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Olivia Blakely Caswell was born and raised on the Northeast Coast of 
Florida. She graduated with Summa Cum Laude honors from Presbyterian College in 
South Carolina. There she was granted the Departmental Award of Fine Arts in 2007 
and later went on to study at the University of Havana in Cuba. For three years Blakely 
worked as an Assistant Registrar in exhibitions of contemporary art at the Hammer 
Museum in Los Angeles. She is now working on her MA in Museum Studies at New 
York University. Inspired by progressive movements, she hopes to continue to work 
towards meaningful community dialogue through visual art installations.

Elizabeth Leah Bolick is currently pursuing a MFA in Poetry at The City 
University of New York, Queens College. She holds a Bachelor’s Degree in English 
Literature with a concentration in Creative Writing from Hunter College, and through 
Hunter was awarded an Academy of American Poets Prize in 2011. In order to share 
her love for writing, Elizabeth spends one afternoon a week teaching Creative Writing 
in the Packer Collegiate Institute after-school program. Her own writing primarily 
focuses on issues of loss, deconstruction, fragmentation, and connection.

Vreni Michelini Castillo was born in the bellybutton of México in Gua-
najuato, Gto. She spent her childhood between la calle del venado and the chaos of 
Tenochtitlan with NAFTA, los merolicas y el chupacabras. Since 1999, the brain drain 
has taken her family to Texas, Georgia, and Virginia. In Richmond, Vreni received a 
BFA from VCU and began to teach, rap, and organize. Later, she moved to Peru to 
teach children and freestyle, but eventually left for Qatar to pursue an artist’s residency. 
Vreni is currently getting an MFA from UC Berkeley while teaching elementary school 
children and spitting riverfloword.

Magali Duzant is an artist whose work deals with notions of light, space, and 
ephemeral experiences. She is currently pursuing her MFA in Photography at Parsons 
The New School for Design. In 2011 she was an Artist-in-Residence at the Kala Art 
Institute in Berkeley, CA. Her work has most recently been exhibited at Beijing Design 
Week, the Visual Studies Workshop, and at the Magenta Foundation’s Flash Forward 
Festival in the show Small Prints curated by the Humble Arts Foundation. Her work 
can be seen at www.magaliduzant.com

John Fournie teaches Government, Economics, World Geography, and Ju-
nior English at a Catholic high school in Austin, Texas. In 2006, he received his BA 
in English and History at Marquette University, and joined the Alliance for Catholic 
Education, a graduate education and service program through the University of Notre 
Dame.  John completed the program in 2008, earning his M.Ed. while teaching middle 
school English. He then returned to his hometown of St. Louis, where he taught at an 
all-girls middle school for three years.   He finds time to write when he’s not buried 
under a mountain of grading.

Sara Frier is a doctoral student in Early Modern Northern European Art His-
tory at The Graduate Center, City University of New York (CUNY). She received her 
MA in Early Modern Netherlandish Art History at The Courtauld Institute, London, 
in 2012, and her BA in Art History from Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson, in 
2009. Her research interests center on mortality and corporeality during the Reforma-
tion, with particular regard to allegory and theories of modernity. She also maintains 
a personal interest in experimental and nontraditional modes of art historical writing. 

Colin Hodgkins was born under a double rainbow on Baekdu Mountain.  He 
grew up in Indiana.  Forsaking a career as a professional basketball player he became 
a writer, drawing heavily on his experience in bars rambling and telling lies.  He once 
swam with manatees.  Those who cannot read have described his work as complex 
and mysterious.  He currently resides in Arizona, where he’s co-editor of the Sonora 
Review.

Sara Jimenez was born in London, Ontario and raised in Bethesda, MD. She 
received her BA in Semiotics and Communication Theory at the University of Toronto 
with departmental honors in 2008. She is currently in her final year of the MFA Fine 
Art program at Parsons The New School for Design. Sara moved to New York in 2007 
and has been part of numerous group exhibitions at galleries including Space Womb, 
Family Business, The Aronson Gallery and Strange Loop. In 2010 she received the 
New York for Better Neighborhoods Grant for a project based on work with the non-
profit group Filipinas for Rights and Empowerment. In 2011, she was a contestant and 
finalist on Bravo’s Work of Art: The Next Great Artist.

Mikki Kim is a New York based sculptor and installation artist who is current-
ly pursuing her MFA in Fine Arts  at Parsons The New School for Design in New York. 
She received her BFA in Fine Arts from SVA (The School of Visual Arts) in New York. 
Before becoming an artist, she studied Psychology in Seoul, Korea, which influenced 
her earlier works. As an MFA candidate, her current work focuses on re-defining the 
relationship between “nature” and “culture” in the context of art, ecology and sociol-
ogy.  “Nature” is a tremendous inspiration to her and she employs natural materials 
that are raw and alive in her work. 
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Lindsay Mayer is a 26-year-old graduate student in the Management et Econ-
omie des Réseaux masters program at Université Paris Dauphine.  She graduated from 
the University of Kansas as a member of Phi Beta Kappa and received her first year 
masters degree in Mathematical Models in Economics and Finance at the Sorbonne.  
In her free time, she enjoys collaging, writing and producing music. 

Patrick Milian lives in Seattle with his partner and their dog. He is an MFA 
Poetry student at the University of Washington where he is associate editor of The 
Seattle Review. His poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in Copper Nickel, Prime 
Number Magazine, and Heavy Feather Review. He has also written the libretto to an 
operatic adaptation of “The Tell-Tale Heart” currently in pre-production at Arizona 
State University’s Lyric Opera Theatre. 

Craig Pay lives in the North of England and he is about to complete a two-year 
MA in Creative Writing with Bolton University. His short stories have been published 
in a number of different magazines, receiving positive reviews from the Guardian 
newspaper and Interzone. In 2011 he won the NAWG David Lodge trophy. Craig runs 
a writing group in Manchester and he enjoys target shooting, martial arts and learning 
Mandarin Chinese. He has just finished a historical fantasy novel set in 19th century 
Colonial China.

Kaitlynn Redell was born and raised in Santa Cruz, CA.   She received her 
BFA from Otis College of Art and Design in 2009.  She has had numerous shows in Los 
Angeles and New York City and has received funding from such institutions as Otis 
College of Art and Design, The Ebell of Los Angeles, Peter Goulds Fine Art and The 
New School University.  She is a 2013 MFA Candidate at Parsons the New School for 
Design.  Redell currently lives in Brooklyn, NY and Long Beach, CA.

Matthue Roth is a first-year student at Brooklyn College. He is the author of 
the novel Losers (Scholastic), the memoir Yom Kippur a Go-Go (Cleis Press), and the 
forthcoming picture book My First Kafka, to be published in June. During the day, he’s 
a video game designer. He lives in Brooklyn and keeps a secret diary at www.matthue.
com.

Marin Sardy is a personal essayist, memoirist, and cultural critic who has 
written the primary essays for two photography books—Landscape Dreams and 
Ghost Ranch and the Faraway Nearby—as well as numerous pieces for magazines and 
journals, including ARTnews, Outside, Santa Fean, Art Ltd., THE, Blood & Honey Re-
view, and Broken Bridge Review. She is also a regular contributor to the Forum on HY-
PERLINK “http://thecrookedhouse.com/”thecrookedhouse.com, for which she writes 
about topics related to mental health. Sardy is currently pursuing an MFA in Nonfic-
tion at Columbia University and writing a book about mental illness in her family.

Contributors

David Sessions is a second-year student in the Draper Program, where he 
is researching applications of 20th-century French and German phenomenology to 
crises of capitalism, religion and secularism in Western politics. He is the religion cor-
respondent for Newsweek and The Daily Beast, and the founding editor of the religion 
blog Patrol (www.patrolmag.com). His writing has also appeared in Slate, New York, 
Religion & Politics, The Daily and others. He can be reached at hds253@nyu.edu.

Scott Silsbe is studying evolutionary psychology, economics, and philosophy 
of mind in NYU’s John W. Draper Interdisciplinary Master’s Program. He is currently 
listening to Pelican’s March Into the Sea EP, and eating a banana. A dedicated hiker, he 
has trekked through the Himalayas and on Kilimanjaro. His fondest memories are of 
New Hampshire’s White Mountains. He draws artistic inspiration from (among other 
sources) M.C. Escher, J.D. Harding, r/heavymind, and Vincent van Gogh. His current 
projects include art and graphic design for Erich Carey’s forthcoming LP, an installa-
tion piece based on the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein, and a coloring book.

Kelly Slivka is an MA candidate in science journalism at New York University. 
She’s an ex-Coloradan and an ex-ecologist; one day she might be an ex-journalist or an 
ex-patriot. But she’ll never be an ex-poet. Her poetry was first published in Anamesa’s 
Fall 2011 issue, and she hopes her poetic successes will continue.



1312

It occurs to me on the train
that our lives in entirety
are supposed to be as
clipped and straightforward
as conception, 

as the moment
when intent is stripped
clear and all the unrestrained
dreams of an existence
come clean to one feasible
desire and a pulsing movement
forward toward its immanency.

There is a purity then
attained by our forebearers
which I have spent most
of my time since losing and circling
about. I did not explode
into complexity from a
tiny base animalism. 

Rather,
we’ve all been in cahoots
making a lot of something
out of nothing.

Kelly Slivka

Poetry

Big Bang

Weather-whether. The first we have had in full. This volume comes to you 
post storms, post post modern, post election.

Whether or not we are creating or destroying, re-inventing or recovering, 
it becomes more difficult to discern. As we re-visit Derrida’s politics and re-
turn afresh to Kafka’s “Metamorphosis”, we acknowledge that binary distinc-
tions have their place and yet are already displaced.

We submit a constellation of entries— fiction and nonfiction, poetry and 
visual art—united and separated by an interdisciplinary thread. Story settings 
make the strange familiar and the familiar strange. Time (dis)orients. 

We celebrate works from our peers across time zones and oceans with 
the hopes that this collection, a unified whole of separate parts, prompts your 
own questions. Anamesa is an ever-expanding conversation among and be-
tween the disciplines. We invite you to join. More importantly, we hope you 
enjoy. 

-Vanassa S. Hamra
Editor in Chief

Editor’s Note
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Sessions / Sovereign God

David Sessions

The Sovereign God of Reason 
Once More on the Politics of Derrida

Nonfiction

      

Attacks on Jacques Derrida’s philosophical and political texts that 
appeared in mainstream American publications at the turn of the 
century often took the guise of critiques of the alleged “nihilism” or 
political paralysis of deconstruction. But there was something more 

fundamental at stake: an almost religious reverence for the Enlightenment value 
of reason. This paper, which is framed as a response to Mark Lilla’s 1997 broad-
side against Derrida in the New York Review of Books, examines how Derrida 
was, ironically, attempting to engage Lilla’s style of dogmatic secularism—not for 
the purpose of turning to theological revelation, but for the purpose of thinking 
a more radical “secularity” for democratic politics.

Whether or not there was a “political turn” in the work of Jacques Der-
rida in the 1980s, the French philosopher faced a political reckoning as word 
of a sinister-sounding system of thought called “deconstruction” made its way 
into the pages of popular publications. These accounts almost unanimously 
parroted the alarms of Derrida’s critics, especially during the 1992 “Cam-
bridge affair,” when a cadre of opponents attempted to block Derrida’s receipt 
of an honorary doctorate. The critics warned that “in politics, [Derrida’s texts] 
deprive the mind of its defences against dangerously irrational ideologies and 
regimes.”1 A less overtly hysterical version of this argument would appear a 
number of years later in the New York Review of Books, authored by the liberal 
critic Mark Lilla. Tackling Derrida’s entire political oeuvre up to 1998, Lilla 
delivered a definitive account of the alleged political turn, concluding that 
Derrida had been driven by the nihilistic implications of deconstruction into 
a desperate embrace of “revelation.”2

Unlike the statement by the Cambridge critics, Lilla’s essay showed evi-
dence of a serious engagement with Derrida’s work. But for all his care, there 

was little difference in Lilla’s conclusions: that Derrida had broken out of the 
“recognizable domain called politics” and introduced irresponsible “theologi-
cal overtones” into his work. Lilla charges Derrida with nothing less than at-
tacking the foundations of Western political thought by abandoning its vo-
cabulary and compromising its commitment to rationality. Along with other 
European philosophers profiled in Lilla’s book The Reckless Mind, Derrida’s 
work allegedly undermines philosophy’s resistance to dangerous theological 
passions cultivated carefully since the Enlightenment.

Lilla’s essay appeared before the publication of Derrida’s final work, 
Rogues, which provided some of Derrida’s sharpest analysis of reason, the po-
litical, and the complicated relationship between the two. Derrida clarified 
and complicated the “theological overtones” Lilla observes in Specters of Marx 
and The Politics of Friendship, fitting them into a vision of a “messianicity 
without messianism.” It is unfortunate that Lilla was not able to engage this 
important text, one that undermines his conclusions about Derrida’s political 
thought. I hope to place some crucial passages in Rogues into conversation 
with Lilla’s criticisms in order to clarify Derrida’s thinking of reason, the En-
lightenment, and democracy. I will argue that, rather than abandoning reason 
for a coded form of revelation, Derrida was interested in a laïcité far more 
radical than Lilla’s conservative, rationalist secularism. If we see the two as 
thinkers grappling in different ways with a crisis of reason, there is good rea-
son to conclude Derrida has better understood what is at stake.

The Suicidal Autoimmunity of Reason

The totality of Lilla’s published work can be seen as a defense of the En-
lightenment against the ever-lurking threat of political theology, which he 
imagines filling “the postmodernist section of any American bookshop.”3 If 
there is a crisis of reason, Lilla sees it inside the walls of the Western univer-
sity: twentieth-century German theologians revived a politics with eschato-
logical underpinnings and gave us Auschwitz.4 Their error was to have set 
revelation loose to wander back into the realm of political philosophy, which, 
if the Western project is to endure, must remain the watertight domain of 
“disciplined and informed reflection about a recognizable domain called poli-
tics.”5 For Lilla, absolute separation between political questions and religious 
questions is necessary, and the gulf is currently threatened by “intellectual 
complacency.”6 He clearly has this complacency in mind when he attacks Der-
rida for turning to “revelation.”

The dominance of this view in the era of mondialisation is, ironically, 
what Derrida sees as the greatest threat to the legacy of the Enlightenment. In 
the lecture that makes up the second part of Rogues, where Derrida is charged 
with the task of “saving the honor of reason,” he turns the tables on the chal-
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ways overflow these “practical” limits, thus setting its inherent incalculability 
against the calculable structures Western societies have created to preserve its 
legacy. It is no wonder, then, that the structures always seem to be in crisis. It 
is helpful, if a bit hyperbolic, to think of this “reason” Derrida has been asked 
to save as something like a religious fundamentalism intent on stuffing all 
possible discovery into a predetermined system of explanation. It is an ongo-
ing project of justification, a continual assertion of authority where the sub-
jective, flawed human core is “covered over,” forgotten, denied. Contemporary 
partisans of reason like Lilla attack revelation and theology as threatening 
to their supposedly unquestionable structures of rational study, but these are 
autoimmune attacks: what they fear, most of all, is the hidden theology at the 
core of their own position.

One need not wade far into political philosophy to see how closely the 
carefully-guarded building blocks of Western liberal politics are related to 
an erased theological authority. A central notion, for example, is the idea 
of sovereignty, which Derrida follows Carl Schmitt in calling a secularized 
theological concept. For Schmitt, the sovereign has the right to make ex-
ception to or suspend the law, and Derrida connects this right to the “di-
vine right” of a sovereign god, king, or people. In an interview in For What 
Tomorrow..., he says: “Omnipresent in our discourses and in our axioms, 
under its own name or another, literally or figuratively, this concept has a 
theological origin: the true sovereign is God.”11 In Rogues, Derrida makes ex-
plicit the filiation between this omnipresent notion of sovereignty and reason: 

As for the unconditionality of the exception, reason is found in equal 
measures on both sides each time that a responsibility engages or 
commits us before what is called, in the West and in a Latin language, 
sovereignty...For it happens that sovereignty is first of all one of the 
traits by which reason defines its own power and element, that is, a 
certain unconditionality. It is also the concentration into a single point 
of indivisible singularity (God, the monarch, the people, the state or 
the nation-state), of absolute force and the absolute exception. We 
did not have to wait for Schmitt to learn that … this politico-jurid-
ical concept, like all the others, secularizes a theological heritage.12 

Sovereignty is closely related to ipseity,13 to what Derrida calls the je peux 
of democracy, and is the product of a theological heritage stretching back to 
the ultimate sovereign: God. In political philosophy, sovereignty is the vehicle 
by which reason asserts its power; in fact, the power-politics of reason go all 
the way back to the beginning of Western political thought, all the way to 
Plato’s Republic. Derrida points out a “quasi-inaugural moment” in Plato, a 
first asking of the “question of or demand for knowledge as power, for truth 

lenge by questioning the rationality behind the perceived urgency of defend-
ing reason. “The value of reason, the desire for reason, the dignity of reason—
are these rational?”7 Over the next two chapters, he outlines what we might 
call a “rescue plan” for reason that is much more radical than simply doubling 
down on the liberal divide between the theological and the political. Derrida’s 
vision of an “enlightenment to come” is one that will deconstruct the liberal 
view of reason and broaden the horizon for a rethinking of democracy.

For Derrida, anxiety about challenges to reason in the science of political 
philosophy is a power play, one in which reason threatens itself in an “autoim-
mune” fashion. A constant refrain in Rogues, Derrida conceives autoimmu-
nity as a philosophical extension of the biological notion of a host attacking 
itself. Autoimmune political structures, like those of the modern sciences, are 
always involved in an irrational process of undermining themselves for the 
purpose of self-preservation. In the midst of a detailed engagement with Hus-
serl’s Crisis, Derrida explains how the architectonic impulses of Western ra-
tionality has threatened reason itself: it has assumed the immovable authority 
of its own edifices, and limited its understanding of reason to the simultane-
ously narrow and infinite task of constructing what Husserl called a “totality 
of truths.” (Derrida refers to this as subjecting reason’s “incalculable” necessity 
to a limited, “calculable” plane, a good example of which is Lilla’s dogged in-
sistence on a “recognizable domain” of political philosophy.8) Husserl argues 
that modern philosophy has “taken itself to be true,” and Derrida adds that 
progress has led the sciences to “cover over or consign themselves to forget-
ting their historical and subjective origin.”9 Western “rationalities,” whether 
philosophy, the natural sciences, or politics, have structured themselves as 
calculable projects against the incalculability at their core. They have endeav-
ored to forget the subjective, theological, and power-seeking motivations that 
gave them shape.

To get at the relationship between sovereign power and an “ultimate ‘rea-
son,’ in the sense of cause or foundation,” Derrida traces reason’s architectonic 
desires back to its forgotten theological heritage. A reason that sees itself as a 
foundation or fond is another name for the “absolute logos” Derrida decon-
structs in Of Grammatology, an “eternal verity” to which signifying commu-
nications supposedly refer.10 The notion of absolute logos, an originary reason 
that begins to take itself for truth, shares “a place and time of birth” with the 
divine—it is “essentially theological.” For Derrida, logos, whether expressed 
in a Platonic idea of the Good or a post-Enlightenment rationalism, shares a 
teleo-theological origin with religion. It is an organizing, totalizing principle 
that prescribes the limits of reason, and gives a horizon to all future discovery. 
In its primordial authority, logos exerts its power over what is to come, de-
mystifying it, neutralizing its impact, assimilating it into the structure of the 
status quo. The problem with this, according to Derrida, is that reason will al-
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is on behalf of or in the name of reason. “To be worried about an ideocracy or 
a teleologism that tends to annul or neutralize the eventfulness of the event, 
and that does so precisely to immunize itself against it, is not to go against 
reason. It is in fact the only chance to think, rationally, something like a fu-
ture and a becoming of reason.”20 We are not being asked to choose between 
the “order” of rational political philosophy and the “chaos” of deconstructive 
politics. For Derrida, there is no choice: the self-justifying “rational” domain 
of liberal politics is already descending into chaos more quickly than anyone 
wants to admit. Derrida compares his work to the nautical tactic of ground-
ing [l’échouage] a ship that is on a certain course toward running aground 
[l’échouement].21 If we are to attempt anything like a “rescue” of reason, it must 
begin with an act of destruction.

Messianicity and the Democracy to Come 

As noted above, Lilla alleges that Derrida has rejected reason and rested 
the stakes of justice on revelation or messianic intervention. But as we have 
seen, Derrida believes rationality must be submitted to critique in the name 
of reason. The power-hungry concepts of Western political thought are de-
scended from a theological notion of sovereignty that still, though in an ef-
faced and secularized form, structures liberal-democratic nation-states. Der-
rida hopes that tracing the heritage of theologico-rational sovereignty and 
exposing the limiting influence it exerts over political philosophy will open 
the door for a rethinking of the political beyond rationality, sovereignty, and 
the nation-state.

Against Lilla’s insistence that Derrida is letting the theological wolf back 
in the door, Derrida is attempting to demonstrate that it was never success-
fully banished in the first place. His purpose, he is very clear, is not to usher in 
a new epoch of political theology. Despite deploying a messianic vocabulary, 
no doubt with some risk and irony, Derrida is not interested in some sort of 
salvific secular religion. Rather, he wants to see where faith is already at work 
in Western political thought, and how a radical thinking of democracy can 
acknowledge the faith that constantly undergirds politics while transcending 
any limiting theological—which might happen to be rational—content. The 
reason we must break with the vocabulary of Western liberal thought is that 
it is itself firmly in the grip of an “unavowed political theology—itself just 
as phallocentric, phallo-paterno-filio-ispocentric—of the sovereignty of the 
people, that is, of democratic sovereignty.”22 Deconstructing these isms, all 
of which share a theological origin, could be said to be the heart of Derrida’s 
political project.

But Derrida also wants to show how this deconstruction can clear the 

and for capacity, namely, for the power to know, for power-knowledge, for 
the power of knowledge, for knowledge as power.”14 For Plato, the invisible 
reason of the Good is the condition of the visible, mathematical reason of the 
observable world. For Derrida, this is the birth of sovereignty: “It is to this 
idea of the Good that, in accordance with political or politicizable figures, the 
ultimate sovereign power is granted.”15 Like a divine logos that always needs to 
suppress différance, reason derives its sovereignty from its “divine” beginning: 

It is the superpowerful origin of reason that gives reason or proves 
right, that wins out over everything, that knows everything and lets 
everything be known, that produces becoming or genesis but does not 
itself become, remaining withdrawn in an exemplary, hyperbolic fash-
ion from becoming or from genesis.16 

In Rogues, Derrida is on the lookout for hidden adherence to theological 
concepts that wish to set limits on political discourse. To open up the field 
of the political to thinking beyond a calculable rationalism, an authoritarian 
“state rationalism” that serves to justify the status quo, reason will have to be 
wrenched free from its long entanglement with sovereignty. This is especially 
important if we are to think anything like a true democratic politics, without 
an exclusive, all-powerful “God” figure in the form of a sovereign state. Theo-
logico-rational sovereignty is “indivisible,” it excludes itself from being shared, 
from being universalized. Its legitimacy rests on “the force of the strongest,” and 
always immediately institutes an abuse of power.17 (Derrida’s definition of an 
état voyou or “rogue state,” from which he derived his title, is radical: any sov-
ereign state.) Derrida is proposing, as he announces in his preface, an “uncon-
ditional renunciation of sovereignty,” a “force without power.”18 He means that 
radical democracy requires an openness that rejects the theological or teleolog-
ical limiting of sovereignty, which will always trot out the supposed necessities 
of order, practicality, and rationality in order to suppress political creativity: 

Whenever telos or teleology comes to orient, order, and make possible 
a historicity, it annuls that historicity by the same token and neutral-
izes the unforeseeable and incalculable irruption, the singular and ex-
ceptional alterity of what, or indeed of who comes, that without which, 
or the one without whom, nothing happens or arrives.19

When rationality foresees what is to come, when it assimilates what is 
on the horizon into its system and temporality and telos, it has foreclosed 
on the possibility of the event. If we try to “save the honor of reason” from 
the unforeseeable to come by reasserting its sovereignty and teleological au-
thority, we are accomplices to reason’s self-sabotage. Derrida insists that the 
clearing away of telos, the deconstruction of the theological roots of reason, 
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Derrida’s exposure of the faith that goes before reason does not under-
mine the importance of the act of reasoning in politics, but it undermines a 
sovereign reason, a “reason of the strongest,” that makes the law and draws the 
boundaries of a discourse. This explains his tension with the liberal project of 
Lilla and others who wish to construct and defend “recognizable domains” 
and disciplines with determined “vocabularies.” Derrida subjects to ruthless 
critique any notion of a rational, political, or judicial system that presents it-
self in the name of human rights or of democracy; he is concerned that such 
rational systematizing does violence to the “plural rationalities” of fields of 
human exploration by “bending their untranslatable heterogeneity, one that 
is without analogy, and inscribing them within a ‘world’ that Kant spoke of as 
a ‘regulative Idea of reason.’”31 Law, for example, has its own systematic ratio-
nality, but Derrida argues that it cannot claim to represent justice, a singular 
“experience of the impossible” that transcends such a rational system. Even a 
dogmatic idea of secularism or laïcité has the teleological function of foresee-
ing a horizon and setting boundaries. As Derrida describes it, secularism as 
an “ism” always remains marked by the theological, “even the ontotheologi-
cal.”32 It is given as a Christian “charity” from a position of power, from posi-
tion of the reason of the strongest; it says “I am letting you be, you are not 
insufferable, I am leaving you a place in my home, but do not forget that this 
is my home.”33 So if we are to have political philosophy that resists the many 
ruses of teleology, it must begin with a deconstructed reason, a reason open 
to radical alterity.34

If we are able to entertain a thought of the political that is radically open 
to the event of what or who happens by, that opens itself up to the impossible 
by radically resisting any systematizing principle, any teleology or economy 
of redemption, we have begun to understand what Derrida means when he 
prophesizes a messianicity without messianism. “Democracy to come” would 
be the khōra of this political thought, the “khōra of the political.”35 It is an act 
of faith because it embraces its vulnerability; it renounces the circular, ever-
shaky pretension of sovereignty a priori.36 

What seems to attract Derrida about this line of thinking, and steer 
him toward the embrace of the simultaneously empty and overdetermined 
name “democracy,” is its possibility of perfectibility, which is closely related 
to its universality. Because democracy is “a concept inadequate to itself, hol-
lowed out at its center,”37 its meaning or content will always remain to come. 
And because the thought of democracy to come calls for an eternal open-
ness to the unforeseeable, it can always be tried again—it can always break 
into the world, unexpectedly and more democratically than before. Der-
rida speaks warmly of the freedom of play in the concept of democracy: 

way for the future of reason and of the political. In the preface to Rogues, 
Derrida associates the à venir with χώρα (khōra), a spacing or interval before 
the “world” of Heidegger’s Dasein, “‘before’ any ‘there is.’”23 The democracy 
to come, the reason to come, embraces the inevitability of a primordial faith 
that precedes religion, reason or politics. Derrida’s affirmation “resembles yet 
again an act of messianic faith—irreligious and without messianism.” Near 
the end of the book, Derrida will describe this khōra as a “rational space of hy-
percritical faith, one without dogma and without religion.”24 This act of faith 
is originary in that it precedes and makes possible all experience, whether 
religious or otherwise. A sort of primordial trust is the very basis of com-
munication, the essence of our relation to the Other.25 In his essay “Faith and 
Knowledge,” Derrida explains: “This abstract messianicity belongs from the 
very beginning to the experience of faith, of believing, of a credit that is irre-
ducible to knowledge and of a trust that ‘founds’ all relation to the other in tes-
timony.”26 Every act of communication, as Michael Naas puts it, “presupposes 
a responsibility in the form of a sworn faith.”27 Communication is a relation 
that cannot be reduced to reason or comprehension, it simply calls to the Oth-
er, with no assurance that its address will arrive. (Emmanuel Levinas helpfully 
describes this as “prayer,” because it is a relation in trust that precedes ratio-
nality.)28 Or as Derrida says, they “cannot not but have already, if one can put 
it this way, engendered God quasi-mechanically.”29 An act of communication, 
then, asks those who are addressed to believe in a miracle, even if the miracle 
is an everyday, banal event to which we give no thought. Politically, the à venir 
is a constant reiteration, a reach beyond what is calculable, a constant opening 
up to the risk of what comes. 

Accepting this originary faith that comes before all communication and 
all reasoning, and therefore all rational discourse, poses a radical challenge to 
a liberal political thought that would pretend, to use Derrida’s terminology, 
that faith can be banished from its domain and that a resolute and ideological 
secularism can and should be maintained. But on the other hand, this faith 
also resists the particularizing claims of the Abrahamic messianisms and any 
other determined theological content. It remains absolutely without religion. 
Derrida’s mentions of this act of faith are never separated from a crucial quali-
fying addendum: without religion, without dogmatism, without messianism. 
Because it precedes teleology and religion, there can be nothing theological 
about it. Because it happens constantly, all the time in every performative 
utterance, there can be nothing sacred about it; it is miraculous, and yet is 
not the work of an all-powerful sovereign.30 It is radically heterogeneous and 
singular, which means it cannot be colonized by any type of religious content; 
it remains, even as we call it an originary faith or an act of faith, radically 
secular.
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international political concepts that have gained higher status in the era of 
globalization even as they prove inadequate to the new situation. The crisis of 
liberal-democratic nation-state sovereignty did not have to wait for Derrida 
to make it obvious, and the fact that anyone would go on insisting on such a 
paradigm and its limited vocabulary is naïve at best.

Derrida’s deconstruction of the foundation of sovereignty continues a 
trend that began in his earliest texts of exposing the hidden theological begin-
nings of the concepts, even those we imagine to be secular or laic, and the lim-
iting powers the theological heritage has on discourse. This powerful thread 
through his work makes it difficult to doubt his declaration that “the thinking 
of the political has always been a thinking of différance, and the thinking of 
différance has always been a thinking of the political, of the contour and limits 
of the political.”42 It contradicts Lilla’s claim that he tacked on “theological 
overtones” out of intellectual desperation and, not a little ironically, makes 
Derrida the more radically secular of the two.
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John Fournie

Fiction

When We Were Younger

When the year enters the period of limbo between fall and 
winter, after the trees have shed their leaves to show off their 
skeletal branches and the sky has covered itself in a blan-
ket of gray, but before the ground has adorned itself with a 

layer of snow, we start wearing our red uniform sweatshirts. Our homeroom 
teacher Mr. Wilitis makes us write our names on the tags in black permanent 
marker because some of our parents won’t do it for us. We complain–who 
writes their names in their clothes?–but Mr. Wilitis tells us it’s not lame, ev-
eryone does it. In case we lose our sweatshirts, we can find them again. But we 
won’t lose them. He doesn’t trust that we can do it.

Each of us has our own locker upstairs and a wall hook for our backpacks 
in one of the classrooms in the basement that is used for African dance class 
after school. We’ll just put the sweatshirts in our backpacks in the morning 
when we’re eating breakfast in the cafeteria. But sometimes we forget that it’s 
chilly in the basement of the school and we’re drinking orange juice and eat-
ing muffins and leaning over the tables trying to shout news about boys and 
rappers and clothes and hair. Did you see that brotha? He sure is fire. He too 
fire! Aw, girl, you nasty. That’s my cousin!

So we take the sweatshirts up two flights of stairs to our lockers on the 
second floor. They’re pretty boring on the outside, gray, like the paint on the 
walls, and we talk about which color would look better on the locker doors: 
green or yellow or blue or pink. We’re not allowed to put locks on them, which 
makes us wonder why they call them lockers in the first place. The principal 
says by banning locks, the school is promoting trust and discouraging steal-
ing within the community, but stuff gets stolen anyway! We’ve lost notebooks, 
journals, textbooks, candy, mirrors, pictures. Even iPods, but not for long; the 
girls who took them were just playing and gave them back. They still got in 
trouble though. We try to make up for our lockers’ Spartan outsides by deco-
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each other and whisper and giggle. Mr. Wilitis turns and stares at us.  Ladies, 
he says. We straighten up, putting our hands on our desk, and he turns to the 
board and writes something about the Age of Exploration in Europe, but that’s 
all we see because we rotate back to one another and hold our hands up to 
our mouths and speak through our teeth to muffle the sound. Booty clench!  
Booooty clench! Booty clench booty clench booty clench booty clench! Boo-
tay clenCH!

Mr. Wilitis glares at us. He serious, y’all! His hands are behind his back; 
he holds them there every time he’s serious. He doesn’t yell, he doesn’t raise 
his voice much above a whisper. He’s disappointed. We’re disappointed.  
Whatever we haven’t finished for the day’s lesson is homework. We groan, we 
offer money: fifty dollars. He keeps a straight face, tells us to show him. His 
hands stay behind his back, but we expect him to extend them, demanding 
the money. But, we don’t have fifty dollars and we say, okay, okay we’ll do the 
stupid homework. As we leave his room, we inch up next to him, widen our 
eyes and angle our faces toward his. We know he wants to laugh, but he keeps 
his face steady. You know you want to laugh, we tell him. He closes his eyes, 
purses his lips, and shakes his head. Get out of here, he says.

He asks Alicia to stay behind for a moment, and she does. We stop too 
and sneak back down the hallway to listen. They are standing in the doorway.  
We expect him to yell, to wave his arms in sweeping arcs like he does when he 
gets excited in class. But he’s holding his hands so they don’t flap in all direc-
tions. He talks in a murmur and she looks at him without expression. We step 
closer. Go to class, he tells us. We retreat just far enough so he will continue 
talking. He says a few more words and Alicia nods. Mr. Wilitis does not give 
her a demerit. We are disappointed. Alicia joins us, her smile wide. She pre-
tends that she hates it when Mr. Wilitis talks to her after class, but she really 
likes the attention. Man! We groan. You always get off free. Alicia just laughs.

What did he say? we ask her.
He told me I’m a leader and need to lead in positive ways by giving posi-

tive examples to the rest of y’all. She laughs again.
How you keep a straight face?
I just stared at the pimple on his chin!
And we laugh and laugh, as we flood through the halls and grab our 

books for the next class, laughter propelling us all the way there.

In March, the whole school goes on a field trip, riverboat cruise on the 
Mississippi, the Becky Thatcher. It is cold and windy and gray on the boat 
decks, so most of us huddle in clusters and run inside the observation room, 
buzzing around the snack bar comparing the amounts of money our mamas 
gave us. Some of our friends do not wear warm enough clothes to stand on 
the decks and we use it as an excuse to buy hot wings and pretzels and gummy 
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rating the insides. (Mr. Wilitis had just taught us about the Spartans and what 
Spartan meant, which was tight, and that we could use it as an adjective in 
every day life. He think he tight like that.) We hang up our baby pictures, our 
brothers’ and sisters’, our friends’, when we had big bows in our hair, and our 
braids were intertwined with colorful beads that clacked when we walked and 
swung from side to side. Our big smiles expose our white teeth, pin-pricked 
dimples and eager eyes, the ones we are sometimes too cool to have.  

It is cold in the hallways too, so the sweatshirts go laughing with us into 
class.

Our classrooms are high-ceilinged cubes with white plaster walls and 
brown tile floors heated by coiled pipes. Mr. Wilitis cannot control the heat: 
the steam valves do not close, and when the room overheats, we toss our 
sweatshirts on the floor. We dying! We wail, but our teacher offers only rolling 
eyes and arched eyebrows. We giggle at his faces and complain some more, 
hoping that he will indulge us again and he does and we laugh and say, You 
funny! He is a show.

The glass storm panes rattle, bullied by the wind and the rain, not quite 
cold enough to be ice, but the beads strike the glass like rocks, and we shud-
der knowing they are thin shields, while the wind searches for the weak spots 
in the seal, like crawling fingers. The panes yield to its forceful touch, and it 
creeps along the walls and floor, over our desks, inching, stretching, grabbing.  
It brushes us, we shiver, we squirm. We beg, can we please move our desks 
next to the radiator? No, he says, the metal is too hot. You could burn your-
selves. There’s not enough space for everyone to sit by it. And you have your 
sweatshirts, he adds.  But they are cold now, and dusty, because they have been 
sitting on the floor, and only some of us put our names on the tags because we 
knew we wouldn’t lose them.

Most of us stay in our seats, but a few of us are bold, once Alicia gives 
us the signal, and we jump out of our desks and run to the radiators heed-
less of Mr. Wilitis’ pleas for us to sit down. We hop on the radiator while the 
rest cheer and we move our booties back and forth, partly because we want 
to warm them entirely and partly because the steam-filled metal is hot to the 
touch.  nd we sit on it until we can no longer bear it. Longer. We jump off, 
bend our knees, stick our booties out and yell, Booty clench! And we laugh 
and laugh until there is no other option but to do it again.  Mr. Wilitis asks us, 
tells us, orders us to return to our seats, and Alicia says we are sitting in our 
seats. They have become the radiator, and we squirm until we know that sit-
ting on any longer would melt our booties off, so we booty clench once more, 
and Alicia sits on the radiator the longest and shrieks booty clench the loud-
est. But this time, he takes a step closer, lowers his pitch, hardens his face, and 
we retreat to our desks. Even Alicia sits down.

But it’s too late to get back to the lesson. We sit down but we turn toward 
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flashing signs, mimicking the poses of the models we someday plan to be, 
grinning our widest. We can’t coax one out of her today; she knocks our hands 
away and as Mr. Wilitis is walking up the stairs, she ducks among us and walks 
down the set of stairs on the other side of the deck and disappears. Mr. Wilitis 
smiles at us and we wave and smile back and run around the deck from rail 
to rail giggling. Don’t run, he pleads, then commands. Don’t you want to go 
inside? Aren’t you cold? It’s too crowded by the snack bar, we tell him. When 
we’re cold we’ll go. He lingers, looking out on the water. His ears are red and 
his nose pink and he trembles slightly as the wind blows across. He walks to 
the other end and as soon as he is out of earshot, we talk about boys. We text 
them: Steve, Jerry, Carlo, Demitri. They ask us what we’re wearing and if the 
water is getting us wet, and we giggle and tell them that many of us got wet 
from a large splash and we’re all hugging to get warm. We receive an are you 
serious??? And we careen around the deck laughing. We want desperately for 
Denise to smile, but she doesn’t. She has it rough, we know.

Her people have moved three times this year, her grandma died, then her 
auntie.  Her uncle is in the hospital, her daddy in prison. She doesn’t have a 
ride to hang with friends on the weekends or go to the mall. Her hair is never 
done up and girls in her class tell her she’s got a nappy weave. Once it fell 
out.  No one has come to her house, but we know what it’s like. The outside is 
crumbling brown brick surrounded by a yard, mostly gravel, with sprouts of 
weeds and a three-foot high chain link fence. Stray dogs wander the neigh-
borhood and sniff groups of men who drink malt and shoot dice in the street.  
She doesn’t go outside. The inside of the house is dark, junk on the floor in 
heaps. Here mama sits on the couch all day, has no job, doesn’t cook. For 
dinner, they eat two-for-one-dollar-burgers from Checkers, paid for by food 
stamps, on the couch, no table. They ball up the wrappers and toss them on 
the floor. The TV stays on all night, but the lights stay off to save electricity, so 
she can’t do her homework, although she has tried to by the light of the flash-
ing screen. When her eyes burn, she walks upstairs avoiding toys and cans 
and bottles. She lies in her bed, but doesn’t sleep.  

Mr. Wilitis returns, his eyebrows arched, suspicious, as if he knows we 
should not be talking the way we’re talking. He calls for us to come down to 
the front, to line up with the rest, it’s almost time to leave, and we hold our 
ground, smiling, and he shapes his face as a grim mask. He serious, y’all. We 
relay the message to leave, and we run past him, down the stairs across the 
lower deck and through the parking lot, ignoring the orders to walk. Once we 
get to the bus, we can text the boys again.

We’ve been working on a play for Spring, the whole school contributing a 
part. We’re putting on Aida. It’s a love story and we get to perform with boys! 
We want to be actors, all of us, but our theater teacher, Ms. Landers, only 
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worms. But after a while, the observation room is too loud and too warm and 
all of the teachers are coming inside, so we run out the glass doors and up the 
stairs to the top. The wind tickles our faces and then bites our noses. The boat 
cuts through the gray water and the waves curl like sliced paper. We can’t hear 
the tour guide very well over the sound of the wind and waves, so we play the 
part. Over there is the bank with abandoned relics, there, a power plant, there, 
a bridge, a barge, and there, and there, heaps of garbage.  

We laugh at our cleverness and shudder and huddle. Who brings kids on 
a boat trip in March? We would complain and curse, but Mr. Wilitis joins us 
on the top, his hands jammed into his jean pockets. He forgot to dress warm 
too. He asks us if we’re having a good time, if we can hear the tour guide, if 
we’re learning something. We say yes in unison, and he nods. Good. Remem-
ber, he reminds us, you’ll have to write a reflection on this due Monday. He 
pulls out copies of the Becky Thatcher Cruise Scavenger Hunt sheet. Does 
each of you have one? We nod. Slowly.

Okay. He wanders around the deck and peeks over the rail, unaware of 
the wagging tongues and scrunched faces that follow him. We imagine him 
falling in and some of us even pretend to push him over with our voodoo 
magic. His hair would stick to his forehead and he would sputter and flail 
and the idea makes us laugh and laugh, and he turns and smiles at us, and we 
throw our heads back and challenge the sky to contain us. Mr. Wilitis walks 
toward us and we shriek and run across the deck and down the stairs from 
pleas for us to slow down.

In the viewing room, Denise, who is a grade above us, sits in the corner 
by herself and we want to cheer her up, so we gather her among us and lead 
her in our buzzing bubble out on the deck to show her everything: the sting 
of the wind, the smell of the brewery, the spray of the water. We invent out-
rageous facts: the breeze is coming from that building there, a wind factory, 
which pumps out the city’s wind from a nuclear generator. The water in the 
river comes from all the joyful tears people shed when Barack Obama was 
elected president. This boat is not sailing, it’s hovering above the water.  Watch 
out! We’re getting seasick!

We lurch in all directions, an irregular beat to our irregular dance, and 
some of us collapse on the floor, something that makes us shake and shriek 
at the germs we have been rolling in. Our stomachs lurch for real. Denise is 
unimpressed.

She has it rough, we know. She also has a wonderful smile, wide as one 
we’ve ever seen, and she’s been blessed with beautiful teeth that show no signs 
of decay. It’s not just her teeth, it’s her shyness; her smile slowly grows, and 
when she sees other people smiling with her, she drops her head and peeks up 
and drops her head again. Instead of smiles lately, we’ve seen only lazy eyes.

We take out our cell phones and take pictures with our arms around her, 
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sends us out ‘cause we’re being crazy. And we laugh so much in the hall we 
can’t be mad at each other and neither can Denise and Alicia and we keeping 
telling them to stay gold, stay gold for us. But they look at us and don’t smile 
and walk away. To our relief, the next day Denise offers a truce to Alicia who 
reluctantly accepts.

One thing we know is to stay away from a girl’s man, the one she’s claimed, 
even if he don’t know it yet. So Jerry is off limits because Alicia, she’s been 
making eyes at him since rehearsal with the boys began, and we peeked in 
her math notebook and all that’s in there is hearts and Jerry’s name. But Alicia 
plays it cool around Jerry, she wants him to make the move, show the world 
she’s special, so she acts all flirty and waits.

But Denise, she does not wait. When Ms. Landers works with the choir, 
she and Jerry sit together, heads real close. She’s the first girl he talks to when 
he comes to school and the last one before he leaves.  When they are on stage, 
it seems as if they narrating their own lives, not Aida’s and Radames’ and we 
want to drag her away, we want to shout at her, No, no Denise! Not this one, 
not this one!  Remember your truce!  But she doesn’t listen. At the end of prac-
tice, Jerry hugs Denise, and Alicia watches from the shadow of the parking lot, 
her eyes ready to burst.

Soon there are rumors that Denise has been cheating on tests and quiz-
zes so she can practice for the play instead of studying. We don’t know who 
started the rumors, but we don’t care and once they are out, they spread to all 
corners of the building, every room, every ear. An anonymous tip sends the 
principal to Denise’s locker and she finds the answers to Mr. Wilitis’ Civil War 
history test. Even though she denies the theft repeatedly, Denise spends hours 
in the office, a phone call goes home, and she is suspended and removed from 
the play. When Ms. Landers tells Alicia that she is taking the role of Aida, she 
smiles from ear to ear.

Alicia is made for the part. Her movements are timed perfectly with the 
music, her voice is a dream, she captivates Radames (who’s so fire), she makes 
us hate Zoser. When the performance is finished, we stand and applaud and 
bring her flowers. To celebrate, we go to the skating rink and sing and dance 
and Jerry and Alicia hold hands and skate around the rink and afterward she 
tells us that it’s the best night of her life.

When Denise returns, she does not ask us any question about what she’s 
missed, she doesn’t talk, she doesn’t smile. We give her space as if she is a wolf 
who has wandered into our peaceful village. Even Mr. Wilitis approaches her 
cautiously, greeting her with a soft voice, telling her she can make it right if 
she wishes. If she wishes.

We crowd around her. We hold her hands and stroke her hair. Do you 
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needs a few to act. We hope we get leads, but if we don’t we want to be under-
studies to the leads or in the ensemble. She wants most of us to build and paint 
the set and design costumes. We all try out anyway.

For the auditions, we explain why we want the part, we sing, we dance, 
and we read the lines in front of Ms. Landers, Ms. Chase the music director, 
Mr. Wilitis, and the principal. We stand in the open space, fumbling with our 
hands, mumbling our lines, and singing off key. We leave the tryouts a tangle 
of nerves soaked in sweat.

But not Denise. She shines. When she sings, the judges are hushed. They 
make no corrections, no stops. Denise’s lines are clearer, her notes purer, her 
explanation more profound. She comes out of the audition with a huge smile 
on her face, the smile that we love, and we gather her in our arms, jumping 
and squealing. The judges choose her to be Aida.

We’re all thrilled, except Alicia. She pouts, stomps away, complains that 
she should be the one who got the part, that Mr. Wilitis always liked Denise 
the best. We nod and agree and offer her hugs and stroke her hair. She earns 
the part of Amneris and understudy to Denise.

For weeks we paint, cut, glue, drum, dance, sing, memorize, rehearse.  
Mr. Wilitis helps us write the play’s introduction, a short history of the Egyp-
tian occupation of Nubia. Our lives have become the play and we have time 
for nothing else. Denise has confidence we’ve never seen before and we are 
in awe of her, sitting next to her at breakfast, gathering around her locker be-
tween classes, we gaze at her as she practices her lines in the gym. When she 
reads opposite Alicia, there is tension. They speak their lines and move close 
so their faces are only inches apart and we think they’re going to start smack-
ing each other, but Ms. Landers thinks it’s wonderful.  

The tension leaks out and we feel it constricting our limbs and pricking 
our skin.  They won’t look at each other at lunch, recess, once they step off the 
stage. In the hall, Denise bumps Alicia, knocking her books on the ground, 
and keeps walking. Alicia huffs and stomps her foot and we try to hold her 
back. In the lunchroom, Alicia bumps Denise’s tray on macho nacho day and 
cheese sauce, ranch, salsa, ground beef, and milk leap onto her shirt and cover 
it like splattered paint. Denise changes her clothes in the office and has to wear 
clothes two sizes too big for the rest of the week. We are nervous. We don’t 
know whose side to take, but some of us gather around Denise, the rest sur-
round Alicia. We get serious, we harden our faces like Mr. Wilitis does. We’re 
gangstas, just like those boys in The Outsiders–in the book, they so fire– and 
we start pretending we are them. Denise is Darry ‘cause she’s the oldest and 
the rest are the Greasers and Alicia is Randle so we set up the scene where 
Ponyboy and Johnny and Two-Bit meet Cherry at the movies and they talk 
about not being so different and then when we’re in class we keep saying, 
Stay gold, Ponyboy, stay gold, until we laugh our heads off and the teacher 
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won’t admit it, we can’t wait to get back to school, to finish what we started.  
On that first day back, as we greet the new students and people we haven’t 

seen for months, we jump up and down and hug and shriek.  When Mr. Wili-
tis comes out his classroom door, we play it real cool like this is nothing, but 
we can’t hold the joke in for long and we start laughing.  He just looks at us 
and smiles.

Anamesa / Fiction

have to serve detentions in Mr. Wilitis’ room?  Do you have to go to summer 
school?  Denise walks right through us.

Alicia does not share our compassion.  She relives the performance in 
the hall, she repeats what she and Jerry said as they fell in love, she loudly 
criticizes all those who cheat to get what they want, all of these things in front 
of Denise, pretending that she does not see her.  Denise does not respond; she 
just walks on by, and we trail behind her.  For days and days, Denise is quiet, 
smoldering, but nothing we say changes her mood, and we cannot stop Alicia.  
So some of us encourage Denise to stand up for herself.  We tell her Alicia’s 
not going to back down, and sometimes when someone’s talking about you, 
you gotta say something back.  Denise pauses for a second, smiles, and says 
she understands what we’re talking about.

We’ve done it!  We’ve solved the problem.
The next day, the hall is a swirl of screeching and cussing, and we gather 

around and push each other so we don’t miss the drama, vibrating like a pro-
tective bubble around the fighters. Mr. Wilitis breaks through our wall, wedg-
ing himself between two girls, prying us apart with strength and quickness 
we’ve never seen, and pauses when he sees Denise pounding on helpless Ali-
cia.  She’s sitting on top of her, left hand wrapped in bunches of her braids, her 
right enclosed in a fist around a dull metal object, her arm raised high to strike 
Alicia’s face, and her fist comes down again and again and again, while Alicia 
thrashes underneath. We’re paralyzed unsure how to help, worried that we 
could get hit in the process of rescuing her.  Mr. Wilitis grabs Denise and pulls 
her off of Alicia, whose face is bleeding, puffy.  Denise is still flailing her arms 
and she cracks Mr. Wilitis in the face, knocking his head back, and lunges for 
Alicia, but Mr. Wilitis grabs her again, and she curses at him and screams for 
him to let her go, and he is bleeding from a cut under his eye, and he pries the 
metal object from Denise’s hand and drags her to the principal’s office.  The 
whole time, Mr. Wilitis is yelling for help and we pull Ms. Landers over to Ali-
cia and she calls 911.  Alicia’s checks and nose and lips are bleeding and one of 
her eyes is swollen shut.  We are about to throw up, but we cannot turn away.

Over the summer, we go to the pool and to the mall.  By mid June, Alicia 
comes with us.  At first she is nervous: she spends most of the time laying out 
on the lounge chairs with her sun glasses on while we wrestle with the boys in 
the water until the life guards tell us to knock it off.  After we plead, she toes 
the water and sits down with her sunglasses on and listens to our conversation 
and laughs when we laugh.  Jerry sits next to her, close, and asks her how she 
is doing, how her summer is and she turns her head and smiles. She nudges 
Jerry’s shoulder and holds his hand.

Eventually our lounging around the pool and gossiping leads to boredom; 
we feel as if we are missing some large part of ourselves and, even though we 
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Elizabeth Leah Bolick

Collecting Parts 

A Sunday morning in October
a white gallery room a wooden
bench and floor a girl sits

cross-legged, looks up
collecting parts: an eye
as a knee lips on lips

ten breasts is one breast when 
a head does not exist because 
body is not body

just parts. “It’s almost verbal,” her father 
says, “when a door is a door and not
the thing itself.” 

Chaco (North)

From the wall of the unrestored ruin of Peñasco Blanco, high on 
the southern rim of Chaco Canyon in elaborate decay, it’s easy to 
watch thunderheads gather at the edge of the horizon. Nearly the 
entire canyon is visible from here, a collapsing aerie of half-buried 

kivas and falling walls with windows gaping from sky to sky. The tall sand-
stone cliffs are dwarfed in the green-tinged spaces between the trickle of 
Chaco Wash and mesas rising unevenly in the distance. As the bright day 
stretches on, clouds appear and turn and congeal into a multiplicity of dark, 
flat-bottomed forms that mimic the stratified canyon and tablelands.

Symmetry announces itself on every scale—within each layer of sand-
stone, among the cliff strata, and between entire levels of clustered sedi-
mentary bands. It’s in the ruins themselves, the repetition of rooms, each 
wall composed of layer upon layer of carefully arranged slabs in striated 
designs that evoke the red-rock cliffs behind. There’s a kind of musical ge-
nius in the geometric architecture and masonry, with the largest buildings 
aligned in various ways to the sun, moon, stars, cardinal directions, and 
one another. The structures seem so in sync with the shape and scope of 
the surrounding landscape that it’s almost difficult to remember they’re of 
human, not natural, origin. 

Some anthropologists believe the Great Houses were built in an at-
tempt to capture the order of the heavens in the shape of buildings, to har-
ness the predictability of the stars. The largest Great House, Pueblo Bonito, 

Marin Sardy

Nonfiction

Cosmology
(A Map)
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jungles and bred in captivity. The Acomans, it seems, long understood that 
hope is a thing with feathers.

According to the Acoma origin story, the first people ascended from 
worlds below—two sisters who came from darkness in the depths of the 
First World, rising through subsequent levels to the Fifth World, the earth’s 
surface. From four worlds down the sisters brought with them baskets full 
of images of creatures. Along the way, the spirits taught them to call upon 
the creatures for assistance, and in the process the sisters gave life to the im-
ages and made them real. Among the last beings to appear were the birds, 
one final physical link between the earth and the sky. 

In Puebloan creation narratives, humanity is a direct outgrowth from 
the earth. Almost all kivas, it’s no surprise, are navel-like dugouts embraced 
on all sides by dirt. At Acoma, where it’s almost impossible to dig into the 
solid sandstone, the kivas sit above ground, but the idea is the same. The 
ceremonies reach toward Thinking Woman, the mother deity who is of the 
womb-like underworld.

The kiva, each kiva, was now itself a vibrating drum. A single star visible 
through the aperture at the top quivered as if painted on the vibrous, skin-
tight membrane of the sky stretched overhead. In the middle of the round floor, 
like a dot within a circle, was another symbol—a little round hole, the opening 
to the center of the world.

III. Star Axis (East)

Darkness also falls tonight somewhere north of Santa Rosa, along a 
near-empty highway where atop a long mesa stands a structure called Star 
Axis. Something between a building and a sculpture—and, after thirty-six 
years of work, still under construction—artist Charles Ross’s monumental 
“architectonic” earthwork hoists itself eleven stories up onto the hillside. 
Through its core runs a long stair called the Star Tunnel. Ross’s original 
plan for the earthwork was to build only this stairway with an opening at 
the top, aligned with the earth’s axis and pointing toward the celestial pole. 
The building’s plan has since expanded to include an Equatorial Chamber, 
a Solar Pyramid, and a Shadow Field, all of which measure in some way 
the movements of the stars. But its focus remains the tunnel, which re-
veals, through a circular opening at the top, the circumpolar orbits of Po-
laris at different points in history and the future. As you climb you proceed 
through the North Star’s 25,920-year cycle of precession. 

Ross has taken one of the most massive natural phases in which hu-
mans participate and framed it on a human scale. It’s about how your body 
fits the stars, he tells me. Not just a head experience. As I enter at the base 
of the Star Tunnel, a sloped ceiling leads my eye along it, and I feel as if I 

may have reached five stories high and contained seven hundred rooms. 
An estimated two hundred thousand logs were hauled in for roof-support 
vigas and architectural elements. And in no other ancient ruin on the planet 
is found a calendar like the Sun Dagger. A system by which shafts of sun-
light cast between nearby rock slabs touch two spiral patterns carved on the 
surface of Fajada Butte, it tracks both the earth’s annual solar cycle and the 
far longer standstill cycle of the moon. Assiduous Chacoans observed that 
the moon rises and sets at its most northerly and southerly points on the 
horizon only once every 18.6 years.

Puebloan cosmologies organize the universe along six cardinal di-
rections—north, south, east, west, up, down—in three dimensions, all of 
which exist in dualistic balance. Time is not one of these dimensions. In the 
cosmologies of the Chacoans’ living descendants, who most likely include 
the people of Hopi, Zuni, and Acoma pueblos, time is round like a kiva. It 
returns always to its origins. All events—births, deaths, the rise and fall of 
civilizations—are eventually subsumed by these rotations. 

At dawn at the entrance of Chaco’s largest known kiva ruin, Casa Rinco-
nada, my line of sight shoots a straight path from earth to sky just as the sun 
begins to peek over the canyon lip. It is nearly the autumnal equinox, and 
the kiva’s design is such that on this day, when the sun rises straight along 
a vertical wall near the south rim, it throws a beam of light through a small 
doorway in the entrance room. That beam leaps across and out through 
another doorway in the room’s rear wall. Looking east from the threshold 
of the western door, at the framed view of the sun climbing that cliffside, I 
find four directions almost perfectly aligned: east, west, up, down. The sun 
blazes in my face. This ruin has pulled the past into the future, through the 
form of the thing itself. It spans all dimensions, loops back and becomes a 
searing whole. 

II. Acoma (West)

In the tablelands around Acoma Pueblo, late in the day when the sun-
light is rich and golden against deep gray storms, rainbows and bands of 
rain play with the shapes of rocks, hills, and rooftops. Acoma is a village of 
adobe apartments sitting atop a 370-foot-high solid-rock mesa with no per-
manent water sources nearby. For Acoma residents, the sky is integral both 
in cosmology and in the physical reality with which it is tightly interwoven. 

Sun. Rain. Life. Until modern times the Acomans drank only fallen 
rain caught in a natural cistern in the mesa’s flat top, and ate from fields 
fed by ephemeral streams. On the interior walls of the San Estevan del Rey 
mission church, paintings of clouds and rainbows cover the whitewashed 
expanses, as well as rainbirds—macaws, once carried north from Mexican 
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the world, in an instant, fused and then shattered. A place where humanity 
made time and space misbehave.

My sister finds a pile near an anthill. We pick out chunk after chunk. 
She places a few in her pocket, despite signs demanding that we leave the 
trinitite here. I drop a lovely fragment in my jeans, but after a few minutes 
I begin to feel uneasy and I put it back. Behind us, in a demonstration tent, 
a Geiger counter clicks erratically as a man holds chunks of trinitite close 
to it. The ticking measures beta particles escaping through the air on their 
way to outer space. It’s almost maniacal, how resolutely the Geiger counter 
tallies the fallout of the Manhattan Project. How quantifiable it pretends to 
make the fact of the bomb.

V. White Sands (Down)

The wind’s progress: At dusk it might blow across the open scrubland 
to the eastern edge of the San Andres Mountains, where it might pull a few 
flakes of gypsum from an ancient lakebed and drop them onto the dunes 
of White Sands, just as the stars are coming out. In the soft underbelly of 
the state, in the long Tularosa Basin surrounded on all sides by the mis-
sile range, this national monument comprises the largest surface deposit of 
pure gypsum in the world—some 275 square miles created by the paired 
forces of erosion and evaporation. With no external drainage, water flowing 
into the basin escapes only by way of the air, leaving behind whatever min-
erals have been carried there. By now the dunes grow up to fifty feet high. 

Driving in on the plowed, white-crust-covered road, with sand banked 
like snow all along it, my boyfriend and I pass one soft white ridge after 
another. Surrounded by white, the park’s restroom booths, covered pic-
nic tables, and dumpsters appear so out of context they are at first difficult 
to recognize.Everything human or human-made seems absurd, uncanny. 
Clouds churn and roil in the sky over the range of blue mountains as we 
climb into the dunes. Swept clean by a mild windstorm, they are so flatly 
white that the ground is more like a blank sky than the earth we know. The 
eye wanders upward, wants to invert the world. 

Rivulets created by the wind look like shapes on the surface of wa-
ter. The dunes move—flow, really—at a rate of about thirty feet per year. 
Here the heavens are more solid than the earth. In the hollow between two 
dunes, palest shrubs with white blossoms and ornamental grasses grow. Ev-
ery blade is individuated, announced. Each marks a moment in time and 
yet seems outside of time. We are alone in our portion of the backcountry, 
separated from all others by dunes. One man and one woman. He will later 
say of me, She felt like we were either at the beginning of time or the end of 
time.

am sliding into the sky. Down at the base, the wind blows in, swirls into an 
inner corner where dirt has collected, and tosses a few grass seeds about. 
They spin through all the compass points as I am caught between up and 
down. To understand one’s position in the cosmos, I realize, is a kind of 
homecoming. 

On the drive out, black cows block my way and I have to rev my engine 
to make them scatter. The only other neighbors I pass are the roofless ado-
be-brick walls of collapsing jacals on the highway—ghost dwellings, per-
haps, for long-gone vaqueros of this range. It occurs to me that everything 
in New Mexico is either a work in progress or a ruin.

IV. Trinity Site (South)

Visiting Trinity is usually forbidden. It lies within the hundred-mile-
long expanse of White Sands Missile Range, which spans an ancient lake 
bottom between two small, sharp mountain ridges. But twice each year, 
for one day each spring and fall, the range’s north gate opens to the public. 
On the April day when we join the throng of pilgrims to Trinity Site, lines 
of dozens of cars, trucks, motorbikes, and even buses stretch in both direc-
tions for miles. 

The road to Trinity began in spring of 1943, when J. Robert Oppen-
heimer first took over the Manhattan Project and began converting a Los 
Alamos boys’ school into laboratories. Just over two years later, his work 
culminated in the testing of the Fat Man bomb. Oppenheimer named the 
test site “Trinity” for John Donne’s Holy Sonnet XIV, which begins, Batter 
my heart, three-person’d God, and goes on to plead for Your force, to break, 
blow, burn, and make me new. Oppenheimer, it is said, read the sonnet dur-
ing sleepless nights in the months leading up to the blast.

Walking toward ground zero, surrounded by a barbed-wire-topped 
chain-link fence, we find an obelisk made of rough, porous slabs of black 
lava rock. This monument marks the location of the tower that held the first 
atomic bomb as it exploded. A crowd wanders about. In front of the obelisk, 
people take turns bolting forward, posing with frozen smiles, and scooting 
out of the way for the next group. Several feet away, a nub of steel and con-
crete pokes through the dirt, the only remaining bit of the vaporized tower. 

The heat of the blast melted and fused the top centimeter of sand on the 
ground beneath the tower into a sheet of radioactive glass—a compound 
called trinitite, never before seen on earth. Eventually military personnel 
filled in the crater, grinding most of the glass into the dirt. We scan the 
ground. Along the edges of the blast site’s fence, we find dozens of the dark 
green shards, cracked throughout like smashed windshield bits. I try to 
imagine the original crater. Its crisp, shiny coating. Trinity as a place where 
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The stillness is palpable, stunning. I am reminded of the day I watched 
my grandfather die. I recall saying it felt as if he had faded into white. I am 
thinking of the end of the world: What if this all goes gently? A soft exit. 
The mother returning to the womb from which she, before begetting us, 
emerged. 

VI. Bosque del Apache (Up)

In the shallow lakes of Bosque del Apache, not far from the Rio Grande, 
the cranes and geese gather during winter months. I watch them awaken by 
the tens of thousands just as first light throws a pink cast over the marsh 
grasses. The light may reach us through clouds, at angles, or in sliced rays, 
but the sun always rolls in its path from one end of the world to the other 
and back. 

Sunrise. He ended the prayer with “sunrise” because he knew the Dawn 
people began and ended all their words with “sunrise.”

Beneath the black silhouettes of cottonwood trees and a deep magenta 
ceiling of rumpled clouds, clustered between air and water in the biting 
December cold, the birds begin to make noise. Snow geese call with rough 
voices that melt into a single, rhythmic din. Sandhill cranes stand on stilt-
like legs, cooing occasionally with their long necks bent and heads tucked 
back. From the south come flights of thousands that have taken off from 
other ponds—rippling swirls of dark bodies high above, slowly forming 
into loose lines and V’s. 

The sun rises over the bosque. I turn and face it. How many sunrises will 
I see in my life? As the first light hits each blade of frost-coated grass, the 
white geese practically glow. The cranes crack-crack; their foreheads flash 
red. Some begin to walk, slowly, breaking through the thin crust of ice, or 
else slipping across the surface. My fingers hurt from the cold. A crane flies 
over me, low, its long legs trailing behind. A few dozen geese take off, peel-
ing north as others join with a rumble of flapping wings. The next instant, 
they’re all in the air—thousands—passing twenty feet over my head. I lean 
back and watch the waves of bellies above. They seem to twinkle as they 
disappear.
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Fiction was nothing. Then there was Anne-Marie, of course, with her skin covered in 
scales and hair full of writhing snakes.

Finally, tall Colloredo, our lord and Ringmaster with his long curly black 
hair, patent leather boots, mustard-yellow jacket and scarlet cloak edged with 
dozens of shiny brass buttons. Buttons that caught the dancing light from the 
storm lanterns hung all around the Big Top. Colloredo and his great swaying 
belly, without any of his sharp words for once.

Turiel leant forward and kissed Spider full on the lips, for a long time like 
he was breathing in and out for the boy. When he raised his head, his pale lips 
were stained red with the boy’s blood.

Then Spider let out a cough. And straight away he was chattering again—

o

‘So the wings,’ I say, ‘you’re trying to tell me this Turiel was—’
‘No.’ The old man shakes his head, frowning. ‘You’re jumping to conclu-

sions. Interrupting me. You need to let me finish.’ He leans back in his wheel-
chair and starts to rummage around inside his brown tweed jacket; the only 
jacket in the room that isn’t black.

Black ties, black trousers and long black dresses. The room is full of 
downcast eyes that avoid each other. Eyes that occasionally glance upwards 
and then back down again, seeking the anonymity of the crowd. I’m wearing 
black, just like them: a new jacket that I’ll never wear again, a thin black tie 
and an old black shirt scratching the dry skin around my neck. But I know 
I’m not like them; I’ve seen them looking. All they see is the chromed-steel 
pierced through my lips, my ears, my eyebrows. My faded black jeans etched 
with spider-web creases.

Aunts, uncles, cousins, I barely know any of them. The room I’m stand-
ing in bears a strangely familiar odor, though I’ve never been here before. A 
living room. Photos hung on the wall with faces of people that might be here 
somewhere. The curtains have been removed for some reason. Just an empty 
wooden pole over the top of the window with all the curtain rings gathered to 
one end. Extra chairs have been brought into the room, but they remain unoc-
cupied, shoved back against the walls as if their use might somehow indicate 
a lack of respect.

Should I feel obliged to feel more than I do? For someone I never knew? I 
don’t feel anything, just smothered by the hushed murmur of their voices. No 
one seems to want to be heard above the rest, but no one wants silence either. 
That would be unbearable.

I ask the old man to carry on, but he remains silent. I’ve obviously of-
fended him. He’s holding a flat square metal tin now. ‘You smoke?’ he asks.

I shrug. ‘Sure.’

Craig Pay

Dirty Little Freaks 

This is how it ended. With a man who called himself Turiel. He 
was kneeling there, beside the boy, with his great feathered wings 
draped across the sawdust floor. Like a hawk coveting its first fresh 
kill of the day.

We came to stand in a circle around the two of them. I can still smell the 
wet straw, the elephant dung and the tang of burning oil from the jugglers’ 
batons. Silence amongst all the people in the stands. Silence from my fellow 
performers. Just the canvas flapping above our heads and the occasional spit-
ting hiss from one of the snakes in Anne-Marie’s hair.

Then the elephant began screaming again and straight away came the 
thwip-thwip-thwip of the mahout’s switch. The people in the stands started 
yelling and scrambling over each other, heading for the tunnel. We stayed in 
our circle.

Spider, that’s what we used to call him, the boy. What with all that hang-
ing about he did in trees, hunting for his birds. He was crippled. His legs were 
no good—

He’d always been like that. Used to drag himself about in a little wooden 
sled, chattering in that nonsense mongrel language of his. At least we thought 
it nonsense until Turiel arrived, and then they’d talk away the hours between 
them.

Standing there in the circle were the Bouffon twins, François and Felix, 
with their white greasepaint faces, sad eyes, rouged lips and great bulbous 
noses. Kerri with her glistening copper skin and bulging muscles. The Blue 
Man—that was me, standing right there—the Blue Man and my wet-slate 
skin. I guess I had a sad face just like the rest of them. Sad at what the el-
ephant had done to our poor Spider. Picking him up and shaking him like he 
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Another short silence before the old man says, ‘You not going to ask me 
who I am?’

‘Well,’ I say, ‘okay then.’
‘You told me,’ he says, ‘that they don’t like you because you’re some kind 

of freak. That’s what you said. You should be careful using a word like that. I 
once knew a guy who used that word. He was wrong as well.’

o

Let’s go back a couple of days, to before that incident with Spider and the el-
ephant. Everyone knew that the elephant was easily spooked. Everyone except 
Spider, that is, going into the ring like that with a bird clutched in his fist. This 
was August 1929, just a little over ten years since the Great War. The war that 
was supposed to end them all.

We were camped at the outskirts of some grand-looking town in south-
ern Europe. I don’t remember where exactly, so let’s say it was Genoa, Italy. 
We went wherever Colloredo took us, one town to another, one country to the 
next. All over. Like I said, he was our lord and master, we were his thralls. You 
know what that means? Like a slave. That’s it. He told us we had little choice. 
No other place in society. He used to say ‘You’re my dirty little freaks!’ and I 
guess we believed him.

The Bouffon twins wore their red and white greasepaint faces, and leapt 
around the ring acting like fools making everyone laugh. Anne-Marie draped 
herself in diaphanous green silk and wove snakes into her hair. In the ring she 
enthralled them all with her curious beauty—but outside the ring they would 
have shied away, her dry skin all covered in scabs and scales.

We were cowards, hiding in our caravans. We’d gotten so used to our 
masks that we were terrified to show anyone what we might look like without 
them.

Seemed like Spider was the only exception. Brave. Which was strange 
given his legs and that mouth of his all empty of teeth: gums hardened to 
glass from biting and hanging onto those tree branches for hours on end, 
waiting for his birds to land. Perhaps he just didn’t care what people thought? 
He wasn’t allowed inside the tent—he just scuttled about outside performing 
errands for people, bringing his little birds to everyone as presents, seemingly 
immune to all the cringing faces.

Colloredo told us that if we tried to leave the camp people on the outside 
would have us dragged away and locked up. He paid us with one hand and 
took it away with the other. We all had plans, of course, to save enough money 
to leave. But Colloredo kept our savings and he was always thinking up ways 
to charge us for replacement equipment or new costumes. No one ever saved 
much of anything at all.

‘Push me.’
The wheelchair is heavy and the wheels dig into the thick pile carpet. The 

crowd parts before us, though I still feel the odd tremor of a clipped ankle or a 
chair leg. Silent glaring eyes. Across the room, through a narrow doorway, we 
enter a kitchen. I can still feel their eyes on the back of my neck.

The old man points towards a door at the other side of the room. ‘There. 
Down the slope.’

The wheelchair squeaks across the lino. I can imagine the faces in the 
other room frowning and tutting. I open the kitchen door and push the wheel-
chair down a shallow concrete ramp and then around to the back of the house.

The sky is grey. No rain. We huddle there; me leaning against the brick-
work, the old man in his chair. He opens up the flat tin he’s still holding to 
reveal a row of narrow little cigarillos. ‘You smoke these?’ he asks.

‘Sure.’ I take one.
He smiles, taking one for himself. Snapping the tin shut, he slips it back 

inside his jacket and brings out an old Zippo, flicking it open and alight. He 
lights his own cigarillo before guarding the oily flame with his hand and of-
fering it to me.

Leaning back against the brickwork of the house, I pull down some of 
the smoke. It catches my throat and my eyes start to water. I can hear the old 
man’s lips sucking and squeaking. His smoke drifts in front of my face so I 
wave it away.

Out of the side of his mouth, he says, ‘What were we talking about?’
‘I don’t remember.’
He makes a dismissive noise in the back of his throat. ‘You said you were 

thinking about leaving. I asked you why.’
I ignore him.
After a while, he reaches around with the spent stub of his cigarillo to 

grind it against the brick wall. Then he flicks it away, trailing a faint arc of 
smoke. I flick mine away as well, but it lands on the ground not far away, obvi-
ously only half-smoked. There’s a sharp rapping sound from a nearby window. 
On the other side of the glass I see some vaguely recognisable woman with her 
lips moving, face frowning at me.

The old man chuckles. ‘You said you were going to leave because you feel 
like the odd one out.’

I say nothing.
‘You’re his first kid, aren’t you? The one he had with that Polish girl before 

he got married.’
‘She was Ukrainian.’
The old man shrugs. ‘That’s what they don’t like, that their idea of him 

might be wrong. That you might be closer to the truth of what he really was.’
I guess he’s right. This is their last chance to remember him the way they want.
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it started to twitch and judder.
This had happened before—Colloredo and Kerri squaring off against 

each other—and it always ended the same way, with Kerri backing down as 
Colloredo threatened to dock her pay. Turiel started to pull himself up off the 
floor, so Colloredo turned around and rammed a kick right into Turiel’s side 
and he went down again. Kerri shoved Colloredo, yelling something about 
him keeping her money, and then she punched him right in his quivering gut. 
Colloredo sat down on the floor with all his air knocked out.

Silence for a moment. Just Colloredo gasping for breath and the distant 
noise of the crowd stamping their feet and calling Turiel’s name. Then another 
noise. A wailing, keening, coming from Colloredo—but not from his mouth.

You’ve got to realise that it was dark in there. I couldn’t see much and 
Kerri was standing in the way. I could see Colloredo fumbling at his mustard-
yellow jacket, lifting it up and then a little shadow that seemed to shift and 
lurch about in the darkness, still attached to where his great pale belly should 
be. What might have been tiny little arms reaching out, fingers clutching at 
the air. I’m still not sure what I saw. Perhaps I just imagined it. Kerri froze. 
Colloredo started making these little crooning noises and the wailing eventu-
ally subsided to a sigh and then to silence. He pulled his jacket back down. 
When Kerri turned back around her face was ashen and slack.

Colloredo said, ‘Send them home. Give them their money back.’ Then he 
stood up and limped towards the back of the tent, face twisted into a grimace, 
hands clutching at his stomach. Out into the night.

He came back the following morning and the shows continued. Kerri 
never revealed what she saw, but Colloredo’s shame was palpable. He’d re-
vealed himself, become one of us. After that, no more holding back on our 
money, we were all paid whatever we were due.

I helped Turiel to stand. His feathers were stained red near his shoulders 
and he had a deep gash in his skin where his wings were cutting in . . .

o

The old man laughs out loud. We’re still outside and I’m starting to shiver. He 
looks fine.

I realise I’m frowning. ‘Those wings—I still don’t get it.’
‘You will,’ the old man says, ‘when we get to the beginning. Want me to 

carry on?’
‘Sure.’
‘You still haven’t asked?’
I pull my jacket tight around me. Trying to stop my teeth from chattering. 

‘Asked you what?’
‘Who I am?’

I was young back then. Barely a man. A few months earlier I’d been living 
in another country with a normal life. I’d been stricken down with some kind 
of a fungus or bacteria and the doctor prescribed silver nitrate. It did the trick 
but I turned as blue as a dusty lavender bush. I’d already lost my job, so I was 
out on the streets with nothing but my bottle of pills.

Colloredo took me in and paid for more medicine. So I became the Blue 
Man.

This was our third evening in Genoa or wherever we were. Word had 
spread of Turiel’s new act and the stands were packed full. I could understand 
why. With a single spotlight illuminating his pale skin and great white wings, 
he really did look like one of the Fallen. Each time I saw his act I could almost 
believe it myself. Perhaps we all wanted to.

I was standing in the back, helping the others before they stepped out 
through the tunnel and into the ring. It was dark in that narrow space, just a 
few swinging lanterns. This was where we got ready before we went out to per-
form. Equipment stacked all around us: hoops and ramps, racks of costumes, 
crates and tables.

Turiel had a problem with his left wing; it was stuck straight out and 
wouldn’t fold up against his back.

Colloredo came stamping through the tunnel, scarlet cape flapping, brass 
buttons ringing against each other. ‘What’s the delay? Turiel! Where is he? Get 
out there!’

Turiel didn’t say much. He just shrugged, rustling his feathers.
I spoke up for him. ‘It’s his wing. He can’t move it.’ I was running my 

hands along the underside of the wing, feeling my way through the feathers 
to the thin skeleton. One of his joints had locked. I applied a little weight, 
pulling down to try and free the joint, but I stopped when I heard Turiel gasp 
out in pain.

Colloredo started shouting again. ‘Out the way!’
I remember his heavy hand on my shoulder and then he’d shoved me 

aside and I was on my back in the sawdust. Colloredo grasped Turiel’s locked 
wing with both hands and he yanked. Turiel let out a loud yelp, like one of 
the dogs being kicked, and dropped to the floor in a tangled heap of twisted 
feathers.

Kerri still had a faint Irish accent back then. She said, ‘You leave him be!’ 
She was shorter than Colloredo by a foot or more, but her muscled frame 
made her look twice as wide. They squared up against each other, yelling and 
stabbing fingers towards each other.

Whenever Colloredo became animated like that, his great belly always 
seemed to move around by itself, writhing like he’d eaten a bucketful of Anne-
Marie’s snakes. The others didn’t see it—or at least they never admitted it. I 
was still on my back, staring up at the two of them, at Colloredo’s stomach as 
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over the bird to Anne-Marie. She took the bird in both hands, thanking him. 
Spider smiled, showing his wide brown gums, and then he turned his sled 
around and was about to set off back down the hill, when she said, ‘Stay away 
from the elephant.’

Spider raised his eyebrows and muttered something that sounded like a 
question: ‘Ik begrijp niet?’

‘You know what I mean,’ she said. ‘It’s for your own good.’
Spider nodded, pushed off and went swishing back down the hill. Anne-

Marie waited until he was out of sight before she opened up her hands, allow-
ing the bird to burst away in a flurry of feathers.

‘One of these days . . .’ Anne-Marie said, placing her hand back onto mine 
again.

Looking back, I wonder whether Spider was just as worried as the rest of 
us. We made such a big deal about him staying away from the elephant. That 
night in the ring, I think he was just bringing the elephant one of his little 
birds to show that he wanted to become friends.

We leaned together and I could smell her ointment skin again. She 
seemed to hesitate and then she moved away.

‘Yes?’ she said, but not to me. Shielding her eyes with her other hand, she 
was looking over my shoulder.

I turned around but all I could see was the silhouette of a figure stand-
ing against the sun with something carried across his shoulders. I stood up 
to find a thin man standing there. He had pale muck-streaked skin. Strange 
watery, pale blue eyes, almost pink. Dressed in rough clothes for travelling: a 
long coat, trousers, stout boots. He had a long duffle-bag across his shoulders.

‘Yes?’ Anne-Marie said again. ‘Can we help you?’
His pale eyes flicked to Anne-Marie and then to me again. ‘Work,’ he said. 

‘I need work.’ Lowering his bag to the ground, he pointed down towards the 
field where the tent was starting to pucker and creep up the columns.

I started to say, ‘I don’t think—’
‘You don’t want to work there,’ Anne-Marie said.
The man frowned. ‘I do. I need work.’
He knelt down by his bag, and as he bent down I could see that the coat 

across his shoulders was worn through in places, dotted with tears and gaps 
showing his shirt. I’m sure I remember seeing blood soaking his shirt.

Then he opened up the long bag. Feathers. White feathers. Great wings 
and leather straps for some kind of harness. He told us about his act and he 
explained in halting English that he had little other choice, he was starving 
and needed the work. He called himself Turiel.

Together we walked back down the hill carrying Turiel’s load between us. 
Down in the camp Spider was nowhere to be seen. Off hunting again.

I shrug.
‘Guess you already know.’
I realise he’s right. His face bears the same faint resemblance as all the 

others inside, so he’s one of them, one of us. I nod at the house: an irrelevant 
gesture given that our host no longer lives there—or anywhere else for that 
matter. ‘He was your son.’

The old man nods. For a moment he purses his lips and looks down into 
his lap at the Zippo still clutched in his hands. ‘Yes. He was.’ The old man—my 
grandfather—reaches inside his jacket and pulls out the metal tin again.

o

This is how it started. With a sloping green hillside under a clear blue sky. A 
young couple sitting on the grass and holding hands, looking down towards 
a distant field. The man had blue skin just like the sky. The woman’s skin was 
dotted with pink blemishes.

There were dozens of people working down in the field, but this wasn’t 
the kind of field where crops were grown or where animals might be kept. 
This was a field scattered with caravans and in the middle a great tent was laid 
out, deflated, ready to be hoisted up a row of tall columns. The figures pulled 
at ropes, struck at pegs in the ground with heavy wooden mallets, carried 
boxes and sacks from one caravan to another.

The young woman was called Anne-Marie. The young man, that was 
me, I was the Blue Man. I can still smell the ointment she used on her skin. 
Then the unmistakable swish-swish-swish of Spider’s sled coming up the hill 
through the tall grass.

Anne-Marie let out a sigh and I laughed. She squeezed my hand and let 
go. We watched Spider cutting a pale furrow of flattened grass towards us. He 
reached us eventually. He wasn’t chattering, just breathing heavily through his 
nose because he had another bird in his mouth. Clawed feet scrabbled against 
his lips.

I guess we’d both become accustomed to Spider’s little habits. Colloredo 
fed him plenty, but Spider couldn’t stop himself, like a cat stalking a ball of 
wool or a dog chasing a stick, he had to hunt his birds. That was how he’d sur-
vived before Colloredo took him in. Living rough in the woods outside some 
town in Northern Europe. Eating raw whatever he caught.

Anne-Marie smiled at Spider in her usual lopsided way. She always had 
a dry patch of skin at the corner of her mouth which sometimes cracked, so 
she only ever smiled on one side of her face. ‘Would you be a love,’ she said to 
Spider, ‘and fetch more snakes? I’ve run out. The last ones died.’

Spider took the bird out from his mouth and gripped it in his fist with 
its head poking out. He chattered away for a moment and then he handed 
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black-suited man steps inside and then he disappears amongst the crowd. I 
hear him mumble a few words. Then the people start to file back out through 
the door.

My grandfather leans towards me, his voice low. ‘Look at them. You can 
call yourself whatever you want, but they’re just the same. Lonely. Huddling 
together in their little groups. What makes you so different?’

I shrug.
‘You need to be careful with some words,’ he says. ‘You use a word like 

freak on yourself, you’re using it on everyone who’s just like you.’ He reaches 
out to pat my arm. ‘You’ll get there. You’ll be fine.’

Outside the street is busy with a long line of black cars with a hearse at the 
very front. In the neighbors’ gardens people are leaning over fences, chewing 
gum, smoking. The contrast of their clothing to the black all around me seems 
jarring, the colors unnaturally bright.

The black crowd is breaking apart, melting along the street between 
all the cars. My grandfather points towards a car near the front so I wheel 
him over and help him out of his chair and into the car. The driver takes the 
wheelchair, starting to fold it up. I go around to the other side and climb in. 
My grandfather seems to be having trouble with the shiny leather seats. He 
keeps sliding down, having to push himself back up again. I guess I hesitate 
for a moment before moving across to help him with his seatbelt. I stay there 
with his shoulders and hips pushing against mine, neither of us talking, the 
warmth of his body against mine.

The doors close and we have silence. All the way to the end.

o

‘Now I understand,’ I say. ‘There was never anything special about him.’
‘Well,’ my grandfather says, ‘you say that . . .’
We’re still outside. Silence for a moment as my grandfather finishes his 

cigarillo, grinds it against the brickwork and flicks it away, just like the last 
one.

‘What happened to them all?’ I ask. ‘Spider? That guy with the wings?’
My grandfather shrugs. ‘Spider felt a little sorry for himself for a couple of 

weeks, but he was tough, soon out hunting his birds again. Turiel left the fol-
lowing day, but he said something . . .’ My grandfather pauses for a moment, 
frowning. ‘He told me he was a doctor where he came from, which is how he 
knew what to do when Spider got hurt. But he said it always ended the same 
way, that he would help someone and people couldn’t seem to get past his act. 
It always ended with them wanting him to be something else, and then he 
would have to leave again.’

‘How about you?’
‘Me? I don’t believe in that sort of thing.’
‘I meant the Blue Man, what happened to your act?’
‘Oh, I started to feel ill again. I guess the silver nitrate was killing me, 

keeping up with the dose like that. Anne-Marie told me to stop, so I did. I 
wasn’t the Blue Man anymore. We left not long after that.’

‘The two of you?’
‘Sure.’ He smiles, reaching inside his jacket as if to get another smoke, but 

then he hesitates, changing his mind. ‘It’s getting cold. Push me back inside.’ 
I push the wheelchair back up the concrete ramp and into the kitchen. More 
squealing against the lino and I’m about to push him through into the next 
room, when he says, ‘We worked a few places around Europe. But we ended 
up back in England. Opened up a shop.’

‘So, you and her?’
‘Yes,’ he says, looking around at me, smiling again. ‘You look a lot like her.’
My neck is itching. I run a finger around the inside of my collar, scratch-

ing at the dry skin. ‘She was my grandmother?’ I laugh.
‘She was strong,’ he says. ‘Not like me. Ran that little shop on her own 

whilst I went away to fight in the next war. Kept it going through everything. 
After the war she took her pharmacy exams. Mixed her own creams and oint-
ments.’

I nod and push him through into the living room. The room is still full 
of black cloth and hushed mumble. I decide not to go pushing through the 
crowd again. We wait there in silence, my grandfather seemingly content to 
just sit there.

A knock at the front door sends a silence rippling across the room. A 
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“Would you please step away from those ruins you still inhabit, so 
that I could see better who you are and what you have done, what 
monstrosities have been done to you? Please—go away, you the exotic 
and too human face. I want to see the skeleton, the essence, the truth 
of you, and for that you have to pass away.” I don’t see well when you 
are in the middle of the picture, you the present flesh, nicely framed, 
central, with the walls of your house the background. Let me see the 
background instead, and, if possible, have this décor emptied, ripped 
open, scorched and dissembled. Ah, then, at last, I begin to see what 
you have been up to, the mine field you have traveled and survived. I, 
too, wish to follow you through this mine field. Such tenderness in this 
faceless, now at last face-full, earth. 

-Bruno Latour, Iconoclash

Rooted in Reformation satire, Marcus Gheeraerts’s Allegory of Icon-
oclasm, or The Image Breakers (c. 1568, fig. 1) depicts iconoclasts 
struggling against the anthropomorphic landscape of an infer-
nal Catholic Church. In the disturbing etching, a friar’s head and 

shoulders form from a terraced landform undulating into rugged terrain. The 
head teems with people and diabolical apes performing the sacraments, each 
corresponding to its respective facial area. A group of iconoclasts in the fore-
ground at the print’s bottom destroy objects, casting them into a hellish bon-
fire. Indexical letters annotate the groups, descending in zigzag order from a 
pope enthroned atop the head at A, to a Y amongst the iconoclasts. The letters 
trace a spiraling path of pilgrimage around the mountainous head: wanderers, 
roadside altars, chapels and processions fan out below pope’s seat. Pilgrims 
traverse the path; only the image breakers remain relatively separate, busily 

Sara Frier

Nonfiction

You are Here
Points of Departure in Marcus
Gheeraerts’s The Image Breakers
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its pathos. Making his or her own odyssey through the print, the viewer ulti-
mately emerges as a sort of pilgrim.  

Going In: Transgressing the Boundaries of the Image

In Image Breakers, grotesque body and infernal landscape merge, po-
sitioning the viewer both within and apart from its hybrid pictorial field. 

Though there are countless ways to commence viewing the image, it is sim-
plest to first survey it topographically. The viewer first appears to view the 
land from an elevated distance. From this position, his gaze crosses over the 
iconoclasts’ lower foreground zone, drawn instead to a hill jutting vertically 
from the crowded ground. Its round form dominates the image, blocking the 
entire horizon, except for a distant harbor at the extreme right. Streams of 
Catholic figures seem to flow from this point, perhaps disembarking from the 
ships as part of a pilgrimage to this site. They flow around its base, amassing 
in a register just above the iconoclasts as they prepare to ascend the hill via a 
ladder. They scatter over the hill, gathering in and around depressions to the 
left and right of the ladder where the land folds outwards. The viewer pauses 
to consider these unnatural forms and realizes that they are indeed the gaping 
orifices of an enormous face. 

The landscape is suddenly made anthropomorphic via mouth, ear and 
eye socket. Pulling back, the viewer places these features within the oblong 
head, noticing that the figures performing the sacraments fill and spill from 
them. Snakes form a writhing friar’s tonsure; the ridge of his brow begins a 
spiral pathway up the bald crown to the papal throne upon the summit of 
his head. Having taken in the dual landscape at the summit, the viewer finds 
the letter “A” beside the pope and follows the zigzag route down across the 
landscape, back to the iconoclasts at the bottom. In this way, the iconoclasts 
are the first seen but the last noticed—without close inspection, they simply 
merge with the active crowd. 

Thus does the active image demand active looking. Like the figures 
within, the viewer’s eye must virtually climb and cross, sink into and out 
of, name and un-name and re-name the space. As we will see, although its 
lettered format belongs to the anti-papal satirical tradition and illustrates 
the iconoclastic conflict at hand, the print’s interior boundaries remain far 
more blurred. As Margaret Aston notes, the print is regularly linked to a “lit-
eral transcript of the idols of the heathen in the Psalms” often cited against 
church images: “They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they can-
not see; they have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but they cannot smell…
Those who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them.” 

Filling the friar’s orifices with their sacramental activity, the Catholics remain 
unaware that the very site of their worship doubles as the site of their folly: the 
material body as impossible topos for divine communion.  Gheeraerts has cre-

beating and sweeping up bits of treasure for the fire. 
The viewer of The Image Breakers beholds this embattled land from afar. 

The world is shattering: figures swarm over a fissured landscape rising onto 
itself, suppurating into a mass that is both earth and flesh, which roils with 
the fervid crowd upon its face, and this face itself a structure of collapse. As 
though from a distant hill, the viewer stands apart, wondering how—or if—
they should traverse this surface. It is too much to take in at once, and in 
venturing towards detail, the viewer’s eye is forced back, finally encountering 
the monk’s rotting countenance in its entirety. The narrative within forms and 
deforms. And despite the chaos that defines its entire being, the active viewer 
will discover that the image also maps a narrative. 

Gheerhaerts’s print is a fractured diagram: the letters embedded into 
the scene once led to an explanatory text, now lost, which might once 
have organized the interior conflict into a clearer portrait of Reforma-
tion psychomachia. Though Gheeraerts’s life and faith remain mysterious, 
Image Breakers emerged sometime surrounding his flight from Bruges to 
London in 1568. In the violence surrounding iconoclasm and the attempt 
to re-impose Habsburg authority, bodies of wood and paint and real flesh 
were breaking all around the artist. Whatever his position, Gheeraerts’s 
plate is bitten with the exile’s acid laugh at authority. Extant in a single 
impression (held at the British Museum) bereft of its exegetical gloss, 
the image remains imbued with the truest irony of its own allegory: fig-
ures striving on a path amongst (and against) wreckage and folly place 
the viewer on an ambiguous path backwards through wreckage and folly. 
Just as the broken icon’s damaged face transforms it into a profane relic 
of history, Gheeraerts’s map leads the viewer’s peregrine eye everywhere 
and nowhere at once within the shifting image, looking for an embodied 
truth. The oscillation between face and figured landscape gives way not to 
a didactic or even polemical form on the viewer’s behalf, but to a difficult, 
ruptured space that he must navigate. As I will show, Gheeraerts’s print 
leads the beholder into a struggle with the relational self, returning him 
to conflicted discourse with the objects of earthly desire. Allegory choreo-
graphs a journey of desire.

Very little has been written about Gheeraerts; claims for an in-
scription of personal authorship within his print remain problematic. 

In this paper I will make comparisons that describe the topography of Image 
Breakers’ shifting landscape and its ruptured pictorial field. The anthropo-
morphic landscape forms a terra incognita that is simultaneously structured, 
traversed, and destroyed: teeming bodies define its surface but also animate 
its decay, moving across and within, blurring the boundaries of becoming and 
unbecoming. In exploring various aspects of the print with relation to other 
allegories of structure and collapse, pilgrimage and wandering, I will elucidate 
the print’s strategies of satirical inversion and resemblance that complicate 
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bodily act of consumption), Gheeraerts rips open the polemical/sa-
tirical pictorial field of his picture and demands the viewer to recog-
nize the landscape as permeable body, body as permeable landscape. 

 The face sucks the viewer in, pushes the image out, and blurs the boundaries 
therein. The viewer must next come to grips with the dynamic of simultane-
ous becoming and unbecoming that characterize such a hybrid space. 

Going Down: Dynamic States of Becoming and Unbecoming

Created on the eve of het wonderjaar, the fractured space of Image Break-
ers formed within a very real milieu of sociopolitical rupture. With the Spanish 
Crown cracking down on unrest in the Netherlands, images on both sides of the 
conflict figured the limits of authority. The famed Biblical story of the Tower of 
Babel, in which the Lord confounded and dispersed people who had hubristi-
cally begun building “a tower whose top may reach unto heaven” (Genesis 2:1-
9), served as a multivalent metaphor for limits of decadent earthly authority. 

In this section, the Tower helps us explore dynamic state of becoming and 
unbecoming within The Image Breakers, which ultimately contributes to the 
viewer’s process of self-identification in the wider world. 

The Tower of Babel has significant eschatological overtones. Al-
though the story appears in Genesis, it anticipates the fall of the city Baby-
lon, man’s vain empire, in Revelation. Easily legible in an etching by Claesz 
Jansz Visscher which both elides the Tower of Babel with a Papal tiara and 
includes the 666 mark of the Antichrist (1618, not pictured), the Tower de-
lineates the future of profane authority that challenges divine authority. 

 An English sermon delivered in response to Papal abuses confirms the tone of the 
moment: “O, how many are at this instant in Brabant, Flanders, and the low coun-
trey, and else where, whiche against their belefe, conscience, and the holy ghost, 
maintain, allowe, and permit the manifest Babylonicall  abhomination, com-
municating the venomous dregges of the barbarous cup of these Baals priestes?” 

The sacraments, “Babylonicall abhomniations” against which the preacher 
hoped to incite rage, do appear directly on the friar’s face. Yet with its stark 
verticality, its terraced top, and even its portal-like orifices, the ziggurat struc-
ture of the Tower of Babel emerges in the landscape itself, another space that 
the viewer must navigate. There is more at stake than satirical inversion or 
portents of doom.

As we saw in the last section, the shifting landscape in Image Breakers is a 
complex transitional space. When compared to Bruegel’s Tower of Babel (1563 
Vienna panel)(fig. 2), the narrative of building and collapse illuminates a dy-
namic of becoming and unbecoming within Gheeraerts’s print. First, the viewer 
takes a position similar to his in Image Breakers: he beholds the vertical, unstable-
looking structure from an elevated distance. The tower dominates the horizon, 

ated a double play upon the psalm, joining the crowd and the landscape into 
an enormous “senseless” body. Only the iconoclasts and the viewer maintain 
enough distance to see that the worshippers of inconstant material bodies 
form a material body. 

In its format, the print joins a wealth of anti-papal satire. An anony-
mous Dutch engraving, Allegory on the Catholic Church (c. 1581, not pic-
tured) utilizes lettering to join image with explanatory text. Within, figures 
scurry around a dilapidated country chapel with Christ in the doorway. 
A forked tree divides the crowd: on the left, another animal-pope seems 
to address figures holding up sacramental items (rosary, censer) from the 
roof. On the right, others infiltrate the church through holes in the wall. 

In the foreground, an owl (a symbol of folly) body morphs 
into a beast’s face, whose mouth opens into a portal to Hell. 

Although the image also contains an explanatory text, the anthropomorphic 
owl-monster-Hell mouth adds another layer: it ruptures the space, opening 
a liminal realm beyond. 

When land and body merge to create a Hell mouth (a common anthro-
pomorphic trope where hell is to land what mouth is to body), they inevitably 
create a transitional zone. It is transitional in two ways: between the realms 
of living and dead, and between portrayed and liminal space within the pic-
torial field. Gheeraerts would have been familiar with the Hell mouth and 
quotes Flemish precedents in his own print: in both the follower of Hiero-
nymus Bosch’s Christ’s Descent into Hell (c.1550-60, not pictured) and Pieter 
Bruegel’s Temptation of St. Anthony (1556, not pictured), a large disembodied 
head with a bare tree growing from its left side rises from an infernal or apoc-
alyptic landscape, its orifices opening to abyssal zones peopled with figures. 
The mouth in Christ’s Descent opens into Hell; in St. Anthony it opens into 
the world. Thus, the head frames a mouth and serves as a permeable bound-
ary between the zones of the autonomous living and the eternally damned. 

With its bare tree at left and striated forehead, Gheeraerts clearly mod-
eled his head after Bruegel’s print; however, where the previous heads re-
main prone and part of a larger landscape that hearkens to the worlds be-
yond, Gheeraerts’s vertical head completely dominates the field and joins 
multiple spaces within its own form. The hell mouth thus creates transi-
tion in the second way: from landscape to embodied allegorical figure in a 
ruptured pictorial field. According to Mikhail Bakhtin, grotesque orifices 
(and their excrescences) draw the viewer into discourse with the world: 
“it is within [orifices] that the confines between bodies and the body and 
the world are overcome: there is an interchange and an interorientation.” 

He even specifies that “the wide-open bodily abyss of the mouth” serves 
as the chief point of rupture between the confines of body and space.
With its gaping cave of a mouth vomiting the Eucharistic mass (itself a 
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the depth of the landscape (exterior)” as reflective space where the viewer 
encounters the mutable, material self and comes into discourse with death. 

 For San Juan, the viewer finds himself through the reflected mirror image of the 
face: “In confronting this image, one is compelled to return its gaze, which is to 
say to position oneself within the moment of decomposition and unbecoming.” 

In Image Breakers, the eyeless head emerging from the landscape cannot “re-
turn a gaze” at all. Instead, I would extend Bakhtin’s suggestion that the decay-
ing or “degrading” face, with its grotesquely suppurating mouth and ear and 
surface of tiny bodies that, maggot-like, infect its earth-flesh, draw the viewer 
into an encounter with himself in the world. As Bakhtin describes, “degrada-
tion here means coming down to earth, the contact with the earth as an ele-
ment that swallows up and gives birth at the same time…a point of transition 
in a life eternally renewed, the inexhaustible vessel of death and conception...” 

Beholding decay, the viewer of Gheeraerts’s anthropomorphic landscape is 
reborn again into the pictorial field of the image through its own rupturing 
space-in-flux, positioned not towards death, but towards life: he establishes a 
relational self that is positioned from a distance but also mapped into that dis-
tance. Rather than likening the journey of self-discovery to the reflected face 
in a mirror, we might liken the viewer’s experience to the “YOU ARE HERE” 
of a map. In the anthropomorphic image, “You are here” describes not a point 
on the map, but the name of the entire territory. “Here” names the moment of 
self-realization in the world. The exile-artist’s apocalyptic landscape has not 
destroyed, but constructed viewer’s pilgrimage through life.  

Going Up: The Self in Transition

Thus far, we have established that through the merging of landscape with 
grotesque face, Gheeraerts’s oscillating image occurs in a ruptured pictorial 
field that pushes the viewer into transition between states of becoming and 
unbecoming, giving way to the relational, journeying self in a mutable world. 
This journey traces transition, not progress. This becomes evident if we explore 
“progress” via another allegorical tower: the Tabula Cebetis (Tablet of Cebes). 

Ostensibly the work of Socrates’ disciple Cebes, the Tabula recounted (via 
ekphrasis) an allegory of progress through realms of knowledge towards vir-
tue. According to George Tucker, “As pilgrim-visitors listen to an “old man” 
in the temple of Saturn, they see themselves reflected in the image of newly-
arrived souls being greeted and warned to follow the path of virtue in Life.” 

Ignorant of their final destination, the pilgrims in this picture-within-a-
picture move through concentric circles dividing realms of knowledge; 
only the wise arrive at the glorious temple of Virtue. An early German Ta-
bula from 1519 (fig. 3) illustrates the landscape of progress. Like Gheer-
aerts’s Catholics, figures crowd the base of a hill cut by a path, where set-

with a harbor at right and King Nimrod and his retinue in the lower foreground. 

Workmen genuflect before the King, who surveys his tower in the process of 
becoming. The viewer already knows that the structure will never reach com-
pletion; upon closer inspection, it abruptly shifts from finished, ornamented 
building to raw earth within the same levels (truly impossible in reality), and 
suddenly appears as easily subsumed by the rock as lifted from it. In this tran-
sitional state, King Nimrod’s foreground group of builders might just as easily 
behold the dismantling of the tower. 

Set against the landscape of Image Breakers, the boundaries between 
iconoclasts and the icon-worshippers appear similarly ambiguous. Further, 
arches in the tower open to reveal abyssal holes, which Bakhtin claims func-
tion like the grotesque mouth: “Mountains and abysses, such is the relief of 
the grotesque body; or speaking in architectural terms, towers and subter-
ranean passages…This grotesque logic is also extended to images of nature 
and of objects in which depths (holes) and convexities are emphasized.” 

Moving in for closer inspection, the viewer discovers countless minute figures 
in the tower-landscape.

Thus, in both images, the viewer remains at his distanced position, poised 
to approach the structures reaching out to him. Yet the viewer arrives at no final 
destination or resolution. In beholding the Tower of Babel—the embodiment 
of disrupted progress, false authority and ruined human unity—the viewer 
can only partially progress through the formally disjointed landscape. The in-
tended upward path of the Tower will never arrive at its heavenly destination; 
the viewer’s path through either image will never establish a single point of 
departure or trajectory towards any ultimate state, or ever fulfill an interior 
desire (Deleuze eloquently describes an absent “loved or dreamed-for face”). 

He remains corralled into its back-and-forth dynamic of becoming and un-
becoming. 

There is a crucial difference between the two images. The figures in the 
Tower of Babel have all but dissolved into the structure, which itself dissolves 
back into the land under divine authority. All decadent constructions are 
limited to immediate deconstruction. In the anthropomorphic landscape of 
Image Breakers, however, figures and ziggurat-landscape dissolve back into a 
huge body! The transformations of collective bodies/institutions in Gheer-
aerts’s allegory break down into the individual’s experience; the face forms a 
two-way portal not just through the pictorial field (as I showed in the previ-
ous section), but back in to the viewer’s own interior sense of self. Rose Marie 
San Juan agrees that anthropomorphic image “interrogates the place of the 
beholder and of the visual image in the very process of contemplating these 
changing relations… the image with the face confronts the beholder with the 
reflection of a face and thus offers a mirror-like encounter with oneself.” She 
describes “the unpredictability of both the surface of the face (interior) and 
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eryman, illustrated in another Bruegel print (1558, not pictured). Star-
ing into a lantern amidst the trash of the world while figures play tug-of-
war behind him, Bruegel’s Elck represents “the moral significance of the 
protagonist, embodying fallen humanity’s incapacity to find God” with the 
caption “each person looks for himself in all things/ No one knows himself.” 

 A lit candle and lantern fall from the figure’s basket into the fire, either destroy-
ing the world or clearing it for new truths, depending on your position. It will 
be up to the figure to find himself—standing just apart on the edge of the fire, 
he appears ready to walk right out of the picture as the battle over material 
things rages around him. He does not appear to offer any sort of declaration of 
the right thing to do, but only describes the struggle of positioning oneself in 
the mutable world.

Thus has my analysis has sought only to describe, rather than deconstruct 
or contextualize, a possible narrative of personal communion with the image. 
The viewer’s embattled self-positioning is a claim to movement and agency, 
a type of looking which responds directly to the Reformation’s modernizing 
legacy—one in which beholders approach art from a distance, unsure of what it 
may or may not contain, and decide for themselves. I have chosen to grant this 
object an analogous place in the universe of art historical approaches, selecting 
and describing only one of countless pilgrimages of vision. My methodology 
follows a journey through—and ultimately away from—the print, as a medita-
tion upon this condition of agency and striving in the material world. This is 
the journey enacted by the viewer of iconoclasm, and of allegory in the modern 
sense. Indeed, perhaps this very figure reappears in one of Gheeraerts’s later il-
lustrations to Aesop’s Fables (1578), where a violent image-breaker still remains 
blind to the tiny, shadowed figure of a staff-wielding wanderer passing on the 
road behind him. Only the viewer can see him in the distance.

NOTES
1 For example, “The sacrament of the altar blocks the mouth (which should be instruments 

of the reformer’s preaching of salvation), the ear (where god’s word should enter) stopped 
up by a confessor administering penance, and eye sockets filled by sacraments of mar-
riage and orders.” Margaret Aston, The King’s Bedpost: Reformation and Iconography in a 
Tudor Group Portrait (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 170.

2  Christine Göttler reads the image as a psychomachia. Christine Göttler, “Ikonoklasm als 
Kirchreinigung” in Georges-Bloch-Jahrbuch des Kunstgeschichtlichen Seminars der Univer-
sitat Zurich, vol. IV (1997), 82. It is also worth noting that the entire print is enclosed in 
a drawn border, confirming that the image is complete and was not meant to include the 
text within its actual boundaries.

3 Most scholars conjecturally date Image Breakers to around 1566 because of its references 
to the wonderjaar. Gheeraerts was a Protestant (although his personal ideology is un-
known) in his late forties when he fled in exile to England in 1568. It is not known wheth-
er Image Breakers was printed in the Netherlands or London. Aston, The King’s Bedpost, 
167.

backs and temptations prompt them to deviate. Able to see the image 
in its entirety (from a distance), the viewer beholds a “map” to redemp-
tion accessed through virtuous choice, which is the journey of homo via-
tor (man at the crossroads) or “the broad and narrow way” (Matt. 7:13-14). 

 All Tabula figure life as a space that must be navigated through self-awareness 
and personal agency, a definitive topos of progress; in Gheeraerts’s time, homo 
viator specifically delineated divergent “ways” of worshipping through images 
or the word. 

 “Divergent paths” require self-reflection: George Tucker describes a “mirror 
effect” on the Tabula’s beholder in which “these readers cannot help but identify 
themselves—in a giddy mise en abyme—with both the fictional visitors to the 
temple and the newly-arrived souls featuring in the fictional “picture proper.” 

 We have already parsed the viewer’s self-identification in Image Breakers, 
which is less mirror-effect than mapping-effect. At once distanced and embod-
ied in the space, the viewer might finally question what sort of progress oc-
curs. On one level, iconoclasts and Catholics are spatially divided according 
to divergent “ways” of understanding God and the self with regard to mate-
rial things (icons): the Catholics inhabit the decaying hill/ecclesiastical body, 
moving blindly towards a false “temple” at its summit, and the iconoclasts 
are positioned as far away as possible at the print’s bottom. In this reading, 
Gheeraerts traces an inverted Tabula—the pilgrims on its surface think they 
are on the right path upwards to virtue, but it leads to folly. Privy to the de-
scending letters, the distanced viewer remains aware of their futile pilgrimage. 
As I showed, the relational viewer sees not a mirror-effect of self upon image, 
but establishes his own position within a set of blurred boundaries. Instead 
of seeing himself reflected in the image of homo viator in the print, the viewer 
continues crashing through the pictorial field and tumbles onto the road. He 
joins all, image breakers and image worshippers, in terra incognita. Gheeraerts 
inverts not only the form of a Tabula, but explodes the progress of the Tabula. 

 The viewer is a wanderer.

Conclusion: Who goes there?

Thus has the viewer encountered himself and seen his progress in the 
material world.  We have followed the viewer through transition in the im-
age: through rupture in the pictorial field via hell-mouth, through dynamic 
states of becoming and unbecoming into self-positioning, and along ambiva-
lent progress through anti-Tabula of life. Finally, two important figures in the 
print delineate this motion: the pilgrim crossing the wooden bridge in the 
monk’s cheek, a Boschean figure whose path (as we saw) is blind folly, and a 
mysterious figure in the bottom-right-hand corner amongst the iconoclasts. 

He is the only one not actively breaking, sweeping, or handling the Church’s 
treasures. Instead, with his long stick and backpack full of goods, he 
looks more like a wandering peddler, also associated with Elck, the Ev-
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17 As Joanna Woodall notes, “Babel could be used against the Catholic church by reformers, 

but also against the materialism and liberalism of the city by those in favor of a reimposi-
tion of authority.” The image of Babel was itself a battleground.

18 Reformation language and imagery even casts the pope a literal inversion of Christ’s 
ultimate authority. Lucas Cranach’s popular 1521 Passional Christ und Antichristi pic-
tures moments from the life of Christ juxtaposed onto that of the Antichrist: Antichrist 
crowned with Papal Tiara instead of Christ crowned with thorns, Antichrist issuing in-
dulgences instead of Tribute Money; according to Frances Carey, these structures “set the 
tone for satirical Reformation imagery”. Frances Carey, Apocalypse: The Shape of Things 
to Come (London: British Museum Press, 1999), 109-110.

19 Aston, King’s Bedepost, 167.
20 The Tower of Babel was an extremely popular subject during this period, and much 

has been written about its significant relationship to unrest in the Netherlands. Breugel 
himself created another panel in Rotterdam in 1563, which appears to stress the upward 
movement and monumentality of the tower itself. Although a tandem reading of both (or 
other) towers with relation to Image Breakers might also prove fruitful to social history, I 
have chosen to focus solely on the Vienna panel’s formation of collapse back into its own 
landscape.

21 Wolfgang Stechow cites Flavius Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews; important as underlining 
the sin of the king’s pride and overbearing (significantly also treated in Purgatorio XII, 
34-36 and Sebastian Brant’s Ship of Fools). In further analysis, both texts greatly inform 
movement our image. Wolfgang Stechow, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 1968), 82.

22 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 318.
23 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 

(London: Athlone Press 1988), 173.
24 Rose Marie San Juan, Vertiginous Mirrors: The Animation of the Visual Image and Early 

Modern Travel (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), 61.
25 Rose Marie San Juan, Vertiginous Mirrors, 65.
26 Ibid., 78.
27 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 318
28 Deleuze, A Thousand Plateaus, 12.
29 Many thanks to Laura Sanders for her help with this section.
30 George Tucker notes that the Tabula was in fact recently translated and reprinted by em-

blematist Gillez Corrozet in 1543 and illustrated by Philips Galle after Frans Floris in 
1561. Due to the Tabula’s popularity at the time, I felt safe in selecting an  image with more 
emphasized verticality. While this serves my purposes, the concept of “progress” can be 
read in any Tabula. George Hugo Tucker, Homo Viator: Itineraries of Exile, Displacement, 
and Writing in Renaissance Europe, (Geneva: Droz, 2003), 112.

31 Sandra Sider discusses the inscription of homo viator in Tabula Cebetis. Sandra Sider, 
“Interwoven with Poems and Picture: The Protoemblematic Latin Translation of the Ta-
bula Cebetis,” in The European Emblem: Selected Papers from the Glasgow Conference, eds. 
Scholtz, Bath and Weston, (Leiden: EJ Brill, 1990), 2. Very interestingly, further analysis 
might compare contemporaneous Tabula to indexical anti-papal woodcuts.

32 Tucker, Homo Viator, 112-114.
33 Interestingly, the illustrated Tabula often appeared in frontispieces, framing its text. Fur-

ther analysis might juxtapose this framing, organizing relationship between text and im-
age with the exploded, broken relationship occurring in Gheeraerts’s print.

34 Further analysis might compare this type of pilgrim to the medieval journeyman in The 
Mirror of Life (Speculum Stultorum), who must choose his way across a bridge with a devil 
following close behind him. This extends the narrative of a truly “divergent” homo viator’s 
path, where the pilgrim weighs the virtues of his choices and desires, knowing that there 
is only one “correct” path to salvation.   

35 Calmann emphasizes the familiarity of the Elck figure in this period. Gerta Calmann, “The Picture of 
Nobody” in The Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes (Vol. 23, 1960), p. 83. Further analysis 
might unpack Yona Pinson’s case for an allegorical relationship between the Everyman, Tabula Cebe-
tis, and the fool’s mirror. See Yona Pinson, “Hieronymus Bosch, Homo Viator at a Crossroads: A New 
Reading of the Rotterdam Tondo,” in Artibus et Historiae, (Vol. 26, No. 52, 2005), 58-74.

4 It is easy to read Image Breakers as “polemical and declarative” or look for the autobio-
graphical implications of Gheeraert’s etching; however, close-readers of the image such as 
Göttler concede that the consequences of Calvinist hostility to objects was very problem-
atic for artists and represents a more complex issue (Göttler, 114). I have chosen to read 
the image as difficult and ambiguous.

5 Joseph Leo Koerner eloquently discusses the “embodied truths” that arise from the be-
holder of iconoclasm: “the etching systematically disfigures whichever figure it yields. 
Whatever we see ends up belonging to some other thing, some other viewpoint, thus 
undoing both object and beholder. In shifting between the perspectives of landscape and 
face, the etching also repeats—as in an apotropaic ritual—the error it imputes to its tar-
get, the idols, which confuse things and persons.” As opposed to Koerner’s wider reading 
of violence done to images, I will perform a close reading of Gheeraerts’ print as a focal 
point rather than a point of departure. Joseph Leo Koerner, “The Icon as Iconoclash,” in 
Iconoclash, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), 167.

6 Gheeraerts’s only monograph remains ambiguous about the extent of his Calvinist be-
liefs regarding iconoclasm. It also mentions an undocumented “blank period” of nearly a 
decade c. 1510, speculating that he was training with Hieronymus Cock in Antwerp. Un-
doubtedly, he had close contact with humanists and intellectuals in both the Netherlands 
and England; I feel there is a case to be made for his involvement with the Family of Love, 
perhaps underlying what I view as a greater ambiguity in his print. See Edward Hodnett, 
Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder of Bruges, (London and Utrecht: Dekker & Gumbert, 1971), 
9.

7 Measuring approximately 40x25 cm, the etching is rife with minute detail that is nearly 
impossible to distinguish in a reproduction with the naked eye. The lettering, organiza-
tion and activities of all individual figures within the image remain central to the print’s 
meaning, but a full description of its contents merits a project unto itself (this has never 
been undertaken)--please see the attached appendix for a brief listing of the groups ac-
cording to their capital letters. My analysis remains chiefly concerned with the compre-
hensive space of the image.

8 The extreme difficulty of describing this image underscores its qualities of rupture and 
oscillation between forms:  that head and landscape are so unified that the viewer imme-
diately faces the question of priority within the print. Is it a landscape forming a head, or a 
head forming a landscape?  Does the order in which one chooses their point of departure 
affect their experience? Countless readings might produce countless narratives of vision.

9 Aston quotes Psalm 115:4-8, 135:15-18. Aston, King’s Bedpost, 170.
10 In the interest of space, I have chosen not to undertake analysis of the complex satire at 

hand, and cite the image strictly in terms of the owl.
11 According to Göttler, the mouth is also the locus of Reform critique of Papist abuses. Göt-

tler, Ikonoklasmus, 81.
12 Bakhtin also points to the medieval Visions of Tungdal, a pre-figuration of the Divine 

Comedy in which fallen a Knight recounts his guided visit to the underworld, as a source 
for the reappearing head. In this sense, the head-Hellmouth extends the narrative of a 
traveler exploring purgatorial/infernal landscapes of the soul. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais 
and His World (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1984), 388-390.

13 Without specifically citing Descent into Hell, Sellinck confirms that The Temptation of St. 
Anthony marks Bruegel’s first direct translation of Bosch and emphasizes his use of “the 
Boschian mode precisely in works whose theme is death, the hereafter an hell.” He also 
cites numerous early modern observers who parallel Bruegel with Bosch in their own 
time and highlight the widespread popularity of his work, especially in Antwerp. Man-
fred Sellinck, Brueghel: The Complete Paintings, Drawings and Prints, (New York: Ludion 
Books, 1967), 87.

14 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 317.
15 It is interesting that he stresses how “The eyes have no part in these comic images; they ex-

press an individual, so to speak, self-sufficient human life”—in our image, the monk’s eyes 
have receded to sunken sockets where the mouth and ear have come forward, as though 
inflamed. For an interesting analysis of sickness in the image (pertaining to “hearing and 
speaking” over seeing as key components of Protestant dogma), see Göttler, Ikonoklas-
mus, p. 64.

16 Further analysis might juxtapose the grotesque materiality of the head with the “perfect” 
image of the face of Christ.
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Fig. 3. Anonymous German Artist, Tabula Cebetis, 1519, woodcut and letterpress, 384mm x 
289 mm, British Museum, London.

APPENDIX

Fig. 1. Marcus Gheeraerts, Allegory of Iconoclasm or The Image Breakers, c. 1566-1568, etch-
ing, 38.1cm x 26.5cm, British Museum, London.

Fig. 2. Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Tower of Babel, c. 1563, oil on panel, 114cm x 155cm, Kunsthis-
torisches Museum, Vienna.
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Eventually, she emerges and announces to me:
“Sixty-eight cents of change, three mousetraps, and an unopened box 

of Triscuits.”
In her precise, learned-from-a-dictionary post-Communist accent, she 

sounds even more like a robot than usual. I stretch forward, running my 
nails along the floorboards. 

“So what does that make us, then?” I ask.
“We must to speak with the building manager. Either the traps they are 

a precaution, which is satisfactory, or it is a reaction to something, which 
is simply gross.”

“And what else?”
She sits. “We have Triscuits.”
“Honey,” I say, and the word still tastes strange in my mouth, dry and 

unfamiliar and long-unpronounced. “Galiene, there’s a supermarket just 
across the street.”

Her eyes feel me out, catlike and unblinking. “What is it to me?”
“Everything’s close by. We live in a big city now, remember?”
She continues to stare. “Why would I not remember?”
“God, baby, you’re so idiomatic,” I whisper, pulling her in and close to 

me.

We make love that night on the hardwood floor, less a decision than a natu-
ral convergence of action, one motion leading into another. Abruptly, she 
tells me that she wants to be on top, she does not want any part of her touch-
ing the unswept hardwood, and it is cold against my back, the strange, alien 
feeling of a floor I’ve never touched before, which now crashes repeatedly 
into my freezing naked shoulder blades. Afterward, she lets her guard down 
a little, props herself on her elbow, lets one of her feet slide off the protective 
carpeting of my legs. She whispers to me in Slovenian, her native language, 
which (even after five years in a laboratory there) I still do not completely 
understand, drawing pinwheels on my chest as she drifts off to sleep. I’m 
restless and I can’t fall asleep myself until I feel her breathing, her stomach 
against mine, and that rhythm is hypnotic, my body finally relaxes and it 
knocks me out.

In the middle of the night I wake up with a feeling of loss that won’t let me 
free. I’m sucking air in through my lips like someone’s just been strangling 
me, trying to force myself to carry on, forget the past and keep moving, tell-
ing myself it’s okay and remembering how to breathe.

I look down at my chest and it’s glowing.
I remember exactly what I was dreaming about: my blanket, a main-

stay of my pre-adolescent life, which I slept with every night since I was in 

Fiction

Matthue Roth

Invasion

Our first night in the new place, nothing works—not the elec-
tricity, not the water, not the Internet—and so my laptop sits 
in the corner, screen dimmed like an unfulfilled wish, and my 
palms itch. Our furniture is still in a truck somewhere between 

Philadelphia and here. “Here” being a cold, unlit nowhere of an apartment 
which, although it’s in the middle of a bustling metropolis, feels like a black 
hole with three bedrooms and a kitchenette. I don’t feel like I’ve arrived 
anywhere yet. I don’t feel like I exist.

As soon as we arrive, Galiene snaps into full Type-A Personality mode 
and goes at it, her usual efficient, damn-the-torpedoes self, leaving my 
Type-B self floundering in her wake. It doesn’t matter that she barely speaks 
English or that she’s hopeless outside of a laboratory setting; this is our new 
home—or, it will be—and she will force herself to be at home. As I slowly, 
retardedly, investigate the lack of electricity in our apartment (living room 
light: click, bedroom light: click, closet light: can’t even find it), Galiene 
cleans with precision and gusto. 

Standing in the front doorway, she reaches down, seizes the flashlight 
from her battered Eastern-European-army knapsack—a gift from her fa-
ther—and glides through the rooms. I hear the sounds of cabinets, closets, 
the refrigerator door being opened. A few times, she removes something, 
brings it to the living room for a closer examination, and returns to her 
routine. I collapse in the bedroom. I wonder if I should unpack. Not that 
it would do any good, but at least I wouldn’t feel quite so helplessly male. 
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subtle. 
But now, I don’t mind. I ask her about her dream, and she asks me 

about mine, and although they happened in our separate heads, the fact 
that neither of them feel like dreams is, itself, a bonding, as though we had 
those dreams together. Basking in newfound awakeness, both of us trou-
bled, energized, and visibly shaking, the aftereffects feel like their own dis-
tinct experience. Her eyes, blurred with stammering maybe-tears, are just 
as distant as those experiences that come up sometimes in conversations. I 
want to ask her about Janush—I often feel this urge, to tear into her past I 
mean, though I have never outright asked—but instead right now I ask her 
what I can do to make her feel better.

She breathes heavy. Her chest rises and falls, and she tells me she can’t 
go back to sleep. Heavy breathing always helps me go back to sleep. Right 
now, though, watching her breathe, I’m turned on. I want to tell her, and I 
try, but her eyes never make contact with mine and the moment passes. I 
ask again if she needs anything. She doesn’t say.

As the morning gets closer, the sky grows impossibly darker. We tell 
each other stories in the empty room, lit by the fading stars and the red glow 
of the all-night supermarket across the street, the dim noises of this city we 
have never lived in. We keep each other up, feeling a bit like after-hours 
radio, as one story leads to another and we sit in the dark, both of us insuf-
ferable computer junkies deprived of electricity for the first time in years, 
thrust into the role of a frontier family. If this were any other night, any 
other situation, we’d both have plugged in our laptops, done work (her) or 
looked for work (me), stayed up late into the night with barely an awareness 
of each other until we fell asleep. Here, now, deprived of the very tools that 
make us who we are, we find that we have to remind ourselves of ourselves. 
We have to remind each other.

Morning comes, and Galiene leaves for her lab. I’m barely awake as she 
buttons her blazer without missing a hole, fixes her hair without a mir-
ror—only her sense memory of where each strand should land—and takes 
the car to her lab. 

I’m supposed to spend the morning looking for jobs. But who needs 
the world out your door when there’s a city out the window? Laptop in 
hand, I pace the apartment until I get a neighbor’s wifi. I spend more time 
than I should reading ads on Craiglist, wondering if any of the anonymous 
daters and bookcase-sellers are people I used to know. 

I wonder if Slovenia changed me. I wonder if I still speak English cor-
rectly, or if mine has gotten as bad as hers.

I’m supposed to be looking for jobs. Really, though, I’m looking for 
friends, for adventure, for a different life than mine. I’m the native, but even 

a crib, up until a camping trip we went on for my tenth birthday. On the 
way there, my dad swerved around a tight curve, sending the bag with our 
second tent careening five hundred yards straight down a mountain. The 
second tent was no problem—I just bundled in with my parents. But there 
was an uneasy feeling stirring inside my ten-year-old chest: the idea that it 
was possible to lose things and never recover them again.

I don’t know why that’s important.
I don’t know why my heart glowing is not worrying me more.
It’s a bright glow, greenish yellow, right below the surface, lighting up 

my skin like celluloid paper. My chest hair stands on edge, sharp. I touch 
them. They prick my skin. They’re thicker than normal head-hair. This nev-
er happened to cartoon characters.

I touch my chest. I still think that I’m dreaming, even though that cer-
titude that I always get when I’m dreaming isn’t in my mind. No: I can feel 
the roughness, the splotches of a heat rash on my chest. No dream.

And no glow. It’s stopped. 
As though I’ve been turned off.
I’m breathing heavy now, although it’s less heavy than before. Closing 

my eyes comes naturally. I can sleep. And I do.

Galiene is awake before dawn, hours before, so much before that it’s still 
night. She’s actively, determinedly restless. She pulls dress clothes out of 
boxes, slipping them straight over her naked form. Such a European way 
of dressing. I don’t know how I dress, but I know it’s not like that. Shower-
ing. Brushing teeth. She just wakes up clean, like a mutant. “What did you 
dream about?” she asks.

“Going camping,” I say.
“Yes,” she nods, as if to confirm that yes, I did in fact dream about 

camping. Then she continues: “It was the most intense in my head. There 
was my first boyfriend, Janush”—I’m not sure of the name, but that’s how 
it sounds—“the one whose body had dropped off a levee and he has died. 
When we were fourteen, I have already told you. In my dream, he did not 
drop at all, and instead, I had saved him.”

I stifle the urge to change the subject. Unlike me, Galiene has had a 
litany of boyfriends that precede my involvement in her life. Most of them 
have statistics that would fill up a baseball card: names like Norse mythol-
ogy, proficiency with multiple musical instruments, and—this last part, in 
my imagination—sleek Communist bodies and waxed chests. 

Both of us are nerds, and this creates a fundamental imbalance be-
tween us: boy nerds have a history of solid not-getting-laid-ness. Girl nerds 
have no such impediment—not even in high school. Unless they really tried 
to be repulsive. Also, Galiene does not always exemplify the virtue of being 
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doubtful. She knows I haven’t been being diligent in my job search. I don’t 
know whether it bothers her because I’m not pulling my weight, or because 
she thinks it’s unhealthy for me to be inside all day.

I look up. “Do you want me to make you lunch?”
She holds up an intricately inter-bagged series of plastic bags.
“It is done. Thank you for this offer.” She kisses me on the cheek on the 

way out. On the cheek? 
With her gone, I surf. The net is like a series of interlocking rabbit holes. 

I read a review of a comic book’s movie adaptation, then I read a review of 
the comic book. From there, I find and download the comic.

I keep thinking of that night, the first night, that feeling. Not just the 
glowing, but the sex. It had been weeks since we’d had sex, maybe months. 
The stress of moving. Arguments. She’d been feeling dejected about leaving 
her family. I’d been feeling neglected about being a silently suffering war-
rior, living with her family for the past four years.

I spend less time on the job sites, more time on the missed connections. 
I’m not going to answer any of these ads. I’m not looking for a lover, I know 
that—I’m not looking for an anything. I just want to know that there are 
other people out there, people existing in other apartment buildings like 
this. 

Maybe even next door. I could knock on the wall, one of those old 
rhythms, the kind they always use in Marx Brothers movies—ba dum da 
DUM da—and wait for the person on the other side to knock the reply, 
da DUM! But, no, that would be sleazy. Sleazier. I’m an unemployed, over-
weight man who knows too much computer code for his own good. I have 
to be careful of stereotyping myself.

Galiene comes home with take-out. We eat like pod people, shoveling food 
into mouths with a rhythm and machinery that feels primordial, pre-hu-
man, necessary. Our chewing blends together. We could be the drum sec-
tion to a piece of experimental music. Galiene says, with little explanation, 
that she’s worn out and wants to go straight to bed.

I tell her that the job market’s slow, no news today, and I don’t feel like 
I’ve done enough. I’m going to do a little more searching on the Internet. 
She nods at me like she understands (she doesn’t) and like she agrees, she 
wants me to do more (she does). My laptop is sitting right by the makeshift 
table, a cardboard lid balanced atop four stacks of books. 

I don’t even have to move.

I stay up late that night. First job searching, then life searching, then pro-
crastinating on both. I keep the Monster front page open while I’m on my 
side trips, just in case Galiene wanders over and checks to see what I’m up 

though we are back in my country, she’s the one with direction. 
In a way that should be depressing but instead feels hopeful, I’m look-

ing for love.

Galiene finishes work at 4:30. When she gets home, that’s when I finish 
work. By that time, I have collected the numbers of four employment agen-
cies, two addresses where I should send my resume, and thirty-two science 
fiction websites with new stories I’ve bookmarked for later reading. Would 
you call this productivity? It is when I slip the links into a folder where 
Galiene won’t notice.

“Come off the computer,” she pleads. Then she says it in Slovenian. She 
knows I don’t understand the language, but the words are so familiar from 
her mouth that I can tell the meaning by tone alone. I shrug it off, postpone 
the inevitable, and take my time closing browser windows.

“Do you remember last night?”
I don’t realize it until I’ve spoken, but those are the first out-loud words 

of the entire meal. Two-thirds of the way through dinner, and we’re still not 
sure if we’re going to survive through the final third.

Galiene looks uncomfortable, like I’d asked about sex we’d had and she’s 
already forgotten it. Then her mind changes. She says: “You know, it is so 
weird. At the lab, I talked to people and they were talking about dreams last 
night. Everyone is so…so…”

She fumbles for a word, but she doesn’t know what it is and I don’t 
know enough about what she’s trying to say, so I can’t help her out. Eventu-
ally, she changes the subject to the Middle East crisis.

Neither of us forgets, though.
Dinner is all I could manage to pull together—falafel, diced tomatoes 

and scallions. The falafel comes from a mix Galiene bought at the organic 
yuppie-mart around the corner. So does everything else. I promised myself 
I’d cook dinner, then watched the clock tick down to, and then past, the 
deadline I’d set for myself, before Galiene came home with brown paper 
bags. She is so capable. I am so feeble.

We fall asleep early. She’s exhausted from work, the rush of new infor-
mation. I’m exhausted from staying in the same place all day.

In the morning my computer is buzzing away, the hard drive whirring hap-
pily to itself. We are both up early. Her for her job; me for a fresh new 
perspective.

Both of us are in bad moods. Nothing happened last night, and we can 
feel the lack of it.

“Are you downloading comic books again?” asks Galiene, looking 
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tastes pretty good too.”
She giggles. Her back flinches into my waist and she tries pushing me 

away. “What’s wrong?” I say, nibbling more forcefully. 
“No, I am serious,” she says. “Stop.” 
Something in her voice signals seriousness, a cry of uncle to our teas-

ing. Her abrupt break signals a warning flag in my head. This is the first 
time in weeks we’ve had fun. We have been in such physical avoidance: 
because of our languages, our cultures, and (I must admit) my physically 
unappealing nature, we escape from the language and the conversations 
that could harm us. We built our relationship through touching, stray am-
biguous kisses, hand squeezing at inopportune moments, the comradeship 
of skin against skin that could mean anything to either of us. Historically, 
she has made comments about my weight and my body, always intimating 
that it’s not good for me to be this fat. For herself, though, she has always 
found solace in wrapping her body around my bulk, clinging to the inher-
ent body heat that never seems to leave or lessen.

Now she grows quiet. And I freeze, not knowing what to say, and not 
knowing what will feel like trespassing.

“Janush,” she says. “He once used to bite me like that.”
I recoil. 
I actually pull my body away from her on the bed, as far to my side as I 

can. I’m at the point where, if I exhale, my body will roll off the side of the 
bed. 

In the dark I can see her eyes, staring into space. She knows she’s not 
supposed to say things like that. We have talked about her saying things 
like that. 

But I know how it goes. Sometimes, those things just come out. 

The truth of it is, I feel invaded. My thoughts are not my own. My body be-
longs to you, to wake up or go to bed or be made love to when you decide. 
I have allowed this woman into my life, actually invited her to take it over. 
I pour myself into someone, let them touch the core of my being, and the 
next second you are asking if I remember to brush my teeth or can I defrost 
the chicken in the freezer tomorrow morning. 

Maybe it’s true. Maybe inside, under all this, we are just a pile of loosely 
connected atoms. Maybe all conversations are just series of words glued 
together.

But I used to think there was more.
I check back. Her eyes are shut, now, her throat throbbing in that way 

where she’s trying to set a breathing pattern. Trying to put herself to sleep. 
In this, as in all other things, Galiene is scarily efficient. I wait until that 
throb subsides, until her eyelids relax and I can be sure she’s asleep, and I 

to. She never does.
Again, she is up at the crack of dawn. Going to work in a business 

jacket, short skirt, thick black glasses. I want to tell her, you dress like a fan-
tasy. But I don’t know the words, and I’m frightened for how I will sound. 
In Ljubljana, my American-ness was awkward and overbearing, taking up 
more room than even my body did. Everyone laughed at me. I laughed at 
myself. Here, I am afraid to slip into old habits. One more thing that keeps 
me from looking too closely at the people who pass on the sidewalks one 
floor below us, going into the market, coming out with overflowing bags 
of pita bread and vegetables. I could talk to them, if we had a place to start 
from. But what would I say?

When Galiene leaves in the mornings, I sleep. She comes home, and I 
wake up. I spend the night searching. 

I know this isn’t healthy. For one thing, I never know when to wear my 
pajamas.

There’s one thing I’m not telling myself. Nostalgia for the dream consumes 
me. Each time I read people’s descriptions of themselves. Each missed-con-
nections ad, I’m waiting for the headline to say: Were You There? It didn’t 
happen that late at night. Somebody had to be awake. Someone had to re-
member it. 

But what would they remember? Only their own memories. That nos-
talgia. That loss. 

It occurs to me one night, as I’m tearing through page after page, that 
I’m not looking for jobs or intellectual fulfillment or sexy girls. That pure 
contentment that I felt, once I had my blanket in my hands: I want to feel 
that again.

I stay up later and later. I stay up so late, I start to intersect Galiene at the 
bedroom door: her on her way to work, me on my way to bed. 

On the next night, I set myself to make a change. 
My mood is spurred by a realization. The realization is brought about 

by an itch on my chin. As I’m about to scratch it, I discover that the late-
morning fuzz on my chin has blossomed into an inch-thick beard. That 
night, when Galiene yawns her ritual yawn and stretches her ritual stretch, 
I follow suit. I brush my teeth in the bathroom alongside her. I follow her 
when she crawls under the blankets.

“What is this?” she asks, disparaging and coy, a tease of a smile flutter-
ing across her plump lips. “You have finally succumbed to the truth that you 
are not a vampire?”

“Oh, I’m a vampire,” I say. I nibble on the part of her neck where the 
straps of her tank top end. “Only, I don’t just drink blood. Human flesh 
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When Galiene leaves, I don’t go to bed. I minimize the screen, something 
my fingers do now almost as second nature, revealing the main screen of 
the missed connections site. I close my eyes. My fingers move to my chest, 
tracing out the pattern, remembering. I know I can still remember it. And I 
know I cannot be the only one.

I do a brief search through the entries posted since last night, expect-
ing nothing to pop up. Nothing does. That’s okay. I know how hard it is to 
initiate a conversation.

I click the button at the top right corner, the one that asks do I want to 
post something. And I click yes. 

I do.

roll my bulk out of the bed and retreat back to the living room, back to the 
computer.

I open the job search window. I open the missed-connections window.
I let go.

That night, I’m at my computer when it happens again. My heartstrings 
being yanked and my body going firefly. This time I’m awake, and the emo-
tion hits a million times harder now that my subconscious is out of the 
picture. One second I’m normal and nocturnal—clicking fingertips, dilated 
pupils—and the next, I’m lost in my brain. 

I can’t see anything. I can’t feel the warmed-up-like-a-seat-cushion 
keyboard. I can’t feel my fingers. I’m not even a body anymore.

Loneliness. Loss. Fear. Disgust. Jealousy, and lust, and the emptiness 
that happens when the first girl you’ve ever liked tells you that she doesn’t 
like you, and you know you like her, you need her, and the fact that you will 
never have her in your life leaves a void in your body that no amount of 
overeating will fill. 

I want to run away. I want to go find Galiene, dive into the bed, sleep 
with her and wake up with her and show her how much I need her and that 
she can’t ever leave me. But I forget that I can’t do it. I’m paralyzed. My chest 
is on fire. But it isn’t my chest anymore. I’m staring at myself from far away.

I miss having a body. I miss Galiene, and then I miss the simple act of 
running, of having legs. I’m in orbit a million miles above my body.

Then, like a crash, I feel myself being wrested away from there, being 
thrust back inside myself. I sit up, my mouth open, frozen in a scream with 
no sound coming out. 

My tongue is actually trembling. I can feel it shake against my teeth.
From the bedroom, there is a shriek.

She walks from the bedroom to the kitchen at daybreak, coasting through 
the living room without saying anything. I hear a cabinet open, a box re-
moved, a dull shake, nothing but crumbs. I know what it is: it’s the Frosted 
Chex, the one box of cereal that we had in the house. We finished it yester-
day.

“Honey,” she calls to me. “What you are doing today? You are able to go 
to supermarket, yes?”

I ask Galiene if she remembered her dreams last night. She gives me a 
weird look for asking and says, no, nothing.

She says that the train she takes into the city goes right by a bunch 
of cafes, and that maybe I’d want to go in with her one day, spend the day 
working from there, around other people. 

I say it’s a nice idea and that I’d give it some thought.
She kisses my cheek on the way out.
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from a dusty paned-glass window.  A wooden table stood purposeful and 
dignified in the center of the room, exhibiting soaring stacks of papers with 
chairs circling it.  In the distance, a faucet dripped drops of water so heavy 
he could hear them splash into the sink, and beside it a digital oven clock 
blinked 12:00.  The perpetuity of movement was perplexing and he couldn’t 
wrap his mind around its relevance—whether or not his existence carried 
any consequence to its motion.  He feared it did not and he felt small and 
insignificant, loneliness weighing on him without anyone there to explain 
what it all was.  

 He unconsciously stroked his hairy chest, his amazingly fluid fingers 
soothing him as he stared blankly ahead, until he eventually recognized his 
hand’s movement, looked down at it, turned it towards his face and mar-
veled at its soft creases.  He slowly formed a fist, released, and repeated the 
process.  Studying his hand’s usefulness, he noticed it was equally employ-
able to forcefully grip limbs and appendages, to delicately cradle others, 
or to balance him altogether as he leaned back, palm flat on the floor.  He 
explored an array of body parts, from his nostrils to his toenails, carefully 
considering each one’s functions, when it dawned on him how self-aware 
he’d become.  When he questioned this, he was the one whom he was ask-
ing.  Instinct had oriented him as the focal point of his world rather than an 
instrument among it—counter to the autopilot of intraspecific preservation 
that previously drove him.  Glancing at the floor, a muddled image mir-
rored him, enlarging as he leaned closer, and by staring at it he recognized 
his reflection, confirming the source of his hard-wired solipsistic perspec-
tive.   

A beetle scurried beside him, dashing out from a crevice in the cabinets 
and taking cover beneath a soiled paper towel sheet.  It pinched a rotten 
food particle, ground it with its mandibles and shoveled it into its mouth.  
It was disgusting.  He identified the insect as his former species but did not 
associate with it.  Something told him to kill it.  But before he could act, a 
boom shook the floor and the frightened beast fled, dashing back into its 
crevice.  An enormous man entered the kitchen, even taller than the refrig-
erator and nearly as wide, with most of his height coming from his legs and 
most of his girth from his midsection.  He flung off his coat, threw it over 
a chair, and bent over to open the cabinets.  Immediately, the little man 
recognized the connection between them, like a son to his father, knowing 
what he was and who he would become, and most comfortingly, that he 
was not alone.  

He gazed with admiration and wonder as the big man seized a bag of 
chips, opened it with a pop, and stood shoveling one handful after another 
of crunchy-sounding triangles into his mouth, powdery crumbs raining 
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Remetamorphosis
Colin Hodgkins

The old dung beetle awoke one evening from an uncharacteristic 
nap to find that he had been transformed into a tiny human.  He 
was lying on his bony, shell-less side when he opened his eyes 
and his dull environment appeared vibrant and sharp compared 

to the crude mosaic of his past.   His vision automatically focused as he 
glanced at the dirty wall beside him, so that he could see its smallest impu-
rities, repulsive dots of dust and mold on decaying drywall that would’ve 
previously attracted him.  As he observed his cramped surroundings, wide-
eyed like an infant, a wave of claustrophobia overcame him—whereas tight 
spaces used to serve great comfort.  He hurriedly set his gangly arms and 
legs into motion, the awkward appendages far too long to enable the sort 
of movement to which he was accustomed, and it took tremendous effort, 
palms and knees slipping on the filthy linoleum floor, to crawl out from 
beneath the refrigerator.  

 It felt quite natural to sit on his ass and he propped his wingless back 
against the polished plastic of a gargantuan garbage bin and exhaled deeply, 
as though his thorax needed to deflate from so much strain.  Compared to 
the metamorphosis from his larval stage movement did not come natu-
rally.  As a beetle he could innately crawl but as a human the skill would 
have to be acquired.  The mere thought exhausted him.  He surveyed the 
vast scenery of the kitchen, as though seeing it for the first time, and was 
frightened by its immensity.  He understood none of it.  Cabinets towered 
beside him with mystifying squares of chalky orange light cast upon them 
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larly adorned, but still sweating from pain and exertion, he didn’t care to 
contemplate the purpose of an outer layer.  The refrigerator jolted open and 
sprinkles of condensation fell, culminating in a brief shower as it boomed 
to a close.  The temperature dropped as the hazy light from the window 
faded, and the sweat on his skin dried and he began to shiver.  Spotting 
the soiled paper towel sheet that the beetle had used for cover, he scooted 
towards it, dragged it underneath the fridge, and wrapped it around his 
body.  It adequately guarded him from drafts, but as the night persisted and 
exhaustion set in, it failed to protect him from the increasingly frigid floor.  

Pounding footsteps, the rattling of the refrigerator, and raining drops 
of condensation proved constant, and amidst such substandard living con-
ditions the little man grew delirious from sleeplessness and anxiety.  His 
hunger intensified to the point that the moldy cracker crumb looked palat-
able.  Shortly after dawn the big man lumbered into the kitchen, groggily 
poured himself a bowl of cereal and pushed aside a pile of papers to make 
room at the table.  He spooned multi-colored pebbles into his mouth, slurp-
ing and crunching, occasionally leaning to the side, producing powerful 
noises.  Checking his watch, the big man got up and carried his bowl to 
the sink, where he dumped its remaining contents and hurriedly exited the 
kitchen.  The little man didn’t know what the big man had eaten, or why he 
hadn’t finished, but either way it seemed like an egregious waste.  Unable to 
stave off hunger any longer, he plucked the moldy cracker crumb from the 
cold puddle, broke the brittle corner off of its dry side, and choked down a 
coarse bite.

The food he could scavenge from the kitchen was limited.  He found a 
french fry behind the garbage bin and several splotches of condiments and 
sauces that had crusted to the floor, which he scraped with his nails and 
sucked off his fingertips.  The fallen powder from the big man’s chips was 
delicious, but insubstantial.  The reality was that the little man was still liv-
ing like an insect, and as the days dragged on he began to feel sick, a faint 
nausea and dizziness at first, followed by violent vomiting and diarrhea, 
creating a biohazard beneath the refrigerator that rendered his already ill-
suited home uninhabitable.  

The beetle often scurried across the floor, contently carrying rotten 
crumbs, as if to mock him.  The big man made regular appearances, fluidly 
moving about the room, and the order and proportion with which his sur-
roundings suited him, the allocations his environment bestowed, and the 
overall ease of his life, seemed utterly disproportionate to the little man’s 
experience.  It was as if the world had been set up that way, for the biggest 
to flourish while the less fortunate falter.  Hunger assuaged only by stress, 
the little man clung to the desperate hope that he and the big man were one 
and the same, and that he too would grow and one day prosper.

down.  The grace with which the big man moved was awesome.  Seeming-
ly without effort, he yanked open the refrigerator—releasing a noticeable 
chill—removed a bottle from the shelf, twisted off its top, and took a series 
of giant swills.  The little man heard a sharp sound like “tssst” and a bottle 
cap hit the garbage bin and crashed to the ground beside him, bouncing 
erratically and rattling to a halt beneath the fridge.

 The little man inched toward the metal disc and examined it.  Balanc-
ing precariously, with its ridged little legs in the air, slightly bent, it looked 
like an insect flipped on its back, struggling to turn over.  It wobbled when 
he touched it, and he managed to lift it, revealing a remarkable design.  The 
top of the cap was brilliant green with a perfectly symmetrical red star in 
the middle, surrounded by curious white markings: “Heineken” and “Beer.”  
Although he couldn’t decipher the meaning, the cap struck him for the 
structure and order it signified, and it comforted him to know that only a 
great power could have created something so beautiful.

A belch roared.  It startled the little man, but he also felt a connection to 
it, the beastly sound being in most respects human.  The big man exited the 
kitchen, taking his provisions with him, and the little man endeavored to 
follow the example set before him, to walk.  He tried a series of approaches: 
propping himself up from his knees, climbing to a stand from his stomach, 
rolling from his back to his feet—to utilize momentum—but toppled over 
with each attempt, until he learned to lean heavily on the garbage bin for 
balance.  Staggering to a shaky standing position, he prepared for his first 
step.  But he couldn’t get his feet to budge.  He was too afraid.  As a sort 
of compromise, he decided to first try something simpler: to stand unas-
sisted.  He let go of the garbage bin, his wobbly knees buckled, and he came 
crashing down, landing so hard on his elbow that he emitted a loud shriek, 
overcome by too much pain to admire his vocal capacities.

By scooting on his rear end and using his legs to propel him, he headed 
back the way he came, to the only home he had known, as uncomfortable 
as it might be.  Arriving beneath the refrigerator, he noticed a puddle of 
fallen condensation had formed beneath a rusty drain pan.  He maneu-
vered towards it, leaned over, and pressed his dry lips to the grime caked 
floor, disconsolately slurping the murky water.  It tasted awful, but he was 
so thirsty he continued, unsure if everything that entered his mouth should 
evoke such a nauseating reaction.  A soggy crumb, fuzzy and bluish, sat in 
the puddle—a treat he would have previously savored—but the sheer sight 
of it repulsed him and he couldn’t bring himself to eat it, despite his grow-
ing hunger.

Footsteps again shook the floor, and by peering out he saw an ap-
proaching pair of silky blue socks.  He wondered why his body wasn’t simi-
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niture faced—that immediately caught the little man’s attention.  A pair of 
muscular, shirtless men wearing thick gloves punched each other in such 
high definition that sweat sailed from their faces with each blow.  He wasn’t 
sure what to make of it, but it lifted his spirits to discover people bigger than 
himself yet smaller than the big man, the missing link between them.

He watched intently.  One of the boxers, taller than the other, began to 
dominate, landing rapid-fire combinations, seemingly inexhaustible, while 
the other fighter lumbered about the ring and struggled to defend himself, 
desperately clutching and holding at every opportunity.  Trying to avoid the 
inevitable, the shorter, weakened boxer stumbled into a corner and faced 
a ferocious onslaught, the crowd noise intensifying as the knockout drew 
near.  The little man threw punches as if the stronger fighter’s fists were his 
own, wide-eyed and focused on the final barrage.  A vicious uppercut sent 
the loser sprawling to the canvas, where he lay motionless, down for the 
count, and the little man spun to the couch, beaming with exhilaration, as 
though he and the big man might share in the moment.  

He intended to ascend the sofa and join him, to see what the world 
looked like from above.  But reality negated that possibility, as climbing 
proved impossible and there was nothing to boost him.  Relegated to the 
ground, he rifled through the styrofoam containers beneath the coffee ta-
ble, discovering nothing but crusted condiments reminiscent of the kitchen 
floor, and trickles of water that clung to their tops.  

He tossed them aside and pursued an appetizing aroma to a wide white 
box, barely taller than him.  Locating a semi-circular hole in its front, he 
gripped it and yanked, the cardboard fortification incrementally caving for-
ward, enabling him to crawl inside.  The darkness within couldn’t hinder 
him from recognizing his fortune.  He sunk his teeth into a leftover pizza 
slice, ripping apart a mouthful of cheese and ravenously returning for an-
other bite before swallowing the first.  Only after gorging himself did he 
appreciate its various toppings, nibbling at an array of meats and vegetables 
as he cradled his swollen belly.

Ensuring himself a snack for later, he removed a pepperoni and dragged 
the greasy disc under the couch, where the accommodations were far more 
luxurious than beneath the refrigerator.  The carpet was cushy, the ceiling 
was high, and a curtain-like skirt blocked unwanted light.  Sated by a full 
stomach, he fell asleep, but woke up a few hours later, shivering and yearn-
ing for his forsaken paper towel sheet.  He groggily sat up and surveyed his 
surroundings, but couldn’t find anything to cover him.  

His eyes adjusted to the dark and he noticed the upholstered skirt had 
a long tear in its fabric.  With no better options coming to mind, he crawled 
to it and wriggled inside, leading with his head, so that he was cocooned by 

He decided to break into the cabinets, to infiltrate the source of the 
food supply.  Examining them for an entry point, he located a seemingly 
wide crack in the rear, and tried to wriggle in.  But his body didn’t contort 
the way it used to, and he came to the daunting conclusion that to gain 
access, he’d have to approach them head on, the same way as the big man.  
Summoning as much energy as he could muster, he returned to the refrig-
erator to drag the bottle cap to the front of the cabinets, and placed it on 
the ground like a stool.  Trying to stand on the wobbly disc, dangerously 
unsteady, he reached high enough to slide his teeny fingers inside one of 
the doors and grab hold of its bottom shelf.  But he overextended himself 
and his footing slipped, the bottle cap skirting away, so that he dangled with 
nowhere near the strength or dexterity to simultaneously hoist himself with 
one hand and open the cabinet with the other.  He fell backwards and his 
legs caved, his head slamming the floor so hard that the world jolted white 
in an electric shock before succumbing to blackness. 

He woke up delirious, head bloody and throbbing, hunger piercing his 
stomach like it was trying to crawl its way out.  The faucet dripped loudly, 
persuading him to drink, but he didn’t have the energy to crawl back be-
neath the refrigerator.  Hopeless, he closed his eyes to shut out the world 
around him and was nodding off when the big man entered the kitchen, 
thumping the floor and rattling the refrigerator, waking him from a rela-
tively peaceful state of apathy to the brutal reality he could no longer ignore.  

Fury quickly mounted, and a combination of factors including thirst, 
hunger, injury, unfairness and frustration fused inside him like a combus-
tible mix of chemicals.  He exploded into rage, screaming spiteful and filthy 
profanity—nonsensical expletives of an ambiguous tonal nature—at the 
oblivious figure towering above him.  The big man paused, momentarily 
startled by the ambient noise, but shut the fridge and exited the kitchen 
without noticing the little man cursing him from below.  

The little man continued his fit of madness, punching the floor and 
giving chase, furiously crawling across the expanse of cold linoleum tiles, 
without regard for his rapidly bruising knees, expending energy he didn’t 
know he had.  Halfway across the kitchen, when he could crawl no further, 
he rolled onto his rear and propelled himself with his legs—a medley of the 
backstroke in which he utilized any method to keep going.

The smooth sea of linoleum gave way to a thick tangle of tan shag car-
pet, knotted and prickly to negotiate.  The big man snored on a massive 
leather couch, in front of which a squat coffee table was stacked with beer 
bottles and styrofoam containers.  A dim lamp lightly flickered on top of a 
short bookcase, with posters of buxom women decorating the walls, but it 
was an enormous flat screen television—towards which every item of fur-
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A man entered the scene wearing only shorts, which she began to un-
buckle, and he gruffly stated “oh yeah” as she slid them down his thighs.  
The little man breathed a mental sigh of relief as the actor’s anatomy came 
into view—an affirmation that he might still be normal—and he began to 
feel strangely stimulated by the actions that unfolded, until he was star-
tled by a flunk as the big man’s pants hit the ground and knocked over his 
beer.  Turned on its side, the bottle’s neck pointed towards the couch with 
its mouth barely peeking through a pleat in its skirt.  The little man crawled 
towards it, curious, and noticed that compared to the soda can not much 
liquid had spilled out, though steady drips dribbled from the bottle’s lip.  
Turning his head upside-down, he opened his mouth, as if catching rain-
drops, and caught a taste of the beer.  It repulsed him immediately, nowhere 
near as pleasant as the soda.  But if it worked for the big man he figured it 
would work for him.  

The rusty springs of the sofa squeaked and its bottom shifted, commo-
tion intensifying above.  The little man peeked his head out to look at the 
television and noticed that a second man had entered the scene.  Things 
had progressed to a point he couldn’t comprehend, the actors interacting 
in complex ways, with close-ups that convoluted the action.  He couldn’t 
identify with it.  The rhythms above accelerated and the big man repeated 
“oh yeah” in a similarly gruff voice as the men on the television screen.  The 
little man wanted to know what was going on—to learn what made the big 
man so different.  So he crawled to the foot of the couch and far enough 
away from it to get a good view.  But the commotion stopped by the time 
he reached an appropriate angle, and the big man appeared to be asleep, 
naked like him—except for the blue socks, and a napkin blanketing his 
crotch, presumably for warmth.  He remained frozen in that position, until 
his enormous arm moved, unconsciously reaching for the beer.  It wasn’t 
where he expected.  After a few flailing motions, the big man’s eyes opened 
and his neck craned as he looked down towards the floor and yelled “Shit!”  
He hopped off of the couch and grabbed his pants, cursorily inspecting 
them for wetness.  Tossing them aside, he picked up the bottle.  It was nearly 
empty, so he gulped what remained and strolled to the kitchen, the napkin 
carelessly falling to the floor as he stepped over the little man.

The refrigerator rattled and the regular “tssst” sounded.  The little man, 
slightly drunk, decided to crawl into the big man’s path, to greet him as he 
returned.  But he found himself precariously positioned in the direct path 
of an approaching left foot, and reacting sheerly out of fear, emitted a shrill, 
high-pitched scream and shielded himself as it descended.   Cowering, he 
waited for the inevitable impact.  But it didn’t come.  He peeked over his 
arm and noticed it had retreated.  The big man gawked at him, eyes wide in 

fabric, wrapped up like a hammock that gently rocked him back to sleep.
In the morning, when he awoke engulfed by darkness and disoriented, 

he panicked, convulsively flailing his lanky appendages in all directions, 
desperate to free himself from the stifling fabric.  Until he came to his sens-
es and remembered where he was and what he was doing, and for the first 
time he laughed.  It was a pleasant sensation that he wanted to share, but by 
the time he slipped out of the skirt and crawled out from beneath the couch, 
the big man was gone.

Figuring it’d be wise to stockpile more food, he hauled one topping 
after another under the couch, and in the midst of organizing a partial pro-
duce section beneath the sofa, he heard a crash and peeked out to discover 
that a can had fallen off the table, landing sideways and leaking brown liq-
uid.  He crawled to it wary at first, suspicious of the fizzy noise the fluid 
made as it sank into the carpet.  The can still contained liquid, narrowly 
dammed by the aluminum lip of its mouth, and by sniffing, he concluded 
it was worth tasting.  He cautiously dipped his finger in it and brought the 
tingly fluid to his tongue, eyes lighting up when he licked it.  He wasted no 
time circumventing the sticky puddle and rolling the can underneath the 
couch, careful to minimize spillage.

By acquiring a suitable shelter, a stockpile of food, and a silo of soda, 
the little man enabled himself to focus upon his primary concern: learning 
to walk. The living room proved to be a far more conducive environment to 
this endeavor, as the carpeted floor provided a softer surface for falling.  At 
first, walking had more to do with his hands than his feet; he clung to the 
couch’s skirt both to stand up and to steady himself, and tightly clawed and 
gripped its upholstery with each step, moving each hand along the fabric 
before each foot lifted off the ground.  He wasn’t brave enough to let go, but 
managed a full lap around the sofa in this manner before his upper body 
burned too much to continue.  Pleased with himself, he receded beneath 
the couch to receive his reward—a luxurious lunch followed by a nap. 

He woke up to the boom of the front door.  A thin plastic bag dropped 
to the floor, containing another styrofoam box and a can of soda, and the 
big man proceeded to the kitchen and the refrigerator door flung open, 
followed by a “tssst.”  The cabinets creaked, there was rustling, and they 
slammed closed, the big man returning to the living room carrying a beer 
and a bag of chips.

He approached the television, inserted a flat, circular disc, and lay 
back on the couch. The television featured a woman undressing, confident-
ly swaying her hips.  The little man noticed their bodies did not look the 
same and it confused him, to the extent that he self-consciously questioned 
whether there was something wrong with him. 
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disbelief.  The little man wasn’t sure what to do, but figured that he should 
stand up, as though it would affirm his humanness.  Starting from his knees, 
he placed his tiny foot squarely on the ground, and using both of his hands, 
lifted himself, all in one natural motion.  Precariously balanced, he looked 
up at the big man and said, “Oh yeah”—or at least that’s what he thought he 
said, though it came out different—before falling backwards, landing softly 
on his rear end.  A smile crossed his face, poised to bloom into an all-out 
laugh, if only for a little encouragement.

The big man shook his head as though what he was seeing wasn’t real.  
But the closer he looked the more lifelike and horrifying it was.  The beer 
slipped out of his hand and dropped to the floor, as he hurriedly lifted his 
silky-socked foot and stomped down, crushing his smaller counterpart like 
a bug.

Patrick Milian

Nonfiction

“A Profane Protest”
Shoenbergian Composition 

in Ezra Pound’s Hugh Selwyn 
Mauberley

The modernist era, in all mediums of artistic expression, bore wit-
ness to crises that brought into question Romantic and Victorian 
tenets believed to be unassailable by preceding generations. While 
the popularity of aestheticized political and social theories of 

fascism and social Darwinism overshadowed that of individualist forms of 
thought, such as egoism and individualist anarchism, and art, such as im-
pressionism and German expressionism, the Romantic conception of art as 
fully realized self-expression became unsuitable in a society that believed the 
individual to be a miniscule subject of the infallible authority of the collective. 
With this diminishment of the significance of the individual, disillusioned 
artists began to question language—the means by which individual expres-
sion is achieved. Modernists, including poet Ezra Pound, challenged the for-
mal boundaries of language and developed methods that transcended the 
restrictions of self-expression, selfhood having been revealed as an illusion in 
comparison to the unmistakable power and reality of the empires that made 
up post-World War I Europe. 

German composer Arnold Schoenberg was an artist of another medium 
who transcended the disillusionment that plagued artists of his time through 
the use of atonal and serialist techniques that dismissed subjective concep-
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ence through repeated material, and escaping a sense of monotony through 
variation of the repeated material, were inherent to all worthy music.5 Despite 
a desire to free his work of tradition’s influence, Schoenberg had a firm grasp 
of the history and theories of music—theories that influenced his composi-
tions and the development of his conception of the “Musical Idea” (Gedanke). 

The Musical Idea—the theoretical framework behind Schoenberg’s com-
positions—is the means by which a piece of music achieves wholeness and 
completion.6 At the center of the Musical Idea are Schoenberg’s ideas of co-
herence and comprehensibility, the latter dependent upon the former. In or-
der to achieve coherence, the composer must capitalize on the fact that the 
mind retains information, especially musical material, only if it is repeated 
and its significance is made apparent. For Schoenberg, “impressions should 
vary greatly”: subordinate material should seldom be presented, and major 
material should be presented “with intensity” in order to have a lasting effect 
on the listener.7 Because “what is stated only once cannot be understood as 
important,” Schoenberg, like all composers, relies on repetition and variation, 
in order to differentiate “main matters,” such as major melodic themes, recur-
ring chord progressions and significant rhythmic figures, from “subordinate 
matters,” such as accompanying material or transitional material between ma-
jor and recurring elements.8  Main matters are, therefore, present throughout 
the work with frequent variation in a form that is recognizable as both stem-
ming from material presented earlier and a development of that material. The 
presentation of melody, rhythm, and harmony that is later developed and var-
ied grants the piece coherence. Coherence allows the listener to comprehend 
how the elements are related. Schoenberg capitalizes on this idea of compre-
hension in order to give comprehensibility to his twelve-tone music, music 
that, through its rejection of all preceding harmonic features, was without 
the appearance of historical context. In this sense, atonal composition is self-
contained, cohering only by means of conjoining facets within itself and not 
by referencing musical influences of the present or past.  

What ultimately drives a piece of music, according to Schoenberg, is the 
presentation of seemingly unrelated and aurally conflicting material that pro-
duces an “unrest that generates motion.”9 For example, in Schoenberg’s Violin 
Concerto, the unusual sequence of notes at the opening of the piece is reiter-
ated so many times throughout the piece that the listener comes to under-
stand it not as a random sequence, but as the central organizing principle of 
the concerto. This approach seeks to demonstrate how a relationship between 
twelve seemingly unrelated notes exists even when the listener does not ini-
tially perceive it. This method of composition, which seeks to produce coher-
ence and comprehensibility, hinges on resolving conflict between what the 
listener hears and what he understands to be the piece’s organization. This is a 
departure from a musical analysis focused on tonal relationships, which often 

tions of harmony and dissonance in favor of mathematical manipulations of 
all twelve musical tones. According to Theodor Adorno, modernist artists, 
specifically composers, developed distrust toward works that relied on the lis-
tener’s subjective perceptions and value judgments. This new sense of distrust 
spurred a crisis of artistic expression. Because the artistic philosophy of the 
time rejected traditional views of aesthetic value, views dependent on both 
the listener’s interpretation and the composer’s expression, Schoenberg in-
vented a compositional process that limited his subjective control and refused 
to ask for the listener’s subjective approval.1 These strategies allowed him to 
move beyond restrictions imposed by a dated system of value that praised 
Romantic self-expression. The formal construct of Ezra Pound’s poem Hugh 
Selwyn Mauberley implies an adaptation of Schoenberg’s techniques and mu-
sical forms employed to critique and escape the crises of modernist art: the 
tenuous relationships between self-expression and self, art and artist, and the 
disillusionment that new artistic philosophies spurred.

Schoenberg took the first step toward this musical reconfiguration with 
his break from tonality in 1908, a step marking the beginning of his atonal pe-
riod of experimentation that went on until the publication of Composition in 
Twelve Tones in 1923.2 This lecture marked the full maturity of his twelve-tone 
serialist technique, a technique centered on creating a “row” of all twelve tones 
in any order, where all twelve notes sound before the row is repeated. Unlike 
tonal music, this technique placed all twelve notes in equal standing and did 
not privilege a central note. Serialism, born out of Schoenberg’s belief that the 
listener could perceive even the most alien patterns in music, allowed him to 
create what Adorno termed “hermetic and total music”3: composition created 
without regard for the listener’s subjective perceptions of consonance and dis-
sonance or the influence of historical trends in music; composition sealed off 
from history, society, and the composer’s tendencies toward self-expression. 
These elements—subjective perceptions and historical trends—were consid-
ered necessary sources of art in earlier, specifically Romantic, artistic periods, 
but became limitations for modernist artists in light of the age’s perception of 
Romantic art as naïve and subjectivity as untrustworthy. Schoenberg’s atonal 
period, during which he searched for a means of composing without a tonal 
center (a consistent and unalterable relation between notes), was coincident 
with Pound’s experiments with compositional strategies, including the pro-
duction of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley. 

Schoenberg’s Musical Idea

Schoenberg’s theoretical work was not concerned with “how a composer 
must somehow compose… only that he does compose this way.”4 To Schoen-
berg, techniques of dividing a piece into discrete sections, maintaining coher-
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demonstrated a fascination in music’s relationship with poetry throughout 
his career. Because Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, much like Schoenberg’s composi-
tions, initially seems to be a collage of disparate and unrelated pieces, I read 
the poem through the lens of Schoenberg’s Musical Idea to illuminate ways 
in which the poem coheres to present a comprehensible portrait of the crises 
facing modernist artists.

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley is divided into three sections: the first, “E.P.,” 
the second the “Envoi,” and the third, “Mauberley.” “E.P.” functions as both a 
biography of the fictitious poet E.P. and a recounting of the elided histories of 
modern Europe and the contemporary literary landscape. After an interlude 
(the “Envoi”), “Mauberley” tells the story of the fictitious poet Hugh Selwyn 
Mauberley and his three-year infatuation with an unnamed woman, a narra-
tive that illustrates the type of self-important obsessions Pound considered 
detrimental to poetry as well as a danger he, as a poet, must avoid. Accord-
ing to Vincent Sherry, this type of biographical poem that examines possible 
trajectories of the poet’s alter egos reflects the questioning of the existence of 
a single, trustworthy “self ” that can speak for the artist in literature.13 Schoen-
berg’s rejection of tonal and triadic harmonies—musical principles based on 
subjective perceptions of what is “pleasing”—represents a similar questioning 
of the role of the “self ” in the creative process.   

The organization of “E.P.,” specifically its division into subsections, re-
flects the musicality of the poem’s organization. “E.P.” is divided into twelve 
subsections, recalling the twelve tones with which Schoenberg composed, 
with every tone of the chromatic scale sounding within the series. The first 
line of the poem, “Out of key with his time,” suggests that the poem is outside 
the traditional diatonic (tonally centered) methods of composition and that 
the subject, an artist, refuses to adhere to traditional (tonal) techniques (9, 
line 1).14 These twelve subsections further divide into titled and untitled parts. 
The five titled subsections contain indictments and critiques of contemporary 
English culture, while the seven untitled subsections deal with E.P.’s life and 
artistic struggles. Seven is the number of tones in traditional diatonic meth-
ods of composition, and these untitled subsections are what remain after the 
five dealing exclusively with society and culture. The total twelve subsections 
of “E.P.” represent the potential of atonal composition; however, after being 
reduced by societal pressure (symbolized by the five titled parts), all that re-
mains is traditional means of composing (symbolized by the seven untitled 
parts). The character E.P. is symbolically granted new creative avenues to pur-
sue, but pressures from the public reduce his art to re-workings of traditional 
material. By distinguishing the seven subsections through their lack of a title, 
Pound highlights the tension between traditional and modern composition, 
alluding to the artistic struggle in the modern age.

 Set between the “E.P.” and “Mauberley” sequences, the “Envoi” challeng-

relies on subjective perceptions to identify the tonal center and the music’s 
departure from that center, a departure that produces harmony. The principle 
behind the Musical Idea is not to please the listener with tonal harmony, but 
to teach the listener how to understand the music. 

In theorizing how the organization of a composition creates coherence 
and comprehensibility, Schoenberg describes four major sections in a com-
position: theme, transition, elaboration, and recapitulation. Employing these 
divisions and their salient qualities allows the organization of even the most 
jarring and difficult sounds, particularly Schoenberg’s serialism, to become 
comprehensible. The theme opens a composition and presents the material 
that will fuel the piece; variations of this material will elucidate complex re-
lationships between melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic components of the 
theme. The next section, the transition, introduces subordinate matters: 
secondary material that functions to clarify relationships between aspects 
of the piece. Material is also “liquidated,” that is, made absent from any re-
articulations.10 For instance, melodic material that foreshadows a change in 
key in opening material will be removed when that same key-change occurs 
later in the piece. The third section, the elaboration, continues this pattern of 
variation and liquidation but relies heavily on the fact that the listener now 
understands more complex musical relationships. New variations are formed, 
but often without the introduction of explanatory material because more 
complex relationships can be detected and comprehended.11 A well-executed 
elaboration depends on the composer making clear the roles and functions 
of all preceding material. The final section, the recapitulation, returns to the 
piece’s opening key signature, a closely related key, or to the original twelve-
tone row, and re-articulates main material. Ideally, the recapitulation is not 
the simple and expected repetition of material from the theme, but rather 
final variations of that material, easily recognized and comprehended now, 
thus demonstrating progression.12 Contrary to traditional views, Schoenberg 
argues that it is not the variation of thematic material but the elucidation of 
relationships within that material that is central to the coherence and success 
of a piece of music. 

The Music of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley

Since its publication in 1920, several years after the premieres of Schoen-
berg’s seminal atonal works, the organization and coherence of Pound’s Hugh 
Selwyn Mauberley have been perennially debated. However, an unexplored 
musical organizational structure is apparent if the poem is examined through 
the lens of Schoenberg’s Musical Idea. Pound was a multilingual cosmopoli-
tan who was very aware of contemporary artistic trends, including Schoen-
berg’s widely publicized twelve-tone compositions. Furthermore, Pound 
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ing both an alternate biography and self-critique of Pound.19 This is not an 
unhelpful description—Mauberley is a caricature of a Pound more obsessed 
with aestheticism than artistry.20 Indeed, both Mauberley and E.P. represent 
alternatives to Pound’s life, with the former a victim of the times and the lat-
ter a victim of artistic insufficiencies. Neither character should be viewed as 
Pound himself, but considered variations on the figure of the struggling poet 
in early twentieth century Europe. The poetic form of “E.P.” and “Mauberley” 
and the stories of the fictional poets that they convey illustrate the challenges 
facing individual artists in the modern era: the failure of the public to recog-
nize value in new artistic forms, and failure of artists to adapt to new forms. 

As the divisions of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley into numerically significant 
subsections suggests, Pound mirrors Schoenbergian composition through the 
poem’s form. I will trace structural and thematic elements—narrative stance 
and artistic disillusionment—through two structures that organize this form. 
The first structure is Pound’s narrative as it is typographically divided into 
the sections “E.P.,” “Envoi,” and “Mauberley.” The second structure is mod-
eled after the key divisions contributing to Schoenberg’s Musical Idea: theme, 
elaboration, transition and elaboration. The narrative structure allows Pound 
to articulate and denounce the artistic crises of his time; the musical structure 
allows him to transcend these crises.

Narrative Structure: E.P., Envoi, and Mauberley

The narrative structure of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley takes shape through 
the typographical divisions of “E.P.,” “Envoi,” and “Mauberley.” The speaker 
in “E.P” opens the biography, narrating in the third person, recounting with 
irony E.P.’s life with the voice of an external and superior narrator. The nar-
rator dismisses E.P.’s failure as a poet: “the case presents/ No adjunct to the 
Muses’ diadem” (9, line 20). E.P.’s career, reduced to the standing of only a 
“case,” is no achievement at all, not even a jewel in the muse’s crown. The 
narrator’s tone of flippancy and ready dismissal of E.P.’s life and contributions 
contrasts the strict, thoroughly practiced structure of the poem’s quatrains—a 
sincere adaptation of the poetic form of Théophile Gautier. The ironic tone 
and strict adherence21 to form indicate the speaker’s supposed control over 
the poem’s subject. Throughout “E.P.,” the narrator is the ultimate authority 
who attempts to dictate the reader’s judgment of E.P. Romantic artists pre-
ceding Pound claimed the same authority: they believed the material of their 
imagination, voiced through their lyrical narrators, was the inspiration and 
driving force behind their work.  

 “Envoi” marks, among other things, a shift in the narrator’s tone from 
judgment and ironic detachment to reverence and uncertainty. Written in the 
first person, “Envoi” functions as a sort of ode to a muse-like figure: 

es and subverts chronology and tradition by not serving its expected function 
as a coda but rather working as a pivot point into another cycle.15 In addition 
to this alteration of traditional forms, the “Envoi” is itself an adaptation of the 
1645 Edmund Waller poem “Go, Lovely Rose,” a poem that was later set to 
tonal music.16 Through this allusion to a centuries-old poem and traditional 
classical music, Pound builds expectation for traditional form and content; 
however, he employs an allegorical mode of twelve-tone composition to un-
dermine this appearance of traditional form. The elements within Pound’s 
“Envoi” all stem from the twelve preceding sections and gesture toward a 
more modern form of composition. Nearly every line in the “Envoi” refers 
to an earlier section in the poem,17 making the “Envoi” a kind of chord in 
which elements from all twelve parts of “E.P.” function as tones sounding at 
the same moment. This maneuver mimics atonal harmony and Schoenberg’s 
“total” music in its use of twelve allegorical tones. The simultaneous use of 
allusions to literary tradition and modern form in the “Envoi” is a technique 
Pound employs throughout the poem.

Following the “Envoi,” the “Mauberley” section explores the relation-
ship between the fictional poet Mauberley and an unnamed love interest. 
This third section of the piece eschews the encyclopedic approach and fre-
quent allusions to historical material found in “E.P.” Though more focused 
and shorter than “E.P.,” “Mauberley” contains the same narrative arc: a ficti-
tious poet’s career leads to his immanent failure. Mauberley, unlike E.P., is not 
concerned with new forms of poetry but rather with maintaining the “better 
traditions” (26, line 47), meaning Romanticized self-expression, portrayed as 
“lifting the faint susurrus/ Of his subjective hosanna” (26, line 54-55). The 
poem goes on to characterize these quietly sung songs of praise and subjective 
adoration as the “ultimate affront to human redundancies” (26, line 56). The 
source of Mauberley’s poetry, unlike those of Pound and Schoenberg, is the 
expression of his “inward gaze” (10, line 6) and “maudlin confession” (26, line 
50). Divided into five subsections, “Mauberley” reflects the pentatonic scale. 
This scale contains five notes that are always in harmony with one another no 
matter which combination of notes is played, and is exemplary of the subjec-
tive preference of consonance over dissonance. The reference to “diabolus” 
(23, line 1), another word for the dissonant diminished fifth musical interval, 
offers a shift from the musical material in “E.P.” to a new variation thereof 
in “Mauberley.”18 The reference to dissonance that the word “diabolus” of-
fers demonstrates Mauberley’s grounding in traditional harmony rather than 
modern composition, since dissonance is a perception Schoenberg eschewed 
as subjective and thus, traditional. Mauberley’s approach to poetry, one based 
on the Romantic conception of self-expression, is unfit for a modern age. This 
adherence to tradition is mirrored in the sequence’s pentatonic organization. 

William Spanos considers Mauberley to be an ironic character represent-
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less/ Pier Francesca” (22, line 13-14). Furthermore, the speaker in “Mauber-
ley” lacks authority to the extent that he can only provide a poor and diluted 
approximation of the masterful poetic form of “E.P.” The quatrains of “E.P.” 
are still present in “Mauberley,” but the lines are shorter and only the second 
and fourth lines rhyme, as opposed to the quatrains in “E.P.” that often also 
rhymed the first and third lines. The sense of a thoroughly practiced compo-
sition that the form of “E.P.” created is markedly absent in “Mauberley.” This 
collapse of form does more than compromise the sense of assurance and au-
thority the narrator had created in “E.P.”; it also suggests Pound’s assessment 
that no narrator, not even himself, holds authority. 

In response to the loss of artistic authority that the dissolution in rhymed 
form indicates, Pound employs another formal approach. Through this ap-
proach, the musical schema explored below, Pound eschews subjective ex-
pression in favor of a thoroughly disciplined organization and acts as a mod-
ern composer.

Musical Structure: Theme, Elaboration, Transition, and Recapitula-
tion

Occurring alongside the poem’s narrative structure is its musical struc-
ture, a structure that furthers Pound’s complaints about art in the modern 
age and, by the poem’s end, works to overcome these difficulties. Following 
Schoenberg’s divisions, I divide Hugh Selwyn Mauberley into a theme, elabo-
ration, transition and recapitulation. The first part of the first sequence, Ode 
pour L’election de son Sépulchre, functions as the Schoenbergian theme of the 
piece. The transition is made up of the second through the fifth subsections of 
“E.P.” The elaboration begins with “Yeux Glaques,” the sixth part of “E.P.,” and 
continues through the third part of “Mauberley.” The recapitulation consists 
of the final two parts of the poem. This musical structure enables Pound to 
function as a modern composer, overcoming the crises facing E.P. and Mau-
berley.

The Schoenbergian theme of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, the “Ode,” pres-
ents conflicting thematic content, one element being the changing narrative 
stance. As opposed to the above analysis that took a broader approach to the 
entirety of the “E.P.” sequence, this analysis will focus on the conflicting ele-
ments and paradoxes that Pound presents in “Ode.” Focusing on this particu-
lar section will elucidate Pound’s use of seemingly contradictory material that 
he varies and develops throughout the poem. The narrative voice in the open-
ing lines of the “Ode” is ironic, detached, and acts as judge over the poem. 
This authoritative voice is made more powerful by alluding to and mimicking 
the style of The Odyssey, an epic whose narrative voice seems omniscient. For 
example:

Go, dumb-borne book,
Tell her that sang me once that song of Lawes” (21, line 1-2) 
…
Tell her that sheds 
Such treasures in the air,” (21, line 8-9) 
…
Tell her that goes 
With song upon her lips. (21, line 17-18) 

The uncertainty of the speaker in lines such as “even my faults that heavy 
upon me lie” (21, line 6), and the new tone of reverence for the muse’s “trea-
sures” (21, line 9) culminate in the section’s conclusion—the death of both the 
poet and his muse: 

When our two dusts with Waller’s shall be laid,
Siftings on siftings in oblivion,
Till change hath broken down
All things but Beauty alone. (21, line 23-26)

The narrative voice, sure and authoritative in “E.P.,” loses surety in the 
“Envoi,” with ironic detachment replaced with a deeply felt mourning for the 
inspiration of the Romantic poets and other predecessors he cannot obtain. 
This lament ends with the death of the narrator, the loss of a central voice 
within the poem, perhaps representing Pound’s own death as a poet, or at 
least a Romantic poet trying “to maintain ‘the sublime’/ in the old sense” (9, 
line 4). “Envoi” explores the same problematic relationship between poet and 
poetry as explored in “E.P.,” except now the poem is narrated from a solemn 
and lamenting first person stance.

Spanos argues that the “Envoi” is the only moment in which Pound is the 
speaker.22  Such a reading would suggest that the poem expresses Pound’s own 
crisis: his struggle as a modernist poet serving a public that asks for tradition-
al verse. Thus, the shift in narrative stance and tone, from the authoritative 
third-person to the uncertain first-person, suggests that the problems of po-
etic expression face both the fictitious poets and their author. The unnamed 
speaker of the Envoi has lost contact with his muse, making the death of his 
work as well as his own death as a poet inevitable. All that remains is “beauty 
alone” (21, line 26). Beauty—the sublime—exists beyond the death of poets 
who attempt to articulate it; therefore, if capturing the sublime is ultimately 
impossible, the purpose of poetry and the life of the poet are thrown into 
confusion. 

The speaker’s voice in “Mauberley,” following the figurative death of the 
first-person narrator, fails to maintain the same authority and judgment that 
“E.P.” offered. While the narrator in “E.P” speaks with ironic verbosity and 
richly conceived humor, the speaker in “Mauberley” deploys plain and scath-
ing indictments, such as the speaker’s description of Mauberley as a “color-
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lusionment makes its first appearance in the poem’s Schoenbergian theme. 
The transition, defined by the introduction of new material and liquida-

tion of old material, begins in the second part of “E.P.,” a subsection that con-
tains no single subject upon which the speaker focuses, thus liquidating the 
character of E.P. However, the lines, “We see το καλόν/ Decreed in 
the marketplace” (11, line 15-16), in the third subsection introduce new mate-
rial: a shift in narrative to the first-person plural. The transition’s ironic tone 
comes from the humorous and flippant appropriations and subversions of 
somber language. The ironic use of Heraclitus’ famous adage that “All things 
are a flowing” (11, line 9) is lampooned by rapid shifts toward facetious lan-
guage, such as “tawdry cheapness” (11, line 11). This irony offers a critique of 
misplaced values and judgments that is bolstered by the collective voice im-
plied by the first-person plural narration. However, this claim to authority is 
produced by a linguistic construct (the first-person-plural). Just as in the case 
of The Odyssey, the artist’s words simultaneously create and undermine their 
claim to authority. This is another form of liquidation: the speaker’s authority 
is removed by exposing the speaker’s manipulations of language. 

These shifts in narrative stance accompany the progression of the theme 
of disillusionment as seen in Pound’s manipulations of language and his own 
role in the poem. The final quatrain of the third subsection of “E.P.” contains 
a quote from Pindar’s Olympian Ode, “τίν› άνδρα, τίν› ήρωα, 

τίνα θεον,” (11, line 26) (“what god, what hero, what man”), fol-
lowed by “shall I place a tin wreath upon?” (11, line 28). In this line, “tin” 
functions as a pun, playing off of the word in Classical Greek for “what” and, 
by reducing canonized verse to language games, signifies a degeneration and 
loss of substantiality in language.27 Pound’s direct quotation of Pindar serves 
to liquidate his own role as imaginative source for the poem’s material. His 
use of Pindar demonstrates how personal opinion and self-expression are re-
moved from the poem and replaced with craft and construction (such as the 
“tin” pun) in the poem’s transition. Pound, in his critical work, referred to 
Pindar as a “prize wind-bag of the ages.”28 Incorporating this allusion required 
Pound to consciously ignore his own subjective opinion of Pindar’s poetry. 
With the crisis of self-expression that accompanied the modern age, Pound 
seeks a new method of writing poetry, one in which the poet functions as a 
composer more akin to Schoenberg, eschewing imagination in favor of calcu-
lated manipulations.

The elaboration begins with the sixth part of “E.P.,” where relationships 
within conflicting material are further elucidated and an elided history of Eng-
lish art is discussed. A first-person singular narrator replaces the first-person 
plural of the transition. Though the “I” does not arise until the seventh part of 
“E.P.,” the shift into the elaboration begins with the narrative now centering 
on individual “contacts,” each one exhibiting a sense of artistic bankruptcy; 

His true Penelope was Flaubert,
He fished by obstinate isles;
Observed the elegance of Circe’s hair
Rather than the mottoes on sun-dials. (9, line 13-16)

In addition to references to Homer’s characters Penelope and Circe, the 
narrator in these lines enters E.P.’s thoughts and shifts time period and place, 
all hallmarks of The Odyssey’s omniscient narration. As Adorno explains in 
“On Epic Naiveté,” omniscience is an impossible illusion created by the art-
ist, and its falseness is revealed by the artist’s own subjective choice of lan-
guage.23 An omniscient narrator speaks as an external, all-knowing presence 
that seems to be absent from the scenes of narration. Adorno proposes that 
an author’s choice of words, the very make-up of an “omniscient” speaker, 
belies a subjective creator. This conundrum, omniscience as both created and 
undone by language, part of the conflicting material presented in the piece’s 
theme, stems from the tension between a narrator’s claim for authority and 
the impossibility of achieving complete authority; indeed, no narrator has 
the omniscience that allows him to pass judgment as the speaker in “Ode” 
claims to have. Pound brings this illusionary omniscience to the forefront of 
the poem through allusions to The Odyssey, creating tension between what 
the narrator claims and what the poet makes evident.

The “Ode” also presents some of the poem’s most impenetrable material: 
that of Pound’s confounded relationship to the piece and the disillusionment 
that this strained relationship produces. Much of the first subsection, in its 
descriptions of E.P.’s life, alludes to Pound’s life, allusions explained by several 
critics24 but never fully unified under a single theory as to their purpose. For 
example, while the lines “born in a half savage country” (9, line 6) and “his 
true Penelope was Flaubert” (9, line 13) refer to E.P., they could just as well 
refer to Pound, a staunch Flaubertian who was born in the United States and 
later emigrated to “civilized” Europe. The final quatrain of the theme (the final 
stanza of “Ode”) makes a complicated allusion to Pound’s own life through 
its adaptation of the first line of Villon’s Testament: “He passed from men’s 
memories in l’an trentiesme/ De son eage” (“his thirty-first year of age”) (9, line 
18-19). Pound, who translated much of Villon’s work and also named several 
of his poems Villonauds, greatly admired the French poet.25 Furthermore, at 
the age of fifteen, Pound decided that by the time he reached the age of thirty 
he would “know more about poetry than any living man.”26 By age thirty-one, 
however, E.P. “passed from men’s memories” (9, line 18) offering an alternate 
trajectory to Pound’s own life. Though he was by no means a failure, Pound 
had not achieved the intellectual prowess he sought, and this complex allu-
sion to Pound’s own career and the imminent possibility of his own ‘passing 
from men’s memories’ illustrates the strained relationship he had with his po-
etry, one of, to some extent, disillusionment. This recurring concept of disil-
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 This ethereal and transcendent artist stands in contrast to E.P. and Mau-
berley—poets obsessed with forming connections to society, such as to the 
Lady Valentine, and asserting their own existence. The final part of “Mau-
berley” presents the image of a soprano described with the language of mod-
ern technology—“half-watt rays” (28, line 15) and “bounding lines” (28, line 
14)—as if she were a machine or a blueprint. These images of modern repro-
duction bring the piece to an end and suggest that the downfall of the artist 
is brought about by modern advancements, supposed progress, and artificial 
reproduction—the preferred form of creation in the modern era. In a poem 
about poets and poetry written by a self-conscious poet, the complete disap-
pearance of the poet in the piece’s recapitulation marks a significant moment. 
Pound has reached complete disillusionment by this point, removing not only 
poets as the poem’s subjects, but also his own self as the poem’s source. In-
deed, by the recapitulation, Pound has taken on the role of manipulator exclu-
sively, just as Schoenberg, through the atonal techniques that Pound mirrors, 
removed himself as a subjective influence on his music.  

Conclusion

Following Pound’s narrative organizational structure, it seems that 
Pound was questioning his role in the composition of his work, criticizing 
his own techniques through the examination of fictitious personae. Reading 
how thematic material progresses through the Schoenbergian divisions, how-
ever, it is evident that Pound saw in the modern age the death of the artist. 
He sought, through new forms that mimicked Schoenberg’s compositions, 
an escape from the constraining effects of modernity. The crises of his time 
drove Pound to new means of poetic composition, means by which he could 
create and continue to exist in an unearthly and timeless form. His use of both 
narrative and musical structures allow him to do exactly that—to escape and 
critique techniques of composing poetry through the subjective perceptions 
of a single speaker annihilated in the modern age.

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley rejects the “art/ In profile” (22, line 11-12) that 
Mauberley’s character creates so that Pound may present the “full smile” (22, 
line 10) with two halves found in the poem’s Schoenbergian recapitulation. 
These two halves are poetic tradition and musical innovation, both working 
in concert to create a complete portrait of an artist in crisis. Pound has de-
scribed the piece as a poem “about leaving London,”32 but the work functions 
as much more. The poem is about leaving behind traditional conceptions of 
art and artist and shedding techniques that, as embodied by the figures in the 
poem, have died with the turn of the century. Schoenberg’s methods, adapted 
for poetry, provide new techniques that allow the artist to continue to create 
in an era that announced his death. Hugh Selwyn Mauberley is a piece that, 

for instance, Monsieur Verog is “detached from his contemporaries,” (15, line 
18) Mr. Nixon is concerned with only procuring “a sinecure” (17, line 17), 
the unnamed stylist of part ten lives in poverty under a leaking roof, and the 
girl in part nine knows only what “her Grandmother/ Told her would fit her 
station” (19, line 7-8). Each subsection in “E.P.” after part five examines the 
detrimental effects of the lack of artistic invention and intellectual progress on 
an individual level. These themes of corruption, bankruptcy, and intellectual 
emptiness continue throughout “E.P.” and into the “Envoi,” where the first-
person narrator’s doubts and critiques finally end with the narrator’s death in 
the conclusion of the “Envoi.” The elaboration continues into the “Mauber-
ley” sequence as the third-person narration in “Mauberley” creates a greater 
distance between the reader and subject, building distrust that contributes to 
the narrator’s loss of authority and allegorizes the loss of authority of all nar-
rators. According to Spanos, by employing “indirect speech rather than direct 
utterance,” Pound’s sections in the third-person indicate the “weakened and 
ineffectual” position of poets.29 These sections stand in contrast to Romantic 
lyrics that frequently act as documents of the poet’s genius and were almost 
always cast in the first-person. Sections in third-person are, therefore, more 
effective in lamenting the death of the poet than those in which the poet is 
speaking for himself. The elaboration ends in the third section of “Mauberley” 
with the fictional poet’s “final/ Exclusion from the world of letters” (26, line 
59-60). Although these lines refers to Mauberley’s failed career, in the context 
of the poem’s musical structure the lines mark the figurative death of the poet 
through the artist’s loss of authority.

The Schoenbergian elaboration and the sense of distance from the reader 
that the narrative stance produces contribute to a continued sense of disil-
lusionment. Almost every name mentioned during the elaboration is tied to 
Pound’s career and is closely linked to bankruptcy and loss.30 As the elabora-
tion progresses through the final sections of “E.P.,” the number of allusions to 
Pound’s career and influences decrease, and those that remain are increasing-
ly tied to a sense of hopelessness. By the second section of “Mauberley,” close 
to the end of the elaboration, the only allusion to Pound is an epigram under a 
highly personal pseudonym “Caid Ali.”31 At the end of the elaboration, Pound 
has liquidated all allusions to himself from the poem. 

The recapitulation, the last two subsections of the “Mauberley” sequence, 
concludes the development of narrative stance. The fourth part of “Mauber-
ley” has no subject except the island landscape it describes, the “cobalt of 
oblivions” (27, line 9). All that remains of the poet is an etching on an oar: 

I was 
And I no more exist.
Here drifted
An hedonist. (27, line 22-25)
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24 Most notably in John Espey’s book-length study of the poem.
25 Furbank, Open Guides To Literature: Pound, 22.
26 qtd. in Sherry, The Great War and the Language of Modernism, 88.
27 Espey, Ezra Pound’s Mauberley, 85.
28 qtd. in Furbank, Open Guides To Literature: Pound, 102
29 Spanos, “The Modulating Voice of ‘Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,’” 77.
30 Espey, Ezra Pound’s Mauberley, 31.
31 Ibid., 92.
32 qtd. in Furbank, Open Guides To Literature: Pound, 120.

like the poem’s singing figure, “utters a profane/ Protest” (28, line 3-4) against 
the difficulties of modernity through music to re-assess the role of subjectivity 
and re-inject the “self ” into poetry not as poet, but as composer. The “con-
sciousness disjunct” (27, line 14) of the modern age is overcome by embrac-
ing this disjunction of perceptions, reimagining the “overblotted/ Series/ Of 
intermittences” (27, line 15-17) as the basis of Pound’s new modernist artistic 
creation. 
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Slivka / Bow

Poetry

How many instincts am I allowed?
As I tread time curled up behind me
sagging and looping back
so the hurt didn’t travel steadily away
with the past like luggage on a conveyor belt
slipping behind the curtains
It coiled at my heels, a pile of unkempt yarn.
Yet
Slowly
All at once
there were buds on the trees
the earth thickened, filled in;
I had forgotten how;
and in winter’s recession lay clearly its length
its obtuseness and the many revolutions of its passage
Time grew taught again
The past strung, wrapped, and vibrating
and one day I believe
I might play it as a bow 
hard against violin strings.

Kelly Slivka

Bow 
 

In autumn
such things that had been carefully laid
and cautiously loved
died (as all things threaten).
Pain bloomed in place,
a bud of blood unfurling outward on a cream cloth and
My first instinct was the instinct of millions
(as were all following--intuition
uncovering us naked to our roots)
the instinct to run
But anguish is a sticky shadow
warping the feet and floor beneath--
Secondly I buried
shoveling new jewels moist and heaping on top
but newborn brilliance made the shadow deeper
and bluer and colder
Shadows can only be covered
by something bigger and higher and darker;
Third I never looked over my shoulder
but it was there sure as the sun shone
(which it did, any way)
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