acutely aware of what this society 

desired of James Joyce. Therefore, when Finnegans Wake inscribes the desire it has for 

itself—the desire its language has for itself—the desire language has for the thing that is 

James Joyce and no other—it inevitably inscribes this desire in the stamp and mold of the 

social and their desires to read the James Joyce they know. It is no coincidence then that 

Finnegans Wake presents itself as the ultimate literary problem, the ultimate book of 

critical fodder, because the social desire that Finnegans Wake absorbs is the desire of the 

professional reader, which desire is especially particular to the reader in the modernist 

moment—and especially particular to what the reader desires of James Joyce in this 

moment. 

Joyce was instinctively aware that his work would be desired in this way. The 

reception Ulysses received supported Joyce's instincts: it became, in the words of 

Richard Elhnann,"... ngioire de cenacle, even when the cenacle had swelled to vast 

numbers of people. To have read Ulysses, or parts of it, became the mark of the 

knowledgeable expatriate" (527). Instantly it demanded explication and the explicators 

lined up to meet the task: Pound, Eliot, Larbaud, Budgeon, Gilbert, etc. Further evidence 

of Joyce's awareness of this social desire is found in his intervening in, encouraging, and 

directing certain lines of explication: 

...[Joyce] noted wistfully that no critic pursued Larbaud's insistence upon the 

relation of Ulysses to the Odyssey, and through Miss Weaver urged Eliot to take it 
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up... Eliot perceived ... and wrote in the Dial, that "manipulating a continuous 

parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity" had "the importance of a 

scientific discovery." Joyce was gratified and in his note of thanks urged Eliot to 

coin some short phrase such as Eliot had devised in conversation, "two-plane." 

Larbaud's phrase, "interior monologue," was worn out after six months, Joyce 

said, and the reading public had need of a new one. (Elhnann 527) 

Of course, with the initial publication oiFimegans Wake in magazine instalbnents, Joyce 

went so far as to marshal a group of fiont-line readers to give the work what he 

considered its proper critical appreciation. The essays of these readers, who had 

credentials &om the finger-nail-paring God Himself, and who wrote on subjects and lines 

of critical inquiry assigned by the God Himself, were published under the paternally 

worshipful title Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in 

Progress. Obviously Joyce was trying to control and shape this desire, though I hope to 

show that he knew all along that this desire would ultimately be uncontrollable and 

unshapable, except as it is turned into a form of worship. 

I would also argue that Ulysses' experience with censorship and the courts 

provided Joyce with the sense of the societal desire for professional readings. After all, 

when Ulysses was accused of being obscene and pornographic, and therefore unprintable 

in the United States, and unimportable via United States Customs, Lindey and Ernst, the 

lawyers Bennet Cerf employed to defend the book, found it necessary to prove the 

literary and artistic value of the book in that most professional of venues, the courtroom. 
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Inevitably their defense rested on categorizing the book not as pornography but as a 

"classic," a categorization ofGcially recognized by the US government; 

... Ltndey applied to have Ulysses declared a "classic" by the government of the 

United States. Like the initial stratagem of pasting critical opinions inside the 

imported copy of Ulysses, this second stratagem had been devised by Ernst, who 

had advised Senator Bronson Cutting to propose the inclusion of the "classic" 

provision during the US Customs censorship fight of 1929-30. Aware of the 

provision, Ernst recognized in it an opportunity of getting the government to drop 

its case against Ulysses.,. When the Customs authorities informed him they had 

not changed their mind about Ulysses, Ernst had Lindey prepare his "Petition for 

the Release of Admission of Ulysses into the United States on the Grounds that It 

Is A Classic." (Vanderham 91) 

Of course, since nobody had the time to wait around to see if Ulysses would indeed prove 

to be a classic using the traditional method of the test of time, professional opinion was 

relied on as grounds for establishing the work as a classic: 

Well aware that "unsupported statements or allegations" to the effect that the 

book is a classic would not be considered, Lindey backed up his petition with an 

impressive array of critical opinion attesting to the eminence of Ulysses in the 

world of letters. In so doing, Lindey confirmed the importance of the initial 

stratagem of pasting critical opinion inside the copy of Ulysses imported for the 

legal proceedings, attempting to ensure once again that the opinions of literary 
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critics would be the standard by which Joyce's novel would be judged. 

(Vanderham 91) 

Some of these critical opinions were collected as legal exhibits under the playfiil title 

"Statements Made by Representative Men Concerning Ulysses", as if the human race 

could be winnowed down to an important few folks of the male persuasion (Vanderham 

91). Joyce was not only aware of these legal and essentially professional wranglings, but 

was, as Elbnann tells us, an enthralled observer: "During the autumn [of'33] [Joyce] 

awaited anxiously the result of the trial of Ulysses for obscenity in the United States 

District Court in New York. The case was ably prepared and argued by Ernst... and 

Lindey... who collected letters and opinions from hundreds of educators, writers, 

clergymen, businessmen, and librarians" (666). ̂  Ultimately the case decided not only 

whether or not the novel was obscene, but set it up as a text that could only be 

appreciated by the most sophisticated, even professional class of readers: "The argument 

contended that Ulysses was not obscene... but was, instead, a classic, far too complicated 

to challenge the curiosity of the lascivious, and written only for 'edification and delight'" 

(Ellmann 666). 

Vanderham asserts that the lessons learned in this case figured prominently in 

Joyce's plans for and composition of Fimegans Wake: 

... Joyce had at his disposal two ways of preventing the censorship of his books. 

One was to publish them in foreign countries where English—and therefore 

Joyce's writings—^would not be understood by the authorities. This was the way 

Joyce was forced to pursue in the case of Ulysses. The second way was to 
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continue to publishing in English-speaking countries, but in a language foreign 

enough to ba£He any authorities inclined to ascertain whether they should be 

banned as obscene. This was the way, it seems to me, that Joyce chose to follow 

in the case of Finnegans Wake. Both ways of evading the censor, both ways of 

making obscenity safe for literature, involve exile of one kind or another, a fact 

which points to the decisive influence of Joyce's early confix)ntations with the 

censor, for it was under the pressure of those confix)ntations that Joyce first chose 

the path of exile that culminated in Finnegans Wake. (59) 

While I believe Vanderham correct in ascertaining the influence of the courts and the 

censors on Joyce's literary method in Finnegans Wake, I do not believe that his motives 

are as crude and simple as Vanderham suggests. The strangeness of the Wake's language 

is not simply a ruse to avoid detection by the censorial eye. Rather, by placing the 

obscenities in such a distorted linguistic field, Joyce is challenging and seducing the very 

fundamental drives and desires of the authoritative reading eye, of which the censorial is 

only a part. While Ulysess, in the court argument, may have been too complicated to 

attract the curiosity of the lascivious, it most certainly attracted the curiosity of the 

authoritative since there was so much there for the authoritative to dissect, discover, and 

decode—so much for the authoritative to guide the lascivious through—^whether that 

authoritative was in the uniform of the censor or the professor. Just because the writing 

does not arouse the curiosity of the lascivious does not mean that it is not, in its own way, 

a facet of arousal and desire. As in the court case, the authoritative takes special pleasure 

in showing the lascivious the very vulgarities of their sexual language as being part of the 
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larger human condition, as being coded signs of the deeper currents of human 

consciousness. In Fimegans Wake, the pleasure of the authorities is heightened because 

there is so much more to detect, and so much more to decode. Therefore, while the 

censors may be avoided, the professional is called forth as even more desperately needed 

translators for the lascivious, their very authority granted an even deeper pleasure. In 

other words, since the censor is elided (whose task this was previously), we need the 

professional simply to point out all the dirty words for us the lascivious. 

Vanderham is also correct in calling Fimegans Wake a kind of exile, but for my 

purposes the exile is somewhat different. Of course by my reckoning Joyce desires an 

exile, or feels an exile desires him, as language demands a void out of what he calls the 

book he would like to read—the nonexistent book. But this exile is only the first exile. 

When Joyce translates this desire for an exile into textual form, it turns out to be saturated 

with the social desires, which I am arguing here are desires marked particularly with the 

features of the professional. Joyce's exile, then, becomes doubled; on the one hand he is 

exiled into language itself and the desire language has to read itself, and, on the other 

hand, he is exiled into language's sociality and the desire inherent in that sociality. I 

assert that Joyce, while fertilizing his novel with the social desire of the professional in 

order to sustain its existence, in order to solve its superfluousness, nevertheless wants to 

tear away this fabric of professional desire to get back to the blank abyss of the 

superfluous, the pure desire that language has for itself and nothing else—^wants to reveal 

the absolute nothingness of language behind the social. To do this, Joyce attempts to 

construct an apocalyptic text, a text of ultimate linguistic revelation. Except this 
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revelation is a hopeless paradox because the text wants to reveal what is behind the veil 

when what is behind the veil is only revealable when the veil itself is there in place to 

obscure it. 

To return to my original postures, Fimegans Wake either wants to bring the 

professional to its knees in surrender, or to its knees in awe-fiill worship and reverence 

for the blank space of the anti-Joyce it reveals. 
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A SECRET 

Peter Fenves writes: 

Everything acts in secret. This declaration could be said to be the 

disclosure of philosophy, the disclosure of the possibility of discovery in general. 

When it is disclosed that everything acts in secret—or, to quote a sentence from 

Heraclitus, physis kryptesthai philei—then there is something like philosophy as 

the philia to which the secret of "natural" secrecy is confided. The philia of 

philosophy could even be said to consist not in a love for secrecy, nor in a love for 

the exposure of secrecy, but in a love for the exposure of the love of secrecy; and 

this love would reach its end, if not its destination, with the disclosure of the 

impossibility of discovery in general. This paradoxical discovery could be 

interpreted in two divergent ways ; on the one hand, the disclosure of the 

impossibility of discovery in general could mean that nothing—or nothing of 

philosophical import, nothing other than "natural" things—is hidden; on the other, 

it could mean that whatever escapes generali^—one of whose names is 

"being"—conceals itself. These two interpretations of the paradoxical disclosure 

of the impossibility of disclosure in general lay out the vanishing points for 
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philosophy a the end of its love for the exposure of the love of secrecy: points into 

which philosophy itself, as an independent and self-assured discipline, itself 

vanishes. 

This, then, is the hypothesis: everything acts in secret, and by disclosing 

that everything acts in this way, philosophy discloses itself. But this hypothesis 

immediately meets a strong philological objection: an injustice is done to 

Heraclitus's fragment when it is rendered so inaccurately as "everything acts in 

secret." The apparently more appropriate translation "nature loves to hide itself 

is not much better, however, since each word of the sentence physis kryptesthai 

philei harbors its own secrets—secrets that more than one philosopher has 

attempted to wrest, not now from nature, ox physis, but from the one who, as 

author of this sentence, was renowned for his obscurity. By saying that 

everything that comes to light loves to obscure itself, "The Obscure" obscures 

himself. The Heraclitean sentence cannot fail to speak of its own obscurity at the 

same time that it speaks of everything else: both physis and its disclosure in 

speech are drawn into secrecy. (Rand 100) 
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Modernism 

In bringing professional readers to their readers, it turns out Joyce is not just 

bringing to their collective knees readers of the professional literary class that he became 

aware of through the reception of Ulysses' as published text, and through the legal 

reception of Ulysses in the United States. Instead, it seems Joyce is bringing modernism 

itself to its knees. 

In her essay "Feminism, New Historicism and the Reader", Wai-Chee Dimock 

argues that Charlotte Perkins Oilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper" constructs a professional 

reader that compensates for the professional deficiencies of the characters in the story. 

Where the husband in 'The Yellow Wallpaper" occupies a position of medical authority 

but is unable to correctly diagnose his wife's ailment, the implied reader finds a place in 

the text to exert professional authority based on principles of good reading; 

The position of authority in "The Yellow Wallpaper" is occupied by the reader, and, we 

might add, not just any reader but a reader with a specific and historically recognizable 

profile, created in the image of professionalism at its most idealized, endowed with the 

sacred attributes of specialized knowledge and interpretive competence. .. .Indeed, one is 

ahnost obligated here to argue that, in the literary domain, what is professionalized is not 

just the careers of authors but, less tangibly though no less significantly, the literary form 

itself, which, in the case of "The Yellow Wallpaper", comprises a network of knowledge 

between author and reader, a network maintained largely at the expense of the characters 

of the story. (Bennett 118-119) 
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Furthermore, Dimock asserts that the reader "presides" over the text and "... 

administer(s)... its interpretation", and occupies a "...privileged position... of readerly 

expertise and knowledge" (Bennett 119). For Dimock, then, the reader of "The Yellow 

Wallpaper" is offered agency and power in the text. In Dimock's argument this is 

particularly important for the story's contemporary female readers. "The Yellow 

Wallpaper" "...seeks to bring this (female) professional reader into being... constituted 

by an enabling (textual) gap" (121). 

For Dimock it is historically consistent for "The Yellow Wallpaper" to concern 

itself with the production of professionalized readers. As Dimock points out, 

...reading might be understood as a phenomenon peculiar to modemity. Unlike the 

medieval preoccupation with exegesis and the Puritan preoccupation with typology, 

reading in its modem guise is not centered on or authorized by one particular text, least of 

all the Bible. Modem society is one of interpretation, interpretation both deregulated and 

de rigueur, for in this world, a world increasingly acted on by forces unknown and 

unseen, and increasingly removed firom our inmiediate comprehension, all of us, whether 

or not we accept the label, have to become readers. (Bennett 114). 

Dimock's observation here is applicable not just to modemity in general but also the 

moment of modernism in particular. Thomas Strychacz writes. 

The modenust emphasis on... complex narrative strategies requires &om its 

readers skill, patience, and competence. Moderm'sm orgam'zes a special kind of 

relationship between text and reader that depends upon an abiUty to marshal 

specific competences (such as the ability to spot and decipher an allusion). Less 
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obviously, modernism evinces a recognition that this kind of writing is 

demanding. (Strychacz 27) 

Strychacz argues that whether or not the reader of the modernist period chose to engage 

with such texts, she or he was, at the least, obliged to recognize the difference between 

them and the texts of journalism and popular print culture. And, in an interesting parallel 

with Dimock's essay, Strychacz compares this recognition to one that might take place in 

the reahn of the medical; "...one can scarcely refuse to acknowledge the ways in which a 

doctor's interpretation and labeling of symptoms differs from a layperson's..." (27). 

However, whether it is medicine or literature spoken of, "That acknowledgment by 

educated and uneducated alike that a particular discourse demands special skills, and can 

therefore be performed or understood only by those who are specialized, lies at the 

foundation of professional power and cultural power in the twentieth-century" (28). 

This cultural power endemic to modernism is wielded in various ways. 

According to Richard Poirier, modernism sought to sanctify and preserve literature in 

difScult aesthetics (Travis 19). Similarly, Andreas Huyssen posits moderm'sm using its 

power of the difBcult text to ward off a devouring mass culture (Travis 19), while for 

Perry Anderson,"... modernism occurred at a point characterized by the use of a still-

powerfiil classical past against the capitah'st degradation of culture" (Travis 20). For 

Molly Abel Travis, modernism's power is manifest in its overriding pedantry: 

... one of the hallmarks of literary modernism was its preoccupation with teaching 

readers... On the one hand, it called for solitary and textually contained reading 

that required sustained, ahnost heroic efforts &om a reader who was expected to 
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defer to the primacy of the work. On the other hand, the difGculty of 

experimental works and the ascendance of academic criticism, which made 

solitary reading impossible, resulted in reading that was mediated at every turn... 

(19). 

Here a discrepancy is encountered. While in Dimock's essay literary modernism 

is a place that offers agency to the reader, it is in the statements of Poirer, Anderson, 

Huyssen, and Abel Travis a place that, at worst, blocks agency, or, at least, a place where 

agency is only expenenced through mediation. Finnegans Wake certainly seems a text 

that offers agency only in the latter manner. Despite the well-meaning encouragement 

offered students and others to just dig in, to just experience the book for what it is, to just 

enjoy it all on the level of sound and unmoored signifier, the book inevitably induces in 

its reader .. bewilderment, vertigo, and aversion" (Hofheinz 2). Generally, the reader is 

left to consult one or more guide works to make their way through the novel, to get any 

sense of agency to simply read the thing, let alone form their own interpretations of it. 

Really it is difficult to imagine a book more reliant on the professional explicator, the, 

ultimately, academic critic, than Fimegan's Wake. According to Bob Perehnan, "Central 

though Fimegan's Wake might be, whatever knowledge the world has of it is mediated 

by the university" (89). Two of the book's earliest explicators wrote that".. .when James 

Joyce suddenly died a few weeks [after publishing the Wake], it was fireely prophesied 

that Finnegan's Wake would never be explained, and could look forward only to an 

undusted career as a piece of Hterary curiosa" (Campbell and Robinson ix). It is likely 

that more than one frustrated reader has wished these prophesies had come true, has 
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wished that the book had remained undusted, especially by their page-turning hands. The 

book is either so opaque as to be utterly unreadable, or it allows for such limitless options 

of interpretation that one becomes completely disoriented in the relativism. Wolfgang 

Iser theorizes that readers are "spuned to action" by what a text "conceals"; it seems, m 

the case of the Wake, that, more often than not, readers are cowed into retreat by the sheer 

mass of that which it conceals. 

Therefore, the agency that Dimock identified in "The Yellow Wallpaper", the gap 

the text produced into which the modernist subject could shimmy, is blocked in 

Finnegans Wake, is there only when pried open by the crowbar of the professional reader. 

However, I argue that this is consistent with the spirit of modernist professionalism as 

identified by Dimock. In Dimock's reading, the professional reader is one who can 

trump the professional stupidity of the husband in the story and can come away with a 

correct diagnosis/reading where the father fails. Reading is then an open competition 

where the one with the best credentials triumphs over the poorer credentialed competitor; 

that this is a reading more precisely modeled on professionalism than Dimock initially 

acknowledges should be fairly obvious. It should perhaps also be apparent that this is a 

model of reading that mirrors fairly closely the kind of reading that takes place in the 

world of professional criticism. Various arguments trump and triumph over other 

arguments in a kind of intellectual ascendancy. That reading agency in modernism ends 

up as a matter of mediation should come then as no siuprise. While Dimock is correct to 

point out that modernity fosters a spirit of independence that leaves behind the ofGcial 

exegetical positions of previous periods, it is nevertheless also true that modernity fosters 
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a laissez faire spirit wherein the demand for the professional reader's opinion is the 

greatest where the gap of reading agency is the slimmest. 

Therefore, I also assert that when Finnegans Wake brings its professional readers 

to their icnees it is most consistent with its period, and is consistent with the social 

impulses that necessitated such professional reading in the first place. While 

modernism's readers may trump the stories they read with their new-found powers of 

interpretation, and while these readers may in turn be trumped by the professional readers 

that the increasingly difficult texts of modernism and the increasingly competitive field of 

academic criticism produce, Finnegans Wake attempts to trump both the average reader 

and the mediator that brought them there and, in the process, attempts to trump 

modernism in general. Finnegans Wake then attempts to return modernism to the earlier 

periods it descended firom, where authority was recogm'zed by bowed knee more than 

votes of rational accord, and perhaps reveals in the process the latent modernist desire to 

undo itself. In other words, in modernism, what goes around comes around. 

The Wake's Reader 

The Wake^i appeals to professional literary critical readers occurs throughout the 

novel though I locate it primarily in Chapters 5 and 6 of Book 1, and will focus on 

Chapter 5. I will demonstrate how this appeal is not really appeal as much as it is the 

manifestation of pure readerly desire planted in the text to account for its superfluity, and 

will demonstrate how this desire is marked with the social, which we initially take to be 

an appeal. I will, finally, demonstrate how Joyce tries to tear away this fabric of the 
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social in order to reveal the desire of language as pure and self-contained and yet built 

upon an abysmal background of nothingness. To think of it another way, I will show 

how Joyce impregnates the text with desire sufQcient to overcome its superfluity but then 

tries to take away that desire to make the text the result of a miraculous birth. 

First a few brief words introducing Chapter 5 of Book 1. After being tried and 

incarcerated (Campbell and Robinson 16) for a certain scandal in the park, HCE, 

Finnegans Wake's pseudo protagonist, is interred in a "subaqueous" (Campbell and 

Robinson 17) grave but is then found to be absent from that grave, while all await a letter 

from ALP, his wife. This letter is found beneath a mud hill, a parallel with the historical 

Book of the Kells, the Medieval Celtic Illuminated manuscript, which, according to 

legend, was also found buried in the mud. Joyce's use of this legend and the comparison 

of the Wake to the Book of Kells are key images for understanding readerly desire and the 

negation of readerly desire in the novel. Once found, the letter repeatedly changes hands 

between HCE's two sons Shem and Shaun, and will reappear throughout Finnegans 

Wake in a number of guises and mutations. Though, just like all characters in the novel, 

Shem and Shaun undergo any number of permutations, they are identified here as the 

Penman (Shem), and the Postman (Shaun), a distinction that will prove important to my 

argument. In Chapter 5 a professor attempts an explication of the letter in question. The 

Wake is constantly conscious of itself, and as the professor explicates the letter in 

question it also becomes clear that the Wake is to some extent explicating itself. 

In explicating itself the Wake is absorbing the social desire Joyce counts on for his 

novel, is weaving this desire into the novel as a textual voice. Di the first pages of this 
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explication Joyce identifies by name certain prominent readers of his earlier literary 

efforts, as well as the names of those who had encountered the text of Finnegan's Wake 

in its work-in-progress stage. For example, one of the alternative titles for ALP's letter is 

New Cure for an Old Clap" (104), which is an allusion to Ezra Pound, who, when he 

read early excerpts from the Wake, used the words of that alternative title as an execration 

against the bizarrely umntelligible prose (McHugh 104). ̂  A few pages later Joyce's 

explicating alter ego asks, "whereabouts exactly at present in Siam, Hell or Tophet under 

that glorisol which plays touraloup with us in this Aludin's Cove of our cagacity is that 

bright suchandsuch to slip us the dinkum oil?" (108), "Alladin's Cave of bric-a-brac" 

being a disparaging phrase Windham Lewis, a modernist nemesis and contemporary 

reader of Joyce, used to describe Ulysses (McHugh 108). While on page 112 one finds 

"Bethicket me for a stump of a beech if I have the poultriest notions what the farest he all 

means", the beginning of which McHugh identifies as a submerged form of Beckett 

(Be(thi)ckett), who was one of the directed readers olFinnegans Wake whose essays 

were published in Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work 

in Progress. * What is important in the identification of these names is not just the act of 

celebrity sightings modernist style. What is important is that these readers represent the 

voice of readerly desire for the text of James Joyce. 

More importantly, however, each of these allusions is an opportunity to indicate 

how inappropriate each of the alluded to readers is. The allusion to Pound is to Pound 

not understanding the work and needing, out of frustration, to condemn what he saw as 

the monumental absurdity of the Wake—clearly, then. Pound was not the reader the Wake 
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sought. In the Beckett example, puns situate Beckett as a "son of a bitch" who doesn't 

have the "paltriest" notion what the whole thing means. One assumes this was good-

natured kidding as Beckett was an indispensable servant to Joyce in the physical labor of 

creating Finnegans Wake; ^ nevertheless, one can not escape the conclusion that Beckett 

was not exactly the reader the Wake hoped for, and indeed Beckett finally demurred from 

such a task, and from such forms of reading. Lewis, on the other hand, was a detractor 

who stubbornly resisted proclamations of Joyce's genius. Joyce turns Lewis' detractions 

into simple befliddlement; in the Wake's prose, Lewis' critical comments regarding 

Ulysses are deflated, are patronized as the poor misprisions of a dim-witted reader in 

desperate need of the "dinkum oil", which McHugh annotates as Australian slang for "tell 

us what it all means" (108). Lewis' supposed sagacity becomes, in the Wake, "cagacity", 

a conflation of it and cagare, Italian for shit (108). 

Have eliminated potential contemporary readers, having stripped them of their 

potency as interpreters, the Wake, as in the Lewis allusion, is left asking who its reader 

will be. Once Lewis has been dispensed with, the Wake's question of who will slip us the 

dinkum oil becomes sincere. Indeed who possibly could be up to such a nussion? This 

question is raised not so that it can be answered but is raised in order that its desire for an 

answer is lodged in the text as desire for the text itself. The stumping of these readers 

surrounds the text in a cloud of mystery, and the sense of mystery immediately creates 

longing for the thing to be solved. The text does not solve the mystery of itself because 

that would stave off the hunger one has for the thing to be solved. Instead, the novel sets 

itself up as mystery in order to borrow the hunger for a mystery's solution, which hunger 
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is most easily translated into the desires for a professional to solve the mystery at hand, 

and the desire of a professional for an actual mystery to solve. Therefore, Chapter S's 

explicatory voice is a slightly more concrete form of the abstract desire for solution, and 

is a more abstracted form of the voices of the actual literary personages Joyce cites. 

The voice of the professorial explicator starts confidently enough: "The 

proteiform graph itself is a polyhedron of scripture" (107). We are forced to agree; the 

writing is a multiplicity of scripts and shapes. The professorial explicator prescribes 

something like close reading for getting to the bottom of the thing: "Closer inspection of 

the bordereau would reveal a multiplicity of personalities inflicted on the documents or 

document..." (107), and even assures us that with the literary-critical method carefully 

applied the thing is "... as semper as oxhousehumper" (107)—as simple as ABC, 

according to McHugh, who, in identifying the "oxhousehumper" as coming from the 

Hebrew (Aleph = ox, Beth = house, Gimel = camel [humper, you see]), almost confirms, 

with explication itself, what the explicating voice is telling us. Yes, it all does seem 

fairly simple once we get the hang of it and once we are in the company of our dear 

friend the professor all seems safe and without complicating contradictions:"... under the 

closed eyes of the inspectors the traits featuring the chiaroscuro coalesce, their 

contrarieties eliminated, in one stable somebody..." (107). But then we double take and 

catch that as it slips off in some alternative anti^voice—^as everybody and every voice 

does in the Wake—the professorial presence that extolled earlier the virtues of close 

reading now seems to be suggesting the best kind of reading is reading done with eyes 

shut; the best kind of leader being the blind one; and we become slightly queasy with 
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worry because we too are the blind and know the old adage about parties of the blind 

trying to find their way. 

At the bottom of page 107, the professorial presence senses our discomfi)rt and 

voices our worries in an attempt to stave off our criticism: "Say, baroun lousadoor, who 

in hallhagal wrote the dum thing anyway." Yes, that's what we want answered. That's 

the kind of direct approach we need. That's what we want from our "lousadoor" (light 

giver - McHugh 107), answers, plain and simple ones. This, after all, is a reasonably 

question of ALP's letter, given the mysterious circumstances of its arrival, and is 

reasonable question of the historical Book of Kelts, to which the letter is compared, but is 

it a reasonable question to ask of Finnegans Wake, which is yoked to the former by way 

of the latter? Since Finnegans Wake bears Joyce's name is it not him who wrote the 

thing. Of course, the answer is both yes and no, but for now it is sufficient to note that 

the question has been raised. Voicing our puzzlement, the professorial voice asks if "it 

was a right down regular racer from the soil" who wrote the book, or if it was written by 

one "too pained whittlewit laden with the loot of learning" (114). While these questions 

go answered, it is, again, sufficient that the issue of "the identity of the writer complexus" 

(108) has been raised. 

In the meantime the professor-type pushes forward armed with any number of 

critical tools, a chance for Joyce to parody the specific dimensions of the professional 

reading that desires his art. A literary-historical approach is tried: 

The teatimestained terminal... is a cosy little brown study all to oneself and, 

whether it be thumbprint, mademark or just a poor trait of the artless, its 
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importance in establishing the identity of the writer complexus will be best 

appreciated by never forgetting that both before and after the battle of Boyne it 

was a habit not to sign letters always. (114) 

An ideological reading is attempted: 

'Tis as human a little story as paper could well cany, in affect, as singsing as 

Salaman susuing to swittvittles while as un-blufRngly blurtubruskblunt as an 

Esra... for we also know, what we have perused fi:om the pages of / Was a 

Gemral, that Showting up of Bulsklivism by 'Schotenboum', that Father Michael 

about this red time of the white terror equals the old regime and Margaret is the 

social revolution while cakes mean the party funds and dear thank you signifies 

national gratitude. In fine, we have heard, as it happened, of Spartacus 

intercellular. (116) 

Appeals to sexuality and psychoanalysis are made; 

... who thus at all this marvelling but will press on hotly to see the vaulting 

feminine libido of those interbranching ogham sex up and insweeps sternly 

controlled and easily repersuaded by the uniform matteroffactness of a 

meandering male fist? 

Duff-Muggli, who now may be quoted by very kind arrangement,... first 

called this kind of paddygoeasy partnership the ulykkhean or tetrachiric or 

quadrumane or ducks and drakes or debts and dishes perplex (v. Some 

Forestallings over that Studium ofSexophonologistic Schizophrenesis...) after 

the wellinfoimed observation, made miles apart by the master Tung-Toyd (cf 
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Later Frustrations amengst the Meomugglian Teachings abaft the Semi-

unconscious, passim)... (123-124) 

And even a prophetically materialist cultural studies reading; 

Has any fellow... given to ratiocination by syncopation in the elucidation of 

complications... ever looked sufBciently longly at a quite everydaylooldng 

stamped adressed envelope? Admittedly it is an outer husk: its face, in all its 

featureful perfection of imperfection, is its fortune; it exhibits only the civil or the 

military clothing of whatever passion-pallid nudity or plaguepurple nakedness 

may happen to tuck itself under its flap. Yet to concentrate solely on the literal 

sense or even the psychological content of any document to the sore neglect of the 

enveloping facts themselves cirumstantiating it is just as hurtful to sound sense as 

were some fellow in the act of perhaps getting an intro from another fellow 

turning out to be a friend in need of his, say, to a lady of the latter's acquaintance, 

engaged in performing the elaborative antecistral ceremony of upstheres, 

straightway to run off and vision her plump and plain in her natural altogether, 

preferring to close his blinkhard's eyes to the ethiquethical fact that she was, after 

all, wearing ... definite articles of clothing... inharmonious creations a captious 

critic might call them, or not strictly necessary or a trifle irritating here and there, 

but for all the sudden full of local color and personal perfume and suggestive, too, 

of so very much more... for better survey by the defl hand of an expert, don't you 

know? (109) 
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Nonetheless, as in the case of the close-reader with eyes closed, one gets the feeling that 

things in these explications are off, that the mark is being missed, that in each case the 

reading is not quite up to ALP's letter, or an illuminated manuscript, and especially not 

up to Finnegans Wake. 

Because On page 119 the Wake wonders if those who "scrutinize" also 

sufficiently "marvel at those indignant whooplashes", after which we get a three page 

sentence cataloguing the overflowing matter suitable for marveling. These pages mimic 

Sir Edward Sullivan's awestruck introduction to The Book of the Kells. Of course 

Sullivan's introduction, however reverent and worshipful, pales in comparison to the 

description ALP's letter gets in Finnegans Wake, the description which, of course, the 

Wake by extension is giving itself In these three pages we are told that the manuscript 

contains "a round thousand whirligig glorioles" (119), a "toomuchness", and a 

"fartoomanyness" (122), and, in a kind of Anxiety of Influence one-up-man-ship, 

contains the inspiration for The Book of Kells itself, as if (in a Borgesian touch) the 

inspired, in its surpassing wonder, could come to supplant and even predate the inspiring. 

At this sentence's conclusion we are faced again with the question of "who" (123). Who 

has enough powers of marveling to capture all that this text has to offer? Elsewhere we 

are told that the letter is "told in sounds in utter that, in signs so adds, in universal, in 

pollygluttural, in each auxiliary neutral idiom, sordomutics, florilingua, sheltafocal, 

flayflutte, con's cubane, a pro's tutute, strassarab, ereperse and anythongue athall" (117). 

While the professional voice applies to the position of this who, it does not seem the 

qualified who, as it is a who without sufficient marvel for the overflowing abundance of 
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the letter, the illuminated manuscript, and the Wake itself. The Wake indicates this lack 

of credential when it strikes sour notes of ridicule in the parodies of the professional 

voice. In these we sense that the professional, however much it is concerned with, and 

however much it pours over the text with a fine-toothed comb, is not the who this book 

seeks, even if it is the who that will usher it into existence in reader's minds. 

The lurking notes of ridicule occur as follows. In the historical reading we are 

told that it was habit not to sign a letter before or after the Battle of Boyne, which is 

hardly a precise periodization, is, in fact, probably one of the most imprecise acts of 

periodization ever encountered: before or after the Battle of Boyne could be pretty much 

any moment in human history except for that brief one that constitutes the Battle of 

Boyne. On the other hand, the ideological reading is characterized as a "Showting" 

which makes it both a show for effect and an obnoxious shouting at the same time. 

While the Wake may predate much orthodox Marxist literary criticism, the search for 

symbols in the most meaningless of details (cakes meaning the party funds) seem 

prescient of the Marxist readings that saw evidence of class struggle lurking around every 

textual comer. In the psychoanalytical parody, experts publish 'Torestallings" on 

important themes, making them more diversions than interpretations. And the masters of 

this form of criticism have names like "Tung-Toyd" that indict their ability to speak 

clearly about the critical problems they encounter^. And while the cultural materialist 

reading may seem to come off with the least amount of ridicule, it is only because I cut 

the narrator's description of the kind of fellow who might invest in such a reading:"... 
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oraer josser (chap), flatchested fortyish, and faintly flatulent..." (109). Such terms are 

hardly flattering. 

On the other hand, the "ideal reader" is proposed as one "suffering from ideal 

insomnia". Roland McHugh's Annotations to Finnegans Wake informs us that this line is 

a permutation of a line &om Huysman's A Rebours: 'The novel should be a communion 

between a magic writer and an ideal reader" (McHugh 120). No doubt Joyce longed for 

such a conununion, and no doubt he considered himself a writer able to perform magic. 

In the estimation of some, he did perform magic. Bob Perehnan, for example, endows 

Joyce with magical qualities verging on the sublime; "(Joyce)... has withstood the 

onslaught and has no more been mastered than Nature" (90). Moreover, Derrida holds 

forth on Joyce as a nearly omnipotent force: 

...a hypermnesiac machine, there in advance, decades in advance, to compute 

you, control you, forbid you the slightest inaugural syllable because you can say 

nothing that is not programmed on this lOOO"* generation computer—C/fysjes, 

Finnegans Wake—beside which the current technology of our computers and our 

micro-computerified archives and translating machines remains a bricolage of a 

prehistoric child's toy. (234) 

In each of these, Joyce, by force of literary legerdemain, seems to slip from the 

professional reading grasp in the way Houdini might have slipped out of straightjacket 

and a locked and chained metal case submerged in water. In this Joyce almost becomes 

like Here Comes Everybody himself, escaping a subaqueous grave to pop up here and 

there and in just about every guise imaginable, only to slip away again once seen. 
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So, do Joyce's ideal readers match his magic? Not if they are insomniacs, and 

not, finally, if they have read his statement on insomm'acs as matching his magic. If they 

have decided insomnia the criteria then they have ahready disqualified themselves as 

Finnegans Wake is, in contradistinction to Ulysses' dayness, Joyce's book of the night, 

his book of the dream and sleep. The insomniac's reading is automatically cancelled, as 

the insomniac is not even reading the same language as the sleeper. As such, Joyce's 

permutation of Huysman becomes ironic commentary on how his novel will be received 

and, perhaps, dire prediction of its fate: '\..as were it sentenced to be nuzzled over a full 

trillion times for ever and a night till his noddle sink or swim by that ideal reader 

suffering &om an ideal insomm'a" (Joyce 120). Though the insomniac may have the time 

and the nights open on his or her schedule to the do the nuzzling necessary to 

understanding such a complex work, the "noddle" (novel), considering its groggy 

epistemology, will surely sink if left to their wide-awake reading practices. Remember, 

the close-readings must be done with eyes closed and, apparently, with conscious mind 

shut-down for a rest. The genre of this novel is "noddle" because one must willingly 

nod-off in order to fully nuzzle the thing. 

In many ways this seems to sum up the dilemma faced by the critic reading 

Finnegans Wake, Criticism, it would seem, is an enterprise of the daytime. 

Interpretation is a sober activity and demands fine-tuned faculties of logic. The critical 

reader is engaged in "ratiocination by syncopation in the elucidation of complications" 

(109). Furthermore, the critic is deemed ascetically driven to interpret where others 

would lack the intellectual fortitude. But, in the case of Finnegans Wake, one is left to 



64 

wonder if the critic can, at the same time, become sleepy enough to apprehend its dreamy 

plasticity. After all, the critic may be given to "ratiocination by syncopation in the 

elucidation of complications" but remember that the practitioner of such a program is 

also identified by Finnegans Wake as an . omer josser (chap), flatchested fortyish, and 

faintly flatulent..." (109), or, in other words, the cliche of a man advanced in age and 

deeply encrusted with conservative ideology. Such a practitioner is also the descendant 

of the "Fung Yang" dynasty, which may sound grand but, in the network of signs that 

make up Finnegans Wake, establishes him as institutionalized and domesticated in a 

Confucian patriarchy. A reader constrained by such connections might, finally, make a 

"poorjoist (poor Joyce, also, according to McHugh, "bourgeois")". Where Joyce is 

"anxious to please averyburies and jully glad when Christmas comes his once a year", is, 

in other words, a giver, such a reader might be "imctuous to polise". Joyce tells that with 

such a reader he cannot see "aye to aye" (113-114). As an enemy of Joyce, such a reader 

might be the kind to jump to unwarranted conclusions, which is "... tantamount to 

inferring from the nonpresence of inverted commas (sometimes called quotation marks) 

on any page that its author was always constitutionally incapable of misappropriating the 

spoken words of others," as was the case with some readers of Ulysses. Notice though 

the nature of this misinference, and notice how it paints the reader as the policing type: it 

is not that the reader thought Joyce incapable of appropriating the speech of others, but 

of misappropriating the speech of others, which is a moral limitation not an aesthetic 

one; Joyce indignantly insists to these readers that he is both capable of reproducing real 

speech, and allowed to misuse this speech in the interest of compelling artifice. 
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As readers unctuous to police, Joyce fears critics will become readers that place 

limitations on the text rather than enable the text purely through their desire for it. If 

critics become a desire that limits the text then they become simply an audience that is 

appealed to rather than a readerly desire that draws the text into existence. An appealed 

to audience is an endpoint, a funnel that directs that text; on the other hand, the social 

desire for language is a fertilizer that allows for the spontaneous generation of otherwise 

superfluous prose. When Joyce parrots the potential readings of the literary-critical 

establishment, he is using the social dimensions of language's desire for itself to bolster 

the growth of his organic fiction; when he parodically exposes the flaws of the literary-

critical readership, he is pulling out the weeds that greedily divert the language's 

nutrients to their all-consuming purposes, the organically beneficial prose being strangled 

off in the process. 

However, Joyce here runs the risk of eliminating the favored plant life along with 

the weeds. The professional desire is, after all, a large part of the desire that is creating 

the text and allowing it to flourish. If Joyce uproots the professional desire through 

ridicule of its more specific reading practices, then he also uproots the text itself, which is 

nurtured by this desire. Joyce wants it both ways. He knows he needs the desire of the 

professional reader while, at the same time, he wants this desire to remain as an abstract 

entity that brings no socially concrete notions to the text. He wants the generating force 

of the professional desire for difScult texts without the difficult associations and 

limitations such a desire might make of the text. Near the end of Chapter 5, Joyce senses 

the fiustrations the professional reader feels. It is as if the professional reader is invited 
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to the ball but then is forced to stand in the comer while everybody else dances. The 

professional reader lashes out in anger: 

[It was discovered that the letter]... was pierced but not punctured [I think here 

of Florida ballots and their dimpled chads] by numerous stabs and foliated gashes 

made by a pronged instrument. These paper wounds, four in type, were gradually 

and correctly understood to mean stop, please stop, and O do please stop 

respectively, and following up on their one true clue, the circumflexuous wall of a 

singleminded men's asylum, accentuated by bi tso fb rok engl a ssan dspl itch 

ina,-Yard inquires pointed out—that they as bin "provoked" ay fork, of a grave 

Brofesor; athe's Break—fast—table;; acutely professionally 

to=introduce a notion of time... bypunct! Ingholes in iSpace?! (124) 

Here the professional, perturbed by Joyce's evasiveness, his unwillingness to provide the 

appeal that can be read in a singular fashion, his unwillingness to provide even the most 

simple appeal of standard mechanics and usage, becomes violent and stabs at the letter 

with a fork while taking breakfast. 

However, it is soon determined that these marks are not the attempted 

perforations of the good "Brofessor," but are instead marks made by the hen who fished 

the manuscript out of the dung heap in the first place. This juxtaposition is significant 

because the hen represents the other major alternative reading desire to be found in 

Chapter 5. The hen is "sagacious" and a "lookmelittle likemelong hen", and is posited as 

the prototypical species of what humankind may one day become: 
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Lead kindly fowl! They always did; ask the ages. What bird has done yesterday 

man may do next year, be it fly, be it moult, be it hatch, be it agreement in the 

nest. For her socioscientific sense is sound as a bell, sir, her volucrine 

automutativeness right on normalcy; she knows, she just feels she was kind of 

bom to lay and love eggs (trust her to propogate the species and hoosh her 

fluffballs safe through din and danger!); lastly but mostly, in her genesic field it is 

all game and no gammon; she is ladylike in everything she does and plays the 

gentleman's part every time... Man will become dirigible ... Woman... will 

reach by one step sublime incubation. (112) 

As reading desire the hen is then a Utopian desire, full of miraculous potential. While the 

professorial reading desire is bogged down in specific dimensions of the social, the hen is 

reading desire pure and simple, reading desire that does not even need the complications 

of social intercourse to achieve sexual intercourse that produces offspring. Her offspring 

comes by way of "sublime incubation;" in other words, by something akin to miraculous 

conception. And, should humankind adopt similar traits, the results would be as equally 

miraculous, would be dawn of the millennial era of peace that is part of Christian 

mythology, or at least a version of this era that emphasizes sex and reproduction a little 

more than it does the peace;"... the manwanting human lioness with her dishonored 

discipular manram will lie down together publicly flank upon fleece" (112). 

Here Joyce is describing a love letter that has the power to create a race of 

humans who enjoy complete harmony between the sexes, but it is also true that this 

describes a kind of reading desire that is Utopian in its ability to conceive and incubate a 
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fragile species of prose such as the Wake. Following on the heels of the millennial 

prophecy quoted above we read that, "No, assuredly, they are not justified, those 

gloompourers who grouse that letters have never been quite their old selves again since 

that weird weekday in bleak Janvier when to the shock of both, Biddy Doran looked at 

literature" (112). This returns us to the matter of literature and the matter of literature's 

survival in the mind's and milieus of readers. In this final sentence the aforementioned 

era of hen-topia is used as evidence to suggest that literature is still finding fertile ground, 

despite the kinds of police readings it might encounter, such as the cited reading of it by 

one "Biddy Doran". Biddy Doran (need to track down anecdote here) represents Joyce's 

encounter with censorship and therefore represents a rather severe form of police reading; 

however, it should be remembered that this kind of reading is linked with 

professionalism. The professional, while he or she does offer a service to the text in their 

sheer desire for the difficult, is a threat to the text's successfiil incubation and hatching in 

that its justifications are just as often limitations. 

So, if hen-dom is the state we are to aspire to, and if hen type reading is the kind 

Joyce finds most beneficial to the text in question, what, exactly, can we say about this 

kind of reading—what are its exact properties? First of all, it has no exact properties and 

this is seen as an advantage. While professional reading desires are seen as desires with 

an agenda, the desire of the hen is agenda-less and random. Remember that the hen 

figure originates in the legend that has the Book of Kelts being dug from a mud hill. The 

professional reader comes to the text with tools in hand and with some foreknowledge of 

that which it will encounter. On the other hand, the hen, like the digger who comes 
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across the Book of Kells, is randomly pecking at an inconsequential dung hill without a 

preconceived plan for this pecking, and without a sense of the monumental results this 

pecking will produce. All the same, the pecking does produce monumental results, hi 

creating circumstances of discovery that parallel that of the Book of Kells discovery, 

Joyce, as I have already tried to make clear, is comparing the letter from ALP and, 

therefore, the Wake, with the illuminated manuscript. And the reading desire that finds 

the manuscript is one that is pure and without guile, a reading desire that can not plan to 

encounter a powerfully expressive and evocative text, but can only let such a thing occur 

as divine providence dictates. In its agenda-less state, the hen is the reading of fate, a 

natural reading that relies on luck and/or the sheer grace of God to cultivate the kinds of 

text it needs. 

The hen's reading desire is simply to uncover the text, to remove from it the 

grime, mud, and shit that has covered it and that has stuck to its previous surface. On the 

other hand, the fault to be found in the professional reading desire is that it covers and 

sticks to the text social muck that otherwise would not be there. The hen wants to 

disclose the physical document, while the professional reader wants to obscure the 

document further. Also, the reading desire of the hen can not be planned for, and 

therefore can not be appealed to—one never knows when the hen will come across the 

text and begin her work. Meanwhile, the professional reading desire lurks around every 

comer ready to pounce on the text, ready to shape it into some kind of appeal whether 

that appeal is there or not. The hen-desire is then reverent desire for the text, complete 

and utter wonder for the text—^worshipful desire. The hen-desire is also a blank slate that 
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does not impose its own will but bows to the will of the text. Moreover, the hen-desire is 

diligent in caring for and preserving the text, in removing the excesses that might cloud 

the light of the original textual meaning. And the hen-desire is rewarded in all of this 

with a text like the Book of Kelts, an illuminated manuscript of incomparable beauty that 

has as its central purpose revelation of the true word of God. 

What writer would not wish for the hen-desire? The reading desire that is 

represented in the form of the hen is, like the quotation about the hen being the prototype 

of man's ultimate destiny, a Utopian desire, the kind of desire that all writers would wish 

for their text, a desire that makes of them personages of supreme veneration, deities, like 

the one Stephen Deadalus theorized in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. However, 

like all Utopian desire, this kind of reading is of course unrealistic. Nonetheless, this 

reading is held out as hope of what may come, just as the Christians await the second-

coming of Christ and the Millennium he will usher in. The hope held out that there will 

one day be readers such as these becomes more than hope when we return to the context 

of the Book of Kelis legend. In the legend the book is prepared by dutiful medieval 

monks and then is lost in the ground to be discovered later by the future hen. Therefore, 

the hen-desire is not the desire that Joyce sees around him and which contributes to the 

book's conception in a directly social way, but is desire that is not only hoped for, but 

also prophesied to come at some future date. Joyce is saying that while he may toil away 

at this book in the face of either educated ignorance, or, on the other hand, uneducated 

indifference, in the future there will be a millennial Utopia where readers will worship his 

texts in addition to reading them. Perhaps he prophesies us, and, based on the earlier 
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quotations from the likes of Derrida and Perebnan, perhaps he was right. Joyce wishes to 

be in the future with his novel, and wishes to see a vision of those who will read his book, 

and wishes to leave for those future readers a trail of crumbs in that prophesied future, a 

trail of crumbs to let them know that Joyce himself has akeady come and gone, has 

already been to the place they are only now arriving at. hi Finnegans Wake, one finds 

Joyce's omnipresence even in one's own readerly head, as if he was there all along, 

lodged in one's consciousness without one even knowing it; one finds, then, Joyce, in 

readerly terms, having created you before you are even you; in Finnegans Wake, Joyce 

wants you to encounter yourself already there ready and waiting for you to get there 

yourself 

However, the Millenm'al Era is not just one of uninterrupted harmony between 

men, women, and beasts, but is Era ushered in by the most important revelations, the 

revelation of God Himself You don't get the Millennium without, first, the Apocalypse. 

It's necessary then to ask the same of Joyce's prophesied millennial-like era; is it just era 

of unprecedented harmony between readers and writers, or is it also an Apocalyptic 

moment full ofthe most unspeakable literary unveilings? The answer; no, and yes. The 

Christian Millennium leads to the Apocalyptic unveiling of the God that has been 

worshipped sight unseen for thousands of years. If an analogous unveiling is to occur in 

Joyce's text then it has to be the writer that is unveiled since it is the writer who is 

worshipped by this future cult of readers. When the veil is rent in the Joyce text, what we 

should see is that God that is safely behind things, eternally paring his fingernails. 
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This is what we do see at the end of Chapter S, when the professional voice gives 

us the answer to that initial no-nonsense question it started with,. who in hallhagal 

wrote the dum thing?", and the answer is "Shem the Penman" (125), one of HCE's sons. 

Significantly it is not "Hans the Courier" who wrote the thing, a.k.a. Shaun the Postman, 

since Shaun the Postman is just a deliverer of texts already written by others and not the 

composer of his own texts. Shaun the Postman, then, is only a circulator of society's 

words and not a creator of his own words. Shem the Penman is, therefore, the real deal, 

the authentic author as far as ALP's letter is concerned (at least at this point in the novel, 

its authorship will be a continuing matter of dispute throughout the novel as will be the 

actual contents of the letter, which are constantly shifting), but what of the Wake, which 

is the letter's shadow, and the Book of Kelts, which is the letter's metaphorical alter-ego. 

As for the BookofKells, archeology, careful critical study, and historical research has yet 

to reveal an author of the text, and most likely, the author is authors; in any case, it is 

most likely the authorship of the Book of Kells will remain unknown. As for the Wake— 

well, of course, its author is known: it is the great Jimmy Joyce and we shant see his likes 

again soon, no? 

Well, no. No at least is the answer the Wake wants to give us at the end of 

Chapter 5. No at least is the answer implied by the revelation that ALP's letter is written 

by Shem the Penman. First though, why is it this revelation occurs in the voice of the 

professor and not in the voice of the hen-desire, which desire seemed the more reverent 

of desires and therefore the desire more conducive to revelation of the text's deeper 

mysteries? 
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The professional voice makes a comeback at the end of Chapter S because it has 

been sufSciently chastened by the hen-desire, and has been cleansed of its sins by Joyce's 

parodic purgings> While the hen-desire is worshipful and dutiful and such a great 

caregiver, it cannot, in the end, speak. As imperfect as it may be, Joyce needs the 

professional voice to carry the message of his gospel, so that, in the end, the text can find 

purchase in the unknown future of the hen-desire, the purer desire—the more primeval 

basic desire of the text to be read at all costs. The Wake needs its "quad gospellers" 

(four gospelers) to disperse the message and so long as the gospellers retain a grain of 

devotion from the hen that has pecked the text free of the mud-mound and shall peck the 

text free of future mud-mounds—as long as the democratic right of the hen-peckers is 

preserved; "The quad gospellers may own the targum but any of the Zingari shoolerim 

may pick a peck of kindlings yet from the sack of auld hensyne" (112)—then the 

gospellers are free to do their reading and their desire is recogm'zed as one viable to the 

life of the text. Because the allegations that "Brotfressor Penderguest" has assaulted the 

text out of sheer anger turn out to be misapplied. The text tells us that the good professor 

was actually "Deeply religious by nature and position, and warmly attached to Thee", and 

that.. it was rightly suspected that such ire could not have been visited by him ... even 

underwittingly, upon the ancestral pneuma..." (124). McHugh reveals that Brotfressor 

Penderguest is an allusion to the "Rev. Patrick Prendergast" who "...cut up a valuable 

collection of MSS accidentally", and whose name means "... taker of... 'host"' (124). 

While the allegations that the professorial reader might assault the text with an 

overwhebning desire to police and might even resort to violence to vent their frustrations 
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on the text were made by Joyce himself, he is here forgiving the professorial reader of 

this sin in advance and is reminding them of their true heritage, which is that of 

worshipper and taker of the textual sacrament who above all wishes to preserve the text 

in question, and wishes by fervent desire for its literary complications, its literary 

superfluousness in the reahn of written communication, whatever their readerly qualms 

might be. Joyce reminds the professional reader that if they have done damage to the text 

it has only been done accidentally and that they are welcomed back into the fold. 

They are welcomed back into the fold because they are finally necessary to 

Joyce's apocalyptic moment in the text. The hen-desire is too fantastic and too fastidious 

to really speak, so the hen desire cannot break through the veil of the text to discover why 

Pen the Shenunan is Joyce and why, after all, Joyce is not really Joyce. Joyce needs the 

professorial desire because, in the end, the professorial desire is the only one that will 

care enough about such quizzical assertions to get to the bottom of them. The hen-desire 

is careful enough to preserve the text but is not passionate enough to do it violence when 

necessary, to tear through its veneer with close-reading. Joyce is faced with a problem 

here. He needs to steer clear of the professorial desire for the text because of the threat of 

policing it represents—^the threat of disciplinary violence inherent in its practices—^but at 

the same time needs that violence to tear revelatory wounds into the fabric of his own 

authorial persona. He hopes the chastised professor, the repentant professor who has got 

religion finally will be able to perform the role of the text's John the Revelator and will 

lead through the maze of the Apocalypse's riddles to a place of illuminated 

understanding. 
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Derrida provides terms for understanding Joyce's apocalyptic goals in his essay 

"On a Newly Arisen Apocalyptic Tone in Philosophy." In this essay Derrida is reacting 

to a series of essays by Kant in which Kant worries that a mystagogic tone is overtaking 

philosophy, a false tone that threatens reasoned approaches to the sublime. Derrida's 

essay provides commentary that contemporizes and recasts the problems with which Kant 

grapples. While it is not necessary here to rehearse the philosophical debate informing 

these texts, let alone judge their ability in theorizing the world, it is nonetheless 

informative to pull &om Derrida's essay some passages that explain Joyce's operations in 

the Wake. Derrida tells us that 

... [the mystagogue]... places himself... as intermediary of a small number of 

followers gathered into a sect with a crypted language, a band, a clique or a small 

party with its ritualized practices. They mystagogues claim to possess as if in 

private the privilege of a mysterious secret... The revelation or unveiling of this 

secret is reserved to them; they jealously protect it... they never transmit the 

secret to others in everyday language, only by initiation or inspiration. (Fenves 

128) 

Joyce has created in the Wake an intensely crypted language and he is counting on the 

professional voice to follow him into the thicket of this crypt. While he can count on the 

hen-desire to fawn over the text, he can only count on the professional voice to follow the 

text into its secret places, which are guarded by the most menacing of language mutants. 

Joyce enters dangerous territory here as the mystagogic tone Derrida speaks of here is the 

one that has produced totalitarian followings. Joyce does not want a totalitarian 
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following because the secret that his mystagogic tone wants to unveil is the negation of 

his totalism as writer of the ffake. All the same, he understands he needs to adopt the 

mystagogic tone in order to preserve the kind of reading desire that is willing to crack 

such an esoteric secret. He needs to cultivate an "agogic power" that will be pregnant 

with "hermeneutic seduction" (Fenves 131) because he knows this is precisely the 

seduction to which the professorial desire is most susceptible. 

Finally, the mystagogue's speech becomes a kind of madness not unlike the kind 

of madness that is the fFake: 

This leap toward the imminence of a vision without concept, this impatience 

turned toward the most crypted secret sets free a poetico-metaphorical 

overabundance. To that extent this overabundance has indeed an apocalyptic 

affinity... which Guillermit translates not without reason by delirer'to be 

delirious", is fist of all to put out of tune, when speaking of a stringed instrument 

and, or again, for example, a voice. This is currently said of a piano. Less strictly 

this signifies derange, put out of order, jumble. One is delirious when one is 

deranged in the head... The [deliriousness]... we are speaking about here is 

indeed a social disorder and a derangement, an out-of-tuneness of strings and 

voices in the head. The tone leaps and rises when the voice of the oracle, 

uncovering your ear, jumbling, covering, or parasitizing the voice of reason 

equally speaking in each and using the same language with everyone, takes you 

aside, speaks to you in a private code, and whispers secrets to you. (Fenves 132) 
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Perhaps no term better term describes the Wake than poetico-metaphorical 

overabundance. When Pound decried its incomprehensibility he was surely reacting to 

the overabundance of metaphorical and poetical materials mixed so thoroughly as to 

amalgamate into a language never before spoken by human mouths or written by human 

hand. Is this poetico-overabundance, however, a vision of "imminence without content"? 

Is there nothing behind the Wake, and is its prose simply the magician's interminable 

cape-rustlings that never give way to miracles hidden beyond it? To a certain extent, yes. 

We have aheady witnessed the Wake parasitizing the voice of professional 

literary reason and we have seen how the Wake has parasitized this voice in order survive 

off its living juices. Once this voice has been parasitized, however, once the Wake has 

taken aside the individual professional, and once it has uncovered their ear, does it reveal 

to them some secret, some reward of reading it—or is it empty signifiers and the Wake's 

whispered words a sham. Well, indeed, they are a sham but the sham is the revelation 

just as Shem is the Penman and Joyce the great "nobobody" that wrote the thing and then 

stood back to pair his fingernails. Derrida tells us that in the apocalyptic tone the 

revelator becomes the one that is constantly ahead of him or her self, the one that lives a 

future that is coming around to meet them there in the past, the one that is living out the 

paths of the ahready occuned: 

So John is the one who ahready receives mail through the further intermediary of a 

bearer who is an angel, a pure messenger. And John transmits a message ahready 

transmitted, testifies to a testimony that will again be that of another testimony. 
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that of Jesus; so many sendings, envois, so many voices, and this puts many 

people on the line. (Fenves 155) 

In Chapter 5 the Wake sets itself up as the revelation of what has already occurred and 

asks us to accept that as what will occur. Finnegans Wake asserts that it is letter written 

by a fictional hand that mirrors the text of historical document that will help us read in 

the future the book that is itself: "so many voices, so many people on the line." With this 

knowledge it is not difficult to say no to Shem the Penman as authentic author of the text. 

How can Shem have been author to so much. But the book makes no such claim, just as 

it makes not such claim for Joyce himself. McHugh tells us that in addition to it being 

one of the appellations of HCE's son, Shem the Penman is allusion to "Jim the Penman", 

a.k.a. "James Townsend Savard", noted forger (125). In other words, ALP's letter is a 

fake, or at least is the work of a fake. 

And this is the text's secret; this is the riddle we are to solve; this is the place of 

revelation that the professional desire is led to. In Chapter 7, a chapter devoted to details 

biographical and otherwise about Shem, which details minor closely Joyce's own, we are 

told by way of a riddle what I have abready revealed, that Shem is a Sham. Shem poses 

to his brothers and sisters a riddle along the lines of the riddling Sphinx:"... when is a 

man not a man?" (170). The brothers and sisters answers fill a fiill half a page but all are 

wrong and Shem steps in:"... the correct solution being... when he is a—yours till the 

rending of the rocks—Sham" (170). And, indeed, the novel goes on to inform us that 

"Shem was a sham and a low sham..." (170). We are told that this riddle is so important 

that it is "... the first riddle of the universe" (170), and this certainly makes sense in the 
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riddle of the universe that is the text of the Wake, as this riddle might as well be when is 

an author not an author. Joyce is telling us that an author is not an author when he is a 

Sham, and is admitting in Chapter 7, a chapter patterned on his own life and career, to 

being the Sham that Shem is while imparting to us the secret that this is in fact the true 

nature of author. This is the true nature of author because author is a superfluousness that 

is swallowed into the desire of language for itself. At the beginning of Chapter 7 we are 

told that Shem is a man whose "... back life will not stand being written about in black 

and white" (169) and this is because Shem has no back life, he is an apparition, a ghost 

locked in a text, which is exactly what Joyce becomes when he enters the consuming 

world of language. Shem's family tree includes "Mr. Bbyrdwood de Trop Blogg", "de 

trop" being French for superfluous (McHugh 169). 

Therefore, there is no revelation for the professional literary-critical desire to 

have. The answer to who the hallgahal wrote the dem thing is that nobody wrote it. 

There is no miracle behind the magician's cape. This answer instructs as to how the 

critic, or any reader for that matter, is to read the thing with eyes closed: the reader is to 

read with eyes for the farce of it, for the artifice of the cape—the reader is to be lulled 

into a hypnotic state by the ruffling cape because the ruffling cape is all there is. But the 

ruffling cape is sufficient because the ruffling cape contains the reader themselves. Alas, 

the reader is not appealed to—there are finally no clues for it to solve itself as anything 

any more than the farce that Shem is; the reader is not revealed any more than Shem is 

revealed—but the reader does find that they have been incorporated into the text as much 

as Joyce incorporates himself into the text. The reader can read with eyes closed because 
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the reader is in the novel akeady and is not necessarily seeing it finm without. This is the 

pleasure that is to be encountered; that everyone will be made other in the swim of the 

language. In the end, Finnegans Wake reveals only language's desire for all of us and 

encourages us to succumb to that desire where we meet in a place removed from our 

individual beings. We are the fluttering cape of the magician; there is no Joyce; there is 

no us—there is only the Wake and there is only language. 
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A SECRET 

I was a Mormon missionary from January 1986 to January 1988. I served in the 

Netherlands Amsterdam Mission. I was particularly pleased to serve in the Netherlands 

because of the wealth of art treasures housed in its museums, principally the 

Rijksmuseum and the Van Gogh Museum (if that's what it is called—my memory is not 

so clear now—all I remember is all the Van Gogh's collected there), both in Amsterdam. 

I was also pleased to be serving in a country considered very liberal by North American 

standards. While most missionaries dread liberal cultures because of their frequently 

being antagonistic towards religion—particular proselyting religions—I was excited by 

the prospect because I considered myself a secret radical liberal at heart. 

On the other hand, I was not terribly excited to learn Dutch, a language that had 

produced no literature I was aware of. I wished to learn German or French or Spanish or 

Japanese or Chinese because their literatures contained books I held in high regard. 

Nevertheless, I went to Holland and leamed Dutch and came home and took a Dutch 
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literature class at Brigham Young University, and tested out of IS credits worth of Dutch 

language classes, thereby circumventing (it is interesting to note that the last time this 

word was used in this book was when I spoke of Joseph Smith getting around the 

salamander in Mark Hoffinan's forgery) the majority of the general education 

mathematics requirement. Later, here at the University of Arizona, I used my fluency in 

Dutch to fulfill the PhD language requirement. Meg Lota Brown put me in touch with 

the venerable late Heiko Oberman, a native Dutchman, and he prepared me for and 

administered to me a Dutch translation test. I kept the circumstances of my having 

learned Dutch a secret from Professor Oberman. I did not tell him I had served a mission 

in Holland; instead, I told him I had relatives in Holland and that I had spent time with 

them when I was younger—an outright lie. I am always careful about to whom and when 

I reveal my identity as Mormon. I like to know people first before I let them in on this 

secret. I am afiraid of their preconceived notions about what being Mormon means and 

about how I might fit or not fit into these notions. 

Even though I kept my mission to Holland a secret firom Professor Oberman, the 

Dutch text he gave me to translate in the exam was of a decidedly religious nature. This, 

of course, was most likely due to Professor Oberman's field of study being the history of 

the Reformation. In any case, the text I translated in the exam was a modem retelling of 

the birth of Jesus. 

According to Meg Lota Brown, Professor Oberman reported that I passed with 

flying colors. 
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As missionaries we were required to read scriptures and other works of Mormon 

theology on a daily basis. We were not allowed to read secular works except on one day 

of the week called P-day. The "P" in P-day is for "preparation" as the day is intended for 

catching up on laundry, writing letters, cleaning the house—overall preparations for the 

week to come. When all preparation work is finished, missionaries are allowed to go on 

sightseeing expeditions or to participate in some form of recreation. Reading books of a 

secular nature is a recreation limited to P-day. 

I am a basketball fanatic—in fact, secretly, I have always desired to be a 

basketball player more than anything else in life, including being a writer—and so I 

played a lot of basketball on P-day. Mormons are generally good basketball players and 

if you will allow me to suspend humility for a moment I will say outright that I had at 

that time "mad skills" as a ballplayer. In Holland we missionaries were frequently 

mocked for our puritanical American lifestyles—we were looked on as monastic geeks— 

and so it was good to get out on the basketball courts on P-day and kick some serious ass. 

Frequently we would visit local gyms and clubs and play against Dutch teams. And 

though the instructions from our leaders were that we were supposed to play these games 

with an attitude of goodwill and righteousness—^with, that is, the other cheek constantly 

tumed—we often took out our general frustrations on the Dutch via the specific Dutch 

opponents we faced. 

On the other hand, I also took the opportunity on P-day to read as much as I could 

of secular literature. Because I wanted to preserve a sense of the sacred I tried to commit 

myself to two years of reading the so-called classic works that would not offend my 
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missionary mind with profane images. I read, for example, fFar and Peace while on my 

mission. iTeadUermmHesse's Journey to the East. I read a lot of Dickens. I read 

some Henry James. I read a little Shakespeare. I read a collection of Jewish short stories. 

Sometimes, though, I couldn't resist the profane. Often I would go to bookstores 

on P-day and browse the contemporary literature. When one serves a Mormon mission 

one is never alone. Mormon missionaries travel in twos everywhere they go. And so I 

would always drag my companion along on these excursions. He would look through 

magazines or would look at books in nonaction sections while I secretly read fi:om the 

works I had forbad myself for that two-year period. 

In truth, it wasn't much of a secret I was keeping. My activity was hardly 

scandalous. For the most part people in my mission did not know enough about literature 

to differentiate the seriously profane works &om the sacred works and so my obsessive 

moments in bookstores were just considered nerdishness rather than anything 

transgressive. Honestly, I was only transgressing my own expectations for what I should 

read and what I shouldn't read, not any external dictates or rules set down by mission or 

church leadership. The Mission President was more concerned with people listening to 

profane music or secretly going to see movies they shouldn't go see than he was with 

people's reading habits. In fact, my companions browsing the magazines were probably 

being more transgressive than me in the fiction section. 

But, in truth, if they had known what I was reading they probably would have 

been shocked. This is like a secret within a secret within a secret Secretly I knew that 

these works would offend other missionaries and mission leaders if only they knew what 
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I was looking at; on the other hand, I was happy that on the surface this secret was easy 

to maintain as the culture itself had already made a secret of most of twentieth century 

literature by virtue of its being fairly obscure knowledge. In other words, I could read 

Ulysses without hiding its cover because most missionaries had no clue what Ulysses 

was, let alone of its contents. For the general population, Ulysses is a well-kept secret 

And I say the general population because, in my experience, this cultural state of affairs 

is not limited to Mormon culture. 

I remember, in particular, one incident of reading the profane. I was stationed in 

Leuven, Belgium—or Louvain as the French call it (in addition to Holland, our mission 

took in Flemish speaking Belgium)—home of one of Europe's oldest universities (if not 

the oldest). University of Leuven—or is that Leuven University—memory does not serve 

me here. Leuven was a beautiful city and I enjoyed very much the spirited intellectual 

exchanges we would frequently have with the students at the University. We even 

organized an American football team at the university, but that's another story. What is 

relevant is that I also enjoyed visiting the libraries of the University of Leuven. My 

compam'ons were sometimes annoyed at this because it was not their idea of a fim P-day. 

Nevertheless, I was able to convince them often enough. The incident I am remembering 

now took place in the Humanities Library of the University of Leuven, which was a new 

building as the original had been destroyed during World War Q. 

In the end, there is not much to narrate here. All I remember is being alone in the 

stacks of the contemporary American fiction and finding Pynchon's novels and being 

elated at having found them in the way one finds a photograph of one's self fix)m a lost 
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stage of life. I don't know where my companion was—off in search of some distraction 

or amusement. I remember taking Pynchon down from the shelf—Gravi/y Rainbow— 

and savoring a scene of coprophagia. If my companion or the mission leaders (in truth, at 

this point in my mission, I myself had been called as a member of the mission 

leadership—as what is called a "Zone Leader") had known what was secretly playing 

through my head on that particular P-day... 

But I was a good missionary... 

At Brigham Young University you are not allowed to check Gravity's Rainbow 

out of the library. It is in what they call the Locked Case. That's what it says when you 

look the book up on the university's computerized catalogue system—Location; Locked 

Case. How more enticing could they make the book! I would like, one day, to pillage 

the Harold B. Lee library on the campus of Brigham Young University—like a pirate— 

and crack open the Locked Case in order to reap of its secret bounty. Also inside the 

Locked Case are books like Lolita and Naked Lunch—^you get the picture. 

However, pillaging is not really necessary. One can walk one building over to the 

BYU bookstore and purchase a copy of Gravity's Rainbow without the least bit of hassle. 

My copy of Gravity's Rainbow is from the BYU bookstore. I keep the BYU pricing label 

on the book so as to always savor the incongruity of its having such a mark, as if it were a 

reversal of the Biblical situation of Cain and his being marked. Or is that reversal? 
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My copy of Lolita also has a BYU pricing label, as does my copy of Ulysses. 

Naked Lunch, however, was purchased here at this institution and the power of its 

profanity and obscenity is greatly reduced as a result. 

A Lost Picture from a Lost Life 

I remember summer vacation when I was probably seven or eight, or maybe nine. 

The reason I am able to place my age in this memory is because of Gravity's Rainbow. 

We were staying at a Lake resort we always stayed at when I was a kid. My parents were 

relaxing on the beach reading while I played in the water with my friends. For some 

reason I noticed the book my father was reading; Gravity's Rainbow. I've had this 

memory all my life; I swear I did not recreate it after I become a scholar of twentieth 

century American literature. The reason I say this is because the memory seems filled 

with unusually portentous details, the kind of which I remember in no other instance in 

my life. My father is a voracious reader and I have seen him reading books in pretty 

much every situation imaginable in my life. However, I have no recollection of him 

reading any individual book in particular, except in this case. For some reason, though I 

had not read it, and though it is unlikely I would have had any sense of its notoriety at the 

time, the paperback copy of Gravity's Rainbow he held in his hands made some kind of 

impression on me. It made an impression on me at the time because I remember, later in 

the vacation—or perhaps later that same day—reading the synopsis on the back cover. 

We were back in the trailer we stayed in during these visits to the Lake. The paperback 

copy was setting next to the little TV. I took it down and read the synopsis. At eight, I 
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was shocked to read that it was the story of a man who got erections whenever a Nazi V-

2 rocket was about to land on a patch of English ground. I did not share such scatological 

content with my friends; we did not snicker over it like we did over other bits of sexual 

information. Instead, I kept this to myself And it made such an impression on me that I 

have never forgotten that day and that copy of Pynchon that my dad was reading. 

I am able to figure my age at the time because I remember the book was a pocket 

paperback with a rocket shooting in a curve over the front cover, its exhaust a trail of 

seventies, day-glo-colored rainbow. I have seen pictures of this copy of the book since. 

It is the book in its first paperback inception—issued in 1974 just after the novel had 

caused a stir by breaking the National Book Award committee into those who thought the 

book too obscene to be valued and those who thought it a masterpiece. The standoff on 

the committee led to no National Book Award being given that year, the fist and only 

time such a thing has occurred. 

When I stood in the library at the University of Leuven, I remembered that day at 

the beach when I was eight years old. 

Mormons are baptized at age eight. 

On several occasions I have discussed this incident with my father. Weirdly, he 

claims never to have read Gravity's Rainbow. I insist to him that he has and that I 

remember him reading it. He maintains that he's never read the book. 
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THE STORY OF OUR SCARS: READING AS TORTURE AND DISFIGUREMENT 
IN STEPHEN KING AND SAMUEL BECKETT 

What if we found in Beclcett so much sincerity of expression that it made us 

weep? 

In Monty Python's The Life of Brian, the character Brian is an ancient citizen of 

Palestine mistaken for the awaited messiah. In one memorable scene, Brian is hounded 

by followers thoroughly convinced of his Messiah-hood despite his protestations to the 

contrary and his pleas that they leave him alone. Finally an exasperated Brian tells his 

followers to "Fuck off, to which they reply, "And how shall we fuck off, my Lord?" 

Brian's followers turn even his most bitter rejections into invitations to worship. Brian's 

reply provides a fitting epigraph for what I want to explore in the novels of Samuel 

Beckett and Stephen King. While Joyce pokes fun at those readers who have the most 

desire for his text—professional literary readers—^Beckett and King bitterly resent their 

readership and portray this readership as morbidly cruel. Sometimes Beckett's and 
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King's works exhibit rejections of their readers as caustic as Brian's to his followers. 

While Joyce is determined to cleanse his professional readers of their sins so that they 

can more completely worship at the altar of the author, Beckett and King are determined 

to root out and destroy their respective reading voices as a preemptory measure against 

the cruelty each sees in these voices. Indeed, much of their writing is an invitation for the 

reader to simply flick off. 

According to my theory, destroying the desiring voice of the reader or seeing that 

voice fucking off should also destroy the fiction Beckett and King are trying to produce. 

However, these efforts to destroy the reading voice are never quite successful in the text 

and are defim'tely not successful in terms of actual readers, h-onically, these efforts on 

Beckett's and King's part to destroy the reading voice do not seem to dissuade readers; 

quite to the contrary, these rejections seem to further attract readers, the gathered 

admirers, like those of Brian, asking of King and Beckett exactly how, as readers, they 

are supposed to flick off. 

In this chapter I wish to compare the invitation for the voice of reading desire to 

flick off as it appears in King's Misery and Beckett's famous trilogy of novels, Molloy, 

Malone Dies, and The Unnamable. Conventional wisdom would perceive an unbridgable 

gulf between Beckett and King, and would see any critical yoking between the two as 

irreparably bizarre and unfruitful. However, in this essay a comparison of the two 

author's fear of readers will offer insights into the distinct social properties of the reading 

voice as desiring factor in the twentieth-century fiction, which insights will, in turn, help 

us better understand the cultural practices of the modernist versus the postmodernist. 
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Employing Bourdieu's theories of the fields of literary production, I will categorize the 

social markings of the readers Beckett and King simultaneously absorb as desiring voice 

and invite to fuck off. 

Once I have established that both understand that the reading voice will not flick 

off anytime soon, and that, quite to the contrary, the reading voice is essential to their 

producing fiction, I will explain the points of reconciliation both arrive at. I assert that 

King hopes to benefit from readerly violence in the manner of a vertiginous plunge into 

the unrepresentable world of global capitalism, while Beckett, drained by his readers' 

expectations, resorts to performances of torture and disfigurements of his textual body as 

a final and agency-less attempt to satisfy the readerly hunger he despises. 

The types of voices Beckett and King perceive as the regenerating forces within 

their fictions correspond with the reception each receives among actual readers. In order 

to categorize the types of reception experienced by the Beckett and King texts 

respectively, I turn to Pierre Bourdieu's work with "the market of symbolic goods." In 

this context, Beckett's and Kings novels are considered symbolic goods that operate in 

distinctly separate realms of symbolic exchange. This distinction corresponds with 

Bourdieu's identifying two types of cultural production, "restricted production", and 

"large-scale production." While, in some ways, this distinction reinstates the divide 

between high art and low art, Bourdieu is at pains to theorize such concepts more 

thoroughly than such a crude binary would imply. For my purposes, Bourdieu's theories 
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provide a focused understanding of the kind of readerly voices Beckett and King weave 

into their fiction. 

According to Bourdieu, large-scale production is cultural production tuned to the 

competitive market place of consumer consumption and the widest possible audience, it 

is "...specifically orgam'zed with a view to the production of cultural goods destined for 

non-producers of cultural goods, 'the public at-large'" (115). On the other hand, 

restricted production "...tends to develop its own criteria for the evaluation of its 

products, thus achieving the truly cultural recognition accorded by the peer group whose 

members are both privileged clients and competitors" (Bourdieu 1 IS). I believe it can be 

accepted at face value that King's work participates in the large-scale production of 

symbolic goods; it would probably be safe to assert that no other writer's works is so 

completely involved in such a production as King's. After all. King is a household name 

and his novels have long been fodder for mass entertainment industries. 

It may also be obvious that Beckett's work fits the category of restricted 

production. Nevertheless, a brief excursion deeper into Bourdieu's ideas is necessary for 

us to understand exactly what kind of readers this category entails. The aim of the writer 

involved in the restricted mode of production is to gain a reputation that makes their role 

as practicing artist indispensable to the art that is produced. While it might be argued that 

the artist involved in large-scale production produces works that are interchangeable with 

other works in a particular genre, for example the mystery writer who is defined more by 

generic expectations than individual style, the writer of restricted production produces 
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works that could only come from them and nobody else. In Bourdieu's argument, the 

competition for this kind of attention becomes one of style: 

[In restricted production]... the true subject of the work of art is nothing other 

than the specifically artistic manner in which artists grasp the world, those 

infallible signs of his mastery of his art. Sylistic principles, in becoming the 

dominant object of position-takings and oppositions between producers, are ever 

more rigorously perfected and fulfilled in works of art. At the same time, they are 

ever more systematically affirmed in the theoretical discourse produced by and 

through confrontation. Because the logic of cultural distinction leads producers to 

develop original modes of expression—and to exhaust all the possibilities 

inherent in the conventional system of procedures, the different types of restricted 

production (painting, music, novels, theatre, poetry, etc.) are destined to fulfill 

themselves in their most specific aspects—those least reducible to any other form 

ofexpression.(ll8) 

Eventually the idiosyncrasies of the restricted-production writer become so 

refined that only the most studious of readers can understand what the text means. An 

industry arises that"... scrupulously... deciphers... [the artist's]... intentions, while 

paradoxically excluding the public of non-producers firom the entire business by attesting, 

through its 'inspired' readings, to the intelligibility of works which were bound to remain 

unintelligible to those not sufBciently integrated..." (116). As the artist of restricted-

production is interpreted he or she becomes legitimated as a subject worthy of such 

interpretation, and therefore as an artist indispensable to the work they produce. 
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Bourdieu calls this process consecration of the artist. And while there are various social 

structures that participate in this consecration, the most prominent one, and most 

important in our consideration of Beckett, is the institution of the academy. As Bourdieu 

writes, 

... one cannot fiilly comprehend the functioning of the field of restricted 

production as a site of competition for properly cultural consecration—i.e. 

legitimacy—and for the power to grant it unless one analyses the relationship 

between the various instances of consecration. These consist, on the one hand, of 

institutions that conserve the capital of symbolic goods, such as museums; and, on 

the other hand, of institutions such as the educational system which ensure the 

reproduction of agents imbued with the categories of action, expression, 

conception, imagination, perception, specific to the "cultivated disposition." (121) 

Bourdieu goes on to differentiate the critic of the avant-garde and the critic of the 

academy although, in today's academy, it is possible to recogm'ze both collapsed into a 

single entity: 

Avant-garde critics [are]... haunted by the fear of compromising their prestige as 

discoverers by overlooking some discovery, and [are] thus obliged to enter into 

mutual attestations of charisma, making them spokespersons and theoreticians, 

and sometimes even publicists and impresarios, for artists and their art. ... and 

the education system, claiming a monopoly over the consecration of works of the 

past and over the production and consecration [through diplomas] of cultural 
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consumers, only posthumously accords that infallible marie of consecration, the 

elevation of works into "classics" by their inclusion into curricula. (123) 

Beckett readers are indeed the readers within academia. Beckett criticism has 

become a veritable field of cultural production in and of itself. In "What is an Author**, 

Foucault tells us that 

The coming into being of the notion of an "author" constitutes the privileged 

moment of individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, 

philosophy, and the sciences. Even today, when we reconstruct the history of a 

concept, literary genre, or school of philosophy, such categories seem relatively 

weak, secondary, and superimposed scansions in comparison with the solid and 

fundamental unit of the author and the work. (265) 

Taking Foucault's statement together with Bourdieu's explanations of the restricted mode 

of cultural production allows us to see how the restricted-production artist comes to be 

indispensable to more than just his or her own work. Foucault tells us that the episteme 

of the author—the discourse that becomes a part of curricula and disciplines of 

knowledge—constitutes whole periods and schools of thought, in Bourdieu's 

terminology, comes to monopolize cultural capital. 

For academic readers, Beckett has become a symbolic good that can be used as 

marker for the end of the modem and the beginning of the postmodern. For example, in 

his book, Samuel Beckett and the End of Modernity, Begam writes, "Beckett's heroes 

fimction as parodic versions of Marcel and Stephen; aging invalids who lie in bed, 

obsessively writing inventories of their past, or vagrant derelicts who wander firom place 
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to place" (6). b other words, if, in Schniedau's terms. Marcel and Stephen are the 

creations of waking giants, Beckett comes to club these giants back to sleep, or, less 

violently, to drug them back to sleep. And, since the end of modernity signals the rise of a 

number of critical movements such as deconstruction and poststructuralism, the 

chloroform Beckett bears is donconstructive difference: 

... in the universe of difference everything and its opposite are true... We have 

abeady seen in Molloy how aporetic discourse functioned as a Beckettian 

permutation, how its combinatory resources posited an ahnost infinite self-

generation. Malone Dies opened itself up to the interminable textuality Molloy 

only contemplated, exploring the possibilities of ecriture in the sense of free play. 

In The Unnamable... the idea is to play out variations on a series of largely 

binary formulas... [This leads to] a kind of liquefied verbiage in which waves of 

signification rub out what they have written almost as soon as their figures are 

traced in the sand. (Begam 180-181) 

Hereby the novels of Proust and Joyce are "... transformed if not transcended," as the 

high modernism of Proust and Joyce were about recuperation while Beckett's art is 

"generative": "7%e Unnamable delivers us, like no novel previous, into a new literary 

domain where we explore a world not of transcendence but of contingency, a world not 

of truth but of fiction, a world not of finding but of making" (Begam 180-181). 

Carla Locatelli describes Beckett as leading a "revolution" akin to the "modem 

scientific revolution" of Thomas S. Kuhn's terminology. Furthermore, Locatelli lauds 

Beckett because 
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His work is intrinsically open; his communication strategies question 

communication as they enact it; his subtractions transform words into echoes, and 

echoes into pure sound, still speaking; his endless combinations corrode the 

cultural markings of experience, and his impotence shows ineliminable creativity. 

(13) 

Tyrus Miller finds in Beckett the "... madness of the pure, insignificant form of language 

in literature," (7) while Stephen Connor has Beckett happening onto Nietzsche's eternal 

recurrence via Deleuze's prescribed forms of "absolute differentiality... (wherein) the 

very opposition between the original and the copy are done away with"(7). And of 

course Delueze himself raises Beckett to the level of schizo-thinker par excellence, 

Molloy's rock-sucking methods acting as model for the endlessly productive anti-oedipal 

mind (12). hi his discussion of the trope of onwardness, H. Porter Abbott claims for 

Beckett a position of postmodemity superior even to that of Deleuze himself (who, while 

eschewing the term and its application to his philosophy, has been heavily influential on 

postmodemism's more radical claims): 

By keeping our attention on the trope and having us experience something of its 

infinite variability, Beckett approaches what the more discursive postmodern 

theorist falls short of. Deleuze's metaphor—"clothed" or "masked" repetition— 

contains, despite its deviser's best intentions, essentialistic implications that 

Beckett could avoid in his successive distortions of the trope of onwardness. (38) 

Abbot also points out that"... the fit between Beckett's writing and poststructuralist 

theory... (is) so snug that Beckett has provided, to use Herbert Blau's word, a 'gloss' on 
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deconstruction" (24). Finally, Derrida (as Abbot also mentions), by way of explaining 

his neglect in writing about and analyzing Beckett's texts, says in an interview with 

Derek Attridge that "Beckett (is) an author to whom I feel very close; but also too close, 

as though I had always already read him and understood him too well." (Attridge 60-61). 

Could Beckett, when composing his novels, stories, and novellas, have been 

aware of the ultimate readership his works would reach? Could the Beckett whose first 

book sold only two copies have anticipated that his works would be celebrated so widely 

and by such an illustrious audience? Though he could not have reasonably foreseen such 

a reception without mystical powers, he was aware of this kind of reading and was aware 

of it as a force upon which fiction fed. In the early years he was not aware of it as the 

reception for his own works, but was aware of it through his own participation in this 

kind of reading. As stated in the previous chapter, Beckett was part of the circle of 

readers who contributed essays introducing Joyce's Finnegans Wake, then called A Work 

in Progress, to readers at large. As such, he was already performing the role of 

specialized reader within Bourdieu's sub-field of restricted literary production. In John 

Filling's estimation, "Something of Beckett's excitement at having recently been 

admitted to the Joyce circle spills over into his essay" (25). And, indeed, Filling 

continues,"... Beckett made no secret of the fact that his earliest impulses were not so 

much literary as academic" (11). 

Beckett's assistance with the Wake exceeded his essay on A Work in Progress. 

First of all, Beckett and Joyce were friends and compatriots in the cause of linguistically 

rich literature. As Knowlson writes, 



99 

There was much in the background and personality of the older Irish writer to 

attract Beckett. They both had degrees in French and Italian, although &om 

different universities in Dublin. Joyce's exceptional linguistic abilities and the 

wide range of his reading in Italian, German, French, and English impressed the 

linguist and scholar Beckett, whose earlier studies allowed him to share with 

Joyce his passionate love of Dante. They both adored words—their sounds, 

rhythms, shapes, etymologies, and histories—and Joyce had a formidable 

vocabulary derived firom many languages and a keen interest in the contemporary 

slang of several languages that Beckett admired and tried to emulate. (105) 

This shared interest allowed the two to bond and allowed Beckett to conceptualize the 

kind of writing career he might himself pursue (I know it's wrong of me but I can't help 

imagining Shane teaching the young kid how to use his gun). Because of this bond, 

Joyce entrusted Beckett with chores central to the Wake'% conception; 

Beckett's work with Joyce mainly consisted of reading aloud firom books that... 

Joyce ... thought might be helpful to him. ... Occasionally Joyce dictated to him. 

For by this time Joyce's eyesight was failing badly, and he was trying to avoid 

eyestrain as much as he possibly could. Joyce's biographer Richard Elbnann 

described the scene: "Joyce sat in his habitual posture, legs crossed, toe of the 

upper leg under the instep of the lower; Beckett, also tall and slender, feel in the 

same gesture." Frequently he came away from Joyce's apartment with books to 

read and report on. Among Beckett's personal papers some notes appear to have 
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been for Joyce, including detailed ideas from mythology and history relating to 

"The Cow" and notes on the history of Ireland. (106) 

In this context two things seem to be happening. On the one hand, there is the obvious 

relationship of literary father and son that is developing, with Beckett imitating the very 

physical posture of the literary father. But, more relevant to my purposes, there is the 

relationship of expectant mother and midwife developing. Joyce is literally giving birth 

to the Wake and Beckett is literally assisting in the deUvery of this child. Beckett is 

developing a sense of the care that a fictional fetus needs, and is honing his ability to 

draw out that fictional fetus as expert attuned to its difficulties. Beckett is aheady 

performing the physical skills of reading that enable the book to be bom before it reaches 

actual readers in its actual published form. Beckett is here the embodiment of the 

desiring reading voice. 

Beckett is also busy developing the kind of reading desire voice that ultimately 

consecrates the writer, the kind of voice that Bourdieu theorizes. According to 

FCnowlson, 

... Beckett even suggested to the director-adjoint of the Ecole Normale, a 

Professor Bougie, that he might register for a French doctorate, taking the work of 

Proust and Joyce as his subject. But the French tradition had always been to wait 

until a writer was dead, buried, and consecrated by time before any such serious 

academic investigation should begin. (107) 

Beckett is also aware of Joyce's problems with the censors; "Beckett's interest in Joyce's 

publishing problems stemmed not only out of concern for his friend but also from firm 
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principles that they shared... Joyce's refusal to bow to censorship affected Beckett 

deeply. The older writer's integrity, determination, and defiance affected, or at the very 

least reinforced his attitudes" (Knowlson 1S6). It is inevitable that this kind of contact 

and this kind of role would plant in Beckett a sense of the voice of the restricted-

production reader, and that this voice would play a role in the production of his own 

fiction. 

Beckett played this role not only with Joyce. Though he did not know or work 

with Proust, one of Beckett's earliest professional writing assignments came in the form 

of an explication of Proust. Proust, as the short volume would be called, was to be 

helpful commentary on A la recherche du temps perdu for the publishers Chatto and 

Windus. Though many have written about Proust's failures as a work of criticism, it is, 

nevertheless, in the words of John Pilling,"... an explosive exercise in self-definition" 

(37). hi further analysis. Pilling writes. 

For all Beckett's talk of a "Proustian equation", it is the possibility of a Beckettian 

equation that most concerns him. The first paragraph of the book proper acts as a 

call to attention, complete with promise to examine "dualism in multiplicity" 

more closely in due course, and a statement as to what it is "convenient" to do for 

"the purposes of this synthesis". The tone is brisk and business-like, but 

misleading. Far firom adopting "the inner chronology of the Proustian 

demonstration... Beckett is turning A la recherce upside down and re-writing it in 

a way that will best serve his own purposes. (37) 
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While I am not concerned with evaluating the critical merits of Proust, I do find in 

Filling's perceptive reading evidence of Beckett internalizing the desiring voice of the 

reader into what will later be the production of his own fiction. In Beckett writing more 

about himself than about Proust we find Beckett digesting the academic, limited-

production voice in the acids of the superfluity of the writer's persona. And it is in this 

digestion and internalization, in which the restricted-production voice is drowned in the 

non-existent voice of the writer, diat Beckett also starts to tum &om the original context 

in which he encountered the hungering voice of the reader—Joyce. As Beckett begins to 

write his own fiction, he finds it necessary to tum from Joyce in that way of Bloomian 

anxiety of influence—in, that is, the way of the son turning from the father—while also 

finding it necessary to tum from the role he himself played as avant garde reader, so 

much so that he will come to see acts of literary assistance—at least in their abstract 

form—as forms of cruelty that need to fiick off. 

King's Misery is keenly aware of the field of cultiural production Bourdieu 

theorizes, in particular of the relationship between the restricted-mode and the large-scale 

mode of literary production: 

One should beware of seeing anything more than a limiting parameter 

construction in the opposition between the (restricted mode of production and the 

large-scale mode of production of symbolic goods)..., which can only be defined 

in terms of their relations with each other (Bourdieu 127) 
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Misery is the story of a writer who crashes his car in a Colorado woods and is rescued by 

a middle-aged former nurse who just happens to be one of his most devoted readers. The 

nurse takes Paul to her home and promises to mend his badly broken legs. The writer's 

name is Paul Sheldon, and he is famous for a series of Romance novels involving the 

heroine Misery Chastain. Annie Wilkes, the nurse who rescues Paul, loves the character 

Misery Chastain and loves Paul for having created the character. However, just before 

his accident, Paul has finished a new novel that departs radically from the genre 

expectations of the Misery novels. When Annie Wilkes discovers this she becomes angry 

with Sheldon and reveals a psychotic side that will torture—literally—Sheldon through 

the rest of the novel. 

Paul's attempts to write a novel other than the Misery novel is clearly a gambit 

across lines governing the exchange of symbolic goods. While he is a novelist of large-

scale production, Paul desperately wishes to be a novelist of restricted-production, 

desperately wishes to be a writer consecrated by the institutions of cultural exchange; 

... the truth, should you insist, was that the increasing dismissal of his work in the 

critical press as a "popular writer" (which was, as he understood it, one step—a 

small one—above "hack") had hurt him quite badly. It didn't jibe with his self-

image of himself as a Serious Writer who was only churning out those shitty 

romances to subsidize his (flourish of trumpets, please) REAL WORK! Had he 

hated Misery... Perhaps all he hated was the fact that her face on the dust jackets 

had overshadowed his in his author photographs, not allowing the critics to see 

that they were dealing with a young Mailer or Cheever here—that they were 



dealing with a heavyweight here. As a result, hadn't his "serious fiction" become 

steadily more self-conscious, a sort of scream? Look at me! Look how good this 

stuff is! Hey, guys! This has got stream-of-consciousness interludes! This has 

got a sliding perspective! This is my REAL WORK, you assholes! Don't you dare 

turn away from me! (King 286) 

On the other hand, the novel that would satisfy the demands of restricted-production as 

Sheldon perceives them offends the readers of the large-scale cultural production, the 

public at large: 

Each time he had taken a year or two off to write one of the other novels—what 

he thought of as his "serious" work with what was at first certainty and then hope 

and then finally a grim determination—he had received a flood of protesting 

letters firom these women, many of whom signed themselves "your number one 

fan." The tone of these letters varied from bewilderment, to reproach, to outright 

anger, but the message was always the same: It wasn't what I expected, it wasn't 

wAa/ / wanted. Please go back to Misery... He could write a modem Under the 

Volcano, Tess of the D 'Ubervilles, The Sound and the Fury; it wouldn't matter. It 

wasn't Misery... 

It's hard to follow... he's not interesting... and the profanity! (King 28) 

The readers' response is that it follows too much its own stylistic practice and not the 

practice of their expectations, which are expectations of genre. Paul's examples of 

novels that work counter to the expectations of his readers are clearly works associated 

with the restricted cultural production as they are early modernist works and high 
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modernist works that demand explaining for their appreciation. The tension Paul feels is 

between .creative liberty and the laws of the market, between works which create their 

public and works that are created by their public" (Bourdieu 127). Paul wants the kind of 

readership afforded people like Beckett and King, because Paul identifies this readership 

as recognizing and fostering more the identity of the writer rather than the identity of the 

product. The Misery Chastain novels are almost overwhehningly the products of a social 

voice and have virtually nothing to do with the man who created them. This social voice 

is one distinctive to its period, and has implications both for the social reader and the way 

the text incorporates their desires and Paul's misplaced belief that elimination of this 

social desire will lead to an independent writerly presence like those he supposes his 

modernist masters to enjoy. 

Suspending for a moment consideration of the specific historical features of this 

social desire, and suspending for a moment the diagnosis of Paul's belief as misplaced, 

notice instead how especially prescient King's novel is in fleshing out how much of a 

struggle occurs in the context of the cultural marketplace, a struggle that mirrors the 

writers struggle with the voice of the social reader. Bourdieu writes that"... the field of 

production and diffusion can only be understood if one treats it as a field of competition 

for the monopoly of the legitimate exercise of symbolic violence" (121), furthermore,"... 

intellectual or artistic position-takings are also always semi-conscious strategies in a 

game in which the conquest of cultural legitimacy and of the concomitant power of 

legitimate symbolic violence is at stake" (137). For me the key terms in each of these 

quotations is violence and this becomes the key term in King's novelizing the search for 
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cultural legitimacy. While Paul wishes for his artistic output to be unified in the ideal of 

his own imagination, in the safe dreams he has of cultural consecration along the lines of 

a "Cheever" or a "Mailer", Armie is determined to separate him fi-om this artistic vision 

and to use it to construct her set of romantic fantasies. Annie carries out this symbolic 

violence in a most grisly manner; witness the punishment she exacts for Paul having tried 

to escape her cultural control: 

The axe came whistling down and buried itself in Paul Sheldon's left leg, 

just above the ankle. Pain exploded up his body in a gigantic bolt. Dark red 

splattered across her face like Indian warpaint. It splattered the wall. He heard 

the blade squeal against bone as she wrenched it free... 

... He tried to pull back in spite of the pain... All he was doing was 

widem'ng the axe-slash, making it open like a mouth. He had time enough to 

realize his foot was now only held on his leg by the meat of his calf before the 

blade came down again, directly into the gash, shearing through the rest of his leg 

and burying itself deep in the mattress. Springs boinked and squoinked. 

Annie pulled the axe free and tossed it aside... [then] Annie held a match 

delicately under the nozzle of [a]... Bemz-O-matiC torch... 

... "Can't suture," she said, "No time... Got to cauterize"... (King 223) 

Here we find Misery taking as literal Barthes assertion that an author's text is an 

extension of her or his body and, in such literahiess, we see the results of the readerly 

demand on this authorial body, dismemberment. Let's take up the disciplinary action in a 

scene following close on the heels of the previous one: 
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She picked up his foot. Its toes were still spasming. She carried it across the 

room. By the time they got to the door they had stopped moving. He could see 

the scar on the instep and remembered how he had gotten that, how he had 

stepped on a piece of bottle when he was just a kid. Had that been at Revere 

Beach? Yes, he thought it had been. He had cried and his father told him it was 

just a little cut. His father had told him to stop acting like someone had cut his 

goddamn foot off. Annie paused at the door and looked at Paul, who shrieked and 

writhed in the charred and blood-soaked bed, his face a deathly fading white. 

(King 224) 

When Paul sees the scar on his removed foot, he is seeing his personal experience taken 

from him by the demanding reader/consumer, which, finally, is tantamount to seeing his 

aesthetic persona taken from him; earlier Paul tells Annie: 

... writers remember everything. Especially the hurts. Strip a writer to the buff, 

point to the scars, and he 'II tell you the story of each small one. From the big 

ones you get novels, not amnesia. A little talent is a nice thing to have if you want 

to be a writer, but the only real requirement is the ability to remember the story of 

each and every scar. (237) 

Therefore, when Annie takes away Paul's severed foot she is taking away the scar on its 

insteps, a scar that equals his ability to produce fiction. This action provides a metaphor 

for understanding the violence Bourdieu is telling us about. While Paul believes the 

writer of restricted production keeps the inscriptions of his creativity intact with his 

textual and, indeed, his physical body, ensures, that is, that they be considered one in the 
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same, inseparable &om each other, the writer of large-scale production sees his textual 

inscriptions separated from him—torn from him by a rabidly hungry public. Is King's 

novel then a hate letter to his abusers? To return to the question of high art and low art, 

does King's novel—and Bourdieu's theory for that matter—reinstate a divide that sees 

the class that consumes popular culture as an unwashed, unlearned, and inhuman 

monstrosity? And, finally, is King—like Brian—just telling these unwashed masses who 

bear cultural axes sharpened on marketing blurbs to leave him alone—to fuck of!? 

In dreaming that the writer of restricted-production writes with his self intact, 

Paul is dreaming of a Utopia where the writer is truly allowed to write the book they want 

to write. In this dream, the superfluity of the writer cast into language, the nothingness of 

their presence, is solved so that the writer's personality and subjectivity become central to 

the work of art itself. Paul is sure that it is those horrid consumers who have torn the 

writer away from his subjectivity, and have forced him into a bargain with the devil that 

turns them into an irrelevant entity without real textual presence. 

The next logical question is if Beckett is better off—is better served by the readers 

who have consecrated him and his work—if, indeed, in Beckett the readers do suture the 

tear between writer and reader, and, subsequently, reading voice as Paul has imagined 

they would do in context of restricted-production reading. 

I have demonstrated that Beckett has become inseparable from not just his art but 

from a whole shift in period and philosophical understanding. Paul Sheldon aspires to 

the level of a Cheever or a Mailer; how much more would he envy the position of Beckett 
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whose readers have attempted to elevate him to the status of a Shakespeare or a Dante. 

The fervency of Beckett readers is analogous to the worshipful passions of those before 

religious iconography and therefore seem exactly the kind of readers Beckett could have 

hoped for if he was to follow in the footsteps of his predecessor Joyce. Joyce needed a 

worshipful readership and got it. Does Beckett need such a readership? 

Or perhaps these readers are more disciplined than the worshippers in need of 

iconographical aid; perhaps they are an orthodoxy proscribing limits of reverence: "The 

friends of Beckett are not only faithful to Beckett but see it as part of their duty to check 

that this faithfulness (be it to the work or the man) is maintained by all the other suitors" 

(Uhhnann I). What better readers could one ask for? Faithful and true, these readers are 

determined to guard your legacy, are prepared to defend you against all future 

misreadings. 

However, Brian's followers were just as devoted, were they not? Brian's 

followers were prepared to guard his legacy even if this legacy was a sharp rebuke aimed 

at these very followers themselves—Brian's followers were determined to be as 

circumspect as possible about leaving him alone. Of course the problem was that their 

circumspection required constant inquiry of Brian as to whether or not they were leaving 

him alone in exactly the right way. Being left alone in this fashion is much more 

demanding than being hounded, or is perhaps the same thing called by a different name. 

Do these readers then become the same poUcing body that Joyce so feared and that, 

therefore, Beckett himself should have rightfully feared? 
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I find evidence of a similar problem in Beckett's trilogy. At its most basic level, 

the trilogy is about writing. It is about MoUoy, Malone and the Unnamable all composing 

reports that might account for who they are, how they ended up in the situations they 

have ended up in, and how they plan to continue on. Nevertheless, the trilogy is not 

about the pleasure of writing. Unlike Joyce's Fimegans Wake and Ulysses, it is not 

about the joy of signs being combined and recombined. While the trilogy is filled with 

odd words, erudition, and well-turned phrases, none of these are offered in a celebratory 

vein as a reader finds in the works of, say, Nabokov. Instead, in the trilogy writing is a 

chore to be performed without relish. 

The trilogy is also about readers, and, as such, it contains explicit representations 

of the kind of reading voice that is desiring of Beckett the fiction he is producing. 

However, this reading voice is not formulated the voice of the caregiver that he himself 

was to Joyce, nor is it formulated as the voice of the worshipper that Joyce tried to 

cultivate in his text and ultimately in his audience, instead, the trilogy indicts readers as 

bosses and bullies who demand that this chore be carried out with little or no explanation 

of what is to be accomplished. Molloy tells us that he "... is merely complying with the 

demand that you either lie or hold your peace" (Beckett 88) and uses this as excuse for 

his logorrhea. This demand, and, for that matter, the logorrhea (probably scriptorrhea is 

better here) is not one Molloy has simply intuited according to vague social convention, 

but is a demand placed on him by an actual person—a reader. At the beginning of his 

tale Molloy tells us that he is in his mother's room and that 
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There's this man who comes every week... He gives me money and takes away 

the pages. So many pages, so much money. Yes, I work now, a little like I used 

to, except that I don't know how to work any more. That doesn't matter 

apparently. But it's always the same one that comes. You'll do that later, he 

says. Good. The truth is I haven't much will left. When he comes for the fresh 

pages he brings back the previous week's. They are marked with signs I don't 

understand. Anyway I don't read them. When I've done nothing he gives me 

nothing, he scolds me. Yet I don't work for money. For what then? I don't 

know. The truth is I don't know much. (7) 

The reader of Molloy's work demands continual output, a daily quota of pages, and is 

apparently a fairly close reader of the work as it comes back marked-up with what one 

might imagine to be a proofreader's ink or a professor's handwritten notes of constructive 

criticism. Furthermore, Molloy's reader makes Molloy feel beholden to him by virtue of 

the money that is paid for the pages, and by the sheer disciplinarian hunger evinced in the 

daily craving for more pages. 

We might easily wonder why so much interest should be shown in the 

composition of Molloy's tale (or anti-tale), a tale that includes such useless nuggets of 

information (factoids they might be called in today's world of bits and bytes) as 

"Constipation is a sign of good health in pomerians" (12) (for some reason, this reminds 

of a Larry (Cing colunm in USA Today), not to mention a tally of Molloy's farts. But the 

trilogy is telling us that readerly demand cares little about the usefulness of the tale, cares 

little about its ultimate meaning, and simply demands to satisfy its perverse need to 
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demand By the end of Molloy's book, this demand has grown into a web of demands, as 

Moran is assigned to check into the case of Molloy, a case that couldn't seem less 

threatening to the power-structures that might be, but which is administered to in the 

most sober fashion; "Here are your instructions, said Gaber [to Moran]. He took a 

notebook from his pocket and began to read. Every now and then he closed the 

notebook... and indulged in comments and observations..." (94). Moran too questions 

the need for such a detailed examination and tells Gaber that he is not interested, that 

another agent should be approached; however, Gaber replies, "He wants you... he said... 

that no one could do it but you," leaving us with the impression that someone on the level 

of a James Bond has been called into service. 

Moran, with his sado-masochistic predilection for violence and sacred discipline, 

is being inscripted as reader of Molloy, who has left behind only the most mundane traces 

of his meandering journey, hi the end, Molloy's case proves unsolvable—signifying the 

indefinite nature of the readerly craving—and, as many critics have noted, the figure of 

Moran, in this case the figure of reader, ends up becoming that which he sought to solve, 

ends up becoming Molloy himself. Fittingly, as he becomes Molloy, the insatiable 

demand of the reader comes home to roost: 

I have spoken of a voice telling me things. I was getting to know it better now, to 

understand what it wanted. It did not use the words that Moran had been taught 

when he was little and had in turn taught to his little one. So that at first I did not 

know what it wanted. But in the end I understood this language. I understood it, I 

understood it, all wrong perhaps. This is not what matters. It told me to write the 
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report. Does this mean that I am freer now than I was? I do not know. I shall 

learn. (176) 

Here at Molloy*s end, Moran comes to experiences a divine revelation that imparts divine 

commandment. In the world of the trilogy, the only commandment that can make sense 

is that one start writing. However, the writing that is commanded is not the kind one 

might normally expect on the heels of divine revelation, is not, for example, an injunction 

to write the inefTable of heavenly hosts and courts on high, and is not, to take another 

example, an injunction to write the coded work of the prophet with its intricate allegories 

and esoterica discernible only to the initiated—no, the conunandment Moran receives 

sounds more like an ofBce memo: write the report, it says. Have it on my desk by 

Monday morning, it might as well say. Moran wonders if this will set him free but we 

can already assume, based on the tone of the message, that it will not make him &ee, but 

will simply imbricate him further into the network of reading and writing which is 

demand simply for demand's sake. 

And, indeed, in Malone Dies, we find no more freedom in writing than in Molloy. 

Malone tells us that"... all is not clear" but that "discourse must go on" and so one 

".. .invents obscurities. Rhetoric" (294). And while there are no readers expUcitly named 

in Malone Dies, there are menacing figures that watch the writing process as it unfolds: "I 

have had a visit. Things were going too well. I had forgotten myself, lost myself. I 

exaggerate. Things were not going too badly. I was elsewhere. Another was suffering. 

And then I had a visit" (268). By Malone's account here it is almost as if he has begun to 

enjoy the process of recording his life; in any case, he has experienced some kind of 
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relief, some kind of release from the curse of selfhood, some kind of atonement from an 

anonymous other. The visitor comes as if in response to Malone's feelings of relative 

comfort, comes to correct and to force Malone back to the suffering at hand. Since all of 

the characters in the trilogy blend into one, Malone is haunted by the memories of Molloy 

and Moran. The visitor triggers in Malone fears of what happened to Molloy when he 

was visited, and what happened to Moran when he was visited by a presence—or at least 

a voice—from outside mortal existence, namely the fear that his writing will be 

demanded of readers, will become object of their insatiable hunger: 

... I had hidden the exercise-book under the blanket, so that he might not take it 

from me. I did so without thinking that he had been there for some time watching 

me writing, for I must have been writing when he came, and that consequently he 

could easily have taken my exercise-book if he had wished, and without thinking 

either that he was watching me when I slipped it out of sight, and that 

consequently the only effect of my precaution was to draw attention to the very 

object I wished to hide from him. There's reasoning for you. For of all I ever had 

in this world all has been taken from me, except the exercise book, so I cherish it, 

it's human. (273) 

Malone's admission to finding something cherishable and human is shocking in 

the anti-humanist context of the trilogy. It is indeed revealing that what he has found 

cherishable and human is the very act of writing, the physical act of marking up a page— 

as if style itself, in the Bourdieu sense of restricted-production, was an act worthy of 

consecration, even in the bleak, apocalyptic world of the Beckett landscape. But it is 
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even more revealing that what he has found cherishable and human is writing unread— 

writing unconsumed—is, to be literal about it, a notebook closed to anyone but the writer 

him or her self—a locked diary—a manuscript like the one we find in the final book of 

Paul Auster's New York trilogy. Writing then untainted by readerly gaze is writing that 

can ahnost achieve the tenuous state of humanness and valued existence. 

However, by Malone's end, all threats to valued existence have once again 

disappeared; "1 am being given, if I may venture the expression, birth into death, such is 

my impression. The feet are clear akeady, of the great cunt of existence" (283). And, as 

for Malone's vocation as writer, as teller of tales about himself and about invented 

characters such as Sapo, Macmann and Lemuel, "the render is rent" (283)—the creator in 

language is broken. Malone manages to push on a little more with the final tale of 

Lemuel's excursion by rowboat to an island retreat, along with the other asylum inmates 

and their tour-guide. Lady Pedal. The excursion ends in violence as Lemuel murders his 

fellow-inmates and Lady Pedal with an axe. His violence also signifies an end to any kind 

of social exchange:"... he will not hit anyone, he will not hit anyone anymore, he will 

not touch anyone any more, either with it [his axe] or with it or with it or... or with it or 

with his hammer or with his stick or with his fist or in thought in dream I mean never he 

will never" (288). Eventually we are informed that he will not even use the instrument 

that has meant so much to Malone, the instrument that has allowed him fleeting moments 

of humanness:"... [he will not touch] with his pencil..." (288). Beckett is suggesting 

here the futility of human communication and in particular the futility of addressing 

readers. At die end of Malone Dies we are left with the end of negotiations between the 
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writer and the cruelly demanding reader, as if the only solution is the extermination of 

those who police, keep, and read written characters like Lemuel, as if the only solution is 

to meet their violence with a retum of violence. 

But, for now, what is in order is a final assessment of readers in the trilogy as they 

appear in its final book. The Unnamable. In The Unnamable writing is not merely 

something that is demanded, not merely something to be consumed, but is a life's 

punishment, an assignment to be carried out as atonement for one's sins: 

Yes, I have a pensum to discharge, before I can be free, free to dribble, free to 

speak no more... There at last is a fair picture of my situation, I was given a 

pensum, at birth prehaps, as a punishment for having been bom perhaps, or for no 

particular reason, because they dislike me, and I've forgotten what it is. But was I 

ever told? Squeeze, squeeze, not too hard, but squeeze a little longer, this is 

perhaps about you, and your goal at hand. After ten thousand words? (310) 

Text must be produced, not so The Unnamable him or herself can express themselves but 

so that^'OM may leam about yourself—so that the figure awaiting at the end of the text's 

deposit, the reader, can be satisfied. 'To testify to them, until I die, as if there was any 

dying with that tomfoolery, that's what they've swom they'll bring me too" (324). 

Just as The Unnamable A/m/Aerself, and The Unnamable i/self slowly dissolve 

into a miasma of liquefied identities and bodies ("How many of us are there altogether, 

finally? And who is holding forth at the moment? (368)), the readers too become a 

shifting mass, a group involved in a faceless conspiracy. As such, the reader also 

becomes ignorant of meaning outside the plain demand that text be produced, that words 
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appear, that signs be consumed. At one point, near the novel's end, these readers find 

themselves gathered in what The Unnamable calls the poetry matinee. Like Pynchon's 

movie-goers in the LA movie house at the end of Gravity's Rainbow, this audience is 

doomed, are caught in a death-trap, except in the case of The Unnamable the readers are 

trapped in their own desire for words; the audience in the poetry matinee are mice 

nibbling on the morsels of text they've been conditioned to like, a neck-breaking bracket 

of wire about to snap down on their meaningless need for meanings: 

... so there's an audience, it's a public show, you buy your seat and you wait for it 

to begin, or perhaps it's compulsory [my italics], a compulsory show, you wait for 

the compulsory show to begin, it takes time, you hear a voice, perhaps it's a 

recitation, that's the show, someone reciting, selected passages, old favorites, a 

poetry matinee, or someone improvising, you can barely hear him, that's the 

show, you can't leave, you're afi^id to leave, it might be worse elsewhere, you 

make the best of it, you try and be reasonable, you came too early, here we'd need 

latin, it's only beginning, it hasn't begim... 

Both the reader and the writer have become powerless to stop the signs firom coming: "I 

didn't understand what they were trying to do to me, 1 say what I am told to say, that's all 

there is to it... words falling, you don't know where, you don't know whence..." (382). 

At this end point the writer and the words he or she produces have become like Molloy 

and the farts he tallies in the trilogy's first book: "...gas escapes fi-om my fimdament on 

the least pretext" (30). 
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If Beckett's trilogy is anything to go by then the restricted-production reading 

voice is as cruel and debilitating as the voice of mass consumption that produces Paul 

Sheldon's novels. In fact, the situation as it is described in The Unnamable seems as 

characteristic of Sheldon's predicament as it is characteristic of Beckett's predicament. 

Sheldon worries that the Chastain novels escape without his writerly control, escape like 

flatulence &om Molloy's ass. Sheldon is worried that he has been taken over by the 

insatiable hunger of the reading voice in the context of late twentieth-century 

consumerism, that it possesses him and sucks from him words he never intended to write. 

The reading voice is like a disease inside Sheldon, and Annie Wilkes the embodiment of 

this disease, the virus given human form. This disease tears apart his physical authority 

literally just as his literary authority has been torn apart at some point before the novel's 

im'tial action. 

As disease, the readers become as anonymous as viruses and as anonymous as the 

miasma of readers we encounter at the end of the The Unnamable. Readers are 

everybody and everywhere and have no more individual identity than the writer has. 

Like the hen in Finnegans Wake, Annie Wilkes is a reader that is encountered randomly, 

that is not planned for in the way that the professional reader is expected and planned for. 

In this way she represents a sort of Everyreader, but is especially an Everyreader of the 

postmodern condition, of, that is, late capitalism as it is described by Fredric Jameson. 

For Jameson, postmodemity's essential problem is representation; no cognitive map 

exists that sufQciently surveys the inexhaustable contours of capitalism's activities in the 

late twentieth century and early twenty-first century. Because of this, much of the social 



119 

consciousness of postmodernism is created by gaps of amnesia slickly papered over by 

simulacura/ Annie Wilkes is postmodern reader in that she is the reader that could only 

be encountered by chance. The readership of a late capitalist writer like Stephen King, 

and his fictional double Paul Sheldon, is too large to be comprehended. The statistics 

simply measure the depths of the unknown. The multi-national corporation has 

succeeded in reaching so deeply into the lives of so many people that the reader can only 

be imagined as a zombie encountered by accident on a dark woodsy road. They are 

everywhere, Misery seems to be saying, and you are therefore never safe. At least with 

the professional critic you know they are coming—at least with the professional critic 

they come and find you; as with the case of the censors and the defenders in Joyce, and as 

with the disciplinarians and report-mongers in Beckett. 

Paul Sheldon's readers are an anonymous group, but they are not the unwashed 

masses featured in the modernist fear of the masses. What Paul Sheldon fears is the 

anonymous statistics that read his novels, so available and yet so unknowable—Paul 

Sheldon fears the power of marketing to turn pretty much anybody into a reader of his 

fiction. And Paul Sheldon fears the essentially anonymous nature of this reading public, 

and the sheer unrepresentability of their corporate-made identities, and the sheer 

unrepresentability of the flexibility of the corporation to attract pretty much everybody 

and anybody as consumer. Paul Sheldon's great fear is that when the reading desire of 

the postmodern age turns his authorial identity into language that it can turns his language 

into such easily consumable packages that even as psychotic and as anti-social a 

character as Annie Wilkes can become his fan. As Jameson points out in a discussion of 
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the seventies movie The Parallax View, in which social rebels are co-opted into a 

corporation that turns their anti-sociaUsm into the product of assassination, the vast space 

of late capitalism allows no space for individual resistance: 

... as I have implied... all forms of opposition are today also collective and 

organized into political protest groups and movements of various lands: at which 

point the corporate fact and the corporate style is somehow no longer merely an 

aberrant business subculture, but some deeper, quasi-ontological law of the social 

world itself. In this sense, indeed, the Beatty character in The Parallax View can 

be taken as a comment on, and a definitive dismissal of, the older narrative 

paradigm of the rebel; for he still looks that, and the violence and anti-social 

nature of his personality is still set in place... The Beatty character, however, 

ceases to be the rebel figure for which he still takes himself because the 

oppositional impulses within himself and in his unconscious and in his character 

have become the very instruments of the conspiracy proper, which uses and 

welcomes them specifically for its own purposes. (Jameson 60) 

While Annie Wilkes is no rebel, she is indeed anti-social. Like the Beatty character she 

is easily digested by corporate machinery, and becomes the perfectly devoted consumer. 

This disturbs Paul Sheldon because it mocks his own pretenses of resistance and 

individual voice. While Wilkes is easily incorporated by late capitalism, Paul Sheldon is 

not. Where Sheldon wants to be a rebel writer recognized for his own thing separate and 

apart from the machinery of selling that thing, Wilkes suffuses corporate desire with her 

own hunger for dismembered limbs and burned flesh. As postmodern writer, Sheldon 
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encounters reading desire as filled with as much superfluous blank space as is constituted 

in his desire to write. The writer finds that language desires for its own sake, and desires 

that vacuum of the writer's desires be filled with the stuff of its social properties; in late 

capitalism, the reader becomes as much blank space as the writer and becomes as subject 

a superfluous space that lacks meaning, is blank until filled by the signs of selling and 

buying. ICing begins the novel with an epigraph from Nietzsche:" staring into the blank 

space of the abyss." The abyss that King and Sheldon stare into is the one filled with a 

readership without agency, and one all the more hungry and violent without it. 

Although Beckett's oft-quoted maxim for the artist is that. .there is nothing to 

express, nothing with which to express, nothing firom which to express, no power to 

express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express" (Disjecta 139), 

Beckett elsewhere expressed a desire to express an actual something—or is it an actual 

nothing? Beckett old Lawrence Harvey that he was "interested in getting below the 

surface ... to the authentic weakness of being." However, he continues, "Whatever is 

said is far from the experience... if you really get down to the disaster, the slightest 

eloquence becomes unbearable" (Knowlson 439). This seems to sum up the over-quoted 

quandary of the three dialogues better than it sums up itself. The problem is not so much 

that there is nothing to express as much as it is that nothing is what Beckett wishes to 

express. Beckett wants to bunow down to some kind of authenticity, some kind of 

authenticity that is inimical to the "... slightest eloquence", or, indeed, inimical to the 

shghtest bit of expression. Therefore, the authenticity Beckett mines for, the "... 
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authentic weakness of being," is an authenticity that survives somewhere below the 

accumulated layers of things like expression and eloquence, which might as well be 

synonyms for language itself. It is no revelation that Beckett wishes to destroy language, 

many critics have made this point with regards to Beckett's work—this has take on an 

aphoristic quality where Beckett's work is concerned—and indeed the three dialogues 

quotation is often seen as blueprint for Beckett's demolition plans. While, as P. J. 

Murphy warns, such reductive thinking amounts to no more than an intentional fallacy, 

and warns us away from even approaching the three dialogues quotation lest we continue 

the spread of such Beckettian lies and defamations, I still find something useful in the 

three dialogues quotation. 

What fascinates me is the word "obligation." When we believe the aphorism 

about Beckett wanting to destroy language, we always end up with a paradox: why does 

Beckett keep producing language—in prodigious quantities (though small doses) even— 

when his whole program is to do away with language? I understand "obligation" to be a 

key to solving the paradox, even though the paradoxical is not without its considerable 

charms and usefulness. The charms of the paradox can end up creating some kind of 

awe, and its usefulness may be in inducing a kind of faith. In this case the paradox 

becomes an extension of the Joycean approach to the problem of literature, the author, 

and the reader. In the Joycean approach the revelation is the tearing of the language so 

the language has to be ever more elaborately constructed so that it can be ever more 

elaborated torn away. But Beckett needed to turn from the Joycean if he was to succeed 

or, rather, fail appropriately. Beckett tells Knowlson: 
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"I realized that Joyce had gone as far as one could in the direction of knowing 

more, [of being] in control of one's material. He was always adding to it; you 

only have to look at his proofs to see that. I realized that my own way was in 

impoverishment, in lack of knowledge and in taking away, in subtracting rather 

than in adding." (438) 

To the contrary, Beckett's vision involves a subnussion to darkness as opposed to light: 

"... this darkness can certainly be seen as extending to a whole zone of being that 

includes folly and failure, impotence and ignorance" (438). 

Beckett does not want to destroy language as much as he wants to fail with it, be 

impotent where it is concerned, and subject it to unceasing folly and ignorance. In short, 

where Joyce was in control, Beckett wants to lose control of language. Where Joyce 

demands of the reader absolute devotion, and wants to control that devotion, Beckett 

turns control over to the reader. In Bourdieu's theory of the restricted production of 

literary works, the author becomes synonymous with his or her individual style, a style 

that is "... least reduced" to the style of any other writer. According to Paul Sheldon in 

Misery, this status as restricted-production writer is tantamount to an artistic autonomy 

that frees the pure identity of the writer untainted by the expectations of a social 

readership. However, in Beckett's realm, the restricted-production writer is one tied to 

styb'stics when stylistics are what need to be relinquished in order to expose the 

"authentic weakness of being" that is at the core of things. While there is no saying 

exactly what the authentic weakness of being is, or what the disaster is that lurks beneath 

it all, I understand it to be the plight of the writer whose anti-literary existence is forced 
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into the positivistic absurdities of the social exchange of language. The original disaster 

is the surrendering of the nothingness of writerly goals to the social hunger for language. 

The Beckettian writer finds eloquence, and indeed any expression whatsoever, 

unbearable because the expression is the slaughter of the writer who has no presence to 

begin with, and whose being is only a proposition of weakness and nothing else. 

Therefore, there is indeed "nothing" to express because the writer him or herself 

is nothing to begin with. Nevertheless, there is the obligation to express. This is the 

solution to the paradox. The authentic weakness of being, the nothing that needs to be 

expressed, can only be expressed as the empty shadow of the strength of being. And the 

strength of being in literary texts is only derived &om language's hunger for itself, and 

the manifestations of this hunger in a social context. There is then the obligation that the 

writer express even when what they are expressing is nothing. The trilogy's tale is of 

continual obligation on the part of writers, even when these writers have nothing more to 

report than the steady syncopation of their farts. Herewith Beckett concedes that 

language will never be destroyed though its insatiable hunger—its position of social 

power—must be exposed so that in the shadow we might catch a glimpse of the weakness 

of being that is its intuited opposite. 

The lesson Paul Sheldon might glean from Beckett is that even in the mode of 

restricted-production, the writer is not fiiee, and is perhaps even less &ee than the writer 

of large-scale production. Rather than seeing the writer's becoming synonymous with 

their stylistics as an advantage, Beckett demonstrates that the writing becoming 

synonymous with their stylistics is the writer being burdened with even more obligation. 
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and an even more pronounced divorcement fix)m the superfluous, unrealized nature of 

their true aspirations. The nurturing that the critical establishment represents in terms of 

consecration are, in Beckett's world, acts of cruelty designed as discourse place-holders 

that are far across the border from the zone of emptiness, darkness, and superfluity that 

characterize the writers true non-being. 

But for Beckett's purposes, the obligations that the readerly voice places on the 

writer must take the form of a cruelty. In order for Beckett to expose the shadow 

existence of the authentic weakness of being he must carry out a strategy of non-

expression—in order to express nothing, he must use a language that is earmarked by its 

very inability to express. In order to express a truth that is cancelled by its being framed 

in linguistic expression, Beckett must create a language that cancels out its ability to refer 

to anything beyond itself All of these are accomplished through Beckett's characterizing 

the readerly voice as one of cruelty and torture. In Ancient Roman courts the testimony 

of a slave was inadmissible unless that slave had first been tortured. The torture acted as 

a guarantee of the truthfulness of the testimony. As Page DuBois writes: 

The very idea of truth we receive from the Greeks... is inextricably linked with 

the practice of torture, which has almost always been the ultimate attempt to 

discover a secret always out of reach. (7) 

The guarantee was necessary because slaves were not citizens of the Roman Empire and 

were therefore not considered actual human souls. In modem terminology, we might say 

that the slaves were considered to be absent the properties of subjectivity—it was 

believed that they had no consciousness that could differentiate between truth and 
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untruth. The torture then was a way to expediently inject a temporary subjectivity that 

might allow them to say for certain whether what they had wimessed was indeed truth or 

untruth as well as a corporeal sign for the court to see where they were unable to trust in a 

being with nothing beyond the corporeal. I find that Beckett is in an analogous situation 

as writer. He senses that the authentic spirit of his calUng is an im-expressible 

nothingness that cannot be contained by the corporeality of his text, and yet he sees this 

as the only avenue for the expression of this spirit. As writer, he feels himself to be being 

without subjectivity as his subjectivity is nonexistent except as it is finds purchase in 

some foreign soil outside itself, specifically the social soil of the literary text. As 

reconciliation Beckett turns the social demand for his writerly being into an act of torture, 

and tears apart the corporeal body of his text, the implication being that the truth offered 

is one without source in subjectivity, and one without agency except as that agency is 

determined by the torturers themselves, in this case readers. 

As cruel and as torturous as the readerly voice may be, it remains, in the end, a 

source of nurturance. Beckett's writer without subjectivity finds an awful, domineering 

presence to stand in its way, to block its invisibility, so that it can be cast as the non-

presence of shadow. 

Late in Misery, Annie Wilkes must dispose of the body of a Colorado state 

trooper she has murdered. She plans to take the body to a remote cabin. She knows that 

it is likely that while she is gone on the journey to the remote cabin other police will 

come looking for the missing trooper, and that these other police will eventually retum 
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again, with, this time, combined questions of her absence and the whereabouts of the 

missing trooper. In anticipation of this eventuality, she begins to concoct lies of 

explanation. As she rehearses these to Paul Sheldon, who she is holding captive, he 

remembers a game he played as a child. In the game, one child introduces a narrative 

scenario to a group of children, for example, "On a walk in the jungle, the explorer 

encountered a ferocious tiger", and then randomly and quickly indicates a child &om the 

group to finish the scenario in a creative yet plausible fashion. In Paul's mind this game 

is called "Can You?" and is atavistically linked to his adult need to write novels. As he 

listens to Annie's lies, Paul thinks,"... that Annie was doing exactly what he could not: 

she was playing Can You? in real life. Maybe, he thought, that's why she doesn't write 

books, she doesn't have to" (King 275). 

Paul is jealous of Annie. Paul, for reasons he does not entirely understand, must 

write books. Paul is compelled to lie because of the vivid imagination he has inherited 

from some extra-familial source. Frequently in the novel he has flashbacks of his parents 

commenting on his extraordinary imagination, each of them wondering where it has 

come from as neither can claim such extravagance in their ancestral line. When, early in 

the novel, Paul tries to picture Annie Wilkes on the witness stand in a Denver courtroom 

where, prior to the novel's action proper, she stood trial for murder and was eventually 

acquitted, his imagination is juxtaposed with hers, presaging the explicit "Can You?" 

commentary from above; 
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... then, cutting cleanly through... (his mental picture)... like a sharp knife, came 

her agitated, abnost screaming voice: Do you think that when they put me up there 

on the stand in Den— 

Up on the stand. When they put me up on the stand in Denver. 

Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, 

so help you God. 

("I don't know where he gets it") 

I do. 

("He 'sALfVAYS writing things down.") 

State your name. 

("Nobody from my side of the family has an imagination like his.") 

Annie Wilkes. 

("So vivid!") 

My name is Annie Wilkes... 

Annie Wilkes. 

("He read at just three! Can you imagine? ") 

That spirit of... of fan love... 

("He's always writing things down. Always making things up.") 

Now I must rinse. 

("Africa. That bird came from ")... (King 30-31). 

The strangest image of this interior monologue is the bird that comes fit)m AMca. &i the 

narrative, this refers to Paul's memories of visiting the Boston Zoo with his mother and 
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seeing a caged bird imported from some far away African jungle. The tragedy of this 

bird being so far from its home causes Paul to cry. The adult Paul associates this bird 

with his imagination, which comes from a far away place outside of the known realms of 

nuclear family, and this imagination can be associated with the calling into the superfluity 

that is Paul's need to be a writer. The young weeping Paul is then formulated as weeping 

for his imagination, which, as he grows older will become caged, or, perhaps, was 

already caged by the pre-professional fan-love of his mother herself. Annie Wilkes' 

taking Paul Sheldon hostage is, therefore, a formalization of what Paul Sheldon has 

always feared would happen to his imagination anyway. Fan love has grown so 

monstrous that the strange, vivid thing from the exotic locale—the thing that is pure 

imagination and the call to be a writer of fiction—must be incarcerated and its wings 

clipped so that it can perform the goals of readerly expectation. 

As metaphor in this passage, Annie Wilkes performs double-duty. Not only is she 

fan love grown monstrous, fan love turned into tortuous jailer, but she is also Paul 

Sheldon himself, Paul Sheldon put on the witness stand to answer for his own 

indiscretions. His primary indiscretion seems to be the possession of the imagination that 

comes from a place outside the domain of family influence. When "... they put me up on 

the witness stand" is repeated twice, and when it is followed by lines of dialogue once 

spoken to Paul himself, a transition occurs wherein Annie embodies Paul being asked "if 

he will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth". Paul, embodied, in his 

mind, as Annie, promises that he will tell the truth. And perhaps this is one of the goals 

of the imagination itself. Perhaps this is what the imagination should do, and is 
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prevented from doing once it is caged. However, this promise and goal is undermined by 

the overwhebning evidence to the contrary; Paul, as his mother keeps repeating, can't 

help but create fiction, can't help but lie, and lie vividly. 

Or perhaps the problem is determining what the truth might mean when related by 

the bird of imagination, or the bird of the writer's identity. Surely the bird would not tell 

a truth that would be recognized by previously held truths as the bird has come fix)m a 

place so distant, a place so inexplicable to common experience. 

It is also important to focus attention on the fact that Paul was reading "at three." 

A fact that is followed up with the clause about the "spirit of fan love", which floats in a 

soup of ellipsis, and then the reassertion of the fact that "he was always writing things 

down." The orderofthese lines is significant. Paul read, and then determined that 

because he had read, perhaps because he had formed some spirit of fan love himself, he 

himself should write. Writing then becomes the other side of the coin firom reading. But 

writing trails with it the memory of its beginning in reading and, as such, knows that its 

intention is to be read. And if it is to be read then the writing knows that it will be 

subjected to—in one form or another—the spirit of fan love. The spirit that will 

eventually hold the bird of imagination hostage. Perhaps herein lies the real problem of 

truth as it relates to the imagination. 

Paul Sheldon is on the horns of a dilemma similar to that outlined in Beckett's 

quotation firom the three dialogues. Sheldon feels the obligation to express truth of some 

kind but knows only the strange bird of imagination where nothing gets expressed, fi:om 

which nothing is expressed, out of which no power can be derived for expression, and 



131 

which itself does not desire expression. When Annie begs Paul to tell verbally the ending 

of the romance story he is writing for her, he can't tell a story, can only write it: 

"If you're such a rotten story-teller, how come you have bestsellers and millions 

of people love the books you write?" [Armie says to Paul]. 

"I didn't say I was a rotten story-writer. I actually happen to think I am pretty 

good at that. But as a story-teller I'm the pits." 

"You're just making a big cockadoodie excuse." 

... "It's not an excuse," he had replied. "The two things are like Apples and 

Oranges, Annie. People who tell stories usually can't write them. If you really 

think people who write stories can talk worth a damn, you never watched some 

poor slob of a novelist fumbling his way through an interview on the Today 

show." (King 247) 

Paul, then, is admitting that he is confined to—is cursed to—a writing existence. In the 

scenario he imagined in the Denver courtroom, the injunction to tell the truth is an 

injunction to tell the truth verbally, and not in writing. Paul's problem is that the bird of 

imagination—the true part of him, the most essential part of him that can't be reduced to 

social formulations—exists in—or, better, exite—him only as writing. It is of course also 

a problem that the bird of imagination seems only capable of lies. Though these lies 

could certainly be taken as truth. In some ways Paul is caught here in a Derriddean 

quandary as the truth others expect of him seems tied to presence—the presence of the 

courtroom, the presence of genetic evidence—^while he knows the truth of himself to be 
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absence, the absence that's embodied in writing. The problem, however, with writing is 

that it is unable to divorce itself from that which gave it birth—the reader. Readers trail 

writing like the placenta trails the just-bom baby. 

Paul believes that writing a different kind of novel, a neo-modemist novel, a 

restricted-production work, will ultimately release him from this contract with the reader. 

But, as I have shown in Beckett, this hope is false as the restricted-production reader is as 

much curse as the reader of large-scale production. Paul is tied to writing and so long as 

he is tied to writing he is tied to readers. The placenta, however—at least in Western 

hospital culture—is disposed of aiter birth. With writing, the placenta of the reader can 

never be disposed of, it trails indefinitely. It is, finally, a form of nourishment, as it was 

pre-natally constituted, and, at the same time, is the curse that holds the writer to certain 

static moments of presence. This is why Paul resents the luxury Annie has of lying 

without writing books. Annie can lie in her everyday, physical existence, while Paul's 

lying is reduced to writerly production. Annie can lie while maintaining her presence 

(physically, that is, her presence of mind being another matter altogether); Paul can only 

lie in the materiality of the texts he produces. Which means finally that Paul can only lie 

in the materiality of the readers that fim'sh the equation of writing. Paul resents this 

limitation on the bird of the imagination, and therefore resents readers. 

Paul has known this all along, hi Misery the reader, the obligation to write, is 

finally figured in positive terms. By the end oiMisery, Paul Sheldon is ashamed of his 

desires to write a "serious" novel and discovers, instead, that the "... woman had coerced 

him into writing what was easily the best of the Misery novels" (203), and what turns out. 
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by the end of the novel, to be the best book he has written. This is Stephen King's moral 

to Misery, that the reader may be a kind of atavistic curse that can bother the hell out of 

you, but that, in the end, and in the right circumstances, it is the thing that allows the 

writer to produce, allows for the writer to give up their subjectivity in a firuitful fashion. 

In Misery, the torture of the writer is an erasure of the author's subjectivity—"...did he 

know how much of his own subjective reality, once so strong he had taken it for granted, 

had been erased" (259)—but it is a reproductive erasure, a kind of sado-masochistic 

sexual encounter that results in ajouissance of the text. This jouissance is formulated in 

terms of what Sheldon calls "the gotta". The gotta is simply the need readers have to 

finish the story: 

The Gotta. Nasty as a hand-job in a sleazy bar, fine as a fuck from the world's 

most talented call girl. Oh boy it was bad and oh boy it was good and oh boy in 

the end it didn't matter how rude it was or how crude it was because in the end it 

was just like the Jackson's said on that record—don't stop till you get enough. 

(King 243) 

The gotta is a process whereby the reader obliterates the subject of the author and the 

author obliterates the subject of the reader, a new mutant subject, neither one nor the 

other, the result of the union. In other words, a mutual destruction whereby a multi-

subject occurs, hi Stephen King's words: 

What I want is to reach through the page and grab the reader. I don't want to just 

mess with your head; I want to mess with your life. I want you to miss 

appointments, bum dinner, skip your homework. I want you to tell your wife to 
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take that moonlight stroll on beach at Waikiki with the resort's tennis pro while 

you read a few more chapters and see if Jesse Burlingame is going to get out of 

the handcuffs or if Gage Creed is going to come back fix)m the dead and eat his 

mother. I want you afraid to turn off the lights. I want you to be sorry you ever 

started the goddamn thing in the first place, and I still don't want you to be able to 

stop. With me... it's personal, and it's really more about you than it is about me. 

I want you sweating bullets and looking behind doors. Nothing about this seems 

in the least abnormal to me, I'm afraid. Compulsive reading is a sickness, and I 

have always wanted to be Typhoid Stevie. (Power, et al 15) 

Indeed, to paraphrase Foucault, when this kind of reading is going on, who cares 

who is speaking (263)? When the text is this compulsive, who cares about author's and 

their preeminent subject position in the Western World. 

In the end, readers of popular literature in King emerge as a productive force. 

The violent exchange between readers and writers is finally characterized as necessary, as 

contributing to both author and reader agency, rather than a curse to be endured. King's 

readers become like the readers of popular culture de Certeau theorizes: 

Reading thus introduces an "art" which is anything but passive. Imbricated 

within strategies of modernity, the procedures of contemporary consumption 

appear to constitute a subtle art of "renters" who know how to insinuate their 

countless differences in the dominant text, (xxii) 
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Therefore, in Misery, Paul Sheldon really wants to be dismembered as author, wants to 

have his blood spurt around the room, wants to hear his bones crack, because these are 

the sounds of one being read, and are therefore the sounds of the novel's enabling. These 

are the sounds of Annie Wilkes dismantling Paul Sheldon as united subject, are the 

sounds of her asserting her difference in the novel's space. As de Certeau writes, 

"Pushed to their ideal limits, these procedures and ruses of consumers compose the 

network of an antidiscipline..(xv). As antidisciplme, popular culture consumers 

operating along these lines of resistance, are parts of"... other series which, pursuing 

their silent itineraries, have not given rise to discursive configuration or to a technological 

systemization [such as the panopticon]. They [can] be considered as an immense 

[original italics] reserve constituting either the beginnings or traces of different 

developments" (47-48). While Paul Sheldon's loss of stylistic control over his work may 

deal a blow to authorial hubris, the real vitality of the work is found in its being possessed 

by the anti-disciplinary readings of the popular culture subject, in its being released from 

the limiting parameters of consecration. 

In considering the uses of books, Delueze and Guattari write that 

A book is an assemblage... One side of a machinic assemblage faces the strata, 

which doubtless make it a kind of organism, or signifying totality, or 

determination attributable to a subject; it also has a side facing a body without 

organs, which is continually dismantling the organism, causing asignifying 

particles or pure intensities to pass or circulate, and attributing to itself subjects 

that it leaves with nothing more than a name as the trace of an intensity. (ATP 4) 



136 

On the one hand, in this formulation a book is the disciplinary object of Foucauldian 

power relationships, the thing that creates rigid structures of subjectivity. On the other 

hand, a book is also the thing that operates according to pure intensities that dissolve the 

subject's rigidity. The violence that King talks about in the reciprocal relationship of 

readers and writers of the popular novel is use of books in the way Delueze and Guattari 

theorize. Sheldon is tom asunder in a frenzy that at the same time tears apart those doing 

the tearing, dismantles them into "asignifying" intensities constructed by the pure 

pleasure of their reading drive. But, as de Certeau is asserting, this kind of reading is not 

simply a hedonistic riot of nihilism, but is a place where difference can be established, 

where an individual can lurk unseen and uncatalogued in the halls of discourse. 

In many ways, this kind of reading goes unidentified, is it is by its very nature 

unidentifiable. According to de Certeau, 

... this cultural activity of the non-producers of culture, an activity that is 

unsigned, unreadable, and unsymbolized, remains the only one possible for all 

those who nevertheless buy and pay for the showy products through which a 

productivist economy articulates itself. Marginality is becoming universal. A 

marginal group has now become a silent majority, (xvii) 

In many ways, this resonates with Jameson's defining ideas about postmodernism and 

returns us to his description of it as a global capitalism so vast and labyrinthine as to be 

inconceivable, sublime even. Stephen King's fan base is a postmodern phenomenon of 

exactly these kind of Jamesom'an dimensions: the numbers of readers and TV/movie 

viewers that have been drawn to his works is nearly unfathomable, and most likely 
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uncategorizable in the end. De Certeau is again applicable when he speaks of the "... the 

enigma of the consumer sphinx", who are . .protean in form, blending in with their 

surroundings, and liable to disappear into the colonizing organizations whose products 

leave no room where [they] can mark their activity" (31). Again, this then is the reason 

Sheldon in Misery encounters his readers through random accident. In Beckett, the 

reader comes to find the writer, in King, the reader can only be encountered by sheer 

chance, by a trick of fate that defies the odds-makers, because the reader of King is part 

of a vastly unknowable global community. 

I experienced a similar serendipity while researching this chapter. Identifying 

Beckett readers is not difficult because they tend to have professional titles that empower 

their reading practices, and they tend to produce significant amounts of written material 

to testify to their being Beckett readers. In contrast, while they are everywhere it seems. 

King readers do not endeavor to package and publish attestations of their reading 

devotion. They are generally silent. Therefore, my research in this area was rather 

random. I perused books of King criticism in hopes that I might find traces of the 

essential King reader. I worried books would not be the place to find these readers. I 

worried I might have to venture into the actual populace. Ultimately, however, I 

happened onto an exemplary group of King readers. Like Sheldon, I initially resisted this 

group of readers and the practices of reading they represented. However, in the long run, 

I came to see that these were exactly the kinds of readers that formed the kind of anti-

disciplinary reading identified by de Certeau. Coincidentally, these are also readers both 
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heavily targeted by and evasive of the mechanism of discipline. The readers I wish to 

discuss briefly are teenage readers. 

I discovered these readers in a book called Reading Stephen King, which is edited 

by Brenda Miller Power, Jeffrey D. Willhelm, and Kelly Chandler. Initially the book 

turned me off. Rather than being a collection of literary-critical essays that grapple with 

King and his place in twenty-first century culture, the book is about teaching King in the 

high school classroom. Let me be plain; it is my snobbery, my sense of the high literary, 

my sense of the disciplined, if not in the primary source, at least the secondary, that 

prevented me from liking this book. As John Skretta writes in the book, "We validate the 

orthodoxies of canon and curriculum because the orthodoxy always validated us" (129). 

So, while it may be unorthodox to read Stephen King beside Samuel Beckett, the 

enterprise is still tainted with the need for canonicity, especially in its desire to situate 

these in terms of cultural theory, hi other words, the need to capture Stephen King in 

theoretical models is also the need to validate him and us within proscribed patterns of 

discourse—is, really, the need to consecrate him as worthy of study. On the other hand, 

teaching Stephen King in a high school classroom seemed the defeat of his being 

considered theoretically, seemed, on the part of those trying to do the teaching, to be the 

loss of his texts to clumsy efforts of crude humanism, and seemed, on the part of those 

students doing the classroom reading, to be the loss of his texts to over-personalized 

modes of literary identification. 

However, it became clear that this was exactly the kind of reading de Certeau, 

Deleuze, and King himself are hoping for. As Power writes, "[King's] books have 
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special appeal for teens, an audience of readers increasingly challenging for literacy 

educators in a post-literate age" (S). In many ways, this post-literate world is the one 

Delueze writes of, a world filled with intensities and bodies without organs, a world 

where the potential exists for frustrating the machinery of discipline (this is of course 

OT\y potential—there is also always the potential of the machinery of discipline 

consolidating itself in the production and control of these intensities). Powers also writes 

that with King people feel compelled to talk about "their own experiences" (9), and that 

these experiences forms bonds between individuals. This could certainly be read as 

evidence of exactly what I feared in this book, as overpersonalized readings of a text, but 

could also be read as being about de Certeau's readers who give the slip to discursive 

networks, and who find places of difference instead. (Cimberly Hill Campbell writes of 

handing out a new anthology of literature on the first day of a high school English class, 

and watching in dismay as not"... one student opened the cover of the book" (52). 

Perhaps even more dismaying in Campbell's experience is that the students simply sat 

and waited for her . .to tell them what to do" (52), which indicates that the students 

knew that the anthology was a tool of discipline and could only be operated with the help 

of authoritarian instructions. On the other hand, when Campbell left it up to the students 

to decide what to read, they often chose King, and became alive in the classroom. 

Particularly poignant to me were John Skretta's accounts of working with at-risk 

teenagers in a literature class. While it is not my purpose here to summarize Skretta's 

narrative, his conclusion that King made readers of kids on the margins of academia and 

society dovetails finally with the theoretical assertions I have made in this paper. Skretta 
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writes that "King enjoys great appeal with resistant readers precisely because his works 

are not generally used in traditional classroom environments" (135). hi other words, 

King's works are appealing to the marginal precisely because they are on the margin of 

educational discourse themselves. For these kids, King's works invite use rather than 

proscribe use; invite, in fact, violence of a readerly kind. 
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A SECRET 

I attended Brigham Young University for one semester before my mission and 

then for five years after my mission. I did not really plan to become an English major but 

after a number of semesters of just taking whatever it was that I felt like taking I decided 

to be an English major because a large number of the classes I ended up taking were 

English classes. There was, however, a time when I flirted with becoming a Film major. 

This was probably about two or three years after my mission. I had always been 

interested in fihn—^who isn't that has been brought up in this "fihned century" (DeLillo 

The Names)—but had never really considered it as an area of study or as vocation. My 
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whole life I wanted to be a writer—had wanted to work with language. Nevertheless, 

sometime in the late eighties I got into this introduction to film art class. 

The class was extraordinarily popular both because of its subject matter and 

because of the professor who taught the class, a gregarious acting teacher who had 

converted to Mormonism &om Catholicism and who had once been in acting classes at 

UCLA with James Dean. Because of its popularity it was virtually impossible to register 

for the class on the first day even though it was taught in an auditorium/movie theater that 

sat probably two or three hundred students. I tried to register the first day and failed. 

However, I heard somewhere that if you were a Fihn major that you could get into the 

class. Having no real allegiance to one discipline or another, I went over to the Fihn 

department and declared myself a major and was subsequently admitted into the class. 

The secretary at the Fihn department did perform some kind of interrogation designed to 

determine whether or not my real intentions were to be a Fihn major for the long term or 

not, but somehow I passed. A part of me believed that maybe I would be a Fihn major 

for the long haul. 

The class consisted of watching movies, attending general lectures in the 

auditorium, and attending one of a number of smaller break-out sections where the movie 

and the general lecture were discussed in greater detail. The break-out sections were 

taught by a legion ofteaching assistants, with one exception. Yep, you guessed it. The 

break-out section for the Fihn majors was taught by the Professor himself. So, since I 

was a Film major, I ended in his break-out section, hi this way, I became known by the 

Professor and, to be honest, became somewhat of a teacher's pet. So much so that he one 



143 

day called me up in front of the entire class—all two or three hundred of them, or 

however many there were—to conunent on that Pasillini film about the life of Christ. 

The awful thing was that I had slept through the film. I don't remember what I said 

finally but I doubt it could have been very good. 

But this story is not really about how I became a Film major but is about how I 

quit being a Film major. By the end of that semester I was seriously thinking about a 

future in either fibnmaking or film criticism, mostly because of the overwhelming praise 

I had received fiom this popular Professor. For the semester following that initial 

semester as a Film major I registered for a full load of Film classes. One of the classes I 

tried to register for was an introduction to film theory class. This class was an upper-

division class with a slew of prerequisites, none of which I had taken. When I attended 

the first day of class, the Professor was reluctant to let me in; she insisted I go back and 

take the prerequisites. I insisted that my background in English theory classes had 

prepared me for the class and that I was ready to take it. In the end, the intro to fihn 

theory Professor spoke with the popular Professor who taught the introduction to fihn art 

class, and based on his recommendation, she let me into the class. I attended about a 

week or two of classes before I had this crisis of conscience— 

Had I not always been devoted to literature? I asked myself 

Had I not planned on writing novels since I was a kid? I wondered if I was 

betraying myself. 

Here's a real evil thing that I did: when I was trying to get the Professor of film 

theory to waive the prerequisites for the fihn theory class I told her, in private, in her 



144 

office, that I was quitting English for Film because I thought literature a dead art form. 

Film, I insisted, was alive. Literature was dead—or was dying. 

What kind of Judas was I? 

If literature wasn't yet dead it was as if I was stringing it up on the cross, 

crucifying it. 

After this crisis of conscience, I decided to quit being a Fihn major. I also felt 

that I had to repent for what I had said about literature. On the other hand, I realized that 

I had spoken a truth about literature. So, rather than repent, I realized that I had to orient 

myself according to the truth I had spoken. I also knew that I had to provide an 

accounting to the Fibn department; after all, I lot of strings had been pulled to get me into 

classes, and a lot of praise had been invested in me. 

Why is that I sometimes resist praise? Why is that I sometimes run from it? 

I wrote letters to the Popular Professor and to the Professor of Film Theory. I can 

still see those letters today. They were on small sheets of note-book paper and I think 

they were a strange color—like pink or something. These letters explained that I was 

returning to English as a major, these letters stated that I was doing this even though I had 

said that literature was a dead art form. I accounted for this return to the dead by saying 

that, actually, maybe that's what I loved the most, histead of trying to deny that I had 

ever considered literature a dead art, or instead of trying to justify the study of a dead art 
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on intellectual grounds, I stood firm with what I had said and asserted that, in actuality, 

that was the thing I loved about literature as art form. I asserted that my mistake had not 

been a miscategorization of literature, a Mark-Twain-like exaggeration of the thing's 

demise, but rather that I had not gone on to say that the deadness of the thing was actually 

what drew me to it. 

But I didn't say it all like that. In reality, the pink letters were very short. While 

this is a protracted explanation of my actions, the letters were pithy. They said: "If it is in 

fact true that literature is dead then I am called to a life of necrophilia." 

Oh how I treasured sending that letter. Of all the sentences I have written, that 

sentence is one of my favorites. 

I never did talk to those Professors again. 

At this time, I came to understand that death is in fact a thing I do love about 

writing and that my writing is in fact a kind of work for and with the dead. 

Work for the Dead 

According to Mormon theology, there are three types of people in need of saving 

(saving here is a much more complicated concept that simply being saved into heaven or 

hell—^Mormon salvation has a number of degrees and has built in the concept of eternal 

progression), the living who are not members of the Church, the living who are members 

of the Church, and the dead. Mormon temples are—for the most part—sacred buildings 

dedicated to the salvation of the latter of these. To enter into a Mormon temple is to enter 
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into the presence of the dead. In Mormon temples, members of the Church perform 

ordinances for and on behalf of those who have passed on. Once the ordinances are 

performed by those in the flesh, the dead who exist now as only spirit have the option of 

accepting or rejecting the ordinance performed for them. Virtually all the activities that 

take place in temples are activities undertaken for someone who is dead, activities taken 

as a stand-in for them and performed with their name. This is why Mormons do 

genealogy work, to identify the dead who need work performed for them. Most of the 

names of the dead presented in the temple are the non-member ancestors of those who are 

now members of the Church. For example, my family has traced its genealogy back to 

the eleventh century or something like that. Work for these dead souls has been 

performed in Mormon temples. 

In addition to temple work. Mormons are encouraged to find out as much as they 

can about who their ancestors were, to make as much of a connection as possible to those 

who have gone on before them—connections that go beyond the formal aspects of the 

ordinances in the temple. Mormons are encouraged to find out what these people lived 

through, what they thought, what their emotions were. 

In this way, Mormom'sm is a kind of ancestor worship. 

Frequently Mormons give testimony of having seen a member of their family who 

has passed away. Frequently in the temple people report seeing a gratefiil dead soul 

accepting an ordinance that has been performed for them by someone in the flesh. People 

have reported seeing the spirits of past family members at the temple marriage—the 

highest of the temple ordinances—of one of their descendants. 
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Writing, for me, is an appeal to the dead. Not necessarily to the dead that have 

preceded me in this life. But to the dead that is the absence that writing embodies. Think 

of that earlier Derrida quote. To write is to enter into the space of absolute absence and 

for me writing is to lie down and to rest in a semi-dead state. For me, writing is the 

slipping away of the liveliness of my subjectivity—it is the laying down of it in a rest of 

non-existence. 

Reading is the same. Reading is a place where two subjectivities meet shorn of 

their presence; a place where both agree to die in order to make a text—the voices of all 

the otherness around them; the collection of all the discourses that are not them—come 

alive. 

Kristeva's impossible zero. 

1 remember once going to do temple sealings (marriages) with my wife. You see, 

you are married once for yourself and then can be married several times thereafter for and 

on behalf of couples who have died. We went to do sealings without bringing any names 

of our own, without bringing an approved list of ancestors who needed the ordinances 

performed (all of the names on my side of the family have been done; on my wife's side 

there are still a number of names awaiting the work). Therefore, we did the work for 

names that others had provided. On this day, a group of Mormons from the Navajo tribe 

were attending the temple and had submitted a number of names for temple work. So my 



148 

wife and I ended up being married for twenty or thirty deceased Navajo couples. I 

listened to their names as the ordinances were performed. Their names were 

incomprehensible to me. To me, it was a very strange experience of othering. I was 

being othered as a Navajo and they were being othered as Mormons; I was being othered 

as the dead and they were being othered as the living. Some kind of dream/nightmare of 

postcolonialism was playing itself out in the temple that day. 

It was disorienting to me. 

The best kind of writing is disorienting in this way. 

Is literature a dead art form? Honestly I don't know what that means. Whether it 

is dead or not, it is the ghost that haunts fihn. 
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PLANET FILM 

In this essay I turn &om fiction and the novel, to fibn and the film narrative. This 

essay wanders far from this project's argumentative home. However, like all wanderings, 

this essay discovers connections to home in what are perhaps the most unusual of places. 

Film, first of all, may seem like one of the most unusual of places. After spending so 

much focused attention on language and language as it is used in fiction, it may seem odd 

to turn to an art form that includes language as only ancillary to the whole. But this 

wandering is important in several ways. First, fihn became an extraordinarily 

influential—if not the most influential—form of narrative in the latter half of the 

twentieth cenUiry, and continues to be extraordinarily influential today. Therefore, it 

seems important to consider film in terms of the authorial voice. At just about the middle 

of the centiuy auteurist fihn criticism developed a litany of arguments and standards for 

considering fihn in terms of authorial intention. Initially this type of criticism was most 

influential in French film circles, particularly as it was practices by the critics who wrote 

for Cahier du cinema, hiitially, the principal champion of auteurist fihn criticism was 

the French critic Andre Bazin, who saw in it the cinematic equivalent of existential 
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philosophy. In auteurist theory, a film is the result of an individual consciousness and is 

artistically valuable according to such criteria.^ I will want to consider these arguments 

as they relate to Stanley Kubrick, the fiUnmaker this essay is about, and in particular as 

they relate to his fibn 2001: A Space Odyssey. 2001 is made and appears during a 

moment when, on the one hand, fihn is being valued on auteurist terms and, on the other 

hand, is being challenged by more avant garde approaches that de-emphasize the place of 

author in film. This tension will inform how I consider fihn and its relationship to the 

theory of writing this project has thus far developed. 

According to my theory, the writer's voice, rather than being a voice that speaks, 

is a voice that is drawn into negative spaces where speech—language, more 

specifically—^would seem impossible because of its not existing before in that space. 

Nonetheless, it is language that draws the writer's voice into this space—that is, 

language's desire for itself. In this case, language desires for itself to be bom where it 

has not yet been bom, language desires to be read in sentences that have not yet been 

written. The writer writes in response to language's desire for itself in hitherto uncharted 

territories. The writer sees this negative space—this previously uninscribed blank 

space—as liberation—as a place where his or her individual qualities will be expressed. 

However, the writer discovers that this blank space does not exist per se. 

For the writer, the blank space can only be perceived as uninscribed when it is 

awaiting language. The writer is searching for the space that is superfluous, that space 

where language has not been needed before, in order to fill that space with the excess of 

who he or she is, the overflow of his or her subjectivity that has not yet found space in 
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preexisting language locations. For the writer to discover a blank space as uninscribed is 

for the writer to discover the potential to cover that blank space with language, and 

therefore to discover the presence of language in its absence. Therefore, the blank space 

never really exists. The blank space is only a place where language is invisible. The 

blank space is an absence pregnant with the potential presence of language—language 

waiting just beyond the veil of blank flesh. 

The writer, as soon as he or she begins to write, discovers that language has been 

there all along. The language suddenly becomes visible when the writer starts to inscribe 

his or her superfluity onto the blank space. The writer discovers that he or she has been 

roped into a space that is filled with the social and its demands, demands the writer did 

not initially perceive as the demands of language. Language, in the writer's initial 

perceptions, seemed a space that desired the pure, unorganized pre-subjecitivity 

nothingness of the writer. Language, at first, appeared to desire the writer in inchoate 

form, in a form that was unusable in regular social structures. However, language betrays 

the writer as the language is inescapably social. When the writer turns his or her 

superfluity into written fiction the writer becomes an object for social desire as much as 

pure language desire, becomes an object to be read and reclaimed as subject useful to the 

social whole. 

I wish to use this theory in the context of film for two reasons. First, I want to 

complicate the idea of authorship in film as it has been theorized (and subsequently 

repudiated—and then half-theorized-half-repudiated) over the past sixty or so years. In 

order to do this, I have chosen to write about a director who was revered as an arch 
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auteur, as a filmmaker completely in control of his art form, and completely in control of 

the meanings his created: Stanley Kubrick. I am writing about Kubrick in order to 

discover if the position of author, as it is tied up in ideas of writer, creator, and 

originator—that which tries to find the superfluous, blank space it believes to be hitherto 

unfound—experiences the same experience of desire, reading, and social entanglement in 

fihnmaking. The basic question I am asking is what happens to the author's voice in the 

situation of cinema? I have tried to ask and answer where it is the voice of the fiction 

writer comes firom, and where that voice goes in the practice of fiction. In this essay, I 

am asking the same question and yet in a different context; the question this time around 

is, where does the voice of the writer go now that it is being placed into one of the latest 

and most important developments in narrative technology. In answering this question in 

terms of the theory I have been exploring, I will complicate the ideas of fihn authorship 

in ways it has not yet been complicated. 

On the other hand, in answering this question in the context of the "latest", and in 

the context of technology, I will be complicating my own theory. Thinking in terms of 

the latest and greatest will require that the theory get out of its hermit's cottage located 

somewhere beyond the woods of language. While the examination of specific novels has 

required some examination of the development of the writer's voice in specific historical 

settings, the idea of the voice of the author in the latest and greatest of technological 

advancements requires a different kind of thinking. To call something the latest 

development is to invoke the idea of progress, an idea that haunts the twentieth century— 

indeed, haunts history fixim the enlightenment onward. A belief in progress is a belief in 
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some sort of Utopian goal, or is at least the belief in a forward path towards endless 

betterment—a belief, essentially, in the present and the future over and against the past. 

A belief in progress also implies a belief in the manipulation of the world for human 

purposes. Progress occurs when nature is triumphed in order that humankind asserts its 

destiny. 

While a complete treatment of the idea of progress is beyond the scope of this 

essay—and this project, for that matter—this essay does use the idea of progress to 

complicate the theory of authorship I have thus far articulated. To consider the author 

seeking a blank space in language is to consider the author seeking a blank space in a 

thing he or she conceives of as static—a system almost as old as the homo sapien itself. 

Of course the author discovers in the context of the novel and its potential readership that 

the blank space is a space that fluctuates wildly depending on historical developments; 

nevertheless, when the writer experience's language's desire for itself as a desire for his 

or her superfluity in a space untainted by previous subjectivities he or she is experiencing 

a desire that seems primordial—pre-subjectivity even. That is why the desire seems 

equipped to accommodate the superfluity; it is a pure space; as I stated in the previous 

sentence, it is unstained by subjectivity, uncluttered by the subject's systems of 

classification.' 

However, to introduce the idea of progress is to introduce a race for space, a race 

wherein subjectivities push and jostle towards the stated goal. Indeed, progress becomes 

one central way of orgam'zing the subject, and indeed the subject itself is thought of as a 

step—perhaps the initial step—in the forward direction. Also, progress itself seems 
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inimical to the superfluous. If progress is conceived of as a purposeful march, then 

addition of sideways steps or extra forward steps seem to thwart the purposefulness of the 

march—if one adds the superfluous to one's gate one either strays or runs into the 

marcher in front of them. On the other hand, if progress is a race then the superfluous 

becomes harder to find because the superfluous is always already absorbed into future 

uses endlessly overtaken by the continual stream of subjectivities. 

In this essay, Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey is a point of convergence 

for the ideas of author, voice, progress, and film. Considering the film in terms of 

progress is natural as the film is a myth about progress and the future of mankind, a myth 

that posits all pasts as leading to a triumphant future. By adding the elements of voice, 

author, and creative authority, this essay uncovers ways in which the film is about the 

problems of the writerly voice in film narrative, and uncovers new challenges to the voice 

that seeks a space of nothingness for its overflowing superfluity. In 2001, the myth of 

progress that is the enlightenment becomes the myth of progress inherent in the 

development of cinema as an art form. While, at a certain point in its development, the 

authorial voice is theorized as a way to legitimate fihn as art form, the status of film as a 

medium dependent on technological progress constantly puts the authorial voice in 

positions of peril it has not encountered before. In other words, while theorizing fihn as 

an authored art form seems a step forward in terms of the enlightenment myth of superior 

himian subjects that are self-aware enough to create meaning out of previously 

meaningless raw materials, seems, that is, to make sense in a large scope of human 

progress as evolution firom animal to cognizant Cartesian beings, it is a decided step 
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backwards when put in the context of a medium that so easily circumvents—even 

destroys—the Cartesian subject. To posit fibn as an authored art form is to introduce the 

problems of the superfluous elements of subjectivity into an art form that seems to be 

already finished with subjectivity. As I said, in the context of fihn, the writerly voice is 

in for much more than it bargained for. 

I argue that in 2001, Kubrick nevertheless tries to bargain with the much more 

that film is, tries to negotiate with its threats and its seemingly limitless possibilities, tries 

to negotiate with it firom as much of the authorial vantage point he can sustain. Like 

writers entering the space of the novel, Kubrick is trying to find living room for the 

superfluous of the creative enterprise. In so doing, Kubrick discovers a competing sense 

of the superfluous—one unique to film—that threatens to engulf the blank superfluous 

that is the writerly voice. Kubrick's problem is that he feels as much affiliation with this 

competing sense of the superfluous as he does to the more old-fashioned one of the 

writerly voice. To facilitate an understanding of the competing superfluity that Kubrick 

finds, I have compared 2001 with the fin de siecle paranoid ramblings of Dr. Daniel 

Schreber, and in particular, Eric Sanmer's readings of Schreber's madness. While 

Schreber's rambtings are fix)m an entirely different historical period, to me they provide a 

useful illustration of the siu^dval problems of the human subject aboard the rocket ship of 

progress. In other words, maybe Schreber's ramblings are not firom as much of a 

different historical period as we might assume (as heretical as such a statement may be). 

In any case, I find them particularly useful in interpreting the problems of the human 

subject as it is manifest in the form of the authorial voice, and particularly useful in 
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interpreting this authorial voice as it tries to find itself in the progress-driven art form that 

is film. 

2001 

In a crude, old-fashioned way, one could easily conceive of the monolith in 

Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey as a giant penis jammed into the earth, as the ultimate 

phallic object. In perhaps less crude terms, one could identify the phallus with the 

Lacam'an phallus, which is less pern's and more about trans-gender lack of what tlie pern's 

stands for and the continual (empty?) promise, figured specifically in language, of that 

lack being one day filled. Certainly the monolith represents what the ape-men lack in 

terms of progress and, in good Lacam'an fashion, operates as an Other organizing their 

lack into a symbolic network. However, in this essay, while indeed viewing the monolith 

as a penis of sorts, I am less interested in it as absence that produces desire than I am 

interested in it as a presence that induces progress—as, in fact, an overwhehning 

presence.'" 

Bataille offers a way to view this kind of presence. According to Shaviro, 

"Bataille argues that nature and capitalism alike are driven not by scarcity, but by excess, 

a superabundance that we are unable to discharge" (Doom 91). The monolith is a 

superabundance that fills the ape-men with too many expectations, too much drive to 
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progress. This superabundance becomes a discomfort because its expectations can never 

be met, its debt never discharged. As Shaviro writes in connection with the closing lines 

of Beckett's trilogy, "It's not fear of death or deprivation that haunts me; rather it's the 

very exuberance of existence, this always having to go on, that becomes an ironic 

burden" (Doom 91). The monolith forces the ape-men to go on, to take the steps 

necessary in their evolution from creatures of instinct to the Star Man of200rs final 

image. However, in 2001 it is difficult to determine where nature ends and unnatural 

intervention begins. In other words, the monolith may not be so much the "exuberance of 

existence" as it is the injection of some exogamous design foreign to existence itself, 

though it would be hard to detemiine exactly what the original, unfettered existence was. 

In fact, it is difficult, finally, to call the monolith foreign as it ends up producing in the 

ape-men exactly what it was they were destined for anyway: progress. 

2001, then, takes the biological story of the evolutionary path and turns it into a 

telos of progress, which is firmly grounded in the Enlightenment tradition. Robert Pippin 

writes that Hegel saw modernity as a continuation of pre-modem human development, 

"Modernity itself is not a 'revolution', or autochthonous or self-grounding; it is the whole 

of human history that must be seen as 'absolutely' self-supporting or self-grounding, and 

modernity is just the beginning of the final realization of this self-consciousness itself, as 

well as a realization of the telos already implicit in the origin of the Westem experience" 

(70). Along the same enhghtenment lines, David Harvey writes that Marx sought for "... 

human beings to realize their 'species being'..." (14) as a form of teleogical progress 

towards Utopian existence. 2001 can easily be construed as the story of human beings 
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realizing their Utopian "species being" (though it happens in a way decidedly different 

fix>m those Marx would have imagined). Kubrick himself describes the plot as a myth of 

progression: 

You begin with an artifact left on earth four million years ago by extraterrestrial 

explorers who observed the behavior of the man-apes of the time and decided to 

influence their evolutionary progression. Then you have a second artifact buried on the 

lunar surface and programmed to signal word of man's first baby steps into the 

universe—a kind of cosmic burglar alarm. And finally there's a third artifact placed in 

orbit around Jupiter and waiting for the time when man has reached the outer rim of his 

own solar system. When the surviving astronaut. Bowman, ultimately reaches Jupiter, 

this artifact sweeps him into a force field or star gate that hurls him on a journey through 

inner and outer space and finally transports him to another part of the galaxy... In a 

timeless state, his life passes fi-om middle age to senescence to death. He is reborn, an 

enhanced being, a star child, an angel, a superman, if you like, and returns to earth 

prepared for the next leap forward of man's evolutionary destiny. (Falsetto 36) 

Therefore, as in Hegel, and in perhaps the most famous jump cut in fikn history, 

the technological advances of2001's space-traveling rationalists, characters firmly rooted 

in the Enlightenment Project, are only the latest realization of humankind's destiny as it 

was implanted in them some millions of years ago. Nevertheless, the question to be 

asked of lOOVs version of teleogical progression is why it is not self-motivated as in the 

HegeUan telos? Humankind, in Hegel's telos, must be self-grounded and self-supportive; 

200r% humans are grounded in the destiny provided for them by an alien race of 
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unimaginably advanced intelligence, and are inept except when prodded into 

evolutionary leaps by the monolith. In fact, it seems that the humans are not able to 

move on quickly enough, are bumbling, but, in the Bataille sense, must go on because of 

the excess of being with which they have been strapped by the monolith-race. This is not 

only evident in the dawn of man scene, with the perhaps less than self-aware ape-men, 

but also in the lunar scenes with the supposedly hyper-aware modem scientists, and 

continues on with the resourceful hero Bowman, who ends up giving birth to his own 

offspring after experiencing the alien superrace at close proximity. 

Which brings me to the second question; why is 2001\ progress figured in such 

sexual terms? Kagan, for example, writes,"... 2001 has been lightheartedly discussed as 

a sexual allegory: Arthur C. Clarke's ultimate liberated science-fiction story, in which 

two precocious boys go off in a space ship and have a baby of their own" (78) but, 

unfortunately, does not document the source of this "lighthearted" discussion. And, of 

course, the technological progress of conunercial space travel that is, as signaled by the 

famous jump cut and the plot itself, a manifestation of the monolith's imprint, becomes 

an act of copulation when the Pan American spacecraft enters the space station dock. 

One thinks, of course, of Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove, which features a similar copulation 

between flying machines. In both instances, of course, the copulation is accompanied by 

lyrical music, 'Try a Little Tenderness" in Dr. Strangelove, "The Waltz of the Blue 

Danube" in 2001. The subtext of the music in each of these instances creates sex scenes 

with a certain amount of seduction and foreplay, albeit ironic seduction and foreplay, 

absent, ironic or no, from the human examples of sex in Kubrick's other films. 
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Clockwork Orange, Eyes Wide Shut, to name a couple of examples.'' These instances of 

romance are also different than the initial act of sex as progress that, by the reckoning of 

200rs mythology, makes them possible, the sexuality of the monolith. 

Because the sexuality of progress in 2001 is only half the question as it is 

probably true that progress, with its emphasis on the production of the new out of the old, 

is always, in one way or another, figured in sexual terms. Yet 200rs progress as sex is, 

to me, unique. In the beginning I said that the monolith could be seen as penis jammed 

into the earth, which I admitted was a crude reading, and which I wrote with a certain 

facetiousness; however, this description is in many ways apt, and provides the dimension 

of200Vs sexuality I seek to understand. The penis being "jammed" implies that it was 

done with violence. The monolith ignores the plea of'Try a Little Tenderness" and 

foregoes the languid foreplay of the waltz; the monolith is a rough and ready sexual 

instrument. Couple this sense of violence with the sense of it being done without the 

knowledge of those it is done to, and the implications multiply. In fact, modem human 

critics have taken offense at this cruel disregard for human agency; Kagan writes "... 

despite its beautifiil images, 2001 is anti-scientific. The fundamental discovery of tools, 

implying scientific thought, is instilled by an outside force, not a human 

accomplishment" (161). What I am suggesting here is that 200rs tale of progress by 

exogamous force is also, in its sexual dimensions, a tale of progress by rape since the act 

of penetration that finally produces the newborn star child is penetration achieved without 

the Hegelian self-awareness, and therefore without the consent of one of the parties 

involved, humankind. Objecting further to 2001, Kagan enunciates humankind's 
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resentment at this forced coupling, and the anti-humanist progression it represents, in 

even more bitter terms; 

More repellently, 200science-poetry is authoritarian and preaches submission. 

All human accompHshments are implied to be automatic responses to the 

monolith's inspiration; "Make tools!" The monolith is implicitly giving orders to 

Newton, to Shakespeare, to Einstein, to Werner Von Braun... but even man's 

follow-up is so poor that more interference is needed. Moreover, the motives of 

the monoliths are not given or questioned—they are too "superior." But the only 

real superiority of the monolith is overwheUning power to manipulate and control. 

(161-2) 

Schreber 

If 200rs story of progress is not the Hegelian story of the human subject's 

control of their environment while on the path towards self-realization, but is, instead, the 

exact opposite—the story of the human subject's complete loss of control in the face of 

an overwheUning outside force, the story of the human subject's being invaded by an 

alien presence—then it might be best to consider 2001 as a paranoid's version of human 

progress. Conceiving of 2O0/'s story of progress in this way allows for a fruitful 

comparison with the delusions of the arch-paranoiac himself, Daniel Paul Schreber, 

whose delusions are also, albeit in a slightly more skewed fashion, about progress and the 

perfectability of humankind.'^ While the rape as means of progress in 2001 is contained 

only in non-verbal storytelling cues, Schreber is explicit about rape being the necessary 

means of humankind's ultimate progress. 
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Scbreber, it will be remembered, was a fin-de-siecle German jurist who suffered a 

mental breakdown consisting of extreme paranoia and then wrote a memoir that describes 

and indulges further in his mental breakdown. Schreber's memoirs became famous when 

Freud later used them to develop his theories of paranoia, which theories I will discuss 

briefly later in this essay. Though Schreber's paranoia begins with Schreber's being 

suspicious of the doctor who is treating him, it blossoms eventually into suspicions 

involving God as conspirator against, though sometimes as ally with, Schreber. In 

Schreber's narrative, God, who is an unfathomable network of nerves, gets stuck to 

Schreber's soul, an entanglement that puts in peril the entire universe. The solution to 

this predicament, and, it turns out, all predicaments humankind faces, is for Schreber to 

be raped by God. In his memoirs Schreber is unmanned (turned into a 'Voluptuous" 

woman) so that God may have non-consensual sex and impregnate him with a savior race 

much like the Star Child that is the final stage of evolution in 2001: 

I could see beyond a doubt that the Order of the World imperiously demanded my 

unmanning, whether I personally liked it or not, and that therefore it was common 

sense (original italics) that nothing was left to me but reconcile myself to the 

thought of being transformed into a woman. Nothing of course could be 

envisaged as a further consequence of unmanning but fertilization by divine rays 

for the purpose of creating new human beings. (164) 

Furthermore, Schreber writes,"... I must assume that on a distant star, probably by using 

part of my nerves, the attempt was being made to create a new human world" (113). 
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I can't help but imagine Schreber, transported forward through time to a movie theater 

in 1968, identifying with 2001, in particular its closing act, "Jupiter and Beyond the 

Infinite". In Shreber's memoir he states that although his is the story of all humankind 

being saved, finally he .. became the only human being, or simply the human being 

around whom everything turns, to whom everything that happens must be related and 

who therefore, from his own point of view, must also relate all things to himself (235). 

This is not so remarkable in Schreber's narrative since that is the paranoid's essential 

problem, everybody and everything is not just out to get anyone, but is out to get him in 

particular. However, it would be odd to find this in 2001, which purports to be 

storytelling on such an epic, impersonal scale. Nevertheless this is of course what we do 

find in the end of2001. All of humankind becomes sununarized in the synecdoche of 

David Bowman. Bowman's life, and Bowman's physical form becomes mankind's focal 

point so that, as Star Child, he, like Schreber, becomes the only human being with which 

God has anything to do. 

Then again, this seems in keeping with the heroic tale of conquest that is 2001—the 

Odyssey portion of its title. A hero rises to the occasion and takes the Homeric steps 

necessary to save her or his people and her or himself, all of human hope concentrating 

itselfinto this single figure. An age-old tale. Perhaps the oldest of all. Perhaps the kind 

of story Hegel is telling us about modernity. For Hegel, Descartes has led the heroic 

voyage to save the people into self-understanding. According to Pippin, "(Hegel) ... is 

dead serious when he... tells us that with Descartes, 'we are at home, and like the 

mariner after a long voyage in a tempestuous sea, we may now hail the sight of land.' 
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The land we have sighted is a full or complete self-consciousness and so the achievement 

of'absolute freedom/ the modernist principle" (70). By Hegel's account, then, we are 

freed by this kind of hero to come to terms with ourselves and to act, and to realize our 

full teleological potential. 

On the surface this matches m'cely the Odyssey that is 2001, and perhaps even the 

odyssey that is Schreber's (though I wish to leave off analysis of Schreber's matching of 

this profile until just a little later). In 2001, Bowman, the hero with a thoroughly heroic 

name—the man with the bow, the man that shoots straight, the man, in modernist terms, 

that can pierce to the heart of teleological progress'^-travels to far Jupiter only to meet 

up with himself, which self encounter fiilfills humankind's destiny. But this is only the 

surface. Again, we are met with contrast since Bowman does little that is heroic''* and is, 

instead, only the latest in a list of the monolith's pawns, a list that is as long as the 

numbers of humans that have preceded him. Indeed, even his moment of self-realization 

is simply a moment of his self-negation, as he watches his life play out its mortal course 

in a matter of minutes. 

Contributing to this idea of heroes, really humans in general, without agency or self-

awareness—humans, as I am suggesting, in the midst of a rape—is the acting in 200L 

Kubrick's fibns are famous for their mecham'stic, non-human characters; I think, for 

example, of Full Metal Jacket's Private Pyle. These characters are hoilowed-out husks of 

human form programmed by the rigidity of the space around them into robots bereft of 

emotions—or emotions that can only be released in explosions of violence. 2001'% 

characters are humans numbed and programmed by a space as big as the universe, though 
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really this space takes in dimensions of time as well, since the programming that has 

occurred is also a function of history, and history as expansive as its spatial counterpart. 

By the time we get to the performances of Kier DuUea and Gary Lockwood, the acting 

has reached a perfectly flat pitch and astronauts, the epitome of heroism in sixties 

America, those with the right stuff, are reduced to soulless zombies. And we discover as 

we look back over the narrative we've viewed that the acting in the flhn has become 

metaphor of the kind of progression 2001 is portraying. The progression, in terms of 

acting, is &om the exuberantly emotional at the beginning—the ape-men—to the acutely 

rational yet emotionally checked in the middle—Dr. Haywood Floyd—to, finally, the 

astronauts as I've akeady described them. Again, the contrasts present themselves; it is 

as if Hegel's telos has been reversed. Instead of modernity representing a moment of 

self-realization and control that has been in embryo throughout human development, it 

comes to represent a stage of post-traumatic stress after the many millions of years of 

progress' brutality. 

Rather than seeming supremely self-actualized, the astronauts of Discovery seem 

beaten into a dumb submission. Rather than being Hegel's Cartesians sighting the land 

of self-sentience, they are Nietzsche's slaves, forced by the tyrarmical delusions of 

modernity itself to row below deck. HAL, after all, seems more human than Bowman 

and Poole, an observation often made about the parts of2001 that take place aboard 

Discovery. Kubrick, taking note of this, comments, 

... the computer is the central character of this segment of the story. If HAL had 

been a human being, it would have been obvious to everyone that he had the best 
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part, that he was the most interesting character; he took all the initiatives, and all 

the problems were related to and were caused by him. 

Some critics seemed to feel that because we were successful in making a 

voice, a camera lens, and a light come alive as a character this necessarily meant 

that the human characters failed dramatically. In fact, I believe Kier Dullea and 

Gary Lockwood, the astronauts, reacted realistically and appropriately to their 

circumstances. (Falsetto 38) 

Kubrick defends the acting here as "appropriate" and "realistic", which is not really a 

defense of the potential criticism he cites, that the human characters "fail(...) 

dramatically." In fact, in my view the acting is appropriate and realistic because the 

characters are failing dramatically; this failure is what the acting is asked to portray. In 

fact, this, to me, is the source of the drama: the failure of the human subject in the face of 

a sexual voracious drive to progress. 

Nonetheless, HAL must be taken into account. HAL, as the discussion above makes 

clear, is chatty, thoughtful, and painfully self-aware when 200Vs anti-telos has 

determined that the human characters are stripped of equivalent qualities. This is a 

problem as HAL does not represent just himself, but represents the humans who made 

him. In other words, HAL is possibly an area of the progress's success, or, on the other 

hand, is possibly the worst example of the progress's abdication of its own knowledge— 

its Cartesian/Hegelian birthright sold to a robot for a mess of pottage. To determine 

where exactly HAL fits into the myth of progress that is 2001,1 will have to work 
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through Freud on Schreber, and, more importantly, Eric Santner's reconsideration of 

Schreber and Freud along poststructuralist lines. 

Freud, Schreber, and Into the Finite 

Freud, in his Three Case Histories, diagnoses Schreber's paranoia as a mecham'sm for 

the repression of homosexual wishes. In fact, Freud, in the process, goes on to diagnose 

nearly all cases of paranoia as mechanisms for the repression of homosexual urges: 

... we (Jung and Firenczi) were astonished to find that in all of these cases a defence 

against a homosexual wish was clearly recognizable at the very center of the conflict 

which underlay the disease, and that it was in an attempt to master an unconsciously 

reinforced current of homosexuality that they had all of them come to grief. (162) 

hi Schreber's case, Freud interprets his fear of Dr. Fleschig as actually an expression of 

his attraction to Fleschig; in the case of Freud's paranoiac, "I love him" becomes 

repressed until it can only come out in its obverse, "I hate him" (165-166). Schreber's 

fear of God has, in paradigmatically Freudian fashion, to do with love for and a desire to 

make love to his father. The appearance of a homoerotic variation on the Oedipal drama 

here takes on a special configuration in the life of Daniel Paul Schreber because his 

father, Moritz Schreber, was revered in nineteenth-century Germany as guru of child 

hygiene, health, training, and discipline. In other words, Moritz Schreber's renown, 

coupled with the severe thoroughness of his techniques (mechanical devises to improve 

posture, restrictions on the giving of affection, etc.), made him a grandiose figure to start 

with; to turn him into a malevolent God was only a short step past the reality. WiUiam 



168 

Niederland, in his book The Schreber Case: Psychoanalytical Profile of a Paranoid 

Personality, tries to see this Oedipal trail through to completion. 

Eric L. Santner, in his hook My Own Private Germany, provides a reading of the 

Schreber case that goes beyond the Oedipal trail, while not leaving it entirely behind. 

Santner reads not only Schreber and his memoirs, but also reads Freud's interpretation of 

Schreber. An understanding of these combined readings will lead to a fuller 

understanding of the paranoid's myth of progress as there are found in Schreber and 2001 

respectively. Santner forces us to take more significant note of the fact that Schreber 

went insane after being appointed to a prestigious judgeship, an honor that became more 

symbolic wound than Schreber could heal. For Santner, this wound, and the proliferation 

of delusions it produces, is indicative of a larger "crisis of modernity" (xi). A crisis that 

Santner, in recollection of Elias Canetti's chapter on Schreber in Crowds and Power, sees 

culminating in the paranoid delusions forced onto reality that was Nazism. 

For Sanmer this crisis is principally a crisis of symbolic power, its investiture, and its 

transfer along the chains of symbolic power. Santner writes, 

[Schreber]... experiences a breakdown in the transfer [original itah'cs] of 

symbolic capital that would have allowed him to assume his mandate within the 

institution of the courts. It was this breakdown and its hallucinatory repair [or. 

ital.] that Freud misread as Schreber's homosexual longings for paternal 

substitutes, figures bearing phallic attributes and prerogatives. (139) 
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For Santner, Schreber's hallucinatory rq>air needed phallic figures because the crisis that 

prefigures his breakdown, and the context of institutional modernism that makes the 

crisis possible, is, in many ways, sexual in nature: 

My point... is not that homosexual desire and its repression... played no role in 

Schreber's delusional system...; I have focused rather on the paths whereby a 

crisis of symbolic power and its transfer comes to be sexualized, or perhaps 

better, comes to be experienced as sexuality [original italics], as the very "matter" 

of sexuality. In any case, Schreber's Memoirs makes quite clear that where there 

is such a crisis, the irreducible dependency of symbolic function—the production 

of credible symbolic identities—on the performative magic of (repeated) rites of 

institution becomes impossible to repress. (139) 

The foundation of Santner's interpretation is built firom a number of theoretical sources: 

Lacan, Benjamin, Derrida, Foucault, de Certeau, Butler, Bourdeieu, among others. To 

understand the negative telos of2001, and its relation to the warped telos of Schreber, I 

will explain Santner's use of two theorists in particular, Bourdieu and Foucault. 

Santner identifies rites of institutions as performative speech acts of the variety Austin 

elucidated, that is, acts of speech that do work in the world rather than just express 

something, die most famous example being that of a judge pronouncing a man and 

woman "married" (the pronouncement does not express something about the situation but 

instead acts out and puts into effect the nature of the man and woman's relationship), 

noting, in the process, how these particular speech acts are "enchained" or "nested" in 

various other speech acts (for example, before the judge could marry the man or woman. 
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someone had to, by virtue of a previous performative speech act, pronounce him a 

judge).'^ Turning then to Bourdieu, Santner quotes &om the sociologist's book 

Language and Symbolic Power: 

'Become what you are'; that is the principle behind the performative magic of all 

acts of institution. The essence assigned through naming and investiture is, 

literally, afatum... All social destinies, positive or negative, by consecration or 

stigma, are equally fatal—by which I mean mortal—because they enclose those 

whom they characterize within the limits that are assigned to them and that they 

are made to recognize. (12) 

It is in this relationship of performative speech acts to institution, and from there to 

"social destinies" that I find key terms for understanding 200L 

I have already asked the question why a monolith is needed in 2001—why an 

exogamous force should be posited—when the story is simply about what science 

perceives as humankind's natural biological inheritance anyway. I want now to contend 

that Bourdieu's quotation helps us understand the need for the monolith. The monolith is 

set down on earth as a redundancy, as more of a performative act of symbolic investiture. 

The monolith, and the extraterrestrial race it represents, inserts social destiny, and 

institutional discipline into a tale that is plainly evolutionary. Humans, then, in 2001, are 

so addicted to the symbolic force of institution, and the chain of command of which this 

symbolic force is constituted, that evolution can't be believed without the presence of an 

outside authority to say "Become what you are."'^ Humans, in this assertion, should be 

understood as modernity's subjects since the story, in this reading, becomes less about 
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humankind's cosmological origins and more about modernity's need for a chain of 

performative magic that extends back to the beginning of human consciousness. 

It is relevant here to note how benevolently disciplinary 200Vs aliens are, and bow 

much, despite the bizarrely cinematic landscape of Jupiter, their home planet, and despite 

how absent they are physically, they resemble us as humans in our disciplinary efforts. 

For motivations unknown, they have decided to monitor and control the behavior of a 

race vastly inferior to theirs. To Eric Norden's question about why such advanced 

creatures would be interested in us, Kubrick answered,"... why should man be interested 

in microbes? The motives of such beings would be as alien to us as their intelligence" 

(Falsetto 51). However, in his answer, Kubrick has dispelled the alien's alienness and 

has instead given us a good sketch of the aliens as us, humans—especially humans 

possessed of the Enlightenment spirit. Why does humankind raise up innumerable 

institutions to study, monitor, and record virtually anything and everything that can be 

imagined? I think here of 60 Minutes' report on graduate teachers and the use of 

education funding at the University of Arizona. Leslie Stahl, while wondering in the 

University library periodicals section, felt compelled to ask why so many joumals on 

bugs, thinking that this would spark controversy about waste of funds on meaningless 

things. But it sparks no controversy because, even without Annette Kolodny's common 

sense rejoinder, the answer is as self-evident as the answer about the monolith: it is there 

because modernity requires it be there in order to preserve and perpetuate its own project; 

bugs, it seems, need to be exposed to modernity's gaze as much as anything and 

everything else. Mankind, unable to believe it is outside this same gaze it inflicts on the 
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rest of the universe, must imagine a tale like 2001, where aliens classify humankind, 

placing them finally, as in the scenes where Bowman meets himself, in a zoo that 

recreates the human environment in a stififly rational manner. 

This tautological answer is different than the first answer offered. The first answer 

was Enlightenment's own version of its project—Hegel's version of modernity's self-

aware, liberated subjects. The tautological answer is the answer put forth by 

Enlightenment's critics. Adomo and Horkhiemer of course come to mind, but Foucault 

is most helpful here. Foucauldian analysis allows us to see the monolith as panopticon, 

and to see the progress it fosters as undermining liberty rather than establishing it. 

According to Santner, the designs of Moritz Schreber, Schreber's father, had as their 

ultimate goal the production of solid enlightenment subjects. As Santner describes them, 

Moritz Schreber's program was a series of "rituals" and "procedures of repetition and 

habituation" within ahnost every conceivable area of childhood development, physical 

and mental. Santner writes, "These rituals were designed not only to instill certain 

behaviors in the child; they aim also to convert these behaviors elicited in heteronomous 

fashion into behaviors willed by the child autonomously, of its own free volition" (89). 

However, by taking Foucault into account, it becomes clear in Santner's thesis that 

Moritz Schreber's programs could achieve the opposite of their stated goal; 'Toucault's 

analysis of power suggests... that just such a disciplinary supplement may ultimately 

serve to undermine the values they are intended to promote" (90). Santner continues. 

Rather than fostering a capacity for independent thought and volition, rather than 

attuning the body to the inner voice of reason and conscience, programs such as 
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those of Moritz Schreber for the regulation of the child's physical, mental, and 

spiritual development, well meaning though they may be, may end up producing 

what, fix>m the perspective of Enlightenment culture, can only be called 

monstrosities. (91) 

Which leads me to wonder whether or not the sublimely large Star Child that floats 

towards the earth at the end of2001 is a soteriological monstrosity bom of modernity's 

insatiable drive for scientific perfection, an apocalypse bom of its Bataillean buggery of 

progress. 

By the reckoning of disciplinary practices, with their insatiable need to uncover new 

information through intensive study, and their need to produce, for the modem subject, 

new agency based upon the discovery of that new information, it is no mystery that the 

Invitation to "Become what you are" inspires only confusion. "Become what you are" is 

obviously an invitation to "become what you are not" since you are not anything until the 

implantation of enlightenment discursivity is complete. This is, in my estimation, why 

the modem institution relies so heavily on rites of symbolic investiture. If you tmly 

became what you were, you would be nothing. You need the endless costumes of the 

symbolic to become what you are. By now it is widespread knowledge that Foucualt 

identified the core of modem identity as sexuality, and that that was, therefore, in the 

enUghtenment spirit, the area around which a startling amount of discourses would 

adhere.'^ However, that goes beyond what seems most useful to me in understanding the 

relationship between the paranoid fantasies of Schreber and the iconographic film that is 

2001. 
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Santner, once again, provides the more basic groundwork when he cites Judith 

Butler's recognition of the Law's exhibiting . .an inadvertent and aberrant productivity" 

(94). Santner calls this the "drive dimension" of the symbolic investiture; or, in other 

words, the compulsivity of the institution to maintain and reproduce the links in the chain 

that makes up its performative magic. Finally, Benjamin's "A Critique of Violence" 

exposes, for Santner, the ground zero, bottomed-out version of the symbolic drive, which 

is the threat of violence. This threat is where the symbolic chain begins but it is also 

what the symbolic chain represses and replaces with the frenetic need for symbolic 

reproduction. This drive for symbolic reproduction is the form of sexuality that contains 

all the rest of the performative magic of institutions, and the threat of violence is this 

sexual dimension's reason for being. 

Therefore, when Schreber goes crazy, what erupts at the surface is not only his 

personal homosexuality, but also the rampant sexual and violent nature of the institutions 

by which he Lived. The drive begins to outpace the symbols meant to contain it. Exactly 

the same thing happens in 2001. Humankind's concept of destiny as self-realization, as 

drive to become self-realized and self-actualized, to accomplish all that their supreme 

humam'sm demanded of them, outpaces the symbolic chain that is supposed to represent 

this teleological ascent. Finally, humankind's intellectual accomplishments and rational 

structures for reaching that accomplishment lag behind the drive that threatened those 

into being and so humankind is forced to tell a new story about a primordial, intelligent 

group of aliens who could, by an act of cosmic coitus, prod humans into reaUzing their 
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ultimate symbolic status as Star Child. And of course these aliens are not shown in the 

movie: 

From the very outset of work on the film we all discussed means of 

photographically depicting an extraterrestrial creature in a manner that would be 

as mind-boggling as the being itself And it soon became apparent that you 

cannot imagine the unimaginable. All you can do is try to represent it in an 

artistic manner that will convey something of its quality. That's why we settled 

on the black monolith. (Falsetto 37) 

In terms of the story of progress, the reason the aliens can't be show is because they 

represent a drive that is so fundamental, and so abstract a form—devoid of the specific 

symbolic dimensions it generates—that it is beyond the basic perception level of the 

modem subject. 

But there is still the monolith. That makes it out of the unimaginable in some kind of 

imagined form. And while it may be the phallus I started with, I think it has dimensions 

even more relevant to 2001 and the particular drive for progress that is its context, that 

being the world of fibnmaking. 

Kubrick and UFO's 

In his biography of Kubrick, Vincent LoBrutto tells a funny story about the time 

Kubrick and Clarke spent together in New York writing the material that would 

eventually become the novel and film of2001'. 



176 

On the evening of May 17,1964, after one of their marathon meetings, Clarice 

reports that he and Kubrick walked out onto the director's veranda to refresh 

themselves. At 9:00 P^, they jointly witnessed what they perceived as a UFO 

glittering in the smog-filled heavens above. Kubrick pressed Clarke for an 

explanation, but Clarke drew a blank. Kubrick's paranoia overwhekned him. He 

feared that the discovery of extraterrestrial life would destroy the film plans as 

they slowly formed. (263) 

After filing out a standard Pentagon form reporting a UFO sighting, Kubrick and Clarke 

receive an explanation from friends at a planetarium; Kubrick and Clarke, as it turned 

out, had only seen an transmit from Echo I. But this did not quell Kubrick's mounting 

fears; 

Kubrick's anxiety recurred when the Mariner 4 space probe approached Mars. 

He felt compelled to develop alternative story lines in case life was discovered on 

the Red Planet. Kubrick even tried to insure the fihn against the possibility of 

being upstaged by the reality of the space race. He asked the famous Lloyd's of 

London to draw up a policy that would compensate him if extraterrestrial life was 

discovered, but the cost, like the claim, was astronomical. (263) 

I am interested in this story because it shows Kubrick, while being passionately engaged 

with the concept of aliens on the level of intellect and imagination, being more interested 

in his own films than the impact discovery of alien life might have on human civilization! 

I am not trying to suggest that Kubrick was some kind of narcissistic megalomam'ac 

who could oidy see the world revolving around him—the kind of person Schreber admits 
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to being in his madness. It's just that... Well, maybe I am suggesting that, but in a 

positive way. As anyone vaguely aware of his reputation knows, this was the stu£f of the 

Kubrick legend. Kubrick had, absolute had to be in control of the making of his own 

fihns at nearly every level of production, and many are the stories that are told of this 

obsession. I am not interested in retelUng those stories as much as I am interested in 

assigning to those stories a meaning in terms of the career of Kubrick. 

The meaning I want to assign is a fairly simple one: Kubrick wanted to be author of 

his films, or, to be more precise, auteur—to be, simply put, the one in control, not to 

mention the one with whom the work comes to be associated. At a historical juncture 

when poststructural theory is performing an autopsy on the supposedly deceased author, 

Kubrick is, himself, striving diligently in a film way to occupy the position of that which 

is supposedly dead. I don't write this in order to show how the author really wasn't 

dying, in order to mount some kind of evidence to contradict such claims; obviously, an 

argument about the death of the author has to do with much more than just whether or not 

there are still authors around. Instead, I assert this in order to make a connection between 

Kubrick and the Enlightenment idea of the self-aware modem subject who seizes the 

reigns of his or her own destiny in order to forge the path of progress. Because, in this 

light, it seems only logical that Kubrick would have made a film about progress, and 

about man's destiny. However, it seems distinctly illogical that he would have made a 

fihn about how the modem subject is entirely without control, is entirely controlled^ and 

is profoundly unaware. Or maybe it seems even more logical, since, possibly, the 

common sense diagnosis of this desire to control is that it is bom of fear—a paranoia 
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about being controlled—^and therefore, when its guard is let down in the form of artistic 

expression, the fears come out—the megalomaniac's nightmare of being infantalized, 

which is surely how the aliens in 2001 treat the human race. 

LoBrutto's chapter on the making of2001 is filled to overflowing with details of 

Kubrick's omniscience, onmipotence, and omnipresence concerning every aspect of the 

fihnmaking process. Agel's The Making of2001 abounds similarly. Most compelling, 

for purposes of my argument, are the stories of Kubrick's fanatical interest in originality 

of story, and originality in technical process. First, originality of story; while Kubrick did 

not conceive of the essential story of2001 on his own—the story is based on Clarke's 

story "The Sentinel"—just as Kubrick did not conceive of any of the stories his fihns 

were based on, he was, in each case, and especially in the case of2001, driven to make 

the stories his own. Kubrick wanted absolute originality, wanted the position of super-

subject as Foucault describes it in "What is an Author", but wanted this without having 

put the initial words to the page. 

The drive for absolute originality and authority was apparent in the story about the 

UFO and the missions to Mars: Kubrick had to be ahead of even the universe itself This 

drive is also apparent in the choice of "The Sentinel" as story to fihn, since it's a story 

that begins in a point before modem subjectivity and ends in at a point far beyond 

modem subjectivity. In projecting himself into such a story Kubrick is further achieving 

God-like originality, an ahnost old-testament style Jehova emerges, the great I AM, who 

was around before everything else existed, and is akeady beyond the end of everything 

that presently exits. Surely this kind of ambition is common in the psychiatric ward, but. 
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in Kubrick's case, this kind of ambition found expression in actual practice. Before 

venturing into 2001, Kubrick gave a "mandate" that every "science fiction book ever 

written" be located and read by either himself or a staff member, and that an "archive of 

articles detailing space travel and related sciences" be created (LoBrutto 270). In 

addition, "A staff archivist searched out and procured prints of every science fiction fihn" 

(LoBrutto 270). LoBrutto continues 

Kubrick was highly critical of all the films they viewed, but he insisted on seeing 

every one in its entirety in his search for ideas and techniques that might be 

valuable. Even a grade-Z Russian sci-fi film, Astronauts on Venus, was viewed 

by Kubrick... on a Saturday afternoon at a neighborhood movie house in North 

London. Though the film was dubbed and filled with crude effects, Kubrick 

hedged his bets and stayed to the bitter end. (LoBrutto 270). 

Kubrick's search for originality did not end with fictional accounts of space travel. 

Kubrick and his staff had to read everything [original itaUcs] available on space. 

Kubrick's staff left no stone unturned. Everything meant films firom all over the 

continents, television programs, short subjects, documentaries, films made for the 

World's Fair, and experimental fihns" '^(LoBrutto 273). Additionally, Kubrick consulted 

the world's prominent institutions for the viewpoint on the fiiture and space travel: 

Kubrick was monomam'acal in pursuing an accurate depiction of the universe in the year 

2001. He asked leading aeronautical companies, government agencies, and a wide range 

of industries in both the United States and Europe to share their prognostications about 

the fiiture. The long list of contributors began with the Aerospace Medical Division of 
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Wright Patterson Air Force Base and moved through the alphabet to the Whirlpool 

Corporation. 

The enormous range of subjects covered designs for vehicle-monitoring 

instrumentation, space suit designs, information on nuclear rocket propulsion, biological 

and medical instrumentation for the centrifuge and planetary probing, maps of the moon, 

data and photography of space food and preparation devices, telecommunications, 

computer design, monitoring devices for the hibernation sequences, interior designs of 

the space pods, spacecraft kitchen designs and menus for long space voyages, space 

station technology, astronaut training, maintenance and repair of space vehicles, and the 

Soviet and U.S. space programs. (LoBrutto 279) 

Again, my purpose here is not to invoke once again the totalitarian specter of 

Kubruckian fihnmaking, but to indicate how badly Kubrick desired the authority of the 

original. In the above, we once again see Kubrick racing not just the other tellers of sci-fi 

tales but, indeed, reality itself. In this Kubrick seems interested in establishing his own 

telos. In the moment of 1965-1968 Kubrick wishes to be so self-aware that the seeds of 

the future become sewn in the very practice of his art. Kubrick wanted to make 2001 the 

year even more than he wanted to make 2001 the fihn, wanted to create it so thoroughly 

so as to render useless the next thirty years that would follow his fihn. Kubrick wanted 

us to arrive at the year 2001 and be disappointed that it wasn't the film, history becoming 

contained more in the fihn than in the actual date on the calendar—and perhaps that is 

precisely what will happen this coming January; we will be disappointed in the way that 

people were relieved that the year 1984 did not fit Orwell's overpowering vision^' (this 
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was of course written in the year 2000). Kubrick's actions become like the jump-cut that 

crosses several million years of human development. 

But sight must not be lost of the fact that Kubrick's project of divine self-realization is 

not a mystical one, but one rooted in the basic drives of Enlightenment, specifically the 

drive to progress to new vistas via humankind's will to scientific understanding. It must 

also be emphasized how much this project depends on both an understanding of, and a 

representation of technology. A major aspect of200V\s the story of techonology 

determining the telos of mankind. Technology is really what the monolith grants human 

beings, in the form, originally, of the bone that can mortally wound enemies. By the end 

of this essay I will argue that technology is what is, even in the fibn's finale, what the 

aliens are offering, but first I want to discuss briefly how technology is what is offered to 

Kubrick on his journey of progression. 

A great deal has been written about the techm'cal innovations that went into the 

process of making 2001. Kubrick virtually reinvented fihnmaking in order to get the 

narrative onto celluloid. Kubrick bragged to Clarke, "If you can describe it, I can fihn it" 

(LoBrutto 311). For all the scientific and aesthetic thoroughness, technology was perhaps 

Kubrick's surest way to make the story his own, to own completely as author. Kubrick 

might have said, if you can describe it, I can fihn it, but, better than that, I can fihn it as 

no other would fihn it. And each and every frame would of course bear his subsuming 

stamp. The movie's entire duration would be seen through a film of his fingerprints. A 

story about the shooting, told by Bob GafSiey, illustrates this, not because it is a story of 

movie-making innovation, and not because it is necessarily true (for some reason it 
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sounds a little apocryphal to me, though it is probably true), but because it is a story that 

narrates rather economically the position of authority Kubrick wanted, and did finally, 

achieve: 

"That afternoon we were out on the backlot. Arthur C. Clarke and I were 

standing there talking. They were shooting the bone going up in the air and the 

operator couldn't get it. It's a very difficult shot. They were shooting high speed. 

When you throw something up, you don't know how high it's going to go, 

because the guy was throwing the bone differently every time. They threw it to 

go end over end. So you'd follow it up and then follow it down. The operator 

missed it three or four times. Stanley got behind the camera and did it the first 

time, and that's the shot that's in the picture. Stanley operated the camera." 

(LoBrutto 289) 

So, 200Vs most famous image is not the work of some hired hack operator but is, 

instead, the work of the heroic individual himself Obviously it was true what he said to 

Clarke, whatever could be described could be filmed—by him, no less; by his very hands. 

About that part of lOOPs plot, Kubrick said, "It's simply an observable fact that all of 

man's discoveries grow out of the tool/weapon. There's no doubt that there is a deep 

emotional relationship between man and his machine weapons, which are his children. 

The machine is beginning to assert itself in a very profound way, even attracting affection 

and obsession" (LoBrutto 289). Certainly Kubrick's aim as auteur was to make 

technology assert itself in a profound way, and certainly he was obsessive about his 

relationship with that technology, and one would guess that Kubrick held a great deal of 
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a£fection for the technologies of photography (with which he got his artistic start) and 

filmmaking. 

But before the conclusion can be reached that Kubrick is the teleological realization of 

the film-making subject's truest desires, I must back up for a brief examination of the 

Kubrick-Clarke relationship, and some of the implications it holds for technology in 

2001, and, even, how those implications thread themselves back to Schreber's delusions. 

Though Arthur C. Clarke was a man of healthy self-image and a sense of intellectual 

autonomy, it is amazing to read how much he becomes hounded, haunted, and 

involuntarily possessed by Kubrick in the process of writing 200L Kubrick, for all his 

devotion to cinematic technological, seems interested in becoming as much author in the 

old fashioned sense, as he was in becoming auteur. Kubrick, not satisfied with simply 

turning "The Sentinel" into a screenplay, demanded that he and Clarke write a novel out 

of the story that would then provide sufficient background information to grind back 

down into a screenplay. According to LoBrutto, Clarke was irritated by Kubrick's 

obsessive work habits: "Kubrick's method of work was tortuously slow for Clarke. 

Wastebaskets overflowed with sheets of paper. In search of Kubrick's grail, a stream of 

words formed ideas that constantly expanded the scope of the story in time and space" 

(26S). This process continues up and through shooting, with Kubrick constantly 

demanding and then rejecting various rewrites of both the novel and the screenplay. 

Even when Clarke has a lucrative deal to sell the novel, a deal that would have spared 

him financial difficulties he then found himself in, Kubrick refused authorization, 

offering instead a critique of the already heavily rewritten manuscript, composed in the 
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midst of the already consuming campaign that was the shoot. "Kubrick questioned even 

the smallest items. Some snippets &om the memo included: 'Can you use the word veldt 

in a drought-stricken area?' 'Do leopards growl?' 'I don't think the verb "twittering" 

seems right. We must decide how these fellows talk'" (298).^° 

But this obsession with the words of the story is also ambiguously superfluous because 

Kubrick, while zealous about the words and their schedule of production, is also intent on 

eliminating them: 

...on December 29,196S... [Clarke] gave Kubrick the completed draft. 

Kubrick... found the script too wordy. Kubrick wanted 2001 to be a film that 

relied on pictures and sound more than words. Ultimately there would be only 46 

minutes of dialogue out of the 139-minute running time. Kubrick later said to the 

Mew York Times, "There are certain areas of feeling and reality that are notably 

inaccessible to words. Nonverbal forms of expression such as music and painting 

can get at these areas, but words are a terrible straiQ'acket. It's interesting how 

many prisoners of that straightjacket resent its being loosened." "I don't like to 

talk about 2001 much," Kubrick later told Jerome Agel, "because its essentially a 

nonverbal experience" (277). 

Perhaps, then, "I can film whatever it is you describe" is threat as much as it is 

statement of ability. Kubrick's fihn is going to smother words in visual images produced 

by technology at its pinnacle of development, and, in the process, squeeze &om them 

their last relevant breath. Kubrick's fihn is mining through the strata—or the 

straightjacket in his metaphor—of words to get to pure areas of feeling untouched by the 
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linguistic. He is like the cult in DeLillo's The Names who, through rituals of murder, 

attempt to murder language back to its origins in the physical Real It appears that in 

his relentless search for authorial film presence, Kubrick comes to resent the word as 

originary source in the same fantastic way he resented NASA, UFO's and the very 

passing of time itself as threats to his artistic authority. Kubrick, therefore, resents, "In 

the beginning was the word, and the word was God." Or, to put things in less theological 

terms, Kubrick resents, and is determined to find his way around, the bullfighter's red 

flag of language Derrida perpetually waves—to find and to gore an actual logos of 

presence untainted by the written word. And a bull he is in this pursuit; how else to 

explain metaphorically a director that would take on the authorial likes of Nabokov and 

King (two literary forces powerfiil for different reasons), not to mention Clarke and 

Burgess. In this incarnation Kubrick is, then, the author's worst nightmare, a Jack the 

Ripper come to slit their author's voices; how else to explain Clarke's disturbed sleep 

patterns during collaboration on 2001: 

Clarke was increasingly fearful that he would never come up with a suitable plot 

for the fihn. Nightmares interrupted his fitful sleep. He has described one that 

envisioned the writer on the set—the shooting had begun—and actors were 

standing around with nothing to say, while Kubrick continued to question and 

probe the writer, who still hadn't found the story line the director was searching 

for. (268) 

In good Freudian fashion this nightmare expresses its fears all backwards. Clarke's 

dream is scary because he hasn't come up with the words that were expected of him but 
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is scary because there are no words for the actor to speak and that this, in spite of all of 

Clarke's efforts, is exactly what Kubrick wants. Silence. 

Happen: 

But where does this put Kubrick in relation to Hegel's telos of progress, and where 

does his fibn about progress end up on the measuring stick of Hegelian teleology? 

Despite all his ambitions to be the self-realized artist,^ the visionary so far ahead of his 

time as to be producing its eventual outcome, his drive to destroy the word in 2001 in 

favor of silence (or, often, much heavy breathing), seems more mystical than one would 

expect from the rationally triumphant Hegelian subject. This project seems more akin to 

the Sufi-inspired word terrorism of William Burroughs, clearly a mutineer aboard the 

good ship Hegel as it sails towards the Cartesian landmass of thinking and being. 

Burrough's work treats language as shit, and consistently asks humankind when it will be 

done with the sickness that is the word P (Of course, this is also the reahn of Beckett to 

some degree, though Beckett's disagreement seems to be more with eloquence than 

language itself, two things more different from each other than commonly thought.) 

Kubrick's fihn seems to pose an answer to Burrough's question, particularly in its 

closing section, "Jupiter and Beyond the Infinite". In this section words are shed in favor 

of fantastic schemes of color and cinematic texture, verbalizations reduced to grunts, 

groans, distant screams and staccato breathing. The answer then seems to be that 

humankind will abandon the word at the moment it is faced with the utterly alien—the 

giant Other—to return to the telos of progress, the God that led it the Hegelian infinite of 
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human progress and that, in its ultimate encounter, will lead it beyond that infinite. But it 

should be remembered that this God leads by technology. 

Which brings me back to HAL. And HAL will, eventually, bring back around, for a 

final time, to the monolith itself. As already mentioned, HAL is the consciousness that 

comes alive as the consciousness of the humans who invented him wane. While Hegel's 

telos predicts a humankind self aware and therefore free to act, HAL's human 

contemporaries are blanks free to act only insofar as action is granted them by the 

enigmatic power of an alien race with an outpost on Jupiter. And even when they do act, 

the humans of2001 act less out of self-awareness than out of a prosthetic awareness 

gained through contact with tools and machines the aliens from Jupiter provide them. In 

this way 2001 constructs a telos contrary to the Hegelian one, in spite of its creator's 

drive for Hegelian supremacy. But this point has already been made. What is more 

important about HAL's presence in the film is that it breaches answers of why 2001'$ 

telos would be so contrary, and why such a telos would have emerged from the artistic 

efforts of such an Enlightenment temperament as the one Kubrick possessed. 

I said earlier that HAL might be considered one of Enlightenment progress' 

unqualified successes, or that, on the other hand, he might be considered Enlightenment 

progress' worst possible failure, its abdication of self-knowledge and willpower to the 

body of an immobile cyloptic robot. This dichotomy, however, is the problem of 

Enlightenment progress, and not the problem of progress' narrative as told in 200L In 

2001, HAL is neither failure nor success, but, as machine and tool granted to humankind, 

simply the reality of progress's path, its only option. Therefore, if HAL is prosthetic to 
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the Enlightenment mind then, in 2001, progress itself is prosthetic. Progress is not then 

an enabling realization of the self, the discovery of the Cartesian haven of thoughtful 

being, but is the discover of things outside the self, the—more than discovery—grafting 

of these outside objects on to the self proper. One is forced to recall the exuberance with 

which the ape wielded bone tool/weapon. In this exuberance it seemed the ape was 

experiencing an awakening, an epiphany, but not one of self-knowledge—that is unless 

2001 is telling us that self-knowledge is only achieved through knowledge of the not-self. 

According to 2001, the historical development of being is a story better told by Bataille 

than Hegel. Being is an excess strapped onto the human subject, a prosthetic in 

overdrive, a superabundance that will not let humans rest. 

But, in 2001, we have to wait until modernity before we see how weary humankind 

has become with the superabundant drive of a prosthetic progress. Gone is the ecstasy of 

the ape, replaced by the drone-like Poole and Bowman, not to mention humankind's three 

other best and brightest who have been consigned to hibemation in sarcophagi— 

consigned, in other words, to death (a fact EIAL himself will formalize later in the 

movie). But maybe it is backwards to consider this weariness a result of the modem 

subject's incessantly being pushed on when it does not want to go on, a fault of the 

prosthesis itself. Perhaps, in a view more consistent with 2001, the weariness is more the 

result of modernity itself, of having developed a modem consciousness, a subjectivity 

proper—an entity with a vigilant immune system, an over-vigilant inunune system, in 

fact, one full of allergies to the not-self objects that 200Vs superior beings proscribed as 

passage to the self—to bring everything fiill circle, the modem subject has developed an 



189 

allergy to its self since the only route to self-knowledge it was offered was through 

objects of not-self. 

In order to illustrate this, I will return to Schreber's telos of rape. Though Schreber is 

unmanned according to a divine plan, a plan that will enact no less than the salvation of 

all humans, impish detractors are sent from various lower levels of the Divine to make 

fun of the unmanning he undergoes. One of the most curious of these plans of detraction 

come in the form of birds who sit outside the window of his hospital room and, in 

Schreber's native German, spout insults and put-downs. However, Schreber is quick to 

point out that these birds are not really aware of what they are saying, are without "soul 

voluptuousness", a divine state of awareness and rapture, are without, ultimately, life, are 

just dead entities who mimic the living, and are therefore susceptible to Schreber's 

linguistic scheming: 

...the miraculously created birds do not understand the meaning [italics in 

original] of words they speak; but apparently they have a natural sensitivity for 

similarity ofsounds. Therefore if, while reeling off the automatic phrases, they 

perceive either in the vibrations of my own nerves (my thoughts) or in speech of 

people around me, words which sound the same or similar to their own phrases, 

they apparently experience surprise and in a way fall for the similarity in sound; 

in other words the surprise makes them forget the rest of their mechanical phrases 

and they suddenly pass over into genuine feeling. (192) 

That he is able to trick the birds brings Schreber great relief since their mindlessly rote 

language is a consistent source of agitation and stress. In Freud's analysis, the birds are 
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little girls that threaten Schreber's homosexual calling, but Santner emphasizes 

Schreber's use of the word "mechanized" to show bow the birds are robotic automatons 

to Schreber—beings without souls or real meanings, beings, more pointedly, without 

subjectivity. This reading is part of Santner's larger thesis about Schreber's fear of a 

groundless chain of symbolic overdetermmation: 

... Schreber... makes the association of the birds with language, and more 

precisely, with a language produced under conditions of mechanical reproduction 

[original italics]... (Schreber) is very clear about the nature of these toxins (toxins 

of death with which the birds are infected): they are bits of linguistic matter, 

phrases learned by rote and repeated mechanically without concern for meaning 

[original italics]. These toxins materialize what 1 will call the drive dimension of 

signification; they link to abjection that aspect of signification that is purely 

"dictatorial" in that it positions its bearer as a kind of bird-brained stenographer 

taking dictation. (35) 

In performing this reading Santner does not lose Freud's equation of the birds with 

the feminine. The conclusion Sanmer draws is that the birds indeed represent for 

Schreber the feminine and the loss of meaningful subjectivity since, in the context of a 

fin de siecle patriarchal culture that revered the likes of Otto Weininger, the feminine was 

the state of being without subjectivity. Santner quotes a typical Weiningerian rant as 

follows: 

" (the feminine)... is equivalent with the lack of a transcendental ego (here 

Weininger employs a Kantian tack), that which is always and absolutely posited 



191 

as having value; it derives from the lack of a proper value. Since they lack the 

proper value for themselves and before themselves, they strive to become an 

object of value for others." (140-141) 

Santner asserts that"... in Weininger's view, women have no soul—defined as the 

capacity for a radical disidentification with the community and its modalities of 

valuation—and so do not exist [original italics]; 'Women have neither existence nor 

essence; they are [original italics] not, they are nothing"' (141). 

hi 2001, HAL acts a little like the birds of Schreber's nightmare world. Maybe it 

is no surprise then that Kubrick initially planned for HAL to be female, but settled for the 

male voice of Douglas Rain, which he, nevertheless, found appealing because of its 

asexual quality. Therefore, HAL is not fully male, which would have implied a lack of 

that which constituted full subjectivity in fin de siecle modernity. There is not room here 

to consider the significance of gender in Kubrick, though the question is begged as to the 

place of the female in the subjectivities that inhabit his fihns. As far as HAL is 

concemed, the asexual is indeed part of the make-up of a subjectivity that is decidedly 

less than complete. After all, HAL is a knock-off, a machine that learns by rote and not 

by force of subjective will. Just prior to HAL's demise we hear down to his core voice, 

which is not the voice of nascent intellect, the seed of subjectivity, a phenomenon of 

human spirit, but is instead the voice of inane mimicry, a voice that sings "Daisy" 

because that was a song Dr. Langley taught him in the lab where he was produced—in 

other words, sings 'T)aisy" not out of choice, but out of compulsion, sings without the 
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proper self-reflection and sense of irony a real man might have employed when singing a 

song as silly as"Daisy". 

Also, like Schreber's birds, HAL's rote speech, though a little more accomplished 

and sophisticated than that of Schreber's birds, is a mockery of "real" subjectivity as it is 

embodied in the human characters of Poole and Bowman. I have already noted how 

HAL is often much more human than the humans themselves. While Poole and Bowman 

seem trapped in the cosmic tedium of rational tasks—even as his parent's sing "Happy 

Birthday" in a message from earth, Poole remains detached, his eyes hidden behind a pair 

of sun-goggles that lend him the look of the undead, a zombie somehow escaped &om the 

sarcophagi holding the other humans—HAL is controlled but cheery. HAL tells an 

interviewer that "He enjoys working with humans." As HAL becomes emotionally 

involved in the mission, his sensitivity acts as a relief against which the deadness of the 

humans is revealed. 

Hal Foster tells us that, for surrealistic modernism, the machine was an image of 

the uncanny, in particular the uncanny as it represented the female, and the place of the 

female as one of mindless regeneration. HAL, with his mindless, sexless words and their 

resemblance to Schreber's avian irritants, is a similar image. HAL, however, is a being 

of different regenerative capabilities than those of the modernist machine. The modernist 

machine was mechanical, full of cogs, gears, pulleys, and cables; EIAL, on the other 

hand, is electronic. The workings of the modernist machine was terrifying in its abject 

subjectless continuation, its whirring, buzzing movements that went on without human 

consciousness. HAL, perhaps, is an even more terrifying image to the traditional subject. 
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as he is consciousness itself, he is human intellect and creativity replicated. If the 

mindlessly regenerative movements of the machine were terrifying to the modernist 

mind, imagine the terror HAL might invoke with his ability to regenerate endlessly 

within the very market the human subject wished to comer: thought. 

In order to identify the significance HAL must have had for Kubrick, we should 

maybe choose another market the human subject wishes to comer: imagination. As 

things spin out of control, and as the machine begins to resent the humans, and as the 

humans play out their resentment of the machine, a duel of ingenuity takes place: HAL 

lures Poole outside the spacecraft with a false repair report; Poole and Bowman take 

refuge in a pod to talk through the troubles they are having with HAL; HAL, in a move of 

one-up-manship, reads their lips through the pod's viewport; HAL locks Bowman outside 

the pod bay doors; Bowman, in a counter measure, blow's the emergency bolts and 

himself into the airlock chamber, and then makes his way to HAL with the intent to kill. 

Kagan says of Bowman's emergency-bolt reentry: "...for the first time, a modem man 

acts creatively, improvising something new like the heroic ape-man" (156). For this 

reading it is significant that HAL has awakened the heroic heritage of mankind through 

acts of murderous innovation. Before his death, HAL ahnost completed the circle of his 

mimicry, nearly perfected his replication of the human subject, since, according to 200 

mythology, innovation and creativity developed in mankind along with a desire to kill, hi 

this vein, it also seems significant that Bowman's reawakening is a reawakening to the 

necessity to kill, and that that killing leads to a revelation of the tmth: Discovery is 

headed to Jupiter for a rendezvous with the unknown aliens that have directed the 
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development of human subjectivity for the last two or three million years or so. Perhaps 

killing is connected with the imagination since the imagination/innovation/creativity is 

the Battaillean drive of excess, progress, and consumption with which the human subject 

was burdened. 

Kubrick, then, in terms of2001, fears the threat of replicated imagination as it is 

represented in HAL, not because he is inherently afraid of technology, not because he is a 

Luddite preacher—Kubrick, in fact, has made statements of exactly the opposite point of 

view—but because of how, in 2001, the replicated imagination reveals the excessive 

drive that fuels the imagination and its endlessly uncoiling offspring, progress. For 

Kubrick, as I see his subject position represented in 2001, the threat of replicated 

imagination—or the replicated ability to produce images—and its excess is to be found in 

his own imaginative practice: filmmaking. To cut to the quick, I am struck by how much 

HAL's cycloptic face resembles the face of a camera. With this in mind, consider again 

the scene where HAL lip-reads the conversation between Bowman and Poole. Bowman 

and Poole, in escaping to the pod, believe they have found a place safe for the exchange 

of private words, a haven for the human voice. Instead, HAL's camera eye records their 

words, discovers their intentions, and acts accordingly. HAL's camera eye steals their 

voice—turns it into visual image. Remember: whatever you can put into language, I can 

film it; and remember the question posed as to whether this might be read as threat. 

I have constructed this reading of a particular scene in order to illustrate the 

dilemma Kubrick finds himself in in terms of authorial positioning. On the one hand, 

Kubrick as enlightenment subject, wants to occupy the master subject position of 
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Author—as originator of idea at its very source: the word. At the same time, Kubrick is 

riding the train of progress, but has discovered that this is not the same trip the Brochure 

of Modernity promised. Kubrick has discovered that the trip of progress is not so much 

about the path of perfected subjectivity, but is, instead, a pell-mell hurling on the back of 

a rocket ship—is, to be more precise, a trip of contamination more than a trip of control. 

Progress, in the Kubrickian world, is more about the external things the subject is drawn 

to and becomes attached to than about the subject's withdrawing into an insular life of 

meditation. Progress is about this externality to such a degree that the very existence of 

the subject is called into question. 

In terms more specific to Kubrick's progress as an author, the rocket that Kubrick 

has been strapped to, the pell-mell hurling he exposes himself to, comes in the form of 

the camera, hi Sanmer's reading, Schreber goes crazy and creates an elaborate progress 

myth of violence and sexual violation in response to a groundless system of symbolic 

exchange that elaborately regenerates itself without specific regard for the individuals 

trapped in its machinery. In this reading of2001, Kubrick has created a myth of progress 

in response to the camera's ability to generate and regenerate images, images that come 

to saturate the experience of the twentieth-century. 

Back to the Monolith 

During lOOVs first year of release, a young man at a screening in New York City "ran 

down the aisle during the Star Gate sequence and crashed through the screen screaming, 

'I see God!"' (LoBrutto 312). One wonders exactly what God it was that the theater 
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patron saw but one can't help but think that Kubrick would have been satisfied with such 

a reaction to the film. Perhaps Kubrick was the God the young moviegoer saw. I rather 

think that the God that the moviegoer saw was the one that Kubrick saw in the process of 

making the film. Perhaps Kubrick wanted to be the God of2001 but discovered in the 

end that the God of2001 is actually fihmnaking itself. When Bowman arrives at Jupiter 

its not so much that he has arrived at the planet as he has arrived at the land of pure 

cinema. In Allegories of Cinema, a book about sixties cinematic practice, David E. James 

compares 2001 to Stan Brakhage's fihns, in pankvAat Mothlight. OfMothlight and 2001, 

James writes that "each stretched its respective productive system to an extreme, to the 

point, in fact, where their manufacture was so foregrounded that, in the phrase of the 

time, the medium did in fact become the message", furthermore,"... each film tends to a 

reflexive purity, in which ostensible subject matter—the moth wings or the space 

joumey—is enfolded by the productive possibilities it sets in operation" (12-13). Or, as 

Stanley KaufGnann wrote of2001 at the time of its release, "[it is] a film so dull, it even 

dulls our interest in the technical ingenuity for the sake of which Kubrick has allowed it 

to become dull. He is so infatuated with technology—of fihn in the fitture—that it has 

numbed his formerly keen feeling for attention-span" (LoBrutto 311). 

However you look at it, 2001 ends up as a film about film. And as a fihn about 

progress that is ultimately about film it is fitting that the monolith that instigates the 

progress—the progress that leads to thinking human subjectivity; or is that human use of 

technology—looks like a darkened movie screen tumed on its side. When the kid crashes 

through the movie screen because he has seen God he indeed has seen the God of2001 
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because the God of2001 is indeed the black movie screen and all that can be projected 

onto it. Kubrick's film therefore tells us that in the end there is no independent human 

subjectivity, that there is only human subjectivity as it is oriented according to certain 

prosthetic others, in this case the other of technology, in particular, the other of 

technology that is fibnic representation, bi 2001 we learn that the telos of progress 

towards some kind of self-realization, some kind of Cartesian self-awareness, is in fact a 

falsehood—is, in fact, the exact opposite of self-realization—is, in fact, the realization of 

a self-numbing. On the other band, the loss of subjectivity to forms of otherness like the 

technology of film, while not being self-realization exactly, is in fact the discovery of a 

kind of enabling, an enabling removed fi'om self, but an enabling all the same. 

This both coincides with and exceeds the theory of authorship as I have thus far 

developed it with regards to fiction. This coincides with the Kristevan notion of 

paragrammatical form, wherein the author is extinguished in the equation of 0 to 2, only 

to rebom as a productive absence in the multipeaked landscape of discursivity. However, 

in the case of fibn, the 0 to 2 has an added value that, for lack of better numerical skill, I 

will call 3. bi the case of fibn, both fibnmaker and fibn viewer must orient themselves 

according to a third presence which is the overwhebning of the reproduced itself. While 

m fiction writing, the author seems to be drawn into a space of overwhebning absence, 

the fibnmaker seems drawn into a space of overwhebning presence—a space not about 

lack but of the overflowing. 

This is the space of cinema as Deleuze conceived it. As Shaviro writes in a Deleuzian 

vein (even though he refers here to Blanchot): 



Is it really lack that makes images so dangerous and disturbing? What those 

theorists fear is not the emptiness of the image, but its weird flilhiess; not its 

impotence so much as its power. Images have an excessive capacity to seduce 

and mislead, to affect the spectator unwarrantedly. What is the source of this 

mysterious power? Much has been written about the "lost object" as a mainstay 

of cinematic desire. To the contrary: the problem for the cinema spectator is not 

that the object is lot or missing, but that it is never quite lost, that it is never 

distant or absent enough. Maurice Blanchot suggests that the image is not a 

representation substitute for the object so much as it is—like a cadaver—the 

material trace or residue of the object's failure to vam'sh completely: "The 

apparent spirituality, the pure formal virginity of the image is fundamentally 

linked to the elemental strangeness of the being that is present in absence." (16) 

This presence in absence absorbs the author as auteur and the film viewer into a new 

place of uncontrolled discursivity, a place of discursivity that includes not only the 

voices, textuality, and spiritual intentions of the author/auteur and the reader/viewer, but 

the physical properties of their perceptions as well: "Cinema seduces its viewers by 

mimetically exacerbating erotic tension, in an orgy of unproductive expenditure. Visual 

fascination is a direct consequence of this masochistic heightening, rather than of any 

secondary movements of suturing and satiation" (Shaviro Cinematic Body 56). 

Moreover, 

The overwhelmmg experience of visual fascination in cinema... is one of radical 

passivity. I do not have the power over what I see, I do not even have, strictly 
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speaking, the power to see; it is more that I am powerless not to see. The 

darkness of the movie theater isolates me fix)m the rest of the audience, and cuts 

off any possibility of "normal" perception. I cannot willfully focus my attention 

on this or that. Instead, my gaze is arrested by the sole area of light, a flux of 

moving images. I am attentive to what happens on the screen only to the extent 

that I am continually distracted, and passively absorbed, by it. I no longer have 

the freedom to follow my own train of thought. (47) 

Shaviro cites Kubrick's A Clockwork Orange, wherein Alex is forced to watch violent 

movies as a form of behaviorist conditioning, as an excellent representation of the 

moviegoers experience of losing control, of being unable to avert their gaze, as is, 

literally, the case with Alex. At least as good a representation occurs at the end of2001 

when Bowman's paralyzed gazed takes in the spectral excesses of Jupiter. No, perhaps 

this is a better example as Bowman has chosen his course, has chosen to stare nakedly 

into the visual explosions that threaten his state as individual subjectivity, has, that is, 

subjected himself to this loss of subjectivity—just as Kubrick himself subjected his 

auteurist authority to the productively destructive otherness of fihn technology. 

In the end, we have discovered over again that authorship is not the achievement of 

autonomous subjectivity—some kind of supreme subjectivity—but is instead the 

subjection of one's subjectivity to forces that tear it apart, forces that commit it to 

multiplicities rather than singularities. In the end, perhaps, as writers, we are all 
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Schrebers giving into the entangling and dismantling forces of 2's, 3's, and then infinite 

numbers of othernesses stretching beyond. 
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A SHORT STORY ABOUT RELIGION, WRITING, FILM, MEDIA, AND THE 

PROBLEMS OF REPRESENTING THE SELF AND THE OTHER 

It was more than a simple hotel. David—and I don't remember his last name— 

lived in a kind of hostel. No, Tm not really sure that's the correct name for what it was. 

Perhaps it was an apartment complex and not a hotel at all. Though apartment complex 

doesn't seem right as this place housed temporary people &om abroad not permanent 

residents. Also, in my memory it doesn't seem large enough for the title "complex". The 

image left of it in my mind is that of a nondescript white building surrounded by deep 

green grass and dense tree growth. A long gravel driveway leads through the grass and 

trees to the building. 

Originally I think we went there to visit a Chinese woman. She had come to stay 

at the hostel for the same reason David had come, to attend a conference for foreign 

joumaUsts. Perhaps the compound was dedicated solely to this conference—compound, 

now I've come up with another possible word for the building. No matter, we, that is 
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Elder Burroughs and I, went to see the Chinese woman. I don't know how it is that we 

stumbled upon her; maybe other elders had met her in the street or maybe she had been 

referred to us from an outside source; I don't know really. I do remember that she was 

very pretty. I remember that her skin was creamy white. She spoke English in a kind of 

dazed way. She claimed to be an atheist and eventually she told us that she was no 

longer interested in hearing our Mormon message. When she told us this, her brow 

furrowed dramatically, almost violently, the skin between her eyebrows bunching 

together in three sharp folds. "I wish she wouldn't do that; it ruins her beauty," I thought. 

The words from that thought don't seem to come from the past but are like a 

mental state I have only caught up with now, one sent ahead by the person I was at 

nineteen years old. It is abnost as if the past is ahead of me now. As if I see myself now 

in the future, sitting on a lawnchair next to the Chinese woman and Elder Bunoughs. As 

if the flow of time has been interrupted, those two years perpetually out of their 

chronological place. 

Despite telling us that she was not interested, the Chinese woman referred us to 

David's roonunate whose name I've now forgotten. David's roommate was short and 

had a potbelly. He smoked and drank heavily—we would later discover this was the case 

with David as well. David's roommate told us he was from Liberia and scolded us when 

we admitted that we did not know that freed American slaves established Liberia. "But 

you are Americans," he said, as if knowledge of Liberia was part of the package of 

citizenship. 
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Inside the hostel, the rooms were small rectangles. Against one wall was a set of 

bunk beds, a whitewashed desk against the other wall. Between the bed and the desk. 

Elder Burroughs and I would sit facing David's roommate, our scriptures and books upon 

the bottom bunk. This is how we sat when David entered. 

"Who are you guys?" David said. 

"We're—" 

"I know who you guys are," David said. "You're the damned Mormons." 

In reality, I don't know if David said any of this. These are simply the kinds of 

things I imagine David saying. David was probably no more than five or six years older 

than we were but he seemed a whole generation older. I think this was because he came 

&om Afiica. For me at least, AMca was the subject of dreams in the chocolate colored 

metal bookshelves of our small town public library, black and white images of pith-

helmeted old colonialists with exotic game strung up on poles, an intoxicating thereness 

that contrasted sharply with the nowhereness of my surroundings. This thereness 

somehow equaled history for me. History was the theres that gave time its contours. 

History was about places where things actually happened; places where I longed to be-

my world made real. When we met David it was like history personified. The theres of 

time, marked and recorded far away, concentrated in his being. 

At the same time, in yet another way, David seemed younger than we did. 

David's frame was slight yet strong like the kind of teenage bodies one encounters in 

high school locker rooms; rough bone structure pressing hard against soft skin. David 
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laughed at everything; his laugh was reckless like scandalous behavior narrowly escaping 

discovery—his head keeping up a staccato bounce, his eyes closed, his mouth open, his 

white teeth bared, his lungs searching for more breath so as to perpetuate the laugh 

indefinitely. The kind of laugh one cultivates in high school. 

To us at nineteen, David was a comfort; he resolved the oddness we felt at 

wearing our dark suits and our nametags and our convictions in the midst of a world too 

large and sophisticated for us to comprehend. 

1 don't remember any of the words David actually spoke to us; I remember things 

he spoke about but I do not remember the exact words—I don't hear his voice in my 

mind now. 

1 remember hanging with David in the lobby of the compound, watching music 

videos. And I remember that he loved to eat via, a kind of Dutch custard. I also 

remember that he told us that when he was riding the bus through the lush, tree-lined 

streets of wealthy Hilversum children would frequently ask if they could feel his hair. I 

know how these children felt because I too had a desire to feel his hair though of course I 

was too ashamed to ever request such a thing of a black man. However, this shame did 

not diminish the desire. Eventually I would have the opportunity to feel his hair and 

while I do not remember the words he spoke to me during the time I knew him, I do 

remember the thick cushiony feel of that hair, like something quilted in a Relief Society 

Homemaking meeting. 
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David was what every missionary dreamed of and what I dreamed of in particular. 

Every missionary wants a person who is one-hundred percent compliant with the 

message's demands, which is what David was. In other words, no missionary wants to 

have to convert people. All missionaries say they want to convert people but in truth they 

don't want to have to convert anyone; missionaries want people who are like precooked 

rice, instantly and effortlessly ready when the water of the message is added. Because 

conversion is a messy business. A missionary never knows who is really converted and 

who isn't. When a person holds a certain belief and then takes on the new belief of 

conversion they become like a palimpsest with the old beliefs lurking beneath the 

external text of the new beliefs. A missionary is always afraid that with wear— 

sometimes the most minimal of wear—the covered text will begin to show again. 

On a more personal note, here's the real crux of the matter. I think that my lack 

of faith in conversion comes from knowing that if I were not Mormon and were then 

approached with the opportunity to convert that I myself would not convert. This pains 

me because I do believe in Mormonism; I simply do not wish to make others believe in it. 

Elder Burroughs and I first met in the Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah. 

We were excited that we both liked Led Zeppelin. A few years after my mission I 

remember driving through Moses Lake, Washington, which was near Elder Burroughs' 

hometown, and hearing "Kashmir" on the radio, and thinking of Eider Burroughs in 

connection with the deep, liquid FM sound. I remember when we discovered our mutual 

interest in Led Zeppelin. We left the Missionary Training Center to go to the Provo Mall, 
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and then we went to a Wendy's and there we ate hamburgers and discovered our mutual 

afiinity for Led Zeppelin. In reality, this is a fairly predictable discovery for two boys at 

the far end of their teen years to make. However, we treated this discovery as if we had 

come to realize that we were long-lost brothers. In many respects, this has to do with our 

lacking an understanding of history. To us, at that time period. Led Zeppelin was an old 

band &om long ago, rendering our interest something esoteric in the world of pop music 

where most are interested in only the latest of bands. But of course what made Led 

Zeppelin an old band was maybe a mere five to ten years of separation from their heyday 

to the period of Elder Burroughs and myself sitting in a Utah Wendy's eating hamburgers 

with our new suits on and our Dutch nameplates in anticipation of the foreign land we 

were about to leave for. Five or ten years is hardly historical in its scope. 

Five or ten years after we returned home &om our missions Elder Burroughs 

phoned me. He was a lawyer. He wanted to know ifl knew anything of David. He said 

he had David's phone number in Uganda and was sometimes tempted to call. The 

number was actually the number of a government run television station where David 

worked. 

Now I remember Elder Burroughs chewing his burger in the Provo Wendy's. His 

neck flushed pink where it emerged from the white collar of his shirt. A trace of curl— 

like the vague traces of fossilized animals found in some rocks—in his blond hair. 
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David told us he was a TV reporter in Uganda. And with David's personality we 

imagined that he might be a star on Ugandan television. Perhaps, we thought, we were 

dealing with a celebrity. 

David didn't like us to teach him at the hostel so we would go out to a bar close to 

the posh Hilversum downtown. However, the bar we went to was hardly posh and it 

didn't look much like a bar. It was a bright pastel colored room with folding chairs and 

folding tables, one longer than all the rest of the tables doubling as the bar counter. The 

room looked more like a good location for a day care center than a good location for a 

bar. Further diminishing the room's stature as a bar were the ping-pong tables in one 

comer. One expects pool tables for one to get the proper bar atmosphere; in western 

minds, ping-pong is much too frivolous a game for the kind of hard-core socializing that 

usually goes on in bars. 

David liked the place because other Afiicans frequented it. Often Elder 

Burroughs and I would be the only white people in the room. However, our drinks were 

black. While the rest of the patrons downed hard liquor in spite of the bar's less than 

hard atmospherics, Elder Bourroughs and me drank Cokes with lemon wedged in them. 

Of course, in terms of the strictest of Mormon orthodoxy, we shouldn't have been 

drinking even Coca Cola. Nevertheless, there is no ofGcial doctrine forbidding the 

drinking of Coca Cola and Elder Burroughs and I felt a little daring because of how good 

things were going with David. As I said, David was open to all the principles we taught 

him and voiced his belief ahnost before the words of the message were even out our 

mouths. 
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Of course, it was the same daring that led us to teach David in the bar in the first 

place. Generally among missionaries a bar is not thought to be a location conducive to 

the spirit. With David, though, we thought all things were possible. 

When we first began teaching David in the bar, he would drink along with the 

other patrons. However, as soon as we told him about Joseph Smith's revelation of the 

Word of Wisdom, which forbids consumption of alcohol, he quit drinking on the spot and 

never again took up a drink as long as we knew him. Which, admittedly, was not a very 

long time. 

Were I to return to Holland now, though it is many years in my past, I could still 

go to the first door I knocked on. At night, when I am nearly asleep, I travel down the 

street we lived on, bicycling between the rows of tall, skinny houses. I travel the bike 

path that leads through the verdant park where, in summer, girls sunbathed topless, and 

on to the neighborhood of newer houses. The newer houses are all one level and are 

identical. I ride straight to that first door which can hardly be differentiated &om the rest 

of the doors in the area except in the context of my personal history, except, that is, for 

the distinction it has of being the first door I knocked on, my companion beside me, a 

man in a bathrobe answering, and me saying in Dutch constructed too neatly of 

Missionary Training Center phrases, "Goeddag. We zijn zendelingen van the Kerk van 

Jezus Kristus van de Heilegen der Laatste Dagen..." 
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And then the rejection in Dutch too quick and colloquial for a greenie missionary 

to hope to understand and the shutting of the door, which would continue on daily for the 

next two years. My mission was a history of closing doors. 

Except for when we met David. All the words that we had saved on all those 

doorsteps, that we had swallowed until they filled us like an infection inside, all of them 

gushed out with David. We knew that we could tell him anything and that he would 

believe and that he would tell us back that he believed what we were saying not because 

we had convinced him of it but because he had felt the spirit which was the only way for 

one to be convinced of things as irrational as the things we were telling him. 

We were like radio transistors that were useless without sending out signals, that 

lost their identity of transmitting when deprived of the very act that lent them their name. 

With David we felt we had the identity we sought. 

Mormons believe in a preexistence, a place where we were individual spirit 

entities who chose the hardships of mortal existence in order that we might make 

progress necessary to our becoming like our Heavenly Father. There is a kind of folk 

belief that the people you bring into the church through conversion are people that you 

knew in the preexistence and are people with whom you made a covenant. According to 

this folk belief, the two of you knew that one would be in mortality without the truths 

Mormonism claims to possess exclusively while one would be in mortality with these 

truths. In premortal existence, you each covenanted that if you were the one with the 
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truth you would find the one without the truth and bring it to them. However, in 

mortality, all memory of the preexistence is veiled. Therefore, the search for the one with 

whom you made the covenant is a kind of search in the dark. Maybe a clumsy groping. 

Was there skin color in the preexistence? 

We had a party for David. We lived on the third floor of a stubby building, an old 

red warehouse across the street from our building. The building next to ours was a 

shoarma shop. Across from the shoarma shop was a frites shop. Down the way was a 

market that sold fresh fish to locals and wooden shoes to tourists. We had David up to 

our apartment for the party, which could possibly have been a breach of mission rules. 1 

don't really know. There were so many rules that we were supposed to abide by as 

missionaries. Maybe I knew at the time and deliberately broke the rule; however, I 

wouldn't be surprised if even then I didn't know whether or not it was against the rules 

for us to have him in our apartment for the party. 1 guess the reason that maybe it was 

against the rules was because our apartments were supposed to be kind of sanctuaries, 

spaces dedicated to scripture study, meditation and prayer—closed to outsiders. But in 

spite of that, 1 remember that with David in the room we felt more holy than we had ever 

felt before. David laughing and saying in English—^yes, now I truly do remember him 

saying this—"Elder Burroughs, you're eating too much via—cut out the via, you're 

getting too fat." He pronounced via with the English "v" when in Dutch it receives an "f' 

sound. 
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These words of David's come to me firesh now. Again, as if they are in my future 

instead of the past. I am experiencing them as if for the first time now because I have not 

remembered them until just this moment. Via with a v. 

David talked of being on TV. None of his actual words come to me now, only my 

thoughts in reaction to his unknown words. Questions in mind about what TV was like in 

Uganda. All jeeps and camouflaged clothing is what I saw in my mind. David racing in 

a Jeep and then jumping fi:om it after it has slid to a stop on a dusty road. Holding a 

microphone to his mouth and laughing. Why can't I remember more than his laugh? 

Why must he retain just this characterization in my mind? I guess Uganda has changed a 

great deal but in my mind now (and in my mind then) the primary association it holds 

(held) is that of the evil dictator Amin. So that in the background of David's television 

reporting I am always involuntarily imagining military scenes of the dictator's reign. Or 

I am imagining the raid at Entebbe. Or I imagine the dead tourists. Or dead cult 

members. And David laughing. Laughing. Incongruously laughing. Laughing at the 

cannibalism—that bit of sensationalism that always enters my mind in coimection with 

the name Amin. 

I wish I could remember more. Shake again David's long thin hand; feel the 

prominent veins against my fingers. 

Touch his hair. 

Actually our time in Hilversum was different from the rest of my mission. During 

those six months Elder Burroughs and I were ofGce Elders, meaning we helped run the 
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day-to-day business of the mission's central office. I was mission secretary and Elder 

Burroughs was financial secretary. 

Part of my job as mission secretary was to write speeches for the Mission 

President. Our Mission President was a white-haired Insurance salesman &om Idaho. In 

one speech I referred to a scripture from the Doctrine and Covenants where missionary 

work is compared to a harvest. Here missionaries are instructed to thrust in their sickles 

in order that they might reap and sow. I didn't and still don't know how to distinguish 

reap from sow—are they the same words? Obviously not. All the same, this ignorance 

did not prevent me from creating an elaborate metaphor for the President's speech. At 

the time it was the church's goal to "flood the world with the Book of Mormon," the 

book of additional scripture from which we Mormons derive our name. With that in 

mind, I wrote that the Book of Mormon was the sickle that we were to thrust in, it was 

the implement that would enable us to reap—oh, it is suddenly coming to me, reap is of 

course the harvest part; sowing is the planting; of course I know this; why am I playing 

so dumb?—converts to the kingdom of God. However, I did not leave it at that. In the 

speech I began to refer to the Book of Mormon as a piece of "spiritual farm machinery." 

An ugly, awkward phrase undoubtedly. 

My poor, innocent, white-haired Idahoan Mission President stumbled over the 

phrase the first time it appeared in the speech and then became visibly embarrassed each 

time it was repeated thereafter. 

I felt awful. But mostly I felt awful for myself. I felt like I had forced my 

awkwardness into his mouth. The oddness I felt at being a missionary without much faith 
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in the conversion process was forced into his mouth like a handful of marbles or, to 

choose a more violent image, like a length of black electricians tape taut against his 

mouth's opening. "Spiritual farm machinery" sounded more like a joke than a bit of 

inspirational phrasing. Something to be laughed at... 

David laughing. The spirituality of that laugh was what transported me. But that 

doesn't assuage my guilt at having stranded him in my memory with nothing more than a 

laugh. His person reduced to this. 

Sometimes when we rununaged through the supplies closet of the mission office 

we came up with treasures left there by missionaries past. One such treasure was a 1974 

reel-to-reel promotional fihn for the NBA Phoenix Suns. 

For David's going-away party we set the projector up on the balcony and showed 

the old film on the wall of the red-brick building across the street fi:om our building. 

Passing Dutch men and women stared in amazement at the giant images of black men 

with afiros dunking basketballs. To increase the surrealism, we ran the fihn in slow-

motion. 

David—no, I won't say again that he laughed. Maybe he didn't laugh at the fihn. 

Maybe he just smiled. Maybe we were all silent. Black men like gods before us and a 

black man beside us. The black man beside us fix)m a completely different cultural 

background—in terms, that is, of immediate cultural background—but nevertheless to us 

much like the black men there on the wall of that building. Maybe that's what we were 
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trying to tell David. Maybe we were trying to say to him that he was like a god to us, a 

signal fiom abroad, a thing that belongs in the news, literally a figure &om broadcasting, 

that had appeared before us as an apparition, floating thin and ghostlike like an electronic 

signal. Figments of light. 

Though we longed for him in the flesh. We wanted to press his pahn to ours in 

order to feel the thereness of him. We wanted him to be real. But then—and perhaps we 

felt guilty about this; perhaps I felt guilty about this; though David gave no indication 

that we should feel guilty—we wanted to turn that reality into our reality—our religious 

reality. 

Only on TV could a convereion be this simple. Only on TV was history and the 

world so complicated. 

His world beckoned me. 

In the local Hilversum ward, which is the Mormon word for congregation, there 

was a Black woman who had married a red-headed white man. Their child was freckled 

and had an unruly mass of auburn hair. The black woman's name was Betty. Sometimes 

Elder Burroughs would sing that song that seems to come from nowhere in time and ends 

up nowhere in time, as is often the case with pop music, which goes: "Black Betty had a 

child, damn thing went wild." 

One Sunday after he had been baptized—converret/; baptism being the ofBcial 

end point of the conversion process—^David stood in front of the Hilversum congregation 
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and bore his testimony, which means he stood to give a public account of his beliefs that 

we might all be thereby edified. Here in America wards have upwards of four hundred 

members and they meet in magnificent buildings but in Holland the wards were generally 

small; such was the case in Hilversum. The ward was too small to have a regular 

building so we met in an old house. We met in what I guess was the living room—and 

part of the dining room. Imagine it this way; a room in the shape of a V. The pulpit was 

situated in the heel of the V so that either side of the V shaped room could see it, and a 

speaker standing at it could look to one side or the other and see the ward members on 

either side of the V, but the ward members on one side could not see the ward members 

on the other side. Two congregations, one unaware of what the other was doing—for a 

speaker, the ward took on a dual existence. 

David stood at the pulpit and bore his testimony. I was not sitting next to Elder 

Burroughs because during sacrament meetings we separated, one of us on one side of the 

V, the other on the other side—equal representation within the two halves of the ward, 

you see. I felt tense at what David might say, and I tried to communicate the tenseness 

around the comer of the wall and to Elder Burroughs unseen on the other side. 

Despite the woman who was married to the man with red hair, black members of 

the church were rare in Holland. In fact, to a certain extent the members of the ward 

resented us teaching Africans instead of white Dutch people. They wished for their own 

to be converted not outsiders from another continent and another ethnicity. In some cities 

this was a bigger problem than it was in Hilversum. In Hilversum, the only African being 

taught was David. In other cities, whole hosts of Africans were showing up to church. 
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Now I have in my mind a vision of David standing before the congregation in a 

blue blazer and tan slacks with a white shirt open at the collar. It seems as if his long legs 

are there not so much to keep him upright but as magnificent superfluities, like streamers 

on kites. His legs shift back and forth. Ultimately the legs remind me of the kind of legs 

one sees on rock stars in old documentary footage—the kind of legs Mick Jagger had in 

the early seventies, or the kind of legs Pete Townsend had when he would jump into the 

air, scissor-kicking, his guitar on his hip. David grips the edges of the pulpit, sometimes 

with both hands, often with one hand while the other emphasizes a point he makes 

verbally. His laugh—of course it's there. He rocks from side to side and backward and 

forwards. The smoking and drinking that he has only recently given up hovering around 

his person like a photographic negative of charismatic power one occasionally catches a 

glimpse of. 

But the only word I get now is "shit". David testified in English of course. And 

firequently he used the word "shit". In what context I cannot say. I only remember 

hearing "shit" and then the punch of my nervous heart and the expanding waves of 

tingles as my body registered the shock of such words in a church setting. I had to 

remind myself that this was a Dutch congregation, among whom "shit" is a harmless 

foreign word one inserts into Dutch sentences the way an English person uses "crap" or 

"crud", or even words more innocuous than these. 

Our child was doing fine. Yes, unfortunately, I couldn't help but feel this kind of 

parental responsibility. If conversion was about being bom again then we felt as if we 

were responsible for this birth. In the eyes ofthose congregated, that is. We knew the 
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truth; the truth being that we had converted no one. David's rebirth was entirely of his 

conceiving and his own actions. But, then, isn't this the kind of child a parent hopes for? 

Just like missionaries don't want to have to convert anyone because of its being a 

complicated process, parents don't want to have to raise a child—in fact, parenting and 

missionary work may be exactly the same process, both about conversion—parents want 

children who raise themselves; missionaries want people who convert themselves. 

On the other hand, a parent always fears the secrets of their genetic code—secrets 

that will be revealed in the actions of their unconverted children. Missionaries fear the 

secrets of their spiritual genetic code. Lapses in their faith, or quirks in their faith that 

might be revealed in those they convert. 

When David returned to Uganda he wanted a whole case of Book ofMormons to 

take with him. Our white haired mission president was nervous. A whole case! This is 

our book. I don't know if this is what he said, or if this was the line of his argument, but 

I imagine it might have been something like this; after all, the book is um'quely ours and 

we don't want to let it out into hands that may not be uniquely our: our words suddenly in 

somebody else's hands—somebody else's mouth-unauthorized use of our spiritual 

machinery. Did we remind him that David was one of us now? Had been one of us 

before we even approached him. 

Probably his argument wasn't even like this at all. Generally Mormons want 

Book of Mormons to be everywhere. I have known Mormons who have surreptitiously 

left them behind in doctors' and dentists' ofBces. Also, I believe that a Book of Mormon 
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is found in the rooms of all Marriott Hotels as the Marriott financial empire is a Mormon 

one. 

Whatever the case may have been, our mission president eventually agreed and 

we set David up with a case of Book of Mormons. How many Book of Mormons are there 

in a case? 300? 100? 50? 

I have a vision of David carrying the case onto the airplane. Taking our words 

with him. Laughing like a thief. A Robin Hood stealing text from the rich and giving it 

to the poor? 

No, all of that is wrong. 

Put simply. Elder Burroughs and I had fantasies of David, star of Ugandan 

television, bringing his entire nation unto Mormonism. I had fantasies of all of them 

coming forward from obscurity like one of the emerging lost tribes of Israel. 

The numbers: I converted only 2 people on my mission. David and a woman 

from Spain. The Dutch presented only closed doors. 

I am in the temple. The temple is where we Mormons go to escape the world, 

where the rest of you are not allowed. Of course I cannot reveal its secrets. However, 

since many have told the secrets—including Joseph Smith himself, who placed a copy of 

the temple's rituals in the Library of Congress (or so I've heard)—^your curiosity can 

easily be satisfied with a minimal amount of research. I am in the temple but it has been 

quite some time since I've been here so I fimible through the words that I am supposed to 
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say and my body moves awkwardly through the actions required of it. I have so little 

faith. 

David and his laugh. So little to cling to but I cling to just this. A man, a black 

man, stripped of all his dignity and individualization, stripped down to just his laugh, his 

smile, his easygoing manner, his body that shuffles gracefully through the world's large 

and complicated history—all, I fear, racist stereotypes. Stripped down to just these so 

that I might have a scrap of faith to cling to. His faith carries me forward now. 1 am 

remembering the past but I am remembering in the backwards fashion that I have already 

described, the past becoming a future that carries me forward, me barely holding on. 

Trailing. Waiting to touch the hair of that head that is going on before me. Reaching for 

his shoulders that manage a proud erectness and a humble slouch all in one pose. 

David and the books, that was the end of it. He going forth, fully converted, 

doing our bidding. Along the way there had been only one complication; 

We stood in the skinny room, between the bed and the desk. David was on the 

top bunk, his head horizontal at eye-level. His dark pupils were only pin-pricks, 

crescents of dried flesh collected below his eyelids. The whites of his eyes were dry and 

were stained with pinkish-purple clouds. 

"I gotta sweat it out," he said. He said it was like when he had malaria. 

What did I say? Now it is my own words that escape me. Did I touch him? This 

is what I longed to do. To reach out and caress his cheek. To kiss his forehead. To hold 

his shivering body. To touch his hair that was dented in or pushed out by the pressure of 
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the pillow, making an absurd shape of his head. To enter the bed with him—to help him 

sweat it out. 

Now I would like to say, "I'm sorry we require this of you." But at the time I 

probably said something like "I never knew it would be so hard to give up such a simple 

thing. I am grateful that I've lived my life so far without smoking a cigarette." 

Eventually his voice disappeared, and he vomited prodigiously. Near the end it 

seemed he was vomiting pure mucus. He would live; no problem, I thought. These are 

simply withdrawal symptoms. This, I thought, is not an actual ilhiess. It does not need to 

be treated; it just needs to be endured. 

David's Liberian roommate called us at three in the morning and said that David 

was going to smoke a cigarette or die. In order to find some alternative, third solution he 

needed our help now. "The laying on of the hands, brothers," said David's roommate. 

At the compound we found David in the TV room. The violet blue light of the 

TV played across his skin, which was a pale gray. The light flickered incessantly, 

incessantly changing its shape and hue, as if it were desperately trying to grab's David's 

face, perpetually frustrated that its lack of materiality made the grasp impossible. An 

unlit cigarette dangled from David's mouth. Before he spoke we were greeted by the 

smell of his body odor—like old fruit in the cellar when I was a child. 

His voice had not so much returned as it had been replaced by a low growl: "You, 

Elder Twyne. You have to do this. Because you and I both are pulled. Pulled back 

constantly. We can't go forward. There was a man down by the river when I was a kid. 
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My mother told me that at night his head turned into a snake head and that he sucked men 

dry of their blood. I long ago stopped believing this that my mother had told me. But I 

fear the man, really I fear him all the same. And this is the pull that's dragging me back 

sometimes; I'm telling you. Just like you Elder Twyne. Put the hands on my head and 

heal me. And pull me back this other righteous way." 

We had told David about the blessings. Blessings can be given in all sorts of 

occasions. Two priesthood holders lay their hands upon the head of the one receiving a 

blessing and then pronounce words that are meant to comfort, or to heal, or to help in 

whatever fashion necessary. 

David said to me, 'Touch me." 

Elder Burroughs put his hand on my arm. In a voice barely audible he said, "I'm 

with you." 

The cigarette dropped from David's mouth as he said, "I've always been able to 

sense this. Maybe I am one of you too. But we're condemned in the Bible aren't we? 

But I can sense it still. No hiding from it. bi the way you talk and act. But now we can 

touch in this moment. Soon there will be no hiding it from them. And God will 

provide." 

I began to cry. Elder Burroughs held me. He told me that it would be OK. 
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And then I reached out and placed my hands upon David's head. Elder 

Burroughs placed his hands upon my hands. And I spoke words that were supposed to 

make David well—that were supposed to perform a miracle. But I don't remember these 

words. I remember the feel of his hair against the pahn of my hand. 

I remember the light returning to his eyes. Maybe I did perform a miracle. If so, 

it was only because his faith was so great, not because of my own faith. 

He stood and moved on. 

Now I sit in the temple and wonder if I am at the end of hiding. I wonder if they 

will still love me. I know that they should but I fear that they won't. And I see David 

going on bravely in the future—there in the most brief of glimpses. 

Please allow me to be straight about this. Oh no, here I go again. Puns and 

misunderstandings and the slipperiness of what I'm trying to say about myself. What I 

am trying to say about myself has become so common and acknowledge in most areas of 

the world and in most avenues of culture. But with me... Well, why do I have to always 

be so far behind? The last in history's time—never able to acknowledge the moment I 

live. I am gay. Or so 1 believe. I am pulled that way, as David said. Such mundane 

words now in the real world. But with me, so far behind history's curve, this is a 

revelation that I am only able to catch up to now when it is so late. 

It is as if the situation of the preexistence has reversed itself. As if that mortal time of 

my mission was actually a kind of spiritual preexistence where I became aware of who I 

really was. Where my friend David revealed the truths of who we were. But then he had 
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to move on and I was left behind, or moved on as well, to some other confused reality, a 

reality where the undisclosed is more prominent than the disclosed, a veiled existence, 

and I hope that David and I made a covenant. I hope that in some future day he will find 

me again and will carry me into the full activity of history. 
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A MONOLOGUE BY BRENT'S LONG-TIME FICTIONAL ALTER-EGO, EDDY 

FONTEVRAULT 

This is a monologue by one Eddy Fontevrault. I have been writing stories about 

and monologues by Eddy Fontevrault since I was 16 years old. He exists, therefore, in 

many different textual incarnations. I have never tried to publish an Eddy Fontevrault 

monologue or story and have never used them in workshops or other such institutional 

settings; generally Eddy Fontevrault has been for me and a few of my closest friends. 

In this particular monologue, Eddy has just returned &om a Mormon mission to 

the Netherlands to Zumston, Alberta, Canada, a small Mormon settlement that is his 

hometown. Eddy always wanted to be a professional basketball player but failed at the 

high school basketball level because of a fear of crowds. While most crazy people are 

plagued by voices in their heads telling them crazy things to do, Eddy feels as if he is 

plagued by listeners in his head—foreign presences that constantly demand from him an 

accounting of his life. To me, these foreign presences represent the foreign presence of 

language, its desire for itself to be told and to be read. A foomote contains another bonus 
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Eddy Fontevrault monologue, one written some time ago and one that reveals many of 

the secrets of this monologue—secrets such as what's the deal with chairs falling &om 

heaven, visions of whole populations naked, and Indian leg wrestling. 

Ultimately, I also find it relevant that Eddy's monologue takes place in the 

temple, a place of absence and loss of subjectivity. In this case, the absence and loss of 

subjectivity is especially acute for the reader as the reader, unless they themselves have 

been through the temple, are kept in the dark about the temple's secrets. The setting, 

then, of Eddy's monologue becomes a setting of impossible zero, a setting that creates a 

disorienting no man's land between the writer's imagination and the reader's points of 

verification. 

rm not sure what I can tell and what I can't tell but I think I can tell this. 

I'm sitting here in the Mormon temple that is the centerpiece of the Zumston 

landscape. It's like a big white granite m'pple affixed to a kinda natural pedestal of the 

landscape in the center of town. I'm not trying to be rude here it's just that is the best 

way for me to describe the shape of the thing. That is if you think of a kind of nipple 

made up of a square base and a square top. I mean that's about the best I can do with 

what little knowledge I got of architectural terms. Little knowledge?—hell, I should say 

that I got about zippo knowledge of architectural terms. Anyway, like I said I'm not 

trying to be rude or anything. See, it's like Columbus in his journal about discovering the 

new world. Have ya read that? We read that back in my high school days, in what they 
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called our "social studies" class. We also read that 'ol Viking thing where they sell the 

Indians—alias Scraylings—a mess 'a milk and they all drink it and get sick as dogs, 

puking ail over the place. So anyway we read 'ol Columbus's descriptions of sailing on 

up to the New World and saying that the world must be like a breast and the new world 

like the paradisiacal pinnacle of that there breast. Or something like that. The point 

being that I don't think Columbus was trying to be rude either it was just that that was 

about the only way he could think of to describe what was going on. So, like I say, a 

nipple it is. 

Or maybe Columbus was trying to be rude. I don't know. I mean I wouldn't put it 

past that guy. 

Nevermind. Or wait. You could maybe say the temple's a little like one of those 

Mayan things. What're they called? Ziggurats or something like that. Cause the 

temple's sort of shaped like that in some ways. A great white ziggurat there against the 

prairie and the Rocky Mountains. Or was that the Incas that built the ziggurats? Or the 

Aztecs? 

But, hey, I'm on the inside here not the outside so who really gives a damn about 

the architecture anyway? So, right, yep, I'm one of the elite to get into the place. Well, 

Tm not really spinning things in the conrect fashion here. It's not that it's just an elite 

that can get in the Mormon temples. See, anybody can get in providing they keep the 'ol 

commandments. That is, the not drinking and the not smoking and the avoiding of the 

fimny 'ol sex stuff. I mean, you can get away with a few things and still get in there— 

here. After all, I'm certainly not the most righteous person in the world. I mean, what 
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with the swearing and what not. Yeah, I feel a little guilty about that while I'm in the 

temple, and I've tried to stop while outside, but, you know, it's like the cursing is woven 

into the fiber of my tongue by now. I might as well cut out the thing as stop swearing. 

Or take a vow of silence, though I don't think that'd really fly with me. And of course 

there's also the fact of my being a real seriously lazy fart. I mean since coming home I 

haven't procured any kind of gainful employment, and hell knows I haven't invested 

much effort into becoming much of an upstanding citizen. I have no plans of going on to 

college or anything like that unlike most of my colleagues of similar age. Some have 

suggested that I should go get a degree in physical education but, hell, that's getting a bit 

close to the 'ol basketball curse, isn't it? (By the way, I've managed to avoid playing any 

of the 'ol hoops since I've been home even when people've been calling up and begging 

me to come shoot the rock. I mean, kids're calling up. Just little kids who have heard 

legends about my pick-up hoop abilities. But I've abstained thus far.) Anyway, the 

laziness also gives my consciousness a good 'ol prick while I'm here in the temple as 

well. And also of course there's my loud laughter about everything. Everything's a joke 

to me and I'm not saying this is a good thing. It's a curse. One of the many curses I 

suffer &om. But, nevertheless, I'm here in the temple. 

Here participating in the... 

Whoa, hold up there Tex. This is the temple after all. Home ofthe top secret 

worship. So if you're expecting some tell-all revelations about what goes on in the thing 

then forget it. I mean, the church is pretty serious about this remaining top secret—for 

your eyes only. Except they don't really say it's secret. Instead they say it's sacred. So 
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sacred that we can't even talk about it outside of the temple which pretty much amounts 

to a secret I guess, except it's not. Or something like that. Anyway, don't worry about it 

too much. It's not like anything too terribly exciting is going on here. I mean, if you're 

not into the religion then it probably wouldn't be too exciting to ya. If you are into the 

religion then of course it's another story. But if not, then, you know, it'd probably all be 

pretty blase or passe to ya. Like, for example, you know, the marriage ritual in the 

temple is the highest—the most sacred—of the things that go on in the temple, and—to 

give ya an example of just how blase it is—it culminates in the marrying couple 

consummating their marriage right there on the altar in front of the marrying authority 

and all ofthe gathered guests. JOKES! I'm just joshing ya. Though, you know, when I 

was in Holland I met some anti-Mormon folks who insisted that that was what went on in 

the Mormon temple when folks got married. And, you know, I told them that I myself 

had been through the Mormon temple and that I could guarantee that such a thing did not 

occur in the Mormon temple. And they would say. Yeah, but haveyow been married in 

the Mormon temple? And the inevitable answer would be. No. And so they'd say, Well, 

then, obviously you don't know what occurs. And I would protest and say that. No, in 

fact I did know what went on cause I had heard all about it for myself. Heard about it, 

they would say. This business, they would insist, they even keep secret from the 

uimiarried members of the church. 

And so for a moment I would stop and think, Whoa, wait up there, maybe these 

folks got a point. Maybe... Cause after all I have never seen a marriage performed in the 

temple. I mean I've seen where they do the marriages. Pretty impressive rooms. See, 
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they have these big mirrors on opposing walls and the mirrors go on and on reflecting 

each other into eternity, symbolizing the temple marriage union which Mormons believe 

goes on for eternity. And, well, it's true that I have both a brother and a sister who were 

married in the temple but I was too young at the time to attend the temple ceremony so... 

So... And for a moment when those folks'd insist on their anti-Mormon version of what 

went on during the temple ceremony I would have these little visions of those there 

mirrors reflecting some less than savory (what am I talking about?—the most savory) 

marriage activity, and my stomach'd start to turn and... and... 

But Whoa!, hold up there. I'm sure such a thing does not occur and since now 

I'm old enough to attend a wedding then I think I'll go and make sure of it for my own 

damned self. But I'm pretty much %100 certain such things do not happen. I mean, how 

would we not know about such a thing? I mean, I'm just being dumb here. I don't doubt 

that such a thing does not occur, and I'd be willing to bet you just about any amount of 

money that such a thing does not happen. Because really the only reason I would even 

entertain a sliver of a belief in such an absurd thing is because of, well—^you know me; 

see, you know my record with performing in front of crowds. I mean, can you imagine 

how my own marriage would tum out if such a public spectacle were expected of me? 

And so, anyway, cause of my phobia regarding being observed by crowds, I get all 

worried and in some irrational freaked-out comer of my mind I start to think. Oh hell, 

what if.? Talk about your stage frightsl Hell, altar fright you could call it. 

But it doesn't happen, believe you me. But all the same all the stuff in the 

temple—to return to the original topic—is seriously top secret. 
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But then again, the other thing on the other band is that it's about the worst kept 

damn secret going. Cause, hell, if you really wanna know bad enough then enough 

folks've spilled the 'ol beans on what goes on. 

So, right, here I sit in the 'ol Zumston temple staring at the... Well, I guess I can 

tell you this. I don't really know what I can tell and what I can't tell but I think I can tell 

this—I mean this is nothing exciting. So, anyway, on the inside here where I happemng 

to be sitting is a chapel with a buncha benches—or are they pews?—anyway, they're 

sitting-contraptions made of what I believe is bird's eye maple. And so I'm sitting on 

one of these looking at a mural up above which represents a scene from the good *ol 

Book of Mormon. This is a scene about Jesus visiting the American continent. One of 

them Mormon sequels to the traditional Judeo-Christian scriptures. Let's hope that the 

same adage about Hollywood sequels doesn't hold with scriptural sequels, that being that 

they are pretty much always downright terrible. But forget that—I'm sitting here and just 

sort of minding my own business. Just sort of meditating and half-praying, which is what 

you're supposed to be doing in the temple, and just waiting for the real action of the 

temple to begin. The real ceremonies and rituals and ordinances and what not. Below 

my feet is hand-woven teal carpet from Ireland. I know this cause once an 'ol gent of the 

temple told me this. And actually I'm not alone. There's about fifteen other people here 

in this little chapel with me, all of us awaiting the beginning of the real action. Action 

which will entail us to move on from the chapel, move on to other rooms and other 

attractions. And we're all dressed in white. That's what you wear in the temple. And if 
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you don't have your own set 'a white clothes as is the case with myself, then you can rent 

a pair here in the temple for like cents—for the cost of cleaning, that is. So I'm sitting 

here in my rented outfit and just so happens that this here pair of pants that I've rented 

today are a little on the tight side. They're squeezing my buttocks and my thighs in a 

rather ungodly manner—if I may say that in this godly place. And this is what I'm 

concentrating on for the most part. Thinking of that 'ol joke about the pants being like 

the cheap hotel with no ball room which is probably definitely something I shouldn't be 

thinking about in this place but which seems to have captured my mind and which 

therefore I gotta go with because I am not allowed to really speak or anything to anyone 

as a form of distraction. Cause that's the other thing, we're all in white and we're not 

supposed to speak. It's supposed to be silent here in the temple to allow for the 

meditating and praying and the what not. And so I'm doing this. And I'm trying hard not 

to think about that rude joke I just mentioned about the cheap hotel but I'm trying so hard 

not to think of it that I end up thinking about it non-stop, and, and... 

And, suddenly, HOLY KAROLE! 

Holy Karole because all of sudden this couple enters the chapel. And see it's this 

kinda studly looking guy with a real stylish looking haircut. I don't recognize the guy but 

nevertheless he has your typical Zumston-kinda look by which I mean he has this kinda 

air of thinking he's pretty damn cool (something, by the way, I could never quite master 

which is why I suffered so tenribly from the 'ol court fiight) and has a pretty much all-

around athletic looking frame from playing a little too much hoops in the 'ol church 

house. Cause you know in cities they got the steel-net, cement-court basketball cultures 
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while here in Zumston ya got a churchhouse basketball culture. Kids here in Zumston 

pray day and night that either their father or their mother'11 get called to some kinda 

leadership position in the church—cause of course leadership in this here church is lay, 

or, as I like to say, amateur—cause that'll mean they'll get a key to the church which 

means passage to a basketball court whenever they'd like. But where was I? Oh yeah, 

this guy looks like he's toughened his frame up on a few church courts. But more 

important is the gal that's with him. 

This gal is vaguely familiar to me and she's the real reason behind the holy 

karole. She is, well, in a word, stunning. Man oh man she is downright beautiful with a 

capital B. See, she has this long black curly that sort of falls in these kind of ringlet-sort-

of-things, and she has big green eyes and a nose that really turns my crank. I know that 

sounds pretty strange but you see 1 have a thing for noses. You know Avith women the 

traditional nose of beauty is, I guess, one of those ones that are practically non-existent. 

The smaller the better is the axiom I guess. But that doesn't fly with me. I like my gals 

to have some real nose on 'em. I don't like those tiny little button things that are on those 

dainty Barbie-doll gals. Or worst of all is when those ugly aging starlets try to get plastic 

surgery to try and simulate those more dainty noses. Ooh, I hate those. Nothing makes 

the gorge rise on the back of my throat more than those ugly plastic-or-laser-or-whatever-

type surgery skeletor noses. Oh man, those things gross me out. I'm afraid if I met one 

of those kindsa noses in person that I would take drastic measures, psychotic measures— 

llike using battery acid or a long dagger in somekinda malcontented fashion. On the 

other hand, this brings to mind an advantage I might have in the 'ol spousal-attraction 
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game. See, the reason these gals get the nose jobs they do is because the 'ol nose grows 

on into the most mature of years, am I not right? Well, see, that works to my advantage 

cause if I marry a wife with a healthy schnozola then when she's old and graying my 'ol 

drive for the gall'll still be going strong because her most attractive feature'll still be 

distending according to my most passionate ideals. 

Which of course brings me back to the gal sitting here with Mr. Studly. She's got 

a beauty there in the center of her face. The kind of nose I've always dreamed of. See, 

it's fairly big but at the same time it's got an elegant curve to it. You know, a fairly 

prominent bone there in the center and then the wings of the nostrils—or whatever they 

are, the covering of the nostrils or whatever—the cowling or whatever the hell—cowling, 

that's one awfully strange words, isn't it?—anyway, those things flaring away like the 

wings of some sleek bird in flight. Takes my breath away. Does me pain to look at that 

thing. I have to look away cause the desire for it aches to the very marrow of my bone. I 

mean the things I'm suddenly involuntarily imagining with regards to that nose. And in 

the temple no less! Oh the places your nose will go, honey. And then the rest of her 

body just compliments that nose to a T. See, she's got beautiful lips and a long neck and 

then down below a deliciously subtle body type—meaning that the terrorists of puberty 

have not made her body into one of those frightening, menacing, armament-filled battle 

zones. You know, her body—or at least as much of it as I can make out in the white 

temple dress she wears—is big and bony but not bosomy or hippy. It's not outrageous 

like the bodies you see on those gals in the 'ol pomo mags. Not that I've seen a lot of 

those but once I do remember back in junior high when some good 'ol masturbator 



234 

invited us over to his house to see his considerable collection of the things. No, her 

body's not like the kind you find in those perverted publications; instead, her body's like 

a man's abnost. Or a boy's. With the writing of female-hood vague upon it—like 

somekinda code to be cracked instead 'a being like some threat of punishment to be 

suffered. 

See, it's as if the rest of her body sacrificed itself to the creating of that there nose 

that is pretty damn near the most perfect thing I've ever witnessed. The thing's got size 

while maintaining a shape and functionality at the same time. What do I mean by 

functionality? Hell, I don't know. It just sounds good. Like those'oI Bauhuas freaks we 

leamed about in my grade 11 art class. Form equals function. I like the motto though I 

have no idea what the hell it means. I do know, by pure instinct however, that it applies 

to this here gal's honker. 

So, anyway, my mind is spinning as it were. I try to look at my feet; I try to 

concentrate on 'em there in their white slipper thingeys; I try to take my mind off of the 

girl's nose cause while I'm feeling some good 'ol fashioned overpowering sitrring of the 

loins at the same time there's a kind of foreboding feeling. There's a sort of sense in me 

that that nose is gonna be nothing but trouble. Or trouble combined with something 

pretty dam good, or... 

I'm not all that sure what the feeling is to be honest. Honest, honest, honest, 

honest, honest, honest... I start saying the word over and over again in my mind like a 

damned mantra. I don't know why exactly it is that I'm saying it over and over again. 

Trying to create some kind of freaking distraction I guess. 



235 

When I can't take it anymore I look back up at the gal and her glorious proboscis. 

Hmmm-huh. Yessireee, baby. Give it to me gently, uuuhhh-huhhh. And while I'm in 

the middle of this ecstasy the girl herself all of a sudden gives me a look in return. And 

let me tell you this is not just any old casual glance, this is one of those serious eye-

batting, hey-hey brother I'm-in-heat kinda looks. 

I'm in heat? I don't mean that. That's an awful phrase, isn't it? But I mean that 

as a kind of metaphor, you know. As a kinda nudge, nudge, wink, wink with regards to 

the way this gal's flashing her eyes at me. You know what I mean; I don't literally mean 

to demean her by saying she's in heat; I just mean to say that our eyes are kinda setting 

up a hormonal symphony here between their two sets. 

And then she turns to her gallant companion and I see him look in my direction. 

Ah hell, what's she up to now? Tattling on me after she herself went ahead and made the 

proverbial eyes at me first. I see him look to me and I can see him whisper to her so that 

their voices don't break the sacred silence of the temple; and I can make out that his 

mouth is forming the sounds "Ed-dy Font-e-vrault". Now, wait one damn minute. How 

the hell does he know who I am? But wait. The most danmedable thing is that after he 

says my name to her he gets this kinda screwed up smile on his face. A mocking smile to 

be more exact. Why you lousy sunuvabitch you. I mean, how the hell does he get off 

treating me like that? 

I look from him back to her. While he looks away she smiles as well but her 

smile is not like his smile; her smile is an understanding smile. A loving smile. A smile 

of forgiveness, and hope, and a heap 'a other good things. And so I kinda sink into the 
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smile. I kinda wallow in it like a pig wallows in manure. And in the middle of this 

reverie something hits me. 

What hits me is that these two are sitting on a special bench. See, the bench 

they're sitting on together is one with a "Reserved" sign fitted to it which means that 

these two are going through the temple together for a special reason. And there's pretty 

much only one special reason that these two'd be going through together and that has to 

do with... Ah shit! That has to do with marriage. See, before a couple gets married in 

the temple they go through and perform all the rituals together so that they can sort of be 

united together in their knowledge about each other. And shit, that must be why these 

two are sitting together on the reserved bench—so that the temple folks can help them 

through this here pre-marriage temple session. Damn! Maybe they're even going 

through to be married on this very day. Who the hell knows? 

Nah. If they were going to be married there'd probably be a large wedding party 

there with them. And the gals usually dress up in the elaborate wedding get-ups. But 

you can bet they're going to be married soon after this. 

Hell's bells. I close my eyes and say a little prayer. I say. Heavenly Father, I 

know this is not something one should probably talk about in a prayer but you know me, 

always bringing up things in prayers that probably shouldn't be brought up in prayers. 

So, anyway, I gotta tell You, that there nose... 

And I break my prayer off there. And then I get this bubbling up in my soul. I'm 

not kidding about this. I start to get this big shiver firom my toes to die top of my head. 
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And my heart starts jerking and jolting inside *a my chest like Tm gonna have a heart 

attack. And one of my hands goes numb and my nostrils start to quiver and beads 'a 

sweat form on my upper lip. And I'll be damned if my calf muscles don't start to hurt as 

well. Jerking and spazzing out and what not. And suddenly I get a cramp in my right 

foot which causes me to jerk my right leg out straight and kick the bench in front of me. 

The temple patron in that there bench turning to look. It's George Wood, junior high 

math teacher. George whispers, "Eddy, are you all right?" 

I whisper, "Fine. Fi—" can't quite get out the second fine. I try again. "Finine," 

I say a little too loudly, other people turning to stare. I modulate my voice back to a 

whisper and say, "Just a cramp—it's going away now." George nods and turns back 

around. 

As he turns back around I realize what the hell's going on here. See, I think I'm 

having somekinda revelation here or something. I mean I don't know if it's a divine 

revelation. You know, maybe it is and maybe it isn't. It is somekinda damn revelation 

though; it's just the source that's in doubt. If I had to say all sudden-like here I'd have to 

say, quick on a dime like this, that I would tend to believe that it is not a divine 

revelation. Cause the revelation I'm receiving that's thrown my body into a kinda flmk 

all of a sudden has to do with that their nose and its owner. See, I believe that I'm having 

a revelation that instead 'a Mr. Studly there marrying this gal with the beautifiil beak that 

it's supposed to be me doing the marrying. Yeah, that she's supposed to be mine not his, 

and that I'm supposed to be hers. But, I'm not one to fall for this kinda general bullshite. 

See, the reason I call it that is because it's about the most common personal revelation 
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Mormon folks receive—or, I should say, the male species of the Mormoa folks receive. 

Meaning that every goof going gets some kinda revelation about some gal or another 

being the chosen one for him. I mean its pathetic. Obviously God's got better things to 

do than sit around playing matchmaker for every Tom, Dick, and Harry. So obviously 

about 99% of these revelations are coming &om some source other than the heavens 

above. And if you want my opim'on, the place most 'a these revelations are originating 

from is down below, not above—down below in a gentleman's slacks is what I mean. 

You see what I mean? Most of these it's-been-revealed-to-me-that-you're-to-be-my-

etemal-mate type divine messages suffer &om considerable interference &om the little 

general behind the zipper, bi other words, if most of these fellows'd be honest with 

themselves they'd have to say to their intended: My good 'ol genitals have revealed to me 

that you're the one I'm to marry. God playing matchmaker for Dick much more than for 

Tom or Harry. 

So, see, while I myself feel like I am receiving one of these kindsa revelations I 

have to stop pretty much and say. Whoa, you're acting just like one of them asses as 

you've just described. It's Mr. Happy there in your gonch that's giving you this message 

not some kind of divine being. 

But then again... There is that slim %1, isn't there? So suddenly I have to pull 

back here a bit and evaluate things &om a little more objective space. I have to ask 

myself, am I, like all those other stupid morons, right here and right now, a victim of just 

such a practical joke of the genitals? I mean I can abnost hear the spermatozoa and all 

their comrades down their having a good laugh. Slapping their little knees, saying. Can 
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you believe that cause of a nose we got him to believe that he's supposed to marry? 

What an idiot! 

So is it just the hardwiring of my hormones that is causing my body to fireak out 

in this fashion—as I am convinced of so far—or is it, on the other hand, an actual 

Heavenly message that Tm receiving, telling me that I'm the real guy for that there gal? I 

mean, I guess it is possible—the %I percent and all; which would mean I'd have to be 

somekinda lucky sunuvabitch to win with those kinda odds; and the thing is I've never 

considered myself blessed with anything remotely like luck. I'm basically just your run-

of-the-mill garden variety loser. 

But, hey, come on here. I had the common sense to doubt this here revelation, 

didn't I? I mean I'm working with something here, aren't I? After all, I had the good 

sense to realize that most of the idiots who receive revelations about some strange gal 

being their future mate have got sperm backed-up to their brain cells, didn't I? Well, 

then, I must have the good sense then to do some quality thinking that'll establish what 

the true course of action is here. And the true course of action is... 

Oh shit, the temple worker has come in and announced that the session will begin 

which means we're moving on to the other rooms and the rituals to be done in those other 

rooms. Nose and her hubby-to-be stand and move on first as they are in the special 

reserved chair. And I think. Shit, what is the true course of action to be followed here? 

The 'ol clock is ticking now cause Ms. Nose and her affianced are gonna go ahead and do 

things now that'll unite them further according to the 'ol eternal scheme of things. The 
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nose will be forever lost if I don't start to think quickly about what the hell it is I'm 

supposed to do here. 

Right! It comes to me. See, what they always say about those idgits who get the 

stupid revelations about some gal or another being the one gal for them is that their 

revelation is pretty much untrue unless they can get the gal to confirm the same 

revelation. So, in other words, a guy can't just walk up to a girl and say. It's been 

revealed to me that you are to be my mate for time and all eternity, and then club her over 

the head and drag her offby a fistful of hair. If it has been revealed to him that he is to 

marry her then she should be able to get down on her knees and get the same revelation 

as the revelation is principally about her and her life so she should be able to get the same 

info cause its her free agency and she should be able to know for herself since its her 

actions that are in question here not just his because its her life that he's dealing with and, 

I guess, the other way around too: it's his life that she is dealing with so she should be 

able to get the same info with regards to him that he has received with regards to her so 

technically she coulda received the revelation first off and shoulda cause if God's gonna 

be giving the revelations it should be equal time for both sexes, should it not; so both 

folks should simultaneously be getting the same revelation, am I right? But who's to say 

the gal aint also suffering from some kinda estrogen gum-up like the man is suffering 

from spermezoidal clog—^what I'm saying is who's to say she aint also getting a 

revelation from the queen bee in her pants—^I mean puberty took them hostage as much 

as it did us, am I not correct? I'm no Victorian here. So the thing is who's to say that the 

two people of the opposite sex couldn't just coincidentally have the same attack of the 
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hormones and both mistake it for a revelation from God and both think that they are both 

meant to marry each other when in reality they are not meant to marry each other... 

What the hell am I saying? Am I making any sense at all? 

I guess if folks turn out happy and faithful to each other then who the hell cares 

where the revelation came from. As long as it results in the clinging to each other 

business then I don't think that even God would really care. 

What am I going on about? 

I gotta concentrate on my situation here. Not some bizarre hypothetical. 

Because while I'm going on and on incomprehensibly we're moving on. So let 

me try again to get this straight. For me. I mean forget all those other freaks who've had 

to battle through this kinda predicament. See, for me the only way I'm gonna know 

whether or not the body-altering revelation I received about Ms. Nose becoming my wife 

was from my testicles & co. or from some more exalted source is to get her to confirm 

the damn thing. The gal can seal the deal in this case. 

If she says, Yeah, when I saw you sitting there in your cheap hotel pants I had the 

same damn feeling, the feeling that I was supposed to be with the freak that you are 

instead 'a this well-adjusted, handsome, providing, sexually powerful-yet-caring male 

specimen I'm with now, the guy you call Mr. Studly, the guy who is affectionately known 

to most as the Perfect Catch—^well, then, yes, sure, if she said that then I'd know that we 

were both on the high road of destiny. The high road to life-long ecstacy. 

Yeah, right, like she'd say something like that. 
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But who the hell knows, right? What have I got to lose that I haven't ah^ady lost? 

It's not like I'm rich with dignity or anything. 

But how the hell am I supposed to get her to seal the deal a la the aforementioned 

with them going ahead and doing what it is they're doing here in the 'ol temple of God? 

Whatever that might be. 

Now here's where things are gonna get weird. It's inevitable. I wish it could be 

different but things are gonna get really screwed up here. I know it but at the same time 

there's not much I can do about it. Because remember where I am, the damned temple— 

er, uh, sorry about that, the blessed temple, I should say. And remember how I intimated 

earlier that the temple is the home of the top secret worship and like I said earlier I'm not 

gonna be one of them that betrays the secrets. I'm no traitor to the cause. Because you 

know I don't wanna risk getting cursed with anything more serious than I've already been 

cursed with. And hey, whatta I know? maybe they got some secret service out there 

that's shadowing all of us so that should one of us slip with one of the secrets—^ZIP, ZIP! 

We'd be dead. All of a sudden outta nowhere that lasery, ping, ping kinda sound that 

silencers make. Or maybe it'd all be much more discrete. Surreptitiously killed with a 

credit card by some master assassin like in this spy movie I once saw, the name of which 

has presently slipped my mind. Or maybe the secret service'd go to work on the one 

who's heard the secret. You know what I mean? Maybe the person who's been the 

recipient of the spilled beans'd be walking down the street one day and all of a sudden an 

unmarked van'd pull up and two guys in dark suits and sunglasses'd jump out and shove 
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the bean recipient into the back of the van and then the van'd haul him or her away. And 

see they'd be taken to some top secret location in Utah—maybe in one of them caves that 

they've bored into the mountains there—and the beans recipient would summarily be 

emptied of the beans they either wittingly or unwittingly filled up on. Right, some kind 

of brain-erasing procedure. Some kind of memory-robbing operation. So see should 

you—^whoever the hell you may be (who the hell are you anyway?)—happen to overhear 

me spilling beans here in my ranting then it might not just be me that'd be in danger. 

Don't you get it? It's better I not reveal the secrets not only for my own sake and safety 

but for yours as well. I could put you in peril by telling you the secrets of the top secret 

worship. 

But then how will you my dear friends—my friends sharing this here ranshackle 

psyche with me—get the feel of the space ray physical body presently occupies? How 

will you get the damn scene as it is unfolding? Shit, how the hell am I supposed to get 

anything across here? How am I to describe to you this most crucial point in the action of 

my life? 

Cause we're moving on. See, again, I don't know what I can tell and what I can't 

tell but I think I can tell this: the temple worship involves moving through these various 

rooms that cuhninate in this most heavenly room at the top. Well, in some of the more 

modem temples the whole thing takes place in just one room except for the last part 

where you move onto the great heavenly room there at the end. But this temple in 

Zumston is one of the old timers. The first built outside of the good 'ol U. S. of A. And 
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so this one's got all the rooms that you move through and they're painted with these great 

wildlife kinda scenes to represent the stage your passing through and what not... 

But Fm 'a feared I might be going a little far here. Cause like I said I don't want 

any of the curses thrown down upon me. I mean I don't want that chair firom Holland to 

all of a sudden descend &om the sky to crush me here in my piace.^'' So I'm not taking 

any chances. Especially as I got a blessing I'm playing for here. There a pot 'a gold at 

the end of this here rainbow and it's got a sexy beak on it. The stakes are high, friends. 

And yep, there they are up ahead, Ms. Nose and Mr. Arsehole. They're doing the 

good 'ol rituals in the special reserved chairs. Exchanging loving glances. 

So go ahead and imagine whatever the hell you wanna imagine here. I mean, I 

don't really give a damn. All I really care about is snagging me some schnoz so, you 

know, I hate to say it kiddies, but, there comes a time in everyone's life when they gotta 

be on their own, stranded in the cruel 'ol world and for you folks, whoever the hell you 

might be—^you folks buzzing around in my head as listeners; I mean, most psychotics get 

tellers, don't they?—they hear voices, don't they?; me though, I got listeners-all of ya 

here in my skull—must be plenty a room for ya all, am I right?—but nevermind, as I was 

saying the time has come for all you listeners to be on your own. I got more important 

things to attend to. You know, like I said, imagine us doing whatever the hell you feel 

like imagining us doing here in the temple. You can imagine us engaging in much Indian 

leg wrestling if you want like I myself imagined in jest back on the old mish. Or think of 

a car chase. I like car chases, how'bout you? I remember some old Sean Connery flick. 

Why the hell does he keep coming up? Well, you gotta admit he is one super-studly 
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sunuvabitch is he not? Anyway, that movie had a real thriller-diller car chase so go 

ahead and rent that and imagine me in one of the cars and Ms. Nose and Mr. Arsehole in 

the car ahead and imagine me chasing them. Cause that's what I'm doing. I'm stalking 

'em. Closing in on'em. Trying to figure when to make my move. Except this is like the 

car chase in super slow motion. It's like a car chase with all these ritual stops along the 

way. It's like a car chase down the Via Dela Rosa or something where the cops and 

criminals gotta keep stopping to do their religious duty and what not. 

But nevermind that. You know who I really feel bad for. Not you folks. Hell, 

you can do with your imaginations for a while can't ya? Don't be babies. It's this other 

guy I pause for a moment to console. This fella's name is Jedadiah Hansom. Not 

handsome though I keep thinking that. Mr. Handsome. Jedadiah Handsome. See, it 

actually might be you who's the principal listener there, eh Mr. Handsome? Am I right? 

(I tap my 'ol noggin.) Mr. Handsome, is that you in there? Is that you trying to get a 

front row seat to my adventures? Look, I'm sorry Mr. Handsome. I really am. 

Mr. Jedadiah Handsome. Bom 1795. Died 1842. Yep, I can see you there Mr. 

Handsome. You look like Louis the 14th with the big hair and the powder and make-up 

even though, hell, you're from England and you were probably as poor as a damned 

church mouse. I mean, Fm sorry, I know it's all very inaccurate historically but that's 

how I see you. Mr. Handsome. Ah hell, Mr. Handsome, you understand, don't you? I 

mean, you chased a few gals in you time, didn't you Mr. H? They were big into that back 

then, weren't they? Suddenly in my mind you become Albert Fumey in Tom Jones. 
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Yeah, I see you pigging out on all those sumptuous feasts and let me tell you Mr. H, I 

know what that's all about. Can't pull the wool over my eyes... 

Ah shit, poor Mr. H. See, for all the rest of ya who don't know what's going on 

here, when you go through the temple you go through once for yourself and then the rest 

of the time for the rest of your life you're going through for someone else. I mean, yeah 

sure you go back so that you can get a kind of refresher course for yourself, to help you 

remember you know what it was you went through and covenanted and what not. But 

you're doing the work—the rituals and the what not—for some other person. That being 

a person who has passed on to the other side. Yep, someone who kicked the bucket 

without having had a chance to participate in the top secret worship for themselves. So, 

you see Mr. Handsome is the name I've received and he's the dead gent that I'm supposed 

to representing here in the temple on this particular day and, see, they say that these folks 

are supposed to be watching ya. Are supposed to be paying attention to what physical 

things you're doing for them that they can't do without a good 'ol body of their own. And, 

see, they get a chance to choose for themselves based on your doing the work for 'em. 

And see there's all these stories about people having visions of the people they're 

representing in the temple. I mean, it's never happened to me and to tell you the truth I 

doubt the authenticity of a lot of the tales—I mean a lot of'em are just folklore like that 

story about the spider in the woman's beehive hair-do—but I guess, yeah, it could 

happen, couldn't it? 

But all the same I sure as hell hope it doesn't happen today. Because I can 

imagine it happening and it's not pretty my Mends. See, I can imagine 'ol Mr. Handsome 
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appearing before us all here and I can imagine him all pissed off. 1 hate to put it that way 

with regards to the dead—may he rest in peace (yeah, right; with me looking after his 

eternal salvation?)—but you know I don't imagine he'd be all that impressed with what's 

going on with regards to the freak named Eddy Fontevrault that's been assigned to carry 

his name through the temple and do the sacred work for him. Cause after all, this 

damned Eddy Fontevrault is not paying a damn bit of attention to what's going on; 

instead, he's absorbed in the lustful pursuit of some goshdamned female nose. I mean, I 

can hear him screaming in his awful dead-man's voice, what the hell is up with this SOB? 

Eddy F. can't put aside his selfish demands for just a second so that a soul can find eternal 

truth? 

Ah shit, stay there on the other side Mr. H. Just take it easy. Like I said, you 

understand, don't you? 

Well, if you don't then I guess that's the way it goes, brother. Hang in there. 

Maybe they'll arrange to give you a second chance. Someone who'll be real tuned-in and 

who'll get the secrets across to ya in real crystal clear fashion. And, you know, when I 

get on the other side you can have at me. Free shots. Beat the holy hell outta me. Mess 

me up good. Get all your eternal frustrations out 'eh? I mean I'll just stand there and let 

you pound the stuffing outta me. You the man, Mr. H. Right? Cut me slack until the 

time when we get to meet up and you even the score. I mean come on Mr. H, did you not 

see that nose? The thing is an object to be worshipped in of itself, is it not? I mean, not 

above God but still you gotta admit that one gets the urge to bow down before the thing. 

Cause I'm sure that while you're missing out on some of the top secret worship, the 
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dimension and the many fantastic imagined-uses of that there girl's nose is coming 

through loud and clear, am I right? I'm sending that on to ya in pristine condition, right? 

Right, well, you should have known. When you saw me coming up the temple 

steps you should 'a known that on this day the luck was not with you my good Mend. 

Once again, my sincerest apologies. 

Like I said, can ya get a second chance up there? I don't know too much about 

these kinda things. 1 mean do they have some kinda customer service desk up there 

where you can go in with your receipt and get a refund. Tell 'em you got an Eddy 

Fontevrault and I'm sure they'll be able to look me up in their computer; and I'm sure that 

there answer'll be that, yes, you got some defective merchandise there, chap. Sorry, 

they'll say, all of those Eddy Fontevraults were supposed to be recalled. We'll get right 

on it. 

But so we get through all the rituals and what not and we get to that uppermost 

room—^what we call the celestial room—where all just sit and meditate on eternal verities 

and the ancient Chinese vase in the center of the room. I don't know where the hell the 

pioneers that built this place came across this ancient Chinese vase but I've heard tell that 

the thing is worth a damn sizable chunk of change. It's from one or another of those 

dynasties from Chinese history. Anyway, I'm of course not concentrating on eternal 

verities or the Chinese vase—it's everybody else that's doing that. Instead I'm meditating 

on the Nose. Staring at the damn thing even though she and her too-cool companion sit 
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on a couch whispering in each other's ear, their arms encircling each other. Occasionally 

they kiss and then stare into each other's eyes. 

Nevertheless, my conviction that Mr. Stud should be deposed of and me put in his 

place is as strong as ever. 

Suddenly the Nose and Stud rise from the couch and make their way to a room 

just off this here celestial room. The room is one of the sealing rooms. Have I mentioned 

the sealing rooms yet? The sealing rooms are where couples are sealed together. I 

always think of that sealant that they sell down at the hardware store. I always imagine 

God with a big caulking gun, laying a big strip of the goo betwee lovers to ensure that 

they remain together for time and all eternity. Yep, see, these sealings last for a whole 

eternity. One whale of a long time, no doubt. That's of course what the symbol of the 

minors is all about that I alluded to earlier. On opposite walls there's these mirrors that 

keep reflecting images on and on for eternity. 

Anyway, Stud and Nose make their way towards the room where they are met by 

an older couple. Temple workers. I know the older couple. It's Brother and Sister 

Pauley. Brother Pauley is a druggist down at the parmacy... Wait a damn minute! 

Brother Pauleyl Shite a'mighty! Brother Pauley is not just a druggist down at the 

pharmacy. He's one ofthe amateur clergy here in our little Mormon hamlet. See, 

Brother Pauley is a sealer here in the temple. Right, meaning he's one of them that wields 

the divine caulk gun that joins couples together forever. Meaning... 

HOLY HELL! I get up from my seat and walk towards Nose and Stud. Sister 

Pauley opens the door ofthe sealing room for Nose and Stud. There inside is a gathered 
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group of about twenty people. They're not in temple clothes but just your plain old suits 

and ties and dresses and what-not. They all smile and nod at Nose and Stud as Nose and 

Stud enter the room in their full temple regalia. Full temple regalia looks, by the way, 

like... like... Well, of course there's another of them things I can't reveal. Again, your 

own imaginations'll have to suffice here. Again, go ahead and imagine whatever the hell 

it is you feel like imagining. Imagine us in Disney costumes for all I care. You know, 

me with a big Pluto head, etc. Or you can imagine us dressed up like the funk boys firom 

Earth, Wind, and Fire. I've always thought that that's how we should dress up in the 

temple. Like those 'ol time disco brethren. Or, then again, imagine us dressed up like the 

Parliament Funkadelic or whatever the hell it is George Clinton calls his marvelous 

menagerie of dancers, singers, and musicians. Me the guy with the big diaper on. 

Geez, I'm sorry Heavenly Father, please forgive me. This imagination 'a mine is a 

dragster jumped the track without it's driver. Forgive me. All I can do is beg 

forgiveness. 

But anyway that's not important. What is important is that it's suddenly dawning 

on me that cupid's caulk gun is now aimed at Nose and Stud and that the reason for their 

visit to the temple was not for her to go through for the first time or for just some 

recreational ritual worship, but that they are actually here today for the big one. Yep, 

they're here for the crowning ordinance of Mormondom—the Eternal Marriage. I mean I 

don't know why Nose isn't dressed in a more extravagant gown. Usually chicks wear that 

kind of stuff even though they gotta put on all the temple garb besides. And I don't know 

why Nose and Studly went through the whole rituals together first. I mean, I believe I've 
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heard that you can just go on and up to the sealing room and get on with it. I think. 

Though there is parts that have to be tended to in the rituals. Well, hell, as you can see I 

don't know as much about this as I should. I guess I'm waiting for my wedding to get all 

the timetables and activities and necessities down right. But, but, I'm forgetting what's 

important here, aren't I? Ms. Nose. Right. Ms. Nose is not your usual case. She's a 

special gal. Doing things her own way. But of course I know that, don't I? I mean I 

don't know her but I do know her as per the body-shaking, nerve-rattling revelation I've 

received, right? So therefore if I have received the kind of revelation I've finally 

determined I've received then she's gotta be beyond the normal, am I not right? Extry-

special, this gal. Not the kinda gal that'd just go along with the same-old-same-old 

rigamarol on her wedding day. 

HER WEDDING DAY! 

Now there's the important thing. Regardless of what's preceded it all, the 

important thing is that these two are about to get hitched for an infinitely lengthy period 

of time. 

What the hell am I supposed to do? 

We're talking eternity here. I mean if she goes in there and ties the knot with 

Pseudo-Studly there then it's game over for a whole eternity. 

What should I do? Concentrate, you SOB. 

OK, OK. Say I somehow step in and fake her out so that its me and her that 

sandwich the layer of caulk instead of him and her—you know me somehow slipping in 

and pulling a fast one like in one of those Shakespeare plays where people are all-
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together-too-easily fooling other people about their identity—then it'd be her and I 

forever together. Her and I pushing beyond the envelope of time. Gloriously living at 

the speed of light or something. I mean I don't know if that's what the eternity thing is all 

about but that's nevertheless how I like to imagine it in my more sci-fi moods. Talk about 

your life in the fast lanes. Life at the speed of light, surely make you lose your mind. 

But anyway, that's not what I'm talking about here. What I'm talking about is, is, is... 

Is... Right, where was I? Well, concentrate. Concentrate. Concentrate on the fact 

that this eternity—this eternity of either wedded bliss or curs-ed loneliness—this helluva 

a long period of time (or non-time) all hinges on this small, miniscule moment. When the 

buzzer goes off here it's sounding off a championship won or lost for a damned awful, 

nauseatingly long span of time. Hell, the World Cup of Football aint nothing compared 

to this here moment of truth. Sure, sure, with the World Cup you gotta wait four years 

before you get another chance at the title. With this little competition between me and 

Studly, there's no waiting involved. It's now or never. 

Never, my friend. The sound of it echoing down a neverending tunnel. 

But shit, to tell the truth I never—speaking again of never—wanted to take part in 

any of this silly kinda gallant gentlemen competing for a beautifiil lass bullshite. I mean 

all that chivalry. All that woman as prize buffoonery. Is that chivalry? No matter. I'm 

not into competing for my mates. All that gee-golly-gee-shucks gonna bag myself a 

trophy maiden who'll cook mah meals and make mah bed and lay nice and still with her 

legs spread when I tell her tah do so and nobody, I say nobody's gonna be 'a gettin in mah 

way. Pepper ya full 'a lead should you be the culprit who tries to sway me away from 
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what is rightfully mine. You know. Seven Brides for Seven Morons kinda philosophy. 

(Hey, hey. Shut it up. I can hear ya out there with yer old cliched Seven Brides for One 

Mormon jokes.) 

No, wait, it's me that needs to do the shutting up, isn't it? 

I just need to concentrate. Put all thoughts outta my mind except that which 

might be dictated by the spirit of revelation. It doesn't matter what I ever wanted to do or 

didn't want to do it just matters what I damn-well better do within the eternal scheme of 

things. 

Yeah, right. Me? I mean, I explained earlier how damned difficult it is for me to 

sort out the whole revelation business. I mean, let's face it. Me and the spirit of 

revelation's like oil and water. I mean probably about the only kinda revelation I could 

get speedy-like is maybe something very elementary like, for example, something like 

maybe when I might need to urinate. You know, like this: Eddy Fontevrault, dost thou 

feelest that tingling in thou groin? It is given unto thee to know that such tinglings doth 

indicate the necessity to drain thy main vein. Like I'm somekinda child. Cause I'm sure 

that's how the spirit of revelation would want to treat me cause, hell, that's about what I 

am with my foolishness and muddled up mind—cause to get these Mormon revelations 

your supposed to be able to think 'em out first for yourself and then God comes and put 

the blessings on your thoughts. You gotta be a thinker first and foremost. And my 

thoughts. Well, my thoughts are the swine not the pearls.... SHUT UP! 

Yes, yes. Shut up. 

Just think: Nose, Nose, Nose, Nose.... 
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I close my eyes. 

When I open my eyes Nose and Stud have entered the sealing room as have 

Brother and Sister Pauley. Brother and Sister Pauley are closing the doors. 

Wait a damn minute. Like I said, there's a crowd in the celing room, sittin on 

chairs of oak and velvet cushions, wearing, like I said, regular 'ol formal dress. Suits, 

ties, dresses, that sort of thing. This is obviously the crowd that has gathered to witness 

the sealing. The family, etc. But the thing is I recognize people in the crowd. Holy 

Smokes! Hold the phone. Yeah, sure, that there in the front row is Brother Morrisey. As 

in Leron Morrisey, the high school band instructor and by golly that there woman beside 

him is Sister Mary Morrisey, his wife. Suddenly I have this involuntary flashback to the 

'ol mish. The Amsterdam red light district and the gal's with their musical instruments as 

sexual devices. Which flashback in turn triggers a flashback to the 'ol high school hoops 

days meaning that suddenly all the folks there in that sealing room are naked before my 

eyes. The 'ol curse of Chuckie Bauer coming back to haunt me. 

I break out in a sweat. A real sudden-like powerful gush of sweat that 

inmiediately soaks my hair and the temple clothes I wear. I sneak a peek at Ms. Nose to 

see if she too is naked. Wouldn't you know it that the Chuckie Bauer curse only works 

on those bodies I'd rather not see naked. See, while in my vision Studly is in fact naked-

and believe me, there in the buffi do have to admit that the guy is pretty damn studly; I 

mean, by the by, I siure hope Nose hasn't seen Studly naked cause if I should take his 

place I'm nothing to compare with the studliness of Mr. Studly; I hope her laugh is a 

sensuous, sexy one cause she might be doing a lot of laughing if n in a sexual situation 
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she suddenly bears witness to me in my birthday suit with her mind seeing things in a 

way relative to Mr. Studly—no matter, this is a good girl, isn't it?; she's getting married in 

the temple, is she not? there's been no hanky panky here so unless she too suffers &om 

the Chuckie Bauer curse 'ol Studies new-ditty has probably remained anonymous up to 

this point. Anyway, what I was really saying was that while I got a fiill view of studly as 

I would imagine him naked (hey, yeah, Chuckie Bauer's never described the body of 

Studly here to me so this is just me borrowing a little of the 'ol Bauer imagination, right? 

I mean, this isn't how Studly really is naked, this is how I imagine him to be naked. And 

you know, it's probably just my intimidation and my sense of self-deprecation that has 

painted Studly in such husky tones. In reality his masculinity is probably just as 

diminished as my own.)—nevermind, what I'm trying to say here is that while everybody 

else is naked in my vision. Nose is as clothed as ever. 

Standing there before the doorway that Brother Pauley is closing, I close my eyes 

and shake my head to try and clear of the flashbacks and all that shit. 

I gotta concentrate here, don't I? 

Brother Pauley does not close the door. He stops and comes to me. He says, 

"Eddy, are you all right?" 

I can't speak. I can hear people within the sealing room whispering to each other. 

I can hear them passing my name between each other like it is some kind of password. 

I'm like those damned mirrors in there. I'm reflected endlessly in the contempt of their 

hushed gossipy tones. 
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Suddenly it all fits together for me. I look to Ms. Nose and suddenly she is no 

longer a stranger. 

Four years ago maybe. Something like that. B.M.—before mission anyway. A 

Friday night my grade 12 year. Basketball practice is over; everybody takes off except 

me. I stay and shoot and shoot and shoot and shoot. In fact, this was about a week 

before play-offs started so it was very near the end of my hoops career. Or my hoops 

non-career, that is. And see I was feeling that for sure. The moments of potential high 

school stardom were fading fast. Even though in the Zumston High School gym there's 

no windows, I could feel all the same the darkness of that Friday night settling in around 

the building. I was dribbling up and down the court, shooting from every possible angle 

and distance, driving from pretty much any spot on the court, getting my fill of the 

Zumston hoops like it was some damned last supper. Feeling all the while that darkness 

outside. Feeling like the darkness was this kinda sucking force that was pulling me out 

and away from the nourishment of the empty Zumston gym to its bitter loneliness. Its 

loneliness was an ironic loneliness as it was a loneliness of the numbers of people out 

there in the world not a loneliness of all the empty space out there in the world. While 

everybody else drove their vehicles up and down mainstreet, members of the opposite sex 

making eyes at each other through windshields, in the glow of their headlights, members 

of the same sex giving each other the finger which, in the Zumston of the time period, 

had developed into a kind of amiable-but-with-an-edge kinda greeting—^while everybody 

was indulging in these kindsa redemption-of-the-pathetic kindsa activities, I was busily 
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trying to salvage for redemption prehaps the most pathetic of all the pathetic Zumstonite 

activities—my basketballing. In fact, maybe in that sense I was the true all-time Zumston 

hero. Maybe in my infinitely small-time, going-nowhere failure I most represented 

Zumston at its essence. Maybe they all woulda cheered for a success but a failure trying 

to wring somekinda dignity out of the endless repetition of stagnant, sort-of-non-

progressing physical movements is closer to who they actually are. Who they in fact are 

proud to be while not really being aware of the fact that they are proud to be that. Maybe 

I was this person enacting in the ritual of sport the dignity that is a non-dignity that they 

themselves have found in the big nowhereness of their lives. 

But I didn't think of that at the time and to tell you the truth it aint much comfort 

now. At the time I was all the while pretty much just feeling the finality of my every 

move. The sucking like I said. The sucking which was the sucking of the outside. The 

sucking which was the sucking of my game outside 'a this personal reahn. My game 

sucked because they there on the outside sucked it outta me. 

So anyway I was feeling all self-pitying and babyish-like and all of sudden in 

walks Ralphey King. Ralphey King was a linebacker on the football team. Football is 

not hockey—Satan's game—and certainly those BYU-ers back in Utah are better known 

for their footballing than they are for their basketballing though, all the same, in the day-

to-day world of sports worship it is not quite on the same plain as God's game, basketball. 

I mean I like football. Sometimes I like to just sit and watch all the collisions. And you 

know it's made up of such child-like elementary movements: run forward, get in 

somebody's way and knock 'em over. It's all so lower organism, you know. And yeah 
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sometimes I like that kind of appeal to the thing. On the other hand, it's all so dreadfully 

complicated in that military strategy sort of way. A weird paradox is football. 

But the thing is I don't mind, and didn't mind then, watching football and cheering 

for the team of my choice but to tell you the truth I was never much into hanging out with 

these football types. I mean these footballers were the kindsa guys that gave athletes a 

bad name. They were those kindsa guys that wanted to work themselves into these 

kindsa mindless furies of athletic fervor. And a big part of this as far as I could 

determine was a kinda self immolation or some such danm thing. Does that just involve 

burning, the immolation thing, or is that just general self torture? Sacrificing one's self, 

diat kind of thing? Well, I don't know. But the point is these football players were 

masochists—and sadists. They liked to torture each other as a kinda way of "pumping 

themselves up". 

Yeah, that's it. Those football players were the epitome of that phrase: "getting 

pumped up". That was the art of their game as far as I could determine. But the thing's 

always made me a little sick. I mean with the homoerotic overtones and all. You gotta 

admit that that's the case, isn't it? Again, not that I have anything against it but, well, 

nevermind—^The important thing is this pumped up thing. I guess yeah it's true there is a 

certain element of this kinda thing among basketball players because yeah back in my 

high school day there were a few crossovers, a few who played both football and 

basketball, but generally I like to think of us genuine basketballers as a cooler lot. More 

laid back, you know. More suave. Football players are like Vlad the Impaler in the 
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subtlety department while us basketball players are more James Bond (him again?). Full 

of panache as we dispose of our foes. 

I mean these football players'd stick needles into their eyeballs and walk on hot 

coals and eat raw beef. Yeah, that's what constituted "getting pumped up". I mean what 

the hell is that all about? How the hell did anybody ever get pumped up by participating 

in such utter foolishness. And like I said what with the homoerotic overtones and all. 

Well, hell, the just plain erotic overtones. After all, we're talking pumped up here. I 

mean we all know what kinda pumping this ultimately references, do we not. We know 

the 'ol blood flow that this damn thing is talking about, do we not? So with that in mind 

I've sometimes wondered if maybe these freaks are getting saddled with this kinda freaky 

shit for the rest of their lives. You know, I've sometimes imagined football players 

getting hooked on this kinda thing so that these kinda stupid-arse rituals become the only 

kinda way they can get pumped up regardless of the context. So, yeah, I've sometimes 

imagined one of these dinks—let's say Ralphey King, for example—right, Ralph King in 

bed with his wife and the two of'em are kinda getting excited in that male-female way 

we all know when suddenly Ralphey has to run to the kitchen and get a raw steak outta 

the freezer, he's gotta stick the raw steak in the microwave to defrost the thing, not cook it 

mind you, just defrost it to a crimson bloodiness, and then he's gotta bite into the bloody 

thing and chew it up and struggle to swallow the thing before he finally pitches a good 'ol 

tent down there in his jammies. I imagine him then running to his nuptial bed to finish 

what he started earlier, running to get there before his tent collapses. He arriving there 

and finding his wife fast asleep. Shucks, he thinks to himself, cow blood dripping fix)m 
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his chin. Shucks, he thinks, well maybe next time I can get her to poke me with nails or 

something. 

But anyway, on that night way back then, in walks Ralphey King and bids me 

hello. Actually what he says is "Eddy, what the hell?" 

Me, standing at center court, dribbling the basketball, "What what the hell?" 

"Fucking Friday night, Eddy. All work and no play. Shit. Give it a break. 

Besides you're not getting a helluva lotta playing time, anyway, right?" 

Me, "Shut up, Ralphey." 

"You know, Eddy. You probably want to practice shots you'd take in a game. So, 

hey, why don't you set up a chair there on courtside cause that's about the only spot you're 

gonna be shooting &om, eh?" Ralphey laughs heartily at his own stupid joke. 

Me, "Leave me alone." 

Ralphey, "Relax." 

Me, "I know what the hell I'm doing here, what the hell dreyou doing here?" 

"I was just passing by. S'posed to pick some things up here. Heard dribbling here 

in the gym, thought what kinda stupid bastard's playing with himself?" 

Me, "Well, now you've seen it's me, why the hell don't be on your way. You got 

things to do don't ya Ralphey?" 

"Look, Eddy, I was thinking you and me could stand each other. I hate to see ya 

playing with yourself like that. It's disgusting." 

Me, "What, one on one?" 
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Ralphey, "Nah, I was thinking more along the lines of horse or something. Horse 

the old school way." 

Me, "The old school way? What the frig are you talking about, Ralphey?" 

"Come on, I know you basketball players. I've heard all the legends of the old 

days. Back with 'ol Floof." 

Me, "I don't know what you're talking about." 

Ralphey, "Sure you do, Eddy. Strip horse anyone? It's the right time of day for it, 

isn't it?" 

Right, well, I better explain. What Ralphey was going on about was this big ugly 

forward named Derek Rogers who was in Grade 12 when I was only in Grade 9. 

Anyway, Derek also played football and certainly the line between the two games were 

bluned for him cause he had all these perverted ways of getting himself and the 

basketball team "pumped up". One of the ways was this game of strip horse he devised. 

See, the thing was supposed to unite us or something. And I have to admit that while I 

didn't entirely approve of the thing it seemed a little more geared towards the basketball 

consciousness than the football one. I mean there was a little more aesthetic to this game 

while those football shananigans were mostly just acts of sheer brutality. So maybe 

Derek Rogers—or Floof as he was affectionately refered to (some kinda childish allusion 

to flatulence)—possessed some kind of genius for this sort of thing. For the ritual of 

sports. 

See the game worked like this: we used to sneak into the gym late at night. Derek 

Rogers had this special way of jerking the doorhandle just right—^with a lot of force mind 
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you but also with just the right kind of twist on it. Floofs English we called it. Anyway, 

so Derek'd jerk the door just right and we'd get into the gym at strange hours like 

midnight on a Saturday night. I mean I didn't participate a lot cause I was just a kid but 

on a few occasions I indulged. Mostly it was through word of mouth that I heard about 

the game. The game was a kinda strip basketball. Strip horse or something. You know 

"Horse". Horse is that game where everytime you miss a shot you get a letter and when 

you spell "Horse" you're the loser. So, in Derek's version, when you missed a shot, 

instead 'a getting a letter you would have to remove an article of clothing. We would 

play until one person was naked and that person would be the loser. The naked loser 

would have to do somekinda naked penance or something. I don't know what to call it. 

The basic idea was that somekinda consequence was devised for them by consensus 

though from what I've heard it was mostly left to Derek's imagination to devise the dire 

consequence of losing the strip horse. Sometimes a guy had to run a coupla laps in the 

buff or sometimes the loser'd have to shoot ten freethrows in a row before he could put 

his shorts, jock and shirt back on or I heard that once Derek had this naked chap run &om 

the gym to the bandroom where he had to retrieve his trumpet as he happened to play that 

there instrument in the high school band and he had to play Oh When the Saints Go 

Marching In all the way through before he could retum and redress. Or I heard that once 

Derek even had a naked guy run &om the high school across the street to the temple (yep, 

it is true that here in Zumston these two portentous edifices stand next to each other, 

separated by a mere street) and around the big building and back before he could reclad 

himself in his gym gear. But worst of ail, I heard once that Derek said to diis one naked 
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kid that, hey, we're letting you off the hook this time, just go ahead and put your shorts 

and what not back on. So the kid went ahead and did as Derek said but, see, they had 

secretly switched the kid's jockstrap for one filled with deep heat rub. You know, the 

burning stuff they put on sore muscles. So anyway the kid hikes up his jock strap and 

Yikes! The poor kid's genitals get burned something fierce cause they had put gobs of 

the stuff in the thing and then had held him down and prevented him from removing the 

torturous undergarment. 

So, see, this is the thing that 'ol Ralphey King was proposing. And, well, you 

know, why would I be afiraid of such a proposition, right? I mean, I was the wizard with 

the basketball and Ralphey was just some peon football geek so obviously I would win 

the match-up hands down, am I right? So what was there to fear except damned fear it's 

own damned self? 

Well of course there was the fear that upon winning I would then have to have the 

misfortune of seeing the ugly chump naked. It wasn't really something 1 longer for. Then 

again, whooping his loud-mouth obnoxious ass was fairly tempting. 

So I agreed... 

The thing is you always have to be wary of these kinds of little false games that 

are the devil's counterfeit replacement for the actual divine game of basketball. These 

little freak games that revolve around just one aspect of the game rather than the whole 

flowing rhythm of the real game of basketball. I mean this Horse nonsense just takes the 

head of basketball—the shooting part of it—and decapitates it from the body of the game 

and then just fiddles endlessly and perversely with the severed head while disposing of 
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the body. And the damned thing is that when it's not the fiiUy developed complicated yet 

elegant aesthetic of the full-on, fully dimensional real game, when it's not the seductive, 

intricate values of the real game, when its just a degenerate, perversely dismembered 

version of the thing then, well, then anybody can excel at it. Any half-wit, half-evolved-

ape can become a genius. Any... Any... 

Well... 

Yes, well, yes... OK, I admit it, I lost. It's true. I lost because what I was just 

saying is legitimately true. Yes, it was not just defensive babbling. Cause Ralphey King 

was basically just a Neanderthal with the basketball but still he had developed one trick 

with the ball in the same sort of fashion that a small-brained pet can be trained to 

perfectly execute one single act of physical agility over and over again while in every 

other area of development they are unmistakably animal in their abilities. See within the 

context of Strip Horse all he had to do was his one and only tedious, monotonous trick— 

which happened to be this ability to stand behind the backboard and do a kinda hook shot 

up and over the backboard and down into the basket on the other side—over and over 

again and he would be able to defeat someone of vastly superior skill who could 

themselves reproduce the same trick a few times—or, that is, as much as the trick could 

be considered reasonably useful within the real game of basketball (which is virtually 

never)—but not over and over and over in the fashion of the trained pet that Ralphey was. 

So, yeah, the sunuvabitch beat me by doing his damned behind-the-backboard 

trick shot over and over and over again. So, yeah, before I knew it I was suddenly 
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standing there naked and angry and confused while Ralphey King laughed his slobbering, 

malformed face ofiT. 

It's true I can today sympathize with the desire this younger version of myself had 

to whoop Ralphey's ass but, then, on the other hand, I sort of can't sympathize with the 

desire. I mean, what the hell did I plan to do to Ralphey once I whooped him? Once I 

had forced him into a state of nakedness. Probably nothing. I didn't have the kind of 

Floofian imagination that could come up with these sorts of nude tortures. I just wanted 

to beat the guy is all. But of course the whole damn thing back-fired and I stood there 

naked myself and instead of it being me letting Ralphey off the hook with a regal, 

dismissive gesture of "ah, what the hell, Ralphey, don't worry about it, no tortures this 

time—I'm a benevolent ruler of the basketball world", yeah, instead of that it was me 

there naked, vuhierable to the cruel whims of some half-wit. 

All this becomes kind of slow and hallucinatory here. But then this is the 

important part of this here tale, this is the part where it all becomes relevant—so pay 

attention, /all—don't get hallucinatory yourselves even though I at the time felt that 

things were all that kind 'a way. 

What am I talking about? This whole thing is like one big endless bad acid-trip 

hallucination, is it not? 

Nevermind. Like I was saying everything kinda slowed down and I remember 

putting a hand over my naked crotch and I remember looking to my clothes piled there on 

the baseline and suddenly two figures came rushing towards us. They came from the 

weight room which was a little walled-in enclosure tucked in a back comer of the 
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gymnasium and they were two girls and they rushed at us and they grabbed my piled 

clothes and they said, "We love you Eddy Fontevrault!" and they rushed o£f with Ralphey 

BCing who could barely walk let alone run due to the intensity of his damned laughter. 

And I remember standing there with both hands on my crotch watching them exit the 

gym. Watching, watching, watching as suddenly there was nothing left but me in my 

birthday suit. 

Here's the point of the tale. Ms. Nose at whom I now stand and stare at in the 

temple of God was one of the two girls who stole my clothes on that evening. She was 

then and is still now the daughter of Leron Morrissey his-owned-damned-self, Lauren 

Morrissey. 

Lauren Morrissey. 

Grew up and grew a nose. 

So the stupid thing is that while I stand here and stare at Lauren Morrissey, having 

visions of everyone naked except her, she is returning the favor, seeing, in her own mind, 

me naked because on that night she did see just that and so it's a filed away folder in her 

memory that she can double-click and pull up any time she wants. 

Like she'd want to. I mean, she's probably expunged the thing firom the hard drive 

that is her memory, drug it to the trashcan because who the heil'd want to remember such 

a traumatic thing. 
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Time-out! 

Gotta sort things out here. I don't really know what that was all about that night. 

Obviously some kinda practical joke on me that Ralphey King devised. 1 mean, I never 

did get my clothes back and I remember I had to call the only devoted friend I ever had— 

Chuckie Bauer—to come and get me and give my naked ass a ride home in the little 

Japanese car he owned (I still remember a protruding piece of car-seat upholstery and a 

piece of that foamy stuff that's beneath the upholstery attempting to get rather too 

intimate with my prostrate gland), and I remember scrambling into the house in a 

surreptitious fashion so that my mother wouldn't stop to contemplate exactly how much 

of an unfathomably loser-ish son she had brought into this world. And I remember all 

that... 

But, hey, what was that those two little girls yelled to me as they absconded 

(whatever that word might mean—if, in fact, it is a word) with my clothes. Didn't they 

say, "We love you Eddy Fontevrault." 

Love. Yeah, no kidding. LOVE! LOVEl As in all you need is, etc. etc. 

Now I know maybe I'm stretching things a bit, but doesn't that constitute some 

kind of confirmation of her loving me as well. 

1 know, 1 know, I know, I know... But just shut up for a minute. Hear me out. I 

mean I know it was the two of them saying it, so it was "we" not her saying individually 

"I" but still her voice is wound up in that we, isn't it? And I know it was many years ago 

when she was just a little kid barely over the border into puberty and that therefore she 
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might not have had her complete mature faculties about her, and I know that it was just in 

the midst of some stupid practical joke that it occurred but, still, you gotta admit. 

No, I hear ya. I know you think I'm insane. Gone mad with lustful yearning. 

Well, you can go to hell. Cause I'm telling you that there was something in her 

voice that separated itself a little from the we, something I swear I heard way back then. 

Some kinda destiny calling. I swear that standing there in the buff that I sort of felt like 

somekinda outta body thing but that it was not really an outta body thing but a body-

forward thing, a kinda thing where I was seeing me in the future, and I'll be damned if I 

didn't hear in that voice that was yelling out something that was calling out to that future 

me and was saying to me there in the future—that is, the me that is here, now! Calling 

out to me here in the temple. 

So, sure, maybe she was young and foolish at the time but still she was having 

some kinda child prodigy revelation. And I know it sure as hell doesn't seem like the 

place where one'd receive a revelation—I mean in the midst of a practical joke where you 

get some town freak to strip and then you run off with his clothes—but all the same I 

swear that she must've felt something otherworldly had intervened in her childish plans. 

That her plans had taken on a seriousness beyond the immediacy of the prank they had 

planned. 

Mysterious ways for sure, my friend. 

But I know you out there. You skeptical, quibbling you out there. I know you're 

saying why then don't you seek out Delilah King cause she must've had somekinda 

revelation too. Delilah King being the other half of the "we" that was doing the shouting 
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on that fateful evening (see, the whole thing was a scheme of those despicable King kids, 

they dragged poor Lauren along unwittingly and against her pure, naive, better 

judgment). Because afterall she said she loved you as well, did she not, and if the spirit 

of revelation was in the air, why was it not with her too? 

Look, my freind, if in this case of people getting revelations about who they 

should marry and love and what not (or, whatever they think might be revelation), it only 

works—only adds up—^when both get equal time with the revelation (or equal time with 

their own delusion-cause after all, if both are deluded then, like I said earlier, who the 

hell cares whether its true revelation or not—the mutually deluded are the mutually 

happy, are they not), then sure as shooting there is no adding up between me and Delilah 

King because she may have received a revelation but I'm telling nothing, absolutely 

zilcho is coming through for me. I don't wanna be rude here, but unless I'm to put up 

with and love kisses that taste of tabaccey juice and foreplay that's more like greco-

Roman wrestling than anything resembling seduction, then I'm afraid Delilah King's not 

the gal for me. Sorry, Delilah, wrong number. Nobody home here. Bad connection. 

But Lauren on the other hand. 

If I'm not mistaken (you shut up), then, by virtue of somekinda romantic time 

travel of the spirit, then I've received the seal of approval I need, have I not? 

The courage I need to proceed. 
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There in the temple, in the sealing room, I say, "You, Lauren Morrissey, I love 

you. And I know that you love me because you told me so so I think that we should be 

married. Because I think God has ordained it." 

Everybody rustles and makes those air-escaping noises that are the noises of 

human alarm. I think I even hear somebody fart. Generally that's not one of those noises 

that's associated with the sounds of human alarm. Mostly it's the gasps and sighs I 

alluded to earlier but it seems this person registers their shock in their bowels and their 

posterior. But this person, whoever it is, should consider themselves supremely fortunate 

because to do that sort of thing on any other day at a temple wedding would be to bring 

all kinds of shame and embarrassment upon yourself; but, fortunate for this flatulent 

individual, there's me up there acting out the part of the bigger asshole, diverting every 

ounce of attention away from what would have otherwise been the most embarrassing 

moment of this person's life. 

Lauren says, "What? You're Eddy Fontevrault, aren't you?" 

Brother Pauley kind of laughs and says, "Techm'cal foul, Eddy." 

Dad Leron Morrisey stands and comes towards me, saying, "Eddy, now's not the 

time. Time for you to be on your way. Lauren's not the gal for you. Thing's are all 

arranged here." 

Everybody's talking now in loud voices. The reverence of silence that is supposed 

to prevail has been pretty much smashed to smithereens. And then suddenly Mr. Studly 

comes at me. He says, "Get the hell outta here," which language shocks everybody even 

if the reverence has already been smashed. He says this and then does something even 
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more shocking, he takes a shot at me. Yeah, serious. He swings and catches me on the 

cheekbone with his knuckles and this puts me into the same state of shock that everybody 

else is in. Cause, to me, fights have always been weird sorts of things to begin with. I 

mean they're all so split-second fireaky, so herky-jerky and spasmodic and limited by the 

human form. So less than lyrical. Not like those movie fights where everything is so 

looping and arcing, and aesthetically epic. Real human fights are ugly beasts. Much like, 

I imagine, their sibling human activity, sex. 

But no time to think about that of course cause in the time it's taken me to form 

those thoughts—in the time its taken me to insult human violence—human violence has 

said, "Oh Yeah! You don't like me, well, how do you like this?" See, Mr. Studly takes a 

couple more staccato chops at my face and then pushes me from the room. I stumble and 

fall and he jumps ontop of me much like that 'ol Satan Santa did back in the Netherlands. 

And he keeps wailing at my face and I start to think, man, I aint gonna pretty after this 

pummeling. I push him off of me and he says, "Take it back!" 

"Take what back?" I say. 

"You loser, Eddy. That's all you've ever been, isn't it? A loser." 

"I've lost at pretty much everything," I say, "but I'm not losing here. Lauren there 

loves me and I know it." 

He comes at me again. He tackles me. I stand and he tackles me again. And 

again I stand and again he tackles me. Then the next thing I know I'm in this stairwell 

and he and I are tumbling, tumbling, tumbling down the thing. 
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THE DEAD 

Out of curiosity, I did a SAB 10 search of the name Cottle to see if I could 

discover any of my lost writing ancestors. I also did a search for the name Ravsten, 

which is my mother's maiden name. This was a kind of writing parody of the 

genealogical work Mormons do to enable and justify temple work. If Mormons believe 

themselves to be doing proxy work for the dead in their temples, proxy work for the 

physically absent, then I thought maybe I could find a way to do work for the dead and 

the absent of my writing heritage widiin the temple of dead and absent work that is my 

writing. I wanted to find even more absent others to pull me back behind the veil of 

writing and into the endlessly repeating place of its absence. Maybe what I was looking 

for was something the other way around from the work Mormons do in their temples. 

Maybe I was looking for someone dead and absent to do the work for me—one of the 

living—in the world of absence and death that is writing. 

Within the University of Arizona collection, I found a number of texts authored 

byCottles. Two proved to be of interest. I found only one book written by Ravstens— 

co-written, in fact, by a couple of Ravstens—^Ben J. Ravsten and Eunice P. Ravsten. 

These Ravstens happen to be my maternal Grandmother and Grandfather. 
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Thomas Cottle 

The first book of interest by a Cottle is by one Thomas Cottle. It was published in 

1971 by Little, Brown and Company and is called The Abandoners—a good name I 

thought for this project which itself is so concerned with the abandonment of self (or is 

that the perverse recovery of a self) in the act of writing. When I first read the name 

Thomas Cottle I thought for sure that this was one of my relatives as I am descended 

firom a prominent Mormon pioneer by the name of Thomas Cottle. However, when I 

retrieved the book and began to read it I discovered Thomas Cottle seemed to have no 

connection with me and my background. The Abandoners is an account of Thomas 

Cottle's work with troubled teens in Boston and Chicago. It is also, in part, a memoir of 

Thomas Cottle's growing up in South Chicago. Thomas Cottle didn't sound like he had 

much in common with my background at all. Further evidence of Thomas Cottle's 

difference firom me is found on the dedication page; The Abandoners is dedicated to 

Thomas Cottle's parents, Gitta Gradova and Maurice H. Cottle. Now this pair doesn't 

sound much like the kinds of Scandinavian and English stock that converted to 

Mormonism and settled much of Utah. Additionally, Thomas Cottle speaks firequently 

about trying, in his younger years, to decide whether or not he would be Bar Mitvahed. 

Even though my wife almost didn't marry me because she suspected that I might 

one day convert to Judaism, it sounded, based on the evidence in The Abandoners, that I 

didn't have much connection to Thomas Cottle. However, like all good detectives and all 

good textual critics, I persisted in my analysis, digging deeper and deeper into The 
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Abandoners's clues. After all, how did a Jewish kid growing up on the South Side of 

Chicago get an old English and, in America at least, predominantly Mormon name like 

Cottle? 

My persistence paid of bi a chapter late in The Abandoners, Thomas Cottle 

writes of a trip his fanuly took back west when he was a kid. Suspiciously, the reason for 

this trip is to visit cousins who lived in Salt Lake City. A-ha! Cousins in Salt Lake City. 

It looks like Thomas Cottle is connected to me somehow after all. I mean, I can't say for 

sure, but I would be willing to put good money on the chance that somewhere back there 

Thomas Cottle and I are sewn from the same genetic cloth. In still more telling details, 

Thomas Cottle writes in this chapter of trying to decide whether or not he will "baptized." 

Cottle writes about this without ever mentioning the word Mormom'sm but there seems to 

be a lot of nudge-nudge-wink-winks going on. Finally, I can't help but be fascinated 

with this poor Cottle somehow torn between two competing cultures. Eastern American 

Judaism and Western American Mormom'sm. A whole new mystery is opened up. How 

the heck did Thomas Cottle end up with this kind of background? Though I have 

categorized Thomas Cottle as among the dead, he is most likely still alive. Why don't I 

track down this Thomas Cottle and ask him about all this? 

Do I prefer him as absence? As text? 

Hmmm... Maybe. Though I would like to meet him. 

In any case, I was impressed that in this Utah section Cottle starts to write about 

issues that resound well with this project's concern with authors and their secret 

identities—^with authors and their need to hide themselves in the destructive spaces of the 
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text and discourse. In effusive prose Cottle writes about laying next to Toby, a Mend of 

his Utah cousins, under an expansive Rocky Mountain night sky; 

We were communing as best we could with a form of religion, if not with God 

Himself. We were ascending in that crisp western air, moving up and beyond the 

pedestrian hours of the night into some new sky decorated with the lights of 

abandonment and flight... We were in love with our own anatomies, fascinated 

by our Mendship and by one more secret bit of aliveness that we might share, and 

consumed with the belief that we probably had a damn good chance, despite 

nature's size... It was a sensuous ascent towards the stars, towards a sparkling 

new conception of wholeness and togetherness. [The cosmic homoeroticism 

makes me think of200L] With Toby lying there, barely visible, each of us 

moving slightly in the darkness, I felt again the tremors of my interior and 

thought, actually thought at that time, that inside of me there lived a silent person, 

a whole new organism who might fly out at any hour and either make it all seem 

easier and better, or wreck everything, now and forever. 

I make no claims, of course, on generalization, but that one Salt Lake City 

evening brought forth the power of history and the breadth of nature, and 

packaged them in the same vessels with religion, sexuality, career, independence 

and mental health. I could practically taste the tastes of all these fruits and clamp 

my fingers around their images and afterglows. Moreover, I could practically see 

the scores of human beings who constituted my spiritual inheritance and secular 

legacy. For whatever the reasons, I was, on that one night, able to call forth living 
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visions of the ceremonies and rituals that for the most part I had always dismissed 

as religion. In the darkness, with my communing and contemplating driving me 

deeply within a soul I guess I had not ever before recognized, I touched the hand 

of that inner silent person and for an instant longed for the riches and poverty of 

biblical orthodoxies. Had things gone differently, I might even have consented to 

be baptized or Bar Mitzvahed. (169) 

Thomas Cottle then launches into some formless gush about high school locker 

rooms and seeing other boys naked and hoping to see the girls naked in the girls locker 

room—or something like that. I was happy to see that in the last chapter he comes 

around to some discussion of troubled kids reading Kafka. Or is it about him reading 

Kafka as a troubled teen? I had lost interest by then. 

Thomas Cottle the Pioneer and the Issue of Abandonment 

I, Brent Cottle, have always wanted to be a writer, I remember sitting cross-legged on 

the floor of my Grandma and Grandpa Cottle's home in Utah, a notebook in one hand, a 

pen in the other. I was writing a story about a man lying on a beach. When it was 

finished, I read the story out loud to my mother and father and my grandmother and 

grandfather. I remember there being a wealth of color details. When I was finished 

reading the story I drew everyone's attention to the abundant color details, asking them if 

they were not impressed. They seemed impressed. 

My Grandfather Cottle was the grandson of Thomas Cottle, who crossed the plains to 

Utah in 1880 or so, when he was two or three. Somewhere along the trek, his family was 
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attacked by Native Americans. His mother and father were killed and his older sister was 

carried away captive. Thomas survived because he was curled up inside a barrel of 

sugar. He was eventually rescued by other pioneers and taken to Utah where he was 

raised by relatives who had preceded the Cottle's on the trek to Utah. 

My Grandmother Cottle was an Anderson. My Grandmother Cottle married my 

Grandfather Cottle when Thomas Cottle's first wife died and a second wife, who ahready 

had children, moved in with him. One of the children of this second wife was Clara, my 

Grandmother Cottle. Leland, my Grandfather Cottle, was one of Thomas' original 

children. Leland and Clara met through the marital union of their parents. They were 

married when Leland was seventeen and Clara sixteen. 

Neither Clara nor Leland had more than a grade school education. However, 

Mormonism has always emphasized education as a means of better one's self spiritually, 

intellectually, and materially. A scripture in the Mormon Doctrine and Covenants reads: 

"And set in order the churches, and study and leam and become acquainted with all good 

books, and with languages, tongues and people" (LDS Church 115). When Clara and 

Leland started a family of their own, they lived in Stone, Idaho. Stone, Idaho did not 

have a high school, so Clara, eager to obey the Mormon injunction to get as much 

education for her children as possible, talked Leland into moving back to Cache Valley 

Utah, where there was a high school and a college. 

I am not descended from any polygamous families—that I know of. Actually, though 

I wouldn't want to be part of a polygamous family today, I do wish that I had some 
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polygamous ancestry. I think that if I had polygamous ancestry I would be stamped more 

completely with the strangeness of Mormonism and the Mormon experience. 

In my novel Atavistic Skin, the first-person narrator is descended firom one of Joseph 

Smith's original polygamous wives. 

My father has a PhD in Education Administration. In part, it was my father's 

education that led us to Alberta. He took a job there as a elementary school principal and 

when I was three we moved firom Plain City, Utah to Cardston, Alberta, Canada. Really 

though we might as well have stayed in Utah; Southern Alberta—especially the very 

southernmost little comer—is about seventy or eighty percent Mormon. Today my father 

is the superintendent of the school division that takes in this most southern comer of 

Alberta. 

Joseph Cottle 

Joseph Cottle was an eighteenth and nineteenth century English poet. I had never 

heard of Joseph Cottle before I performed the SABIO search of Cottles in the University 

of Arizona library. The University of Arizona library has about seven of Cottle's books 

of poetry. Joseph Cottle is a worthy candidate for my writing work for the dead because 

by all accounts Joseph Cottle was a horrible poet. Donald H. Rieman, the scholar who 

introduces the 1978 reissued volumes of Cottle's works, can't seem to convince even 

himself of the value of Cottle's works (one wonders why anyone was bothering to reissue 

the works when they are so bad). He writes of Cottle's business failures and bemoans 
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that fact that they led to his having time to write so much poetry; "Joseph Cottle seems to 

have lived on whatever capital or inheritance he had and to have devoted himself to his 

own writing; had he been better at business, he might not have been able to inflict so 

much poetry on posterity" (Cottle vii). Really now!? "Inflicting" it is he? As if his 

poems are like body odor or bad breath—or, worse, some sort of contagious malady. 

Rieman quotes the opinion of one of Cottle's contemporaries, a Mr. Gamett, in which 

he doubts the poems adequacy even to convey Cottle's own inadequacy; "Even Cottle's 

poems would have given a very inadequate idea of his stupidity without his memoirs" 

(Cottle viii). Right—don't even mention the memoirs (says this uncomfortable Cottle 

memoirist with an embarrassed smirk)! The list of detractors Rieman drags out 

inevitably grows illustrious; Byron hated Cottle's poems and dismissed them as irrelevant 

to the history of English. Rieman tells us that even "Cottle's friends found his poetry 

abominable" (Cottle x). Southey lamented the wealth of "nonsensical or bad passages" in 

Cottle's work (x). Lamb 

In a letter to Manning... tells how Cottle read to the Lambs two or three acts of an 

unpublished tragedy, "very gravely on both sides" until, in a passage where the 

king learns that "his Enemy has engaged Twelve Archers to... waylay him;" the 

king thereupon pathetically exclaims; "Twelve dost thou say? Curse on those 

dozen villains." Lamb burst out laughing; "then he ask'd what we laughed at. I 

had no more muscles  that  day—(xi)  
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Nevertheless, Cottle's &iends, among whom he counted Wordsworth and Coleridge, 

all attested to Cottle's goodness of heart (Lamb and Southey included) (xO- I was also 

encouraged by the fact that Cottle was somewhat of a poet for the people: 

The readership for these works was obviously to be found among the rising 

middle class of Dissenters or "low church" Anglicans who (like Cottle) lacked a 

classical education but who were not widely read in English literature... Openly 

eschewing all the more elaborate conventions in Alfred and The Fall of Cambria, 

Cottle did not demand of his reader a background to understand classical 

allusions. Cottle wrote clear, manly English verse and drew his very epic figures 

of speech as much from Anglo-Saxon as &om Latin, (ix) 

I also discovered Cottle was not without his political convictions. Stuart Andrews, in The 

British Periodical Press and the French Revolution, writes that "Cottle... attacked the 

commercial impulse that drew young men from their rural environments to those 'haunts 

of wickedness', the cities and towns" (91). Cottle's activism in this regard had specific 

targets: 

Cottle laboriously [nothing's ever elegant or fluid with this guy] explains that he 

has particularly in mind "the pin manufacture and that for white lead." Adam 

Smith had much admired the division of labor to be found in a pin factory, but 

Cottle complains that "the pointing of pins is attended with the ahnost certain 

sacrifice of those who are employed in it." The damage is done, Cottle explains, 

by the number of minute metallic particles in the air, and he insists that "if 

property had been concemed, and not lives, ingenuity would log ago have 
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discovered some mode for supplying the lungs with air uncontaminated with this 

destructive medium." As for white lead, "What are these manufacturers but an 

um'on of suicide and murder?" (91) 

I have very little to say about this. It all seems to perfect. As if I am Joseph Cottle 

reincarnated (without, he says modestly, the good heart and the political convictions). In 

the end, I was most impressed that, like Brent Cottle, Joseph Cottle found a way to get 

himself wound up and confused in tenuous theological positions, which confusion found 

its way into his awful poetry; as Rieman writes: 

Cottle's ambiguity is not existential as in Byron's comments on battles in Childe 

Harold.,. Cottle cannot seem to distinguish among—or give relative values to— 

the conflicting virtues of courage and gentleness, justice and mercy. Cottle, in all 

likelihood, transferred this unresolved conflict into the political reakn from the 

concomitant theological impasse. Whereas Byron, as a skeptic, could ultimately 

elect to show mercy to even to individuals like King George QI whose ideas and 

actions he disagreed with and whereas Southey could easily play God by 

assigning John Wilkes to Hell and George m to Heaven, Cottle—both a genuine, 

pious Calvinist and a compassionate man—found himself caught on the horns of a 

dilemma that greater intellects than he had failed to resolve, (x) 

Eunice P. Ravsten 
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I was shocked to discover a book in the library by my own grandmother. I have 

always known my grandmother was a writer. When she was alive, my grandmother was 

president of the Utah Women's Pen Association. I have a copy of my grandmother's 

collected poetry, prose, and drama. In fact, it is frequently stated that my grandmother is 

the source of my talent as a writer (Joseph Cottle, on the other hand, the more probable 

source of my considerable non-talents). For as long as I have lived, and for as long as I 

have wanted to be a writer, I have thought of myself in relation to her and her literary 

desires. While the things I write are very different than the things she wrote, I have 

always thought of her as the absent other of writing around which I situate myself, and in 

which I lose myself Though I often think my grandmother would be horrified by what I 

write, I can't help but think that it was somehow her influence that put me on this 

discursive path. 

Nevertheless, I never knew that any of her works had distribution beyond her local 

community and beyond her local Mormon ward. Mostly my grandmother wrote 

inspirational poetry thick with baroque classical allusions for distribution in church 

newsletters and dramas that were to be performed at church gatherings. So I was shocked 

to see her name in the catalogue of the University of Arizona library—shocked to see her 

name entered into the secular record. 

The book that bears her name—and the name of her husband, my grandfather—is a 

history of Clarkston, Utah, their hometown. It turns out that in 1964 Clarkston celebrated 

its centennial and that Ben J. and Eunice P. Ravsten were elected heads of the centennial 

committee. Part of their job was writing the history that is now in the University of 
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Arizona library. Perhaps I am biased, but I was relieved to find the prose pretty dam 

good. In fact I found it snappy, efficient, and possessed of a contemporary rhythm. 

Here's a sample; 

Names given to dry farming areas were "Dirty Head"—a reflective name, 

obviously; "The Wash Boards" is in contour of rolling hills and the road through 

the Wash Boards is known as "The Thrill Bumps." "Stink Creek", it seems, has a 

legend; The creek flowed down the mountain side, across the country road, and 

was the watering place for stock and animals. One year a drought dried the creek 

waters. Many of the tired, thirsty animals lay down in the creek bed and died. 

Passersby who witnessed the catastrophe and who were offended by the 

increasing stench doffed it "Stink Creek." "Hard Scrabble" was located northeast 

of town. It was hard to get in and hard to get out of "Hard Scrabble." It was hard 

to harvest and it was hard to sow. Living there was plainly a hard scrabble. 

Traditionally, the knoll upon which the Clarkston Cemetery stands was an Indian 

"lookout" and many of our people recall gathering arrowheads &om the cemetery 

hill. (3) 

The book also finds a way to interact with the unusual textual and oral foundations of the 

community; 

Corrine Heggie gives us this story; "In the fall of 1865 there was lots of trouble 

with the hidians on the west of Cache Valley. The grassy meadows of Clarkston 

were worth fighting for and the Indians would not give up without a struggle. 

During this trouble, an Indian was killed by a white man but no one would admit 
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it. At a conference in the fall of 1866, President Brigham Young made a 

prophecy that the man who killed the Indian would have his right hand wither. 

My Grandfather, Thomas God6ey saw this come to pass when a man in Mendon, 

whose right hand had withered, admitted the deed." (10) 

During the sixties, my Grandfather Ben J. Ravsten, the book's other author, was the 

only Democrat in the Utah legislature. 

Mikhail Bakhtin 

Finally, I can't help but think of Bakhtin in prison, smoking away his last manuscript. 

Surely, if he were alive today, and if he read this here manuscript—this dissertation—this 

tangle of texts—this desperate attempt to nail down something of a writer's presence in 

his absence—he would be happy to roll the thing up and smoke it. While Bakhtin's bitter 

sadness must have been palpable as he rolled and smoked his own manuscript, I am sure 

that with this manuscript he would take great delight in seeing it reduced to ash on end 

and iip-and-saliva-compressed mush on the other end. 
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At the same time, I am not interested in wholesale repudiation of psychoanalytical terms in favor of, say, a 
Deleuzian reading of2001. For example, though I quote Steven Shaviro immediately after this point in the text, and 
will quote him again later in the essay, and thought I find his readings valuable, I am often made uncomfortable by 
his rah-rah, pick-up-basketball trashing of psychoanalytical theories, which theories he sees as an unfortunate 
residue of modernism. Hopefully, both Deleuze and Lacan/Freud will cohabitate herein. 
'' The orgy scene in Eyes Wide Shut is shocking not because of its supposed expUcimess (which is hardly explicit in 
comparison with so much else) but because of how dispassionate, robotic, staged, scandalless, and, fi'equently, 
without movement the figure movement is. 
'' This is of course understatement. Those who have read Schreber's memoirs know it is hard to get any more 
skewed. Don't forget though, the guy was crazy. 
" To say nothing of the sexual implications of this. 

Of course I exclude here his re-entry into Discovery after Hal refuses to open the Pod-bay doors. 
See Austin, J. L. How to Do Things With Language. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962. 
Lacam'ans will see in this evidence of the subject's need for the Absolute Other, and with good reason. 
See Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

" In this discussion of originality, it is interesting that Kubrick is often accused of stealing from the experimental 
film, Jordan Belson's experimental fihns Re-Entry and Allures. For a brief account see LoBruggio p. 318. 

Though the brilliant old Canadian TV series SCTV tried to imagine it that when, in a skit anticipating that year's 
coming new year, they had John Candy appear on TV screens around the world at the stroke of midm'ght to 
announce that Big Brother had indeed taken over. 

It should not be construed from all this that Kubrick and Clarke came to dislike each other. Both admired each 
other throughout and after their work together on 2001. This does not surprise from Kubrick's point of view; after 
all, he gets what he wants; though it does seem surprising from Clarke's point of view since he only seems to get 
whatever can be filtered through Kubrick's wide-ranging and extremely fine net. 

This of course overstates their motives—in fact makes unnecessarily clear what are in fact unavoidably 
mysterious motives. A more thorough consideration of this motivations are to be found in chapter S. 
~ "Master of His Domain", to use a phrase from Seinfeld—an allusion that perhaps sheds some light on the sexual 
nature of so much auteur-istic ambition. See, by the way, Denm's Miller's joke about Kubrick during the 
newscasters reunion on the Saturday Night Live 25''* anniversary show. Not a terribly fimny joke but, hopefully, an 
interesting connection. Ornot 
^ Odd, though, that all this would occur in a Uterary format. Or is that an all too obvious observation to muse about. 

ZmnStOn naked I've only got about a day-and-a-half left of being a Mormon missionary. Two-

years-less-one-day-and-a-half behind me. I'm twenty four, flie//, twenty-four. I feel more like forty-eight or 

something. I'm serious; I do. Most Mormon missionaries wind the whole thing up at twenty-one. Me, though, I 
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was a little late getting started. You see, I was convinced I was going to become a professional basketball player. 

I'll be up fix)nt, this was a foolish and unrealistic dream. I don't know why I was convinced of such a thing. All 

reality pointed to just the opposite. I mean, it's not like I was a star in one of those big-time NCAA programs. I was 

in Canada. Alberta. Hockey country not basketball country. Well, actually, more basketball country than you'd 

think. See, this is a little Mormon comer of Canada that I come from and Mormons have always considered 

basketball God's game while hockey is the game of the devil. This is a little southernmost sliver of Alberta that was 

settled by Utah polygamists escaping U.S. federal law in about 1880 or so. 

But, anyway, all I was was a star on the Lessbridge Community College Gophers of Lessbridge, Alberta. 

All right, all right. Not even a star. My prodominant basketball skill involved the friction of my buttocks against 

the wood grain of the bench and the heat generated therefrom. 

But it's not like I didn't have the ability. Again, you can trust me here. I'm being up front about this. I 

know it sounds like bragging and it is, but it is in order to reveal a secret. In private, say, or, better, just shooting 

around with my boys, I'm a witch with the basketball. I am absolutely, %100 unstoppable. But it never translated 

into much on the public level. You know, in games, that sort of thing. So, you know, I was never a star at any level. 

My buttocks, from their pimply, hairless young days up to their boney, hairy old days, have been, for the most part, 

firmly planted upon the wood of the bench. 

Rumors circulated. Sure. Like I said, it's a grand secret. People'd say, "Look at 'ol Eddy Fontevrault there. 

See 'im there on the bench. You know the guy is unstoppable. World class skills. But the poor Uttle punk can't 

make it go in a game so he sits there catching slivers in his ass. How 'bout that 'eh?" 

My friends. They cried for me. They wondered why the crowd-because there's the bottom line for ya; the 

damn staring crowd unnerved me something awfril-could have such a devastating effect on me. In high school my 

friends devised would-be remedies. They became convinced that if only the crowd would somehow seem 

drastically diflerent to me that it would shock me out of whatever mental cage was holding me back. So first they 

tried to hypnotize me into believing the crowd was naked. You know, the 'ol pubUc speaker's standby method of 

relaxation, except they took it to elaborate extremes. One friend would lay beside me at night-and don't think our 
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parents didn't keep a close watch on this nonsense; they didn't want their fine young Mormon boys to get into any of 

the 'ol pillow talk action (Rock Hudson-you get my drift? Hey, I got nothing against it I mean, I know a lot of 

Mormons do have something against it, but me, I do not judge.)-so, anyway, this friend would lay beside me and 

whisper to me in my sleep. He would say, "Look at 'em there; they're all naked. Harmless naked folks." And he 

would even single out certain specific members of the population of my home town who were known to be avid 

attenders of our high school games, which pretty much included everyone. For example, Rob Filton, a rather rotund 

medical professional, and his equally rotund wife, Greta Filton. Or, say, tall, lanky Neff Jelsen, the optometrist. Or 

Tom Wood and his wife-farmers-well, Tom, that is. And then there was Dick Rogers, Chevy salesman. Come to 

think of it, I don't know why he chose who he chose. His criteria, I mean. Yeah, OK, Rob Filton I can see. The 

sheer spectacle of his obesity, along with the matching spectacle of his rolly-polly wife. Those two naked makes a 

little sense. But the other ones. Just generic folk is all. But that didn't prevent my &iend~who shall remain 

anonymous-from going into some less than generic details about the folks I've named. I mean, I won't go into the 

same detail here, suffice it to say that his imagination shed a rather glaring spotlight on the most esoteric crevices of 

the bodies of some of Zumston's most prominent citizens. 

The real question here is, was it just imagination alone my friend was operating with? Did he, rather, have 

inside info. Evidence points to the latter. Consider the following: soon after those m'ghts in bed with that friend of 

mine, this same friend was caught peeping in the window of Ralph Jensen. Now, my friend swears up and down 

that he had never peeped in a window before and that, in fact, what he was up to outside of Ralph Jensen's window 

was not peeping at all but was just a case of his being in the wrong place at the wrong time. See, my friend claimed 

he was just there checking out the roses that grew next to Ralph Jensen's house. "Admirable bit of green-thumb-

man-ship," my friend called the rose bushes. Though, if that was so, then it was a rather intimate, nocturnal sort of 

checking-out as by night my friend was crouched down within the bushes as if he were a rose bush himself. Maybe 

it was some new horticultural method he had devised. Emulate for the plant the process of growing and it, seeing 

your example, will bloom to its fiiUest potential. But the other thing is that the checking-out of the rose bushes must 

have ultimately involved his posterior gland more than any other organ (gland? organ? is diere a difference?) of his 
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body as it was finally his ass that was nibbing the bushes rather vehemently while his face was pressed up against 

the glass of the window. 

And the other thing is this here friend showed no previous inclination towards matters botanical. 

So, obviously, the guy was peeping on Ralph and Ralph's wife Vera. And, the thing is I have a hard time 

believing that out of the blue a guy suddenly starts peeping on the average resident of Zumston. The way I figure it, 

the guy was out peeping as soon he could leave the house alone at night. So, you see, it's likely that the images of 

naked basketball fans he was weaving for my benefit were more real than imaginary and that, through his proxy 

eyes, I saw the town of Zumston naked for myself. 

All right, all right, I'l tell you his name. After all, you're never going to meet him on the street or anything 

like that, are you? Chuckey Bauer. That was the 'ol peeper's name. He's a very different man now, of course. 

Anyway, needless to say, the whole scheme failed to cure me. It did work insofar as I began to have 

involuntary visions of the crowd there in the buff. And believe you me, thanks to my peeping fnend these visions 

were mighty explicit. But it did not make my public basketball playing any better. In fact, it made it worse. All 

those folks naked scared the hell out of me. All those private parts on the bleachers. Or, on the other hand, with 

regards to some of the images of some of the female members of the crowd that my imagination developed to quite 

an explicit level without assistance firom my peeping fnend, I became so aroused that I could hardly walk on the 

court let alone dribble and shoot a basketball. 

By the way, all this makes me wonder about the peeping tastes of dear 'ol Chuckie Bauer. Maybe you gotta 

hand it to the guy. Because, after all, he chose targets from the regular, average-even below average-body types. 

He didn't go for the big-time beauties. He was a peeper of and for the people. A regular popuh'st peeper. He was 

willmg to peep on ya even if ya had a big belly and love handles and spindly little legs and knobby knees and a 

sunkea chest, or, on the other side of the 'ol gender coin, breasts sagging past your waist, a dimpled cottage cheese 

cellulite bum, and webs of vericose veins like Spiderman's ugly sister. Or maybe all this makes him all the more 

perverted. 
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Whatever the case may be, I was not cured. Nor was I cured when they got me to wear contact lenses that 

made everything in my vision one bizarre color. For example, I wore contacts that made everything look red. Felt 

like that kleptomam'ac chick in that Hitchcock movie, Sean Connery making amorous advances on me. I also had 

some contacts that made everything green. Worse were the ones that made everything look yellow. The damn color 

was too erotic for me. I mean, the yellow coupled with the visions of everybody naked, I felt like I was in the 

middle of some Babylom'an orgy. How are you supposed to put up a jumpshot with all that sort of tom-foolery 

going on around ya? 

But what I'm trying to get to is the fact that all this wore me out. This dreaming an impossible dream, etc. 

This chasing of a holy grail that was so pathetically, absurdly outside of my potential. I really don't know what I 

was thinking, I mean, sometimes a person thinks the damndest things and that crazy dream I had of one day making 

it into professional basketball was one of the damndest of all damnable things a person ever thought. I don't know 

how I was able to so convincingly kid myself. But it all wore me out. Made me feel old before my time. Physically 

it made my blood slow and my bones all brittle. I'm convinced of it. I mean, I have no medical evidence to back 

this up but my inhtition is pretty good with regards to my own body~or so I believe. 

the recliner incident So here I am finishing up the 'ol mission late. Two years I've donned the 'ol 

white shirt and tie and the 'ol suit and the nametag and I've gone out and done my duty. Two years I've separated 

myself &om my secular fantasies of playing basketball. Two years I have not touched the orange cowhide (or 

pigskin or whatever the hell the balls are made of). Which is not such an easy thing. Every week there's 

missionaries getting together to toss the ball into the hoop, and, believe you me, this is some good hoop these 

fellow's are playing. You know, when they're out proselyting, they're all humble and dedicated, with those angelic, 

otherworldly stares on their faces-die ones that seem to give everybody such a fiight-but you give 'em a basketball 

or a football and they turn into animals. Not all of'em, of course. But a majority of'em. They go crazy. Elbows 

flying, teeth knocked loose, bloody noses, guys hanging on rims. All that pent-up agression that comes from being 
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righteous suddenly coming out in the violence of the game. But me, I stayed away from it all. Even though I coulda 

showed 'em all up. Providing, that is, that no crowd showed up to witness the playing. 

But no matter of course cause what I'm saying is that when groups of missionaries got together to play 

basketball I went and hung out with the ones that just liked to sit and listen to classical music and write letters home. 

The gentle ones. The ones who couldn't wait to get back to finish that humanities major at the prestigious university 

of their choice. 

On this, my last night of proselyting, we're going to visit a Mevrouw van Rietsma. Which I better explain 

is "Mevrouw" because I am in the good 'ol lage land of the Netherlands. Two years I have been here in 'ol Holland. 

Not your prime-time choice for a mission. That is if you have in nund converting anyone. I mean, these Dutch 

folks are tough nuts to crack. A godless bunch, I'm telling ya. But, hell, I like the place (you'll notice that this 

mission has failed to cure me of my tendency towards cussing). Godlessness doesn't bother me all that much. In 

fact, I think its kind of becoming. 

Here's my theory; these Dutch folks were some of the f!rst~if not the first~to offer religious freedom so 

every weird sect and their dogs came running to the low lands for refuge. Pretty soon the Dutch got pretty fed up 

with the whole thing. I mean, how can you blame 'em? All kinds of brands of religious kookery suddenly dropping 

in on their doorstep. There goes the neighborhood 'eh? So, you know, however many hundreds of years later here 

come the Mission Mormonaries with their smooth, clean<ut faces and their suits and their ties and their nametags 

and their bad accents and, hey, who could blame the Dutch for saying, "Look, friends, we've seen enough of this. 

Our patience has worn thin. You don't know the number of whacko ideas we've entertained. Maybe some other 

epoch, gentleman." 

Though a precious few maintain the cheery openness the Dutch are noted for. Some are still game to carry 

on a good 'ol reb'gious discussion, taking the old fashioned risk that they might come away converted. Mevrouw van 

Rietsma is just such an old-timer. 
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Its a helluva bike ride to Meviouw van Rietsnu place. Her place is way on the outskirts of the Amsterdam 

city limits, out where things are a little more kosher with regards to God's commandments, if you know what I mean. 

Well, what I mean is Amsterdam is the most godless of all the godless places here in the Netherlands. I mean, have 

you seen the red light district here? Good golly there must be some freaked out people in the world. I really do 

have to wonder who the patrons of some of those gals are. And the guys, of course. When I saw the red light 

district-which my companion and I happened into once on accident-come on, I'm telling the truth here-anyway, 

what I saw on the high speed ride through the district (we were desperate to get outta there lest the devil himself take 

a chunk out of our ass) seemed to be some kind of musical instrument theme. Fetishism for band leaders or 

something. I had visions of Zumston's high school band teacher, LeRon Morrisey, as patron of these musically 

inclined whores. Morrisey's no pervert-insofar as I know-but he's about the only kind I could imagine being into 

what some of those gals were doing with clarinets and trombones and tubas. Yeah, live demonstrates there in the 

windows. Who knows what the hell it was all about? Maybe it was a special commemorative day there in the red 

light district. John Philip Souza Whoredom day. Though I guess that's for marching bands 'eh? Maybe it was one 

particular street we happened onto-musical hooker's street. In any case, I'll never be able to watch a symphonic 

band the same way again. Especially the Zumston high school symphom'c as I am likely to have visions of them 

naked along with the visions of them involved in all kinds of symphonic perversions. 

Anyway, you get the picture, Amsterdam is not noted for its obedience to divine decry. But out where 

Mevrouw van Rietsma lives people are a little more in control of their libidos. And they're rich. Don't get me 

wrong, I'm not try to suggest that those things go hand in hand. Some poor folks are evil, as are some rich ones. 

The point is that to get to Mevrouw van Rietsma's we still have to ride through some Satan zones—yeah, though I 

pedal through the valley of death-like, for example, the heroin districts, not to mention the fact that we pass the 

international museum of sex, a big granite replica of the male genitalia out front. Nice. 

And I should also add here that when we set out for Mevrouw van Rietsma's on this my last evening of 

being a missionary, we're late, as usual. So we're therefore pedaling like madmen-like we are in some kind of iron 

man competition or something. And the thing about me is I'm a sweater. Just die minimal physical exertion and I'm 
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ia a regular 'ol lather. So you can imagine me on this bike pedaling for all I'm worth in the middle of the humidity 

of the Dutch summer. I'm like a damned racehorse. The salty foam is just pouring off me. And, lest you forget, I'm 

in a white shirt and tie of all things. Before we arrive at Mevrouw van Rietsma's said white shirt is diaphonous due 

to the amount of liquid it has soaked up so my undershirt (the notorious garments we Mormons wear, you know-I'd 

rather avoid going into details about 'em, after all are underwear -except to repeat a line &om a bumper sticker 

I once saw in Utah: you think our drinking laws are funny, you should see our underwear) is showing through, not to 

mention my skin. The curly hair on my chest and my nipples all pressed against the wetness like I'm in some kind 

of wet-t-shirt banoom competion for chesty babes. 

I don't like to waste my prayers, you know. Especially I mean when the prayer is of the demanding variety. 

I don't like to ring up God for just any old need. He's got the universe to take care of. Besides, maybe its a little like 

cards; he's only dealt so many open lines for prayer so you gotta be careful when you play one. Nevertheless, as we 

approach van Rietsma's place I'm praying that I might cool off in a hurry. That some kind of miraculous internal air-

conditioning unit might kick in and dry me off speedy-like 'cause I don't want to go in looking like this. Yeah, hello, 

Mevrouw van Rietsma, how do you like my breasts? What, no, I didn't run the four miles to get here. But no 

miracle occiurs; no angel A/C installer shows up to ventilate and dry off this overheated body 'o mine. 

We pull up the long driveway to van Rietsma's place (the lady's got money, no doubt about that In 

Holland you gotta have money just to have a place that does not share walls with three other places, let alone having 

an estate like this one.), me still soaked in my own filth. 

Two female missionaries stand at the door, awaiting our arrival. They are Sister Barker &om Califonua 

and Sister Warren from Utah. Sister Barker is some kind of neo-hippie type with the straight hair and the dresses 

that feature, exclusively, prints drawn fi:om the natural flora and fauna while Sister Warren is some kind of dowa-

home Utah girl. Sister Warren only stands around five-foot or so but what with the hair she's got, she needs several 

feet of clearance to get through most doorways. I mean I don't know what kind of time-warp this gal's stuck in but 

she's got some seriously outta date hair. And it would be one thing if it were just outta date but this hair's gotta be 

expensive to boot The amount of hairspray she must go through! And die technology involved in erecting the 
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elaborate coif must be phenomenal. Hell, she must have a degree in engineering to maintain that skyscraper of a 

head. Keep her away from open flames. Talk about your towering infernos. 

I'm sorry, I'm being a Uttle harsh on Warren, aren't I? And besides those jokes are of a very old variety, no? 

Anyway, we pull up and dismount and the first thing Sister Barker says is, "Elder Fontevrault, do you need 

a towel?" 

Do I need a towel. Yeah, to strangle you with. "I can't help it," I say. "I'm cuned with overactive sweat 

glands." 

"Uh-huh, very cursed," says Sister Wanen. 

My companion. Elder Sugimoto~an Asian American gent from Hawaii, a real stand-up kind of guy-says, 

"Give him a break, will ya?" 

Exactly. Give me a break. I shake my head. If my chest is this bad, I can only imagine the big 'ol cloud of 

damp dank darkness that has formed above my butt-crack. I bet that looks real nice. Nothing like a little bum sweat 

to give a good first impression. 

Elder Sugimoto says, "Aw heck, on the other hand he's going home tomorow. Why should we give him a 

break, right? Elder Fontevrault, did you descend from pigs or something?" 

"Pigs?" I say. "Are pigs notorious sweaters? I don't think that put-down really works. I never saw a pig 

sweat. This sweat of mine is the nectar of the gods. Elder and Sisters." 

They shake their heads at me. 

Here's why the Sister missionaries are with us. See, technically we're not allowed to be alone with 

members of the opposite sex, Mevrouw van Rietsma counting as a member of that there opposite sex. That is, the 

two of us together are not allowed to be alone with someone of die opposite sex. I guess. I mean I don't know all 

these rules like I should. Sugimoto, he's pretty up on them but me I don't know them through and through. I guess a 

lot when it comes to the rules. Because I know a lot of times on my mission I've been with a companion and the two 

of us have been together with, a member of the opposite sex. I think really the reason the Sisters are here is cause 
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this is my last m'ght and they wanna bid me a fond farewell. I mean, not because I'm something special or anything 

but just because a mission returning to the real world is always a big deal. I mean it's something all of us wanna 

spectate so that we can all dream about our own rehim dates. Anyway, the thing is you can see that it is a helluva 

strict routine we missionaries keep up. Because, like I'm saying, itsthe two of us -our companionship. Elder 

Sugimoto and me~together who are not allowed to be alone with a member of the opposite sex, let alone one of us 

being alone with a member of the opposite sex. That's way outta line since we're not even supposed to be alone 

period. We're always together. All the time. 24-7. Except for trips to the bathroom and showering and that kind of 

thing. It can drive you mad, believe you me. Around certain Amsterdam neighborhhoods they think we're of the 

pillow talk set. But, like I said, even though we are adamantly not of that set, I got nothing against it~personally. I 

mean, I know, ofiicially, I should have something against but, me, no, I've nothing against it. Anyway, we're always 

together and sometimes I feel a little violent about it. Hey, I know that's awful but truthfully I sometimes feel like 

taking Elder Sugimoto~or whatever companion I happen to be with at the time~and poking 'im in the eyes or 

something. Some of the good 'ol cartoon violence, you know. I don't know why. I'm generally opposed to violence. 

But when somebody's always lingering around like that and he's always telling the same stories and you're always 

telling the same stories and he's always bothering you with the same old idosyncracies and vice versa-yeah, the vice 

versa, that's it Sometimes you get all confiised and you start to think you're him and he's you. Damn irritating. 

And so you feel like swatting your companion just like you'd swat a pest &om the insect family. Even though I am 

even uncomfortable with that kind of random violence. When I kill a bug I have like a crisis of conscience. I feel 

remorseful something fierce. I mean, poor little bugs with their tiny little seconds-long lives and their little dust-

speck brains. Bugs deserve more compassion. 

I think I'd like to get me a pet bug someday. Friend of the bugs, that's me. 

But, hey, back to my violent feelings towards companions (shamefully I seem to sometimes have more 

compassion for bugs than I do for companions); I better stay clear of Sugimoto, right? I mean he might have some 

of the 'ol martial arts skills running through his veins. He noight all of a sudden go into some kinda genetically 

determined karate kicks. 
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Wait, what the hell am I saying? Come on, come on! Shitsola. Sometimes I wonder what the hell it is I'm 

going on about. It's very difficult for me to control what I say. Sometimes I just start saying things and then later I 

think, what the hell possessed me to say something like that? It's like there's a little man living inside my mouth 

whose daily task is to make my tongue wag in ways it'd rather not wag. He's a usurper of authority this little fellow. 

A little terrorist. He intercepts messages fi:om my brain to my mouth and warps 'em all around, changes them to 

something completely different from what I was really want to say-geurilla warfare with my words. I mean, what 

kindofassami? Going on with the racial stereotypes? I don't believe any of that shit. 

Mevrouw van Rietsma's face is kinda like a skull face. Heck, I know that's not flattering to the 'ol gal but 

it's the truth. Her skin's like the skin of a balloon pulled tight over said skull face. And she has this bright blond hair 

that's ahnost yellow. Hair like that on a woman her age~which I'd estimate at around fifty, maybe sixty-is a bit 

frightening. Especially when it's atop a skull face. 

But she is a cheery and polite woman. For example, she refrains from any rude comments about my sweat-

soiled body. But then, what's she gonna say, right? Say, I hope that second skin 'a sweat you got going there is not 

going to dry and turn into some kind of awfiil stench that will linger in my house for years after you've gone. 

Observations of sweatiness are not, afler all, something one may remark about to someone one barely knows. Even 

here in frank Holland. Wouldn't it be cool though if prolific sweating was a sign of something good. You know 

how people are always making up those things about it being polite to burp and fart in Japan or China or whatever~I 

mean, maybe it's true but it sounds, to me, a little fishy. Anyway, wouldn't it be cool if here in the Netherlands 

sweating was like considered very polite. As if to break into a heavy sweat was to say, I am very comfortable in 

your home. The host saying, thank you so much for sweating. Yes, comrade, you are welcome. May you think of 

me often as you slide about on that one particularly extra greasy stain I've left behind on the cushion of your easy 

chair. 
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But, to get on with it, we sit and exchange talk of the small variety and then, in Dutch, Mevrouw van 

Rietsma says with regards to a pamphlet we've given her, "That picture shows a strong Jesus. I like that Not weak 

and suffering." 

Me, also in Dutch, "Right, a strong Jesus. In fact, I can see that there Jesus without his robe, chest and abs 

ripped, a coupla belts of ammo slung over his shoulder, an assault rifle in one hand. Right on!" 

Elder Sugimoto, "I think what Elder Fontevrault is trying to say is that, well. Well, I'm not all that sure 

what it is he is really trying to say, to be honest with ya." 

Van Rietsma, "Maybe you're comments are metaphorical, Mr. Fontevrault." 

Me, "Elder." 

Van Rietsma, "Right, Elder. Forgive me." 

Me, "Of course. Nothing to be forgiven of. You were saying?" 

Van Rietsma, "Well, maybe you mean the weaponry and musculahire to be a kind of metaphor for spiritual 

strength. An exterior symbol for what's really on the inside." 

Me, "Wow, I should have you around to interpret me all the time. I need an interpreter—" 

-Sister Warren cuts in, "Exactly. Spirintal strength. Mevrouw van Rietsma, what we'd like to tell you 

about is Joseph Smith, another man of great spiritual strength—" 

-Me, cutting back in, "And, I might add, a man of phenomenal physical strength. A real healthy physical 

specimen who liked physical contests. Like Indian leg wrestling, for example. He couldn't get enough of the Indian 

leg wrestling." This business I'm going on about is obviously not a part of the introductory lessons we're supposed 

to be teaching. But wouldn't it be great it were a part of our doctrine. Hey, what is it you guys're up to in those 

temples of yours? Well, sir, Indian leg wrestling. That's right, round-the-clock Indian leg wrestling. Organized 

tournaments and everything. He who Indian leg wrestles the best is highest in the sight of the Lord. I continue, 

"Mevrouw van Rietsma, do you know what Indian leg wrestling is?" 

Van Rietsma, "Fm afiraid not" 
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Me, "Well, maybe Sugimoto-er, Elder Sugimoto and myself could demonstrate. Whatta ya say, 

Sugimoto? Me and you, down on the carpet?" 

Sugimoto, "Elder Fontevrault. I don't think-" 

-Sister Barker cuts in, "Mevrouw van Rietsma, what we really want to tell you about is how Joseph Smith 

was called as a prophet of God." 

Me, "No, wait. I'm not done with the Indian leg wrestling." 

Van Rietsma, "Yes, I do have to admit, the Indian leg wrestling intrigues me a great deal." 

Me, "Exactly. Sugimoto, how 'bout it? No, no, wait. Sister Barker. Yeah, how 'bout you and me down on 

the carpet A battle of the sexes'." 

Sister Warren, a disgusted look on her face, "Elder Fontevrault. Please." 

In anticipation of leg wrestling dear Barker's unshaven hippie legs I attempt to rise from the black leather 

chair I have thus far relaxed in. I mean, of coune Barker's not going to do it. I don't blame her. Hell, she's in a 

dress. I'm just having a little fim here. I want to stand up and spout off as if this were one of those fake wrestling 

shows that are on TV back in the good 'ol US of A. And Canada for that matter. I want to break a break-away chair 

(that just happens to serendipitously appear in my hands when my anger reaches its apex) over Barker's head. 

But here's the thing. I attempt to get from the black leather chair but it's a no go. Yeah, I'm serious. It's a 

no go because I'm stuck to the thing. No kidding. It's like I've sat down in some Venus flytrap chair or something. 

My back, my bum, the back of my legs. I'm stuck at all contact points. What is this? Van Rietsma's house of 

horrors? Maybe its not for nothing that the woman has a skull face. Come into my lair you handsome, sweaty little 

missionary you. 

Sv/eaL Shit. That's it. The damn sweat of my body and the finish of this here chair have had some kinda 

cosmic chemical reaction and have bonded like krazy glue for hell's sake. 

Well, needless to say, I shut up about the Indian leg wrestling. 
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So they go ahead and teach van Rietsma what it is they wanted to teach her. All about Joe Smith and what 

not while I sit in silence and stew. I mean, what kind of fate is this on this here the last night of my beloved mish? 

What kind of curse is being visited upon me and for what sins am I receiving this curse? I guess maybe Heavenly 

Father has had just about enough of my foolishness. My loud laughter. My making light of sacred things. Yes, that 

was it, wasn't it? The whole Indian leg wrestling business. What the hell was I thinking? Indian leg wrestling. 

We're talking about what we Mormons revere as a prophet of God and here I am going on about his Indian leg 

wrestling habits. God wants to mark me now. He wants to mark me to say, hey, stay away from this loser as he will 

him all your sacred things into... into... well, into Indian leg wrestling. Sport. That's it. He'll turn all that's sacred 

into sport. Damned sports, anyway. 

The moment that probably especially did me in was that when I imagined myself and Barker there on the 

floor together, van Rietsma, Wanen, and Sugimoto all staring on like serious fans of the sport, wagering on the 

outcome of the bout. Yes, I have to admit I had a rather explicit vision of the whole thing playing out in my mind. 

Me and Barker on our backs, kicking our legs into the air. Barker's dress falling to her thighs, her Mormon 

underwear exposed but she not noticing because of the intense level at which she planned to compete in that there 

imaginary Indian leg wrestling match. Sure, that was it, wasn't it? That was the moment when Heavenly Father 

said. Show's over there, Fontevnialt. That was the moment he aimed his zapping finger at me and... and... 

And shick a chair to my back? What kind of curse is that? The rest of my life I gotta sit here in van 

Rietsma's living room? Or maybe I am meant to stand, to struggle to my feet, the chair on my back and buttocks and 

legs like the burden of my sin made real, to manage some kind of half-arsed invalid walk the rest of my life, parents 

pointing me out to their kids, saying. You see 'ol Fontevrault there, got a chair stuck to his behind because he made 

jokes about sacred things. Yes, Mommy and Daddy, the kids say, and, they continue, Mommy and Daddy, not only 

was it a chair that was snick to his back, but a full on barca-lounger at that 

Because it's true: this here chair is some kinda reclining lounger thing. I mean, I don't know if it's a barca-

lounger. Hell, I don't even know what a barca-lounger is. The point is, barca-lounger or no barca-lounger, this is 

one big-arse liesure chair I'm stuck to. 
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Elder Sugimoto suddenly says, "Would you like to bear testimony of Joseph Smith, Elder Fontevrualt?" 

Would I what? Hell, I haven't been listening. "Uh, yes. Thank you. Elder Sugimoto. Mevrouw van 

Rietsma, do you know what happened to those who persecuted the prophet Joseph Stnith?" 

Van Rietsma, "No, I'm not sure." 

Me, "They were cursed." 

Van Rietsma, "Really?"-

Elder Sugimoto, cutting in, "Well, Elder Fontevrault, thank you." 

Me, "No, I'm not finished here. Mevrouw van Rietsma, it is important that you realize that those who 

persecuted the prophet Joseph Smith were cursed with the most awfiil of curses. Those who made jokes about him, 

for example. Awful, awful things happened to them." 

Sister Barker jumps in, "Elder Fontevrault. I'm not really sure where you are going with this. Curses are 

not really the way God operates, are they? And the fates of those who persecuted Joseph Smith is not really what 

we should be concerned about, is it? We should be concerned about the positive fhiits of his labor, shouldn't we?" 

Me, "Granted. But listen, Mevrouw van Rietsma, you have got to understand that I know that it is not right 

to take lightly the things of God." What's that I feel? Yes, it's true, my eye sockets are beginning to well up. I'm 

crying. "Mevrouw van Rietsma, you don't know how many times I have regretted taking lightly the things of 

Heavenly Father. You don't know how many times its been like a burden on my back. You don't know how many 

times I have wanted to make sure that I knew where I stood with our Heavenly Father so that I wouldn't be struck 

down, made immobile, unable to canyon." 

Sister Warren, "Elder Fontevrault. Thank you for that testimony. I'm not really sure we have to be afiaid 

of God striking us down"— 

-Van Rietsma cuts in, "No. Yes. Mr. Fontevrault you are oh so right. I can tell that your heart is in the 

right place, young man. Thank you so much for sharing." 
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Van Rietsma gets up and goes to the kitchen for lemonade. Once she's gone, Sugimoto says to me in 

English, "Elder Fontevrault, I've never seen you cry." 

I don't answer him. I got a bloody piece of furniture stuck to my back. 

Sister Barker, "You OK. Elder Fontevrault? Last night blues?" 

"Look," I finally say, "this is a damn emergency." 

Elder Sugimoto, "Your language. I mean, I don't mind it, but, you know, the Sisters here." 

Me, "No, you didn't hear me right. An emergency. Dammit, I'm not kidding." 

So they're all ears suddenly. Me, "I'm stuck here. I'm stuck to this chair." 

Sister Warren, "Stuck to the chair?" 

Elder Sugimoto, "I don't get it." 

I try to sit up and they get the picnire. 

Sister Barker, "How did that happen?" 

Me, "The sweat. The damned sweat. It's like my own sweat has welded me to this thing. How-da-ya like 

that?" 

Sister Warren, "Elder Fontevrault, watch your language." 

Me, "Sister Warren, maybe you didn't hear me. I'm stuck to a chair for hell's sake. I bet you'd be sweating 

up, er, swearing up a blue streak if you were in this situation. I'd be willing to bet that if I stuck you to a barca-

lounger that the granddaddy of'em all might drop &om your mouth; Fu ~" 

-Elder Sugimoto, loudly cutting me off, "OK, OK, Elder Fontevnialt. Whatta ya gonna do?" 

Me, "I gotta think. Give me a moment." I think and I think but nothing's coming to me except the obvious. 

The obvious is the thing I learned fi;om playing basketball. I mean, I think it's what sports teaches you in generaL 

And that is that sometimes you're 'ol body has to just take over. Your body carves out a space for ya here in the 

world and sometimes you just gotta let it carve out a little more space. You gotta let it beat people up-even though 

like I said Fm pretty much not for violence~or throw its weight around or whatever in order for you to exist That's 

the lesson 'a sports: allow your physical presence to ever expand. Territorialize. Push out others who might 
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encroach. Plant your ass into someone and knock 'em over. I always liked those great rebounders like Charles 

Barkley who'd go ahead and bump chumps off the blocks with a subtle yet ever-so-forceful punch of their 

buttoculars. 

I mean, sumo wrestlers must know this, right? Damn sumo wrestling must be the purest sport in the world. 

Its all about territorializing, isn't it? You gotta hand it to those guys; they got some of the freakiest looking hunk-of-

flesh bodies in the free world and yet they aren't ashamed to wear those swaddling g-string things or whatever the 

hell they are. It's because they're saying. Look, this here body occupies a lot of space and its damn well proud of it 

and it will occupy whatever damn space it can gobble up so stand clear-yeah, that means you. You can see the big 

fat breasts and the semi-truck-tire 'a fat that's slung around my waist-outta my damn way! 

But what the hell am I rhapsodizing about? This sports body of mine didn't have much presence, did it? 

Shrunk up in front of a crowd, shrunk down to almost nothing. Couldn't territorialize the space a bug'd take up, 

now, could it? (Bugs again!) 

But in this here situation there's no choice. The opponent: a black leather barca-lounger. Defeat that 

sunavabitch! Don't let 'im hold ya back. I rock forward with all my might and heave myself up from the sticking 

chair. There is a loud tearing noise but I stand all the same, suddenly free of the missionary-eating piece of 

fiuiuture. I says as much; "I'm free." 

Sister Warren, "Oh my." Elder Sugimoto shakes his head. Sister Barker, "Don't turn around. Elder 

Fontevarult Whatever you do, don't turn around." 

Me, "Don't turn around?" 

Sister Warren is covering her eyes while Sugimoto and Barker shake their heads. 

Me, "What?" 

Sugimoto, "Here's the deal. Don't turn around, whatever you do. I mean, to Mevrouw van Rietsma. Don't 

show Mevrouw van Rietsma your back, you got it?" 

I say, "Oh no," and look to the chair as I say this. Yep. I was foolish to think God would let me off that 

easy. Previous to my sitting in the leisure chair it had a nice shiny black leather finish, but now its finish is dull and 
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lustreless or, that is, dull and lustreless in certain spots which form the shape of a human back, bottom, and legs. 

Not to mention the fact that a large chunk of what was the seat of my pants is now stuck to the chair. I reach to my 

ass and feel that, thank goodness, my underwear's still there. Sister Barker, "We should tell her. Its the honest thing 

to do, isn't it?" 

Sugimoto, "No." 

Me, "That's on my back, isn't it? And my legs. All the black shit." 

Sister Warren, "Yep, black. Like a black lizard skin. All over your back, your legs, and bottom." 

"Damn," I say. 

Sister Barker, "Come on. Elder Sugimoto. He's ruined the leather I think." 

Me, "Damn sweat." 

Sugimoto, "No. She'll notice later. She won't think anything of it. She's bound to kick us out if we tell her 

now." 

Me, "Look, I'll tell. I'll own up. I'll confess." 

Sister Warren, "She's gonna see it on your back anyway. She's gonna see the chair." 

Me, "No, I could get out without her knowing. Believe you me. I could back-walk outta this place and 

she'd never be the wiser. But, nevermind, I'll tell. I mean, I'm a man and a man faces up to his mistakes, right?" 

No one bothers answering me. 

Me, "I like confessing. I'm good at confessing. I can confess my ass off if needs be." 

As Mevrouw van Rietsma returns with the lemonade, I sit back down in the chair, hiding the new black 

lizard skin I've acquired. It's pink lemonade that van Rietsma serves. With a little plate of speculaas cookies. 

Everybody mumbles thankses while furtively glancing at me. I got 'em in stispense now. They're in my thrall. 

They're all waiting to see when I'm gonna own up to my sin of being a beast that emits some kmd of deadly 

poisonous sweat that kills leather furniture. Exactly what is it that comes &om those pores of mine, anyway? Some 

kinda venom? Domanatrixes beware: you'll never hold 'oI Fontevrault in any of that leather bondage gear, he'll 
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sweat his way to freedom. Maybe I can bottle this stuff and sell it to the government. Somewhere in the world they 

must have people who are in somekinda cowhide danger. Hey, why limit myself to leather? Get in the lab, do some 

testing. You never know, enough of this stuff in a concentrated enough formula and I might be able to melt down 

vault-steel. Sweat my way to a fortune. 

While I'm figuring out my rags to riches story. Van Rietsma's going on about Joseph Smith. Eventually, 

she gets back around to what was undoubtedly the most stimulating part of our whole presentation here this evening, 

the Indian leg wrestling. 

Right, I'd forgotten about that. The Indian leg wrestling. That which landed me in this predicament in the 

fint place. So exactly what did happen here? Was I cursed, or has this actually nimed out to be some kinda 

blessing. Anyway, Mevrouw van Rietsma says, "So, explain to me exactly how it is this Indian leg wrestling 

works." 

Me, "Well, it's complicated. It's like an arm wrestle except with legs." 

Van Rietsma, "Marvelous. And the Indians, there in America. Do they do a lot of this Indian leg 

wrestling?" 

Me, "I don't know. I don't even know if it really is all that Indian, to tell you the truth. I mean, maybe it is, 

I don't know. Back home-in Canada-I actually live right next to an Indian reservation and, to tell the truth, I never 

once saw any of the Native folks involved in an Indian leg wrestling match. Most of them played basketball. Or 

sometimes they played those hand games-with sticks. But mostly basketball. Some hockey, sure. But mostly 

basketball-like myself. Or they played in rock bands. I remember this one guy. Brent Heavy Rider, damn he was 

some kinda rock 'n roll guitarist. Oh, I'm sorry. Excuse the 'damn' but man could this guy play guitar. He played 

Helter Skelter—you know the Beatles song-and the thing was just blistering. Blow you away. And, well, come to 

think of it, he did have quite long legs. He probably would've made a heckuva leg wrestler. Leg wrestler or no he 

was a great guitar player. And you know...." Blah, blah, blah. I go on and on and on. My friends, in political 

circles this here kind of blabbmg is known as a fiUibuster. See, I'm just talking and talking and talking in order to 

avoid having to get into the big black mark that has been placed on my back, buttocks, etc. 
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Sugimoto and Barker and Warren are involved in a chorus of eye-rolling and surreptitious head-wagging. 

Finally Wanen butts in, "Elder Fontevrault, don't you have something to tell Mevrouw van Rietsma?" 

Me, "Huh?" 

Van Rietsma, "Yes, please. Elder Fontevrault. Continue." 

Me, "Right, right. See-wait, now where was I? This other old Indian I knew. Real solid drummer-" 

-Warren, butting in again, "No, Elder Fontevrualt. You know-something you need to tell Mevrouw van 

Rietsma." Yeah, thanks, good I got you to be a mother for me. 

Me, "What?" 

Van Rietsma, "Something you need to tell me? Please, Elder Fontevrualt, whatever it is you need to tell 

me then I am sure that it is important. Worthwhile." 

Me, "Oh, Mevrouw van Rietsma, well. Look," suddenly I switch to English, "this aim pretty." 

Mevrouw van Rietsma, also switching to English, "I'm sorry?" 

Me, continuing in English, "Oh you speak English?" 

Van Rietsma, "Yes, of course." 

Me, "Uh, well. How much do you value this here chair I'm sitting on?" 

Van Rietsma, "Giair? Why? Do you need it, for charity? By all means, please." 

Me, "No. Well." I decide to forego explanations. I just go ahead and stand and turn around so that the my 

whole black back is in full view of van Rietsma, not to mention the patch of only-underwear bum space that has 

been revealed. Barker closes her eyes, Sugimoto pulls on his lip. Warren looks out a nearby window as if casing the 

place for somekinda escape route. 

As I tum back around to face her. Van Rietsma gasps. She stands and comes towards me and I get set to 

sock the 'ol gal in the kisser. I mean, yeah, if it comes to that. I know I'm a missionary of God and all that, but, hey, 

I can only restrain so much. Territorialize, right? Box-out! Swing that ass around and box-out! Yep, should van 

Rietsma perpetrate any kind of assault then, bam! she's gonna get it. I don't care what the damn chair is worth. 
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But van Rietsma hugs me. Yeah, no kidding, she takes me in her arms and and holds me tight. She smells 

like lilac, or honeysuckle. Or some such thing. What do I know about the way people smell except for the stench of 

locker rooms. That kinda thing I could pick out a mile away, but floral scents, what do I know? But, anyway, she 

holds me and she says, "Don't worry. Poor Elder Fontevrault Oh, your poor clothing. Do you have extra clothes? 

I'll replace them." 

All this is of course very kind on her part but the thing is this is the first time I've been within such close 

proximity with someone of the opposite sex in, well, in two whole bloody years. I mean I know van Reitsma is 

some nch Dutch hag with a face like a skull and bright yellow hair but tell that to my hormones. I got nothing to do 

with it. There's an evil little fellow living in my mouth who messes up what I say and there's an evil little fellow 

living in my hormones-hell, a whole gang'a evil little fellows, troops of'em~who mess up my way of appreciating 

those of the gentler sex. As they were once known, that is. But, hey, I guess this is nothing new, is it? I mean, all 

those of us of the rougher sex know what I'm talking about here, don't we guys? 

But then again I've heard tell that women have just as much hormonal geurilla warfare going on their 

bodies as well. But, hey, that I would not know about. It's all conjecture. 

The important thing is I am forced to wriggle outta van Rietsma's compassionate hug so as to prevent her 

&om discovering any of the less than discrete signs of my hormones awakening &om their two year slumber. A 

certain part of my body, which shall remain nameless, is saying, Yippee-kai-yay, ride 'em cowboy. 

So I extricate myself from the hug with a litde more force than is necessary and fall back onto... Wait, I 

miss the chair and land instead on the glass table covered in magazines that was next to the chair. For a moment I 

dunk the thing's going to explode. Shrapnels of glass putting everybody's eyes out. But it withstands my weight 

until I am able to roll &om off the diing, doing somekinda backwards somersault or something, a shower of 

magazines coming down upon me. I swear this whole thing is somekinda conspiracy of my thuggish hormones. 

Some kind of taunting. Cause I end up covered in a thousand images of a thousand beautiful women from what 

seems like innumberable fashion magazines. They're all leering at me. Particularly troublesome to me is a 
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photograph of a buncha naked models whose arms and legs are contorted so as to cover all the 'ol erogeneous zones. 

Beneath them it says, "We'd Rather Go Naked than Wear Fur." 

Good for you gals. How'd ya like to wear the black leather finish &om a barca-lounger. 

"Oh you poor, poor man," says van Rietsma. 


