in relation to pedagogues and schoolboys
in the face of half-witted wise guys
with reference to deep or high-level beings
with regard to the leading writers of contemporary national literature, and the most polished, structured, and rigid representatives of
the world of criticism
in the face of schoolgirls
in relation to the mature, and to men of the world
in interdependence with men of fashion, dandies, narcissists,
aesthetes, haughty spirits, and men about town
with regard to those experienced in life
in bondage to cultural aunts
in relation to urban citizens
in the face of the country citizenry
with reference to petty physicians in the provinces, engineers and
civil servants of narrow horizons
with reference to high-level civil servants, physicians and lawyers
of wide horizons
in relation to ancestral and other kinds of aristocracy
in the face of the rabble.
It's also possible, however, that my work was conceived out of
torment from associating with an actual person, for example, with
the distinctly repulsive Mr. XY, or with Mr. Z, whom I hold in
utmost contempt, and NN, who bores and wearies me—oh, the
terrible torment of associating with them! And—it's possible—that
the motive and goal for writing this book is solely to show these
gentlemen my disdain for them, to agitate, irritate, and enrage them,
and to get them out of my way. In this case the motive would seem to
be clear-cut, personal, and aimed at the individual.
But perhaps my work came from imitating masterworks?
From inability to create a normal work?
From dreams?
From complexes?

Preface to "The Child Runs Deep in Filibert"

197

I BOUGHT A LITTLE CITY

So I bought a little city (it was Galveston, Texas) and told
everybody that nobody had to move, we were going to do it just
gradually, very relaxed, no big changes overnight, They were
pleased and suspicious. 1 walked down to the harbor where there
were cotton warehouses and fish markets and all sorts of
installations having to do with the spread of petroleum
throughout the Free World, and I thought, A few apple trees here
might be nice. Then 1 walked out on this broad boulevard which
has all these tall thick palm trees maybe forty feet high in the
center and oleanders on both sides, it runs for blocks and blocks
and ends up opening up to the broad Gulf of Mexico—stately
homes on both sides and a big Catholic church that looks more
like a mosque and the Bishop's Palace and a handsome red brick
affair where the Shriners meet. 1 thought, What a nice little city,
it suits me fine.
It suited me fine so 1 started to change it. But softly, softly, f
asked some folks to move out of a whole city block on I Street,
and then I tore down their houses. I put the people into the
Galvez Hotel, which is the nicest hotel in town, right on the
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seawall, and I made sure that every room had a beautiful view
Those people had wanted to stay at the Galvez Hotel all their
lives and never had a chance before because they didn't have the
money. They were delighted. I tore down their houses and made
that empty block a park. We planted it all to hell and put some
nice green iron benches in it and a little fountain—-all standard
stuff, we didn't try to be imaginative.
I was pleased. All the people who lived in the four blocks
surrounding the empty block had something they hadn't had
before, a park. They could sit in it, and like that. I went and
watched them sitting in it. There was already a black man there
playing bongo drums. I hate bongo drums. I started to tell him to
stop playing those goddamn bongo drums but then I said to
myself, No, that's not right. You got to let him play his goddamn
bongo drums if he feels like it, it's part of the misery of
democracy, to which I subscribe. Then I started thinking about
new housing for the people I had displaced, they couldn't stay in
that fancy hotel forever.
But I didn't have any ideas about new housing, except that it
shouldn't be too imaginative. So I got to talking to one of these
people, one of the ones we had moved out, guy by the name of
Bill Caulfield who worked in a wholesale-tobacco place down on
Mechanic Street.
"So what kind of a place would you like to live in?" I asked him.
"Well, "he said, "not too big."
"Uh-huh."
"Maybe with a veranda around three sides," he said, "so we
could sit on it and look out. A screened porch, maybe."
"Whatcha going to look out at?"
"Maybe some trees and, you know, the lawn."
"So you want some ground around the house."
"That would be nice, yeah."
"'Bout how much ground are you thinking of?"
"Well, not too much."
"You see, the problem is, there's only x amount of ground and
everybody's going to want to have it to look at and at the same
time they don't want to be staring at the neighbors. Private
looking, that's the thing."
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"Well, yes," he said. "I'd like it to be kind of private."
"Well," I said, "get a pencil and let's see what we can work out."
We started with what there was going to be to look at, which
was damned difficult. Because when you look you don't want to
be able to look at just one thing, you want to be able to shift your
gaze. You need to be able to look at at least three things, maybe
four. Bill Caulfield solved the problem. He showed me a box. I
opened it up and inside was a jigsaw puzzle with a picture of the
Mona Lisa on it.
"Lookee here," he said. "If each piece of ground was like a piece
of this-here puzzle, and the tree line on each piece of property
followed the outline of a piece of the puzzle—well, there you
have it, QED and that's all she wrote."
"Fine," I said. "Where are the folk going to park their cars?"
"In the vast underground parking facility," he said.
"OK, but how does each householder gain access to his
household?"
"The tree lines are double and shade beautifully paved walkways possibly bordered with begonias," he said.
"A lurkway for potential muggists and rapers," I pointed out.
"There won't be any such," Caulfield said, "because you've
bought our whole city and won't allow that class of person to
hang out here no more."
That was right. I had bought the whole city and could probably
do that. I had forgotten.
"Well," I said finally, "let's give 'er a try. The only thing I don't
like about it is that it seems a little imaginative."
We did and it didn't work out badly. There was only one
complaint. A man named A. G Bartie came to see me.
"Listen," he saidr his eyes either gleaming or burning, I couldn't
tell which, it was a cloudy day, "I feel like I'm living in this
gigantic jiveass jigsaw puzzle."
He was right. Seen from the air, he was living in the middle of
a titanic reproduction of the Mona Lisa, too, but I thought it best
not to mention that. We allowed him to square off his property
into a standard 60 X 100 foot lot and later some other people did
that too—some people just like rectangles, I guess. I must say it
improved the concept. You run across an occasional rectangle in
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Shady Oaks (we didn't want to call the development anything too
imaginative) and it surprises you. That's nice.
I said to myself:.
Got a little city
Ain't it pretty
By now I had exercised my proprietorship so lightly and if I do say
so myself tactfully that I wondered if I was enjoying myself
enough (and I had paid a heavy penny too—near to half my
fortune). So I went out on the streets then and shot six thousand
dogs. This gave me great satisfaction and you have no idea how
wonderfully it improved the city for the better. This left us with a
dog population of 165,000, as opposed to a human population of
something like 89,000. Then I went down to the Galveston News,
the morning paper, and wrote an editorial denouncing myself as
the vilest creature the good God had ever placed upon the earth,
and were we, the citizens of this fine community, who were after
all free Americans of whatever race or creed, going to sit still
while one man, one man, if indeed so vile a critter could be so
called, etc. etc.? I gave it to the city desk and told them I wanted
it on the front page in fourteen-point type, boxed. 1 did this just
in case they might have hesitated to do it themselves, and because
I'd seen that Orson Welles picture where the guy writes a nasty
notice about his own wife's terrible singing, which I always
thought was pretty decent of him, from some points of view.
A man whose dog I'd shot came to see me.
"You shot Butch," he said.
"Butch? Which one was Butch?"
"One brown ear and one white ear," he said. "Very friendly."
"Mister," I said, "I've just shot six thousand dogs, and you
expect me to remember Butch?"
"Butch was all Nancy and me had," he said. "We never had no
children."
"Well, I'm sorry about that," I said, "but I own this city."
"I know that, "he said.
"I am the sole owner and I make all the rules."
'They told me," he said.
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"I'm sorry about Butch but he got in the way of the big
campaign. You ought to have had him on a leash."
"I don't deny it," he said.
"You ought to have had him inside the house."
"He was just a poor animal that had to go out sometimes."
"And mess up the streets something awfiil?"
"Well," he said, "it's a problem. I just wanted to tell you how I
feel."
"You didn't tell me," I said. "How do you feel?"
"I feel like busttn' your head," he said, and showed me a short
length of pipe he had brought along for the purpose.
"But of course if you do that you're going to get your ass in a lot
of trouble," I said.
"I realize that."
"It would make you feel better, but then I own the jail and the
judge and the po-lice and the local chapter of the American Civil
Liberties Union. All mine. I could hit you with a writ of
mandamus."
"You wouldn't do that."
"I've been known to do worse."
"You're a black-hearted man," he said. "I guess that's it You'll
roast in Hell in the eternal flames and there will be no mercy or
cooling drafts from any quarter."
He went away happy with this explanation. I was happy to be a
black-hearted man in his mind if that would satisfy the issue
between us because that was a bad-looking piece of pipe he had
there and I was still six thousand dogs ahead of the game, in a
sense. So I owned this little city which was very, very pretty and I
couldn't think of any more new innovations just then or none that
wouldn't get me punctuated like the late Huey P. Long, former
governor of Louisiana. The thing is, I had fallen in love with Sam
Hong's wife. I had wandered into this store on Tremont Street
where they sold Oriental novelties, paper lanterns, and cheap
china and bamboo birdcages and wicker footstools and all that
kind of thing. She was smaller than I was and I thought I had
never seen that much goodness in a woman's face before. It was
hard to credit. It was the best face I'd ever seen.
"I can't do that," she said, "because I am married to Sam."
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"Sam?"
She pointed over to the cash register where there was a
Chinese man, young and intelligent-looking and pouring that
intelligent look at me with considered unfriendliness.
"Well, that's dismal news," I said. 'Tell me, do you love me?"
"A little bit," she said, "but Sam is wise and kind and we have
one and one-third lovely children."
She didn't look pregnant but I congratulated her anyhow, and
then went out on the street and found a cop and sent him down to
H Street to get me a bucket of Colonel Sanders' Kentucky Fried
Chicken, extra crispy. I did that just out of meanness. He was
humiliated but he had no choice. I thought:

Sam Hong's wife, and probably always will. It's like having a
tooth pulled. For a year. The same tooth. That's a sample of His
imagination. It's powerful.
So what happened? What happened was that I took the other
half of my fortune and went to Galena Park, Texas, and lived
inconspicuously there, and when they asked me to run for the
school board I said No, I don't have any children.

I own a little city
Awful pretty
Can't help people
Can hurt them though
Shoot their dogs
Mess 'em up
Be imaginative
Plant trees
Best to leave 'em alone?
Who decides?
Sam's wife is Sam's wife and coveting
Is not nice.
So I ate the Colonel Sanders' Kentucky Fried Chicken, extra
crispy, and sold Galveston, Texas, back to the interests. I took a
bath on that deal, there's no denying it, but I learned something—don't play God. A lot of other people already knew that,
but I have never doubted for a minute that a lot of other people
are smarter than me, and figure things out quicker, and have grace
and statistical norms on their side. Probably I went wrong by
being too imaginative, although really I was guarding against
that. I did very little, I was fairly restrained. God does a lot worse
things, every day, in one little family, any family, than I did in
that whole city. But He's got a better imagination than I do. For
instance, I still covet Sam Hong's wife. That's torment. Still covet
300
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Budded deep in the grass, near the path up to the first guest cabin,
lies a wrought-iron poker. It is long and slender with an intricately
worked handle, and it is orange wilh rust. It lies shadowed, not by
h:ccs, but by the grass that has grown up wildly around it. I put it
there.

The Magic Paker

I wander the island, inventing it. I make a sun for it, and trees pines and birch and dogwood and firs - and cause the water to lap
the pebbles of its abandoned shores. This, and more: I deposit
shadows and dampness, spin webs, and scatter ruins. Yes: ruins. A
mansion and guest cabins and boat houses and docks. Terraces, too,
and bath houses and even an observation tower. All gutted and
window-busted and autographed and shat upon. I impose a hot midday silence, a profound and heavy stillness. But anything can happen.

This small and secretive bay, here just below what was once the
caretaker's cabin and not far from the main boat house, probably
once possessed its own system of docks, built out to protect boats
from the big rocks along the shore. At least the refuse - the long
bony planks of grey lumber heaped up at one end of the bay ~
would suggest that. But aside from the planks, the bay is now only a
bay, shallow, floored with rocks and cans and bottles. Schools of
silver fish, thin as fingernails, fog the bottom, and drogonflies dart
and hover over its placid surface. The harsh snarl of the boat motor for indeed a boat has been approaching, coming in off the lake into
this small bay - breaks of! abruptly, as the boat carves a long gentle
v arc through die bay, and slides, scraping bottom, towards a shallow
': pebbly corner. There are two girls in the boat.

The caretaker's son, left behind when the island was deserted,
crouches naked in the brambly fringe of the forest overlooking the
bay. He watches, scratching himself, as the boat scrapes to a stop
and the girls stand - then he scampers through the trees and bushes
to the guest cabin.

The girl standing forward - fashionbook-trim in tight gold pants,
ruffled blouse, silk neckscarf - hesitates, makes one false start, then
jumps from the boat, her sandaled heel catching the water's edge.
She utters a short irritable cry, hops up on a rock, stumbles, lands
finally in dry weeds on the other side. She turns her heel up and
frowns down over her shoulder at it. Tiny muscles in front of her
ears tense and ripple. She brushes anxiously at a thick black fly in
front of her face, and asks peevishly: 'What do I do now, Karen?'

I arrange (he guest cabin. I rot the porch and tatter the screen door
and infest the walls. I tear out the light switches, gut the matrre.sscs.
smash the windows, and shit on the bathroom floor. I rust the pipes,
kick in the papered walls, unhinge doors. Realiy, there's nothing to it.
In fact, it's a pleasure.

Once, earlier in this ngc, a family with great wealth purchased this
entire island, here up on the border, and built on it ail these houses,
these cabins and the mansion up there on the promontory, and the
boat house, docks, bath houses, observation tower. They tamed the
island some, seeded lawn grass, contrived their own sewage system
with indoor appurtenances* generated electricity for the rooms inside •
and for the Japanese lanterns and postlamps without, and they came |
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up here from time to rime in the summers. They used to maintain a
caretaker on the island year round, housed him in the cabin by the
boat house, but then the patriarch of the family died, and the rest
had other things to do. They stopped coming to the island and forgot
about caretaking.

The one in gold pants watches as the girl still in the boat switches
the motor into neutral and upends it, picks up a yellowish-grey rope
from the bottom, and tosses it ashore to her. She reaches for it
straight-armed, then shies from it, letting it fall to the ground. She
takes it up with two fingers and a thumb and holds it out in front of
her. The other girl, Karen (she wears a light yellow dress with a beige
cardigan over it), pushes a toolkit under a seat, gazes thoughtfully
about the boat, then jumps out. Her canvas shoes splash in ihc
water's edge, but she pays no notice. She takes the rope from the
girl in gold pants, loops it around a birch near the shore, smiles
warmly, and then, with a nod, leads the way up the path.

At the main house, the mansion, there is a kind of veranda or terrace,
a balcony of sorts, high out on the promontory, offering a spectacular
view of the lake with its wide interconnecting expanses of blue and
its many islands. Poised there now, gazing thoughtfully out on that
view, is a tall slender man, dressed in slacks, white turtlcncck shirt,
and navy-blue jacket, smoking a pipe, leaning against the stone parapet, this he heard a boat come to the island? He is unsure. 'I he sound
of the motor seemed to diminish, to grow more distant, before it
stopped. Yet, on water, especially around islands, one can never trust
what he hears.

Also this, then: the mansion with its many rooms, its debris, its fireplaces and wasps* nests, its musty basement, its grand hexagonal
loggia and bright red doors. Though the two girls wil! not come here
for a while - first, they have the guest cabin to explore, the poker to
find -1 have been busy. In the loggia, 1 have placed a green piano,;!
have pulled out its wipes, chipped and.yellowed its ivory keys, and
cracked its green paint, J am nothing if not thorough, a real stickle*
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for detail. I have dismembered the piano's pedals and dropped an old
boot in its body (this, too, I've designed: it is horizontal and harpshaped). The broken wires hang like rusted hairs.

The caretaker's son watches for their approach through a shattered
window of the guest cabin. He is stout and hairy, muscular, dark,
with short bowed legs and a rounded spiny back. The hair on his
head is long, anil a thin young beard sprouts on his chin and upper
lip. His genitals hang thick and heavy and his buttocks are shaggy.
His small eyes dart to and fro: where are they?

In the bay, the sun's light has been constant and oppressive;-along
• he path, it is mottled and varied. liven in this variety, though, these
is a kind of monotony, a determined patterning that wants a good
wind. Through these patterns move the two girls, Karen long-striding
with soft steps and expectant smile, the other girl hurrying behind,
halting, hurrying again, slapping her arms, her legs, the back of her
neck, cursing plaintively. Each time she passes between two trees, the
girl in pants stops, claws the space with her hands, runs through, but
spidcrwebs keep diving and tangling into her hair just the same, f.

Between two trees on the path, a large spider - black with a red heart
on its abdomen - weaves an intricate web. The girl stops short, terrified. Nimbly, the shiny black creature woiks, as though spelling out
gome terrible message for her alone. How did Karen pass through
here without brushing intw it? The girl takes a step backward, holding her hands to her face. Which way around? To the left it is dark,
to the right sunny: she chooses the sunny side and there, not far
from the p;u|if comes upon a wrought-iron poker, long and slender
with an intricately worked handle. Stic bends low, her golden haunches gleaming over the grass: how beautiful it Isl On a strange impulse, she kisses it - roopl before her stands a tall slender man,
handsome, dressed In dark slacks, white turtleneck shirt, and jacket,
smoking a pipe. He smiles down at her. Thank you.' he says, and
takes her band;
.
'
;
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Karen is some distance in front, almost out pf sight, when the other
girl discovers, bedded in the grass, a wrought-iron poker. Orange
with rust, it is long and slender with an elaborate handle. She
crouches to examine it, her haunches curving golden above the bluegreen grass, her long black hair drifting lightly down over her small
shoulders and wafting in front of her fineboned face. 'OhI' she says
softly. 'How strangel How beautiful!' Squeamishly, she touches it,
grips it, picks it up. turns it over. Not so rusty on the underside - but
bugsl millions of theml She drops the thing, shudders, stands, wipes
her hand several times on her pants, shudders again. A few steps
away, she pauses, glances back, then around at everything about
her, concentrating, memorizing the place probably. She hurries on up
the path and sees her sister already at the first guest cabin.

The girl in gold pants? yes. The other one, Karen? also. In fact,
they are sisters. I have brought two sisters to tills invented island,
and shall, in time, send them home again. 1 have dressed them and
may well choose to undress them. I have given one three marriages,
the other none at all, nor is that the end of my beneficence and
cruelty. It might even be argued that I have invented their common
parents. No, I have not. We have options that may, 1 admit, seem
strangely limited to some ...

She crouches, haunches flexing golden above the bluegrecn grass, and
kisses the strange poker, kisses its handle and its long rusted shaft.
Nothing. Only a harsh unpleasant taste. I am a fool, she think*, a
silly romantic fool. Yet why else has she been diverted to this small
meadow? She kisses the tip - POOP! Thank you,' he says, smiling
down at her. He bows to kiss her cheek and take her hand.

The guest cabin is built of rough-hewn logs, hardly the fruit of
necessity, given the funds at hand, but probably it was thought
fashionable; proof of traffic with other cultures is adequately, pro*
yia>4 by its gabled roof and log columns. It is here, on the shaded
porch, where Karen Js standing, voting tot her fitter. Karen wave*
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when she sees her, ducking down there along the path; then she
turns and enters the cabin through the broken front door.

He knows that one. He's been there before. ne crouches inside the
door, his hairy body tense. She enters, staring straight at him. He.
grunts. She smiles, backing away. 'KarenI' His small eyes dart to
the doorway, and he shrinks hack into the shadows.

Shu kisses ihc rusted iron poker, kisses its ornate handle, its long
rusted shaft, kitties the up. Nothing happens. Only a rotten jtasic in
her imnuh. Something is wrung. ' K a r e n I '

'Kurcnl' ihc jfirj in pants calls from outside t|1c g ucst cabin. 'Karen,
I just found the most beautiful thing!"ihc second step of the porch
is rotted away. She hops over it onto the porch, drags open the
tattered screw} door. 'Karen, I - oJj. good God/ look what they've
dune lo this house! ]ust loofcJ' Karen, about to enter the kitchen,
turns back, smiling, as her sister surveys i nc room: "fl,e walls ali
smashed in, even the plugs in the wall and the light switches pulled
out I Think of jt, Karcnl They even had electricityl Out here on this
island, so far from everything civilized I And. sec, what beautiful
paper they hail on the walls! And now just look at it! it's so - oh!
what a dreadful beautiful beastly thing all at once!'

But where is the caretaker's son? I don't know. He was here, shrinking into the shadows, when Karen's sister entered. Yet, though she
analogues ilu* room's disrepair, there is no mention of the carelaker's son, This is awkward. Didn't I invent him myself, along with
the girl* and the man in the turtlencck shirt? Didn't 1 round his back
and »tuiu hi* Iqjii and cause (he hair to hang between his buttocks?
I don't know,;:Jhc girls, yes, and the lull nian in (ne 5ftirt _ ,o be
sure, he'* one of the first of my inventions. But the caretaker's son?
To tell the uuih, I sometimes wonder if k Wa8 not he who invented
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The caretaker's son, genitals hanging hard and heavy, eyes aglitter,
shrinks back into the jjhadows as the girl approaches, and then goes
bounding silently intcT&ie empty rooms. Behind an unhinged door,
'he peeks stealthily at the declaiming girl in gold pants, then slips,
almost instinctively, into the bathroom to hide. It was here, after all,
where first they met.

Karen passes quietly through the house, as though familiar with it.
In the kitchen, she picks up a chipped blue teakettle, peers inside.
All rust. She thumps it, the sound is dull. She sets it on a bench in
the sunlight. On all sides, there are broken things; rubble really.
Windows gape, shards of glass in the edges pointing out the middle
spaces. The mattresses on the floors have been slashed with knives.
What little there is of wood is warped. The girl in the tight gold
pants and silk neckscarf moves, chattering, in and out of rooms. She
opens a white door, steps, into a bathroom, steps quickly out again.
'Judas God!' she gasps, clearly horrified. Karen turns, eyebrows
raised in concern. 'Don't go in there, Karenl Don't go In there!'
She clutches one hand to her ruffled blouse. 'About a hundred million
people have gone to the bathroom in there!' Exiting the bathroom
behind her, a lone fly swims lazily past her elbow into the close warm
air of the kitchen. It circles over a cracked table - the table bearing
newspapers, shreds of wallpaper, tin cans, a stiff black washcloth then settles on a counter near a rusted pipeless sink. It chafes its rear
legs, walks past the blue teakettle's shadow into a band of pure sunlight stretched out along the counter, and sits there.

The tall man stands, one foot up on the stone parapet, gazing out on
the blue sunlit lake, drawing meditatively on his pipe. He has been
deeply moved by the desolation of the island. And yet, it is only the
desolation of artifact, is it not, the ruin of man's civilized arrogance,
nature reclaiming her own. Even the wilful mutilations: a kind of
instinctive response to the futile artifices of imposed order, after all.
But such reasoning does not appease him. Leaning against his, raised
knee, staring out upon the vast wilderness, hoping indeed he has
heard a boat come here, he puffs vigorously on bis pipe am} iafflrnis
reason, man, order. Are we merely blind brutes loosed in a system of
;•!
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mindless energy, impotent, misdirected, and insolent? 'No,' he says
aloud,'we are not.'
o1

She peeks into, the bathroom; yes. he is in there, crouching obscurely,
shaggily, but eyes aglitter. behind the stool. She hears his urgent
grunt and smiles. 'Oh. Karenl' cries the other girl from the rear of
the house. 'It's so very sad!' Hastily, Karen steps out into the hallway, eases the bathroom door shut, her heart pounding.
:

I'- 1 '
'Oh, Karen, it's so very sadl' That's the girl in the gold pants again,
of course. Np>y she is gazing out a window. At: high weeds and
grass crowding young birches, red rattan chair with the seat smashed
out, backdrop of grey-trunked pines. She is thinking of her three
wrecked marriages, her affairs, and her desolation of spirit. The
broken rattan^ chair somehow communicates to her a sensation of
real physical pain. Where have all the Princes gone? she wonders. 'I
mean, it's not the ones who stole the things, you know, the scavengers. I've-seen people in Paris and Mexico and Algiers, lots of places,
scooping rotten oranges and fishheads out of the heaped-up gutters
and eating them, and I didn't blame them. I didn't disfike them, I
felt sorry for them. I even felt sorry for them if they were just doing it
to be stealing something, to get something for nothing, even if they
weren't hungry or anything. But it isn't the people who look for
things they wqnt or need or even don't need and take them, it's the
people who just destroy, destroy because - Godl because they just
want, to destroy! Lustl That's all. Karenl See? Somebody just went
around these rooms driving his fist in the walls because he had to
hurt, it didn't matter who or what, or maybe he kicked them with
his feet, and bashed the windows and ripped the curtains and then
went to the bathroom on it all! Oh my Godl Why? Why would anybody want to do that?' The window in front of Karen (she has long
since turned her back) is. but for one panel, still whole. In the excepted panel, the rupture in the glass is now spanned by a spiderweb
more intricate than a butterfly's wing, than a system of stars, its
silver paths seeming to imitate or perhaps merely to extend the delicate tracery of the fractured glass still surrounding the hole. It is
a new web, foe nothing has entered it yet to alter its original con-
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struction. Karen's hand reaches toward it, but then withdraws.
'Karen, let's get out of herel'

The giils have gone. The caretaker's son bounds about the guest
cabin, holding himself with one hand, smashing walls and busting
windows with the other, grunting happily as he goes. He leaps up
onto the kitchen counter, watches the two girls from the window, as
they wind their way up to the main mansion, then squats joyfully
over the blue teakettle, depositing ... a love letter.so to speak.

A love letter! Wait a minute, this is getting out of hand) What
happened to that poker, I was doing much better with the poker, I
had something going there, archetypal and even maybe beautiful, a
blend of eros and wisdom, sex and sensibility, music and myth. But
what am 1 going to do with shit in a rusty teakettle? No, no, there's
nothing to be gained by burdening our fabrications with impieties.
Enough that the skin of the world is littered with our contentious
artifice, lepered with the stigmata of human aggression and despair,
without suffering our songs to be flatted by savagery. Dack to the
poker.

'Thank you,' he says, smiling down at her, her haunches gleaming
golden over the shadowed grass. 'But, tell me, how did you know to
kiss it? 1 'Call it woman's intuition,' she replies, laughing lightly, and
rises with an appreciative glance. 'But the neglected state that it was
in, it must have tasted simply dreadful/ he apologizes, and kisses her
gently on the cheek. 'What momentary bitterness I might have suffered,' she responds, 'has been more than indemnified by the sweetness of your disenchantment.' 'My disenchantment? Oh no, my dear,
there are no disenchantments, merely progressions and styles of possession. To exist is to be spell-bound.' She collapses, marvelling, at
his feet.

Karen, alone on the path to the mansion, pauses. Where is her sister?
Has, something distracted her? Has she strayed? Perhaps she has
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gone on ahead. Well, it hardly matters, what can happen on a desolate island? they'll meet soon enough at the mansion. In fact, Karen
isn't even thinking about her sister, she's staring silently, entranced,
at a small green snake, stretched across the path. Is it dozing? Or
simply unafraid? Maybe it's never seen a real person before, or!
doesn't know what people can do. It's possible: few people come here
now, and it looks like a very young snake. Slender, wriggly, green,
and shiny. No, probably it's asleep. Smiling. Karen leaves the path,
circling away from the snake so us not to disturb it. To the right of
the path is a small clearing and the sun is hot there; to the left it is
cool and shadowed in the gathering forest. Karen moves that way. in
under the trees, picking the flowers that grow wildly here. Her cardigan catches on brambles and birch seedlings, so she pulls it oil, tosses !
it loosely over her shoulder, hooked on one linger. She hears, not far
away, a sound not unlike soft footfalls. Curious, she wanders that
way to see who or what it is.

The path up to (he main house, the mansion, is not even mottled, the
sun docs not reach back here at all, it is dark and damp-smelling, an
ambience of mushrooms and crickets and fin eery rustles and dead
brown leaves never quite dry, or so it might seem to the girl in gold
pants, were she to come this way. Where is she? His small eyes dart
to and fro. Here, beside the path, trees have collapsed and rotted,
seedlings and underbrush have sprung up, and lichens have crept
softly over all surfaces, alive and dead. Strange creatures abide here.
o

o

'Call it woman's intuition.' she says with a light laugh. He appraises
her fmcboncd features, her delicate hands, her soft maidenly breasts
under the milled blouse, her firm haunches gleaming golden over the
shadowed grass. He pulls her gently to her feet, kisses her check.
'You ore enchantingly beautiful, my dear!' he whispers. 'Wouldn't
you like to lie with me here awhile?' 'Of course,' she replies, and
kisses his check in return, 'but these pants arc an awful bother to
remove, and my sister awaits us. Cornel Let us go up to the
mansion)'

24

PRICK80NG8 AND DB8CANT8

TUG MAGIC POKER

A small green snake lies motionless across the path. The girl approaching does not see it, sees only the insects flicking damply, the
girl in tight pants which are still golden here in the deep shadows.
Her hand flutters ceaselessly before her face, it was surely the bugs
that drove these people away from here finally, 'Karen, is this the
right way?', and she very nearly walks right on the snake, which has
perhaps been dozing, but which now switches with,a frantic whip of
its shiny green tail off into the damp leaves. The girl starts at the
sudden whirring shush at her feet, spins around clutching her hands
to her upper arms, expecting the worst, but though staring wide-eyed
at the sound, she can see nothing. Why did she ever let her sister talk
her into coming here? 'Karen!' She runs, ignoring the webs now, right
through all the gnats and flies, on up the path, crying out her sister's
name.

shoulder. She looks a little simple, not his type really, but then dissimilar organisms can, at times, enjoy mutually advantageous partnerships, can they not? He knocks the ashes from his pipe and refills
the bowl.

The caretaker's son, poised gingerly on a moss-covered rock, pecking
through the thick branches, watches the girl come up the path. Karen
watches the caretaker's son. From the rear, his prominent feature is
his back, broad and rounded, humped almost, where tufts of dark
hair sprout randomly. His head is just a small hairy lump beyond
the mound of heavy back. His arms are as long as his legs are short,
and the elbows, like the knees, turn outwards. Thick hair grows between his buttocks and down his thighs. Smiling, she picks up a
pebble to toss at him, but then she hears her sister call her name.
o

Leaning against his raised knee, smoking his pipe, the tall man on
the parapet stares out on the wilderness, contemplating the island's
ruin. Trees have collapsed upon one another, and vast areas of the
island, once cleared and no doubt the stage for garden parties famous
for miles around, are now virtually impassable. Brambles and bunchberries grow wildly amid saxifrage and shinlcaf, and everything in
sight is mottled with moss. Lichens; the symbiotic union, he recalls,
of fungi and algae. He smiles and at the same moment, as though it
has been brought into being by his smile, hears a voice on the garden
path. A girl. How charming, he's to have company, after all I At least
two, for he heard the voice on the path behind the mansion, uiul below him, slipping surefootedly through the trees and bushes, moves
another creature in a yellow dress, carrying a beige sweater over her
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At times, I forget that this arrangement is my own invention. I begin I
to think of the island as somehow real, its objects solid and intrac- /
table, its condition of ruin not so much an aesthetic design as an historical denouement. I fi n j mysc if pccrjng mto blue teakettles, batting
at spiderwebs. and contemplating a greenish-grey growth on the side
of a stone parapet. I \vonder if others might wander here withoiU my
knowing it; I wonder if [ might dj c and ihe teakettle remain. T have
brought two sisters to this invented island.' I say. This is no extravagance.Jt is indeed 1 who burdens them with curiosity and history,
(appetite and rhetoric, ]f they have names and griefs, I have provided,.ilJicm. 'In fuel.'1 add. 'without me they'd have no cunts/ This Is not
(I interrupt here to tell you that 1 have done all that I shall do. I
return here to bring you this news, since this seemed as good a place
as any. Though you h av c more to face, and even more to suffer from
me. this is in fact the last thing 1 shall say to you. Hut can the end
be in the middle? Yes. yes, it always is ...) meant to alarm, merely
to make a truth manifest - yet I am myself somewhat alarmed. It is
one thing lo discover the shag of hair between my buttocks, quite
another to find myself tugging the tight gold pants off Karen's sister.
Or perhaps it is the same thing, yet troubling in cither case. Where
dues this illusion come from, this sensation of 'hardness* in a blue
teakettle or an iron poker, gulden haunches or a green piano?

In the hexagonal loggia of the mansion stands a grand piano, painted
bright green, though chipped and cracked now with age and abuse.
One can easily frnagine a child at such a piano, a piano so glad'and
ready, perhaps i>vo children, and the sun is shining - no, rather, there
is a storm on (he lake, the sky is in a fury, all black and pitching, the;
children ore inside litre out of the wind and storm, the little girl on
the right, (he boy on the left, pushing at each other a bit, staking out
property line* on the keys, u grandmother, or perhaps just a lady, yet
why not n grandmother? sitting on a window-bench gazing out on the
frothy blue-black hike, and the children are playing Chopsticks^"
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laughing, a little noisy surely, and the grandmother, or lady, looks
over from time to time, forms a patient smile if they chance to glance
up at her, then -well, but it's only a supposition, who knows whether
there were children or if they cared a damn about a green piano even
on a bad day, Chopsticks least of all? No, it's only a piece of fancy,
the kind of fancy that is passing through the mind of the girl in gold
pants who now reaches down, strikes a key. There is no sound, of
course. The ivory is chipped and yellowed, the pedals dismembered,
the wires torn out and hanging like rusted hairs. The girl wonders at
her own unkemptness, feels a lock loose on her forehead, but there
are no mirrors. Stolen or broken. She stares about her, nostalgically
absorbed for some reason, at the elegantly timbered roof of the
loggia, at the enormous stone fireplace, at the old shoe in the doorway, the wasps' nests over one broken-out window. She sighs, steps
out: on the terrace, steep and proud over the lake. 'It's a sad place,'
she says aloud.

The tall man in the navy-blue jacket stands, one foot up on (he stone
parapet, gazing out on the blue sunlit lake, drawing meditatively on
his pipe, while being sketched by the girl in the tight gold pants. 'I
somehow expected to find you here,' she says. 'I've been waiting for
you,' replies the man. Her three-quarters view of him from the rear
allows her to include only the tip of his nose in her sketch, the edge
of his pipebowl, the collar of his white turtleneck shirt. *I was afraid
there might be others/ she says. 'Others?' 'Yes. Children perhaps. Or
somebody's grandmother. I saw so many names everywhere I went,
on walls and doors and trees and even scratched into that green
piano.' She is carefully filling in on her sketch the dark contours of
his navy-blue jacket. 'No,' he says, 'whoever they were, they left
here long ago.' 'It's a sad place,' she says, 'and all loo much like my
own life.' He nods. 'You mean, the losing struggle against inscrutable
blind forces, young dreams brought to ruin?' 'Yes, something'like
that.' she says. 'And getting kicked in and gutted and shut upon.*
'Mmm.' He straightens. 'Just a moment,1 she say*, and he resumes his
pose. The girl has accomplished a reasonable likeness of the tall man.
except that his legs are stubby (perhaps she failed to centre her
drawing properly, and ran out of space at the bottom of the paper)
and his buttocks are bare and shaggy.
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'It's a sad placa,' he says, contemplating the vast wil(j ernes j jj e
turns to find her grinning and wiggling her ears at hj m ^ aren
you're mocking me I ' he complains, laughing. She props One f oot U J
on the stone parapet, leans against her leg, sticks an jron poker
between her teeth, and scowls upon the lake. 'Come om stop it!'
he laughs. She puffs on the iron poker, blowing imagj nary smokc.
rings, then turns it into a walking stick and hobbles abo llt j ni j t atinij
an old granny chasing young children. Next, she puts t ne r)0fcer to
her shoulder jike a rifle and conducts an inspection of all the broken
windows facing on the terrace, scowling or weeping bro y jj y before
each one. The man has slumped to the terrace floor, doub|eij up W]-t^
laughter. Suddenly, Karon discovers an unbroken windo\ v she'leans
up and down f does a somersault, pirouettes, jumps up and clicks her
heels together. She points at it, kisses it, points again. 'Yes yes!' the
man laughs,'! see it, Karen I ' She points to herself, then a't {ne w j n .
dovv, to herself again. 'You? You're like the window. Karen?' he
asks, puzzled, but still laughing. She nods her head vigorously
thrusts the iron poker into his hands. It is dirty and rusty a-nd he
feels clumsy with the thing. 'I don't, understand ...' She grabs it out
of his hands and - crash - drives it through the wimlu\v 'Qn no
Karen! No, no ... I*

It's a sad place.' Karen has joined her sister on the (errac e the balcony, and they gaze out at the lake, two girls alone on a'desolate
island. 'Sad and yet all too right for me, I suppose. Oh, I don't regret
any of it, Karen. No, 1 was wrong, wrong as always, bur I don't regret
it. It'd be silly to be all pinched and morbid about it, Wouldn't it
Karen?' The girl, of course, is talking about the failure of |ier third*
marriage. 'Things arc done and they are undone and then we get
reaily 10 do ihiMn again.' Karen looks at her shyly, then i ums }ier
gentle gaze back out across the lake, blue with a river's m u l c j kj ue
under this afternoon sun. "Ihe sunl 1 the girl in gold pants exclaims
though it is not clear why she thought of it. She tries to explain that
she is like the sun somehow, or the sun is like her, but she becomes
confused. Finally, she interrupts herself to blurt out: 'Oh. Kare.nl I'm
so miscrablcl' Karen looks up anxiously: there are no tea rs jn ncr
sister's eyes, but she is biting down painfully on her lower lip Karen
offers a smile,, a little awkward, not tjuite understanding Perhaps, and
finally her aimer, eyes closing a moment, then fluttering open sm,-jes
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wanly in return. A moment of grace settles between them, but Karen
turns her back on it clumsily.

'No, Karen! Pleasel Stopl' The man, collapsed to the terrace floor,
has tears of laughter running down his cheeks. Karen has found an
old shoe and is now holding it up at arm's length, making broad
silent motions with her upper torso and free ami as though declaiming upon the sadness of the shoe. She sets the shoe on (he terrace
floor and squats down over it, covering it with the skirt of her yellow
dress. 'No, Karenl No!' She leaps up, whacks her heels together in
midair, picks up the shoe and peers inside. A broad smile spreads
across her face, and she does a little dance, holding the shoe aloft.
With a little curtsy, she presents the shoe to the man. 'Nol Please I '
Warily, but still laughing, he looks inside. 'What's this? Oh no! A
flower! Karen, this is too much!' She runs into the mansion, returns
carrying the green piano on her back. She drops it so hard, one leg
breaks off. She finds an iron poker, props the piano up with it, sits
down on an imaginary stool to play. She lifts her hands high over
her head, then comes driving down with extravagant magisterial
gestures. The piano, of course, has been completely disemboweled,
so no sounds emerge, but up and down the broken keyboard Karen's
stubby fingers fly, arriving at last, with a crescendo of violent flourishes, at a grand climactic coda, which she delivers with such force
as to buckle the two remaining legs of the piano and send it all crashing to the terrace floor. 'No, Karen! Oh my God!' Out of the wreckage a wild goose springs, honking in holy terror, and goes flapping
out over the lake. Karen carries the piano back inside, there's a
splintering crash, and she returns wielding the poker. 'Careful!* She
holds the poker up with two hands and does a little dance, toes
turned outwards, hippety-hopping about the terrace. She stops abruptly over the man, thrusts the poker in front of his nose, then
slowly brings it to her own lips and kisses it. She makes a wry face.
'Oh, Karen! Whoot Pleasel You're killing me!' She kisses the handle,
the shaft, the tip. She wrinkles her nose and shudders, lifts her skirt
and wipes her tongue with it. She scowls at die poker. She takes a firm
grip on the poking end and bats the handle a couple of rimes against
the stone parapet as though testing it. 'Oh, Karenl Oh!' Then she
lifts it high over her head and brings it down with all her might WHAM I - POOF I it is the caretaker's son, yowling with pain,. She lets
go and spins away from him, as he strikes out at her in distress and
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fury. She tumbles i nlo a corner o{ the ter race and cowers there,
whimpering pale anj tcrri(i ed. as the caretaker's son, breathing
heavily, back stooptu and bullocks tensed( circies iier> prepared to
spring. Suddenly, she daj>hes for (he 1)arapct and i caps over> the carc.
taker s son bounding a f l e f | and o(f lhcy go> scram bling frantically
through the trees a,u| brambles, leaving the tall man in the white
turtleneck shirt alone and | imp from | al ,ghter on the terrace.

I here is a storm ou t|ic , ake Tm> t hj| drcn p|ay chopsticks on the
green piano. 'J heir grandmother stirs the embers in the fireplace
with an iron poker, i hen fcU|rns |o her scat oa lhe wintiowbench.
The children glance o Vcr a t her and she smiles at them. Suddenly a
strange naked creatu rc conics bounding into the loggia, grinning
idiotically. lhe children and their grandmother scream with terror
anil race from the roOln and on mu of thc mans j on> running for their
lives, Urn visitor lcaps up on lhe piano bencu and squals there,
staring quizzically ut t|lc ivory kcys..nc reaches for one and it sounds
a note - he jerks his |)am| back in friyh(;> He Caches for another a diiferent npte. He brings his fist down-IJLAMI Aha! Again: BLA'M!
lixuicilly. he leaps up Uml dmvu (m (he phmo bcnch banging his lists
on the piano keyboard Uc hops llp on lhe piano> iinds win;s i ns jd e ,
and pulls them out. T\ VANU | TWANO | He holds his genitals with one
hands and rips out thewjrcs ^ t},e ol jier, grunting with delight.
Then he spies the iro n pokcr , Je g|.abs it up adm j rcj j j t j {\^n bounds
joyfully around the r,)0m smas|jj,,g w i n j ows an d wrecking furniture.
Hie girl in gold pa ms cmcrs aiu] , akcs th(J poker away from him
1 ust I lhat s all it is|' ihc ^^^ shc w|iacks i,im on t he nates with
the poker, and, yelpj n y w i ( h pain . Jiuj aslon i s | imcntt he bounds
away leaping over t|1c 5lonc |>a|.apelt Ullll slinks off lhrough lhe
brambly forest.

|Lusir she.Mys, 'thaf s a j j it is! ' Hcr skeu h js nearly complete.
And they ru not the \vorst ones. The worst ones are the ones who
just let it happen, if lhey,d kept lhcir ^^3^,. here ...' The man
smiles. 'There never \vas a caretaker.' he explains. 'Really? But I
thought!--! 'No,* Jle sayij< .^^ ^ fl k&cnd of t|je is,and , she
sewns taken aback by th is ncw knowledge. 'Then ... then I don't
understand ... He relights his pipe, wanders over to appraise her
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sketch. He laughs when he sees the shaggy buttocks. 'Marvellous!'
he exclaims, 'but a poor likeness, I'm afraidl look I * He lowers his
dark slacks and shows her his hindend, smooth as marble and hairless as a movie starlet's. Her curiosity is caught, however, not by
his barbered buttocks, but by the hair around his genitals: the tight
neat curls fan out in both directions like the wings of an eagle, or a
wild goose ...

fish Island. Who invented this map? Well, I must have, surely. And
the Dahlbergs, too, of course, and the people who told me about
them. Yes, and perhaps tomorrow I will invent Chicago and Jesus
Christ and the history of the moon. Just as I have invented you, dear
reader, white lying here in the afternoon sun, bedded deeply in (he
blucgrecn grass like an old iron poker ...
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The two sisters return to the loggia, their visit nearly concluded, the
one in gold pants still trying to explain about herself and the sun,
about consuming herself with an outer fire, while harbouring an icecold centre within. Her gaze falls once more on the green piano. It
is obvious she still has something more to say. But now as she
declaims, she has less of an audience. Karen stands distractedly before the green piano. Haltingly, she lifts a finger, strikes a key. No
note, only a dull thuck. Her sister reveals a new insight she has just
obtained about it not being the people who steal or even those who
wantonly destroy, but those who let it happen, who just don't give a
proper damn. She provides instances. Once, Karen nods, but maybe
only at something she has thought to herself. Her finger lifts, strikes.
Thuck I Again. Thuckl Her whole arm drives the strong blunt linger.
Thuck I Thuckl There is something genuinely beautiful about the girl
in gold pants and silk neckscarf as she gestures and speaks. Her eyes
are sorrowful and wise. Thuckl Karen strikes the key. Suddenly, her
sister breaks off her message. 'Oh, I'm sorry, Karenl' she says. She
stares at the piano, then runs out of the room.

I am disappearing. You have no doubt noticed. Yes, and by some no
doubt calculable formula of event and pagination. But before we drift
apart to a distance beyond the reach of confessions (though 1 warn
you: like Zeno's turtle, I am with you always), listen; it's just as I
feared, my invented island is really taking its place in world geography. Why, this island sounds very much like the old Dahlbcrg
place on Jackfish Island up on Rainy Lake, people say, and 1 wonder:
can, it be happening? Someone tells me: I understand somebody
bought the place recently and plans to fix it up, maybe put a resort
:£here pc something. On my island? Extraordinary! - and yet it seems
• possible,:]: ipoK^pn'^he map: yes, there's Rainy Lake, there's Jack-
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There Is a storm on the lake and the water is frothy and black. The
wind howls around the corner of the stone parapet and the pine
trees shake and creak. The two children playing Chopsticks on the
green piano are arguing about the jurisdiction of the bench and keyboard. 'Come over here,' their grandmother says from her seat by the
window, 'and I'll tell you ihe story of "The Magic Poker" ..«'

Once upon a lime, a family of wealthy Minnesotans bought an island
on Rainy Lake up on the Canadian border. They built a home on it
and guest cabins and boat houses and an observation tower.' They
installed an electric generator and a sewage system with indoor
toilets, maintained a caretaker, and constructed docks and bath
houses. Did they name it Jackfish Island, or did it bear that name
when they bought it? The legend docs not say, nor should it. What it
does say, however, is that when the family abandoned the island,
they left behind an iron poker, which, years later, on a visit .to the
island, a beautiful young girl, not quite a princess perhaps, yet
altogether equal to the occasion, kissed. And when she did so, something quite extraordinary happened ...

One upon a time there was an island visited by ruin and inhabited
by strange woodland creatures. Some thought it had once had a caretaker who had either died or found another job elsewhere. Others
said, no, there was never a caretaker, that was only a childish legend.
Others believed, there was indeed a caretaker and he lived there yet
and was in fact responsible for the island's tragic condition. All this
is neither here nor there. What is certainly beyond dispute is that no
one who visited the bland, whether searching for its legendary Magic
Poker or avenging the loss of a loved one, ever came back. Only their
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names were left, inscribed hastily on walls and ceilings and carved
on trees.

oil three times already in previous competitions, the King added:
'And moreover he shall have bestowed upon him the Magic Poker,
whose powers and prodigies are well known in the Kingdom!' The
Old Man's got his bloody cart before his horse,' one Knight complained sourly to a companion upon hearing the Proclamation. 'If I
hud the bloody Poker, you could damn well bet I'd have no trouble
gettin* the bloody pants off her I ' Now, it chanced that this heedless
remark was overheard by a peculiar little gnome-like creature,
huddling naked and unshaven in the brush alongside the road, and no
sooner had the words been uttered than this strange fellow determined to steal the Magic Poker and win the beauty for himself. Such
an enterprise might well have seemed impossible for even the most
dauntless of Knights, much less fur so hapless a creature as,this
poor/nuked brute with the shaggy loins, but the truth, always
stranger than fiction, was that his father hud once been the King's
Official Caretaker, and the son had grown up among the mysteries
and secret chambers of the Court. Imagine the entire Kingdom's
astonishment, therefore, when, the very next day, the Caretaker's
son appeared, squat, naked, and hirsute, before the King and with
grunts and broad gestures made manifest his intention to quit the
Princess of her punts and win the prize for himself! 'Indeed!' cried
her father. The King's laughter boomed throughout the Palace, and
all the Knights and Ladies joined in, creating the jolliest of uproars.
'Bring my daughter here at once!' the King thundered, delighted by
(he droll spectacle. The Princess, amused, but at the same time somewhat afrighted of the strange little man, stepped timidly forward, her
golden haunches gleaming in the bright lights of the Palace. The
Caretaker's son promptly drew forth the Magic Poker, pointed it at
the Princess, and - POOF! - the gold pants dropped - plop! to the
Palace floor. 'Olisl' and 'Ahs!' of amazement and admiration rose up
in excited chorus from the crowd of nobles attending this most extraordinary moment. Mushed, trembling, impatient, the Princess grasped
the Magic Poker and kissed it - POO*<| - a handsome Knight in shining
armour of white and navy blue stood before her, smoking a pipe.
He drew his sword and slew the Caretaker's son. Then, smiling at
the maiden standing in her puddle of gold pants, he sheathed his
sword, knocked the ashes from his pipe bowl, and knelt before the
King. 'Your Majesty,' he said, '1 have ilain the monster and rescued
your daughter!' 'Not at all,' replied the King gloomily. 'You have
made her a widow. Kiss the fool, my dear!' 'No, please!' the Knight
begged,'Stopl • ;.
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Once upon a time, two sisters visited a desolate island. They walked
its paths with their proclivities and scruples, dreaming (heir dreams
and sorrowing their sorrows. They scared a snake and probably a bird
or two, broke a few windows (there were few left to break), and
gazed meditatively out upon the lake from the terrace of the main
house. They wrote their names above the stone fireplace in the hexagonal loggia and shat in the soundbox of an old green piano. One of
them did anyway; the other one couldn't get her pants down. On
the island, they found a beautiful iron poker, and when (hey went
home, they took it with them.

The girl in gold pants hastens out of (he big house and down the dark
path where earlier the snake slept and past the gutted guest cabin
and on down the mottled path towards the boat. To either side of
her, /lies and bees mumble indolently under the summer sun. A
smalt speckled frog who will not live out the day squats staring on a
stone, burps, hops into a darkness. A white moth drifts silently into
the web of a spider, flutters there awhile before his execution. Suddenly, there on the path mottled with sunlight, the girl stops short,
her breath coming in short gasps, looking around her. Wasn't this
- ? Yes, yes, it is the place! A smile begins to form. And in fact,
there it is I She waits for Karen.

Once upon a time there was a beautiful young Princess in tight gold
pants, so very tight in fact that no one could remove them from her.
Knights came from far and wide, and they huffed and they puffed,
and they grunted and they groaned, but the pants would not come
down. One rash Knight even went so far as to jam the blade of his
sword down the front of the gold pants, striving to pry them from
her, but he succeeded only in shattering his sword, much to his lifelong dismay and ignominy. The King at last delivered a Proclamation; 'Whosoever shall succeed in pulling my daughter's pants down,'
he declared, 'shal] have her for his bride)' Since this was perhaps
not: the most tempting of trophies, the Princess having been married
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'Look, Karen, lookl See what I found! Do you think we can take
it? It doesn't hurt, does it, I mean, what with everything else - ? It's
just beautiful and I can scour off the rust and - ?' Karen glances at
the poker in the grass, shrugs, smiles in assent, turns to stride on
down the rise towards the boat, a small white edge of which can be
glimpsed through the trees, below, at the end of the path. 'Karen - ?
Could you please - ?' Karen turns around, gazes quizzically at her
sister, head tilted to one side - then laughs, a low grunting sound,
something like a half-gargle, walks back and picks up the poker,
brushes off the insects with her hand. Her sister, delighted, reaches
for it, but Karen grunts again, keeps it. carries it down to their boat.
There, she washes it clean in the lake water, scrubbing it with sand.
She dries it on her dress. 'Don't get your dress dirty, Karen I It's
rusty anyway. We'll clean it when we get home.' Karen holds it
between them a moment before tossing it into the boat, and they
both smile to see it. Wet still, it glistens, sparkling with flecks of
rainbow-coloured light in the sunshine.

that touch of die divinity common to the rich, they have probably
forgotten why they built all the things on this island in the fuse
place, or whatever possessed them seriously to concern themselves,
to squander good hours, over the selection of this or that object
to decorate the newly made spaces or to do the things that had
usually to be done, over the selection of this or that iron poker, foe
example. The boat is almost out of sight, so distant in fact, it's no
longer possible to see its occupants or even to know how many there
are - all just a blurred speck on the bright sheen laid on the lake by
the lowering sun. The lake is calm. Here, a few shadows lengthen, a
frog dies, a strange creature lies slain, a tanager sings.

The tall man stands poised before her, smoking his pipe, one hand
in the pocket of his navy-blue jacket. Besides, the jacket, he wears
only a white turtleneck shirt. The girl in gold pants is kissing him.
From the dp of his crown to the least of his toes. Nothing happens.
Only a bitter wild goose taste in the mouth. Something is wrong.
'Karen!' Karen laughs, a low grunting sound, then takes hold of the
man and lifts her skirts. 'No, Karen! Please!' he cries, laughing.
*Stopl' POOF] From her skirts, Karen withdraws a wrought-iron
poker, long and slender with an intricately worked handle. 'It's beautiful. Karen!' her sister exclaims and reaches for it. Karen grunts
again, holds it up between them a moment, and they both smile to
see it. It glistens in the sunshine, a handsome souvenir of a beautiful
day.
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The Literature of Exhaustion

YES, WELL.
"Every man is not only himself," says Sir Thomas Browne: "Men are lived
over again." At one point during my tenure at Penn State, a fellow with the
same name as mine in that big-university small town was arrested on charges of
molesting a young woman. His interesting defense was that he was a Stanislavsky Method actor rehearsing for the role of rapist in an upcoming student-theater piece. For some while after, his fans occasionally rang me up by mistake.
One of them, when enough conversation had revealed his error, said "Sorry:
You're the wrong John Barth."
Not for that reason, in 1965 I moved my family from Pine Grove Mills—an
Allegheny mountain village not far from State College, Pennsylvania—up and
over the Appalachians to Buffalo, where for the next seven years I taught in the
new and prosperous State University of New York's operation at the old University of Buffalo. In time I was appointed to that university's Edward S. Butler Professorship, endowed by and named for a late local philanthropist. Thus it came
to be declared, on the jackets of some editions of the books I published in those
years, that their author "is currently Edward S. Butler Professor of Literature at
the State University of New York at Buffalo." And sure enough (0 world out
there, what innocents you harbor!), mail began coming in addressed to "Edward S. Butler, Professor of Literature," and author—under that nom cfe plume
du jour, I presume the authors of those letters to have presumed—of G/7es
Goaf-Boy, Lost in the Funhouse, and Chimera.
Those years—1965-1973—were the American High Sixties. The Vietnam War was in overdrive through most of the period; the U.S. economy was fat
and bloody; academic imperialism was as popular as the political kind. Among
Governor Nelson Rockefeller's ambitions was to establish major university centers at each end and the middle of the Thomas E. Dewey Thruway (Stony Brook,
Albany, Buffalo) as a tiara for the Empire State's 57-campus university system.
SUNY/Buffalo therefore was given virtual carte blanche to pirate professors
away from other universities and build buildings for them to teach in: At one
dizzy point in its planning, Gordon Bunshaft's proposed new campus complex

FRIDAY

BOOK

63

for the school was reported to be the largest single architectural project in the
world, after Brasilia. Eighty percent of the populous English department I joined
had been hired within the preceding two years, as additions to the original staff;
so numerous were our illustrious immigrants from raided faculties, troubled
marriages, and more straitlaced life-styles, we came to call ourselves proudly
the Ellis Island of Academia. The somewhat shabby older buildings and hastily
built new ones, all jam-packed and about to be abandoned, reinforced that
image.
The politically active among our faculty and students had their own ambitions for the place: the Berkeley of the East. They wanted no part of Mr. Bunshaft's suburban New Jerusalem rising from filled-in marshland north of the city
("All great cultures," my new colleague Leslie Fiedler remarked, "are built on
marshes"). In some humors, as when our government lied with more than usual
egregiousness about its war, they wanted little enough of the old campus,
either. They struck and trashed; then the police and National Guard struck and
trashed them. Mace and peppergas wafted through the academic groves; the
red flag of communism and the black flag of anarchism were literally waved at
English Department faculty-student meetings, which—a sight as astonishing to
me as those flags—were attended by hundreds, like an Allen Ginsberg poetry
reading with harmonium and Tibetan finger-cymbals.
Altogether a stimulating place to work through those troubled years: Pop
Art popping at the Albright-Knox Museum; strange new music from Lukas Foss,
Lejaren Hitler, and their electronic colleagues; dope as ubiquitous as martinis at
faculty dinner parties; polluted Lake Erie flushing over Niagara Falls ("the toilet
bowl of America," our Ontario friends called it); and, across the Peace Bridge,
endless Canada, to which hosts of our young men fled as their counterparts had
done in other of our national convulsions, and from which Professor McLuhan
expounded the limitations, indeed the obsolescence, of the printed word in our
electronic culture.
The long novel G/7es Goat-Boy done, I took sabbatical leave from novelwriting and, inspired by those lively new surroundings and by the remarkable
short fiction of the Argentine Jorge Luis Borges, which I'd recently come to
know, I spent two years happily fiddling with short narrative: never my long suit.
In the salad of a writer's motives, trifling ingredients are tossed with more serious. Among my ambitions in writing The Sot-Weed Factor was to perpetrate a
novel so thick that its title could be printed horizontally across its spine; among
my reasons for writing Lost in the Funhouse—a series of short fictions for print,
tape, and live voice—was that novelists aren't easily included in anthologies of
fiction.
But I was interested also in exploring the oral narrative tradition from which
printed fiction evolved. Poetry readings became popular in the Sixties, but except in the areas of folktales and oral history there was not much interest in
"live" narrative, in fiction as a performing art. For several weeks one summer,
the university's English Department leased the Music Department's electronics
studio, complete with its audio engineers, for the use of any students or staff interested in experimenting with electronic means in verse or fiction. I took the op-
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portunity to record (for use in my once-a-month lecture visits) the taped portions
of several tape-and-live-voice pieces from Losf in the Funhouse.
In that time and place, experimental was not yet an adjective of dismissal.
On the contrary: As in the European Nineteen Teens, artistic experiment was in
the Buffalo air. Even our less sophisticated undergraduates, many from the New
York City area, seemed to breathe it in with the other hydrocarbons, the perfumes of Lake Erie and the Love Canal. Unaware in many cases of the history
of, say, edible or self-destructing art, they had nevertheless a kind of media
street-smarts; if their experiments (which, sure enough, included edible and
self-destructing narratives) most often failed, they failed no more often than
non-"experimental" apprentice work. For apprentices, all work is experimental,
as in another sense it is even for seasoned professionals. In my own literary
temperament, the-mix of romantic and neoclassical is so mutable that I hold
no particular brief either for or against programmatic experimentaiism. Passion
and virtuosity are what matter; where they are, they will shine through any
aesthetics. But I confess to missing, in apprentice seminars in the later 1970s
and the 1980s, that lively Make-It-New spirit of the Buffalo Sixties. A roomful
of young traditionalists can be as depressing as a roomful of young Republicans.
In 1967 I set down my mixed feelings about the avant-gardism of the time
in the following essay, first delivered as a Peters Rushton Seminars Lecture at
the University of Virginia and subsequently published in the Atlantic. It has been
frequently reprinted and as frequently misread as one more Death of the Novel
or Swan-Song of Literature piece. It isn't. Rereading it now, I sniff traces of tear
gas in its margins; I hear an echo of disruption between its lines. Its urgencies
are dated; there are thin notes in it of quackery and wisecrackery that displease
me now. But the main line of its argument I stand by: that virtuosity is a virtue,
and that what artists feel about the state of the world and the state of their art is
less important than what they do with that feeling.

I want to discuss three things more or less together: first, some old
questions raised by the new "intermedia" arts; second, some aspects of
the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges, whose fiction I greatly admire;
third, some professional concerns of my own, related to these other matters and having to do with what I'm calling "the literature of exhausted
possibility"—or, more chicly, "the literature of exhaustion."
By "exhaustion" I don't mean anything so tired as the subject of
physical, moral, or intellectual decadence, only the used-upness of certain
forms or the felt exhaustion of certain possibilities—by no means necessarily a cause for despair. That a great many Western artists for a great
many years have quarreled with received definitions of artistic media,
genres, and forms goes without saying: Pop Art, dramatic and musical
"happenings," the whole range of "intermedia" or "mixed-means" art

THE F R I D A Y BOOK

65

bear recentest witness to the romantic tradition of rebelling against Tradition.
A catalogue I received some time ago in the mail, for example, advertises such items as Robert Filliou's Ample Food for Stupid Thought, a
box full of postcards on which are inscribed "apparently meaningless
questions," to be mailed to whomever the purchaser judges them suited
for; also Ray Johnson's Paper Snake, a collection of whimsical writings,
"often pointed," the catalogue assures us, and once mailed to various
friends (what the catalogue describes as The New York Correspondence
School of Literature); likewise Daniel Spoerri's Anecdoted Typography of
Chance, "on the surface" a description of all the objects that happen to be
on the author's parlor table—"in fact, however . . . a cosmology of
Spoerri's existence."
The document listing these items is—"on the surface," at least—the
catalogue of The Something Else Press, a swinging outfit. "In fact, however," it may be one of their offerings, for all I know: The New York Direct-Mail-Advertising School of Literature. In any case, their wares are
lively to read about, and make for interesting conversation in fictionwriting classes, for example, where we discuss Somebody-or-other's unbound, unpaginated, randomly assembled novel-in-a-box and the desirability of printing Finnegans Wake on a very long roller-towel It is easier
and more sociable to talk technique than it is to make art, and the area of
"happenings" and their kin is mainly a way of discussing aesthetics,
really; of illustrating more or less valid and interesting points about the
nature of art and the definition of its terms and genres.
One conspicuous thing, for example, about the "intermedia" arts is
their tendency to eliminate not only the traditional audience—those who
apprehend the artist's art (in "happenings" the audience is often the
"cast," as in "environments," and some of the new music isn't intended to
be performed at all)—but also the most traditional notion of the artist:
the Aristotelian conscious agent who achieves with technique and cunning the artistic effect; in other words, one endowed with uncommon talent, who has moreover developed and disciplined that endowment into
virtuosity. It is an aristocratic notion on the face of it, which the democratic West seems eager to have done with; not only the "omniscient" author of older fiction, but the very idea of the controlling artist, has been
condemned as politically reactionary, authoritarian, even fascist.
Personally, being of the temper that chooses to rebel along traditional
lines, I'm inclined to prefer the kind of art that not many people can do:
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the kind that requires expertise and artistry as well as bright aesthetic
ideas and/or inspiration. I enjoy the Pop Art in the famous AlbrightKnox collection, a few blocks from my house in Buffalo, like a lively
conversation; but I was on the whole more impressed by the jugglers and
acrobats at Baltimore's old Hippodrome, where I used to go every time
they changed shows: not artists, perhaps, but genuine virtuosi, doing
things that anyone can dream up and discuss but almost no one can do.
I suppose the distinction is between things worth remarking and
things worth doing. "Somebody ought to make a novel with scenes that
pop up, like the old children's books," one says, with the implication that
one isn't going to bother doing it oneself.
However, art and its forms and techniques live in history and certainly do change. I sympathize with a remark attributed to Saul Bellow,
that to be technically up-to-date is the least important attribute of a
writer—though I would add that this least important attribute may be
nevertheless essential. In any case, to be technically out of date is likely to
be a genuine defect: Beethoven's Sixth Symphony or the Chartres cathedral, if executed today, might be simply embarrassing (in fact, they
couldn't be executed today, unless in the Borgesian spirit discussed
below). A good many current novelists write turn-of-the-century-type
novels, only in more or less mid-twentieth-century language and about
contemporary people and topics; this makes them less interesting (to me)
than excellent writers who are also technically contemporary: Joyce and
Kafka, for instance, in their time, and in ours, Samuel Beckett and Jorge
Luis Borges. The intermedia arts, I'd say, tend to be intermediary, too,
between the traditional realms of aesthetics on the one hand and artistic
creation on the other. I think the wise artist and civilian will regard them
with quite the kind and degree of seriousness with which he regards good
shoptalk: He'll listen carefully, if noncommittally, and keep an eye on his
intermedia colleagues, if only the corner of his eye. Whether or not they
themselves produce memorable and lasting works of contemporary art,
they may very possibly suggest something usable in the making or understanding of such works.
Jorge Luis Borges will serve to illustrate the difference between a
technically old-fashioned artist, a technically up-to-date non-artist, and a
technically up-to-date artist. In the first category I'd locate all those novelists who for better or worse write not as if the twentieth century didn't
exist, but as if the great writers of the last sixty years or so hadn't existed.
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Our century is more than two-thirds done; it is dismaying to see so many
of our writers following Dostoevsky or Tolstoy or Balzac, when the question seems to me to be how to succeed not even Joyce and Kafka,
but those who succeeded Joyce and Kafka and are now in the evenings of their own careers.* In the second category—technically up-todate non-artists—are such folk as a neighbor of mine in Buffalo who
fashions dead Winnies-the-Pooh in sometimes monumental scale out of
oilcloth stuffed with sand and impales them on stakes or hangs them by
the neck. In the third category belong the few people whose artistic thinking is as au courant as any French New Novelist's, but who manage
nonetheless to speak eloquently and memorably to our human hearts
and conditions, as the great artists have always done. Of these, two of the
finest living specimens that I know of are Samuel Beckett and Jorge Luis
Borges—with Vladimir Nabokov, just about the only contemporaries
of my reading acquaintance mentionable with the "old masters" of
twentieth-century fiction. In the unexciting history of literary awards,
the 1961 International Publishers' Prize, shared by Beckett and Borges,
is a happy exception indeed.
One of the modem things about these two writers is that in an age of
ultimacies and "final solutions"—at least felt ultimacies, in everything
from weaponry to theology, the celebrated dehumanization of society,
and the history of the novel—their work in separate ways reflects and
deals with ultimacy, both technically and thematically, as for example
Finnegans Wake does in its different manner. One notices, for whatever
its symptomatic worth, that Joyce was virtually blind at the end, Borges is
literally so, and Beckett has become virtually mute, musewise, having
progressed from marvelously constructed English sentences through
terser and terser French ones to the unsyntactical, unpunctuated prose of
Comment C'est and "ultimately" to wordless mimes. One might extrapolate a theoretical course for Beckett: Language after all consists of silence
as well as sound, and mime is still communication ("that nineteenth-century idea," a Yale student once snarled at me), but by the language of action. But the language of action consists of rest as well as movement, and
so in the context of Beckett's progress, immobile, silent figures still aren't
altogether ultimate. How about an empty, silent stage, then, or blank
* Author's note, 1984: Did I really say this remarkably silly thing back in '67? Yup,
and I believed it, too. What I hope are more reasonable formulations of the idea may
be found in the Friday-pieces "The Spirit of Place" and "The Literature of Replenishment," farther on.
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pages*—a "happening" where nothing happens, like Cage's 4'33" performed in an empty hall? But dramatic communication consists of the absence as well as the presence of the actors; "we have our exits and our
entrances"; and so even that would be imperfectly ultimate in Beckett's
case. Nothing at all, then, I suppose; but Nothingness is necessarily and
inextricably the background against which Being, et cetera. For Beckett,
at this point in his career, to cease to create altogether would be fairly
meaningful: his crowning work; his "last word." What a convenient corner to paint yourself into! "And now I shall finish," the valet Arsene says
in Watt, "and you will hear my voice no more." Only the silence Molloy
v
speaks of, "of which the universe is made."
After which, I add on behalf of the rest of us, it might be conceivable
to rediscover validly the artifices of language and literature—such far-out
notions as grammar, punctuation . . . even characterization! Even plot!—
if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one's predecessors have
been up to.
Now, J. L. Borges is perfectly aware of all these things. Back in the
great decades of literary experimentalism he was associated with Prisma,
a "muralist" magazine that published its pages on walls and billboards;
his later Labyrinths and Ficciones not only anticipate the farthest-out
ideas of The Something Else Press crowd—not a difficult thing to do—
but, being excellent works of art as well, they illustrate in a simple way
the difference between the/acf of aesthetic ultimacies and their artistic
use. What it comes to is that an artist doesn't merely exemplify an ultimacy; he employs it.
Consider Borges's story "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote":
The hero, an utterly sophisticated turn-of-the-century French Symbolist,
by an astounding effort of imagination, produces—not copies or imitates,
but composes—several chapters of Cervantes's novel.
It is a revelation [Borges's narrator tells us] to compare Menard's
Don Quixote with Cervantes's. The latter, for example, wrote (part
one, chapter nine):
... truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of
deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present,
the future's counselor.
* An ultimacy already attained in the nineteenth century by that avant-gardiste of East
Aurora, N.Y., Elbert Hubbard, in his Essay on Silence, and much repeated to the
present day in such empty "novelties" as The Wit and Wisdom of Lyndon Johnson, etc.
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Written in the seventeenth century, written by the "lay genius" Cervantes, this enumeration is a mere rhetorical praise of history. Menard, on the other hand, writes:
. . . truth, whose mother is history, rival of tune, depository of
deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present,
the future's counselor.
History, the mother of truth: the idea is astounding. Menard, a contemporary of William James, does not define history as an inquiry
into reality but as its origin.
Et cetera. Borges's story is of course a satire, but the idea has considerable intellectual validity. I declared earlier that if Beethoven's Sixth
were composed today, it might be an embarrassment; but clearly it
wouldn't be, necessarily, if done with ironic intent by a composer quite
aware of where we've been and where we are. It would have then potentially, for better or worse, the kind of significance of Warhol's Campbell's
Soup cans, the difference being that in the former case a work of art is
being reproduced instead of a work of non-art, and the ironic comment
would therefore be more directly on the genre and'history of the art than
on the state of the culture. In fact, of course, to make the valid intellectual
point one needn't even recompose the Sixth Symphony, any more than
Menard really needed to re-create the Quixote. It would have been sufficient for Menard to attribute the novel to himself in order to have a new
work of art, from the intellectual point of view. Indeed, in several stories
Borges plays with this very idea, and I can readily imagine Beckett's next
novel, for example, as Tom Jones, just as Nabokov's recentest was his
multivolume annotated translation of Pushkin. I myself have always
aspired to write Burton's version of The 1001 Nights, complete with appendices and the like, in ten volumes, and for intellectual purposes I
needn't even write it. What evenings we might spend discussing
Saarinen's Parthenon, D. H. Lawrence's Wuthering Heights, or the Johnson Administration by Robert Rauschenberg!
The idea, I say, is intellectually serious, as are Borges's other characteristic ideas, most of a metaphysical rather than an aesthetic nature. But
the important thing to observe is that Borges doesn't attribute the Quixote
to himself, much less recompose it like Pierre Menard; instead, he writes a
remarkable and original work of literature, the implicit theme of which is
the difficulty, perhaps the unnecessity, of writing original works of literature. His artistic victory, if you like, is that he confronts an intellectual
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dead end and employs it against itself to accomplish new human work. If
this corresponds to what mystics do—"every moment leaping into the infinite," Kierkegaard says, "and every moment falling surely back into the
finite"—it's only one more aspect of that old analogy. In homelier terms,
it's a matter of every moment throwing out the bath water without for a
moment losing the baby.
Another way of describing Borges's accomplishment is with a pair of
his own terms, algebra and fire. In one of his most often anthologized
stories, Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius, he imagines an entirely hypothetical
world, the invention of a secret society of scholars who elaborate its every
aspect in a surreptitious encyclopedia. This First Encyclopedia of Tlon
(what fictionist would not wish to have dreamed up the Britannica?) describes a coherent alternative to this world complete in every respect from
its algebra to its fire, Borges tells us, and of such imaginative power that,
once conceived, it begins to obtrude itself into and eventually to supplant
our prior reality. My point is that neither the algebra nor the fire, metaphorically speaking, could achieve this result without the other. Borges's
algebra is what I'm considering here—algebra is easier to talk about than
fire—but any smart cookie could equal it. The imaginary authors of the
First Encyclopedia of Tlon itself are not artists, though their work is in a
manner of speaking fictional and would find a ready publisher in The
Something Else Press. The author of the story Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,
who merely alludes to the fascinating Encyclopedia, is an artist; what
makes him one, of the first rank, like Kafka, is the combination of that
intellectually serious vision with great human insight, poetic power, and
consummate mastery of his means—a definition which would have gone
without saying, I suppose, in any century but ours.
Not long ago, incidentally, in a footnote to a scholarly edition of Sir
Thomas Browne, I came upon a perfect Borges datum, reminiscent of
Tlon's self-realization: the actual case of a book called The Three Impostors, alluded to in Browne's Religio Medici among other places. The Three
Impostors is a nonexistent blasphemous treatise against Moses, Christ,
and Mohammed, which in the seventeenth century was widely held to
exist, or to have once existed. Commentators attributed it variously to
Boccaccio, Pietro Aretino, Giordano Bruno, and Tommaso Campanella,
and though no one, Browne included, had ever seen a copy of it, it was
frequently cited, refuted, railed against, and generally discussed as if everyone had read it—until, sure enough, in the eighteenth century a spurious work appeared with a forged date of 1598 and the title De Tribus
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Impostoribus. It's a wonder that Borges doesn't mention this work, as he
seems to have read absolutely everything, including all the books that
don't exist, and Browne is a particular favorite of his. In fact, the narrator
of Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius declares at the end:
. . . English and French and mere Spanish will disappear from the
globe. The world will be Tlon. I pay no attention to all this and go on
revising, in the still days at the Adrogue Hotel, an uncertain Quevedian translation (which I do not intend to publish) of Browne's UrnBurial*

This "contamination of reality by dream," as Borges calls it, is one of
his pet themes, and commenting upon such contaminations is one of his
favorite fictional devices. Like many of the best such devices, it turns the
artist's mode or form into a metaphor for his concerns, as does the diaryending of Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or the cyclical construction of Finnegans Wake. In Borges's case, the story Tlon, etc., for example, is a real piece of imagined reality in our world, analogous to those
Tlonian artifacts called hronir, which imagine themselves into existence.
In short, it's a paradigm of or metaphor for itself; not just the/orm of the
story but the fact of the story is symbolic; the medium is (part of) the
message.
Moreover, like all of Borges's work, it illustrates in other of its aspects
my subject: how an artist may paradoxically turn the felt ultimacies of
our time into material and means for his work-paradoxically, because
by doing so he transcends what had appeared to be his refutation, in the
same way that the mystic who transcends finitude is said to be enabled to
live, spiritually and physically, in the finite world. Suppose you're a
writer by vocation—a "print-oriented bastard," as the McLuhanites call
us—and you feel, for example, that the novel, if not narrative literature
generally, if not the printed word altogether, has by this hour of the world
just about shot its bolt, as Leslie Fiedler and others maintain. (I'm inclined to agree, with reservations and hedges. Literary forms certainly
have histories and historical contingencies, and it may well be that the
novel's tune as a major art form is up, as the "times" of classical tragedy,
Italian and German grand opera, or the sonnet-sequence came to be. No
necessary cause for alarm in this at all, except perhaps to certain novel* Moreover, on rereading Tlon, etc., I find now a remark I'd swear wasn't in it last
year: that the eccentric American millionaire who endows the Encyclopedia does so on
condition that "The work will make no pact with the impostor Jesus Christ."
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ists, and one way to handle such a feeling might be to write a novel about
it. Whether historically the novel expires or persists as a major art form
seems immaterial to me; if enough writers and critics feel apocalyptical
about it, their feeling becomes a considerable cultural fact, like the feeling
that Western civilization, or the world, is going to end rather soon. If you
took a bunch of people out into the desert and the world didn't end, you'd
come home shamefaced, I imagine; but the persistence of an art form
doesn't invalidate work created hi the comparable apocalyptic ambience.
That is one of the fringe benefits of being an artist instead of a prophet.
There are others.) If you happened to be Vladimir Nabokov, you might
address that felt ultimacy by writing Pale Fire: a fine novel by a learned
pedant, hi the form of a pedantic commentary on a poem invented for the
purpose. If you were Borges you might write Labyrinths: fictions by a
learned librarian in the form of footnotes, as he describes them, to imaginary or hypothetical books. And I'll add that if you were the author of
this paper, you'd have written something like The Sot- Weed Factor or
Giles Goat-Boy: novels which imitate the form of the Novel, by an author
who imitates the role of Author.
If this sort of thing sounds unpleasantly decadent, nevertheless it's
about where the genre began, with Quixote imitating Amadis of Gaul,
Cervantes pretending to be the Cid Hamete Benengeli (and Alonso Quijano pretending to be Don Quixote), or Fielding parodying Richardson.
"History repeats itself as farce"—meaning, of course, in the form or mode
of farce, not that history is farcical. The imitation, like the Dadaist echoes
hi the work of the "intermedia" types, is something new and may be quite
serious and passionate despite its farcical aspect.
This is the difference between a proper, "naive" novel and a deliberate imitation of a novel, or a novel imitative of other kinds of documents.
The first sort attempts (has been historically inclined to attempt) to imitate actions more or less directly, and its conventional devices—cause
and effect, linear anecdote, characterization, authorial selection, arrangement, and interpretation—have been objected to as obsolete notions, or
metaphors for obsolete notions: Alain Robbe-Grillet's essays For a New
Novel come to mind. There are replies to these objections, not to the point
here, but one can see that in any case they're obviated by imitations-ofnovels, for instance, which attempt to represent not life directly but a representation of life. In fact such works are no more removed from "life"
than Richardson's or Goethe's epistolary novels are; both imitate "real"
documents, and the subject of both, ultimately, is life, not the documents.
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A novel is as much a piece of the real world as a letter, and the letters in
The Sorrows of Young Werther are, after all, fictitious.
One might imaginably compound this imitation, and though Borges
doesn't, he's fascinated with the idea. One of his more frequent literary
allusions is to the 602nd night in a certain edition of The 1001 Nights,
when, owing to a copyist's error, Scheherazade begins to tell the King the
story of the 1001 nights, from the beginning. Happily, the King interrupts; if he didn't, there'd be no 603rd night ever, and while this would
solve Scheherazade's problem, it would put the "outside" author in a
bind. (I suspect that Borges dreamed this whole thing up; the business he
mentions isn't in any edition of The 1001 Nights I've been able to consult.
Not yet, anyhow: After reading Tlo'n, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius, one is inclined
to recheck every semester or so.)
Borges is interested in the 602nd night because it's an instance of the
story-within-the-story turned back upon itself, and his interest in such
instances is threefold. First, as he himself declares, they disturb us metaphysically: When the characters in a work of fiction become readers or
authors of the fiction they're in, we're reminded of the fictitious aspect of
our own existence—one of Borges's cardinal themes, as it was of Shakespeare, Calderon, Unamuno, and other folk. Second, the 602nd night is a
literary illustration of the regressus in infinitum, as are many other of
Borges's principal images and motifs. Third, Scheherazade's accidental
gambit, like Borges's other versions of the regressus in infinitum, is an
image of the exhaustion, or attempted exhaustion, of possibilities—in this
case literary possibilities—and so we return to our main subject.
What makes Borges's stance, if you like, more interesting to me even
than, say, Nabokov's or Beckett's, is the premise with which he approaches literature. In the words of one of his editors: "For [Borges] no
one has claim to originality in literature; all writers are more or less faithful amanuenses of the spirit, translators and annotators of pre-existing archetypes." Thus his inclination to write brief comments on imaginary
books: For one to attempt to add overtly to the sum of "original" literature by even so much as a conventional short story, not to mention a
novel, would be too presumptuous, too naive; literature has been done
long since. A librarian's point of view! And it would itself be too presumptuous if it weren't part of a lively, relevant metaphysical vision, slyly
employed against itself precisely to make new and original literature.
Borges defines the Baroque as "that style which deliberately exhausts (or
tries to exhaust) its possibilities and borders upon its own caricature."
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While his own work is not Baroque, except intellectually (the Baroque
was never so terse, laconic, economical), it suggests the view that intellectual and literary history has been Baroque, and has pretty well exhausted
the possibilities of novelty. Hisficciones are not only footnotes to imaginary texts, but postscripts to the real corpus of literature.*
This premise gives resonance and relation to all his principal images.
The facing mirrors that recur in his stories are a dual regressus. The doubles that his characters, like Nabokov's, run afoul of suggest dizzying
multiples and remind one of Browne's remark that "every man is not only
himself... men are lived over again." (It would please Borges, and illustrate Browne's point, to call Browne a precursor of Borges. "Every
writer," Borges says in his essay on Kafka, "creates his own precursors.")
Borges's favorite third-century heretical sect is the Histriones—I think
and hope he invented them—who believe that repetition is impossible in
history and who therefore live viciously in order to purge the future of the
vices they commit; to exhaust the possibilities of the world in order to
bring its end nearer. The writer he most often mentions, after Cervantes,
is Shakespeare; in one piece he imagines the playwright on his deathbed
asking God to permit him to be one and himself, having been everyone
and no one; God replies from the whirlwind that He is no one either: He
has dreamed the world like Shakespeare, and including Shakespeare.
Homer's story in Book IV of the Odyssey, of Menelaus on the beach at
Pharos, tackling Proteus, appeals profoundly to Borges: Proteus is he who
"exhausts the guises of reality" while Menelaus—who, one recalls, disguised his own identity in order to ambush him—holds fast. Zeno's paradox of Achilles and the Tortoise embodies a regressus in infinitum which
Borges carries through philosophical history, pointing out that Aristotle
uses it to refute Plato's theory of forms, Hume to refute the possibility of
cause and effect, Lewis Carroll to refute syllogistic deduction, William
James to refute the notion of temporal passage, and Bradley to refute the
general possibility of logical relations. Borges himself uses it, citing Schopenhauer, as evidence that the world is our dream, our idea, in which
"tenuous and eternal crevices of unreason" can be found to remind us
* It is true that he asserts in another place that the possibilities of literature can never
be exhausted, since it is impossible to exhaust even a single book. However, his remark
about the Baroque includes the attempt to exhaust as well as the hypothetical achievement of exhaustion. What's more, his cardinal themes and images rather contradict
that passing optimism—a state of affairs reminiscent of the aesthetics of Tlon, where
no book is regarded as complete which doesn't contain its counterbook, or refutation.
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that our creation is false, or at least fictive. The infinite library of one of
his most popular stories is an image particularly pertinent to the literature
of exhaustion: The "Library of Babel" houses every possible combination
of alphabetical characters and spaces, and thus every possible book and
statement, including your and my refutations and vindications, the history of the actual future, the history of every possible future, and, though
he doesn't mention it, the encyclopedia not only of Tlon but of every
imaginable other world—since, as in Lucretius's universe, the number of
elements and so of combinations is finite (though very large), and the
number of instances of each element and combination of elements is infinite, like the library itself.
That brings us to his favorite image of all, the labyrinth, and to my
point. Labyrinths is the name of his most substantial translated volume,
and the only current full-length study of Borges in English, by Ana Maria
Barrenechea, is called Borges the Labyrinth-Maker. A labyrinth, after all,
is a place in which, ideally, all the possibilities of choice (of direction, in
this case) are embodied, and—barring special dispensation like Theseus's—must be exhausted before one reaches the heart. Where, mind,
the Minotaur waits with two final possibilities: defeat and death or victory and freedom. The legendary Theseus is non-Baroque; thanks to
Ariadne's thread he can take a shortcut through the labyrinth at Knossos.
But Menelaus on the beach at Pharos, for example, is genuinely Baroque
in the Borgesian spirit, and illustrates a positive artistic morality in the literature of exhaustion. He is not there, after all, for kicks; Menelaus is lost,
in the larger labyrinth of the world, and has got to hold fast while the Old
Man of the Sea exhausts reality's frightening guises so that he may extort
direction from him when Proteus returns to his "true" self. It is a heroic
enterprise, with salvation as its object—one recalls that the aim of the
Histriones is to get history done with so that Jesus may come again the
sooner, and that Shakespeare's heroic metamorphoses culminate not
merely in a theophany but in an apotheosis.
Now, not just any old body is equipped for this labor; Theseus in the
Cretan labyrinth becomes in the end the aptest image for Borges after all.
Distressing as the fact is to us liberal democrats, the commonalty, alas,
will always lose their way and their soul; it is the chosen remnant, the virtuoso, the Thesean hero, who, confronted with Baroque reality, Baroque
history, the Baroque state of his art, need not rehearse its possibilities to
exhaustion, any more than Borges needs actually to write the Encyclopedia of Tlon or the books in the Library of Babel. He need only be aware of
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their existence or possibility, acknowledge them, and with the aid of very
special gifts—as extraordinary as saint- or herohood and not likely to be
found in The New York Correspondence School of Literature—go
straight through the maze to the accomplishment of his work.

More Troll Than Cabbage
INTRODUCTION FOR
TAPE-AND-LIVE-VOICE PERFORMANCES
FROM THE SERIES LOST IN THE FUNHOUSE

AS A BOY experimenting with sin, I once hollowed out a book—it was called
365 Bedtime Stories—to hide a pack of Chesterfield cigarettes in, the way Renaissance princes sometimes packed pistols in eviscerated prayer-books. It had
been my thought while writing the series Losf in the Funhouseto publish the finished book with a tape cassette enclosed in that same fashion. I have however a
daimon like Socrates's, who seldom tells me what to do, but {less dependably
than Socrates's) sometimes whispers "For pity's sake, don't do that." Distinctly, when the time came, it announced that the tape-in-a-book idea was an
egregious gimmick; that even to print the tape-and-live-voice pieces in readingscript format would be tiresome, unbecoming. In 1968 the book appeared
therefore by my own decision in ordinary left-to-right roman type as if composed
for print alone like any other book, at cost of part of the sense and most of the
entertainment of the tape pieces, which to the eye alone may be wearisomely
self-reflexive exercises in hyperselfconsciousness. That's show business; and
for writers as writers, show business is no business.
As show business, on the other hand, those little experiments worked well
for a season or two on the campus circuit, until my nay-saying daimon whispered that it was time to close a run that began at the Library of Congress on
Mayday, 1967.
Why should a mere introduction to a program of readings be here collected
and printed? Because this Friday Book is also a resume of my Stories Thus Far
and an account of what I believe myself to have been up to in writing them.

I have a program of readings from my novels that I've given here and
there on university campuses in the last year. It's called "The Heroical
Curriculum"; what it consists of is a series of excerpts from The Floating
Opera, The End of the Road, The Sot-Weed Factor, and Giles Goat-Boy,
selected ostensibly to illustrate some of their common themes—that selfknowledge is generally bad news, for example; or that if you don't look
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out, you may get pinched between two of the great axioms of Western
civilization: Socrates's lesson that the unexamined life is not worth living,
and Sophocles's lesson that the well-examined life may turn out to be
unlivable. But the real motivating principle behind the selections was that
they all read well out loud and lead one to suppose that my fiction has
been getting better over the years.
If we can only accept that last as granted, I'd like to skip the demonstration today and do a thing more risky from the show-biz point of view:
I want to lay on you a sample of the short pieces I've been up to since my
goat-boy book was finished in 1966. They are what used to be called "experimental" pieces: Most haven't been published yet; some won't ever be.
A few don't make much ordinary sense out of the context of their neighbors; others were composed specifically for tape and would lose part of
their point in print. At least one was composed exclusively for public
readings like this one—but I didn't bring it to Washington with me.
If a writer is not simply going to repeat himself (which isn't always a
bad thing to do), he has to keep changing, more or less reinventing himself. He hopes that the changes are "developments"; that his "stages," like
a rocket's, are all pushing the same payload toward heaven, in their different ways. He hopes too—since some legs of the trip are liable to be
rougher than others—that his audience will stay with him across the
troll-bridges and that they'll reach the sweet cabbage fields together. It
may be that there is more troll than cabbage in these pieces; I hope not.
I don't think it's a good idea, as a rule, for artists to explain their art,
even if they can. Jorge Luis Borges puts it arrogantly: God shouldn't
stoop to theology. A modern painter put it more politely and poetically:
Birds have no need of ornithology. But since you'll be hearing these
pieces aloud and for the first time, I'll say one or two things about them
and about the series-in-progress from which they're taken.
One advantage of electronic tape as a narrative medium is that it has
some of the virtues of the oral tradition, where literature started—I mean
the immediacy of the human voice and the intimacy of storytelling, which
can only be echoed on the printed page—and some of the virtues of print,
such as referability and repeatability. You can replay a tough or delightful passage on tape, or pause to let it sink in, as you can when you're
reading but can't when you're watching a film or a stage play.
These pieces share some preoccupations with my novels. They're
meant to be serious enough to be taken seriously, but they're not longfaced. They're pessimistic, but I hope they're entertaining. In all of them,

for better or worse, the process of narration becomes the content of the
narrative, to some degree and in various ways; or the form or medium has
metaphorical value and dramatical relevance. The medium really is part
of the message. Second, most of them exploit, one way or another, ambiguities of language and narrative viewpoint—especially narrative viewpoint—to make their particular sense. Neither of these is a new idea.
Third, one objective of most of these stories—the most important to
me—is to try whether different kinds of artistical felt ultimacies and culde-sacs can be employed against themselves to do valid new work:
whether disabling contradictions, for example, can be escalated or exacerbated into enabling paradoxes. This objective represents to me in its
little way a general task of civilized people nowadays.
Finally, if the pieces are successful by my personal standards, they
have to be more than just tricky. If I believed my writing were no more
than the formal fun-and-games that Time magazine makes it out to be,
I'd take up some other line of work. The subject of literature, says Aristotle, is "human life, its happiness and its misery." I agree with Aristotle.
That's why we object to the word experimental. It suggests cold exercises hi technique, and technique in art, we all know, has the same importance as technique in love: Heartless skill has its appeal; so does heartfelt
ineptitude; but what we want is passionate virtuosity. If these pieces
aren't also moving, then the experiment is unsuccessful, and their author
is lost in the funhouse indeed.
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