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Described by critics as zany,
tremendously amusing, fantastical-
ly humorous, and one of the most
popular science-fiction writers in
the world, Stanislaw Lem here
breaks away from the science-
fiction mold. Exercising his satiric
wit and sophisticated knowledge, he
invents books through reviews,
spoofing various literary trends and
styles. These reviews of nonexistent
books point up the absurdities of
our alarming civilization, with its
fads and escalating silliness. There
is U-WRITE-IT, a literary erector set,
SEXPLOSION, in which three giant
corporations, Gereral Sexotics,
Cybordelics, and Intercourse
International, meet ruin, with
disastrous effects on the economy;
“The New Cosmogony,” purporting
to be the address of a Nobel Prize
winner — a waterfall of pseudo-
erudition.

Fantasy of the wildest kind
informs every one of these hilarious
explorations into that growing
realm where mankind’s insanity
masquerades as intellect.
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S.Lem
A Perfect Vacuum

(Czytelnik, Warsaw)

Reviewing nonexistent books is not Lem’s invention; we find
such experiments not only in a contemporary writer, Jorge
Luis Borges (for example, his “Investigations of the Writings
of Herbert Quaine”), but the idea goes further back—and
even Rabelais was not the first to make use of it. A Perfect
Vacuum is unusual in that it purports to be an antholog
made up entirely of such critiques. Pedantry or a joke, this
methodicalness? We suspect the author intends a joke; nor is
this impression weakened by the Introduction—long-winded
and theoretical—in which we read: “The writing of a novel is
a form of the loss of creative liberty. . . . In turn, the reviewing
of books is a servitude still less noble. Of the writer one can at
least say that he has enslaved himself—by the theme selected.
The critic is in a worse position: as the convict is chained to his
wheelbarrow, so the reviewer is chained to the work reviewed.
The writer loses his freedom in his own book, the critic in
another’s.”

The overstatement of these simplifications is too patent to
be taken seriously. In the next section of the Introduction




4 A Perfect Vacuum

(“Auto-Momus”) we read: “Literature to date has told us of
fictitious characters. We shall go further: we shall depict fic-
titious books. Here is a chance to regain creative liberty, and at
the same time to wed two opposing spirits—that of the bellet-
rist and that of the critic.”

“Auto-Momus”—Lem explains—is to be free creation
“squared,” because the critic of the text, if placed within that
very text, will have more possibilities for maneuvering than the
narrator of traditional or nontraditional literature. One might
go along with this, for in fact literature nowadays fights for
greater distance from the thing created, like a runner on his
second wind. The trouble is, Lem’s erudite Introduction doesn’t
seem to want to end. In it he discourses on the positive aspects
of nothingness, on ideal objects in mathematics, and on new
metalevels of language. It is all a bit drawn out, as if in jest.
What is more, with this overture Lem is leading the reader
(and perhaps himself as well?) afield. For there are pseudo-
reviews in 4 Perfect Vacuum that are not merely a collection
of anecdotes. I would divide the reviews, in opposition to the
author, into the following three groups:

(1) Parodies, pastiches, gibes: here belong “The Robin-
sonad,” “Nothing, or the Consequence” (both texts, in differ-
ent ways, poke fun at the nouveau roman), and perhaps also
“You” and “Gigamesh.” It’s true that “You” is a somewhat
chancy entry, because to invent a bad book, which one can
then lambaste because it is bad, is rather cheap. The most
original formally is “Nothing, or the Consequence,” since no
one could possibly have written that novel, and therefore the
device of the pseudo-review permits an acrobatic trick: a
critique of a book that not only does not exist but also cannot.
“Gigamesh” was the least to my taste. The idea is to give the
show away; yet is it really right to dispose of a masterpiece
with those kinds of jokes? Perhaps, if one does not pen them
oneself.

(2) Drafts and outlines (for they actually are, in their own
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way, outlines) : “Gruppenfiihrer Louis XVI,” for instance, or
“The Idiot,” and “A Question of the Rate.” Each of these could
—who knows—Dbecome the embryo of a decent novel. Even so,
one ought to write the novels first. A synopsis, critical or other-
wise, only amounts to an hors d’oeuvre that whets our appetite
for a course not found in the kitchen. Why not found? Criti-
cism ad hominem is not “cricket,” but this once I will indulge
in it. The author had ideas that he was unable to realize in full
form; he could not write, but regretted not writing—and there
you have the whole genesis of this aspect of 4 Perfect Vacuum.
Lem, sufficiently clever to foresee precisely such a charge, de-
cided to protect himself—with an introduction. That is why in
“Auto-Momus” he speaks of the poverty of the craft of prose,
of how one must, as an artisan at his workbench, whittle de-
scriptions to say that the Marquise left the house at five. But
good craft is not impoverishment. Lem took fright at the diffi-
culties presented by each of these three titles, which I have
mentioned only by way of example. He preferred not to risk it,
preferred to duck the issue, to take the coward’s way out. In
stating, “Every book is a grave of countless others, it deprives
them of life by supplanting them,” he gives us to understand
that he has more ideas than biological time (Ars longa, vita
brevis). However, there are not all that many significant,
highly promising ideas in A Perfect Vacuum. There are dis-
plays of agility, to which I alluded, but there we are speaking of
jokes. Yet I suspect a matter of more importance—namely, a
longing that cannot be satisfied.

The last group of works in the volume convinces me that I
am not mistaken: “De Impossibilitate Vitae,” “Civilization as
Error” and—most of all!—“The New Cosmogony.”

“Civilization as Error” stands on their head the views which
Lem has more than once expounded in his books both belle-
tristic and discursive. The technology explosion, there con-
demned as the destroyer of culture, here is put in the role of the
savior of humanity. And for a second time Lem plays apostate
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in “De Impossibilitate Vitae.” Let us not be misled by the
amusing absurdity of the long causal chains of the family
chronicle. The purpose lies not in these comic anecdotes; what
is taking place is an attack on Lem’s Holy of Holies—on the
theory of probability, i.e., of chance, i.e., of that category on
which he built and developed so many of his voluminous con-
ceptions. The attack is carried out in a clownish setting, and
this is meant to blunt its edge. Was it, then, if only for a
moment, conceived not as satire?

Doubts like these are dispelled by “The New Cosmogony,”
the true piéce de résistance of the book, hidden in its pages like
a Trojan horse. If not a joke, not a fictional review, then what
precisely isit? A bit heavy for a joke, loaded down as it is with
such massive scientific argumentation—we know that Lem has
devoured encyclopedias; shake him and out come logarithms
and formulas. “The New Cosmogony”’ is the fictional oration of
a Nobel Prize laureate that presents a revolutionary new model
of the Universe. If I did not know any other book of Lem’s I
might conclude that the thing was meant to be a gag for the
benefit of some thirty initiates—that is, physicists and other
relativists—in the entire world. That, however, seems unlikely.
What then? I suspect, again, that there was an idea, an idea
that burst upon the author—and from which he shrank. Of
course he will never admit to this, and neither I nor anyone else
will be able to prove to him that he has taken seriously the
model of the Universe as a game. He can always plead the fa-
cetiousness of the context, and point to the very title of the
book (A4 Perfect Vacuum—that is to say, a book “about noth-
ing”). And besides, the best refuge and excuse is licentia
poetica.

All the same, I believe that behind these texts there hides a
certain gravity. The Universe as a game? An Intentional
Physics? Being a worshiper of science, having prostrated him-
self before its sacred methodology, Lem could not well assume
the role of its foremost heresiarch and dissenter. Therefore, he
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7 A Perfect Vacuum

could not place this thought within any discursive exposition.
On the other hand, to make the idea of a “game of Universe”
the pivot of a story plot would have meant writing yet another
work, the umpteenth, of “normal science fiction.”

What then remained? For a sound mind, nothing but to keep
silent. Books that the writer does not write, that he will cer-
tainly never undertake, come what may, and that can be attrib-
uted to fictitious authors—are not such books, by virtue of their
nonexistence, remarkably like silence? Could one place oneself
at any safer distance from heterodox thoughts? To speak of
these books, of these treatises, as belonging to others, is prac-
tically the same as to speak—without speaking. Particularly
when this takes place within the scenario of a joke.

And so, from long years of secret hungering for the nourish-
ment of realism, from notions too bold with regard to one’s
own views for them to be voiced outright, from all that one
dreams of and dreams in vain, arose 4 Perfect Vacuum. The
theoretical Introduction, which ostensibly makes the case for a
“new genre of literature,” is a maneuver to divert attention, the
deliberately exhibitory gesture of the prestidigitator who wishes
to draw our eyes from what he is actually doing. We are to be-
lieve that feats of dexterity are being performed, when it is
otherwise. It is not the trick of the “pseudo-review” that gave
birth to these works; rather, they, demanding—in vain—to be
expressed, used this trick as an excuse and a pretext. In the ab-
sence of the trick all would have remained in the realm of the
unsaid. For we have here the betrayal of fantasy to the cause of
well-grounded realism, and defection in empiricism, and heresy
in science. Did Lem really think he would not be seen through
in his machination? It is simplicity itself: to shout out, with
laughter, what one would dare not whisper in earnest. Con-
trary to what the Introduction says, the critic does not have to
be chained to the book “as the convict is . . . to his wheelbar-
row”: the critic’s freedom does not lie in raising up or tearing
down the book, but lies in this, that through .the book, as







Marcel Coscat

Les Robinsonades

(Editions du Seuil, Paris)

After Defoe’s Robinson came, watered down for the kiddies,
the Swiss Robinson and a whole slew of further infantilized
versions of the life on the desert island; then a few years ago
the Paris Olympia published, in step with the times, The Sex
Life of Robinson Crusoe, a trivial thing whose author there is
no point even in naming, because he hid under one of those
pseudonyms that are the property of the publisher himself, who
hires toilers of the pen for well-known ends. But for The Rob-
insonad of Marcel Coscat it has been worth waiting. This is the
social life of Robinson Crusoe, his social-welfare work, his
arduous, hard, and overcrowded existence, for what is dealt
with here is the sociology of isolation—-the mass culture of an
unpopulated island that, by the end of the novel, is packed
solid.

‘Monsieur Coscat has not written, as the reader will quickly
observe, a work of a plagiaristic or commercial nature. He goes
into neither the sensational nor the pornographic aspect of the
desert island; he does not direct the lust of the castaway to the
palm trees with their hairy coconuts, to the fish, the goats,
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the axes, the mushrooms, and the pork salvaged from the shat-
tered ship. In this book, to spite Olympia, Robinson is no
longer the male in rut who, like a phallic unicorn trampling
the shrubbery, the groves of sugar cane and bamboo, violates
the sands of the beach, the mountaintops, the waters of the
bay, the screeches of the seagulls, the lofty shadows of the alba-
tross, or the sharks washed ashore in a storm. He who craves
such material will not find in this book food for the inflamed
imagination. The Robinson of Marcel Coscat is a logician in
the pure state, an extreme conventionalist, a philosopher who
took the conclusions of his doctrine as far as possible; and the
shipwreck—of the three-master Patricia—was for him only the
opening of the gates, the severing of the ties, the preparation
of the laboratory for the experiment, for it enabled him to
reach into his own being uncontaminated by the presence of
Others.

Sergius N., sizing up his situation, does not meekly resign
himself but determines to become a true Robinson, beginning
with the voluntary assumption of that very name, which is ra-
tional, inasmuch as from his past, his existence till now, he will
no longer be able to derive any advantage.

The castaway’s life, in its sum total of hardship and vicissi-
tude, is unpleasant enough already and needs no further minis-
tration by the futile exertions of a memory nostalgic for what
is lost. The world, exactly as it is found, must be put to rights,
and in a civilized fashion; and so the former Sergius N. re-
solves to form both the island and himself—from zero. The
New Robinson of Monsieur Coscat has no illusions; he knows
that Defoe’s hero was a fiction whose real-life model—the
sailor Selkirk—turned out to be, when found accidentally years
later by some brig, a creature grown so completely brutish as
to be bereft of speech. Defoe’s Robinson saved himself not
thanks to Friday—Friday appeared too late—but because he
scrupulously counted on the company—stern, perhaps, but the
best possible for a Puritan—of the Lord God Himself. It was
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this Companion who imposed upon him the severe pedanticism
of behavior, the obstinate industry, the examination of con-
science, and especially that fastidious modesty which so exas-
perated the author of the Paris Olympia that the latter at-
tacked it head on with the lowered horns of obscenity.

Sergius N., or the New Robinson, feeling within himself
some measure of creative power, knows ahead of time that
there is one thing he will definitely never produce: the Supreme
Being is sure to be beyond him. He is a rationalist, and it is as
a rationalist that he sets about his task. He wishes to consider
everything, and therefore begins with the question of whether
the most sensible thing might not be to do nothing at all. This,
of a certainty, will lead to madness, but who knows if madness
may not be an altogether convenient condition? Tush, if one
could but select the type of insanity, like matching a tie to a
shirt; hypomanic euphoria, with its constant joy, Robinson
would be perfectly willing to develop in himself; but how can
he be sure it will not drift into a depression that ends with sui-
cide attempts? This thought repels him, particularly out of
esthetic considerations, and besides, passivity does not lie in his
nature. For either hanging himself or drowning he will always
have time, and therefore he postpones such a variant ad acta.

The world of dream—he says to himself, in one of the first
pages of the novel—is the Nowhere that can be absolutely per-
fect; it is a utopia, though weakened in clarity, being but feebly
fleshed out, submerged in the nocturnal workings of the mind,
the mind which does not at that time (at night) measure up to
the requirements of reality. “In my sleep,” declares Robinson,
“I am visited by various persons, and they put questions to me,
to which I know not the answer till it falls from their lips. Is
this to signify that these persons are fragments untying them-
selves from my being, that they are, as it were, its umbilical
continuation? To speak thus is to fall into great error. Just as I
do not know whether those grubs, already appetizing to me,
those juicy little white worms, are to be found beneath this flat
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stone, here, which I begin gingerly to pry at with the big toe of
my bare foot, so, too, I do not know what is hidden in the minds
of the persons who come to me in my sleep. Thus in relation to
my I these persons are as external as the grubs. The idea is not
at all to erase the distinction between dream and reality—that
is the way to madness!—but to create a new, a better order.
What in a dream succeeds only now and then, with mixed re-
sults, in muddled fashion, waveringly and by chance, must be
straightened, tightened, fitted together, and made secure; a
dream, when moored in reality, when brought out into the light
of reality as a method, and serving reality, and peopling real-
ity, packing it with the very finest goods, ceases to be a dream,
and reality, under the influence of such curative treatment, be-
comes both as clear as before and shaped as never before. Since
I am alone, I need take no one into account; however, since at
the same time the knowledge that I am alone is poison to me, I
will therefore not be alone. The Lord God I cannot manage,
it is true, but that does not mean I cannot manage Any-
one!”

And our logical Robinson says further: “A man without
Others is a fish without water, but just as most water is murky
and turbid, so, too, my medium was a rubbish heap. My rela-
tives, parents, superiors, teachers I did not choose myself; this
applies even to my mistresses, for they came my way at ran-
dom: throughout, I took (if it can be said I took at all) what
chance provided. If, like any other mortal, I was condemned to
the accidents of birth and family and friends, then there is
nothing for which I need mourn. And therefore—let there
resound the first words of Genesis: Away with this clutter!”

He speaks these words, we see, with a solemnity to match
that of the Maker: “Let there be . . .” For in fact Robinson
prepares to create himself a world from zero. It is not now
merely through his liberation from people due to a fortuitous
calamity that he embarks upon creation whole hog, but by de-
sign. And thus the logically perfect hero of Marcel Coscat out-
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lines a plan that later will destroy and mock him—can it be, as
the human world has done to its Creator?

Robinson does not know where to begin. Ought he to sur-
round himself with ideal beings? Angels? Winged horses? (For
a moment he has a yen for a centaur.) But, stripped of illu-
sions, he understands that the presence of beings in any respect
perfect will be difficult to stomach. Therefore, for a start, he
supplies himself with one about whom before, till now, he could
only dream: a loyal servant, a butler, valet, and footman in one
person—the fat (no lean and hungry look!) Snibbins. In the
course of this first Robinsonad our apprentice Demiurge re-
flects upon democracy, which, like any man (of this he is
certain), he had put up with only out of necessity. When yet a
boy, before dropping off to sleep, he imagined how lovely it
would be to be born a mighty lord in some medieval time. Now
at last that fantasy can be realized. Snibbins is properly stupid,
for thereby he automatically elevates his master; nothing origi-
nal ever enters his head, hence he will never give notice; he
performs everything in a twinkling, even that which his master
has not yet had time to ask.

The author does not at all explain whether—and how—Rob-
inson does the work for Snibbins, because the story is told in
the first (Robinson’s) person; but even if Robinson (and how
can it be otherwise?) does do everything himself on the sly
and afterward attributes it to the servant’s offices, he acts at
that time totally without awareness, and thus only the results
of those exertions are visible. Hardly has Robinson rubbed the
sleep from his eyes in the morning when there at his bedside lie
the carefully prepared little oysters of which he is so fond—
salted lightly with sea water, seasoned to taste with the sour
tang of sorrel herbs—and, for an appetizer, soft grubs, white as
butter, on dainty saucer-stones; and behold, nearby are his
shoes polished to a high shine with coconut fiber, and his
clothes all laid out, pressed by a rock hot from the sun, and the
trousers creased, and a fresh flower in the lapel of the jacket.
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But even so the master usually grumbles a little as he eats and
dresses. For lunch he will have roast tern, for supper coconut
milk, but well chilled. Snibbins, as befits a good butler, re-
ceives his orders—of course—in submissive silence.

The Master grumbles, the Servant listens; the Master orders,
the Servant does as bid. It is a pleasant life, quiet, a little like
a vacation in the country. Robinson goes for walks, pockets in-
teresting pebbles, even builds up a collection of them; Snibbins,
in the meantime, prepares the meals—but eats nothing at all
himself: how easy on the budget and how convenient! But by
and by in the relations of Master and Servant there appear the
first sands of discord. The existence of Snibbins is beyond ques-
tion: to doubt it is to doubt that the trees stand and the clouds
float when no one is watching them. But the stiff formality of
the footman, his meticulousness, obedience, submission, grow
downright wearisome. The shoes are always waiting for Robin-
son polished, the oysters give off their smell each morning by
his hard bed; Snibbins holds his tongue—and a good thing,
too, the Master can’t abide servants’ ifs, ands, and buts—but
from this it is evident that Snibbins as a person is not in any
way present on the island. Robinson decides to add something
that will make the situation—too simple, primitive really—
more refined. To give Snibbins slothfulness, contrariness, an in-
clination to mischief, cannot be done: the way he is, is the way
he is; he has by now too solidly established himself in exis-
tence. Robinson therefore engages, as a scullery boy and
helper, the little Boomer. This is a filthy but good-looking ur-
chin, foot-loose, you might say, somewhat of a loafer, but sharp-
witted, full of shenanigans, and now it is not the Master but the
Servant who begins to have more and more work—not in
attendance on the Master, but to conceal from the Master’s eye
all the things that that young whippersnapper thinks up. The
result is that Snibbins, because he is constantly occupied with
thrashing Boomer, is absent to an even higher degree than be-
fore; from time to time Robinson can hear, inadvertently, the
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sounds of Snibbins’s dressing-downs, carried in his direction by
the ocean wind (the shrill voice of Snibbins is amazingly like
the voice of the big gulls), but he is not about to involve him-
self in the bickering of servants! What, Boomer is pulling
Snibbins away from the Master? Boomer will be dismissed—
has already been sent packing, scattered to the winds. Had even
helped himself to the oysters! The Master is willing to forget
this little episode, but then Snibbins cannot, try as he might;
he falls down on the job; scolding does not help; the servant
maintains his silence, still waters run deep, and it’s clear now
that he’s started thinking. The Master disdains to interrogate
a servant or demand frankness—to whom is he to be confes-
sor?! Nothing goes smoothly, a sharp word has no effect—very
well then, you too, old fool, out of my sight! Here’s three
months’ wages—and to hell with you!

Robinson, haughty as any master, wastes an entire day in the
throwing together of a raft, with it reaches the deck of the
Patricia, which lies wrecked upon a reef: the money, fortu-
nately, has not been carried off by the waves. Accounts squared,
Snibbins vanishes—except that he has left behind the counted-
out money. Robinson, insulted thus by the servant, does not
know what to do. He feels that he has committed an error,
though as yet feels this by intuition only. What has gone
wrong?!

I am Master here, I can do anything!—he says to himself
immediately, for courage, and takes on Wendy Mae. She is, we
conjecture, an allusion to the paradigm of Man Friday. But this
young, really rather simple girl might lead the Master into temp-
tation. He might easily perish in her marvelous—since unattain-
able—embraces, he might lose himself in a fever of rut and
lusting, go mad on the point of her pale, mysterious smile, her
fleeting profile, her bare little feet bitter from the ashes of the
campfire and reeking with the grease of barbecued mutton.
Therefore, from the very first, in a moment of true inspiration,

he makes Wendy Mae . . . three-legged. In a more ordinary,

.
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that is, a tritely objective reality, he would not have been able
to do this! But here he is Lord of Creation. He acts as one who,
having a cask of methyl alcohol, poisonous yet inviting him to
drink and be merry, plugs it up himself, against himself, for he
will be living with a temptation he must never indulge; at the
same time he will be kept on his toes, for his appetite will con-
stantly be removing from the cask, lewdly, its hermetic bung.
And thus Robinson will live, from now on, cheek by jowl with
a three-legged maid, always able—of course—to imagine her
without the middle leg, but that is all. He becomes wealthy in
emotions unspent, in endearments unsquandered (for what
point would there be in wasting them on such a person?). Little
Wendy Mae, associated in his mind with both Wednesday and
Wedding Day (note: Wednesday, Mitt-woch, the middle of the
week—an obvious symbolization of sex; perhaps, too, Wendy
—Wench—Window), and also with a poor orphan (“Wednes-
day’s child is full of woe”), becomes his Beatrice. Did that silly
little chit of a fourteen-year-old know anything whatever about
Dante’s infernal spasms of desire? Robinson is indeed pleased
with himself. He created her and by that very act—her three-
leggedness—barricaded her from himself. Nevertheless, before
long the whole thing begins to come apart at the seams. While
concentrating on a problem important in some respects, Robin-
son neglected so many other important facets of Wendy Mae!

It begins innocently enough. He would like, now and then, to
take a peek at the little one but has pride enough to resist this
urge. Later, however, various thoughts run through his brain.
The girl does what formerly was Snibbins’s job. Gathering the
oysters—no problem there; but taking care of the Master’s
wardrobe, even his personal linen? Here already one can de-
tect an element of ambiguity—no!—it is all too unambiguous!
So he gets up surreptitiously, in the dead of night, when she is
sure to be still sleeping, and washes his unmentionables in the
bay. But since he has begun to rise so early, why couldn’t he—
just once—you know—for fun (but only his own, Master’s,
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solitary fun)—wash her things? Didn’t he give them to her?
By himself, in spite of the sharks, he went out several times to
penetrate the hull of the Patricia and found some ladies’ frip-
pery, shifts, pinafores, petticoats, panties. Yes, but when he
washes them, won’t he have to hang everything up on a line,
between the trunks of two palms? A dangerous game! Particu-
larly dangerous in that, though Snibbins is no longer on the
* island as a servant, he has not dropped completely out of the
picture. Robinson can almost hear his heavy breathing, can
guess what he is thinking: Your Lordship, begging your par-
don, never washed anything for me. While he existed, Snibbins
never would have dared utter words so audaciously insinuating,
but, missing, he turns out to be devilishly loose of tongue!
Snibbins is gone, that is true; but he has left his absence. He is
not to be seen in any concrete place, but even when he served
he modestly lay low, kept out of the Master’s way and dared
not show himself. Now, Snibbins haunts: his pathologically
obsequious, goggle-eyed stare, his screechy voice, it all returns;
the distant quarrels with Boomer shrill through the screams of
the least gull; and now Snibbins bares his hairy chest among
the ripe coconuts (to what leads the shamelessness of such
hints?!), he bends to the curve of the scaled palm trunks and
with fisheyes (the goggle!) looks at Robinson like a drowned
man from beneath the waves. Where? There, over there, where
that rock is, on the point—for he had his own little hobby, did
Snibbins: he loved to sit on the promontory and hurl croaking
curses at the aged and infirm whales, who loose their spouts
sedately, within the confines of their families, on the bounding
main.

If only it were possible to come to an understanding with
Wendy Mae and thereby make the relationship, already very
unbusinesslike, more settled, more restricted, more decorous as
regards obedience and command, with the sternness and the
maturity of the masculine Master! Ah, but it’s really such a
simple-minded girl; she’s never heard of Snibbins; to speak to
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her is like talking to a wall. Even if she actually thinks some
thought of her own, it’s certain that she’ll never say a word.
This, it would seem, out of simplicity, timidity (she’s a servant,
after all!), but in fact such little-girlishness is instinctively
crafty: she knows perfectly well for what—no, against what—
the Master is dry, calm, controlled, and high-flown! Moreover
she vanishes for hours on end, nowhere to be seen till nightfall.
Could it be Boomer? Because it couldn’t be Snibbins—no,
that’s out of the question! Snibbins definitely isn’t on the
island!

The naive reader (alas, there are many such) will by now
probably have concluded that Robinson is suffering hallucina-
tions, that he is slipping into insanity. Nothing of the sort! If
he is a prisoner, it is only of his own creation. For he may not
say to himself the one thing that would act upon him, in a radi-
cal way, therapeutically—namely, that Snibbins never existed
at all, and likewise Boomer. In the first place, should he say it,
she who now is—Wendy Mae—would succumb, a helpless vic-
tim, to the destructive flood of such manifest negation. And
furthermore, this explanation, once made, would completely
and permanently paralyze Robinson as Creator. Therefore, re-
gardless of what may yet happen, he can no more admit to
himself the nothingness of his handiwork than the real Creator
can ever admit to the creation—in His handiwork—of spite.
Such an admission would mean, in both cases, total defeat. God
has not created evil; nor does Robinson, by analogy, work in
any kind of void. Each being, as it were, a captive of his own
myth.

So Robinson is delivered up, defenseless, to Snibbins. Snib-
bins exists, but always beyond the reach of a stone or a club,
and it does not help to set out Wendy Mae, tied in the dark to a
stake, for him as bait (already Robinson has resorted to this!).
The dismissed servant is nowhere, and therefore everywhere.
Poor Robinson, who wanted so to avoid shoddiness, who in-
tended to surround himself with chosen ones, has befouled his
nest, for he has ensnibbined the entire island.
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Our hero suffers the torments of the damned. Particularly
good are the descriptions of the quarrels at night with Wendy
Mae, those dialogues, conversations rhythmically punctuated
by her sullen, female, seductively swollen silences, in which
Robinson throws all moderation, restraint, to the winds. His
lordliness falls from him; he has become simply her chattel—
dependent on her least nod, wink, smile. And through the dark-
ness he feels that small, faint smile of the girl; however, when,
fatigued and covered with sweat, he turns over on his hard bed
to face the dawn, dissolute and mad thoughts come to him; he
begins to imagine what else he might do with Wendy Mae . . .
something paradisiacal, perhaps? From this we get—in his
threshing out of the matter—allusions, through feather stoles
and boas, to the Biblical serpent (note, too: servant—serpent),
and we have the attempted anagrammatic mutilation of birds to
obtain Adam’s rib, which is Eve (note, too: Aves—Eva). Rob-
inson, naturally, would be her Adam. But he well knows that if
he cannot rid himself of Snibbins, in whom he took no personal
interest whatever during the latter’s tenure as lackey, then
surely a scheme to put Wendy Mae out of the way must spell
disaster. Her presence in any form is preferable to parting with
her: that much is clear.

What follows is a tale of degeneration. The nightly washing
of the fluffs and frills becomes a sort of sacramental rite. Awak-
ened in the middle of the night, he listens intensely for her
breathing. At the same time he knows that now he can at least
struggle with himself not to leave his place, not to stretch his
hand forth in that direction—but if he were to drive away the
little tormentor, ah, that would be the end! In the first rays of
the sun her underthings, scrubbed so, bleached by the sun, full
of holes (oh, the locality of those holes!), flap frivolously in
the wind; Robinson comes to know all the possibilities of those
most hackneyed agonies which are the privilege of the lovelorn.
And her chipped hand mirror, and her little comb . . . Robin-
son begins to flee his cave-home, no more does he spurn the
reef from which Snibbins abused the old, phlegmatic whales.
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But things cannot go on like this much longer, and so: let them
not. There he is now, hastening to the beach to wait for the
great white hulk of the Caryatid, a transatlantic steamer which
a storm (very likely also conveniently invented) will be casting
up on the leaden, foot-scorching sand covered with the gleam of
dying chambered nautili. But what does it mean, that some of
the chambered nautili contain within them bobby pins, while
others in a soft-slimy slurp spit out—at Robinson’s feet—
soaked butts of Camels? Do not such signs clearly indicate
that even the beach, the sand, the trembling water, and its
sheets of foam sliding back into the deep, are likewise no
longer part of the material world? But whether this is the case
or not, surely the drama that begins upon the beach, where the
wreck of the Caryatid, ripped open on the reef with a mon-
strous rumble, spills its unbelievable contents before the danc-
ing Robinson—that drama is entirely real, it is the wail of
feelings unrequited. . . .

From this point on, we must confess, the book grows more
and more difficult to understand and demands no little effort on
the part of the reader. The line of development, precise till
now, becomes entangled and doubles back upon itself. Can it
be that the author deliberately sought to disturb the eloquence
of the romance with dissonances? What purpose is served by
the pair of barstools to which Wendy Mae has given birth? We
assume that their three-leggedness is a simple family trait—
that’s clear, fine; but who was the father of those stools? Can it
be that we are faced with the immaculate conception of furni-
ture?? Why does Snibbins, who previously only spat at the
whales, turn out to be their ardent admirer, even to the point
of requesting metamorphosis (Robinson says of him, to Wendy
Mae, “He wants whaling”)? And further: at the beginning of
the second volume Robinson has from three to five children.
The uncertainty of the number we can understand. It is one of
the characteristics of a hallucinated world that has grown too
complicated: the Creator is no longer able to keep straight in
his memory all the details of the creation simultaneously. Well



21 Les Robinsonades

and good. But with whom did Robinson have these children?
Did he create them by a pure act of will, as previously he did
Snibbins, Wendy Mae, Boomer, or—instead—did he beget
them in an act imagined indirectly, i.e., with a woman? There
is not one word in the second volume that refers to Wendy
Mae’s third leg. Might this amount to a kind of anticreational
deletion? In Chapter Eight our suspicions would appear to be
confirmed by a fragment of conversation with the tomcat of
the Caryatid, in which the latter says to Robinson, “You’re a
great one for pulling legs.” But since Robinson neither found
the tomcat on the ship nor in any other way created it, the ani-
mal having been thought up by that aunt of Snibbins’s whom
Snibbins’s wife refers to as the “accoucheuse of the Hyper-
boreans,” it is not known, unfortunately, whether Wendy Mae
had any children in addition to the stools or not. Wendy Mae
does not admit to children, or at least she does not answer any
of Robinson’s questions during the great jealousy scene, in
which the poor devil goes so far as to weave himself a noose
out of coconut fibers.

“Cock Robinson” is what the hero calls himself in this scene,
ironically, and then, “Mock Robinson.” How are we to under-
stand this? That Wendy Mae is “killing” him? And that he
holds all that he has done (created) to be counterfeit? Why,
too, does Robinson say that although he is not nearly so three-
legged as Wendy Mae, still in this regard he is, to some extent,
similar to her? This may more or less allow of an explanation,
but the remark, closing the first volume, has no continuation in
the second, neither anatomically nor artistically. Furthermore,
the story of the aunt from the Hyperboreans seems rather taste-
less, as does the children’s chorus which accompanies her
metamorphosis: “There are three of us here, there are four and
a half, Old Fried Eggs.” Fried Eggs, incidentally, is Wendy
Mae’s uncle (Friday?); the fish gurgle about him in Chapter
Three, and again we have some allusions to a leg (via fillet of
sole), but it is not known whose.

The deeper we get into the second volume, the more per-
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plexing it becomes. In the second half of it, Robinson no longer
speaks to Wendy Mae directly: the last act of communication
is a letter, at night, in the cave, written by her in the ashes of
the fireplace, by feel, a letter to Robinson, who will read it at
the crack of dawn—but he trembles in advance, able to guess
its message in the darkness when he passes his fingers over the
cold cinders. . . . “Do leave me be!” she wrote, and he, not dar-
ing to reply, fled with his tail between his legs. To do what? To
organize a Miss Chambered Nautilus Pageant, to belabor the
palm trees with a cudgel, reviling them in the most opprobrious
terms, to shout out, on the promenade of the beach, his pro-
gram for harnessing the island to the tails of the whales! And
then, in the course of one morning, arise those throngs which
Robinson calls into existence off the cuff, carelessly, writing
names, first and last, and nicknames, on whatever comes to
hand. After this, complete chaos, it seems, is ushered in: e.g.,
the scenes of the putting together of the raft and the tearing
asunder of the raft, of the raising up of the house for Wendy
Mae and the pulling of it down, of the arms that fatten as the
legs grow thin, of the impossible orgy without beets, where the
hero cannot tell black eyes from peas or blood from borscht!

All this—nearly 170 pages, not counting the epilogue!—
produces the impression that either Robinson abandoned his
original plans, or else the author himself lost his way in the
book. Jules Nefastes, in Figaro Littéraire, states that the work
is “plainly clinical.” Sergius N., in spite of his praxiological
plan of Creation, could not avoid madness. The result of any
truly consistent solipsistic creation must be schizophrenia. The
book attempts to illustrate this truism. Therefore, Nefastes
considers it intellectually barren, albeit entertaining in places,
owing to the author’s inventiveness.

Anatole Fauche, on the other hand, in La Nouvelle Critique,
disputes the verdict of his colleague from Figaro Littéraire,
saying—in our opinion, entirely to the point—that Nefastes,
quite aside from what The Robinsonad propounds, is not quali-
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fied as a psychiatrist (following which there is a long argu-
ment on the lack of any connection between solipsism and
schizophrenia, but we, considering the question to be wholly
immaterial to the book, refer the reader-to The New Criticism
in this regard). Fauche sets forth the philosophy of the novel
thus: the work shows that the act of creation is asymmetrical,
for in fact anything may be created in thought, but not every-
thing (almost nothing) may then be erased. This is rendered
impossible by the memory of the one creating, and memory
is not subject to the will. According to Fauche the novel
has nothing in common with a clinical case history (of a par-
ticular form of insanity on a desert island) but, rather, exempli-
fies the principle of aberrance in creation. Robinson’s actions
(in the second volume) are senseless only in that he personally
gains nothing by them, but psychologically they are quite eas-
ily explained. Such flailing about is characteristic of a man who
has got himself into a situation he only partially anticipated;
the situation, taking on solidity in accordance with laws of its
own, holds him captive. From real situations—emphasizes
Fauche—one may in reality escape; from those imagined, how-
ever, there is no exit. Thus The Robinsonad shows only that for
a man the true world is indispensable (“the true external world
is the true internal world”). Monsieur Coscat’s Robinson was
not in the least mad; it was only that his scheme to build him-
self a synthetic universe on the uninhabited island was, in its
very inception, doomed to failure.

On the strength of these conclusions Fauche goes on to deny
The Robinsonad any underlying value, for, thus interpreted, the
work indeed appears to offer little. In the opinion of this re-
viewer, both critics here cited went wide of the mark; they
failed to read the book’s contents properly.

The author has, in our opinion, set forth an idea far less
banal than, on the one hand, the history of a madness on a des-
ert island, or, on the other, a polemic against the thesis of the
creative omnipotence of solipsism. (A polemic of the latter type
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would in any case be an absurdity, since in formal philosophy
no one has ever promulgated the notion that solipsism grants
creative omnipotence; each to his own, but in philosophy there
is no percentage in tilting at windmills.)

To our mind, what Robinson does when he “goes mad” is no
derangement—and neither is it some sort of polemical foolish-
ness. The original intention of the novel’s hero is sane and ra-
tional. He knows that the limitation of every man is Others; the
idea, too hastily drawn from this, which says that the elimina-
tion of Others provides the self with unlimited freedom, is
psychologically false, corresponding to the physical falsehood
which would have us believe that since shape is given to water
by the shape of the vessel that contains it, the breaking of all
vessels provides that water with “absolute freedom.” Whereas,
just as water, when deprived of a vessel, will spread out into a
puddle, so, too, will a totally isolated man explode, that ex-
plosion taking the form of a complete deculturalization. If
there is no God and if, moreover, there are neither Others nor
the hope of their return, one must save oneself through the
construction of a system of some faith, a system that, with re-
spect to the one creating it, must be external. The Robinson
of Monsieur Coscat understood this simple precept.

And further: for the common man the beings who are the
most desired, and at the same time entirely real, are beings
beyond reach. Everyone knows of the Queen of England, of her
sister the Princess, of the former wife of the President of the
United States, of the famous movie stars; that is to say, no one
who is normal doubts for a minute the actual existence of such
persons, even though he cannot directly (by touch) substanti-
ate their existence. In turn, he who can boast of a direct ac-
quaintance with such persons will no longer see in them
phenomenal paragons of wealth, femininity, power, beauty,
etc., because, in entering into contact with them, he experi-
ences—by dint of everyday things—their completely ordinary,
normal, human imperfection. For such persons, up close, are
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not in the least godlike beings or otherwise extraordinary. Be-
ings that are truly at the pinnacle of perfection, that are there-
fore truly boundlessly desired, yearned for, longed after, must
be remote even to full unattainability. It is their elevation
above the masses that lends them their magnetic glamour; it is
not qualities of body or soul but an unbridgeable social dis-
tance that accounts for their seductive halo.

This characteristic of the real world, then, Robinson attempts
to reproduce on his island, within the realm of beings of his
own invention. Immediately he errs, because he physically
turns his back on the creation, the Snibbinses, Boomers, et al.,
and that distance, natural enough between Master and Servant,
he is only too willing to break down when he acquires a woman.
Snibbins he could not, nor did he wish, to take into his arms;
now—with a woman—he only cannot. The point is not (for
this is no intellectual problem!) that he was unable to embrace
a woman not there. Of course he was unable! The thing was to
create mentally a situation whose own natural law would for-
ever stand in the way of erotic contact—and at the same time it
had to be a law that would totally ignore the nonexistence of
the girl. This law was to restrain Robinson, and not the banal,
crude fact of the female partner’s nonexistence! For to take
simple cognizance of her nonexistence would have been to ruin
everything.

And so Robinson, seeing what must be done, sets to work—
that is, the establishment on the island of an entire, imaginary
society. It is this that will stand between him and the girl; this
that will throw up a system of obstacles and thus provide that
impassable distance from which he will be able to love her, to
desire her continually—no longer exposed to any mundane
circumstance, as, for example, the urge to stretch out his hand
and feel her body. He realizes—he must—that if he yields but
once in the struggle waged against himself, if he attempts to
feel her, the whole world that he has created will, in that bat of
]. an eye, crumble. And this is the reason he begins to “go mad,”

R
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in a frenzied scramble to pull multitudes out of the hat of his
imagination—thinking up and writing in the sand all those
names, cognomens, and sobriquets, ranting and raving about
the wives of Snibbins, the Hyperborean aunts, the Old Fried
Eggses, and so on and so forth. And since this swarm is neces-
sary to him only as a certain insurmountable space (to lie be-
tween Him and Her), he creates indifferently, sloppily,
chaotically; he works in haste, and that haste discredits the
thing created, lays bare its incoherence, its lack of thought,
its cheapness.

Had he succeeded, he would have kecome the eternal lover,
a Dante, a Don Quixote, a Werther, and in so doing would
have had his way. Wendy Mae—is it not obvious?—would
then have been a woman no less real than Beatrice, than Lotte,
than any queen or princess. Being completely real, she would
have been at the same time unattainable. And this would have
allowed him to live and dream of her, for there is a profound
difference between a situation in which a man from reality
pines after his own dream, and one in which reality lures re-
ality—precisely by its inaccessibility. Only in this second case
is it still possible to cherish hope, since now it is the social
distance alone, or other, similar barriers, that rule out the
chance for the love to be consummated. Robinson’s relation-
ship to Wendy Mae could therefore have undergone normaliza-
tion only if she at one and the same time had taken on realness
and inapproachability for him.

To the classic tale of the star-crossed lovers united in the
end, Marcel Coscat has thus opposed an ontological tale of the
necessity of permanent separation, this being the only guaran-
tee of a plighting of the spirits that is permanent. Compre-
hending the full boorishness of the blunder of the “third leg,”
Robinson (and not the author, that’s plain!) quietly “forgets”
about it in the second volume. Mistress of her world, princess
of the ice mountain, untouchable inamorata—this is what he

wished to make of Wendy Mae, that same Wendy Mae who
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began her education with him as a simple little servant girl, a
domestic to replace the uncouth Snibbins. . . . And it was pre-
cisely in this that he failed. Do you know now, have you
guessed why? The answer could not be simpler: because
Wendy Mae, unlike any queen, knew of Robinson and loved
him. She had no desire to become the vestal goddess, and this
division drove the hero to his ruin. If it were only ke that loved
her, bah! But she returned his feelings. . . . Whoever does not
understand this simple truth, whoever believes, as our grand-
fathers were instructed by their Victorian governesses, that we
are able to love others, but not ourselves in those others, would
do better not to open this mournful romance that Monsieur
Coscat has vouchsafed us. Coscat’s Robinson dreamed him-
self a girl whom he did not wish to give up completely to
reality, since she was he, since from that reality that never re-
leases its hold on us, there is—other than death—mno awak-
ening.



Patrick Hannahan

Gigamesh

(Transworld Publishers, London)

Here is an author who covets the laurels of James Joyce.
Ulysses condensed the Odyssey into a single Dublin day, made
Circe’s infernal palace from the dirty laundry of la belle
époque, tied the bloomers of Gerty McDowell into a hangman’s
noose for Bloom the traveling salesman, and with an army of
four hundred thousand words descended upon Victorianism,
which was demolished with all the stylistics that lay at the dis-
posal of the pen, from stream of consciousness to trial deposi-
tion. Was this not already the culmination of the novel, and at
the same time the monumental laying of it to rest in the family
sepulcher of the arts (in Ulysses there is music, too!)? Ap-
parently not; apparently Joyce himself did not think so, inas-
much as he decided to go further, writing a book that is sup-
posed to be not only the focusing of civilization into a single
language, but also an omnilinguistic lens, a descent to the
foundations of the Tower of Babel. As to the brilliance of
Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake, which attempts the infinite with
double-barreled audacity, we neither affirm it here nor deny it.
A solitary review can now be nothing but a grain cast upon
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that mountain of homages and imprecations that has grown
over both books. It is certain, however, that Patrick Hannahan,
Joyce’s countryman, never would have written his Gigamesh
if not for the great example, which he took as a challenge.

One would think that such an idea would be doomed to fail-
ure from the beginning. Doing a second Ulysses is as worthless
as doing a second Finnegan. At the summits of art only the first
achievements count, just as, in the history of mountain climb-
ing, it is only the first surmounting of walls unscaled.

Hannahan, tolerant enough of Finnegan’s W ake, thinks little
of Ulysses. “What an idea,” he says, “packing the nineteenth
century of Europe, and Ireland, into the sarcophagal form of
the Odyssey! Homer’s original itself is of doubtful value. Why,
it is your comic book of antiquity, with Ulysses as Superman,
and the happy end. Ex ungue leonem: in the choice of his
model we see the caliber of the writer. The Odyssey is a pirat-
ing of Gilgamesh, and bastardized to suit the tastes of the
Greek hoi polloi. What in the Babylonian epic represented the
tragedy of a struggle crowned with defeat, the Greeks turn
into a picturesque adventure tour of the Mediterranean. ‘Navi-
gare necesse est, ‘life is a journey’—great gems'of wisdom,
these. The Odyssey is a dégringolade in plagiarism; it ruins all
the greatness of the fight of Gilgamesh.”

One has to admit that Gilgamesh, as Sumerology teaches us,
did in fact contain themes that Homer used—the themes of
Odysseus, of Circe, of Charon—and is perhaps the oldest version
we have of a tragic ontology, because it manifests what Rainer
Maria Rilke, thirty-six centuries later, was to call a growing,
which consists in this: “der Tiefbesiegte von immer Grésserem
zu sein.” Man’s fate as a battle that leads inescapably to defeat
—this is the final sense of Gilgamesh.

It was on the Babylonian cycle, then, that Patrick Hannahan

- decided to spread his epic canvas—a curious enough canvas,

let us note, because his Gigamesh is a story extremely limited
in time and space. The notorious gangster, hired killer, and
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American soldier (of the time of the last world war) “GI Joe”
Maesch, unmasked in his criminal activity by an informer, one
N. Kiddy, is to be hanged—by sentence of the military tri-
bunal—in a small town in Norfolk County, where his unit is
stationed. The whole action takes thirty-six minutes, the time
required to transport the condemned man from his cell to the
place of execution. The story ends with the image of the noose,
whose black loop, seen against the sky, falls upon the neck of
the calmly standing Maesch. This Maesch is of course Gilga-
mesh, the semidivine hero of the Babylonian epos, and the one
who sends him to the gallows—his old buddy N. Kiddy—is
Gilgamesh’s closest friend, Enkidu, created by the gods in or-
der to bring about the hero’s downfall. When we present it thus,
the similarity in creative method between Ulysses and Giga-
mesh becomes immediately apparent. But justice demands that
we concentrate on the differences between these two works. Our
task is made easier in that Hannahan—unlike Joyce!—pro-
vided his book with a commentary, which is twice the size of
the novel itself (to be exact, Gigamesh runs 395 pages, the
Commentary 847). We learn at once how Hannahan’s method
works: the first, seventy-page chapter of the Commentary ex-
plains to us all the divergent allusions that emanate from a
single, solitary word—namely, the title. Gigamesh derives first,
obviously, from Gilgamesh: with this is revealed the mythic
prototype, just as in Joyce, for his Ulysses also supplies the
classical referent before the reader comes to the first word of
the text. The omission of the letter L in the name Gigamesh is
no accident; L is Lucifer, Lucipherus, the Prince of Darkness,
present in the work although he puts in no personal appear-
ance. Thus the letter (L) is to the name (Gigamesh) as Luci-
fer is to the events of the novel: he is there, but invisibly.
Through “Logos” L indicates the Beginning (the Causative
Word of Genesis); through Laocoén, the End (for Laocoén’s
end is brought about by serpents: he was strangled, as will be
strangled—Dby the rope—the hero of Gigamesh). L has ninety-
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seven further connections, but we cannot expound them here.
To continue, Gigamesh is a GIGAntic MESS; the hero is in

a mess indeed, one hell of a mess, with a death sentence hang-
ing over his head. The word also contains: GIG, a kind of
rowboat (Maesch would drown his victims in a gig, after pour-
ing cement on them); GIGgle (Maesch’s diabolical giggle is a
reference—reference No. 1—to the musical leitmotif of the
descent to hell in Klage Dr. Fausti [more on this later]);
GIGA, which is (a) in Italian, “fiddle,” again tying in with the
musical substrates of the novel, and (b) a prefix signifying the
magnitude of a billion (as in the word GIGAwatts), but here
the magnitude of evil in a technological civilization. Geegh is
Old Celtic for “avaunt” or “scram.” From the Italian giga
through the French gigue we arrive at geigen, a slang expres-
sion in German for copulation. For lack of space we must
forgo any further etymological exposition. A different parti-
tioning of the name, in the form of Gi-GAME-sh, foreshadows
other aspects of the work: GAME is a game played, but also
the quarry of a hunt (in Maesch’s case, we have a manhunt).
This is not all. In his youth Maesch was a GIGolo; AME sug-
gests the Old German Amme, a wet nurse; and MESH, in turn,
is a net—for instance, the one in which Mars caught his god-
dess wife with her lover—and therefore a gin, a snare, a trap
| (under the scaffold), and, moreover, the engagement of gear

5 teeth (e.g., “synchroMESH”).

A separate section is devoted to the title read backward,
because during the ride to the place of execution Maesch in his
thoughts reaches back, seeking the memory of a crime so mon-
strous that it will redeem the hanging. In his mind, then, he
plays a game(!) for the highest stakes: if he can recall an act
infinitely vile, this will match the infinite Sacrifice of the Re-
demption; that is, he will become the Antisaviour. This—on
the metaphysical level; obviously Maesch does not consciously
undertake any such antitheodicy; rather—psychologically—he
seeks some heinousness that will render him impassive in the
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face of the hangman. GI J. Maesch is therefore a Gilgamesh
who in defeat attains perfection—negative perfection. We have
here a high symmetry of asymmetry with regard to the Baby-
lonian hero.

So, then, when read in reverse, “Gigamesh” becomes
“Shemagig.” Shema is the ancient Hebraic injunction taken
from the Pentateuch (“Shema Yisrael!”—“Hear O Israel, the
Lord our God, the Lord is One!”’). Because it is in reverse, we
are dealing here with the Antigod, that is, the personification
of evil. “Gig” is of course now seen to be “Gog” (Gog and
Magog). From Shema derives the name “Simeon” (Hebrew
Shimeon), and immediately we think of Simeon Stylites; but if
the Saint sits atop the pillar, the halter hangs down from it;
therefore Maesch, dangling beneath, will become a stylite &
rebours. This is a further step in the antisymmetry. Enumer-
ating in this fashion, in his exegesis, 2,912 expressions from
the Old Sumerian, Babylonian, Chaldean, Greek, Church Sla-
vonic, Hottentot, Bantu, South Kurile, Sephardic, the dialect
of the Apaches (the Apaches, as everyone knows, commonly
exclaim “Igh” or “Ugh”), along with their Sanskrit roots and
references to underworld argot, Hannahan stresses that this is
no haphazard rummage, but a precise semantic wind rose, a
multidimensional compass card and map of the work, its car-
tography—for the object is the plotting of all those ties and
links which the novel will realize polyphonically.

In order to go beyond what Joyce did—to go Joyce one bet-
ter—Hannahan decides to make the book an intersecting point
(nexus—node—nodus—knot—noose!) not only of all cul-
tures, ethot and ethnoi, but also of all languages. Such analysis
is necessary (the letter M in “GigaMesh,” for instance, directs
us to the history of the Mayans, to the god Vitzi-Putzli, to the
entire Aztec cosmogony, and also their irrigation system), but
it is by no means sufficient! For the book is woven out of the
sum total of human knowledge. And again, involved here is not
only current knowledge, but also the history of science, and
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therefore the cuneiform arithmetics of the Babylonians, the
models of the world—now extinct, reduced to ashes—of the
Chaldeans and the Egyptians, and those from the Ptolemaic
to the Einsteinian, and the abacus and the calculus, algebras of
groups and of tensors, the methods of firing Ming Dynasty
vases, the flying machines of Lilienthal, Hieronymus, Leonardo,
the suicide balloon of André and the balloon of General No-
bile. (The incidence of cannibalism during Nobile’s expedition
has its own deep, special significance in the novel; it repre-
sents, as it were, a place in which a certain fatal weight has
fallen into water and disturbed the mirror surface; so, then,
the spreading concentric circles of the waves surrounding Giga-
mesh are the “sum total” of man’s existence on Earth, going
back to Homo javanensis and the Paleopithecus.) All this in-
formation lies inside Gigamesh, concealed, but retrievable, as
in the real world.

We understand the compositional idea of Hannahan thus:
with an eye toward outdoing his great countryman and prede-
cessor, he wishes to encompass in a belletristic work not only
the accumulated linguistic-cultural wealth of the past, but in .
addition its universal-cognitive and universal-instrumental heri-
tage (pangnosis).

The preposterousness of such an objective would appear to
be self-evident; it smacks of the pretensions of an idiot, for how
can a single novel, the story of the hanging of some gangster,
possibly become the distillation, the matrix, the key, and the
repository of that which swells the libraries of the globe?! Per-
fectly aware of this cold, even sneering skepticism on the part
of the reader, Hannahan does not confine himself to making
claims, but proves his case in the Commentary.

It is impossible to summarize it; we can only demonstrate
Hannahan’s method of creation with a small, rather peripheral
example. The first chapter of Gigamesh consists of eight pages,
wherein the condemned man relieves himself in the latrine of
the military prison, reading—over the urinal—the countless
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graffiti with which other soldiers, before him, have ornamented
the walls of that sanctuary. His attention rests on the inscrip-
tions only in passing. Their extreme obscenity turns out to be,
precisely through his intermittent awareness of them, a false
bottom, since we pass through them straight into the sordid,
hot, enormous bowels of the human race, into the inferno of its
coprolalia and physiological symbolism, which goes back,
through the Kamasutra and the Chinese “war of flowers,” to
the dark caves, with the steatopygous Aphrodites of primitive
peoples, for it is their naked parts that look out from under-
neath the filthy acts scrawled awkwardly across the wall. At the
same time, the phallic explicitness of some of the drawings
points to the East, with its ritual sanctification of Phallos-
Lingam, while the East denotes the place of the primeval Para-
dise, revealed to be a thin lie incapable of hiding the truth—
that in the beginning there was poor information. Yes, exactly:
for sex and “sin” arose when the protoamoebas lost their virgin
unisexuality; because the equipollence and bipolarity of sex
must be derived directly from the Information Theory of Shan-
non; and now the purpose of the last two letters (SH) in the
name of the epic becomes apparent! And thus the path leads
from the walls of the latrine to the depths of natural evolution
. . . for which countless cultures have served as a fig leaf. Yet
this is but a drop in the bucket, because in the chapter we
also find:

(a) The Pythagorean quantity pi, symbolizing the feminine
principle (3.14159265359787 . . .), is expressed by the num-
ber of letters to be found in the thousand words of the chapter.

(b) When we take the numbers designating the dates of
birth of Weismann, Mendel, and Darwin and apply them to the
text as a key to a code, it turns out that the seeming chaos of
that lavatory scatology is an exposition of sexual mechanics,
where pairs of colliding bodies are replaced by pairs of copu-
lating bodies; meanwhile this entire sequence of meanings now
begins to interlock (synchroMESH!) with other sections of the




35 Gigamesh

work, and so through Chapter III (the Trinity!) it relates to
Chapter X (pregnancy lasts ten lunar months!), and the latter,
if read backward, turns out to be Freudianism explained in
Aramaic. That is not all: as is shown by Chapter III—if we
overlay it on IV and turn the book upside down—Freudian-
ism, that is, the doctrine of psychoanalysis, constitutes a natu-
ralistically secularized version of Christianity. The state prior
to the Neurosis equals Paradise; the Trauma of Childhood is
the Fall; the Neurotic is the Sinner, the Psychoanalyst the Sa-
viour, and Freudian treatment Salvation through Grace.

(c) Leaving the latrine at the end of Chapter I, J. Maesch
whistles a sixteen-bar tune (sixteen being the age of the girl he
raped and strangled in the rowboat); its words—extremely
vulgar—he only thinks to himself. This excess has psychologi-
cal justification at the particular moment; in addition, the
song, when considered syllabotonically, gives us an orthogonal
matrix of transformations for the next chapter (it has two dif-
ferent meanings, depending on whether or not we apply the
matrix to it).

Chapter II is the development of the blasphemous song whis-
tled by Maesch in the first, but upon application of the matrix
the blasphemies are transformed into hosannas. The entirety
has three referents: (1) the Faust of Marlowe (Act II, Scene
6ff.), (2) the Faust of Goethe (“Alles Vergingliche ist nur
ein Gleichnis”), and (3) the Doctor Faustus of Thomas Mann.
The allusion to Mann’s Faustus is a master stroke! Because the
whole second chapter, when to each and all of the letters of its
words we assign notes according to the Old Gregorian clef,
turns out to be a musical composition, into which Hannahan
has translated back (going by Mann’s description) the 4poca-
lypsis cum Figuris, a work attributed, as we know, from Mann,
to the composer Adrian Leverkiihn. That diabolical music is in
Hannahan’s novel both present and absent (obvious it certainly
is not), like Lucifer (the letter L, left out in the title). Chap-
ters IX, X, and XI (the descent from the van, spiritual com-
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fort, the preparation of the gallows) also have a musical
subtext (the Klage Dr. Fausti), but only, so to speak, inci-
dentally. Because, when treated as an adiabatic system a la
Sadi-Carnot, they prove to be a cathedral (built based on Boltz-
mann’s constant) in which is celebrated a Black Mass. (The
silent meditations are Maesch’s reminiscences in the prison
van, concluded with a curse whose suspended glissandi cut
short Chapter VIII.) These chapters are truly a cathedral, since
the interclausal and phraseological proportions of the prose
have a syntactic skeleton that is a blueprint—in a Monge pro-
jection onto an imaginary plane—of the Notre Dame Cathedral
with all its pinnacles, cantilevers, buttresses, with its monumen-
tal portal and the famous Gothic rose window, and so forth.
So, then, in Gigamesh we also have architecture, inspired by a :
theodicy. In the Commentary the reader will find (p. 397 et |
seq.) a complete diagram of the cathedral as it is contained in '
the text of the afore-mentioned chapters, on a scale of 1:1000. ':
If, however, instead of a stereometric Monge projection we use i
a projection that is nonorthogonal, with an initial displacement
according to the matrix from Chapter I, we obtain Circe’s Pal-
ace, and at the same time the Black Mass changes into a carica-
ture of a lecture on the Augustinian doctrine (again, icono- ;
clasm: Augustinianism in Circe’s Palace, while in the cathedral, ‘
the Black Mass). The cathedral and Augustinianism are thus L
not mechanically inserted into the work; they constitute ele-
ments of the argument.

This single example may serve to explain how the author,
with true Irish pertinacity, united in one novel the entire world
of man, man’s myths, symphonies, churches, and physics, and
the annals of world history. The example returns us once more
to the title, because—to take that path of meanings—the “gi-
gantic mess” of Gigamesh acquires an unexpectedly profound
sense. The Cosmos, after all, is tending, according to the Sec-
ond Law of Thermodynamics, to ultimate chaos. Entropy must
increase, and for that reason the end of each and every being is
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failure. And so “a gigantic mess” is not only what happens to
some former gangster; “a gigantic mess” is the Universe itself
(the “disorder” of the Cosmos is symbolized by all the “dis-
orderly houses,” the brothels, which Maesch remembers on the
way to the gibbet). But at the same time there is the celebra-
tion of “a Gigantic Mass”—in German, Messe—of the tran-
substantiation of Form into final Void. Hence the connection
between Sadi-Carnot and the cathedral, hence the embodiment,
in it, of Boltzmann’s constant: Hannahan had to do this, for
chaos will be the Last Judgment! Of course the Gilgamesh
myth itself finds full expression in the work, but this fidelity of
Hannahan’s—to the Babylonian model—is child’s play com-
pared to the interpretational chasms that open up beneath each
of the 241,000 words of the novel. The betrayal that N. Kiddy
(Enkidu) commits against Maesch-Gilgamesh is a cumulative
massing of all the betrayals in history; N. Kiddy is also Judas,
GI Joe Maesch is also the Redeemer (and MESSiah!), and so
on, and so on.

Opening the book at random, we find on page 131, fourth
line from the top, the exclamation “Bah!” With it Maesch re-
fuses the Camel offered him by the driver. In the index of the
Commentary we find twenty-seven different bahs, but to the one
from page 131 corresponds the following sequence: Baal,
Bahai, Baobab, Bahleda (one might think that Hannahan was
in error here, giving us an incorrect spelling of the name of the
Polish mountaineer, but no, not at all! The omission of the ¢
in that name refers, b).l the principle already known to us, to
the Cantorian c as a symbol of the Continuum in its transfinite-
ness!), Baphomet, Babelisks (Babylonian obelisks—a neo-
logism typical of the author), Babel (Isaac), Abraham, Jacob,
ladder, hook and ladder, fire department, hose, riot, Hippies
(k!), badminton, racket, rocket, moon, mountains, Berchtes-
gaden—the last, since the & in “Bah” also signifies a worshiper
of the Black Mass, as was, in the twentieth century, Hitler.
[Berchtesgaden was Hitler’s mountain retreat in Bavaria.—ED.]
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So functions on every height and breadth one single word, a
common exclamation, so innocent enthymematically, one would
have thought! Consider, then, what vast semantic labyrinths
await us on the upper levels of the linguistic edifice that is
Gigamesh! Theories of preformation do battle there with the-
ories of epigenesis (Ch. III, p. 240ff.) ; the hand movements of
the hangman who ties the loop of the noose have as syntactic
accompaniment the Hoyle-Milne hypothesis of the looping of
two time scales in spiral galaxies. Maesch’s reminiscences—his
crimes—are a complete register of all the villainies of mankind
(the Commentary shows how against his transgressions are mar-
shaled the Crusades, the empire of Charles the Hammer, the
slaughter of the Albigenses, the slaughter of the Armenians,
the burning at the stake of Giordano Bruno, the witch trials,
mass hysteria (Mass!), Flagellantism, the Plague (Black!),
Holbein’s dances of death, Noah’s ark, Arkansas, ad calendas
graecas, ad nauseam, etc.). The gynecologist whom Maesch
stomps in Cincinnati is called Andrew B. Cross: acronymically
alphabetic (atomic, biological, and chemical warfare), the
name is a conglomeration of allusions—to the Passion, anthro-
pomorphism (android), the BAHamas (the island Andros),
and Ulysses (Johnson preceding Grant as president)—while
the middle initial, again, is the key of B minor, “The Lament
of Dr. Faust,” which this passage of the text incorporates.

Indeed yes: this novel is a bottomless pit; in whatever place
you touch it, roads open up, no end of roads (the pattern of the
commas in Chapter VI is an analogue of the map of Rome!),
and roads not every which way, for they all, with their in-
numerable outbranchings, interweave harmoniously to form a
single whole (which Hannahan proves employing topological
algebra—see the Commentary, the Metamathematical Appen-
dix, p. 811ff.). And thus everything achieves its realization.

Only one doubt arises, and that is: has Patrick Hannahan
reached the mark of his great predecessor, or has he overshot
that mark, thereby calling into question not only himself—but
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his predecessor as well!—in the realm of Art? There are rumors
to the effect that Hannahan was assisted in his creation by a
battery of computers furnished him by IBM. And even if this
be true, I see no offense in it; these days composers make com-
mon use of computers—why should writers be denied? Some
say that books so fashioned can be read only, in turn, by other
digital machines, since no man is capable of encompassing, in
his mind, such an ocean of facts and their correlations. Permit
me one question: does the man exist who is able thus to en-
compass Finnegan’s Wake or even Ulysses? 1 do not mean on
the literal level, but all the allusions, all the associations and
cultural-mythic symbolisms, all the combined paradigms and
archetypes on which these works stand and grow in glory? Cer-
tainly no one could manage it alone. No one, for that matter,
could wade through the entire body of criticism that the prose
of James Joyce has accumulated to date! And therefore the
question as to the validity of computer participation in fiction
is wholly immaterial.

Hostile reviewers say that Hannahan has produced the larg-
est logogriph in literature, a semantic monster rebus, a truly
infernal charade or crossword puzzle. They say that the cram-
ming of those million or billion allusions into a work of belles-
lettres, that the flaunting play with etymological, phraseologi-
cal, and hermeneutic complications, that the piling up of layers
of never-ending, perversely antinomial meanings, is not literary
creativity, but the composing of brain teasers for peculiarly
paranoiac hobbyists, for enthusiasts and collectors fanatically
given to bibliographical digging. That this is, in a word, utter
perversion, the pathology of a culture and not its healthy
development.

Excuse me, gentlemen—Dbut where exactly is one to draw the
line between the multiplicity of meaning that marks the inte-
gration of a genius, and the sort of enriching of a work with
meanings that represents the pure schizophrenia of a culture?
I suspect that the anti-Hannahan group of literary experts fears
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being put out of work. For Joyce provided brilliant charades
but did not tack onto them any explanation of his own; conse-
quently the critic who contributes commentary to Ulysses and
Finnegan is able to display his intellectual biceps, his far-
reaching perspicacity, or his imitative genius. Hannahan, on
the other hand, did everything himself. Not content merely to
create the work, he added reference materials, an apparatus
criticus twice its size. In this lies the crucial difference, and not
in such circumstances as, for example, the fact that Joyce
“thought up everything on his own,” whereas Hannahan relied
on computers hooked up to the Library of Congress (twenty-
three million volumes). So, I see no way out of the trap into
which we have been driven by the murderously meticulous
Irishman: either Gigamesh is the crowning achievement of
modern literature, or else neither it nor the tale of Finnegan to-
gether with the Joycean Odyssey can be granted admission to
literary Olympus.




Stmon Merrill

Sexplosion

(Walker & Company, New York)

If one is to believe the author—and more and more they tell
us to believe the authors of science fiction!—the current surge
of sex will become a deluge in the 1980’s. But the action of the
novel Sexplosion begins twenty years later, in a New York
buried in snowdrifts during a severe winter. An old man of un-
known name, wading through the drifts, bumping into the
hulks of snow-covered cars, reaches a lifeless office building;
he pulls a key from his breast pocket, warm with the last of his
body heat, opens the iron gate, and goes down to the basement.
His roaming there and the snatches of memory that intrude
upon it—this is the whole novel.

The silent vaults of the basement, through which wanders
the beam of the flashlight unsteady in the old man’s hand, may
have been a museum once, or the shipping division of a power-
ful concern in the years when America once again carried out
the successful invasion of Europe. The still half-handmade
trade of the Europeans had clashed with the implacable march
of conveyor-belt production, and the scientific-technological-
postindustrial colossus instantly emerged the victor.
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On the field of battle remained three corporations—General
Sexotics, Cybordelics, and Intercourse International. When the
production of these giants was at its peak, sex, from a private
amusement, a spectator sport, group gymnastics, a hobby, and
a collector’s market, turned into a philosophy of civilization.
McLuhan, who as a hale and hearty old codger had lived to see
these times, argued in his Genitocracy that this precisely was
the destiny of mankind from the moment it entered on the path
of technology; that even the ancient rowers, chained to the gal-
leys, and the woodsmen of the North with their saws, and the
steam engine of Stephenson with its cylinder and piston, all
traced the rhythm, the shape, and the meaning of the move-
ments of which the sex of man—that is to say, the sense of
man—consists. The impersonal industry of the U.S.A., having
appropriated the situational wisdoms of East and West, took
the fetters of the Middle Ages and made of them unchastity
belts, harnessed Art to the designing of sexercisers, incu-
bunks, copul cots, push-button clitters, porn cones, and phallo-
phones, set in motion antiseptic assembly lines off of which
began to roll sadomobiles, succubuses, sodomy sofas for the
home, and public gomorrarcades, and at the same time it estab-
lished research institutes and science foundations to take up
the fight to liberate sex from the servitude of the perpetuation
of the species. Sex ceased to be a fashion, for it had become a
faith; the orgasm was regarded as a constant duty, and its
meters, with their red needles, took the place of telephones in
the office and on the street.

But who, then, is this old man prowling the passageways of
the basement halls? The legal adviser of General Sexotics?
For he recalls the celebrated cases brought before the Supreme
Court, the battle for the right to duplicate with manikins the
physical appearance of famous people, beginning with the First
Lady. General Sexotics had won, at the cost of twenty million
dollars—and now the wandering beam of the flashlight plays
on the dusty plastic bell jars under which stand frozen the lead-
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ing film stars and the world’s foremost women of society, prin-
cesses and queens in splendld dress, for by the decision of the
courts it was forbidden to exhibit them otherwise.

In the course of the decade, synthetic sex came a long way
from the first models, the inflatables and the hand-windups, to
the prototypes with thermostats and feedback. The originals of
these copies are long dead, or else are now decrepit crones, but
teflon, nylon, dralon, and Sexofix have withstood the wear of
time; like waxwork figures in a museum, leaping from the
darkness into the light, elegant ladies smile immobilely at the
old man, and they hold in their raised hands cassettes, each
with its siren text (by Supreme Court ruling, the seller was not
permitted to place the tape inside the manikin, but the buyer,
of course, could do so in the privacy of his home).

The slow, shaky step of the old hermit raises clouds of dust,
through which glimmer from across the room, in pale pinks,
scenes of group erotica, some of them thirty-membered, re-
sembling giant pretzels or intricately braided breads. Could
this be the president of General Sexotics himself who walks the
aisles among these high gomorrarcades and cozy sodomy sofas,
or perhaps the chief designer of the company, the man who
made all America, and then the world, crotch-aware? Here are
videos (“viewrinals”) with their controls and programs, and
with that lead seal of the censor over which lawsuits ran
through six courts; and here are stacks of containers ready for
shipment overseas, filled with Japanese spheres, dildos, pre-
coital creams, and a thousand similar articles, complete with
instructions and service manuals.

That was the era of democracy come true at last: one could
do anything—with anyone. Heeding the advice of their own
futurologists, the corporations, having quietly divided up
among themselves the global market in contravention of the
antitrust act, went into specialization. General Sexotics worked
on equal rights for deviants, and the remaining two companies
invested in automation. Flagellashes, batterabusers, black-n-
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blue’s appeared as prototypes, to assure the public that there
could be no talk of a glut on the market, for a great industry— ‘
if it be truly a great industry—does not simply meet needs: it .
creates them! The old methods of home fornication—the time
had come for them to be laid to rest alongside the flints and
clubs of the Neanderthals. Scholarly bodies offered six- and :
eight-year courses of study, then graduate work and advanced |
|

degrees in the higher and lower eroticisms; the neurosexator
was developed, then throttles, mufflers, insulating materials,
and special sound absorbers, in order that one tenant not dis-
turb another’s peace or pleasure with uncontrolled outcries.
But they had to go on, further, fearlessly, and ever forward,
because stagnation is the death of production. Already in the
works was an Olympus for individual use; already the first |
androids in the shape of Greek gods and goddesses were being
fashioned out of plastic in the blazing ateliers of Cybordelics.
There was talk, too, of angels, and a financial reserve was set
up for legal battles with the churches. However, certain techni- I
cal problems still had to be ironed out: what should the wings
be made of; feathers might irritate the nose; should they be I
movable, or would that get in the way; how about the halo,
what sort of switch to turn it on, where to put the switch, etc. |
And then the lightning struck. |
A chemical substance—code name Nosex—had been synthe- il
sized some time before, possibly as early as the 1970’s. Only a i
small group of experts, security-cleared, knew of its existence.
The drug was immediately recognized to be a type of secret
weapon, and was manufactured by the laboratories of a small
firm connected with the Pentagon. The use of Nosex in aerosol
form could in fact decimate the population of any country, be-
cause the drug, taken in quantities of fractions of a milligram,
eliminated all sensation accompanying the sex act. The act, .
true, continued to be possible, but only as a variety of physical
labor, fairly fatiguing, like wringing out clothes, scouring pots,
scrubbing floors. Later on, consideration was given to the idea
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of using Nosex to check the population explosion in the Third
World, but the plan was thought to be dangerous.

No one knows how the world-wide catastrophe came about.
Was it true, as some said, that a stockpile of Nosex blew up as
the result of a short circuit, a fire, and a tank of ether? Or did
there come into play here a move on the part of the industrial
enemies of the three corporations that controlled the market?
Or, then again, did some subversive organization—reactionary
or religious—possibly have a hand in it? We are not told.

Wearied by his trek through the miles of vaults, the old man
takes a seat on the smooth knees of a plastic Cleopatra, but not
before pulling her brake, and his thoughts travel back, as to the
edge of a precipice, to the Crash of 1998. Overnight, in an in-
stinctive feeling of revulsion, the public turned its back on all
the products then flooding the market. That which yesterday
enticed, today was what an ax is to a tired logger, a washboard
to a laundress. The eternal (it had seemed) enchantment, the
spell cast by biology on the human race, was broken. There-
after, breasts brought to mind only the fact that people are
mammalian; legs, that they have with what to walk; buttocks,
that there is something also with which to sit. Nothing more,
but nothing more! How lucky McLuhan, that he did not live to
witness this catastrophe, he who in his later works had in-
terpreted the cathedral and the spaceship, the jet engine, the tur-
bine, the windmill, the saltcellar, the hat, the theory of relativity,
the brackets in mathematical equations, zeros, and exclamation
points as surrogates and substitutes for that single function
which alone is the experiencing of existence in the pure state.

This line of reasoning lost its validity in a matter of hours.
The specter of extinction hung over humanity. It began with
an economic crisis compared to which the one of 1929 was as
nothing. The entire editorial staff of Playboy, in the forefront
as ever, set fire to itself and died in flames; employees of strip-
tease clubs and topless bars went hungry, and many leaped
from windows; magazine publishers, film producers, huge ad-
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vertising combines, beauty schools went bankrupt; the entire
cosmetic-perfume industry was shaken, as was lingerie. In the
year 1999, there were thirty-two million jobless in America.

What now was still capable of exciting the public’s interest?
Trusses, fake humps, gray wigs, a palsied figure in a wheel-
chair, for only these did not suggest the strain of sex, that onus,
that curse, that grind; only these seemed to guarantee protec-
tion from the erotic threat, hence respite and peace. The gov-
ernments, aware of the danger, were mobilizing all their forces
to save the species. In newspaper columns there were appeals
to reason, to a sense of responsibility; clergymen of every faith
appeared on television with sublime exhortations and admoni-
tions, reminding their flocks of higher ideals, but this chorus of
authorities was listened to by the general public with little en-
thusiasm. Nor did the sounding of the official trumpets help,
the proclamations enjoining people to get a grip on themselves.
The results were negligible; only one unusually law-abiding na-
tion, Japan, gritted its teeth and followed these injunc-
tions. Then special material incentives began to be instituted,
honorary degrees and distinctions, prizes, awards, citations,
medals, and fornication competitions (the trophies were loving
cups); when this tack also failed, repressive measures were
taken. But then the populations of whole provinces began to
evade their procreative obligation, teen-age draft dodgers lay
low in the surrounding forests, older men presented forged cer-
tificates of impotence, and the public boards of enforcement
and supervision became riddled with graft, for everyone was
ready—if need be—to keep tabs on his neighbor, to see that he
wasn’t shirking, though he himself avoided that dreary labor
as much as he could.

The time of the catastrophe is now only a memory sifting
through the mind of the lonely old man as he sits on Cleo-
patra’s knees in the basement. Mankind has not perished; fer-
tilization now takes place in a way that is sanitary and hygienic;
it is not unlike inoculation; after years of ordeal a stabilization
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of sorts has taken over. But culture abhors a vacuum, and the
terrifying suction of that emptiness caused by the implosion of
sex has drawn, into the vacated place, food. The gastronomy
of the day is divided into normal and obscene; there exist per-
versions of gluttony, glossy restaurant publications with center-
folds, and the partaking of meals in certain positions is con-
sidered unspeakably depraved. It is not permitted, for example,
to consume fruit while kneeling (but for this very freedom a
sect of knee deviates is fighting); it is not permitted to eat
spinach or scrambled eggs with one’s feet propped up. But
there exist—of course!—private clubs in which connoisseurs
and epicures are treated to indecent floor shows; before the
eyes of the spectators special champions gorge themselves, and
the drool trickles down the audience’s collective chin. From
Denmark are smuggled pornoculinary magazines containing
things unbelievably gross. One picture shows the ingestion of
scrambled eggs through a straw, during which the ingester,
sinking his fingers into heavily garlicked spinach and at the
same time sniffing paprika goulash, lies on the table, wrapped
in the tablecloth, his feet bound with a cord hooked up to a
percolator which in this orgy serves as the chandelier. The Prix
Femina that year went to a novel about a character who first
smeared the floor with truffle paste, then licked it clean, after
having wallowed his fill in spaghetti. The ideal of beauty also
has changed: the thing now is to be a two-hundred-and-ninety-
pound butterball, for this attests to uncommon ability on the
part of the alimentary canal. Changes have taken place in fash-
ion as well, and it is generally impossible to distinguish women
from men by their dress. In the parliaments of the more en-
lightened countries, however, the question is being debated
whether or not schoolchildren should be instructed in the facts
of life, i.e., the digestive processes. So far, this subject, be-
cause it is indecent, has been placed under a strict taboo.

And at last the biological sciences are nearing the complete
elimination of sexual reproduction, that superfluous and pre-
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historic relic. Embryos will be conceived synthetically and
grown according to programs of genetic engineering. From
them will come neuter individuals, and this finally will put an
end to the terrible memories that linger in the minds of all
who have lived through the catastrophe of sex. In bright lab-
oratories, those temples of progress, there will arise the mag-
nificent hermaphrodite or, rather, the neutrone, and then
humanity, cut free of its former disgrace, will be able, with
ever-increasing relish, to bite into every fruit—now only gas-
tronomically forbidden.

R



Alfred Zellermann

Gruppenfiihrer Louis XVI

(Suhrkampf Verlag, Frankfurt)

Gruppenfiihrer Louis XVI (or Nazi Squad Leader Louis the
Sixteenth) is the fiction debut of Alfred Zellermann. Zeller-
mann, practically in his sixties, is a well-known literary historian
and a doctor of anthropology. He spent the regnum Hitleri-
anum in Germany, in the country with his wife’s parents, hav-
ing at the time been relieved of his university position; there-
fore, he was a passive observer of the life of the Third Reich.
We venture to call this novel an excellent work, and add that
probably only such a German, with such a fund of practical
experience—and with such theoretical knowledge of literature!
—could have written it.

Despite the title, it is no work of fantasy we have before us.
The setting: Argentina in the first decade after the conclusion
of the war. The fifty-year-old Gruppenfiihrer Siegfried Taud-
litz, a fugitive from the crushed and occupied Reich, makes his
way to South America, carrying with him a part of the “treas-
ure” amassed by the notorious Academy of the SS (“Ahnen-
erbe”), a trunk bound with steel bands and filled with dollar
bills. Gathering about himself a group of other fugitives from
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Germany, including various drifters and adventurers, and
moreover having taken on a dozen or so women of doubtful
character for services unspecified for the time being (some of
these women Taudlitz himself buys out of brothels in Rio de
Janeiro), the former SS General organizes an expedition deep
into the Argentine interior. This, with a skill that reveals his
talents as a staff officer.

In a region several hundred miles removed from the last
outposts of civilization, the expedition comes upon ruins that
are at least twelve centuries old, ruins of buildings that were
raised in all likelihood by Aztecan crews; the expedition takes
up residence in these. Attracted by the possibility of earning
money, Indians and mestizos of the area show up at this site,
which has been immediately named by Taudlitz (for reasons
not yet disclosed) “Parisia.” The former Gruppenfiihrer makes
efficient work brigades out of them and sets his armed men
over them as taskmasters. Several years pass, and from such
activity emerges the shape of the realm that Taudlitz had en-
visioned for himself. In his person he combines a ruthlessness
that stops at nothing with the addled idea of re-creating—in
the heart of the jungle—the French State in its heyday of
monarchical splendor, for he himself is to be the reincarnation
of none other than Louis XVI.

An aside here. The above does not summarize the novel, nor
does what follows, for the progression of the action in the novel
does not conform to the calendar chronology given in our ac-
count. We are well aware of the demands of artistic composi-
tion that governed the author; however, we wish to reconstruct
in chronicle fashion, as it were, the train of events, so that the
central concept, the idea of the work, will stand out clearly
and with particular force. At the same time, we are passing
over, in our “chronologized” recapitulation of the work, a mul-
titude of side issues and minor episodes, because it is plainly
impossible to contain in any capsule form a whole, when that
whole runs to two volumes of over 670 pages. But we will
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attempt in the present discussion to deal as well with the se-
quence of events that Alfred Zellermann implements in his epic.
Thus is created—to return to the story—a royal court, with
a host of courtiers, knights, clergy, lackeys, and a palace chapel
and ballrooms amid the fortress battlements, into which have
been transformed the venerable ruins of the Aztec buildings,
their rubble rebuilt in a manner architecturally absurd. Having
at his side three men blindly loyal to him—Hans Mehrer, Jo-
hann Wieland, and Erich Palatzky (soon they become Cardinal
Richelieu, the Duc de Rohan, and the Duc de Montbazon)—
the “new Louis” manages not only to maintain himself on his
bogus throne, but also to shape the life going on about him in
accordance with his own designs. At the same time—and this
is important in the novel—the historical knowledge of the
former Gruppenfiihrer is fragmentary at best and full of gaps.
One can hardly say he possesses such knowledge at all; his
head is filled not so much with bits and pieces of the history
of seventeenth-century France as with tripe carried over from
his boyhood days, when he would lose himself in the adven-
tures of Dumas, beginning with The Three Musketeers, and
later, as an adolescent with “monarchistic” leanings (that is
what he called them; in fact they were merely sadistic), would
pore over the books of Karl May. And since onto the memories
of this reading cheap romances were afterward added, vora-
ciously devoured and thumbed, it is not the history of France
that he is able to bring to life, but only the brutally primitiv-
ized, outright imbecilic hodgepodge that in his mind stands for
it, and that has become for him a profession of faith.
Actually—as far as one can gather from the numerous de-
tails and references scattered throughout the work—Hitlerism
was for Taudlitz only a choice of necessity, the alternative that,
relatively speaking, suited him the most, being the closest to
his “monarchistic” fantasies. Hitlerism, in his eyes, came close
to the Middle Ages—granted, not half so close as he would
have liked! But it was, in any event, more welcome than any
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form of institutional democracy. On the other hand, having his
own private, secret “dream of the crown” in the Third Reich,
Taudlitz never succumbed to Hitler’s magnetism; he never be-
lieved in Hitler’s doctrine, and for this reason was not obliged
to mourn the fall of “Great Germany.” Instead, having wit
enough to see it coming, particularly since he had never iden-
tified himself with the élite of the Third Reich (though belong-
ing to it), he prepared himself for the disaster appropriately.
His cult of Hitler, universally known, was not even the product
of self-deception; for ten years Taudlitz played a cynical com-
edy, for he had his own myth, which gave him a resistance to
Hitler’s, and this proved especially convenient for him, because
those disciples of Mein Kampf who made even a small attempt
to take the doctrine seriously, more than once—as in the case
of Albert Speer—felt themselves alienated from Hitler later on,
whereas Taudlitz, as a man who only outwardly professed each
day the views prescribed for that day, was immune to any
heresy.

Taudlitz believes implicitly and without reservation only in
the power of money and force; he knows that with material
goods people can be persuaded to go along with any plan of a
sufficiently openhanded master, provided that master be also
duly resolute and uncompromising in the carrying out of com-
mitments once made. Taudlitz does not in the least trouble
himself about whether his “courtiers,” that many-colored
throng made up of Germans, Indians, mestizos, and Portu-
guese, really take seriously the vast spectacle imposed over
many years, which he has staged in a manner that is—would
be, to an outside observer—unspeakably insipid, uninspired,
crass, or whether any of the actors believe in the reasonable-
ness of the court of the Louis, or are instead only playing a
comedy, reckoning on the payment, possibly also on making
off with the “King’s bundle” after the death of the ruler. The
problem does not appear to exist for Taudlitz.

The life of the court community is so patent a forgery, and
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a clumsy one at that, it is such a piece of unauthenticity, that
at least the more clearheaded of the people, those who came
later to Parisia, as well as all who with their own eyes saw the
origination of the pseudo-monarch and the pseudo-princes,
cannot—even for a minute—have any doubt in this regard.
And therefore, particularly in its early days, the kingdom re-
sembles, as it were, a person schizophrenically split in two: one
speaks one way at the palace audiences and balls, especially in
the vicinity of Taudlitz, and quite another way in the absence
of the monarch and his three confidants, who ensure in a most
ruthless manner (with torture, even) the continuation of the
imposed game. And it is a game decked out in rare splendor,
bathed in a glitter now not false, for a stream of caravan sup-
plies, paid for with hard currency, has in the space of twenty
months raised castle walls, covered them with frescoes and
Gobelins, dressed the parquet floors with elegant carpeting, set
out endless pieces of furniture, mirrors, gilt clocks, commodes,
built secret doors and hiding places in the walls, alcoves, per-
golas, terraces, encircled the castle with an enormous, mag-
nificent park, and, beyond, with a palisade and a moat. Every
German is an overseer and keeps the Indian slaves under
thumb (it is by Indian sweat and toil that the artificial king-
dom comes into being); he parades attired like a true seven-
teenth-century knight, but wears on his gold belt a military
handgun of the “Parabellum” make, the final argument in all
disputes between feudal capital and labor.

But the monarch and his confidants slowly, and at the same
time systematically, eliminate from their surroundings every
manifestation, every sign that would immediately unmask the
fictitiousness of the court and the kingdom. So first a special
language comes into use; in it may be worded any news that
makes its way—roundabout, to be sure—in from the outside
world, such as the possibility that the “nation” may be threat-
ened by intervention on the part of the Argentine government;
meanwhile these wordings, conveyed to the King by his high
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officials, dare not lay bare—that is, state point-blank—the un-
sovereignty of the monarch and the throne. Argentina, for
example, is always called “Spain” and treated as a neighboring
country. Gradually they all become so much at home inside
their artificial skins, and learn to move about so naturally in
splendid robes, to wield the sword and the tongue with such
address, that the lie sinks deeper—into the very warp and woof
of this fabric, this living picture. The picture remains a hum-
bug, but a humbug now that throbs with the blood of authentic
desires, hatreds, quarrels, rivalries; for at the unreal court are
hatched real intrigues, courtiers strive to undo others, to draw
nearer the throne over the bodies of their rivals, that they may
receive from the hands of the King the high ranks and honors
of the toppled; therefore the innuendo, the cup of poison, the
informer’s whisper, the dagger, begin their hidden, altogether
genuine work; yet only so much of the monarchistic and feudal
element continues to inhere in all of this as Taudlitz, the new
Louis XVI, is able to breathe into it from his own dream of ab-
solute power, a dream dramatized by a pack of former SS men.

Taudlitz believes that somewhere in Germany lives his
nephew, the last of the line, Bertrand Giilsenhirn, whose age
was thirteen at the time of the fall of Germany. To seek out
this youth (now twenty-one) Louis XVI sends the Duc de Ro-
han, or Johann Wieland, the only “intellectual” among his
men, for Wieland had been a physician in the Waffen SS and
had carried out, in the camp at Mauthausen, “scientific
studies.” The scene where the King entrusts the Duc with the
secret mission to find the boy and bring him to the court as
the Infante is among the finest in the novel. First the monarch
is gracious enough to explain how he is much troubled by his
own childlessness, out of consideration for the good of the
throne, that is, the succession; these opening phrases help him
continue in this vein; the insane savor of the scene lies in this,
that now the King cannot admit even to himself that he is not a
real king. He does not, in fact, know French, but, employing
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German, which prevails at court, he maintains—as does every-
one after him, when the subject arises—that it is French he is
speaking, seventeenth-century French.

This is not madness, for madness would be—now—to admit
to Germanness, even if only in language; Germany does not
exist, inasmuch as France’s only neighbor is Spain (that is,
Argentina)! Anyone who dares utter words in German, letting
it be understood that he is speaking thus, stands in peril of his
life: from the conversation between the Archbishop of Paris
and the Duc de Salignac (Vol. I, p. 311), it may be inferred
that the Prince de Chartreuse, beheaded for “high treason,” in
reality had drunkenly called the palace not simply a “whore-
house,” but a “German whorehouse.” Nota bene: the abun-
dance of French names in the novel, which bear a striking simi-
larity to the names of cognacs and wines—take, for example,
the “Marquis Chateauneuf du Pape,” the master of cere-
monies!—undoubtedly derives from the fact (though nowhere
does the author say it) that in the brain of Taudlitz there
clamor, for readily understandable reasons, far more names of
liquors and liqueurs than those of the French aristocracy.

In addressing his emissary, then, Taudlitz speaks as he imag-
ines King Louis might speak to a trusted agent being sent on
such a mission. He does not tell Monsieur le Duc to put
aside his sham apparel, but, on the contrary, to “disguise him-
self as an Englishman or a Dutchman,” which simply means to
try for a normal, up-to-date appearance. The word “up-to-
date,” however, may not be uttered—it belongs among those
expressions that would dangerously weaken the fiction of the
kingdom. Even dollars are called, always, “thalers.”

Provided with a considerable amount of ready money, Wie-
land goes to Rio, where the commercial agent of the “court”
operates; after acquiring good false identity papers, Taudlitz’s
emissary sails for Europe. The book passes in silence over the
peregrinations of his search. We know only that they are
crowned with success after eleven months, and the novel, in its
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actual form, characteristically opens with the second conversa-
tion between Wieland and the young Giilsenhirn, who is work-
ing as a waiter in a large Hamburg hotel. Bertrand (he will be
allowed to keep the name: it has, in the opinion of his uncle
Taudlitz, a good ring) is first told only of his millionaire uncle
who is prepared to adopt him as a son, and for Bertrand this
is reason enough to leave his job and go off with Wieland. The
journey of this curious pair serves as an introduction to the
novel and performs its function brilliantly, because we have
here a moving forward in space which at the same time is, as it
were, a retreating back into historical time: the travelers
change from a transcontinental jet to a train, later to an auto-
mobile, from the automobile to a horse-drawn wagon, and fi-
nally cover the last 145 miles on horseback.

As Bertrand’s clothes wear out piece by piece, his spare
things “vanish,” and in their place appear archaic garments,
providently supplied and laid out for such occasions by Wie-
land; meanwhile, the latter is turning into the Duc de Rohan.
This metamorphosis is by no means Machiavellian; it takes
place, from stopping point to stopping point, with strange sim-
plicity. One gathers (later on, this is confirmed) that Wieland
has gone through such costume changes (only not quite in
these installments) numerous times as the factotum envoy of
Taudlitz. And so, while Wieland, who embarked for Europe as
Mr. Heinz Karl Miiller, becomes the armed and mounted Duc
de Rohan, an analogous transformation—at least externally—
is undergone by Bertrand.

Bertrand is flabbergasted, stupefied. He is going to his un-
cle, the owner—so he has been informed—of a vast estaté; he
has forsaken the life of a waiter to become heir to millions,
and now they lead him into the circle of some costume comedy
or farce he cannot comprehend. The instructions Wieland-Miil-
ler-de Rohan gives him on the way only serve to increase the
muddle in his head. Sometimes it seems to him that his com-
panion is merely pulling his leg; sometimes, that he is leading
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him to his doom, or on the other hand that he, Bertrand, is
being let in on some unimaginable skulduggery, whose entirety
cannot be revealed all at once. There will be moments in which
he will feel he has gone mad. The instructions, of course, never
call a thing by its name; this instinctive wisdom is the common
property of the court.

“You must,” de Rohan tells him, “observe the formalities
your uncle requires” (“your uncle,” then “His Lordship,” fi-
nally “His Highness”!) ; “his name is ‘Louis,’ not ‘Siegfried’—
it is not permitted ever to say the latter. He has put it aside—
such is his will!” declares Miiller, becoming le duc. “His
estate” is altered to “his latifundium,” then to ‘his realm”; thus
Bertrand, little by little, during the long days spent in the
saddle, riding through the jungle, and then, in the final hours,
inside a gilded sedan chair borne by eight naked, muscular
mestizos, and observing from its window a retinue of mounted
knights in casques—thus Bertrand is convinced of the truth of
the words of his enigmatic companion. Then he shifts his sus-
picions of insanity from himself to the companion and places
all his hope on the meeting with his uncle, whom, however, he
hardly remembers—he saw him last as a nine-year-old boy. But
the meeting is the center of a magnificent, impressive celebra-
tion, which represents an amalgam of all the ceremonies, ritu-
als, and customs Taudlitz was able to recall. So the choir sings
and silver fanfares are played, the King enters in his crown,
but first the footmen cry drawlingly, “The ng' The King!”
as they open the carved double doors; Taudlitz is surrounded
by twelve “Peers of the Realm” (which he borrowed by error,
from the wrong source), and the sublime moment arrives—
Louis greets his nephew with the sign of the cross, names him
his Infante, and permits him to kiss his ring, his hand, and his
scepter. But when they are alone together at breakfast, where
they are waited on by Indians in tails, with a marvelous pano-
rama spread out before them from the heights of the castle
down to the park and its sparkling, spouting rows of fountains,
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Bertrand, looking upon that splendor, and again upon the dis-
tant belt of jungle that surrounds the entire estate with its glim-
mering of cruel green, simply cannot find the courage to ask his
uncle anything. When the latter gently admonishes him to
speak, Bertrand begins: “Your Majesty . . .” “Yes, that is the
way . . . higher reasons require it . . . my welfare lies in this,
and yours . . .” kindly says to him the former SS Gruppen-
fiihrer in the crown.

The unusualness of this book stems from the fact that it
unites elements that would appear to be totally irreconcil-
able. Either something is authentic or it is unauthentic, it is
either false or true, make-believe or spontaneous life; yet here
we are faced with a prevaricated truth and an authentic fake,
hence a thing that is at once the truth and a lie. Had the
courtiers of old Taudlitz merely played their roles, stammering
out their conned lines, we would have had before us a lifeless
puppet pageant; but they assimilated the form, each in his own
way growing into it, and have grown so at home with it over
the years that when, shortly after Bertrand’s arrival, they begin
conspiring against Taudlitz, they are unable entirely to shake
off the imposed patterns, so that the conspiracy itself is also a
grotesque potpourri of psychologies, like a layer cake with
jelly, lumps of dough, macaroni, and the corpses of mice that
have choked to death on the nuts. For it was an authentic pas-
sion, an honest lust for ruling, that the Gruppenfiihrer clothed
in a conglomeration of garbled memories pertaining to the
history of the French Louis, a history taken thirdhand—from
penny dreadfuls and dime novels. At the beginning he did not
insist on obedience to his mania—he could not—but simply
paid for it, and during that time had to pretend not to hear
what the former chauffeurs, noncoms, and sentries of the SS
were saying about him, and about the whole “production,” be-
hind his back; but he possessed enough sense to bear it all
patiently until the moment when finally it became easy for him
to achieve discipline through fear, compulsion, torture; that
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was also when dollars, hitherto the only lure, became “thal-
ers’ ...

This primitive phase (in a manner of speaking, the prehis-
tory of the kingdom) is shown in the novel only in snatches of
incidental conversation, and it should be kept in mind that for
such references to the past one can pay dearly. The action be-
gins in Europe, when an unknown emissary wins the confidence
of the young waiter Bertrand, but it is only in the second part
of the novel that the narrative allows us to figure out what,
until then, we were struggling to reconstruct. Obviously, to
have former MPs, camp guards, camp doctors, the drivers
and the gunners of the SS panzer division Grossdeutschland, as
courtiers, nobles, and priests of the court of Louis XVI, is as
ghastly and insane a hash, a mismatching of roles, as ever
there could be. On the other hand, they are not so much playing
well-defined roles poorly—for such roles never existed—as they
are doing their best, in their own way, often moronically, to
cope with a difficult task, since they can do nothing else. . . .
That which was false in its very inception is now played by
them falsely and dully; the result should therefore be a miscel-
lany that turns the book into a pile of nonsense.

However, it is not that way at all. Those Hitlerite butchers
may once have felt ridiculous wriggling into the cardinal’s
scarlet, the bishop’s violet, and gilt plates of armor, but then
they felt less ridiculous—for it was amusing—taking prosti-
tutes from seaport brothels and renaming them consorts (in
the case of the secular lords) or princesses and countess-concu-
bines (in the case of the priesthood of King Louis). And these
roles captured the fancy of the prostitutes themselves; im-
mersed in spurious stateliness, each such creature luxuriated
and put on airs, but at the same time would improve herself,
emulating whatever ideal of the great lady she was capable of
imagining. Thus the passages of the novel where the former
thugs in ecclesiastical hats and lace throat-ruffles are given the
floor are simply incredible exhibitions of the author’s psycho-
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logical skill. The wretches derive from their positions a pleas-
ure alien to true aristocrats, for it is enhanced twofold by what
might be most simply described as an ennobling or outright
legalizing of crime. A scoundrel consumes the fruits of evil with
the greatest delight only when he does so in the majesty of the
law; the professionals in concentration-camp sadism are pro-
vided a distinct satisfaction by the possibility of repeating
more than one of the old practices now in the aura and glory
of the court’s splendor, in its light, which seems to magnify
every filthy act. It is for this reason that, while doing disgrace-
ful things, they all of them, now of their own free will, try, at
least in their words, not to step out of character, out of the
bishop’s or the prince’s role. For thus they are able to disgrace
as well the whole majestic symbolism of those high honors with
which they have bedecked themselves. This is why, too, the
slow-witted among them, such as Mehrer, envy the Duc de
Rohan, who can so adroitly justify his weakness for abusing
Indian children, who has turned the torturing of them into an
activity in all respects “courtly,” that is to say, to the highest
degree seemly. (Note, by the way, that the Indians are rou-
tinely called “Negroes,” for Negroes as slaves are “in better
taste.”)

We can understand, too, Wieland’s (the Duc de Rohan’s) ex-
ertions to obtain the cardinal’s hat: this is now the only thing
he lacks; it will enable him to play his degenerate little games
as one of God’s vicars on earth. But Taudlitz denies him the
privilege, as if aware of the chasm of villainy that lies behind
this ambition of Wieland’s. Because Taudlitz, in that game,
fancies differently: he does not wish to be conscious of both
the present eminence and the old past of the Schutzstaffeln, be-
cause he has “another dream, another myth”; he craves the
royal purple in earnest and therefore spurns with true indigna-
tion the Wieland method of exploiting the situation. The
author’s mastery lies in showing the extraordinary variety of
human knavishness, that wealth, that multifariousness of evil
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which cannot be reduced to any single, simple formula. For
Taudlitz is not one whit “better” than Wieland; he is merely
taken up with something else, for he aspires to an impossible—
for a total—transfiguration. Hence his “puritanism,” which his
closest associates hold so much against him.

As for the courtiers, we have seen that they strove to be
courtiers indeed—for different reasons. . . . But later, when
ten of them took to plotting against the monarch-Gruppen-
fithrer, with the idea of robbing him of his chest full of dollars
and of murdering him besides, they nonetheless regretted hav-
ing to part with the senatorial chairs, titles, decorations, dis-
tinctions, and thus found themselves in a true quandary. They
did not want to cut the old man’s throat and flee with the loot;
they did not and yet they did; and it was not merely the matter
of appearances that interfered with their plotting. There were
moments now when they themselves believed in the possibility
of their eminence, for that possibility answered their needs to
the highest degree. What hampered them the most (and this is
madness indeed, but perfectly logical, psychologically consis-
tent) was no longer the recognition, in the form of memory,
that they were not what they pretended to be, but the arbitrary
cruelty of Taudlitz-as-monarch: had not the monarch been so
much—every inch—the SS Gruppenfiihrer, had he not made it
so very clear to them—silently!—that they were his creatures,
existing by the act of his will and momentary favor, then the
France of the Angevins in the Argentine interior would defi-
nitely have proven more stable, viable. And so, in truth, the
actors now held against the impresario of the show . . . his
insufficient authenticity. That band of thieves desired to be
plus monarchique than the monarch himself would allow.

Of course, they were in error, for they could not compare
themselves, in these roles, with the true, better authenticity of
a magnificent court; unable to raise themselves befittingly to
the level of the roles, they nevertheless made those roles their
own, and brought life to them; each put into his own what he
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had and could, what his heart dictated. There is no affectation
or stiltedness here; we see, after all, and more than once, how
these ducs address their duchesses, how the Marquis de Beau-
jolais (the onetime Hans Wehrholz) pounds his spouse and
how he throws up to her her whorish past. In such scenes the
aim of the writer is to make credible that which seems so in-
credible when only summarized. True, the wretches sometimes
weary of the performances they must give, but what tops every-
thing are those who play the high clergy of the Roman Catholic
Church.

There are no Catholics whatever in the colony, and it is im-
possible to speak of any sort of religious feeling among the
former SS men; it becomes generally accepted, then, for the
so-called services held in the palace chapel to be extremely
brief, and they are reduced to the chanting of a few verses from
the Bible; one or two people, in fact, suggest to the monarch
that even these divine duties could really be dispensed with,
but Taudlitz is unbending. On the other hand, both cardinals,
the Archbishop of Paris, and the other bishops in this way
“justify” their high titles, because those few minutes each week
—an atrocious parody of Mass—Ilegitimize primarily in their
own eyes their rank in the church hierarchy; thus they put up
with it all and remain at their altars for minutes on end, in
order later to reward themselves with hours spent at the ban-
quet tables and beneath the canopies of sumptuous beds. There-
fore, too, the idea of the projector smuggled into the palace
(without the King’s knowledge!) from Montevideo and used
to show stag films in the castle cellar—where the Archbishop
of Paris (the quondam Gestapo chauffeur Hans Schaeffert)
does the honors as projectionist, and Cardinal du Sauterne
(ex-commissary) helps change the reels—that idea has at one
and the same time a macabre humor and a verisimilitude, as do
all the other elements of this tragicomedy, which continues
because nothing is able to challenge it from within.

To these people all things are now reconcilable with all

ey
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things, to them everything goes with everything else, and it
should come as no surprise when, for example, mention is
made of the dreams of some of them—for did not the com-
mandant of Block III at Mauthausen have “the biggest collec-
tion of canaries in all Bavaria,” which he recalls wistfully, and
did he not try feeding these canaries according to the advice of
a certain camp foreman who assured him that canaries sang
best when fed on human flesh? This, then, is criminality taken
to such a degree of self-ignorance that we would be dealing
with innocent former murderers, were the criterion of criminal-
ity in man to be based exclusively on autodiagnosis, on the
individual’s independent recognition of sin. It is possible that
in some sense Cardinal du Sauterne knows that a real cardinal
does not behave thus, that a real cardinal believes in God and
most probably does not go about raping the Indian boys who
assist at Mass in surplices, but since within a radius of four
hundred miles there are no other cardinals, such a thought
does not trouble him unduly.

Falsehood feeding on falsehood produces in consequence
this proliferating fertility of form, which surpasses any authen-
tic court as a mirror of human behavior, for it is true to life in
two ways at once. The author does not permit himself the least
exaggeration, and the realism of the subject remains uncom-
promised; when the general drunkenness goes beyond a certain
point, the royal Gruppenfiihrer always retires to his chambers,
for he knows the old prison-guard ways will win out over the
veneer of refinement and from drunken hiccupping there will
soon escape those grotesque and gruesome locutions whose
power derives from the boggling contrast between the adopted
mentality and the real. The whole genius of Taudlitz—if one
may use that term—Ilies in his having the courage and the con-
sequentiality to “close” the system he created.

This system, frightfully crippled, functions thanks only to
its insularity; one puff from the real world would topple it.
And just such a potential toppler is young Bertrand, though he




64 A Perfect Vacuum

does not feel in himself the strength to speak out with that
genuine voice of dismay that calls things by their name. The
simplest possibility, which explains the totality of the situation,
Bertrand dares not contemplate. What, only a vulgar lie, kept
going for years, maintained methodically, thumbing its nose at
common sense—a lie and nothing more? No, never; sooner a
communal paranoia or some inconceivable, secret game of un-
known purpose, yet rational at core, complete with bona fide
and fully cogent motives; anything, anything but simple lying,
lying enamored of itself, self-absorbed, self-inflated without
bound. The thesis we have been presenting is beyond his grasp.

Bertrand, then, capitulates at once: he lets them dress him
in the garments of the heir to the throne, lets them instruct him
in court etiquette—that is to say, in that rudimentary reper-
toire of bows, gestures, and words which all seem strangely
familiar to him. There is nothing strange about it; he, too, has
read the cheap romances and pseudo-historical rubbish that
were the inspiration of the King and his master of ceremonies.
Bertrand, however, is recalcitrant, unaware that his inertness,
his passivity—which aggravates not merely the courtiers but
the King himself—is an instinctive resistance to a situation
that forces on him submissive idiocy. Bertrand does not want
to be buried in lies, though he himself does not know the
source of his opposition; therefore he limits himself to making
gibes, ironical remarks, those lordly half-witted utterances of
honored guests. During the second big banquet, it happens that
the King, stung by an insinuation behind Bertrand’s seemingly
casual words—words whose hidden malice the boy himself
does not immediately realize—in a fit of genuine rage begins
hurling at him scraps of a partly eaten roast, whereat half
the hall seconds the fury with a gleeful howl of approbation,
throwing at the poor wretch greasy bones off their silver plates,
while the rest preserve an uneasy silence, wondering whether
Taudlitz might not be laying a trap of some sort for those
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present, as he is fond of doing, whether he might not be acting
in concert with the Infante.

The most difficult thing for us to convey here is that, for all
the obtuseness of the game, for all the flatness of the perform-
ance, which, put on at one time indifferently, now has grown
so in power that it does not want to end, and does not want to
because it cannot, and cannot because beyond it there awaits
now only utter nothingness (they cannot quit being bishops,
princes of the blood, marquises, since they cannot go back to
their former posts of Gestapo chauffeur, crematorium guard,
camp commandant, just as the King, even if he wished, could
not become again SS Gruppenfiihrer Taudlitz)—for all the
banal and atrocious flatness (to repeat) of this kingdom and
this court, there vibrates in it at the same time, like a single
vigilant, taut nerve, a ceaseless cunning, a mutual suspicion,
which permits one to conduct, albeit in counterfeit forms, real
battles and campaigns, to undercut the favorites of the throne,
and write denunciations, and in silence wrest for oneself the fa-
vor of the lord. In fact it is not the cardinals’ hats, not ribbons
and medals, laces, ruffs, suits of armor that warrant such under-
ground labor, these tunnelings of intrigue—for what, really,
do veterans of a hundred battles and a thousand murders want
with the trappings of fictitious glory? It is the ambushes them-
selves, the machinations, the traps set for one’s foes so that
they will betray themselves before the King, falling flat on their
faces from their strutting roles—that constitute the greatest
common passion. . . .

So this jockeying for position, seeking the right moves on
the court parquet, in the shining halls whose mirrors reflect
their decked-out silhouettes, this incessant yet bloodless war-
fare (not always bloodless in the cellars of the castle) is their
reason for being; it gives meaning to what would be, otherwise,
only a children’s carnival, suitable perhaps for beardless
youths, not for men who know the taste of blood. . . . Poor
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Bertrand meanwhile can no longer endure being alone with
his unuttered dilemma; as a drowning man grasps at straws he
seeks a kindred spirit, one to whom he can unburden himself
of the purpose that is growing within him.

Because—and this is another of the author’s merits—
Bertrand gradually becomes the Hamlet of this mad court. He
is here, by instinct, the last righteous man (he never read Ham-
let!), and hence concludes that his duty is to go mad. He does
not suspect them all of cynicism—for that he has indeed too
little intellectual courage. Bertrand, not knowing this himself,
wishes to do something that would be realistic, certainly, at a
less sordid court: his desire is to say what constantly rushes to
his lips and burns his tongue, but he knows by now that as a
normal person he cannot do so with impunity. But if he were
to go insane, ah, that is quite a different matter! He begins,
then, not to simulate madness cold-bloodedly, like Shake-
speare’s Hamlet: no, as a simpleton, naive, a bit of a hysteric,
he simply tries to go insane, with all good faith in the neces-
sity for his own madness! Thus he will utter the words of truth
that oppress him. . . . But the Duchesse de Clicot, an old prosti-
tute from Rio, having taken a fancy to the young man, gets
him into bed with her and there, educating him in the ways
remembered from the time of her unhighborn past, ways
learned at the hand of a certain madam, adjures him sternly
not to say things that might cost him his neck. For she knows
well that such a thing as respect for the unaccountability of
mental illness has no place here; at heart, as we can see, the
old woman wishes Bertrand well. But that conversation be-
tween the sheets, in which the Duchesse proves a truly accom-
plished whore, though at the same time she is no longer com-
pletely able to address the youth as a whore (because her
limited intellect has been steeped in the court seven years and
taken on a good deal of pseudo-polish and etiquette)—that
conversation does not succeed in changing Bertrand’s mind. He
is beyond caring now. He will either go mad or run away. A



67 Gruppenfiihrer Louis XVI

dissection of the subconscious of the others would probably re-
veal that their awareness of the outside world, which awaits
them with sentences in absentia, prison terms, and tribunals, is
an invisible force spurring them to continue with the game;
but Bertrand, who has nothing in common with such a past,
has no wish to.

Meanwhile, the conspiracy enters the phase of action: now
not ten, but fourteen courtiers, ready for anything, having
gained an accomplice in the captain of the palace guard, break
into the royal bedroom after midnight. Their main objective is
torpedoed at the culminating moment: it turns out that the
good dollars have long since been spent, and all that remain,
in the famous “second compartment of the trunk,” are the
counterfeit. The King knew this well. Therefore there is really
nothing to fight for, but they have burned their bridges: they
must kill the King, who so far has only been watching from his
bonds on the bed as they turn upside down the *“treasury” hid-
den underneath it. They were going to have beaten him to
death out of practical considerations, in order that he not be
able to pursue them; now they kill him out of hatred, because
he has enticed them with false treasure.

Execrable as it sounds, I must say that the murder scene is
marvelous; in the unerring strokes of the brush one recognizes
the master. For in order to get at the old man as painfully as
possible, before he is quite strangled with the cord, the conspir-
ators begin to roar at him in the language of camp cooks and
Gestapo chauffeurs, the language that had been anathematized,
banished eternally from the kingdom. But then, as the body of
the victim still is twitching on the floor (the brilliant motif of
the towel!), the murderers, regaining their composure, return
to the language of the court, indeed without design, it is only
that they now have no alternative: the dollars are counterfeit,
there is nothing with which to flee, nor any reason, Taudlitz
has bound and tied them; though lifeless himself, he will let no
one leave his State! They must consent, then, to the continua-

.




68 A Perfect Vacuum

tion of the game, in keeping with the motto “Le roi est mort,
vive le roi!”—and there, at once, over the corpse, they must
choose a new king.

The next chapter (Bertrand in hiding at his “Duchesse’s”)
is much weaker. But the final one, in which a patrol of mounted
police comes knocking at the castle gate, that great, silent
scene, the last in the novel, is a magnificent close. The draw-
bridge, the policemen in rumpled uniforms with Colts in shoul-
der holsters, wearing wide hats turned up on one side, and op-
posite them guards in half armor, with halberds, each side
staring at the other in amazement, like two times, two worlds
impossibly brought to a single place . . . on either side of the
portcullis, which slowly, heavily begins to lift, with an infernal
grinding sound . . . a finale worthy of the work! But unfortu-
nately the author lost sight of his Hamlet, Bertrand; he did not
make use of the tremendous opportunity that lay within that
character. I will not say he should have had him killed off—
Shakespeare’s play need not serve here as a paradigm—but it
is a shame, this lost chance, this greatness oblivious of itself
but present in the everyday, well-meaning heart of man. A
shame.

T o ———— — et

B B N S mm— R —m e




Solange Marriot

Rien du tout,

ou la conséquence

(Editions du Midi, Paris)

Nothing, or the Consequence is not only Mme Solange Mar-
riot’s first book; it is also the first novel ever to have reached
the limit of what writing can do. Not that it is a masterpiece
of art; if I had to call it anything, I would call it a masterpiece
of decency. The need for decency is the thorn in the side of all
our literature today. Because our literature’s main malaise is
the disgrace that one cannot be a writer and at the same time a
man who is completely, that is, in full seriousness, decent. The
initiation into the true essence of literature brings about a ma-
laise quite similar to that which afflicts a sensitive child when it
is for the first time informed of the facts of life. The child’s
shock is a form of internal rebellion against the genital biology
of our bodies, which seems to call for condemnation from the
standpoint of good taste, and the shame and shock of the writer
come from the realization of the inevitable lie that one com-
mits in writing. There exist necessary lies, e.g., those that are
morally defensible (thus the doctor lies to his terminally ill
patient), but literary lies do not belong in this category. Some-
one has to be a doctor, consequently someone has to lie as a
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doctor, but no necessity brings the pen into proximity with the
clean page. The past knew not this embarrassment, for it was
not free; literature in an age of faith does not lie, it only serves.
Its emancipation from what was necessary service gave rise to
a crisis whose manifestations today are often pitiful, if not
outright obscene.

Pitiful, because a novel that depicts its own origination is
half confession and half humbug. It, too, contains a residue,
and even a good amount, of the lie. Sensing this, the next lit-
erati wrote gradually more and more about how one writes, to
the detriment of the thing written, the story, and this method
followed a falling curve down to works, finally, that were mani-
festoes of epic impotence. And so the novel invited us to step
into its dressing room. But such invitations must always be sus-
pect—if they do not actually amount to propositioning, then
they turn out to be coquetry, and to flirt instead of lie—it is
like going from the frying pan to the fire.

The antinovel strove to become more radical; that is, it
made every effort to demonstrate that it was no illusion of
anything. While the “self-novel” was like a magician who re-
veals to the public all that he is holding up his sleeve, the anti-
novel was to become a pretense of nothing, not even of the self-
unmasking magician. What then? It promised to communicate
nothing, to tell of nothing, to signify not a thing, but merely
to be, as a cloud is, a table, a tree. Fine in theory. It failed,
however, because not everyone can be Lord God tout court, a
creator of autonomous worlds, and a writer most certainly can-
not. What decides the defeat is the issue of contexts: on them—
on that which is completely inexpressible—depends the sense
of what we say. The world of the Lord God has no contexts,
hence it can be successfully replaced only by a world that is
equally self-sufficient. You may stand on your head if you like,
but it will never work—not in language.

What then was left to literature after the fatal knowledge of

.
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its own indecency? The self-novel is a partial striptease; the
antinovel, ipso facto, is (alas) a form of autocastration. Like
the Skoptsi who, outraged in their moral conscience by their
own genitality, performed upon themselves horrid operations,
the antinovel has mutilated the unfortunate body of traditional
literature. What then was left? Nothing except a romance with
nothingness. For he who lies (and, as we know, a writer must
lie) about nothing surely ceases to be a liar.

It was necessary, then—and herein is the consequence—to
write nothing. But can such a task make sense? To write noth-
ing—is it not the same as to write nothing? What then? . . .

Roland Barthes, the author of the now not-so-new essay “Le
Degré zéro de I’écriture,” had not an inkling of this (but for all
its famous wit, his is a shallow intellect). He did not compre-
hend that literature always is parasitic on the mind of the
reader. Love, a tree, a park, a sigh, an earache—the reader un-
derstands, because the reader has experienced it. It is possible,
of course, with a book to rearrange the furniture inside a read-
er’s head, but only to the extent that there is some furniture
there already, before the reading.

He is no parasite on anything, whose work is real: a me-
chanic, a doctor, a builder, a tailor, a dishwasher. What, in
comparison, does a writer produce? Semblances. This is a seri-
ous occupation? The antinovel wished to pattern itself after
mathematics; mathematics, surely, yields nothing real! Yes,
but mathematics does not lie, for it does only what it must. It
operates under the constraint of necessities that it does not
invent on the spur of the moment; the method is given to it,
which is why the discoveries of mathematicians are genuine,
and why, too, their horror is genuine when the method leads
them to a contradiction. The writer, because he does not oper-
ate under such necessity, because he is so free, can only enter
into his quiet negotiations with the reader; he urges the reader
kindly to assume . . . to believe . . . to accept as good coin . . .
but this is a game, and not the blessed bondage in which
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mathematics thrives. Total freedom is total paralysis in litera-
ture.

Of what are we speaking? Of Mme Solange’s novel. Let us
begin with the observation that this pretty name may be read
variously, depending on the context in which it is placed. In
French it can be Sun and Angel (Sol, Ange). In German it will
be merely the name of an interval of time (so lange—so long).
The absolute autonomy of language is arrant nonsense; human-
ists have believed in it out of naiveté—to which naiveté, how-
ever, the cybernetics people had no right. Machines to translate
faithfully, indeed! No word, no whole sentence has meaning in
itself, within its own trench and boundary. Borges came close
to this state of affairs when, in his story “Pierre Menard, the
Author of Don Quixote,” he described a literary fanatic, the
eccentric Menard, who after a great number of intellectual
preparations wrote Don Quixote a second time, word for word,
not copying down Cervantes but—as it were—immersing him-
self totally in the latter’s creative milieu. But the place in which
Borges’s short story touches on the secret is this following
passage:

“A comparison of the pages of Menard and Cervantes is
highly revealing. The latter, for example, wrote (Don Quixote,
Part One, Chapter XIX): . . . truth, whose mother is history,
who is the rival of time, the repository of deeds, the witness of
the past, the pattern and the caution for the present day, and
the lesson for future ages.’

“This catalogue, published in the seventeenth century,
penned by the ‘layman genius’ Cervantes, is simply a rhetori-
cal encomium to history. Menard, on the other hand, writes:
‘. . . truth, whose mother is history, who is the rival of time,
the repository of deeds, the witness of the past, the pattern and
the caution for the present day, and the lesson for future ages.’

“History as the mother of truth; the idea is extraordinary.
Menard, a contemporary of William James, does not character-
ize history as the study of reality but as its source. Historical
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truth, for him, is not that which has taken place; it is that
which we believe has taken place. The concluding phrases—
the pattern and the caution for the present day, the lesson for
future ages—are unabashedly pragmatic.”

This is something more than a literary joke and poking fun;
it is the pure and simple truth, which the absurdity of the idea
itself (to write Don Quixote a second time!) in no way lessens.
For in fact what fills every sentence with meanings is the con-
text of the given period; that which was “innocent rhetoric”
in the seventeenth century is, in our age, truly cynical in its
meanings. Sentences mean nothing in themselves; it was not
Borges who jokingly decided thus; the moment in history
shapes the meanings of language, such is the inalterable reality.

And now, literature. Whatsoever it relates to us must prove a
lie, not being the literal truth. Balzac’s Vautrin is as nonex-
istent as Faust’s devil. When it speaks the honest truth, litera-
ture ceases to be itself and becomes a diary, a news item, a
denunciation, an appointment book, a letter, whatever you like,
only not artistic writing.

At this juncture appears Mme Solange with her Rien du
tout, ou la conséquence. The title? Nothing, or the conse-
quence? The consequence of what? Literature, obviously; for
literature to be decent, that is, not to lie, is the same as for
literature not to be. Only of this is it still possible today to write
a decent book. The blush of indecency no longer works; it was
good yesterday, but now we recognize it for what it is: a com-
mon pose, the trick of the experienced stripper who knows that
her feigned modesty, her lowered lashes, her fake schoolgirl
embarrassment as she removes her panties, excites the house
even more!

And so the theme has been defined. But how is one to write
about nothing? It is necessary, yet impossible. By saying “noth-
ing”? By repeating the word a thousand times? Or by begin-
ning with the words “He was not born, consequently he was
not named, either; on account of this he neither cheated in
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school nor later got mixed up in politics”? Such a work could
have arisen, but it would have been a stunt and not a work of
art, rather like those numerous books written in the second per-
son singular; any of them can easily be booted out of such
“originality” and forced to return to its proper place. All one
need do is turn the second person back into the first. It does
no violence whatever to the book; in no way does it change it.
Similarly with our fictitious example: remove the negations,
all those wearisome nots and nors that like a pseudo-nihilistic
smallpox have bespotted the text, the text we invented extem-
pore, and it becomes evident that here is yet another story, one
of many, about the Marquise who left the house at five. To say
she didn’t leave—some revelation!

Mme Solange was not taken in by this sort of trick. For she
understood (she must have understood!) that one may indeed
describe a particular story (a love story, say) with nonevents no
worse than with events, but that the first device is merely an
artifice. Instead of a print we obtain an exact negative, that is
all. The nature of an innovation must be ontological, and not
simply grammatical!

When we say, “He was not named because he was not born,”
we are, to be sure, moving beyond being, but only in that thin-
nest membrane of nonexistence that adheres tightly to reality.
He was not born, although he could have been born, did not
cheat, although he could have cheated. He could have done ev-
erything, had he been. The work will stand entirely on that
“could have.” Qut of such flour one cannot bake bread. One
cannot go bounding from being to unbeing using such ploys. It
is necessary, therefore, to leave the membrane of primitive de-
nials, or of the negatives of actions, in order to plunge into
nothingness, plunge deeply, hurling oneself headlong into it,
but of course not blindly; to enminus nonbeing more and more
powerfully—which must be a considerable labor, a great effort;
and here is salvation for art, because what is involved is a full
expedition into the abyss of ever more precise and ever greater
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Nothing, and therefore a process, whose dramatic peripeteia,
whose strgggle may be depicted—so long as it succeeds!

The first sentence of Rien du tout, ou la conséquence reads,
“The train did not arrive”; in the next sentence we find “He did
not come.” We meet, then, with negations, but of what exactly?
From the standpoint of logic these are total negations, since the
text affirms absolutely nothing existentially; indeed, it confines
itself exclusively to what did not occur.

The reader, however, is a creature more frail than a perfect
logician. So, although the text says nothing of this, there is
conjured up involuntarily in his imagination a scene taking
place at some railway station, a scene of waiting for someone
who has not arrived, and since he knows the sex of the author
(authoress), the waiting for the nonarrival immediately carries
the anticipation of an erotic encounter. What of this? Every-
thing! Because the whole responsibility for these conjectures,
from the very first words, falls on the reader. With not a single
word does the novel confirm his expectations; the novel is and
remains decent in its method. I have heard some say that in
places it is downright pornographic. Well, but there is not a
single word in it that would assert sex in any form; and indeed,
how could such an assertion be possible when it is expressly
stated that in the home there is neither the Kamasutra nor any
person’s reproductive organs (and those are denied most
specifically!).

Nonbeing is already known to us in literature, but only as a
certain Lack—of Something—for Someone. For example—of
water, for one thirsty. The same applies to hunger (including
the erotic), loneliness (the lack of others), etc. The exquisitely
beautiful nonbeing of Paul Valéry is a lack of being that is
bewitching for the poet; on such nothingnesses more than one
poetic work has been built. But always it is exclusively a matter
of Nothingness for Someone, or of nonbeing purely private, ex-
perienced on the individual level, therefore particular, chimeri-
cal, and not ontological (when I, thirsty, cannot have a drink
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of water, this does not mean, after all, the absence of water—
as though water did not in general exist!). Such unobjective
nothingness cannot be the theme of a radical work: Mme So-
lange understood this also.

In the first chapter, following the nonarrival of the train and
the nonappearance of the Someone, the narration, continuing
in its subjectless way, reveals that it is not spring, or winter, or
summer. The reader decides on autumn, but again only because
that last climatic possibility has not been disavowed (it, too,
will be, but later!). The reader therefore is constantly thrown
back on himself, but that is the problem of his own anticipa-
tions, conjectures, his hypotheses ad hoc. In the novel there is
not so much as a hint of these. The contemplation of the unbe-
loved heroine in nongravitational space (i.e., space in which
there is no force of attraction), which concludes the first chap-
ter, might seem, it is true, obscene—but, again, only to one who
will think certain things himself, on his own. The work relates
only what such an unbeloved would not be able to do, and not
what she would be able to do, in particular positions. This sec-
ond part, the suppositional, is again the personal contribution
of the reader, his completely private gain (or loss, depending
on how one looks at it). The work even goes so far as to stress
that the unbeloved does not find herself in the presence of any
kind of male. Anyway, the beginning of the next chapter dis-
closes, straightaway, that this unbeloved is unbeloved for the
simple reason that she does not exist. An entirely logical situa-
tion—is it not?

Then begins that drama of the diminution of space, of phal-
lic-vaginal space also, which was not to the liking of a certain
critic, a member of the Academy. The academician found it to
be “an anatomical bore, if not a vulgarity.” He found it, let us
note, on his own and by himself, because in the text we have
only further, progressive denials, of a more and more general
nature. If the lack of a vagina can still offend someone’s sensi-
bilities, then we have gone far indeed. How can a thing be in
bad taste which is not there at all?!
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Then the pit of nothingness, still shallow, begins to increase
disquietingly. The middle of the book—from the fourth to the
sixth chapter—is consciousness. Yes, its' stream, but, as we
begin to realize, this is not a stream of thoughts about nothing,
old-fashioned, passé. This is a stream of no thoughts. The syn-
tax itself remains intact, untouched, inviolate, and it carries us
over the depths like a perilously buckling bridge. What a void!
But—we reason—even consciousness that is unthinking is still
consciousness, is it not? Since that unthinkingness has limits
. . . but this is a delusion, for the limitations are created by the
reader himself! The text does not think; it gives us nothing. On
the contrary, it takes away in succession that which was still
our property, and the emotions in reading it are precisely the
result of the ruthlessness of such subtraction: horror vacui
smites us, at the same time entices; the reading turns out to be
not so much the destruction of the world of lies of the novel as a
form of annihilation of the reader himself as a psychic being!
A woman wrote this book? Difficult to believe, considering its
merciless logic.

In the last section of the work comes the doubt whether it
can possibly continue: it has, after all, been saying nothing for
so long! Any further progress to the center of nonexistence
seems impossible. But no! Again a trap, again an explosion—
or, rather, an implosion, the caving in of yet another nothing-
ness! The narrator—as we know, there is no narrator; he is
replaced by the language, that which itself speaks by means of
him, like an imaginary “it” (the “it” in “it is thundering” or
“it is lightning”). In the next-to-last chapter we observe with
dizziness that the negative absolute has now been reached. The
business of the nonappearance of some man, by some train, the
unbeing of the seasons of the year, of the weather, of the walls
of the house, of the apartment, of the face, the eyes, the air,
the bodies—all this lies far behind us, on the surface, the sur-
face that, eaten away by our further progress, by that all-con-
suming cancerlike Nothing, has ceased to exist even as nega-
tion. We see how simple-minded, naive, how positively comical
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it was of us to expect that we would be given facts of some sort
here, that here something or other would happen!

It is, therefore, a reduction, to zero only to begin with; later,
sinking into the abyss with projections of negative transcen-
dence, it is a reduction also of transcendental entities, since by
now no metaphysical systems are possible, and the neantic
center still looms before us. A vacuum, then, surrounds the nar-
rative on every side; and behold, there are now its first incur-
sions, intrusions, in the language itself. For the narrating voice
begins to doubt itself. No, I put that poorly: “that which by it-
self tells of itself” collapses and vanishes somewhere; it already
knows that it is not. If it still exists, it exists as a shadow, which
is the simple lack of light; thus are these sentences the lack of
existence. It is not the lack of water in the desert, not the
maiden’s lack of a lover, it is the lack of self. Had this been a
novel written in the classical, traditional fashion, it would have
been easy for us to say what took place: the hero would have
been the sort of someone who begins to harbor suspicions that
he neither manifests himself nor dreams himself, but is dreamt
and manifested—by someone, and through hidden intentional
acts (as if he is appearing to someone in a dream and only
thanks to the dreamer may exist provisionally). From this
would have come the rushing fear that these acts would stop,
and surely they could stop at any moment—whereupon he
would then fade away!

Thus it would have been in a more ordinary novel, but not
with Mme Solange: the narrator cannot take fright of anything,
because, you see, there is no narrator. What, then, occurs? The
language itself begins to suspect, and then to understand, that
there is no one besides itself, that, having meaning (to the ex-
tent that it has meaning) for anyone, for everyone, it thereby
is not and never was or ever could have been a personal ex-
pression; cut off from all mouths at once, as a universally
ejected tapeworm, as an adulterous parasite that has devoured
its hosts, that has slain them so long ago that in it all memory
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of the crime, unknowingly committed, has been erased and ob-
literated, this language, like the skin of a balloon, till now re-
silient, firm, from which invisibly and faster and faster the air
escapes, begins to shrivel. This eclipse of speech, however, is
not a babel; and it is not fear (again, only the reader fears, ex-
periencing per procura, as it were, that alien, totally deperson-
alized torment) ; for a few pages yet, for a few moments, there
remains the machinery of grammar, the millstones of the nouns,
the cogwheels of syntax grinding out more and more slowly—
yet precise to the last—nothingness, which corrodes them
through; and that is how it ends, in mid-sentence, mid-word. . . .
The novel does not end: it ceases. The language, at the start,
sure of itself in the first pages, naive, healthily-commonsensi-
cally believing in its own sovereignty, eroded by a silent under-
tow of treachery, or, rather, arriving at the truth of its external,
illegitimate origins, of its corruption and abuse (for this is the
Last Judgment of literature), the language, having come to
realize that it represents a form of incest—the incestuous union
of nonbeing with being—suicidally disowns itself.

A woman wrote this book? Extraordinary. It ought to have
been written by some mathematician, but one only who with his
mathematics proved—and cursed—literature.




Joachim Fersengeld

Pericalypsis

(Editions de Minuit, Paris)

Joachim Fersengeld, a German, wrote his Pericalypse in Dutch
(he hardly knows the language, which he himself admits in the
Introduction) and published it in France, a country notorious
for its dreadful proofreading. The writer of these words also
does not, strictly speaking, know Dutch, but going by the title
of the book, the English Introduction, and a few understand-
able expressions here and there in the text, he has concluded
that he can pass muster as a reviewer after all.

Joachim Fersengeld does not wish to be an intellectual in an
age when anyone can be one. Nor has he any desire to pass for
a man of letters. Creative work of value is possible when there
is resistance, either of the medium or of the people at whom the
work is aimed; but since, after the collapse of the prohibitions
of religion and the censor, one can say everything, or anything
whatever, and since, with the disappearance of those attentive
listeners who hung on every word, one can howl anything at
anyone, literature and all its humanistic affinity is a corpse,
whose advancing decay is stubbornly concealed by the next of
kin. Therefore, one should seek out new terrains for creativity,
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those in which can be found a resistance that will lend an ele-
ment of menace and risk—and therewith importance and re-
sponsibility—to the situation.

Such a field, such an activity, can today be only prophecy.
Because he is without hope—that is, because he knows in ad-
vance that he will be neither heard out nor recognized nor
accepted—the prophet ought to reconcile himself a priori to a
position of muteness. And he who, being a German, addresses
Frenchmen in Dutch with English introductions is as mute as
he who keeps silent. Thus Fersengeld acts in accordance with
his own assumptions. Our mighty civilization, he says, strives
for the production of commodities as impermanent as possible
in packaging as permanent as possible. The impermanent
product must soon be replaced by a new one, and this is good
for the economy; the permanence of the packaging, on the
other hand, makes its disposal difficult, and this promotes the
further development of technology and organization. Thus
the consumer copes with each consecutive article of junk on an
individual basis, whereas for the removal of the packagings
special antipollution programs are required, sanitary engineer-
ing, the coordination of efforts, planning, purification and de-
contamination plants, and so on. Formerly, one could depend
on it that the accumulation of garbage would be kept at a rea-
sonable level by the forces of nature, such as the rains, the
winds, rivers, and earthquakes. But at the present time what
once washed and flushed away the garbage has itself become
the excrement of civilization: the rivers poison us, the atmos-
phere burns our lungs and eyes, the winds strew industrial
ashes on our heads, and as for plastic containers, since they are
elastic, even earthquakes cannot deal with them. Thus the nor-
mal scenery today is civilizational droppings, and the natural
reserves are a momentary exception to the rule. Against this
landscape of packagings that have been sloughed off by their
products, crowds bustle about, absorbed in the business of
opening and consuming, and also in that last natural product,
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sex. Yet sex, too, has been given a multitude of packagings, for
this and nothing else is what clothes are, displays, roses, lip-
sticks, and sundry other advertising wrappings. Thus civiliza-
tion is worthy of admiration only in its separate fragments,
much as the precision of the heart is worthy of admiration, the
liver, the kidneys, or the lungs of an organism, since the rapid
work of those organs makes good sense, though there is no
sense whatever in the activity of the body that comprises these
perfect parts—if it is the body of a lunatic.

The same process, declares the prophet, is taking place in the
area of spiritual goods as well, since the monstrous machine of
civilization, its screws having worked loose, has turned into a
mechanical milker of the Muses. Thus it fills the libraries to
bursting, inundates the bookstores and magazine stands, numbs
the television screens, piling itself high with a superabundance
of which the numerical magnitude alone is a deathblow. If find-
ing forty grains of sand in the Sahara meant saving the world,
they would not be found, any more than would the forty messi-
anic books that have already long since been written but were
lost beneath strata of trash. And these books have unquestion-
ably been written; the statistics of intellectual labor guarantees
it, as is explained—in Dutch—mathematically—by Joachim
Fersengeld, which this reviewer must repeat on faith, conver-
sant with neither the Dutch language nor the mathematical.
And so, ere we can steep our souls in those revelations, we bury
them in garbage, for there is four billion times more of the
latter. But then, they are buried already. Already has come to
pass what the prophecy proclaimed, only it went unnoticed in
the general haste. The prophecy, then, is a retrophecy, and for
this reason is entitled Pericalypse, and not Apocalypse. Its
progress (retrogress) we detect by Signs: by languidity, in-
sipidity, and insensitivity, and in addition by acceleration,
inflation, and masturbation. Intellectual masturbation is the
contenting of oneself with the promise in place of the delivery:
first we were onanized thoroughly by advertising (that de-
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generate form of revelation which is the measure of the Com-
mercial Idea, as opposed to the Personal), and then self-abuse
took over as a method for the rest of the arts. And this, be-
cause to believe in the saving power of Merchandise yields
greater results than to believe in the efficacy of the Lord God.

The moderate growth of talent, its innately slow maturation,
its careful weeding out, its natural selection in the purview of
solicitous and discerning tastes—these are phenomena of a by-
gone age that died heirless. The last stimulus that still works is
a mighty howl; but when more and more people howl, employ-
ing more and more powerful amplifiers, one’s eardrums will
burst before the soul learns anything. The names of the geniuses
of old, more and more vainly invoked, already are an empty
sound; and so it is mene mene tekel upharsin, unless what Jo-
achim Fersengeld recommends is done. There should be set up
a Save the Human Race Foundation, as a sixteen-billion reserve
on a gold standard, yielding an interest of four percent per an-
num. Out of this fund moneys should be dispensed to all crea-
tors—to inventors, scholars, engineers, painters, writers, poets,
playwrights, philosophers, and designers—in the following way.
He who writes nothing, designs nothing, paints nothing, neither
patents nor proposes, is paid a stipend, for life, to the tune of
thirty-six thousand dollars a year. He who does any of the
afore-mentioned receives correspondingly less.

Pericalypse contains a full set of tabulations of what is to
be deducted for each form of creativity. For one invention or
two published books a year, you receive not a cent; by three
titles, what you create comes out of your own pocket. With this,
only a true altruist, only an ascetic of the spirit, who loves his
neighbor but not himself one bit, will create anything, and the
production of mercenary rubbish will cease. Joachim Fersen-
geld speaks from personal experience, for it was at his own ex-
pense—at a loss!—that he published his Pericalypse. He knows,
then, that total unprofitability does not at all mean the total
elimination of creativity.
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Egoism manifests itself as a hunger for mammon combined
with a hunger for glory: in order to scotch the latter as well, the
Salvation Program introduces the complete anonymity of the
creators. To forestall the submission of stipend applications
from untalented persons, the Foundation will, through the ap-
propriate organs, examine the qualifications of the candidates.
The actual merit of the idea with which a candidate comes for-
ward is of no consequence. The only important thing is whether
the project possesses commercial value, that is, whether it can
be sold. If so, the stipend is awarded immediately. For under-
ground creative activity, there is set up a system of penalties
and repressive measures within the framework of legal prosecu-
tion by the apparatus of the Safety Control; also introduced is
a new form of police, namely, the Anvil (Anticreative Vigilance
League). According to the penal code, whosoever clandestinely
writes, disseminates, harbors, or even if only in silence publicly
communicates any fruit of creative endeavor, with the purpose
of deriving from said action either gain or glory, shall be pun-
ished by confinement, forced labor, and, in the case of recidi-
vism, by imprisonment in a dark cell with a hard bed, and a
caning on each anniversary of the offense. For the smuggling
into the bosom of society of such ideas, whose tragic effect on
life is comparable to the bane of the automobile, the scourge of
cinematography, the curse of television, etc., the law provides
capital punishment as the maximum and includes the pillory
and a life sentence of the compulsory use of one’s own inven-
tion. Punishable also are attempted crimes, and premeditation
carries with it badges of shame, in the form of the stamping of
the forehead with indelible letters arranged to spell out “Enemy
of Man.” However, graphomania, which does not look for gain,
is called a Disorder of the Mind and is not punishable, though
persons so afflicted are removed from society, as constituting a
threat to the peace, and placed in special institutions, where
they are humanely supplied with great quantities of ink and

paper.
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Obviously world culture will not at all suffer from such state
regulation, but will only then begin to flourish. Humanity will
return to the magnificent works of its own history; for the
number of sculptures, paintings, plays, novels, gadgets, and
machines is great enough already to meet the needs of many
centuries. Nor will anyone be forbidden to make so-called
epochal discoveries, on the condition that he keep them to
himself.

Having in this way set the situation to rights—that is, having
saved humanity—Joachim Fersengeld proceeds to the final
problem: what is to be done with that monstrous glut which has
already come about? As a man of uncommon civil fortitude,
Fersengeld says that what has so far been created in the twen-
tieth century, though it may contain great pearls of wisdom, is
worth nothing when tallied up in its entirety, because you will
not find those pearls in the ocean of garbage. Therefore he calls
for the destruction of everything in one lump, all that has arisen
in the form of films, illustrated magazines, postage stamps, mu-
sical scores, books, scientific articles, newspapers, for this act
will be a true cleaning out of the Augean stables—with a full
balancing of the historical credits and debits in the human
ledger. (Among other things, the destruction will claim the
facts about atomic energy, which will eliminate the current
threat to the world.) Joachim Fersengeld points out that he is
perfectly aware of the infamy of burning books, or even whole
libraries. But the autos-da-fé enacted in history—such as in the
Third Reich—were infamous because they were reactionary. It
all depends on the grounds on which one does the burning. He
proposes, then, a life-saving auto-da-fé, progressive, redemp-
tive; and because Joachim Fersengeld is a prophet consistent
to the end, in his closing word he bids the reader first tear up
and set fire to this very prophecy!




Gian Carlo Spallanzani

Idiota

(Mondadori Editore, Milan)

The Italians, then, have a young writer of the type we have
missed so, one who speaks with a full voice. And I feared the
young would be infected by the cryptonihilism of the experts,
who declare that all literature has “already been written,” and
that now one can only glean scraps from the table of the old
masters, scraps called myths or archetypes. These prophets of
inventive barrenness (there is nothing new under the sun)
preach their line not out of resignation, but as if the prospect
of wide empty centuries awaiting Art in vain filled them with
a sort of perverse satisfaction. For they hold against today’s
world its technological ascent, and hope for evil, much as
maiden aunts look forward with malicious glee to the wreck of
a marriage foolishly entered into out of love. And so we now
have jewelry engravers (for Italo Calvino is descended from
Benvenuto Cellini, not from Michelangelo), and the natural-
ists who, ashamed of naturalism, pretend to be writing some-
thing other than what lies within their means (Alberto Mo-
ravia), but we have no men of mettle. They are hard to come
by, now that anyone can play the rebel, provided his physiog-
nomy supplies him with a fierce crop of beard.
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The young prose writer Gian Carlo Spallanzani is audacious
to the point of impudence. He pretends to take the opinions of
the experts as gospel, only later to sling mud at them. For his
Idiot alludes to the novel of Dostoevsky not merely in its title:
it reaches further. I do not know about others, but personally I
find it easier to write about a book when I have seen the face of
the author. Spallanzani is not prepossessing in his photo; he is
an ungainly youth with a low forehead and puffy eyes, the
small dark pupils of which are peevish, and the dainty chin
makes one uneasy. An enfant terrible, a knave of low cunning
and with a mean streak, an outspoken wolf in sheep’s clothing?
I cannot find the right term, but I stick with my impression
from the first reading of The Idiot: such perfidiousness is in a
class by itself. Can he have written under a pseudonym? Be-
cause the great, historical Spallanzani was a vivisectionist, and
this thirty-year-old is one also. I find it hard to believe that such
a coincidence of names is completely accidental. The young
author has cheek: he furnishes his Idiot with an introduction in
which, with seeming candor, he tells why he abandoned his
original idea—that of writing Crime and Punishment a second
time, as “Sonya’s,” the story told in the first person by the
daughter of Marmeladov.

There is effrontery, not without its charm, in his explanation
of how he restrained himself because he did not wish to do in-
jury to the original. Albeit against his will—he would have had
to (so he says) chip away at the statue that Dostoevsky raised
up in honor of his shining prostitute. Sonya in Crime and Pun-
ishment appears intermittently, being a “third person”; a nar-
rative in the first person would require her constant presence,
even during her working hours, and that is the sort of work that
affects the soul as no other. The axiom of her spiritual purity
untouched by the experiences of the fallen body could not
emerge whole. Defending himself in this devious way, the author
does not ever address himself to the real question—of The

Idiot. This already is double-dealing: he accomplished what he
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wanted, for he has shown us the general drift; his impudence
lies in his having made no mention of the necessity, of the
imperative, that compelled him to take up a theme after Dosto-
evsky!

The story, realistic, matter-of-fact, at first seems set on a
rather prosaic level. A very ordinary, moderately well-to-do
family, an average, respectable couple—upright, but unin-
spired—has a mentally retarded child. Like any child, it showed
delightful promise; its first words, those unintentionally origi-
nal expressions which are the side effects of one’s growing into
speech, have been preserved with loving care in the reliquary of
the parents’ reminiscences. Those blissful, diapered simplici-
ties, in the framework of the present nightmare, mark out the
amplitude between what could have been and what has hap-
pened.

The child is an idiot. Living with him, caring for him, is an
anguish all the more cruel in that it has grown out of love. The
father is almost twenty years older than the mother; there are
couples who in a similar situation would try again; here it is
not known what hinders such an act, physiology or psychology.
But for all that, it is probably love. Under normal circumstances
the love could never have undergone such magnification. Pre-
cisely because he is an idiot, the child makes prodigies of his
parents. He improves them to the very degree to which he lacks
normality. This could be the sense of the novel, its theme, but
it is merely the premise.

In their contacts with the outside world, with relatives, doc-
tors, lawyers, the father and mother are ordinary people,
deeply troubled but restrained, for indeed this situation has
been going on for years: there has been sufficient time to ac-
quire self-control! The period of despair, of hope, of trips to
various capitals, to the finest specialists, has long since passed.
The parents realize that nothing can be done. They have no
illusions. Their visits to the doctor, to the attorney, are now to
ensure some decent, endurable modus vivendi for the idiot
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when his natural protectors are gone. They must see to a will,
safeguard the inheritance. This is done slowly, soberly, with
due deliberation. Tedious and scrupulous: nothing more natu-
ral under the sun. When they return home, however, and when
the three are by themselves, the situation changes in a flash. I
would say: as when actors make their entrance on stage. Fine,
but we do not know where the stage is. This is now to be re-
vealed. Without ever making any arrangement between them-
selves, without ever exchanging so much as a single word—that
would be a psychological impossibility—the parents have cre-
ated, over the years, a system of interpreting the actions of the
idiot in such a way as to find them intelligent, in every in-
stance and in every respect.

Spallanzani found the germ of such conduct in normal be-
havior. It is known, surely, that the circle of those who dote
upon a small child emerging from the infant state makes as
much as it can of the child’s responses and words. To its mind-
less echolalia are attributed meanings; in its incoherent bab-
bling is discovered intelligence, even wit; the inaccessibility of
the child’s psyche allows the observer enormous freedom, espe-
cially the doting observer. It must have been in this way that
the rationalization of the idiot’s actions first began. No doubt
the father and mother vied with each other in finding signs to
indicate that their child was speaking better and better, more
and more clearly, that he was doing better all the time, posi-
tively radiating good nature and affection. I have been saying
“child,” but when the scene opens he is already a fourteen-year-
old boy. What sort of system of misinterpretation must it be,
what subterfuges, what explanations—frantic to the point of
being outright comical—must be called into play to save the
fiction, when the reality so unremittingly contradicts it? Well,
all this can be done, and of such acts consists the parental
sacrifice in behalf of the idiot.

Their isolation must be complete. The world has nothing to
offer him and will not help him; it is of no use to him, therefore
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—yes, the world to him, not he to the world. The sole inter-
preters of his behavior must be the initiated, the father and
mother: in this way, everything can be transformed. We do not
learn whether the idiot killed, or put out of her misery, his ail-
ing grandmother; one can, however, set out side by side the
different points of circumstantial evidence. His grandmother
did not believe in him (that is, in that version of him which the
parents had established—true, we cannot know how much of
her “unbelief” the idiot was able to sense); she had asthma;
her wheezing and rattling during the attacks were not shut out
even by the felt-padded door; he could not sleep when the at-
tacks intensified; they drove him into a rage; he was found
sleeping peacefully in the room of the dead woman, at the foot
of her bed, on which her body had already grown cold.

First he is carried to the nursery, and only then does the
father attend to his own mother. Did the father suspect some-
thing? This we never know. The parents do not refer to the
topic, for certain things are done without being named; as if
they realize that any improvisation has its limits, when irrevoc-
ably now they must set about doing “those things,” they sing.
They do what is indispensable, but at the same time conduct
themselves like Mommy and Daddy, singing lullabies if it is
evening, or the old songs of their childhood if intervention be-
comes necessary during the day. Song has proved a better ex-
tinguisher of the intellect than silence. We hear it at the very
beginning; that is, the servants hear it, the gardener. “A sad
song,” he says, but later we begin to guess what gruesome work
was likely done to the accompaniment of precisely that song: it
was early morning when the body was found. What an infernal
refinement of feelings!

The idiot behaves dreadfully, with an inventiveness some-
times characteristic of a profound dementia that is capable of
cunning; in this way he spurs his parents on ever more, for they
must find themselves equal to every task. Now and then their
words are fitted exactly to their actions, but that is rare; the
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eeriest effects of all occur when they say one thing while doing
another, for here one type of resourcefulness, the cretinoid, is
pitted against another; a devotedly ministering resourcefulness
—Iloving, giving—and only the distance that perforce separates
the two turns these acts of sacrifice into the macabre. But the
parents by now probably do not see this: it has, after all, gone
on for years! In the face of each new surprise (a euphemism:
the idiot spares them nothing), there is first a fraction of a sec-
ond in which, along with them, we experience a thrill of fear,
a piercing dread that this will not only shatter the present
moment but will overturn, in a single blow, the entire edifice
that has been raised with tender care by the father and mother
in the course of long months and years.

We are wrong; an exchange of glances, purely reflexive, a
few laconic remarks to shift gears, and in the tone of a natural
conversation begins the lifting of this new burden, the fitting of
it into the created structure. An eerie humor and an arresting
nobility are in such scenes, thanks to the psychological accu-
racy. The words they venture to use when it is no longer possible
not to put on the “little smock”! When they do not know what
to do with the razor; or when the mother, jumping from the
tub, must barricade herself in the bathroom, and later, having
made a short circuit in the entire house, so that darkness de-
scends, by feel removes the barricade of furniture, since its
presence is—to her version of the child, which binds her—more
damaging than a defect in the electrical installation. In the ves-
tibule, dripping wet and wrapped in a thick rug, no doubt on
account of the razor, she waits for the father to come home. It
sounds coarse and awkward—worse, unbelievable—summa-
rized like this, taken out of context. The parents act in the
knowledge that to reconcile such incidents to the norm, through
completely arbitrary interpretations, is an impossibility; there-
fore it was a little at a time, themselves not knowing when,
that they passed beyond the boundary of that norm and entered
a realm inaccessible to ordinary office or kitchen mortals. Not in
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the direction of madness, not at all: it is not true that everyone
can go insane. But everyone can believe. To keep from becom-
ing a family defiled, they became a family sacred.

That word does not appear in the book; nor is the idiot, ac-
cording to the faith of the parents (for faith it must be called),
either God or a lesser deity; he is merely other than all crea-
tures, a thing unto himself, unlike any child or youth; and in
that otherness he is theirs, irrevocably loved, their one and
only. Farfetched? Then read The Idiot yourself; you will see
that faith is not merely a metaphysical capacity of the mind.
The situation is in all its substance so constantly rooted in
harshness that only the absurdity of faith can save it from dam-
nation, which here means: from psychopathological nomencla-
ture. If the saints of the Lord have been taken by psychiatrists
for paranoiacs, then why can it not also be the other way
around? Idiot? The word does make its appearance in the ac-
tion, but only when the parents go among other people. They
speak of the child in the language of those others, of the doc-
tors, attorneys, relatives, but for themselves they know better.
Thus they lie to others because their faith has not the mark of
a mission, and therefore not the aggressiveness that demands
the conversion of the heathen. The father and mother are, any-
way, too level-headed to believe for even a second in the possi-
bility of such conversion: it does not concern them, and besides,
it is not the whole world that needs saving, but only three peo-
ple. While they live, they have their mutual church. It is not a
matter of shame or of prestige, or of the insanity of an aging
couple, called folie a deux, but merely an earthly, transitory
thing, taking place in a house with central heating; it is the
triumph of love, whose motto reads Credo quia absurdum est.
If this be madness, every faith can be reduced to that level.

Spallanzani walks a narrow line throughout, for the greatest
danger for the novel was to become a caricature of the Holy
Family. The father is old? Then that is Joseph. The mother is
much younger? Mary. And in that case the child . . . Well, I
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think that if Dostoevsky had not written his Idiot, this line of
allegorization never would have presented itself, or would have
remained so veiled as to be hardly noticeable, and only to a few.
If one can put it thus, Spallanzani has absolutely nothing
against the Gospel; nor has he the least desire to make free with
the Holy Family; and if, in spite of everything, there does arise
—one cannot altogether avoid it—precisely such a connota-
tive ricochet, then the “blame” must be borne entirely by
Dostoevsky and his Idiot. Yes, of course: to this end alone
was the demolition charge of the work primed and set, as an
attack leveled at the great writer! Prince Myshkin, the saintly
epileptic, the misunderstood innocent-ascetic, the Jesus with the
stigmata of grand mal—he serves here as a link, a relay point.
Spallanzani’s idiot resembles him at times, but with the signs
reversed! This is, you might say, the maniac variant, and ex-
actly thus might one picture the adolescence of the pale youth
Myshkin, when the epileptic seizures, with their mystic aura,
with their bestial spasms, for the first time knock to pieces the
image of angelic little-darlingness. The tyke is a cretin? Inces-
santly, yes, yet we get the communion of his vacant mind with
sublimity, as when, suffocated by the music, he smashes the
phonograph record, wounding himself, and tries to devour it
along with his own blood. Well, you see, this is a form of—an
attempt at—transubstantiation: something of Bach must have
knocked upon the door of his dim consciousness, if he sought
to make it a part of himself—by eating it.

Had the parents turned the whole thing over to the institu-
tional Lord God, or had they simply created a three-person
substitute for religion, a kind of sect with a mentally deficient
stand-in for God, their defeat would have been certain. But not
for a moment do they cease to be ordinary, literal, maltreated
parents; they never even considered the way of holy ambitions
—they permitted themselves none, nothing that was not of im-
mediate, on-the-spot necessity. Therefore, they did not actually
build any system at all; instead, through the situation, a system
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was born and revealed itself to them, not wanted, not planned,
not even suspected. They received no revelation; they were
themselves in the beginning, and themselves they remained.
And so it is only an earthly love. We have grown unaccustomed
to its power in literature, a literature which, schooled in cyni-
cism, its old romantic back broken by the blows of psychoana-
lytic doctrines, has become blind to that part of the amplitude
of human destiny on which thrived—and which cultivated for
us—the classics of the past.

A cruel novel: it tells, first, of the boundless talent for com-
pensation, and so of the creativity that resides in everyone, any-
one, no matter who he is, if fate afflicts him with the torment of
an appropriate labor. And then it tells of the forms in which
love manifests itself when stripped of hope, when brought to
the depths of despair, yet never relinquishing its object. In this
context the words Credo quia absurdum are the worldly equiva-
lent of the words Finis vitae, sed non amoris. The novel is about
(this is already the anthropological exegesis, and not the
tragedy of a father and a mother) how there comes into being,
in microscopic mechanisms, a world-creating intentionality that
names, and therefore it is not simply transcendence. No, the
idea is that the world, while undisturbed in its arbitrarily vio-
lent shame and ugliness, can be altered—or what is conveyed
by the words “transformed,” “transfigured.” Were we not able
to reshape the monstrous into the correlates of the angelic, we
could not endure, and this is what this book is all about. A faith
in transcendence may be completely unnecessary; and without
it, one can attain the grace (or the agony) of a theodicy, for it
is not in the recognition of the state of things but in their alter-
ability that the freedom of man lives. If this freedom is not a
true freedom (indeed, involved is an utter subjugation—by
love!), then there can be no other. Spallanzani’s The Idiot is
not the androgynous allegory of the Christian myth, but an
atheistic heterodoxy.

Spallanzani, like a psychologist performing experiments on
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rats, subjected his heroes to a test that was designed to prove
his anthropological hypothesis. At the same time, the book is a
broadside against Dostoevsky, as if the latter were living and
writing today. Spallanzani wrote his Idiot in order to demon-
strate to Dostoevsky a weak heresy. I cannot say that the as-
sault succeeds, but I understand the intent: to break out of that
magic circle of issues and ideas in which the great Russian
writer confined his own and the following age. Art cannot look
only backward, or content itself with tightrope walking; new
eyes are needed, new ways of seeing, and most of all a new
idea. Let us keep in mind that this is a first book. I await
Spallanzani’s next novel as I have not awaited any in a long
time.




U-Write-1t

A book that told the story of the rise and fall of U-Write-It
would make most instructive reading. That neoplasm of the
publishing world became the subject of such heated debate
that the debate obscured the phenomenon itself. Therefore the
factors that led to the failure of the enterprise to this day re-
main unclear. No one made an attempt to carry out public-
opinion research in this regard. Perhaps rightly so; perhaps the
public that decided the fate of the venture did not itself know
what it was doing.

The invention had been in the air a good twenty years, and
one can only wonder that it was not implemented earlier. I re-
call the first model of that “literary erector set.” It was a box
in the shape of a thick book, containing directions, a prospec-
tus, and a kit of “building elements.” These elements were
strips of paper of unequal width, printed with fragments of
prose. Each strip had holes punched along the margin to facili-
tate binding, and several numerals stamped in different colors.
Arranging the strips according to the numbering of the base
color, black, one obtained the “starting text,” which consisted
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usually of at least two works of world literature, suitably
abridged. Had the set been made only for the purpose of such
reconstruction, it would have been devoid of sense and com-
mercial value. This lay in the possibility of shuffling the ele-
ments. The instructions usually supplied. several illustrative
variants of recombination, and the colored numerals in the
margins referred to these. The idea was patented by Universal,
who used books to which all authors’ rights had expired. Such
were the works of the greats, of Balzac, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky,
duly abridged by the publisher’s anonymous staff. Without fail
the inventors directed this concoction at a certain class of peo-
ple, one that could derive enjoyment from the deformation and
distortion of masterpieces (or, rather, of crude versions of
them). You take Crime and Punishment in hand, or War and
Peace, and do whatever you please with the characters. Natasha
can go astray before the wedding and after it, too; Svidrigailov
can marry Raskolnikov’s sister, and Raskolnikov can escape
justice and go off with Sonya to Switzerland; Anna Karenina
will betray her husband not with Vronsky, but with the foot-
man, etc. In one voice the critics attacked such desecration;
the publisher defended himself as best he could, and fairly
adroitly at that.

The instructions that came with the set claimed that in this
way one could learn the rules of literary composition (“Perfect
for beginning writers!”), and one could also use the set as a
text for psychological projection (“Teil me what you have done
with Anne of Green Gables and 1 will tell you who you are”).
In a word—a training device for literary hopefuls and an
amusement for every literary amateur,

It was not hard to see that the publishers were guided by less-
than-honorable intentions. In their instructions, World Books
cautioned the buyer against the use of “improper” combina-
tions, meaning the rearrangement of passages in the text so as
to impart a contrary sense to scenes originally pure as the
driven snow: by the insertion of a single sentence, an innocent
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conversation between two women took on Lesbian overtones; it
was also possible, in the worthy families of Dickens, to have
incest practiced—whatever your heart desired. The caution
was, of course, an incitement, worded in such a way that no
one could accuse the publisher of offending against decency.
Well, if he clearly said in the instructions that this should not
be done. ..

Infuriated by helplessness (on legal grounds the thing was
not open to attack; the publishers had seen to that), the well-
known critic Ralph Summers wrote at the time: “And so mod-
ern pornography is no longer enough. It is necessary in analo-
gous fashion to besmirch everything that arose in the past, that
which was not only without obscene intent but actually in oppo-
sition to it. This paltry surrogate for the Black Mass, which
anyone can conduct in the seclusion of his home, for four dol-
lars, on the defenseless body of the murdered classics, is a true
disgrace.”

It soon turned out that Summers had exaggerated in his Cas-
sandra-like pronouncement: the venture did not prosper half
so well as the publishers had expected. Before long they came
up with a new version of the “‘erector set,” a volume composed
entirely of empty sheets on which one could arrange by hand
the strips with the texts, since both the strips and the pages of
the volume were coated with a monomolecular magnetic foil.
Thereby the “binding” work was greatly simplified. But this in-
novation did not catch on, either. Could it be, as some idealists
(very rare nowadays) surmised, that the public was refusing
to participate in “the dbusing of the great works”? To presume
an attitude so high-minded is, in my opinion, alas, unwarranted.
The quiet hope of the publishers had been that a considerable
number of people would develop a taste for the new game. Cer-
tain passages of the instructions give an indication of this line
of thought: “U-Write-It allows you to acquire that same power
over human lives, godlike, which till now has been the exclusive
privilege of the world’s greatest geniuses!” Which Ralph Sum-
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mers, in one of his diatribes, interpreted as follows: “Single-
handed you can drag down any loftiness, sully all that is clean,
and your efforts will be accompanied by the pleasant awareness
that you are not now obliged to sit and listen to what some Tol-
stoy, what some Balzac had to say, because in this you are boss
and call the shots!”

And yet there were surprisingly few who wanted to be such
“defilers.” Summers foresaw the spread of “a new sadism, tak-
ing the form of aggression against the permanent values of our
culture,” but meanwhile U-Write-It was barely selling. It would
be nice to believe that the public was prompted by “that natural
grain of sense and rectitude which subcultural convulsions have
succeeded in obscuring from our view” (L. Evans in the Chris-
tian Science Monitor). This writer does not share—much as he
would like to!—Evans’s opinion.

What, then, took place? Something a great deal simpler, I
daresay. For Summers and Evans, for me, for a few hundred
critics tucked away among university quarterlies, and in addi-
tion for another several thousand eggheads throughout the land,
Svidrigailov, Vronsky, Sonya Marmeladov, or for that matter
Vautrin, Anne of Green Gables, Rastignac, are characters ex-
tremely well known, familiar, close, sometimes actually more
vivid than many real acquaintances. But for the public at large
they are empty sounds, names without content. Thus for Sum-
mers and Evans, for me, the union of Svidrigailov with Natasha
would be a horrendous thing, but for the public it would mean
no more or less than the marriage of Mr. X and Mrs. Y. Be-
cause for the public at large they have no fixed symbolic value
—be it that of nobility of feeling or dissolute wickedness—such
characters do not offer a perverse or any other type of enter-
tainment. They are completely neutral. Of no concern to any-
one. The publishers, cynical as they were, did not divine this,
not being truly attuned to the situation in the literary market
place. If a man finds enormous value in a particular book, then
the use of that book as a doormat for the wiping of shoes will
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seem to him an act not just of vandalism, but of the “Black
Mass”—which is precisely what Summers thought, for that is
how he wrote.

The growing indifference in our world to such cultural values
had progressed a good deal beyond what the authors of the
enterprise imagined. No one cared to play U-Write-It, not be-
cause he nobly forbore to pervert quality, but for the simple
reason that between the book of a fourth-rate hack and the epic
of Tolstoy he saw no difference whatever. The one left him as
cold as the other. Even if there was in the public “the desire
to trample,” there was—from its point of view—nothing inter- :
esting to trample.

Did the publishers grasp this particular lesson? Yes, in a
sense. I doubt that they became aware of the state of affairs in
so many words, but, led by instinct, intuition, by their noses,
they all the same began to put on the market variants of the
“erector set” that did much better, since these permitted the
assembling of purely pornographic and obscene compositions.
The last diehard esthetes heaved a sigh of relief, since at least
now the venerable remains of the masterpieces would be left
alone. Immediately the problem ceased to interest them, and
from the pages of the élite literary quarterlies there disap-
peared those articles in which robes were rent and (egg)heads
heaped with ashes. Because what happens in the nonélite cir-
cles of readers does not, not one bit, concern the Olympus of
the arts and its Zeuses.

That Olympus was roused a second time, when Bernard de la [
Taille, having constructed from The Big Party—a set trans-
lated into French—a novel, received for it the Prix Femina.

This led to a scandal, because the shrewd Frenchman had ne-
glected to inform the judges that his novel was not entirely ‘
original but represented the product of an assembly. De la
Taille’s novel (War in the Dark) is not without merit; its con-
struction called for both talents and interests normally not
found in the buyers of U-Write-It sets. But this isolated inci-
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dent changed nothing; from the start it was clear that the ven-
ture would oscillate between a stupid joke and commercial
pornography. No one struck it rich with U-Write-It. The esthetes,
schooled in minimalism, today are glad that characters out of
gutter romances no longer trespass on the parquets of Tolstoyan
salons, and that virtuous maidens like Raskolnikov’s sister no
longer have to let themselves go with ruffians and degenerates.

In England a farcical version of U-Write-It still ekes out an
existence; there they publish sets that enable one to build brief
texts on the principle of “fun”; the home-grown littérateur is
tickled that in his micro-short story the whole company is
poured into the bottle instead of the juice, that Sir Galahad
ogles his own horse, that during Mass the priest sets off electric
trains on the altar, etc. This evidently amuses the English,
since a few of their newspapers even run a regular column for
such lucubrations. On the Continent, however, U-Write-It has
to all intents and purposes been discontinued. If we may cite a
certain Swiss critic who has interpreted the failure of that
business venture differently from us: “The public,” he says, “is
grown too lazy to want even to rape, undress, or torture any-
one itself. All that is now done for it by professionals. U-Write-
It might possibly have been a success had it appeared sixty
years earlier. Conceived too late, it was stillborn.” What is
there to add to this statement—but a heavy sigh?



Kuno Mlatje

Odysseus of Ithaca

The full name of the hero of this novel (written by an Ameri-
can) runs Homer Maria Odysseus; Ithaca, where he came into
the world, is a jerkwater town of four thousand in the state of
Massachusetts. Nonetheless the issue is the quest of Odysseus
of Ithaca, a quest not without deeper meaning and thereby
linked to its august prototype. True, the beginning does not
seem to promise this. Homer M. Odysseus is hauled into court
for setting fire to a car belonging to Professor E. G. Hutchin-
son of the Rockefeller Foundation. The reasons for which he
had to set fire to the car he will reveal only on condition that
the Professor appear personally in the courtroom. When this
takes place, Odysseus, making as if to whisper something of
tremendous importance to the Professor, bites him in the ear.
All hell breaks loose; the counsel for the defense demands a
psychiatric examination; the judge wavers; meanwhile Odys-
seus, from the dock, delivers a speech in which he explains that
he had had Herostrates in mind, for cars are the temples of our
time, and he bit the Professor in the ear because Stavrogin did
this and became famous by it. He, too, requires notoriety, and
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this for the money it carries with it. The money will enable him
to finance a project he has hammered out for the good of
humanity.

Here the judge cuts off his oration. Odysseus is sentenced to
two months in prison for the destruction of the car and another
two months for contempt of court. He can also expect a civil
action on the part of Hutchinson, whose concha he has injured.
However, Odysseus succeeds in handing his brochure to the
reporters present. In this way he attains his end: the press will
write about him.

The ideas contained in Homer M. Odysseus’s brochure, The
Quest for the Fleece of the Spirit, are simple enough. Humanity
owes its progress to geniuses. Above all, its progress of thought,
because collectively one might hit upon a way of hewing flint,
but one cannot through joint effort invent the zero. He who con-
ceived it was the first genius in history. “Could the zero—is it
likely—have been thought up by four individuals together, each
contributing a quarter?” asks Homer Odysseus with his charac-
teristic sarcasm. Humanity is not wont to deal kindly with its
geniuses. “Es ist schlecht Geschift, einer Genius zu sein!” de-
clares Odysseus in dreadful German. Geniuses have a rough
time of it. Some more than others, because geniuses are not all
equal. Odysseus postulates the following classification of them.
First come your run-of-the-mill and middling geniuses, that is,
of the third order, whose minds are unable to go much beyond
the horizon of their times. These, relatively speaking, are
threatened the least; they are often recognized and even come
into money and fame. The genuises of the second order are al-
ready too difficult for their contemporaries and therefore fare
worse. In antiquity they were mainly stoned, in the Middle Ages
burned at the stake; later, in keeping with the temporary ameli-
oration of customs, they were allowed to die a natural death by
starvation, and sometimes even were maintained at the com-
munity’s expense in madhouses. A few were given poison by
the local authorities, and many went into exile. Meanwhile, the
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powers that be, both secular and ecclesiastical, competed for
first prize in “geniocide,” as Odysseus calls the manifold activ-
ity of exterminating genuises. Nonetheless, recognition awaits
the geniuses of the second order, in the form of a triumph be-
yond the grave. By way of compensation, libraries and public
squares are named after them, fountains and monuments are
raised to them, and historians shed decorous tears over such
lapses of the past. In addition, avers Odysseus, there exist, for
there must exist, geniuses of the highest category. The interme-
diate types are discovered either by the succeeding generation
or by some later one; the geniuses of the first order are never
known—not by anyone, not in life, not after death. For they are
creators of truths so unprecedented, purveyors of proposals so
revolutionary, that not a soul is capable of making head or tail
of them. Therefore, permanent obscurity constitutes the normal
lot of the Geniuses of the Highest Class. But even their col-
leagues of weaker intellect are discovered usually as a result of
pure accident. For example, on scrawled-over sheets of paper
that fishwives use at the market to wrap the herring, you will
make out theorems of some sort, or poems, and as soon as these
see print, there is a moment of general enthusiasm, then every-
thing goes on as before. Such a state of affairs should not be
allowed to continue. At stake, surely, are irretrievable losses to
civilization. One must create a Society for the Preservation of
Geniuses of the First Order and from it appoint an Exploration
Committee that will take up the task of systematic searches.
Homer M. Odysseus has already drafted all the statutes of the
Society, and also a plan for the Quest for the Fleece of the
Spirit. He distributes these documents to numerous scientific
societies and philanthropic institutions, calling for funding.
When these efforts produce no result, he publishes a bro-
chure at his own expense and sends the first copy, with a dedi-
cation, to Professor Evelyn G. Hutchinson of the Science Coun-
cil of the Rockefeller Foundation. By not deigning to respond
to this, Professor Hutchinson became culpable before human-
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ity. He showed obtuseness; that is, he showed himself unfit to
occupy the position entrusted to him. For this he had to be
punished, which is what Odysseus did.

While still serving his sentence, Odysseus receives the first
contributions. He opens an account in the name of the Quest
for the Fleece of the Spirit, and when he leaves the prison, a
tidy sum of money, to the tune of $26,528.00, permits him to
commence organizational activity. Odysseus recruits volunteers
by placing ads in the classifieds; at the first meeting of the
enthusiast-amateurs he delivers a speech and hands out a new
brochure, this one containing exploration instructions. After
all, they must know where, how, and what exactly it is they are
supposed to seek. The quest will have an altruistic character,
for—Odysseus makes no bones about it—there is little money
and enormous labor ahead.

Spiritus flat, ubi vult; therefore, geniuses even of the highest
order may be born among the small tribes that constitute the
exotic outskirts of the world. Genius does not present itself to
humanity directly and personally, going out on the street and
seizing passers-by by the toga or buttonhole. Genius operates
via appropriate experts who are supposed to recognize it, re-
vere it, and expand upon its thought, as if setting their country-
man swinging, the clapper of a bell that peals out to humanity
the beginning of a new age. As usual, what should take place
does not. The specialists in general believe they know all there
is to know; they are willing to teach others, but themselves are
unwilling to learn from anyone. Only when there are an awful
lot of them does one find, as is usual in crowds, two, perhaps
three persons of sense. Consequently, in a small land genius
receives the response that a beggar gets from talking to a wall,
whereas in larger lands the chance of a genius’s being heard is
greater. Hence the questers set sail for the lesser peoples and
the towns of the out-of-the-way provinces of the globe. There,
who knows, they may even succeed in finding yet-unrecognized
second-order geniuses. The case of Boskovi¢ of Yugoslavia is
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characteristic: he met with false recognition, for what he wrote
and thought centuries ago was noticed when similar things be-
gan to be thought and written in the present. Such pseudo-dis-
coveries are not what Odysseus has in mind.

The search ought to include all the libraries of the world,
with their collections of rare editions, incunabula, and manu-
scripts, but primarily their basements and cellars, into which
are stuffed all sorts of paper ballast. However, one should not
count too much on success there. On the map that Odysseus has
hung up in his study, red circles indicate, as the first priority,
psychiatric sanatoria. Also among excavated sewer systems and
cesspools of outdated lunatic asylums Odysseus places high
hopes. One must likewise dig up the garbage dumps near old
prisons, comb the trash cans as well as other rubbish recepta-
cles, ferret through stores of wastepaper; it would also be well
to examine carefully dunghills and sumps, mainly their fossils,
since it is precisely there that one finds everything humanity
has held in contempt and swept beyond the perimeter of exis-
tence. And so Odysseus’s intrepid heroes must sally forth for
the Fleece of the Spirit full of self-denial, with pitchfork,
pickax, crowbar, dark lantern, and rope ladder, having also on
hand geologists’ hammers, gas masks, strainers, and magnify-
ing glasses. The search for treasures considerably more precious
than gold or diamonds is to take place in petrified excrement,
in crumbled, cluttered wells, in the former dungeons of every
inquisition, in ruined castles; meanwhile, the coordinator of
these world-wide operations, Homer M. Odysseus, will remain
at his headquarters. One must take as a signpost, as the trem-
bling needle of a compass, every sort of echo of gossip and
rumor about completely unique cretins and screwballs, about
maniacal, persistent cranks, stubborn dimwits and idiots, be-
cause humanity, conferring such names upon genius, is only
reacting within the limits of its own natural capacities.
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