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Editor’s Note

Born of our very notions of being, the concept of presence is at once lucid and 
elusive. To speak of the present is to speak not only of what is here and now 
but what has been absent and what could be lost. Presence, it seems, is always 
emerging and already slipping away.

But what of the possibility of human intervention? What of our ability to cap-
ture presence, freeze time, (re)present? !is issue, composed of entries distinct in 
genre but united by purpose, explores the implications of (re)presentation, and—
like any study worth reading—prompts as many questions as it answers. As we 
(re)imagine a mythological rite of passing, (re)discover a Borgesian revelation, 
and feast fresh eyes upon centuries-old Chinese scrolls, we wonder: How can a 
new text inform its authoritative source? Can retrospective studies of the inter-
section of art and politics complicate and illuminate our recollections of both? 
How do surrounding canonical periods shi# when we (re)situate a late modernist 
writer amongst and against them? And how does the act of (re)calling a memory 
to our minds—of an argument, a philosophy, a mother’s confession—(re)shape 
what suddenly appears? When we fuse past and present, presence and absence, 
are both changed? Are we? 

!e publication of this issue would not have been possible without the bril-
liant minds, sel&ess commitment, and tireless patience of every member of the 
Anamesa editorial team. I especially would like to thank Rodrigo Ferreira for so 
thoughtfully developing the theme that inspired such a rich constellation of sub-
missions, and for being a dependably calm anchor during our journey through 
unpredictable seas. 

On behalf of everyone behind Anamesa, I invite you to join the conver-
sation sparked by our e'orts. !ese voices from the graduate community are 
grounded and liberated by the dialogue that interdisciplinary juxtaposition 
empowers, and we encourage you to read, question, challenge, and contribute. 
Above all, we hope you enjoy. 

      — Elizabeth Crawford
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Poetry

that lost slew of expletives, 
that one you spat, 
that good one, 
the witty one, 
a long slew, a slur, 
an angry slurry mess, 
that one was good.

— Harry Cepka
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Landres / Out of Itself
Non!ction While the violent sounds, verbal imperatives, and foreboding visuals forti$ed the 

$rst, material border against trespass, this second, technological border served as 
an invitation or a breach in these spatial parameters. Transporting Acconci from 
the private realm he swears to defend, to the public exhibition space in which he 
is observed, the live feed undermined Acconci’s insistence that he was “alone here 
in the basement.” !e installation also incited a comparison between the medi-
ated sounds and images, and the “actual” live performance—a comparison that 
could only be veri$ed by defying Acconci’s threats and entering his hostile realm. 
Motivated by a desire for epistemological mastery over the mediated image and 
the artist’s equally dubious claims, visitors felt compelled to test the boundary, test 
the claim, and thereby fuel the con&ict.

 

In the surviving black and white footage (which Acconci disregards as a by-
product of the monitor’s annunciatory function for the performance, rather than 
an autonomous work of video art), shady silhouettes of visitors periodically crowd 
the stairwell, &inch if Acconci swings in their direction, and then retreat.1 Ap-
proximately eighteen minutes into the footage, video interference turns the tightly 
cropped, high-contrast composition into a cross-hatched $eld through which one 
can barely discern the black band of the artist’s blindfold and glints of white as his 
weapon crosses the o'-camera light source. !e sound of Acconci’s voice per-
sists despite these moments of disrupted visuality, as it would have persisted for 
the viewer who had to turn from the video image in order to approach the dim, 
unmediated space where Acconci’s voice increased in volume and clarity. Visual 
impairment was also what enabled Acconci to heed his own vocal instructions. 

Sophie Landres

Out of Itself 
Vito Acconci and the Body 

of the Listener

There were two types of boundaries between Vito Acconci and his au-
dience in the three-hour performance and video installation, Claim 
(September 1971). !e $rst was marked by a wooden plank separat-
ing the performance area from where viewers could descend to the 

foot of 93 Grand Street’s basement stairs. More precisely, this border was marked 
each time Acconci, blindfolded and dressed in black, hit the plank with a lead pipe 
that he clutched in both hands. !e strikes punctuated a stream of self-directed 
declarations, spoken in a cadence so rhythmic, it seemed to motor the artist into a 
rapacious trance. Hunched over, rocking back and forth, he said: 

I’ve got to keep talking. I’ve got to really believe this. I’ll keep anyone 
o' the stairs. I’ll keep anyone o' the stairs. When I hear someone 
come down the stairs, I’ll start swinging. I don’t care who I swing at. I 
won’t see who I swing at. I’ve got to keep talking myself into this. I’ve 
got to really believe this . . . I want to stay alone down here. I don’t want 
anyone to come down here with me . . . I’ll keep anyone from coming 
down into the basement with me . . . I want to really believe this . . . I 
want this basement to be mine.

!e viewer’s initial exposure to the performance was through a live video 
feed on a monitor displayed near the basement entrance in the upstairs Avalanche 
magazine o"ce gallery. Mediating between the downstairs mise en scene and the 
conventional gallery setting, the monitor established the relationship between the 
audience and the video representation of the performer as fundamentally distinct. 
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Indeed, the culmination of blundered operations, misinformation, contradic-
tion, secrecy, and a staggering body count, made defeat palpable years before the 
Vietnam War’s o"cial conclusion. As the country’s strategic policies lost rhetori-
cal support, so too did the de$nitions of democracy, peace, and justice on which 
these policies were based. In art and politics alike, material desubstantiation was 
the catalyst dissolving these immaterial ideologies. Within the dissolve, Acconci 
and his compatriots adopted a national identity based on disavowing the nation. 

“I was in the usual demonstrations. I was one of the usual suspects,” Acconci 
now a"rms, “my early work came out of the context of the Vietnam War: self-
immolation, boundary protection, aggression.”5 In fact, Acconci began making 
art by conceiving of the artist as an agent or an instrument engaged in “a kind 
of guerilla $ghter situation,”6 in which art provided “just one system in an inter-
related $eld of systems, to hate the United States, and power, during the Vietnam 
War.”7 Although it is rarely given critical attention in art historic literature, Acco-
nci frequently evoked this guerilla analogy. In “Some Notes on People’s Space, 
1977” he writes, 

!e artist, then, becomes a kind of guerilla $ghter: the gallery is treat-
ed as a terrain to explore . . . setting up the piece is like setting up a 
trap—once the trap works, it can’t be used again . . . once the piece is 
set up I can move on, quickly, to another terrain.8 

Likewise, in “Performance A#er the Fact, 1989” he concludes, “the ex-perfor-
mance artist who had a bias towards the e'ects and consequences of perfor-
mance grows up to be a terrorist, or a guerrilla $ghter, or at least a prankster.”9 
Setting traps within a gallery echoed the political actions he performed on the 
streets of New York for, as he reminds us in his 1991 essay, “Some Notes on Il-
legality in Art,” “this was the end of the 1960s, the beginning of the 1970s: it was 
the time of demonstrations against the Vietnam War (which appeared to validate 
the e'ectiveness of individual and community action against what was called—
or called itself—the establishment).”10

Within a war context, the Modernist beliefs in transcendental truth, self-
knowledge, and material-speci$city were the geopolitical corollaries of ideologi-
cal certitude, enemy identi$cation, and spatial control, and Acconci invalidated 
them in kind. Based on drill exercises that he learned during six weeks of basic 
training in the Marine Corps, he composed simple directions for collecting visual 
information in “activity landscape photographs,” such as Blinks (Nov 23, 1969; 
a#ernoon), Toe Touch (1969) and Following Piece (1969).11 !ese photo-activities 

In a recent interview with curator Chrissie Iles, Acconci explains, “I needed a 
blindfold because if they were people, I could never do this piece. I had to turn 
them into abstractions . . . I had to turn them into, quote, aggressors.”2 

Abstracting the enemy—in e'ect, desubstantiating another body through vi-
sual disruption and vocal mantra—gave reference to two concurrent and collabo-
rating ruptures in America’s self-conception during the Vietnam War era. One was 
theoretical: the so-called “death of the subject,” gaining credence as the fractured 
existential condition of postmodernity. !e other signaled something horri$cally 
material: the desubstantiation of human bodies that was the objective of Cold War 
geopolitical strategy. For while the Vietnam War was ostensibly based on a contain-
ment policy, an inability to discern the borders of what was contained and who 
was concealed within escalated the violence and discredited America’s sense of le-
gitimacy or heroism. In !e Body in Pain: !e Making and Unmaking of the World, 
Elaine Scarry posits that the motive of war is to damage “immaterial culture, aspects 
of national consciousness, political belief, and self-de$nition”3 because

in the course of war at least one side must undergo a perceptual rever-
sal . . . in which claims or issues or elements of self-understanding that 
had previously seemed integral and essential to national identity will 
gradually come to seem dispensable or alterable, without seeming (as it 
once would have) to cancel out, dissolve, or irreparably compromise the 
national identity . . . for it is the national self-de$nitions of the disputing 
countries that have collided, and the dispute disappears if at least one of 
them agrees to retract, relinquish, or alter its own form of self-belief, its 
own form of self-extension.4
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communication came to Acconci through the writings of the Jesuit priest and 
theorist, Walter Ong.19 Ong proposed that “sound always tends to socialize” and 
that spoken language circumvents the order of the object-based, spatial world by 
manifesting a person’s presence without permanence.20 By its very nature, speak-
ing exteriorizes an actual interior condition, yet it does so without promising 
verbal veracity or the revelation of self. 21 

Seeming to turn the body inside-out, Ong’s conception of the voice appealed 
to Acconci’s increasing fascination with disrupted spatial boundaries and the con-
&ation of intimacy with violence. As an expansive sonic material that travels from 
the body’s interior to the public realm, capable of signifying emotion, informa-
tion, and fantasy, orality supplied the platform from which works such as Learn-
ing Piece (April, 1970), Seedbed (1972), Face-O" (1973), and Claim would mimic 
and challenge the jurisdictional forces underlying systems of communication and 
control. Unlike the dictates of written language (so thoroughly obeyed in the ac-
tivity landscape photographs), orality a'orded these projects more subversive am-
biguity. “Oral language numbs. Written language demands. !e listener dreams; 
the reader struggles,” Acconci wrote, suggesting that he could now speak his way 
across borders and into another’s consciousness.22

While most accounts of Acconci’s experiments with orality emphasize the 
hostility underlying his constructed and, ultimately, trespassed borders, rarely is 
the audience included in the indictment. Yet in Claim, both audience and per-
former clearly contributed to the violent confrontation. Acconci was armed and 
agitated, but also blindfolded, con$ned, and maintained that he wanted to be le# 
alone. !e audience had access to all this audiovisual information and still chose 
to venture closer, exercising its privileged position, its rights as a spectator, and its 
freedom of mobility.23 Despite vulnerabilities (Acconci’s incapacity, the audience’s 
lack of protection) both parties troubled the spatial arrangement and diverged 
from normative social behavior to do so. It was as if the mores presiding over the 
visual world were suspended in a space governed by orality. For example, Acconci 
recalls that visitors eventually learned to control the performer’s actions by rat-
tling a loose handrail, falsely signaling their approach.24 A#er foolishly taking the 
bait and swinging at air, Acconci realized he was being manipulated and tore o' 
the handrail, thereby reclaiming sonic control. 

!is bilateral quest for dominance and insurrection exhibited by a predomi-
nantly anti-war art community demonstrated the extent to which habitual as-
sertions of subjectivity were confused within the sonic environment. A#er two 
hours of talking himself into a trance, Acconci confessed that he was no longer 

subordinated the physiological idiosyncrasies of his body to the camera’s mecha-
nized sensorium. To perform Blinks, for example, the artist pit his physiological 
urges to blink against his will not to. !is “will,” however, was directed by written 
instructions and treated as a mere proxy in the service of the camera’s function. 
“Holding a camera, aimed away from me and ready to shoot, while walking a 
continuous line down a city street. Try not to blink,” the instructions read. “Each 
time I blink: snap a photo.”12 Just as Friedrich Kittler deduces that “in mecha-
nized warfare, machine-gun operators kill without seeing any corpses,” Acconci 
demonstrated that the same eradication of human perception could be applied 
to image-making.13 Replacing expressive impulses with verbal commands and 
the perceptual determination of the technological apparatus, Acconci’s gestures 
withheld the private self that American Modernists had worked so hard to reveal. 
Revealed instead were the spatial politics of privacy, mapped as social boundaries, 
territorial properties, and areas of control.

Consider Following Piece, in which Acconci instructed himself to follow 
strangers through New York City streets but prohibited himself from entering 
their private spaces, such as their apartments.14 Upsetting the implicit privacy of 
public anonymity, this behavior bore the aggressive attributes of social intrusion. 
Yet by being beholden to strangers and dependent on their unforeseeable actions, 
Acconci also referenced the social contract through which we are all connected.15 
!e photographs documenting the activities aligned pedestrians, artist-agent, the 
camera, and future audience in a regulated continuum, consigned within a vast 
system of social networks and imperatives where, as Acconci states, “I am almost 
not an ‘I’ anymore; I put myself in the service of this scheme.”16 Following became 
an exercise of trust and of relinquishing volition through strictly mediated vi-
sion. “You can’t depend on vision and from vision we get control,” he wrote, “so 
you’ve lost control, and you have to resort to other senses: you hear New York, you 
touch New York, you smell New York, your face is up against it so much that you 
taste New York.”17 !us, while quickly gaining recognition as a visual artist, it was 
through sightlessness that Acconci began cra#ing these unregulated, sensual, and 
potentially dangerous scenarios for social exchange.

As Acconci continued to stage and document actions in public realms and 
through mediating technology, his approach evolved from instrumentalizing his 
body to replacing its corporeality with sound. !is change occurred by substitut-
ing written instructions with what he called “orality.” Described as “a commu-
nity of talkers and listeners,” he contended, “orality took the ‘thing’ out of itself 
and into the body of the listener.”18 !is less visual, but more intimate mode of 
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However palpable this confrontation, unlike Chris Burden’s Shoot (1971), 
Gina Pane’s Escalade non anesthésiée (Unanesthetized Escalation) (1971), or Den-
nis Oppenheim’s Rocked Circle/ Fear (1971), Claim did not engage in the type 
of violence intent on manifesting a visible trace upon the body. As Acconci ex-
plained, “the talk should drive me into a state where killing is possible—more 
precisely, where killing doesn’t have to be considered but is only a by-product of 
possession.”29 In other words, and to borrow from Jacques Attali, Acconci cre-
ated a ritualized form of power through sound “to make people forget the gen-
eral violence” that he was preparing himself to use.30 Preempting the need for 
physical assault further diminished the body’s role within this arrangement. And 
while the need was preempted, the desire for physical contact remained, becom-
ing more urgent as the materiality of bodies and the subjectivity of individuals 
were called into question.

In an essay entitled “Television, Furniture, and Sculpture: !e Room with 
the American View,” Acconci describes the sensation of displacement and disem-
bodiment in relation to televisual spectatorship. To convey how being is contin-
gent on vision and complicated through utterance, he bifurcates his own autho-
rial voice: ‘‘‘I’m not myself,’ the viewer might justi$ably say. Well, who are you 
then? You are what you see.”31 In Claim Acconci saw nothing. Visual omission 
and vocal agency encouraged him to breach the social laws prohibiting assault 
without the subjective self-re&ection of witnessing consequence. !e visitors 
$rst saw a blindfolded “other,” spatially contained and under surveillance. !ey 
were then given the option to watch the spectacle of violence in private isolation 
(much as one would watch the evening news) or enlist in the public aggression 
downstairs. “By pushing the viewer against the wall so they ask the question, 
what do I do?” Acconci encouraged the audience to challenge the notion that 
demonstrations of violence justify the control of a territory.32 

Rather than allowing the televisual experience to anchor the spectator in an 
isolated, private realm of individuality, Acconci also demonstrated how 

television con$rms the diagnosis that the boundaries between inside 
and outside are blurred: the diagnosis that “self ” is an out-dated con-
cept. (Saying the word myself has been reassuring: it announces pos-
session, claims something to grab onto; writing the word I, in English, 
is similar to writing the numeral I/I—it gives the illusion of placement 
in a hierarchy of importance.33)

While speaking continuously and using “I” to claim space, Acconci was able 
to assume the indiscernible identity of an unimportant body without self. In 

conscious of the fact that he was talking or that, by the third hour, his language  
had changed from “I want to be alone” to “I’m going to get you; I’ll kill you.” But 
in a situation of shattered subjectivity, who is the “I” and who is the “you” to 
which the subject refers? And if, in a contest over spatial control, subjectivities 
cannot be identi$ed, how can one distinguish friend from foe? 

Of course, combatants in Vietnam were confronted with a similar dilemma. 
!e Viet Cong lived among civilians, traveled in underground tunnels, and hid 
in the dense Vietnamese jungle. Moreover, many American soldiers were dra#ed 
against their will and o#en sympathized (politically and emotionally) with an en-
emy they could barely discern, but which they were there to $ght. Here we might 
recall that in addition to dropping napalm bombs and burning villages, the U.S. 
military (in partnership with Dow Chemical and Monsanto Corporation, much 
to the horror of Vito Acconci) poisoned hundreds of thousands of people (in-
cluding American soldiers), spraying millions of gallons of chemical defoliants 
in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. !eir objective was to expose the enemy. Sonic 
irritants, such as high-amplitude sonic weapons, were also used to control enemy 
behavior—dispersing crowds, inducing panic, disrupting thoughts, and compel-
ling surrender.25 

As confusion mounted, the moral compass of both sides lost direction, and 
the concern for identity was lost with it. “If they are not guilty, beat them until 
they are,” Scarry paraphrases the South Vietnamese torturers, “if you are not a 
Vietcong, we will beat you until you admit you are; and if you admit you are, we 
will beat you until you no longer dare to be one.”26 A similar logic was at play 
in Claim, where Acconci’s false motive for violence (“there was no reason why 
I wanted the basement,” he admits) was used to weaken another’s attachment 
to the values bolstering their sense of self.27 Acconci’s vocal claims threatening 
violence against his patrons, professing entitlement to an arbitrary portion of 
the magazine’s publically accessible o"ce, and desiring privacy amidst the event 
he publicized, were incredulous, irrational, and premeditated to provoke his au-
diences’ antagonism. Yet, any attempt to participate in the aesthetic encounter 
of Claim would be self-e'acing for “the work of the false motive is formal, not 
substantive,” Scarry explains, “power is cautious. It covers itself. It bases itself 
in another’s pain and prevents all recognition that there is ‘another’ by looped 
circles that ensure its own solipsism.”28 As such, this claim was antithetical to 
both the profoundly true aesthetic encounter promised by Modernist art and 
the con&ation of art with life promised by 1960s Happenings and similarly ex-
periential events.
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IMAGE CREDITS
Video Stills from Vito Acconci, Claim, (September, 1971).
© 2013 Vito Acconci / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. 

the abstracting video feed, his black-on-black beatnik attire could easily resemble 
what U.S. soldiers pejoratively called “black pajamas.” Allegedly, they thought this 
attire made the Viet Cong visually indistinguishable from South Vietnamese ci-
vilians. However, as Scarry contends, the spectacle of power that wins wars and 
forms nations is not merely a spectacle of visuality. Because pain is ine'able, the 
voice enables the “self-transformation out of the privacy of the body into richly 
mediated forms of culture,” translating the material jeopardy of the body into 
ideological propagation.34

Within the cultural crisis of the 1960s and 70s, orality, like guerilla warfare, 
provided a model for adapting to an aggressive and uncertain environment, one 
in which the illogic of war kept subjectivities in displacement and dispute. Ex-
tending the body into immateriality, the voice in Claim articulated this corporal 
and ideological crisis of desubstantiation. Intimate yet incredulous, this voice vul-
garized the Modernist desire for exposing interiority, marking the reorientation of 
American perception, which, in turn, marked the end of the Vietnam War. 

NOTES
1 !e monitor’s purpose was explained to me during my interview with the artist on April 

22, 2012. All subsequent references to the interview will be cited as, “Interview with the 
artist, April 22, 2012.”

2 “Curator Chrissie Iles in Conversation with Vito Acconci,” Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art, http://whitney.org/Collection/VitoAcconci/2000160/Video.

3 Elaine Scarry, !e Body in Pain: !e Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1985), 114.

4 Ibid., 92.
5 He then self-critically adds, “the problem was that the work generalized those themes 

away from a particular target. It made them ‘ideas’ and not political action.” “Bomb In-
terview with Richard Prince, 1991” in Frazer Ward, Jennifer Bloomer, Mark C. Taylor, 
and Vito Acconci, Vito Acconci (London and New York: Phaidon Press Limited, 2002), 
133. Judith Russi Kirshner contends that when Acconci uses the terms “agent” and “in-
strument,” rather than “artist” or “performer,” he “suggests an artistic avenue akin to 
de$nitions of Instrumentalism—that various modes and forms of human activity are 
instruments developed by man to solve his multiple individual and social problems, and 
since problems change constantly, so the instruments must also change.” Vito Acconci: 
A Retrospective, 1969 to 1980: an Exhibition Organized by the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Chicago, March 21-May 18, 1980 (Chicago: !e Museum, 1980), 9. However, his in-
terest in such terms seems to reference behavioral psychology more directly than it does 
technological developments. For a discussion of Acconci’s interest in Kurt Lewin’s “$eld 
theory,” Erving Go'man’s notion of performance areas, and Edward Hall’s theory that 
space determines public and private behavior, see Vito Acconci and Kate Linker, Vito 
Acconci (New York: Rizzoli, 1994).

6 “Willoughby Sharp Videoviews Vito Acconci,” (1973), 62:07 min, b&w, sound, http://
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9 Ibid., 126.
10 Acconci, “Some Notes on Illegality in Art,” Art Journal, Vol. 50, No. 3, (Autumn, 1991), 

70.
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Fiction warmth—that felt like giving up to the absurdity. It felt like a denial of existence and 

thereby a denial of all the love and good we had shared. I didn’t know what going on 
the river would change, but it was the only option beyond just fading away. 

All that wasn’t going through my head when Charon tapped me on the foot. I just 
knew I couldn’t do it. So when he o'ered me a ride, I dragged myself up from the 
wooden planks. 

He asked for my fare and I found the two pennies I always get as change for 
my morning co'ee. !e barista reminded me of my daughter, so I’d taken to leav-
ing a dollar in the tip jar and pocketing the pennies. It seems like a strange thing to 
have made the transition from living to dead, but he was pretty adamant about me 
paying the fare.

It was only a#er we cast o' the dock that he introduced himself as Charon and 
the river as Styx. I must’ve looked at him like a crazy person cause he just laughed 
and assured me that it wouldn’t be like I’d imagined. “I guess not,” I responded. 
“You’re pretty far from the old man I’d pictured.” 

“Yea, I get that a lot. You’ll notice we aren’t underground, either.” 

[#]
!e $rst memory came shortly a#er that.

We were dri#ing down the river. I watched the fog play in the trees along the 
banks. Charon and I talked. More accurately, he talked and I tried to understand 
why I was still awake, why death hadn’t just taken me into nothing. 

“Where are we going?”
“!at depends on you, my friend.”
“I don’t even know where we are or what we’re doing. I’m not sure I’m in a posi-

tion to tell us where to go.”
“!at’s okay, we don’t have to know just yet . . . We’ll $gure it out as we go.”
I wasn’t comforted by this answer. I wanted something solid to hold onto, or at 

least an idea about when it might begin to make sense.
I asked more questions, trying to understand where we were. Charon would 

gently hold his wooden paddle and pull us along the river. 
Gesturing to the forest along each bank he told me how that’s the border be-

tween the land of the living and the river. He told me stories about people who trav-
eled through the woods. He told me about religions and prophets and how some 
would get lost in the forest and how others always knew the way. He told me about 

Jonathan Morgan

Styx 
 

[$]

Waking up a#er dying feels like coming to in a warm bath. !e only thing that 
pulled me awake was the gentle tap on my foot. Charon had pulled up to the dock 
and was leaning against his wooden paddle. I don’t know how long he had been 
watching me, but apparently he saw me slipping away. 

!at’s how he described it—slipping away. When I asked him later on, he told 
me most people slip away. He was surprised to $nd me still there and was eager 
to wake me up just to chat. !at’s what he said at least, but I’m pretty sure it was 
more than just wanting company. He seemed sad to not take more people down the 
river. It’s not that he gets lonely. He just believes it’s important and wants to share 
it with others. 

When I lay on the dock over the river, I wasn’t thinking about a journey. I was 
happy to fade out of existence. But the tap on my foot reminded me of my wife—of 
the way she’d gently wake me from a#ernoon naps. At $rst I thought it was her. But 
when I saw his face, and the dock, and the river, when I saw the grasses moving in 
the current along the bank, it all came back to me: the &ash of the accident, the sus-
pended time when my car began to crumple under the truck, the warm fog. I knew 
I was dead, and I knew I’d never see her or my daughter again. !e sadness made me 
retch on the dock. It also kept me awake. 

It wasn’t a rational decision. I just knew it’d be a betrayal to slip away. Going on 
the river wasn’t going to bring her back . . . it wouldn’t bring me back. I had died, 
no choice about that. But I wanted some purpose to it, some sort of resolution that 
would make it all seem okay instead of absurd. Slipping away, just fading out into the 
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a confrontation, but then you recognize that the stranger is your lover. And you have 
one breath before separation again.

“You can’t change this pattern, but you can release with gratitude or release 
with fear. You reserve the choice of encountering your lover or a stranger.

“When you chose to join me on the boat, you were saying yes to this tension. 
Just trust that initial yes and remember—it’ll be okay.”

I sat, expecting more memories to come. Maybe this is what dying is about, I 
thought, you take account of your life.

[%]

Instead, we just dri#ed. I wanted change or some sense of progress. I wanted more 
memories to come, so I could get on with it. Instead the river swayed reeds along the 
bank, back and forth. Here and there tree branches dipped down into the water like 
the live oaks near my grandmother’s home in Georgia. Charon pulled his wooden 
paddle through the gray water without urgency. My sense of time began to vanish. 

Slowly the fog rolled in. At $rst it clung to the trees. But it became so dense over 
the river, I could hardly tell the di'erence between the two. An intense light illumi-
nated the fog from above. Swirling in eddies, the fog would shi#, change. !e light 
remained steady. Charon slowly guided the wooden boat. !ese movements were my 
only sense of time.

It was like insomnia. You breathe and know that time is passing. Your lungs rise 
and fall. But you’re not going anywhere, you’re not doing anything, all you want is to 
sleep, but all you can do is lie there, awake, breathing, rolling over occasionally, wait-
ing for sleep or the morning. It could be calm. Instead it’s maddening.

Eventually the waiting became too much. It was almost like the river was waiting on 
me. Later on Charon laughed at the speculation, but he didn’t correct me. He just 
laughed and asked if it really mattered. 

I snapped at him. It wasn’t a curious, “Oh, where are we going?” It had an edge 
that grunted the real question: “Why aren’t we going anywhere?” Charon responded 
with a story. 

“I rowed a man down the river once. He shared this story with me and now I 
pass it along to you. Maybe it will help:

“‘When I was a child, my father would take me exploring in the hills behind 
our home. Not far from our home, amidst the cli's, there was a small split that 
opened into a large cave. 

$ghts he could hear through the trees—people arguing over directions in the dis-
tance. He told me many things.

And I sat and watched his hands grip the wooden paddle. I watched the small 
whirlpools it made in the water and the gentle lap of waves against the side of the 
boat. 

None of these stories were helping me understand where we were going. I still 
didn’t understand what death was about. So I just sat and watched. And then came 
the memory. 

It was a memory I’d forgotten long ago, a memory of my $rst love. It was the 
loss of that love. 

I was back in that small town in the foothills of the Andes. I could feel the blue 
plywood walls of the phone booth in the small bodega on the edge of town. I saw the 
dust and heard the ferocious wind outside the store. I heard the crackling reception 
as she told me it was over. You could barely see outside for all the dust.

When I came to in the boat I was hunched over on my seat, chest against my thighs. 
My legs were covered in the red Chilean dust. Reaching forward, Charon handed 
me a metal bucket full of water. 

!e practiced ease with which he handled these situations forged my con-
$dence in him. It held me steady in a land of the bizarre. Without this the sheer 
weight of the unknown may have forced me to give up, to slip away. A#er I washed 
the dust from my legs, I looked at him shakily. My whole body must have shown 
the fear I felt.

“You may come to think that this journey is about letting go. You’d be right. 
But, it’s also about encountering something new. !is was true while you lived 
and continues to be true now. Every moment you’re letting go of one thing and 
encountering the next. During life you carry some things with you, but the pattern 
doesn’t change: separation, encounter, separation, encounter . . .” I later came to 
see that this was Charon’s breath: the rhythm of his wooden paddle, the river’s ebb 
and &ow. Separation—the paddle rose from the water. Encounter—he gently broke 
the surface again. Separation—the tree’s re&ection scattered into a hundred pieces. 
Encounter—they all came together again. 

“!is movement creates a great tension. When most people choose to fade 
away, they’re releasing this tension, easing the separation and the encounter into 
nothing. I don’t blame them; it takes great courage to stay. 

“Separation is loss, it’s splitting, it’s di'erence. Separation divides what once 
was united. Encounter is like a stranger approaching unexpectedly. It may seem like 
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smiled at me with more mischief than usual, and we never returned to the cave. 
!ere was no mention of the cave. From then on, we spent our time together explor-
ing town. He taught me his business; I helped him with the books.

“‘When I was learning division, I asked him what happens if you divide some-
thing by zero. He smiled that same mischievous smile and said: “Some say you can’t 
do that. Others say it makes anything in$nite.” 

“‘I took over his shop when he became sick. My mother had been gone for a 
while, so I took care of him in those $nal years. I ran his shop during the day, and 
I would come back at night to feed and bathe him. I could tell he was sitting on the 
edge of the pit again. !e week before he died he had a large grin on his face, waver-
ing between fear and bliss, sadness and gratitude.

“‘On the night before he died, I was sitting with him, reading as he fell asleep. 
Before sleeping, he reached into a small box that he kept close to his mat and pulled 
something out. Gesturing for me to come over, he grasped my hands and pressed a 
cool, ridged stone into my palm. Looking at me, with eyes full of clarity, he laughed. 
His laughter echoed my own from years and years before. It was as if the laughter 
had been waiting in the abyss all this time and only then came back to the surface. 
I laughed with him, sitting on the edge of the void. We laughed like little boys. He 
fell asleep and died.’”

A#er the story, Charon grew quiet, slowly tracing his paddle through the water. !e 
fog had receded so we could see the golden reeds along the riverbank. !e trees 
seemed especially green. Eventually he continued.

“!e man who shared that story was one of the few I’ve ever let ride without 
paying the fare. When I pulled up he was sitting up on the dock, legs dangling over 
the edge. With one toe tracing circles in the water, he greeted me with a familiar 
smile. We chatted, which as you know is a rare pleasure down here, and eventually 
he asked for a ride. 

“I asked where he was going and he said, ‘as far as you will take me.’ So I asked 
for his fare, but he shook his head, saying he had none. Instead he pulled out the 
stone from his pocket. At the time I didn’t know what this was, but he held it up and 
promised to tell me a story if I gave him a ride. 

“I don’t typically give rides for rocks, but the man’s boldness was intriguing. So 
I let him in the boat, and he gave me that story. As he $nished he held up the stone, 
the one his father gave him, and just laughed and laughed and laughed. 

“His river was very short. By the time he $nished his story we were already 
there. He turned graciously, said thank you, and dove into the sea.”

“‘He’d bring a lamp and we’d explore di'erent parts of the cave, but there was 
one ledge we always came to before turning around. My father told me this ledge 
looked over a bottomless pit. We’d throw stones into the pit, but no sound ever 
came back. I was fascinated by this pit, by what it meant to be bottomless. I would 
lay awake as a boy and picture this void just beneath the ground. I would picture 
shepherds moving in the hills above, unaware that they hovered so precariously 
above an abyss. 

“‘One day, I was playing in the hills by myself. I had no intention of $nding the 
cave, but there I was, at the split in the cli'. Con$dent as only a young boy can be, I 
entered the cave without a lantern. We had been there so o#en that I had a feel for 
the walls and contours. I felt my way along, reassured as my hands anticipated and 
then found each rock. Finally I came to the edge. 

“‘Each time I came with my father we le# shortly a#er throwing our rocks into 
the pit. I thought maybe this was a trick—perhaps we just didn’t stay long enough 
to hear them hit the bottom. !is time I would stay. I tossed the rock, and I waited. 

“‘Mind you, I was terri$ed of this pit. It had an allure, some draw that would 
pull my father and me back. We threw rocks piously, like o'erings to the void. I sat 
perfectly still and envisioned my rock falling. I took small quiet breaths lest I mis-
take the rush of air from my lungs as a reply from the pit. I sat there like an ascetic, 
perfectly still, waiting for anything from the void. Nothing came. 

“‘I pictured the rock falling. I pictured it so clearly that I became the rock. I 
became the sacri$ce to the void. I felt myself falling. 

“‘!en my mind turned. !e down of falling became the up of &ying. In the 
void there’s no di'erence. If there’s no bottom to hit, then there’s no falling and no 
&ying. If I were the rock, then it was my choice to fall or &y. !e only points of refer-
ence would be my attention and the movement.

“‘I don’t know about religious experiences, but at that moment I was &ood-
ed with joy. My very soul began to laugh. My stillness and silence had re&ected 
the austerity of the void. But now, as I laughed, the cave re&ected me. !e abyss 
laughed back. 

“‘!at sounds like a metaphor, but the abyss truly began to laugh. It might have 
been an echo, but I have not heard an echo persist like this ever before or since. I 
stopped laughing and it continued, with the same gentle mirth. I knew the void had 
responded to our o'erings. When I le# the cave, I still heard the laughter. On that 
day, the abyss had become a womb, no longer an unfamiliar void, but a nurturing 
darkness from which I had emerged.

“‘When I returned home, I didn’t tell anyone. But I think my father knew. He 
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I wept. And the memories continued: being too busy to ask my friend why he 
was upset; the look of pain in my daughter’s face when depression pulled me away; 
the asphalt against my shoulder when I fell o' my bike; the white wicker chair at my 
brother’s lake house where we sat all night laughing; burying our dog in the woods 
behind our home; a distance in my lover’s eye; my father’s gray hair falling to the &oor 
when I gave him haircuts. 

I didn’t relive my life in a &ash. Instead, I felt every contour of my soul and the 
&ood of events that carved and smoothed those curves. I felt the entire web of rela-
tionships in which my life was held and a gradual release from that web. 

I lay in the bottom of the boat trembling. Charon gently bathed my body in the 
warm river water. He dipped the metal bucket over the side and poured the water 
over me. I lay there and shook as new memories surged up. !e water blended with 
my memories, washing them away. New ones would take their place and these too 
would wash past.

Charon poured bucket a#er bucket of water over me. My chest rising and falling 
with breath, the water in the bottom of the boat gently sloshing.

I can’t piece together the speci$c memories or even their order. But sitting here 
now, with the bamboo wall pressing against my back, I can feel the way each experi-
ence impressed itself upon me. !ey’re gone, but each made me a little di'erent, 
made everything a little di'erent.

At the end of it I felt a peace that one might call grace. I had seen myself in full-
ness and depth and accepted the ambiguity. Just like all those memories, all my love 
has passed, and I will also pass. By knowing the contours of my soul, I feel at ease to 
face what may come, even if it is the void.

[&]

A#er the water ran clear and my breath steadied, I sat up in the boat. Charon calmly 
sat back on his seat and looked at me, sympathetic. !e river was no longer a river. 
!e forested riverbanks had given way to an expansive marsh. Salt $lled the air. Fog 
still hung overhead. Grasses rose from the water, and lilypads created islands of green.

!e current gave way to the ebb and &ow of the tides. Charon looked over the 
water. He picked up his paddle and slowly stood. Reorienting the boat toward some 
end, he began paddling again. 

It was like the clarity one feels a#er resolving a lover’s quarrel. Like confessing a 
secret and realizing it’s okay. But this secret had been lodged in the center of my be-
ing; the quarrel was in myself. 

[']

From that point on, the river changed. Or I had changed. My urgency to get some-
where, my need for change and progress was gone. And in its absence the journey 
began to unfold. I let go of progress and embraced the river, only to $nd the letting 
go was progress. It just moved in a wholly new direction. 

As a young man I thought that progress meant more, more, more. I wasn’t inter-
ested in buying things or that kind of increase. It was about ful$lling my potential—
an increase of skill. Progress meant excellence. But life never really moved that way, 
and that’s not how the river carried me here. 

But the river wasn’t decrease either. It wasn’t the stripping away of everything 
to discover perfect nothingness. 

!at’s how I always felt when I read the ascetics. I’d feel guilty for all that I 
held on to. I’d feel guilty for my love for my wife and my daughter, I felt guilty for 
enjoying a good concert or delicious scotch. !e intrinsic goodness of these things 
undermines the ascetic’s credibility.

!e river didn’t move by increase or decrease. !ese are the movements of 
the falling rock. !e increase and decrease, the ebb and &ow, the in-breath and the 
release, Charon’s paddle moving with and against the water, these things are given. 
Separation. Encounter.

Luther said we can’t progress to God because God is too far away and we are too 
lowly. !e distance is too great. But maybe there are other reasons. 

Perhaps God isn’t too far away. Perhaps God is too close. How do you reach 
your breath? If you tried you might become so out of breath as to feel even further 
away. !e move of spiritual progress is an oblique shi#, a radical acceptance. !e 
falling stone had only two points of reference—the movement and the self. Spiritual 
growth is a shi# in the self, which completely changes the relationship to all sur-
rounding movement. 

!e monotony of the river remained, but I began to transform. Memories began to 
wash over me like waves. Tossed and turned, I was swept back to so# pieces of my 
childhood and the hard angles of being an adult. !ey had the blurry edges of dreams 
but the full weight of emotion. 

!ese were things I had mostly forgotten: mason jars of sweet tea sweating on 
the metal table of our back porch; being pushed in the tire swing by my mother; the 
green rug in my friend’s basement as we felt ourselves becoming adults; the smell of 
my lover’s skin during lazy mornings.
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“You asked if everyone goes through what you went through. If you’re asking 
whether everyone who dies must let go of their life, then yes. But this isn’t much 
di'erent than living, is it? Life isn’t that di'erent from this river, everything changes, 
everything passes. !e di'erence is that while living, there’s so much experience 
that voids are $lled and new love emerges. But the basic process remains: separa-
tion, encounter, separation, encounter. And the basic question remains: How we 
will regard each turn of this cycle?

“Vulnerability, transparency, these characteristics allow the tides to be met with 
love, to be enjoyed and delighted in. In Achilles’ time a hard heart was necessary 
to weather the harsh crash of the waves, but the tide wears heavily on a burdened 
heart. !etis’ new children brought in a time where war is overthrown . . . at least 
it could be.” 

[(]

I already knew this answer. Charon had been telling me this since we started the 
journey. It was something I knew before that too. 

I had studied philosophy as a young man because I was anxious and thought it 
could help. Somewhere beneath all the esoteric jargon and convoluted arguments, I 
could tell some philosophers felt a similar uncertainty about existence. And some of 
them had faced that uncertainty and crossed a boundary that allowed them to con-
vey a wonder about existence. I reveled in that wonder. I wanted it.

One day, my mentor pulled me aside a#er class and o'ered me a cup of tea. As 
we sat in his o"ce, I told him I was planning on majoring in philosophy. He smiled 
and began to muse: 

“!e basic question of philosophy, of any metaphysics, is the question of ex-
istence. But the challenge of metaphysics is that this question is experiential. Some 
people just feel it in their bones; they can’t shake the wonder and the sense of utter 
absurdity that there is anything instead of nothing. !is question is felt, so the an-
swer also must be felt.

“And the answer is buried within the question. !e very fact that there is some-
thing, that we exist to ask the question, is itself the answer. We may be stranded on 
a thin wire of being, bordered on all sides by nothingness, but we still are. We still 
exist for this brief moment. We can’t explain the reason for our existence. But we can 
delight in that existence. We can manifest our lives as fully as possible, we can carry 
that torch brie&y across the deep and dark sky.”

More intently, he looked at me again. “Do not study philosophy because you 

“Does that happen to everyone?” I asked. He laughed and told me another story.
“!e Greeks called this river Pain. I think it’s a little unfair to project their fear 

of dying onto this river, but I’ve gotten over it. Release isn’t always painful. !ey said 
there were $ve di'erent rivers down here, but I’ve explored every bit of these waters 
and only found one river. It just goes to show that this single river is di'erent for 
everyone. So, no—what happened to you doesn’t happen to everyone.

“But in another sense, yes. !e arc of vulnerability is the same. But people 
travel that arc in many ways. !e river waters give you what you need, but it’s rarely 
what you expect. 

“At $rst I didn’t really understand this myself. I’d simply steer the boat down-
stream. But I met a woman who helped me see the river in a new way. She under-
stood these waters more than anyone I’ve met. 

“!e Greeks called her !etis. Long ago they called her the Creator, but culture 
slowly demoted her into a sea nymph. From the mother of all gods she became a 
daughter of male gods. A little ridiculous how that only seems to happen to female 
gods, right? But no matter how culture regarded her, she kept her creative power. She 
just began to work more behind the scenes.

“In most stories she only shows up as Achilles’ mom. But if you read closely, 
you’ll also realize she started the Trojan War through her marriage to Peleus. It’s well 
known that she dipped Achilles into these waters by his heel. !at dip gave him his 
strength. He had the power of war, which was the power of his time. And through 
this power he continued the war she began. People become so focused on the glam-
our of Achilles that they lose sight of this larger arc, they forget she’s the real orches-
trator. But she seems to be okay with that.

“I imagine you know how the story of Achilles ends, but !etis is immortal, she 
doesn’t just go away. She may fall from memory, but she still walks between our lands. 
And in the course of time she had many more children. Living by the river, it became 
her habit to dip these children in the waters. Some she even let play, swim in the river. 
!at’s how I met her. Our friendship grew along those banks.

“!e river gave these other children a di'erent power than Achilles. He became 
invulnerable, but these later children became completely vulnerable. It’s a di'erent 
sort of power. It’s like grass, or water. You can’t cut water. You can’t break a supple 
reed. Stones seem so strong, but place a stone in the river and give it some time.

“!ese other children of !etis have disrupted your world even more than 
Achilles. !at’s what she taught me about the river. !e vitality it holds changes de-
pending on the time and the need. It may not always be calm and peaceful, but it’s 
always good.
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Charon de#ly pulled us next to the dock and secured the boat alongside. Lead-
ing me up one of the walkways, he brought me into an oblong hut. !e bamboo &oor 
sagged ever so slightly beneath our bare feet. A#er the boat, this space felt spacious, 
with wide windows letting in the fog and light. A reed mat was laid out on the &oor 
and a red cushion sat beside it. Otherwise the room was bare. 

Charon has le# me here since arriving. I asked if this was heaven and he laughed. 
“No, this is a bamboo hut—but it’s also my friend’s home. !is isn’t where we always 
end up, but I’m grateful that your river led here. Rest for a while and I’ll go see if 
she’s around.” I asked him if sleeping would risk slipping away. We’d been together 
since those earliest moments on the dock, and I worried he was part of the reason 
I hadn’t faded out. 

He assured me, without laughing, that I had passed the risk of that. “No, 
your rest will no longer be the rest of slipping away. Now your rest will be simply 
that—rest.”

I laid on the mat and smiled as my chest rose and fell, as the sea beneath me 
rose and fell against the bamboo stilts, as fog played in and out of the windows, as 
memories came and went. !ey passed through me; I felt all the confusion and 
complexity, the utter chaos that swarmed within each moment of my life. I felt the 
complete love that held the chaos together. 

Other moments the fog came in more fully and $lled the room. !en there 
was no distinction, no content to my thoughts, just the steady pulse of existing: my 
breath rising and falling, separation, encounter, rising, falling, separation, encoun-
ter. !e fog would li#, and the memories would pour back in.

I wept. And laughed. And wept. !e gratitude poured out of me, falling between 
the reeds and the bamboo and slowly entering the sea. 

!ere was no sense of time. It no longer mattered. It may have been eternity. It 
may have been mere moments.

Charon came back and I rose. “She’s here and glad to meet you.” We walked 
back to the dock and he gestured towards another pathway, but didn’t make the 
move to lead me there. “You’ll $nd her down there, but I can’t go with you. I have to 
return to the river.” 

I knew this would happen, I knew he wouldn’t stay with me forever, but I wept 
again. We embraced and he was weeping and laughing. “It was good to travel with 
you, my friend.”

He got back in the boat and le#. !e fog turned his $gure into a shadow and 
then took him away completely. Separation, separation, separation. I sat there for a 

expect it to answer these questions for you. Study philosophy because you love it. 
!at love is the answer. !at love is the torch.”

His tone changed and he excused his rant the way people do when they’re em-
barrassed by showing their passion. I also laughed and asked if that meant I didn’t 
have to write a $nal paper. But I le# that o"ce changed. Existence shimmered with a 
sense of wonder I hadn’t seen before. I knew this was the boundary between anxiety 
and wonder. Both are acutely aware of the non-being in existence, but one fears this 
presence and the other delights in spite of it.

!at was when I decided to become a journalist. I no longer needed an answer 
to why I existed. I just wanted to dig as deeply into that existence as I could. I wanted 
to hear the stories of others as they made sense of traversing the thin thread of be-
ing. Of course I didn’t o#en think about it like that. Deadlines and assignments, new 
passions and old arguments pushed me through the welter of life. But every so o#en 
I sent my friend a postcard to let him know where I was. 

[)]

Our journey through the salt marsh was largely silent. Birds &itted through the air 
and alighted weightlessly on the thick grasses. Charon and I would look at each 
other and laugh as if the grasses were telling jokes as they brushed past our boat. He 
let me steer and I marveled at how e'ortlessly we moved across the tides. Charon 
rested in the front of the boat as though we were in a gondola, cruising the salt 
marsh of the dead. 

Eventually the grasses became sparser and the tides strengthened. Without any 
urgency or need, we knew it was time to switch back. Charon plied the boat with 
deliberate strokes and took us directly into the oncoming tide. Soon all grasses and 
birds vanished, leaving just the fog and the water, both rising and falling. With no 
point of reference, we might not have been moving at all, but Charon continued to 
row and steer—separation, encounter—with a relentless strength.

Eventually it emerged on the horizon. Faintly at $rst, but with increasing detail. 
It was a large dock built of bamboo. It rose and fell with the unfolding swells. Rising 
from the dock, there were dangling pathways leading to various huts that sat on stilts 
above the waves. !ey’re simple structures: bamboo &oors and walls, thatched grass 
roofs. !e fog had grown heavier and heavier as we approached. Now it reached 
around and through the structures, every so o#en pulling them into its blanket of 
gray before revealing them again. !is wasn’t a cold fog that penetrates your bones 
with a chill. It was warm, comforting, and persistently lit by some unchanging sun. 
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while in gratitude. But eventually I arose, the gratitude changed into love, and, over-
&owing, it pushed me towards encounter, encounter, encounter.

[*]

I know what’s down this pathway. 
I will leave the dock and walk down the path into the fog. !e waves will gradu-

ally wash over the bamboo planks as I get closer and closer—crest, trough, crest, 
trough . . . !e planks will sink and rise beneath my weight. !e fog will wrap around 
me and all that will be le# is the sea and the fog and the path. 

At the end of this walkway, !etis will be waiting on the dock. !e dock will 
be poised between the crest and trough of the waves. Water washing through the 
bamboo planks, the waves will wash gently around our calves as she embraces me. 
!e waves will sink through the dock leaving us dry as we sit. !e water will rise and 
fall and rise and fall. 

I don’t have any questions for her, I know that she’s there to help me transition. 
In the hut I came to know the depths of gratitude and separation. Breathing in and 
out and in and out. Sitting with her I will come to know the depths of encounter. 
My chest and the waves and the fog and the dock are all rising and falling and rising 
and falling.

My thin wire of being is coming to an end. Each separation and encounter be-
fore now has been a shadow of this most basic encounter and separation. 

I will sit on the edge of being and nothingness where encounter and separation 
become the same. 

I will laugh like the man in the cave. !e waves will blend with the fog and 
engulf me. 

I will become nothing.

[+]

And everything. 
Nothing. 
Everything.

In the wilderness wide
Shark $ns periscope sand
Slicing mermaids to girls

And girls into women
Suckling on the white plains’
Blankness where seed is sown
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Nightwood 
Towards a Deterritorialization 

of Excess 

I n Kakfa: Towards a Minor Literature, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
begin by establishing deterritorialized literature to be constituted by either a 
poverty or an excess of language. !ey then reconsider these standards, argu-
ing that only a poverty of language and not excess may characterize deterri-

torialization. Yet this sudden dismissal raises some concerns, stemming as it does from 
counterexamples that may not apply to all uses of elaborate language. Djuna Barnes’s 
Nightwood, for instance, exhibits many of the qualities essential to a deterritorialized 
minor literature, yet it is also deeply rooted in the very over#ow of language that De-
leuze and Guattari reject. By examining Nightwood under the criteria of a minor lit-
erature—revolutionary and politically prescient, yet resisting interpretation and repre-
sentation—this paper urges a return to the possibility of a deterritorialization of excess. 

When Deleuze and Guattari extol the importance of a minor literature to challeng-
ing established “major” literature and the language in which it is written, they call 
for a “deterritorialization of expression”1 by which to appropriate the major lan-
guage for minor uses, displacing sense with intensity. “But there are only two ways 
to do this,” they write, “one way is to arti$cially enrich [the language], to swell it 
up through all the resources of symbolism, of oneirism, of esoteric sense, of a hid-
den signi$er.” !e other way is to do as Ka)a does and take the language “as it is 
and in its very poverty.”2 Yet as it turns out, the two ways they propose are one too 
many: Deleuze and Guattari dismiss the $rst approach as soon as they explain it. A 
cursory glance at the Prague School, speci$cally Gustav Meyrink and Max Brod, 
brings them to see “a desperate attempt at symbolic reterritorialization, based in 

archetypes, Kabbala, and alchemy, that accentuates its break from the people and 
will $nd its political result only in Zionism and such things as ‘the dream of Zion.’”3 
With this option of a symbolic, excessive language thus undermined, deterritorial-
ization becomes synonymous with the sober, impoverished language that Deleuze 
and Guattari associate with Ka)a and Beckett. !e question thus arises: Why did 
Deleuze and Guattari introduce the idea of deterritorialization through an excess of 
language if it could be so easily invalidated? And is their swi# dismissal su"cient 
to invalidate this arti$cially enriched deterritorialization once they set it in writing? 
Is any linguistic experimentation that does not strip language bare to be automati-
cally excluded from the ranks of a minor literature? !rough a discussion of Ex-
pressionism and the example of Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood, Deleuze and Guattari’s 
suspiciously hasty recantation should be justly problematized, and even denied, for 
the language in Nightwood is indeed deterritorialized, robbed of its signi$cation by 
the very excesses that Deleuze and Guattari deem un$tting to deterritorialization.

Yet $rst it is necessary to establish just what Deleuze and Guattari mean 
when they speak about this concept in light of minor literature. A minor litera-
ture, in their explanation, is literature written in a major language by a minority. 
!is literature comes about as an impossibility—the impossibility of not writing, 
as well as the impossibility of writing—either in the language of the minority or in 
the major language. In order for a minor literature to emerge, the major language 
must be transformed and appropriated for the distinct uses of a minor literature, 
which brings to light what the major literature suppresses or overlooks. Every-
thing in such a literature must be political: individual concerns become larger 
concerns, so that what might be stated by a single subject is part of a common 
action, and the subject is replaced by a “collective assemblage of enunciation.” 
A minor literature thus does not designate “speci$c literatures” so much as “the 
revolutionary conditions for every literature within the heart of what is called 
great (or established) literature.”4 

A deterritorialized literature is not open to interpretation, but to experimenta-
tion. It requires a removal from signi$cation: the expression must not correspond 
to the signi$er. As Deleuze and Guattari illustrate by way of Ka)a, it is the prin-
ciple of multiple entrances that allows one to avoid signi$cation and resist inter-
pretation, to look for connections rather than a single, clearly determined meaning 
that privileges one “way in” to a work. 

!e problems that Deleuze and Guattari $nd with Meyrink and Brod would 
indeed exclude them from the minor literature delineated in Ka$a: Toward a Mi-
nor Literature. Arcane references would collapse both resistance to the signi$er 
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elaborate use of language as a concept is judged by those attributes of reterritorial-
ization that $t their few examples but cannot hold true for all instances. In narrow-
ing their de$nition of minor literature to the poverty and sobriety of language, they 
allow themselves to keep their focus on Ka)a at the cost of limiting our entrance 
points into their own work. 

Let us then turn to the other side of poverty and sobriety, to the language of 
excess. While the language of poverty and sobriety is arid and needs to be made in-
tense, the language of excess already vibrates with intensity, allowing, in the words 
of linguist Vidal Sephiha, “a move toward the limit of a motion or a surpassing 
of it,” and utilizing elements such as “master words, verbs, or prepositions that 
assume all sorts of senses; prenominal or purely intensive words as in Hebrew; 
conjunctions, exclamations, adverbs; and terms that connote pain.”9 !e richness 
of Barnes’s prose in Nightwood is sustained by a variety of such elements, piled atop 
one another in compulsive sentences that seem to gasp for yet more words, with 
connotations of pain being the most prevalent intensive signs: as Jeanette Winter-
son describes in her preface to the book: “It is, through its language, a true-shot 
arrow, a wound that is also a remedy.”10

In Nightwood’s introduction, T.S. Eliot makes a curious remark about contem-
porary novels circa 1937: 

. . . most are not really “written.” !ey obtain what reality they have 
largely from an accurate rendition of the noises that human beings 
make in their daily simple needs of communication; and what part of 
a novel is not composed of these noises consists of a prose that is no 
more alive than that of a competent newspaper writer or government 
o"cial.11 

Eliot thus delineates the very characteristics that Deleuze and Guattari attribute to 
deterritorialization as poverty of speech: the “noises human beings make” attest to 
a lack of signi$cation. Eliot’s way of describing the language as “that of a competent 
newspaper writer or government o"cial” corresponds perfectly to vehicular lan-
guage in the tetralinguistic model of language, which Deleuze and Guattari group 
with deterritorialized language: it is “urban, governmental, even worldwide lan-
guage, a language of businesses, commercial exchange, bureaucratic transmission, 
and so on.”12 Eliot’s aesthetics are thus shown to be the very opposite of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s, but perhaps it is this opposition that polarizes them at two ends of 
another debate over Expressionism, one reaching across the decades. Amongst De-
leuze and Guattari, Eliot, Lukacs, and Bloch, Deleuze and Guattari have been the 
only ones to argue for a bare but intense language. !eir disregard of an elaborate 

and collective value; the new literature would include representations understood 
only by the few who have knowledge of such material, thereby putting a signi-
$er in place and excluding the rest of the collective. Such exclusion is one of Lu-
kacs’s problems with expressionism and the avant-garde: “the taxing struggle to 
understand the art of the ‘avant-garde’ . . . yields such subjectivist distortions and 
travesties that ordinary people who try to translate these atmospheric echoes of 
reality back into the language of their own experience $nd the task quite beyond 
them.”5 In either case, obscurity poses a severe impediment to collectivity and the 
political, though Deleuze and Guattari’s theory is directly opposed to Lukacs’s: 
where Lukacs demands realism so that a work may be understandable to “ordi-
nary people,” Deleuze and Guattari reject arcane references precisely because they 
do signify, if only to a few.

A speci$c agenda, such as the Zionist stance of Brod and Meyrink, likewise 
disrupts the collectivist politics of a minor literature, whose revolutionary aspect 
would instead aim to “reach the boundary” that connects an idea to similar no-
tions. Minor literature must not be “a matter of passing interest to a few”; instead, 
it “absorbs everyone no less than as a matter of life and death.”6 Rather than deter-
ritorializing a major literature, obscurity demonstrates an attempt to establish a 
literature speci$c to a particular group but essentially exclusionary, “accentuat[ing] 
its break from the people”7 but not from the major language, where they would 
have thus found their place. 

!e gap in Deleuze and Guattari’s argument against deterritorialization 
through “arti$cially enriched” language comes from the reduction of their exam-
ples to “archetypes, Kabbala, and alchemy” without recourse to other references. 
!e speci$city of these terms makes one question Deleuze and Guattari’s choice of 
examples. Kabbala and alchemy may indeed be obscure, yet they are also obscure 
enough that other works exhibiting an excess of language and expression could 
not all utilize this particular type of symbolism. Deleuze and Guattari’s oversight 
is reminiscent of Lukacs’s polemics against expressionism. “Presentation I” in Aes-
thetics and Politics describes his method of argumentation as such: “Lukacs’s nor-
mal procedure was to construct an ideal type of what he took to be the ideological 
substrate of the works in question; these were then judged collectively, in light of 
his own politico-ideological positions. !e results of this were o#en grave con&a-
tions and reductions.”8 

Distant as Deleuze and Guattari may be from Lukacs in their views on litera-
ture, they nonetheless fall into the same trap, con&ating enriched language with a 
symbolic order that does not $t into their model of deterritorialization because the 
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birth to a heart on a plate, it would say ‘Love’ and twitch like the lopped leg of 
a frog”18); her characters’ eloquent and flamboyant declarations overstep the 
bounds of any drama (“So I, Dr. Matthew Mighty O’Connor, ask you to think 
of the night the day long, and of the day the night through . . .”19); and her end-
ing delivers its impact with a destabilizing shock which deserves a discussion 
all its own.

 !e overtones of deterritorialization are strong in Nightwood. Like Ka)a’s 
work, it resists interpretation. !e symbolism and hidden signi$ers that make 
Deleuze and Guattari reject enriched language do not take on the same signi-
fying value here: recognizable symbols and archetypes might still pervade the 
text, but their signi$ers remain hidden; they cannot be translated into a single 
concrete signi$cation. Tyrus Miller argues that 

the excess of narration over narrated event is comprehended by no 
overarching symbolic unity, however loose . . . !e basic metaphor of 
Barnes’s book, “Night,” is signi$cant only for its negativity, its absence 
of de$nite meaning; “wood,” too, is the archetypal space of error and 
the undoing of identity. Both are e'ective as metaphor primarily in 
resisting understanding, in scattering the self in an inde$nite space.20 

Symbolism thus comes to serve as a placeholder for a kind of anti-representa-
tion, or a representation of a lack of signi$cation. 

Allegorical interpretations would no more suit Nightwood than they do 
Ka)a’s works; psychological studies, tempting as they might be, would similarly 
do no justice to the novel. Instead, Nightwood would be best suited for Deleuze 
and Guattari’s anti-interpretation approach. !eir discourse on the “becoming-
animal” in Ka)a’s works outlines the kind of methodology needed to read the 
perplexing ending of Nightwood while preserving the sheer force of the event:

!ere is nothing metaphoric about the becoming-animal. No sym-
bolism, no allegory. Nor is it the result of a &aw or a malediction, the 
e'ect of some sort of guilt. As Melville says of the becoming-whale 
of Captain Ahab, it is a “panorama,” not a “Gospel.” It is a map of 
intensities. It is an ensemble of states, each distinct from the other, 
gra#ed onto the man insofar as he is searching for a way out. It is a 
creative line of escape that says nothing other than what it is.21 

!is description could have been written for Nightwood. !e intensity of the last 
scene of the novel well rivals Ka)a’s intensities: his universe sustains a bare and 
balanced narration and an expectation or revelation of metamorphosis, or at 
least of particular strange forces which may give the realist-like style of Ka)a’s 

Expressionism, whether they simply overlook its potential for deterritorializa-
tion or whether —disagreeing with its aesthetic merits—they chose to exclude it 
from their theory, places them into the debate as well, albeit one that takes up 
the issue of an impoverished language as a model for the type of literature they 
wish to establish.

If a deterritorialization of excess can be restored, Nightwood has all the 
markings of deterritorialized language and a minor literature. If we are to take 
Deleuze and Guattari’s approach and situate the text beside its author, Night-
wood would fall into the category of a text written by a minority within a ma-
jor literature simply because the author is a woman. Dylan !omas’s oblivious 
slight in praising Nightwood as “one of the three great prose works ever writ-
ten by a woman”13 already indicates the minority position of women writers of 
the period, whose place in the literary canon was and is contested and whose 
works are scarcely recognized in any meaningful way. !ese works are already 
founded within a potential minor literature insofar as they are written within 
a major language dominated by a canon of male writers. Barnes’s relationship 
with !elma Wood roots her more deeply within a minority and especially 
within a minor literature, while Nightwood’s portrayal of Robin’s female lovers 
and O’Conner’s marginalized position within society makes the novel’s relation 
to a discussion of minority explicit. 

Barnes’s individual place in literature has been distinctly minor as well: she 
called herself “the most famous unknown writer,”14 and Cheryl Plumb writes 
that Barnes “has been categorized as an obscure and private writer.” Plumb at-
tributes this obscurity to the dominance of a major literature: “Barnes’s early 
prose appeared while the American tradition was dominated by realism and 
naturalism.”15 Yet while Barnes’s biographical information establishes a back-
ground for Nightwood in much the same way that Ka)a’s identity as a Jew in 
German-speaking Prague guided Deleuze and Guattari’s identi$cation of minor 
language through the minority positioning of its author, such explications are 
secondary to the novel’s stylistic and political aspects. 

Marianne Moore’s observation that “reading Djuna Barnes is like reading 
a foreign language, which you understand”16 has greater pertinence to Deleuze 
and Guattari’s discussion of a minority language. The foreignness of Barnes’s 
language deterritorializes the major language of the American canon to make 
it suitable for its own “strange and minor uses”17—and this phrase, too, does 
justice to Nightwood, which is neither canonical nor widely read, but certainly 
strange. Barnes’s language overflows with unsettling animation (“[I]f one gave 
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and language—Robin’s human language is robbed as she keeps changing her state, 
and the language of dogs, too, loses all signi$cation of intent when emerging from 
a human being. Yet a few words on this literally speechless end are not lost on us. 
In Hank O’Neal’s memoir of Barnes during the last few years of her life, he reveals 
what Barnes herself says of her ending to Nightwood:

In fact, it came from a real life situation she once observed . . . A friend 
of hers, Fitzie, was “drunk as a hoot and crawling around on all fours 
and her dog, Bu', was running around growling and barking.” She 
spoke of how animals became confused and excited when they see 
their masters in an “unusual” state. She then gave her opinions on how 
animals feel, how people feel, and how their reactions to certain situa-
tions are based on “things they don’t really know but simply feel from 
long, long ago, like the way children like to see the wolf in bed in Little 
Red Riding Hood.”26 

!is “revelation” is perhaps of the greatest importance to discussing Nightwood as a 
deterritorialized work; the passage, so easily interpretable as a return to the primi-
tive or primordial, is not meant to convey such an allegory; it is an image, an inten-
sity on the order of that which emerges in Ka)a’s works, and one which transmits 
a strong yet inde$nite feeling, one which has no signi$cation but which does have 
great signi$cance. Robin’s metamorphosis, too, is “based on things felt from long, 
long ago.” In this sense, the $nal scene does depict something primordial, yet that 
is not the end toward which this moment leads; the ending is not a reasoned con-
clusion but an image and a feeling, something inexplicable that remains long a#er 
the book has been closed and cannot quite be put into words. !is ending is itself 
a deterritorialization, not only precluding all possible signi$cation, but also deter-
ritorializing the human—and the animal—from its accepted position. 

Nightwood may also be seen to $t into the rhizome model that Deleuze and 
Guattari introduce in their work. !e di'erent sections corresponding to di'erent 
$gures intersect and feature similar characteristics of style; the novel is almost a 
collection of mediations doubly connected through the doctor’s explications and 
through Robin, around whom the other characters’ focus revolves. She herself pro-
vides only a minor narrative. Her brief appearances suggest almost a poverty of 
content; the e'usive language tries to tell, to grasp, to express, but cannot succeed 
in helping the reader understand the person who drives herself and others to their 
own private doom. 

Lukacs denounces avant-garde literature for this very de$ciency (though it 
is only one reason among others), writing, “one inescapable consequence of an 

prose a disturbing and fantastic break with the accepted reality. Barnes’s ending, 
too, gains intensity, though her elaborate expressionistic style alone is already 
enough to evince the chaotic break with reality.

Barnes also illustrates the “ensemble of states” in the becoming-animal 
more clearly than Ka)a: Robin’s transformation is depicted in full view. In fact, 
she appears to the reader in an ensemble of states from the very beginning of 
the novel, appearing without playing too great a role, as though participating in 
a series of vignettes while she searches for a way out, away from Guido, from 
Nora, from Jenny—and $nally—from herself. As the doctor in Nightwood says, 
“To be utterly innocent . . . is to be utterly unknown, particularly to oneself.”22 
!e becoming-animal provides the best escape into the unknown, but symbol-
izes nothing. !e gesture is to be seen and taken exactly as it is, with all the ef-
fects and sensations it causes: 

!en she began to bark also, crawling a#er him—barking in a $t of 
laughter, obscene and touching. !e dog began to cry then, running 
with her . . . He ran this way and that, low down in his throat crying, 
and she grinning and crying with him; crying in shorter and shorter 
spaces, moving head to head, until she gave up, lying out, her hands 
beside her, her face turned and weeping, and the dog too gave up then, 
and lay down, his eyes bloodshot, his head &at against her knees.23

!e array of sounds described here would do quite well within Deleuze and 
Guattari’s discussion of the sound of deterritorialization, robbed as it is of all sense 
and “always connected to its own abolition . . . a sonority that ruptures in order to 
break away from a chain that is still all too signifying.”24 “In sound,” they state, “in-
tensity alone matters,” and Robin’s transformation contains all of this—senseless 
and intense—breaking away from all meaning and rushing toward the moment 
of abolition—abolition both of the sound and the voice that is making it. Barnes’s 
passage also recalls the process of repetition, which brings into focus not meaning 
but sound, (“to make [a word] vibrate around itself ”25), and, in that sound, a vague 
sense of what is meant. Here, too, the repetitions of barking, laughing, crying, 
and weeping enact a full vibration of those sounds, which build upon one an-
other and resonate without signi$cation but with an overwhelming intensity. !e 
phrase “barking in a $t of laughter” is especially demonstrative: the combination 
takes away signi$cation from both barking and laughter even at their most basic 
form, for it negates both animal and human sounds and their commonplace as-
sociations. !ere is only the empty sound, doubled in its quality and thus doubly 
without signi$cation, a perfect example of the deterritorialization of both sound 
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casual partners. !ose are factors of her non-belonging rather than explanations for 
it. !ere is something di'erent at work that cannot be reduced to categorization: 
wherever she is, it might be most accurate to say (following Deleuze and Guattari) 
that she is looking for a line of escape along with all the others. 

Nightwood is political and collective, for it depicts a supposed “minority” ex-
perience but does not preclude such experiences to a minority only; the presence 
of a subject that could express individual experience is precluded by at least two 
factors. Barnes’s language is the $rst and most obvious, for the speeches of her 
characters, especially Matthew O’Connor, are too elaborate to be easily subsumed 
into realist monologues, and her style persists from one perspective to the next so 
that the reader’s attention is drawn not so much to individual enunciation as to 
collective expression. Even O’Connor, who speaks even more dramatically than 
the other $gures, is nonetheless exemplary not so much by his own monologues 
as by Barnes’s ability to weave them into her prose. 

!e second factor takes us back to the becoming-animal, for this is what 
erases the subject completely: “. . . the becoming-animal lets nothing remain of 
the duality of a subject of enunciation and a subject of the statement; rather, it 
constitutes a single process, a unique method that replaces subjectivity.”29 !e last 
scene of Nightwood fully erases Robin’s strange subjectivity, makes her stranger 
and more unknowable, and distances her even further. !e duality of the subjects 
of enunciation and statement mentioned by Deleuze and Guattari is no longer a 
duality of subjects; instead, it makes up a kind of assemblage by which the $nal 
image remains suspended in time. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s Ka$a: Towards a Minor Literature establishes the pa-
rameters of a deterritorialized minor literature such that it would include only 
those works exhibiting a poverty and sobriety of language, creating a bare lan-
guage in which all intensity would acquire even greater resonance. Yet Djuna 
Barnes’s Nightwood is essentially a deterritorialized novel, corresponding to the 
minor literature of Deleuze and Guattari in all ways but the poverty of language, 
for which Barnes compensates with an extraordinary, elaborate excess that real-
izes the same e'ects as the sober, restrained style of Ka)a, which Deleuze and 
Guattari use as their example. !e possible classi$cation of Nightwood as a minor 
literature thus allows for a reevaluation of deterritorialization within an arti$cially 
enriched language, and with it, a reevaluation of minor literature which would 
bring linguistically elaborate works within the parameters of such a literature and 
into relation with Ka)a and others belonging to the deterritorialization already 
established in Deleuze and Guattari’s work. 

attitude alien or hostile to reality makes itself increasingly evident in the art of the 
‘avant-garde’: a growing paucity of content, extended to a point where absence of 
content or hostility toward it is upheld on principle.”27 “Paucity of content” may, 
however, be a dubious choice of words, for it cannot be said that Nightwood suf-
fers from a lack of substance. In his introduction to the book, T. S. Eliot preempts 
just such an assumption: “I do not want to suggest that the distinction of the book 
is primarily verbal, and still less that the astonishing language covers a paucity of 
content.”28 

Yet its content is, if not impoverished, at least minimal and elusive. Deleuze and 
Guattari advocate a poverty of language in the deterritorialization they delineate; a 
deterritorialization arising from excess likewise entails barrenness and a lack, this 
time expressed not in the language but within the content of the work. In Nightwood, 
the desperate isolation of its characters suggests a kind of emptiness; moreover, the 
characters are themselves “deterritorialized,” none belong in the spaces, bodies, or 
lives they occupy. !e other lack is that of limitations of knowledge: revelations 
make things no clearer, but instead perplex us further, though no answer may be 
found. Answers produced from allegorical readings are far from satisfactory: the 
very shock of Nightwood’s ending precludes any possibility of tying it up into a neat 
symbolic knot; paradoxically, it can and must remain an absolute mystery if any 
value is to be gained by it. 

Once these factors of deterritorialization have been addressed, another ques-
tion remains: If, as Deleuze and Guattari state, a minor literature designates the 
revolutionary conditions for every literature, how does Nightwood accomplish this? 
What in it speaks of revolution? !ough it meets the criteria for a minority work 
in addressing issues of identity, gender, and sexuality, Nightwood can by no means 
be classi$ed according to this alone. !e minor literature that Deleuze and Guattari 
discuss is distinct from minority literature in its treatment of (or, more accurately, 
its refusal to treat) representation; neither can it be con&ated with “revolutionary” 
politics as is the case with the realist popular literature discussed in Bloch and Lu-
kacs’s debates over Expressionism. 

Nightwood as minor literature is political in addressing minority as majority 
and minority experience as the common experience of all people who $nd them-
selves placeless, at home everywhere and nowhere. !is placelessness is not a ques-
tion of being in a minority group; through the links with common experience, such 
demarcations are no longer exclusionary but all-encompassing. Robin is out of place 
not because she is American, or rejects her husband and child, or prefers the com-
pany of women, or even because she spends nights wandering from bar to bar with 
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They $rst took a biopsy of her life philosophy, just to see what was 
wrong with it. !e sample was of her practical philosophy, not of 
the ideal ideal, because they weren’t too interested in that. No one’s 
ideal ideal matches their practical philosophy. !at would, it would, 

well, it would be like complaining if someone’s teeth didn’t match their curtains. 
!ey are just nothing related, nothing nothing. Someone’s life philosophy could 
be telling them to hack their parents with a machete, and their ideal ideal could be 
telling them that God loves us all. !ey are, as mentioned before, nothing related.

Nothing nothing.
!e biopsy showed some irregularities. Look at it with me. Here, where the 

morals are smooth, it should be bumpy. !ey’re a straight slide, a slippery vagina, 
when it should be more like a rough tongue. Decision-making portions are solely 
reactive. She processes arti$cial sugar too fast. Based on these studies, there’s no 
hope for long-term planning or love. Due to smartphone and computer overuse, 
she is living like she’s in a speeding racecar. We call it Present Shock. 

She showered and pulled out her hair and pulled it straight and used henna 
to make it red and braided it, and she had a weave to match. Once everything was 
straight, she covered her body in butter. She rubbed her face until it beamed. She 
put on makeup like alchemy. She prayed to the Saint of Hopeless Causes and he 
beamed at her. !en she put on her see-through lace top, even though her college 
diploma on the wall told her she didn’t need to do this; she was too smart.

She could get jobs, but she couldn’t keep them. She could easily get boys to 
like her, but they were the kind of boys who were always hedging their bets with 
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two or three girls at one time, the kind of boys you always le# once you found 
them, the designer boys who waxed their eyebrows but could still use a bandsaw, 
the kind of boys who never said things like “I’m too drunk” or “my neck hurts.” 

!e career and relationship issues probably arise from the Present Shock that 
she is su'ering from. Present Shock a'ects one’s ability to invest in and retain 
relationships. Or they could be nothing related.

In addition to the Present Shock, the biopsy also revealed a case of anorexia. 
!is slide reveals the snow&ake pattern made with bile that is characteristic of an-
orexia. !e acid back$res but the brain wants to be perfect, so it makes this crystal 
pattern. While it might look pretty, it’s the same kind of corrosion you might see 
on a rusty bike chain. It’s a strange death instinct where the subject hurts herself 
to appear healthy. Nicotine, ca'eine, cocaine.

Her bones wanted to reach the sun and bleach themselves on a summer day. 
!ey were bound in their skin prison and she had to free them. She wanted to be 
the kind of girl who could model but didn’t want to. !at’s what she wanted:

“Would you like to come inside?”
!en she could say:
“!anks but no thanks—I would rather you take me to the Turkish baths and 

watch me masturbate in public.”

A biopsy of her ideal ideal showed similar problems. !ey normally don’t do a 
biopsy of the ideal ideal, except in cases where Present Shock is present. Here it 
is. As you can see, it looks almost exactly the same, a bullet from the same cham-
ber. It’s a very bad sign, the worst, when someone’s ideal ideal has something in 
common with their life philosophy. !ere’s a high and direct correlation between 
following your beliefs and committing murder: it means you’ve entered hell, and 
that’s about as common as the hiccups during wintertime. 

Anorexia, through and through. It was a thorough thing, black like molasses, with 
a logic twisted on its head.

Be perfect. Be dead. Be loved. Be dead. Be pretty. Be dead. Be desirable. Be dead. 
Don’t eat. Feed everyone else. Don’t eat. Look how fat they are. Don’t eat. Look how 
fat I am. Don’t eat. You worked so hard. Don’t eat. You haven’t earned it.
 
!at’s what the biopsy showed: Present Shock and anorexia. My recommendation 
was outpatient care. Someone else suggested electroshock therapy. Yet another 

suggested that we just split her brain in half. Of course, there are those slippery, 
government-sponsored worms who butt in and want to put the troubled runts to 
sleep. Someone else said that Present Shock was becoming too popular, and we 
couldn’t set such an expensive precedent. If we give one person a lobotomy, they’ll 
all want one.

Other conclusions were drawn. It’s likely that she had some disappointing 
one-night stands. We could maybe conclude that she had taken a train out to Long 
Island to meet a couple of guys in a Sears parking lot a#er eleven, since that’s when 
the lights go o', and she had taken turns sucking their dicks, and she asked her 
phone, “Am I a woman now?” but it hadn’t responded. !e train probably took 
her back, and she stared at the &ickering red lights of the Long Island Rail, and 
someone retched in the train bathroom stall. Maybe, maybe that had happened, 
but maybe it was nothing related. 

!e subjects got all mixed together, and there was no di"erence between I or You, 
but there was !ey. Oh, they. !ey was the worst. !ey was when your teeth fell out.

And We were !ey. We had her committed. She screamed, she was quiet, she 
was catatonic as we cut o" her &ngers, oh, can you really expect us to remember? Did 
we cut her brain in half, or did we scramble it with an icepick? Could she do math 
a%erwards? Ask them. !ey’ll know.
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Swept o' my feet just when I thought
I’d be turned away, like an a#ernoon
thunderstorm in late July
anticipated only by the dust,
like a runaway parade &oat
playing the part of the hero
on a war holiday.

1:43 PM, Friday, 3/16/2013
 Oil on canvas, 6 ft x 4 ft
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Accompanied by Feelings
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Somewhere Over
Tape on drywall and wood !oor
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Kate and Ray pulled into a rest stop outside Orlando to eat and 
change drivers. !e food court was crowded with families on their 
way to Disney, stu"ng their faces and buying $ve-pound bags of 
oranges. Ray bought a beer in a paper bag and a Yoo Hoo for Kate, 

and they sat in front of the Dunkin’ Donuts. !ey were driving the $ve hours 
south to Boca Raton to check on Ray’s mother.

“So what’s wrong with Granny exactly?” Kate asked.
“She has some sort of glandular problem.” 
“Have you looked it up?” He’d rather drive $ve hours than Google something, 

Kate thought. At twenty-one, she was the only person in the family who knew 
how to use the Internet, and, as a result, the details of medical problems were 
always mysterious and convoluted.

“I $gured we’d go down there and assess the situation ourselves,” Ray said. He 
was trying to be easy with her, to ignore the way she asked questions like she was 
throwing a dart at a paper cutout of his head. His daughter hadn’t really gotten 
back to normal a#er her miscarriage. He’d brought her along because she’d spent 
the past few months dragging around the house, getting over-involved in the sto-
rylines of daytime TV. Let her get an eyeful of my mother, Ray thought, see what 
it is to be old and sick and mean. Should give her a little perspective. 

�

Kate pulled into the drive at Wayward Palms. From one shithole to another, she 
thought. Her Granny had lived in the trailer park since her grandfather’s death, 
sixteen years ago. It was a $#y-$ve-plus community, full of old people sitting on 

Met, Map, Pennies, 2012  
Archival inkjet print, 10 in x 15 in

Sara J Winston
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mother’s deafness. Je' looked even fatter than last time Ray was here, if that was 
possible. He could barely take care of himself, much less a sick old woman. Je' 
only lived with their mother because he couldn’t a'ord his own place on 40% 
disability. He needed their mother and dead father’s social security checks, too. 

Inside, Kate made a rum and Coke with her uncle’s provisions.
“Don’t bother me anymore, and don’t call me sugar,” Granny said. It was one 

of Scarlett’s lines, from the movie.
“What Granny?” Kate asked.
“Don’t bother me anymore, and don’t call me sugar!” She yelled it this time. 
Ray opened the door and stuck his head in. Granny looked morti$ed. A pe-

nis enhancement commercial had replaced the movie, and salt-and-pepper men 
pitched footballs through rubber tires. Je' pulled Ray back onto the porch.

“It’s part of the whole glandular problem,” Je' whispered. “Uncontrollable 
urge to repeat things she’s heard on TV, on the radio. It’s harmless. !ough it’s 
pretty funny, right?”

�

!e next morning Ray woke early in the back of the van. He and Kate would take 
turns sleeping on the foldout couch in the living room and the van’s back seat. He 
drove around, ending up at a Circle K where he bought cigarettes, a candy bar, and 
co'ee. In the parking lot, he opened the candy bar and called his mother’s doctor. Ray 
$gured he’d get the news straight from the horse’s mouth. He’d found the number in 
the mail scattered across his father’s old rolltop desk. !e phone rang $ve or six times. 

“Dr. Zantold speaking, what can I do you for?”
“I wanted to talk to you regarding my mother’s . . . condition. Lora Harding. I 

understand she has a glandular problem.”
Zantold pretended to shu*e some papers. People expected him to be so busy 

that he couldn’t remember the details of his patients’ dying bodies. “Well, sir, your 
mother has an increasingly prevalent disorder called ‘glandular renalopathy.’ !e 
glands in her body are releasing a caustic &uid which travels to the organ systems 
in the abdomen, causing degradation.” Zantold balanced his Waterman pen on 
his index $nger, felt the weight of the thing. “Eventually it will lead to catastrophic 
organ failure.”

“So she has a glandular disorder.”
“!at’s right.”
“And the strange outbursts?”
“Ah yes, that’s another symptom of the disease. !e glands are also responsible 

for releasing a hormone which regulates impulse control.”

porches and taking golf carts for laps around the circle. !ere were a few wayward 
palms, but most of the park consisted of crunchy crabgrass lined with an orderly 
array of mobile homes.

“You look so beautiful Kate,” Granny said, as they exited the van. She placed 
two shaky kisses on Kate’s cheeks. Ray’s brother Je' hobbled down the stairs on his 
cane. He’d lived with their mother since his accident, ten years ago.

“Got a pot of toe jam soup for you in the fridge, Katie,” he said. It was an old 
joke he used on Kate and her younger brother and sisters. 

Ray hugged his mother and shook Je' ’s hand, doing his best to keep his sur-
prise from showing. Granny was never nice to Kate or any of his kids. It was just 
her way. He recalled comforting Kate as a child a#er she caught Granny chucking 
rocks at her little dog Pebbles.

Je' picked up Kentucky Fried Chicken for lunch. Granny made herself a 
plate and asked Kate questions about her job, did she have a boyfriend, was she 
starting college soon. It’d been years since Kate had been at Granny’s home. In the 
background, the old wood-paneled TV slogged through Gone With the Wind. !e 
window unit struggled to cool the south Florida summer air.

“I work in the mall, Granny. At one of those ear-piercing stands,” Kate said.
“Oh that’s so fun. You must meet lots of interesting people.” Granny scooped 

more coleslaw onto her plate and looked for the saltshaker. Kate wondered if 
Granny was messing with her. She’d always been almost cartoonishly harsh to 
Kate and her younger siblings, but now she seemed sincere.

 “I may start some classes at CFCC in the fall, if I can get my money situation 
sorted out,” Kate said. She knew the $nancial aid was a long shot, and she won-
dered why she wanted to impress this old stranger anyway. She realized now how 
Granny used to perfect her appearance. Her gray hair had always made so# round 
waves, and she wore dresses that were elegant, though outdated. Now her hair was 
frizzy and matted. !e skin hung o' her face in leathery plates, dotted with dozens 
of moles. And she was being so nice. 

Ray and Je' ate on the porch where they could smoke. “I can’t believe you 
didn’t call me sooner,” Ray said. Je' ashed his cigarette and stretched out his 
bad leg.

“What, so you can rush down here and save the day? !e doctor said she’s 
on the latest medication, which slows down her condition. She enjoys living at 
home.”

“Well she seems damn strange to me,” Ray said. He kept his voice down. 
!e walls were thin and he heard the TV, which was turned up loud against his 
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grandfather in uniform. Cli" home from Korea was written on the back. “!e old 
man had a way with punches,” Ray always said. He died when Kate was $ve. 

She opened a manila envelope. Inside was an ancient newspaper ad for a de-
partment store, featuring Granny in a long plaid skirt with a miniscule waist. I had 
to drink milkshakes to keep the weight on! was scribbled underneath in blue pen. 
!e last of the modeling paraphernalia was a note from an audition. Miss Mott, We 
regret to inform you that your look is not exactly what we had in mind for Jensen’s 
Variety. Good luck in all your endeavors. Sincerely, P.F. Harley. And now he’s prob-
ably dead, Kate thought. Got what was coming to him.

!e front door slammed and Kate sat very still. !ere was nowhere to go. !e 
trailer was shaped like a submarine—one way in, one way out—and Granny’s was 
the last room. 

“Oh Kate! It’s you,” Granny said, pushing open the door. She lay down on 
the bed.

“I was just looking through these old pictures. I’m sorry, I should have asked.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Granny stared up at the ceiling as she spoke. “Ray tells me 

you’ve had a miscarriage.”
“Yes,” Kate said. !e bottom of her stomach heated up. It had been four months 

ago now, but Ray would rather talk about her problems than his own.
“I had a miscarriage once, when I was thirty-four. It wasn’t your grandfather’s. 

It belonged to a man named Art. He had a terrible 1946 Chrysler the size of a tank 
he was always bringing into Cli' ’s shop. When I found out I was pregnant I went 
to visit a Cuban woman in Ybor City that my girlfriend told me about. She made 
me a pessary of herbs and told me I better exercise if I wanted it to work. !at week 
I took your father and his brothers and sister to the high school every day, and we 
ran up and down the bleachers. We yelled ‘Go hawks!’ at the top of the stairs each 
time. !at was the school’s mascot.”

Granny laughed and covered herself with a sheet. On the &oor, Kate pulled 
her knees up to her chest.

“It’s funny the things you remember,” Granny said. “I remember exactly how 
the light looked in our bedroom in West Tampa. I would lie there in the early 
a#ernoon with a white sheet over my head. Once Art and I made love on an a#er-
noon like that. I felt just transcendent. He looked over at me a#erward and said, 
‘Lora, you should really be more attentive about cleaning.’ He meant down there, 
of course. In those days women were expected to scrub themselves out with Lysol.” 

Kate’s mind &ipped through her own past sexual humiliations, like a thumb 

“Do they know what causes this glandular problem?”
“!e list of suspected causes is quite long . . . breakfast cereals, the paint farm-

ers spray on their orange crops to make them more enticing, the binding agent in 
$ngernail polish.” Zantold scribbled little &owers and starbursts on the corner of 
his desk calendar. It really was a damn $ne pen. “Let me put it this way, Mr. Hard-
ing. !ere are few incidences of glandular renalopathy in women in the developing 
world. However, when they move to a developed nation, they contract the disease 
at the same rate as women who have lived on American soil their entire lives. One 
might say the disease is all around us.” Zantold spun in his chair as he said this, 
wrapping the phone cord around his body.

�

Back in the trailer, Kate woke to the sound of Granny dropping eggs onto the kitch-
en &oor. “Let me help,” Kate said, jumping up from the couch. She took a smoking 
pan o' the burner and set it on an oven mitt.

“!ey just slipped right out of my hand,” Granny said, looking mournfully 
at the eggs. She hummed the tune to the Folger’s co'ee commercial and started 
squeezing oranges over a plastic juicer. Kate was too worried by her grandmother’s 
cheerfulness to do anything but go along with it. Granny’s happiness seemed to 
portend something terrible, like how dogs went berserk before a natural disaster.

When Kate was little, Granny had been strident. “!ese kids are spoiled,” she 
would say to Ray when he brought them over for holidays. Never mind that nearly 
all Kate’s clothes were from the Jesus Is! charity, that she could push out her bed-
room wall in their trailer and see the ground, three or four feet below. !e kids un-
wrapped Granny’s gi#s with grim expressions, knowing to expect encyclopedias, 
socks, and toothbrushes. 

A#er breakfast, Granny and Je' went for a walk around the circle of the trailer 
park, and Kate was alone in the house. She watched a muted game show while the 
AC unit gargled on. How could she and Ray leave someone to die here, in this 
place? Kate wondered if her own sadness was simply $nding the nearest thing to at-
tach to, like a baby duck following a dog around a#er its mother died. Well, so be it.

In Je' ’s room she Googled Granny’s disease, researched the cost of assisted 
living facilities. She regretted looking in her uncle’s search history. About half the 
searches were for porn videos of women with disabilities. A#er scribbling some 
notes, Kate turned o' the computer and walked into Granny’s room. She had a 
fetish for looking through other people’s belongings. In a bureau she si#ed sheaves 
of papers. Stacks of manuals for the vacuum cleaner, the microwave. A photo of her 
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idea that adults had some sort of special reasoning or problem-solving skills. “I 
thought you could sell your bus,” she said.

�

!e next day, Ray woke early and drove down the ugly main highway lined with 
car dealerships and gas stations. He made a loop twice before pulling into Big 
Mike’s RV and Boat. He would see what he could get for his motorhome at a 
dealer. Maybe there was something to Kate’s suggestion. Perhaps it was $nally 
time to step in, to stand up to his mother, although the thought made him itch 
from his feet up through his thighs. 

In the gargantuan lot, Ray pretended to browse motorhomes and waited for 
the vultures to come.

“What are you in the market for today, sir?” the salesman asked, appearing 
on cue. “How about this beaut, eh? It’s got a slideout expansion, double bed, 
easy pump sewer and water hookup, built-in cabinetry.” Ray explained that he 
was thinking about selling an RV. His voice trembled. He lived in the bus for 
most of the year, while he worked setting up concerts and stages across the 
country. He owned the motorhome free and clear: it was the investment of his 
life savings.   

!e salesman yammered on and numbers swam around in Ray’s head. His 
bus was only worth enough cash to pay for ten or eleven months of care for his 
mother. Damn Kate and her pie-in-the-sky idea, to trick the state into paying. As 
if their lives were some movie where they could get away with anything. Since the 
miscarriage her ideas weren’t quite grounded in reality. 

Ray got in the van and drove down the highway, dialing Dr. Zantold’s number 
with his le# hand.

“Hello again, Ray,” the doctor said. “!e sun still rises and sets, I’m afraid. 
How can I help you?”

“My daughter and I were thinking about putting my mother into a special 
facility for glandular renalopathy.”

“!at sounds like a fantastic idea. Were you thinking Glen View or Lansing? 
Glen View has more of a summer camp feel—new loves forming, arts and cra#s, 
friend drama. ‘Death is to old age as adulthood is to adolescence,’ that’s part of the 
vision of the place.”

“!e thing is, Doctor, we only have the liquid funds for a few months at one 
of those homes. Is there any way we can apply for long-term care coverage under 
Medicare? You know my mother has no insurance.” Ray turned right at a red light 

on a worn deck of cards. What could she possibly say to comfort this woman 
she barely knew? She sat quietly, letting the silence expand. A#er a few minutes 
Granny’s breathing became deep and steady with sleep.

�

In the van that night, Ray and Kate convened. Kate told Ray about the morning, 
about Granny and the smoking pan. She le# out the part about the miscarriage. 
“I can’t believe you let it get like this for her,” Kate said.

“Me! Let it get this way!” Ray slapped his knee. “Sorry, I missed the day 
when I got put in charge.” Since he was a child his mother had always been 
overly formal and distant, dodging care before it was even o'ered. 

“You could have sent her money. She didn’t have to live in a place like this.” 
Kate’s mind kept coming back to her uncle, fapping it all day in front of his Gate-
way while Granny watched !e Price is Right in the living room.

“!e last time I checked, my mother was a human being with her own 
mind. She chose to live here a#er my dad died. I sent her money when I had any 
to spare. Sorry I was too busy sending cash to Sharon for your school clothes 
and diapers and the endless stream of shit you all needed.” 

“Maybe you should wear a rubber next time, Ray,” she said. 
“Fuck!” Ray honked the horn of the minivan, and a tiny dog yelped on the 

porch next door. Kate &inched, glancing at her chipped nails.  
“I did some research about the disease. !ere are two assisted living facili-

ties in Florida that specialize in glandular renalopathy. One is really fancy. It has 
like a two-lane bowling alley and a soda bar. It’s three-thousand a month for the 
cheaper one, $ve-thousand for the bowling alley one.” 

Ray’s throat constricted, squeezing out the air. Kate continued. “If we can 
scrape up the cash for the $rst few months we can petition Medicare to continue 
covering the costs. !ey’re not going to just kick her to the street once we’ve put 
her in there.”

“And how did you plan to come up with, oh, say, ten-thousand dollars for 
the $rst three months?” Ray had made twenty-$ve thousand dollars the previ-
ous year. His savings consisted of a few emergency hundos strategically hidden 
in drawers and between the pages of books. “You gonna do some overtime at 
Piercing Pagoda? !ings aren’t so terrible for her here. She gets to be indepen-
dent, she doesn’t have to live among strangers and wonder what the hell is going 
on all the time.” 

Kate rubbed her thumb into her temple. Adulthood was such a sham, the 
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marshaled up her guilt. “My family fears me and it’s too late to change who I am.”
Zantold sighed. “Lora, we’ve been over this. !e medical consensus is that 

change is always possible. Underneath that carapace, you’re smooth and pale and 
strange to the world.” He pulled up a picture of a newly molted snake on his com-
puter and showed it to her. !en he handed her a yellow carbon copy of their 
conversation, torn from an important-looking ledger.

From her beach chair Granny watched sandpipers dig up shells at the water 
line. Cli' had a heart attack at work. Died in his boots. She’d always imagined her 
own death like that, swi# and unexpected. Now she had that Nancy Sinatra song 
stuck in her head, about boots. “!ese boots were made for walking, and that’s just 
what they’ll do . . .” She sang it out loud several times, skipping over the verses she 
couldn’t remember.

�

!at night was Kate’s turn to sleep in the van. She switched on an AM channel 
and listened to a man complain about a museum exhibit composed of real human 
bodies—dead ones, injected with plastic. 

Granny had $nally returned a few hours earlier by taxi, a#er disappearing 
sometime in the morning. Before she le# she’d said to Kate, “I have some errands 
to run. Don’t tell your father.” Around one, Ray realized Granny wasn’t out walk-
ing, but that she’d disappeared. He panicked, driving in concentric circles out 
from Wayward Palms, searching for Granny passed out in a ditch. Kate had said 
nothing, not wanting to break her promise.

But now Kate turned on the van and drove through the dusk until she came 
to a twenty-four-hour grocery. In the aisles she stepped over stock boys, put crisp 
heads of lettuce and a fatty slice of ham in the cart. It was the least she could do. 
Her grandmother’s house was $lled with disgusting food: canned peaches, sweet 
pre-made dinner rolls. Half the things in her pantry were suspected causes of 
glandular renalopathy.

 Granny was mi'ed at Ray’s worry when she returned. “What am I, already 
dead!” she yelled. “I can’t even leave my home?” Kate recognized Granny’s old 
hardness coming through. It hurt her head like the sun’s glare o' some black cor-
porate building.

Kate went through the self-checkout line, neglected to scan half her items, 
and fed some cash into the machine. 

�

At 3:00 a.m., Ray snuck into the front seat of the van while Kate snored, and 
punched the doctor’s on-call number into his phone. !is time he let the call go 

and drove in the direction of the Atlantic.
“I of all people know that, Ray.” Zantold had seen Ray’s mother for free for 

several months now, but that’s not something he would mention. “But no, there’s 
no way to make a ‘petition’ like that. I’m afraid it doesn’t exist in the bureaucracy. 
A#er your money stops coming in, she’ll be transferred to one of the state-run 
homes. In those places old age is a cruel and neglected infancy. Hours in poopy 
diapers, sexual assault, local preachers on Sunday scoring easy recruits.” 

Ray thanked Zantold for his time and hung up the phone. He really wasn’t 
very professional, yet Ray kept calling.

�

Granny waited at the corner for the Boca Getaway, the free bus that ran on a loop 
into downtown, past the beach, then back around the main highway to Wayward 
Palms. !e bus, which was a garish purple, pulled up to the curb. !e only other 
riders were a teenage couple that got o' at the mall and a man who appeared to 
be sleeping.

At the ocean, Granny disembarked and walked towards the water. She wore 
high heels and they sank in the sand, so she took them o' and put them in her 
purse. She sat on a chair under an umbrella reserved for guests of a posh hotel. 

!e sun was high and hot. When Cli' died she had him cremated against his 
wishes, released his ashes into the wind on a day like this. Cli' liked beach sand, 
Cli' liked talcum powder on clean young arms and legs. He’d beaten her, beaten 
the children, but she’d had the last say. Death was when Cli' could $nally give her 
what she wanted.

She put on large sunglasses from her purse while pushing memories of her 
life with Cli' to the back of her mind. She needed to think. What were Ray and 
Katie up to, being here? She knew she was dying, but Zantold was cagey about the 
details, the progression of days and months. 

“You’re dying, Lora,” he’d told her. “You’re the one $lling in the details of 
this story.” 

So she’d said to him, “I can’t hold my hands above my head long enough to 
set my curlers. I take breaks when whisking an egg. I can’t stop thinking about my 
children. If I’d kept a better house or stood up to him more, maybe Cli' would 
have le# them alone.”

“He didn’t hurt people because you didn’t keep the kitchen clean enough. He 
did it because there was something deep inside him that had turned sour.” 

“Oh, you’re a quack,” Lora had said, pushing some papers o' his desk. She’d 
felt terrible for decades and wouldn’t have all that work dissolved so quickly. She 
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kept saying slowly out loud, which was the tagline for the restaurant. A gesture 
like lunch out alone could only mean bad news. She wondered if Zantold had told 
Ray the bald truth about her sickness. Well, she would just tell Ray that she already 
knew about it too, the dying. Knew about it, and still had her dignity.

For lunch Ray ordered the bacon burger, and Lora got the salmon. “Mom, I 
wanted to talk to you about some things,” Ray said. His foot tapped underneath 
the table. “You really shouldn’t be living so far away. If anything happened to you, 
I don’t know what I’d do. You’re not well.”

“I know it’s not perfect, but I love my little house. I love the sun and the 
ocean. !e world is your oyster,” she said, and started crying. 

“You’ve got to come live with me, Mom. In Inglis, up north.” Ray wanted 
to tell her he was sorry he didn’t have enough money for anything else, a live-in 
nurse, some help, a nice place where old people were waited on like princes while 
they died. 

“Do you remember our house in West Tampa?” she asked. “!ere was a week 
when you were $ve years old when we went to the high school every day and ran 
up and down the bleachers. At the top of the steps we said, ‘Go hawks!’” She yelled 
it, drawing the attention of everyone in the restaurant. 

“Mom, you’re not listening to me,” Ray said. 
“No, you’re not listening to me! I told you kids I was training for the Olym-

pics. I lied with impunity then. Hah! I had a lover, I could’ve had another family. 
Yes, yes, I got away with a few things.” Her hand shook as she reached for the water 
glass, and it toppled over. “I always did my best, but it wasn’t much was it? I loved 
you all immensely, but damn if it ever did us any good.” 

At the word love Ray’s mouth went dry, like it was $lled with saltines. He 
came around the table to hug her, struggling to position his arms in a way that 
felt right. His mother’s hair smelled overly &oral, like Dollar Store shampoo. She 
really must be dying, he thought. !e last time she said she loved me was when I 
was ten years old.

�

Years ago in Israel, a driver took Ray and his mother to see the Dead Sea and Bibli-
cal ruins. !ey stopped in a café for lunch. “I could walk for miles,” she said a#er. 
Later he swam in the sea while his mother &oated, her chin tilted towards the sun. 
She hugged Ray about a hundred times and told him she was sorry for his father’s 
meanness. It wasn’t until many years later that Ray realized she had been drinking 
hashish tea in the café.

through, and Zantold picked up on the second ring. “Hope I’m not disturbing 
you, Zanny,” Ray said. 

“Oh Ray,” Zantold said. “I was just fucking my wife. She’s beautiful. She’s 
beautiful in that iconic, painful way where you just want to cry because you can’t 
always be fucking.”

“!at’s nice, Doctor.” Ray &icked the sun visor up and down, up and down. 
Zantold loved framing the truth in a way that made people uncomfortable, but 
Ray was used to it by now. What did it matter how strange Zantold was? He was 
all they had. “I’m calling because we’ve decided it’s best for all of us if my mother 
comes to live with me. In my motorhome up north.” Zantold was quiet, so Ray 
kept talking. “My mother used to be beautiful like that,” Ray said. He remembered 
her &oating in the Dead Sea in a high-waisted bikini and sunglasses, looking like 
Jackie Kennedy. !ey lived in Israel for a year when he was ten, when his father 
had a contract to work on helicopters there. 

!e doctor broke Ray’s thoughts. “Have you looked in a mirror lately? We’re 
not exactly winning any beauty pageants ourselves these days.” Zantold took a 
deep breath. “But that does appear to be the only option, eh? Taking your mother 
to live with you. In these situations it’s best to remember one thing: it certainly 
won’t be forever.” He let out a little chuckle.

!ey said their goodbyes, and Ray put his phone in the cup holder. He spent 
a while looking at his face in the mirror on the back of the sun visor. He traced 
the lines on his forehead, replaying the doctor’s remark in his mind. Zantold had 
never actually seen Ray in person.

�

!e next day, Ray took his mother out to lunch at her favorite restaurant, a sea-
food place at the pier. !e walls were decorated with nets, sea sponges, and sea 
stars. An octopus swam in a large aquarium by the window, where it could see the 
ocean from its tank. So close but so far, buddy, Ray thought.

Ray had told Je' they were only running to the store. Better to tell his brother 
the plan a#er it was settled. Je' would only argue that he could keep an eye on 
their mother just $ne, that the old potatoes she microwaved for lunch were ad-
equate, that he could always ask a neighbor for help if she slipped and fell in the 
tub. Ray was $nally going to stand up to his mother, and he wasn’t about to let Je' 
squash him.

Ray tore apart and buttered rolls for his mother, sipped his lemon water. Lora 
excused herself to go to the bathroom and sat on the toilet lid. When she was 
nerved up, the outbursts were harder to control. “!e world is your oyster,” she 
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Non!ction hanging scroll landscape paintings of the Northern Song period (960-1127). It holds 

a sacred place in the canon of Chinese landscape painting as the only extant work 
by the early Song master and as a milestone in the development of artistic technique 
and critical thought of the Chinese literati. Typical of literati painting,1 it functions 
on a myriad of levels, allowing access to Tang poetry, recent political events, and 
past artistic lineages, as well as an ordered vision of the world understood through 
Fan Kuan’s brush. Built on a centuries-old painting tradition and a highly nuanced 
theoretical framework, Fan’s composition is an individual’s interpretation of the 
techniques and motivations of the great artistic sages that came before him. Investi-
gated closely, Travelers weds native Chinese ideologies and scholarly painting con-
ventions to manifest the energy and essence of this celebrated artist.

Elizabeth Lee

!e Mediating Brush
Presence and Persona in Fan Kuan’s 

Travelers among Streams and Mountains 

The journey has been di"cult. Two brave souls guiding a train of 
mules come to a clearing a#er navigating the cragged rocks and 
twisting trees of an unforgiving forest in a dense mountain range. 
!ey will slowly make their way to the bank of a stream glimmering 

with cool clear water where, perhaps, they will pause for a moment and take in 
the awesome terrain before them. !e so# trickle of the stream is threatened by 
the distant sound of a rushing river hidden in a valley under the thick mist of the 
enigmatic landscape. Rising from this mist is an insurmountable citadel. Rock 
cli's poised in noble hierarchy, the largest blu' is &anked by his smaller compan-
ions. !eir sheer monumentality dwarfs even the most mature hardwood pines 
and sturdy cypresses. Nestled among the trees, along the crest of an intermedi-
ary knoll, is a grouping of temples where the mule herders might have received 
food and shelter. !e view from this building complex is surely possessed by the 
mysterious dark cle# and the thin white waterfall running from the peak of the 
mountain on the right. As the tiny $gures continue on their path, they will no 
doubt carry with them an imprint le# by the energy, con$dence, and harmony of 
this landscape—an a"rmation of nature’s colossal, illuminating power.

As a viewer of Fan Kuan’s (c. 960-1030) Travelers among Streams and Moun-
tains (Fig. 1), one is invited to explore the landscape of this ink painting clearly on 
a topographical level, but also as a mediating experience communicated through 
tradition and style. Fan’s work is one of the best preserved and critically accepted Fig. 1: Fan Kuan (c. 960-1030), Travelers among Streams 

and Mountains
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Five Dynasties period (907-960), Ching Hao developed a monumental landscape 
prototype, dominated by solid cli's and mountains, which was later copied by 
Song landscapists including Fan Kuan. !e goal of these experimentations was to 
produce a coherent vision, a landscape unfragmented by dense, &at blocks of color 
and individual images. Pictorial uni$cation was achieved by late Five Dynasties 
and early Song painters through their limited use of color, prominent brushwork, 
and new depth-creating techniques like “concealing mists” and thinner tones of 
ink to represent distant objects. 

One of the most celebrated and perhaps the greatest landscape painter of all 
time was Li Cheng. His powerful style is now experienced mostly through copies 
made by his followers or later artists painting in the Li Cheng style. He specialized 
in winter scenes, which lent themselves well to his sparse use of ink and dry, ener-
getic brushwork. Li’s paintings were not praised for their naturalism but rather for 
their ability to evoke the “inner workings of nature and the arising of Yang and the 
withdrawing of Yin.”3 Li was said to have “stored landscape in his breast,” painting 
not from nature, but from the essence of nature that he had internalized.4 

!is quali$cation of Li’s work developed from an ideological shi# in early 
Chinese writings on aesthetics. Rather than understanding painting as an art of il-
lustration, artist-scholars interpreted painting as a form of expression like calligra-
phy or poetry.5 In the early sixth century, the portrait painter Hsieh Ho composed a 
list of principles painting should follow, called the “Six Laws” or “Six Elements,” the 
$rst—and most important—of which was “animation through spirit consonance” 
(ch’i-yun sheng-tung). Scholarly interpretations of ch’i-yun through time mark the 
evolution of thought regarding the raison d’être of literati painting in China. Chang 
Yen-yuan, a Tang connoisseur of calligraphy and painting, applies the term only to 
images of living beings, implying an understanding of ch’i-yun akin to the Greek 
pneuma, or “breath of life.”6 !is limited conception of ch’i-yun stems from his 
orthodox understanding of painting’s ultimate goal as formal likeness. However, 
during the Song, Kuo Jo-hsu o'ered a radical reinterpretation of ch’i-yun as a re-
&ection of the character of the painter. In his Tu-hua chien-wen chih, Kuo writes, “if 
a man’s character is high, the ch’i-yun (tone of his work) must inevitably be high.”7 
Kuo groups painting with calligraphy—an art form then widely accepted as chie&y 
expressive—as imprints of the mind, revealing the man through the atmosphere of 
his work. Later, Teng Ch’un expounded on Kuo’s reading, emphasizing the artist’s 
role as an interpreter of the essential nature of things. !ese delineations of ch’i-yun 
and the role of painting compose the theoretical framework in which Fan Kuan’s 
Travelers was created and received. 

!e idea that artworks “do” rather than “represent” is especially cogent in the 
context of Chinese landscape painting. In Art and Agency, Alfred Gell posits that 
art objects are manifestations of agency, indexes of their makers as well as their 
owners.2 His construction of the art nexus allows for a displacement of agency, 
what he calls a “secondary agency,” to operate within the object, generating the 
semblance of intention from the work itself. Intention, understood as that which 
starts a sequence of events, is apparent only in culturally prescribed models used to 
explain causation. !erefore, the intention that activates a work of art can be said 
to lie in the way it is meant to be seen and in the ideas and actions it is meant to 
elicit. Returning to Chinese landscape painting, the agency of this type of artwork 
is manifested in the inherent guide on how to read and use the image which is 
dictated by tradition and Chinese cultural mores. In other words, the style of the 
image is the visual origin of agency in Travelers, allowing the viewer access to the 
presence of Fan Kuan’s vision of the world and the political, religious, philosophi-
cal, literary, and painterly realities of late tenth- and early eleventh-century China. 

Travelers embodies a period of experimentation that lasted almost 100 years—
ending with Li Cheng (919-967), Fan’s professed master—and which $rmly estab-
lished landscape as the preeminent genre of painting. In the process it usurped 
$gure and narrative painting, which had &ourished in the heavily Confucian set-
ting centuries before culminating during the Tang (618-907). While earlier paint-
ers used landscape to augment their pictures of human activities, in the fourth and 
$#h centuries a strain of Taoist ideas—namely those associated with the practice of 
“communing with nature”—created a context in which painters could depict land-
scape for its own sake. Landscape painters of this color were inclined to believe that 
their representations expressed not only the physical appearance of nature but also 
its immaterial “&avor” (ch’u)—an aspect that had the power to captivate the soul of 
man. !ough their ideas di'ered from those of the academy, the orthodox mode 
of painting in thick outlines and heavy washes of color continued to be prevalent 
through the end of the Tang. Nature here is unnaturally clear and neat, signify-
ing a humanistic view of nature as completely intelligible. !is con$dence quickly 
eroded as the long era of peace brought by the Tang crumbled into the chaos of the 
tenth century. Artists began to turn away from human themes. !e old methods of 
representation lost favor, and painters began to explore the possibilities of mono-
chrome and various broader kinds of brushwork. Wang Wei (699-759), the famous 
poet-painter and artistic progenitor of Fan, is credited with developing the texture 
stroke (ts’un) and the “broken ink” (p’o-mo) method, breaking the &atness of ink-
wash paintings with variegated and deep-toned accents. In addition, during the 
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part of an elaborate cultural game where the quotation of old masters’ styles was 
a token of inclusion in a group of elite, educated men. !e separation between 
the artisan painter and the scholar-painter was to be of great importance in the 
Southern Song9 literati’s formulation of painting’s virtues. !e scholar-amateur 
painter was valued for his sensitivity to the essence of nature, untrammeled by the 
professional’s preoccupation with pictorial naturalism. !is ideal, however, was 
inconsistent with earlier artists like Li Cheng and Fan Kuan, and later scholars had 
to force this characterization upon them. 

Li Cheng was born into an aristocratic Tang family but never served in the 
court during the tumultuous Five Dynasties period. Nevertheless, in a thirteenth-
century manual for connoisseurs, Chao Hsi-ku writes, “Li Cheng and Fan Kuan 
were both scholar-o"cials who, when they were inspired, would leave behind a 
few brush strokes.”10 Although many writers of the subsequent Yuan, Ming, and 
Qing dynasties have attributed to Fan Kuan scholar-o"cial status, it is more likely 
that he was a recluse whose primary source of income was painting. According to 
the Northern Song imperial catalogue, Hsuan-ho hua-p’u (compiled by Shen Kua 
a#er 1120), Fan 

lived among the crags and coves and wooded hills in the Chung-nan 
and T’ai-hang mountain ranges, daily observing the clouds, mist, mel-
ancholic ways of wind and moon, and the indescribable e'ects of the 
darkening and clearing skies. Silently his spirit communicated with 
them . . . Such were his thousand cli's and ten thousand gorges that 
they instantly made one feel as if walking along one of those shaded 
mountain paths, and even in the middle of summer, one felt chilled 
and wished to be bundled up in a cover. !us it was said that Kuan was 
able to transmit the spirit of the mountains.11 

Unlike the well-dressed urban aesthetes who took the name shanren (“hermit”) to 
color their ostensibly civilized personas, Fan was a true Taoist mountain man who 
dressed in thick, old-fashioned clothing, loved wine and the Tao, and was nick-
named by his contemporaries Fan Kuan, or Fan “the Expansive,” because of his 
liberal and broadminded manner.12 His close relationship with nature was seen as 
a fundamental aspect of his practice and contributed to his success as a painter. 
Essentially, nature was a catalyst for the creation of images that resonated with the 
spirit, or truth, of the mountains.13 

Fan’s landscapes were inspired by nature and thus attained “spirit resonance” 
(ch’i-yun). However, they were neither topological descriptions of speci$c moun-
tains, nor were they presentations of the idea of mountains. !e standard of the 

I,- .,/ I0.12 

As an ink painting on silk, Travelers is intimately related to calligraphy and po-
etry. All three modes of expression were produced using the same brush and ink 
and the same type of scroll. !ey could even be displayed alongside one another, 
hung on a wall or from poles. !e latter two had long been seen as scholarly 
arts that fused subjective emotions with the objective world. Once painting was 
deemed a liberal art, and an art that was not bound solely to mimesis, it began 
to take on the particular descriptive potency of poetry and the expressive quality 
of calligraphy. On the other side of the world, particularly during the Renais-
sance, painting was o#en considered alongside poetry. However, the Western 
attitude toward art and nature di'ered signi$cantly from that of the Chinese in 
that the former saw painting as an art that could rival science in the exactness 
of its description. Leonardo da Vinci famously joined science and art, taking 
nature as his teacher and recording his scienti$c observations in thousands of 
drawings and notebooks. His project was in service of recreating nature in paint-
ing, forsaking the unconscious tendencies and mannerisms of his mind for a 
purely “style-free” representation. Poetry, then, could not help but follow envi-
ously behind painting’s pictorial realism. In China, the opposite held true: paint-
ing aspired to the status of poetry. !e goal was not to achieve a scienti$c formal 
likeness but to represent an individualized conception of the world. Naturalism, 
or “similitude” (xingsi) during the Song came to be associated with the Neo-
Confucian understanding of observation, in which vision o'ered access to an 
underlying, ordered reality.8

!is visual system is mediated by the format of the hanging scroll. Travelers 
is comprised of two long pieces of ink-painted silk mounted on a larger piece of 
paper-backed silk. !e framing of the image is wider at the top and the bottom 
than it is on the sides, perhaps a remnant of the format’s origins in decorative 
painting on folding screens. !e sudden cropping of the image on the right and 
le# sides creates a scene reminiscent of views seen through certain types of win-
dows in Northern Song architecture, o'ering the viewer a “slice” of landscape. As 
opposed to a thick frame that functions like a window, the hanging scroll’s mount-
ing is thin and &oats on top of the wall underscoring the painting’s own agency 
as boundary and surface. !e other-worldly e'ect is further compounded by the 
painting’s temporality as it would only be displayed for limited periods of time. 
Owners of such hanging scrolls would unroll their prized paintings in the pres-
ence of friends or at gatherings. Literati painting was, to be sure, a leisure activity: 
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!e muscular and imposing manner of Fan Kuan’s work is clearly expressed in 
the solidity of his rock faces, created using a particular texture stroke unique to 
his style called the “raindrop ts’un”: a tactile rendering of rock through innumer-
able dabs of pale ink. Perhaps referencing the Great Wall of China or the ancient 
walls of Beijing, Fan’s cli's form an impenetrable barrier prohibiting entrance to 
the casual observer. Literati commentary on the nature of mediation in paintings 
belies an awareness of the di'erence between the image and the sub-image level 
of mark and incident. In Kuo Jo-hsu’s discussion of the virtues of painting, he 
stresses the importance of overall e'ect, the ch’i-yun and the shen-ts’ai (“spiritual 
character”), as well as the distinctive techne employed by the artist.19 !e cor-
respondence of these image levels is essential because it functions as the visual 
basis of representational and connotative possibility. In Travelers, a military-like 
strength activates both the image and the ground of the painting. Wang praises 
the energy of Fan’s brushwork because it is in his creative gestures that he sees the 
shen (“spirit” or “imagination”) of the artist. Here the ch’i-yun of the landscape 
correlates to the shen of its maker, instantiating a tenuous harmony between tra-
dition and individual style. 

!e physical presence of Travelers is commanding. At nearly seven feet in 
height, it is an exemplar of heroic landscapes. Yet for all its grandiosity, Fan’s style 
is also direct. Contemporaries attributed the heroic simplicity of Travelers to Fan’s 
open and rustic character, but there is something to be said of the painterly tech-
niques used to convey this spirit in the work. His depictions of mountains are fron-
tal, with no trace of arti$ce or showiness. !e painstaking raindrop ts’un technique 
that lends itself so well to illustrating rugged surfaces does not seem laborious or 
contrived. !e obvious contours and clear areas of ts’un—characteristics of Tang 
temple mural paintings—augment the legibility of the image in a formal and tem-
poral way. !e leaves on the trees are individually painted but do not break the 
overall unity of the forest. !ough the atmosphere of the work is solid and power-
ful, the irregular lighting and shi#ing-focus perspective assumes a spatiotemporal 
mode of looking. !e viewer is meant to “enter” the painting and wander around 
the levels of the landscape. Depth is created by using paler ink for the sky and dis-
tant forms, while objects in the foreground are painted with dark decisive strokes. 
Underneath the mountains is a pervasive fog, an emptiness that balances the solid 
mass of the cli's and creates a recessive space from which the cli's rise. Further, 
the symmetrical composition, balanced on the top and the bottom by forests and 
foliage, on the le# and the right by the two &anking blu's, presents a &at, homog-
enous image that does not feign any secrets. !ese qualities can be seen in all of Fan 

image (hsiang) in Chinese literary criticism14 was “neither the particular thing 

. . . nor the ‘idea’ of a thing, but rather a sensuous schematization of the nor-
mative thing.”15 !is style of approaching images is deeply ingrained in the 
Neo-Confucian practice of gewu (“the investigation of things”), through which 
humans can gain access to li (“natural principle”). By living in and communing 
with nature, Fan was able to grasp the organizational principles in nature and 
depict them in his paintings. !e viewer is primarily presented with a meta-
phoric space where the presences of li and something of the artist’s personhood 
are mediated.16 !is reading of Fan’s Travelers is consistent with contemporane-
ous reception of the work as well as compatible with the tradition of landscape 
painting during the Northern Song dynasty. 

T3.,405665,1 T3./5657,4

By this stage of the Northern Song, scholars had developed rigid conventions on 
how and what landscape painting was to portray. !e paradigms of a dominat-
ing mountain and smaller companion mountains, of shanshui (“mountains and 
waters”), and the nearly iconic clustering of mountains and temples severely 
limited the subject range of the late-tenth-century landscapist. !ough the artist 
was unable to fully dictate the visual vocabulary of his paintings, the purpose 
of his work was not to represent mountains and trees but to present a vision of 
reality within the framework of landscape painting. Roger Goepper’s analogy of 
the literati painter’s work to the poet’s use of letters and words in a language—to 
be intelligible while conveying a sense of his personality in the formation of 
lines—is particularly persuasive in this context.17 !e brushwork, imagery, and 
individual style of the artist guides the viewer’s understanding of the image. In a 
telling characterization of Fan’s style, the great Song painter Wang Shen (1048-
1103) compared the work of Fan Kuan to Li Cheng in terms of wu (“military”) 
and wen (“civil”): 

Wang $rst looked at the work of Li Cheng and said: “Li Cheng’s paint-
ing method was that of moist ink and $ne brushwork. !ere are mists 
that move lightly, and it is as if a thousand miles were right before 
one’s eyes; there is an abundant spirit that is almost tangible.” !en he 
looked at the painting of Fan Kuan and said: “It is just as if the densely 
packed mountain ranges were lined up before one’s eyes. !e strength 
of spirit is heroic and unfettered, and the force of brushwork is mature 
and vigorous. Truly, is not one of these paintings of the civil sphere 
and the other of the military?18
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teaching through words in that both master and apprentice were manifesting 
what each had learned by “embodying it” (t’i-chih). To think with one’s entire 
being is to understand the “self ” as an experienced reality; immersing oneself 
in that reality allows the possibilities of generalization. !e journey towards the 
universal begins with conquering one’s mind and realizing the genuine self. By 
doing so, one enters a community of contemporaneous and ancient Neo-Con-
fucian sages with whom one could share in “spiritual communion” (shen-hui). 
To understand and transmit the “intentionality” or “idea” (yi) of the sages is to 
internalize it, but because the mind of the ancients can never be reproduced, 
transmitting becomes an act of creating. !us, each act of creation cannot be 
seen as a break with the past but as “the ful$llment of a historical mission and 
the vivi$cation of an accumulative tradition.”24 It was in this context of legacy 
that the transmission of style in painting emerged. 

For a landscapist such as Fan Kuan to accept Li Cheng as his master meant 
not only formally following Li’s brushwork, but also $nding a conception of li 
that resonated with his own, and then embodying the yi of Li’s paintings. Li 
Cheng’s landscapes were said to have no rivals. His depictions of cold, frosty 
landscapes, in which enigmatic snow and fog chilled the souls of o"cials during 
the summer months, were praised for their potent e"cacy (Fig. 2). Li applied 
ink so sparsely that he was known for using ink as if it were gold. And still, the 
ch’i-yun achieved in his work was boundless, e'ortless, as if he himself was par-
ticipating in the spontaneous self-generation of nature. !e dichotomy between 
representation and self-expression was such that, ideally, painting was to contain 
something of nature within it, even though the product was understood to be of 
the artist’s mind. Tung Yu describes the process of painting as akin to natural cre-
ation: forms appear automatically because, for the artist, setting his brush to pa-
per (hsia-pi) is second nature. Working in the background of the artist’s mind is 
the t’ien-chi (“hidden workings of nature”) which arises from both the excellence 
of the man and his sensitivity to the shen-ming (“clear spirit”) of the things he is 
painting.25 T’ien-chi in this sense also signi$es inspiration that stems from nature 
and the artist’s unconscious. What is important here is that the artist achieves a 
state of mind where he is at one with his subject, dissolving the barrier between 
the self and the universal. !us, Li’s success at representing li is intimately tied to 
his innate character, his natural handling of his brush, and his connection to the 
subjects that he paints. 

In Liu Tao-ch’un’s Sheng ch’ao ming hua p’ing (Evaluations of Song Dynasty 
Painters of Renown), Li Cheng and Fan Kuan are the only two landscapists 

Kuan’s work and later artists painting in the “Fan Kuan style” can be identi$ed 
through their deliberate quotation of several of these stylistic tropes.20 

!e signi$cance of the artist’s brushwork in Chinese landscape painting ties 
it closely to the drawings and color sketches of the European canon. !e idio-
syncrasies and mannerisms of the hand of the artist that are apparent in draw-
ings are smothered by the illusionistic techniques of the traditional occidental 
painter. !is suppression of outlines through the layering of transparent colors 
and glazes is absent in the work of the Northern Song landscapist. In fact, literati 
commentaries on landscapes consistently refer to the greatness of a painting in 
terms of its brushwork and spirit. !e great ringleader of the Song literati during 
the eleventh century, Su Shih (1037-1101), described the brushwork of painter 
Yen Su (961-1040) as “wholly divine and brilliantly fresh. It has le# behind the 
calculations of the artisan-painter and achieved the poet’s purity and beauty.”21 
!at Chinese painting theory was based closely on the philosophy of the written 
word is evident in the second of Hsieh Ho’s “Six Laws,” ku-fa (“bone method”). It 
prescribes the rhythm of the individual stroke and the overall image that stems 
from the varying strength of pressure placed on the brush tip. As the second of 
Hsieh’s laws, ku-fa not only signi$es the importance of brush stroke to the repre-
sentational function of paintings but also its value as an expressive gesture. !e 
earlier, ninth-century connoisseur Chang Yen-yuan writes, “yet even one stroke 
of a real painting will show its breath of life (sheng-ch’i).”22 

Ching Hao in his Pi-fa chi (“A Note on the Art of the Brush”) further for-
malizes the aesthetics of the line by delineating four types of forces (shih) in 
brushwork: muscle, &esh, bone, and spirit. !e fullness of each force mirrors 
the temperament and style of the artist. In a section of the Pi-fa chi dealing with 
models that painters should follow, Ching lists ancients that were “best equipped 
with the Six Essentials” while giving precise evaluations of their achievements 
and faults. By doing so, he suggests that great painters do not limit themselves to 
one master or one school but compare and investigate broadly in order to achieve 
their own styles. 

During the Northern Song, stylistic tradition was conceptually liked to the 
native ideology of Neo-Confucianism. Whereas many Renaissance thinkers 
were engaged with questions of “what” and “why” in an objective fashion, Neo-
Confucian thinkers were preoccupied with the question of “how” in a subjec-
tive sense.23 !e cultivation of inner experience as a way to self-knowledge and 
harmony with the other is re&ected in the Neo-Confucian method of teaching 
and learning. Shen-chiao (“exemplary teaching”) was thought to be superior to 
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By referring to Fan’s style in relation to his artistic predecessor’s, Liu suggests the 
importance of echoing the yi of antiquity in the formulation of one’s own style. 
!e Western word “style” has several manifestations in Chinese, but the most 
germane binome is fengko. Feng, literally “wind,” is a term that overlaps many 
semantic areas. In literary criticism, feng can mean “airs” or “songs” and is used as 
a descriptive classi$cation, referencing the work’s ability to “move” and to “move 
others,” as in the “Wind and Bone” chapter of the literary text Wen-hsin tiao-
lung.27 !rough a commonly used idiom of grasses bending in the “wind,” the 
term carries the sense of “a'ective capacity,” which is implied in instances of hid-
den political criticism. !e second half, Ko, has two primary meanings. !e $rst is 
similar to the “manner” in which one does things. !e term can be used to speak 
of a general mode in poetry that marks the identity of a person or type. It can also 
mean adherence to a “$xed form” or to normative models of poetry. Together 
fengko signi$es both the a'ective nature and speci$c characteristics of an artist’s 
or school’s manner of writing or painting. By resonating with Li Cheng’s fengko, 
Fan Kuan’s expansive, heroic, and deeply personal style moves the viewer through 
nature and history in a way that is both generative and genuine.

M2/5.657,4

!rough the tropes of landscape painting and the fengko of Fan Kuan, Travel-
ers lends the viewer access to several aspects of Northern Song life. !e most 
frequently noted is the political symbolism in Fan’s heroic and militaristic depic-
tion of mountains. Of landscapes painted at the turn of the millennium, Richard 
Barnhart writes:

!eir compositional structure, however, is the very structure of the 
new empire of Song, with the Son of Heaven represented in the 
dominant central peak, his ministers and associates in the supportive 
ranges and hills around the central peak, and the entire vast struc-
ture as ordered, clear, and in$nite as the great empire of China itself. 
!ere is no dust or dirt, no violence or disorder, nature is placid and 
benevolent, controlled by the power and wisdom of the enlightened 
ruler who has brought humanity to this lo#y condition through wise 
interaction with Heaven.28

!e ambition of the early Song dynasty is echoed in the shanshui (“mountains 
and waters”) formulation of the landscape. A#er a devastating period of political 
unrest, the life-giving waters &owing from the mountains allude to the revital-
izing power and growth of the new Song government. Shanshui also functions on 

ranked in the highest “Inspired Class” of painters. In his assessment of Fan, 
Liu writes:

Fan studied the brushwork of Li Ch’eng and although he grasped its 
re$ned subtleties, he remained Li’s inferior until he learned to face a 
scene directly, creating as he himself wished to. He did not go a#er 
super$cial appearances but delineated a mountain’s true bones, and he 
developed his own style. !us, the forcefulness of his rugged antiquity 
does not plunder the works of former generations, and this is why he 
and Li Ch’eng can walk side-by-side.26 

Fig. 2: Traditionally attributed to Li Cheng (c. 919-967), A 
Solitary Temple below Brightening Peaks
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painting contained an absolute existence in and of itself that could take the place 
of nature in human experience. James Cahill suggests that the relationship be-
tween nature and image was more than interchangeable, and that for the Chinese 
until the beginning of the Song dynasty, the two were thought to a'ect one an-
other.33 !e critic Kuo Hsi, writing sometime around 1050, states that “painting 
also has its laws of physiognomy. !e descendants of Li Cheng &ourished in large 
numbers, and all his foothills and ground areas were substantial and generous . . . 
they correspond to the indications of progeny.”34 For Kuo, an auspicious painting 
did not simply express hope for a desired outcome but actively worked to actual-
ize it. !e talismanic nature of landscape paintings depicting harmony and order, 
Cahill posits, was thought to help bring about an analogous reality. 

!ough Fan Kuan might not have painted Travelers intending for it to alter 
the world, it is certain that the painting is a signi$cant illustration of the master’s 
talent and style. !e intricate balance of image, sub-image, and medium allows 
the painting to exist in a reality that is neither phenomenological nor purely imag-
inary. It owes its compositional structure and motif to archaic paradigms, while 
the quality of line and variegated brushwork signify its individual maker, medi-
ating both past and present, tradition and novelty. !e characterization of Fan’s 
brushwork as “inspired,” of his style as “heroic” and $lled with “rugged antiquity” 
is consequential in relation to the assessments of his predecessor Li Cheng’s style. 
It exposes a complex set of ideologies that color the way Northern Song painters 
understood convention and the place and function of idiosyncratic elements. Fan 
Kuan was a master landscapist who was able to rival Li Cheng because he devel-
oped his own protean style that re&ected his expansive character and the corre-
sponding spirit in nature. It was said of Fan that he $rst learned from Li Cheng but 
later lamented, “it is better to learn from Nature than to follow an individual, and 
better still, to follow one’s own heart.”35 

NOTES
1 Chinese literati art (weren yishu) was developed by scholars of Confucian and Daoist 

philosophies as exercises in the cultivation of supreme understanding and moral char-
acter. Consisting of the “three perfections”—poetry, calligraphy, and painting—literati 
art emphasized the portrayal of the painter’s spirit through his brushwork rather than 
the realistic representation of nature. With the maturation of literati poetry during the 
Tang, literati theories concerning literature were codi$ed and expanded into the realms of 
art, music, literature, and theater. Later, around 1200 CE, two distinct groups of painters 
emerged: the literati painter o#en referred to as “amateur,” and the professional cra#sman 
who was trained in the academy and at times displayed superior technical skill. For a 
thorough analysis of the Chinese literati tradition, refer to Susan Bush, !e Chinese Lite-
rati on Painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Chi-ch’ang (1555-1636) (Cambridge, Mass. 
and London: Harvard University Press, 1971).

a Taoist level, referring to the symbiotic relationship of earth and water, solid and 
void, yin and yang, and Heaven and Earth. !is dynamic interaction is mirrored in 
the textured rocks that punctuate the emptiness of the stream and the emergence of 
the cli's from the void of the mist. 

On another level, the presence of temples and travelers elicits the possibility of 
pilgrimages, which were encouraged by the revival of Buddhism under the auspices 
of the Song. As mentioned brie&y above, the literal depiction of the landscape on the 
level of brushstroke and ts’un also evokes the legibility of Tang temple mural paint-
ings. !is connection to the past is deepened by the viewer’s knowledge of pre-Song 
Chinese poetry, which o#en describes journeys into the mountains. It was common 
for painters to compose landscape images based on couplets from Tang poetry, as in 
Tang Di’s Landscape A%er a Poem by Wang Wei, now at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, and Ma Lin’s Scholar Reclining and Watching Clouds Rise, now at the Cleveland 
Museum of Art.29 It follows that a classically educated viewer would be reminded of 
these old poems while considering Travelers. In addition to its visual directness and 
literary correlation, Fan’s work owes its compositional character to a lineage of Tang 
landscapes, possibly originating in one particular prototype.30 !e painting can then 
be said to act as a “substitute,” drawing on the authority of the original landscape to 
signify. In this way, Travelers connotes an anachronic temporality in that it mediates 
presence to signi$cant aspects of the Tang dynasty. 

Travelers was understood partly through the lens of Tang traditions, but it also 
functioned to mediate presence to nature and a deeper reality. In his old age, the art-
ist Tsung Ping (375-443) was said to have painted the Lu and Heng mountains be-
cause he was unable to “roam with abandon the peaks of Ching and Wu.”31 Tsung’s 
paintings served the same purpose as nature itself, namely to inspire the artist and 
to embody li. Similarly, Fan was seen as an artist who could commune with nature 
and participate in natural creation. To this e'ect Tang Yu writes:

[Fan] could grasp Mount Sumeru and enclose it within a mustard seed, 
for his vitality could contain the experience of landscape and have it in 
abundance without viewing the mountains again . . . People today, who 
do not understand real mountains and seek to paint them, pile up rocks 
and heap up earth so that they may aggrandize themselves. How can 
they know about releasing the mind in the act of creation, the creator 
capturing things as he encounters them?32 

Fan’s landscapes, thus understood, were endowed with the same inherent order (li) 
apparent in nature through an act of creation executed by the artist. As neither a 
faithful re&ection of the physical world nor a mere human interpretation of it, the 
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Fiction

Lex Kosieradzki

Judd’s Studio Door

Poetry

Chris Santiago

Playing the Woman’s Part 
 

!ere aren’t any lines
but I have to be pretty, to grow my hair out
long and lustrous.

I’m sewn into a blue dress;
they bind my feet.

!e castrato is my love interest. It’s his voice:
he sings and the audience
shivers like glass dogs.

I cut o' my hair and put on pants
so I can follow him out into the world.

But he rejects me:
I prefer strong women, he says,
a Taurus or an Aries.

It’s more than I can bear: I waste away 
smooth and sexless
a mannequin made of china.

!e cast finds me
smashed to pieces. He picks up my head, listens:

I can hear the ocean! he says, but it’s just the sound
of his own voice.

For some reason, at one of his studios in the town of Marfa, Texas, a#er 
installing several of his earliest sculptures, Donald Judd sealed o' the 
door with bricks and built a new door, slightly smaller than the old 
one, several feet to the right. At the studio, a docent explained to me 

that the door was moved in order to provide a better view of the sculptures from 
the entrance. A#er the tour, I approached the docent and asked if I could pho-
tograph the doors. I made my way back to the studio, took the photo, and snuck 
inside for another look. I noticed that something was amiss.

She had explained that Judd determined the ideal placement of the sculp-
tures only later to discover that the original door displayed them too isometrically, 
that you “noticed the edges too much.” However, as I paced around the studio I 
found a vantage point from which the arrangement of the room was conspicu-
ously imperfect. In the far back corner, near Judd’s desk, I had discovered an ugly 
view. Judd was a man of many talents, but none so dazzling as his knack for ar-
ranging rooms, especially his studios. Why then, in this studio, the only one where 
he performed such a bizarre renovation for the sake of the work, should there 
have been even a single ugly point?

I asked the docent about it, and she told me to meet her at Dairy Queen just 
before it closed at midnight.

I showed up an hour early and had a hamburger and a milkshake for dinner. 
She arrived at eleven forty-$ve and beckoned me to the cab of her pickup truck. 

“I don’t want to talk in there,” she said. We rolled up all the windows and she 
put on some music. “You want to know the real reason Judd closed that door o'?”

I nodded.
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“A little, just the stu' I’ve seen.”
“So the most important thing for him is the idea that objects generate time and 

space, that things constantly create the realities that surround them. But then he’s 
setting up this studio, and he $nds this other object, the aleph, where time and space 
are completely &attened. Everything that ever was or ever will be, from every angle, 
is there all at once, in that single point. !ere’s no space and no time in there. It’s 
just all at once. Do you see the con&ict? Imagine yourself walking through Marfa, 
moving through the streets and out into the desert, around the sculptures: you’re 
thinking about time and space. You’re thinking about your body, your eyes—your 
whole being—relative to everything else. You’re thinking about how everything’s 
generating versions of you and you’re simultaneously generating versions of every-
thing else. You look at the beds in the studios, and the light pouring in through the 
big glass windows and the desert beyond them, and you’re thinking about how shit’s 
being generated and generating other things even when you’re not around, even 
when nobody’s around, even when you’re asleep. It’s just happening. And then you 
open a door and look down and WOW! !ere’s everything that ever was and ever 
will be, from every angle, all at once. You realize that all of existence is one solid 
piece that doesn’t move and doesn’t change, and your experience of movement and 
change is an illusion, that what’s actually going on is that you’re just becoming aware 
and unaware of di'erent parts of the aleph.”

“I guess I sort of would have expected him to leave it there. Like he wouldn’t 
have the heart—”

“It’s not just an isolated thing. It resonates with you and not necessarily in a 
good way. It’s sort of terrible to leave it once you’ve started looking. To see so many 
possibilities, all of them—and believe me, you’ve never been so sure of anything in 
your life that these are all the possibilities—it makes you feel very weak and point-
less, like nothing you can do or think isn’t already laid out, planned, accounted for by 
the aleph. !at’s the part Judd had such a hard time with. Sure, it was interesting to 
him that it was there, but he had to get rid of it for the sake of the work, and his own 
sake. He would look at it for hours and hours, and then he’d suddenly stop and curse 
loudly and go and get drunk in his library. !en the next day he would tell everyone 
that if others saw it, it would make them into the wrong kinds of people. What those 
‘wrong’ people would be like, he never quite speci$ed. He was very clear, though, 
that he didn’t want those types running around, at least not if he could help it. I saw it 
you know, before he covered it up. It was spectacular. It felt sort of like I was looking 
down onto the Earth from a spaceship, but more extreme. I never wanted to leave. 
I think that’s why Judd found it so abhorrent, that it feels like a separate place 

“!ere was a thing in the door. You’ve never seen anything like it. If you started 
to walk in from a certain angle, and then looked down at the threshold, you’d see a 
little ball of light, and if you looked at it for a second, you’d suddenly be able to see 
all of existence, at every point in time, from every possible perspective, with every 
possible variation and every possible outcome, in a single view. Have you read much 
Borges? He wrote a story about exactly what’s in—”

“‘!e Aleph!’” I had read the story many times and could recite from memory 
the passage when Borges lies down on the basement &oor and sees the aleph: 

In that unbounded moment, I saw millions of delightful and horrible 
acts; none amazed me so much as the fact that all occupied the same 
point, without superposition and without transparency.

I was instantly willing to believe her. “So why did he cover it up?”
“It didn’t work with the installation.” 
“Didn’t work with the installation?” 
“Yeah it had to go.” 
I frowned. 
“I mean, you have to understand, you don’t just go plopping sculptures next to 

something like that like it’s nothing.” She paused, then asked, “Are you an artist?” 
I nodded. 
“Me too. So you get it, right? It matters where you put things. You wouldn’t hide 

a painting in a bush unless you really meant it that way.” 
“It seems extreme, still. He could have found a way to work around it.”
“It’s not just something he needed to ‘work around.’ How much do you know 

about Judd’s work?”
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Sajda van der Leeuw
A Politics of Complexity

!ere is a discussion of the extent to which Kelley’s work, for the very 
reason that it works with ambiguity without speaking in favor of un-
decidability, shows a way in which it is possible to handle the politics 
of complexity.

— Diedrich Diederichsen, !e Genealogy of the Victim, 1972. 1

Mike Kelley (1954-2012) was an artist without borders, whose enormously complex 
and multifaceted oeuvre was recently displayed by two large retrospectives in Eu-
rope (Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam) and America (PS1, New York). !ese retro-
spectives, organized a#er Kelley’s suicide on January 31, 2012, not only make visible 
Kelley’s innovative use of untraditional materials, themes, and in&uences, but also 
provide the possibility of a new view on his artistic strategies themselves. Whereas 
Kelley’s works are o#en associated with Abject Art, the broad scope of works that 
compose these recent retrospectives indicate a necessity to think of Kelley’s strate-
gies outside of this label. !is is in line with Kelley’s own views on his works, which 
he has formulated in many written texts and statements. One of these statements 
reads: “I was associated with this so-called Abject Art movement, in which notions 
of failure came into play in the discussion of art . . . Well, I might come from that, 
but I have no love of it.”2 Especially in the context of his recent death, art historians 
encounter the responsibility of drawing Kelley’s works out from behind the shadows 
of Abject Art in order to shed light upon some of the many alternative artistic strate-
gies that seem to have played a part in his large, and now complete, oeuvre. 

that’s the same world as ours, but more real. I think that his whole thing about 
how it would manufacture the wrong kinds of people was just a political trip he 
got on when he was trying to account for the aleph, but I think it does point to an 
underlying politics in his work. You have a role in creating reality, and everything 
else does too. It’s the idea that reality is an intersubjective space. !e aleph crushes 
that. When you see it, it con$rms that reality isn’t an intersubjective space. It’s a 
predetermined space, and predetermination isn’t good for the kind of agency that 
was important to Judd. But all that aside, it’s really powerful to have a moment 
where your perception so vastly exceeds what it usually is. It’s like drugs. You 
can have a problem with them. It would have been inhumane to leave the aleph. 
It would’ve made people feel depressed and ashamed, like they were living an 
incomplete version of the truth and only it could turn them on to the real thing.” 

She yawned and rolled down the windows. I could hear a thunderstorm 
somewhere o' in the distance. All the lights in the Dairy Queen had just been 
turned o', and the lonely sap who had to close was taking out the trash. A hot gust 
of wind with lots of dust in it blew through the truck and stung my eyes. !en, for 
some reason, I leaned in to kiss her and she pulled back and shoved me and asked 
me just what the hell I thought I was doing. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I should probably 
go.” She glared at me and agreed and started the engine of her truck. I thanked her 
for her time and apologized again.

Borges, Jorge Luis. !e Aleph. Collected Fictions. Edited by Andrew Hurley. New York: 
Penguin, 1998.

Image: Lex Kosieradzki. La Mansana de Chinati / !e Block. © Judd Foundation.
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the fact that he gets victimized. Since the victim has a certain, albeit passive, power 
over the person that victimizes him or her, the victimizing person depends on the 
existence of the victim for his identity and power.8

!e strategy of the victim is a powerful aspect of some of Kelley’s works, espe-
cially in his Educational Complex, on which Diederichsen centers his argument. Die-
derichsen nonetheless narrows down Kelley’s extremely complex artistic strategy to 
only one principle. !is becomes especially visible in Kelley’s vast and complex work 
Pay for Your Pleasure, which can be used as a starting point from which to develop a 
notion of a broader scope of Kelley’s “politics of complexity” than the one suggested by 
Diederichsen. For although Kelley occasionally plays the victim, he also manages to 
play other roles, like that of an anti-hero, or even an outlaw. Moreover, Kelley never 
adopts a static role and o#en acts like the Benjaminian rebel: someone who positions 
himself in an ambush to rob the passerby of his convictions at the moment he least 
expects it. It is therefore necessary to place Kelley’s “institutional critique” within a 
broader frame of artistic politics by restoring the dialectic that is so important and 
apparent in Kelley’s work, and which Diederichsen seems to bring to a standstill with 
his sole emphasis on the victim. A close visual analysis of Kelley’s Pay for Your Pleasure 
will aid in understanding the “strategy of the victim” that Diederichsen suggests, while 
simultaneously indicating the need to go beyond the sole emphasis of such a strategy. 

P.8 973 Y7:3 P;2.4:32

When the viewer reads 
the name of Kelley’s artwork 
before entering the installa-
tion, the somewhat disturb-
ing title lingers in her head: 
Pay for Your Pleasure. !e title 
does not leave much room for 
choice, sounding more like 
a command than a title (al-
though the safe con$nes of the 
museum, where the work is 
usually displayed, probably neutralize the tone somewhat). Even though she has likely 
paid for entrance to the museum, the title can make the viewer feel obligated to put 
a few coins into one of the donation boxes at the beginning of the artwork (Fig. 1). 
Whoever does this, however, will not feel the slightest relief, since the act of paying 

A starting point for such a di'erent form of critique is Diedrich Diederichsen’s 
“Genealogy of the Victim” (2008), which relates Mike Kelley’s work to the institutional 
critiques that developed in the a#ermath of Michel Foucault’s in&uential text Surveiller 
et punir ($rst published in 1975). Diederichsen shows that Surveiller et punir brought 
about two oppositional attitudes to the institution. Firstly, he sees it as producing a 
kind of anti-institutional anarchism, which sought to escape the sphere of in&uence 
of institutions completely (without o#en succeeding). And secondly, he highlights a 
certain form of skeptical resignation, in which one has lost belief in the possibility of 
escaping the institutional frameworks. !is resignation, Diederichsen explains, “has 
ensconced itself in a permanent position of criticism that no longer wants to develop 
sustainable prospects.”3 However, as Diederichsen argues, both attitudes failed: the 
$rst attitude’s longing for transcendence of the institution can only work temporarily, 
a#er which the critics of the institution start to form an institution themselves; while 
the second kind of institutional critique produces an art that seems particularly well-
suited to the institutions that it criticizes. Hence, institutional critique, as Diederichsen 
explains, has to move beyond the dichotomy that it embodies in its very name (which 
can either mean a critique of the institutions or of one emerging from the institutions, 
depending upon the context). In order to do so, it has to embrace what Diederichsen 
calls a “politics of complexity,” and it is here that Mike Kelley comes in. As Diederich-
sen says, “there is a discussion of the extent to which Kelley’s work, for the very reason 
that it works with ambiguity without speaking in favor of undecidability, shows a way 
in which it is possible to handle the politics of complexity.”4

As Diederichsen explains, the works of Mike Kelley can be seen as a form of a 
solution to the status quo of contemporary institutional critique, since his work “does 
not pause in anxious rigidity in front of the complexity it recognizes, trans$guring it 
as hopelessness founded in the institutional.”5 Rather, Kelley’s works are able to rec-
ognize, and make use of, the complexity of the disciplinary powers of the context in 
which they function, by employing what Diederichsen calls an “inverse existential-
ism.”6 Diederichsen sees this in Kelley’s o#en-assumed role of the victim: a person 
whose identity is precisely not formed by his own decisions (as Sartre’s existentialism 
proclaimed), but rather by those of someone else (either a person or a disciplinary 
power). Kelley uses this inverse existentialism, the strategy of the victim, as a way to 
revitalize criticism by showing how institutions and disciplinary powers make acting 
impossible. Diederichsen regards this very speci$c way of making the inability to act 
visible as Kelley’s strongest power, as victimization also allows for a “secret empower-
ment” of the victim himself.7 By this, Diederichsen alludes to a dialectical process, in 
which the victim recognizes his own empowerment and agency precisely because of 

 Fig. 1: View of the two donation boxes at the beginning of 
the artwork.
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Goethe and is painted in purple. Goethe’s portrait is accompanied by a grim quota-
tion: “Imagination lies in wait as the most powerful enemy. Naturally raw, and enam-
ored of absurdity, it breaks out against all civilizing restraints like a savage who takes 
delight in grimacing idols.” On the other side, mirroring Goethe, one sees a portrait 
of Honoré de Balzac, with an equally dark quotation: “I erect myself at the exact point 
where knowledge touches madness, and I can erect no safety rail.” Next to him, in 
red, there is Edgar Degas, whose words mirror those of Balzac in his representation 
of the artist as being on the edge of madness: “A painting is a thing which requires as 
much cunning, rascality and viciousness as the perpetration of a crime.” Although 
the beholder of Pay for Your Pleasure by now feels rather torn between a certain ad-
miration for the skillfully painted portraits and their underlying words, which are 
cited as if they are universal truisms, the next portrait solidi$es the unease of the 
viewer. It appears to be the portrait of an angel: a young boy gazing upward with 
naïve looking eyes, whose face is rendered in a bright orange. Yet this angelic portrait 
is accompanied by a quotation by the Marquis de Sade, which reads, “Crime in itself 
has such an attraction that, independently of lust, it alone can in&ame the passions.”

!e pairing of de Sade’s remarkable portrait11 with this disturbing quotation ar-
ticulates the uncanny feeling of the whole work. While walking through this hallway 
of famous and in&uential men (there are no women), one feels as if all the literary, 
artistic, and theoretical heroes of the past are debased through the explicit linkage be-
tween themselves and their work within a sphere of transgression and taboo through 
the suggestive quotations. Moreover, the disgrace of these famous men makes the 
viewer feel disgraced as well. It is di"cult to position oneself before and against the 
words of these great men because of how the beholder starts to question her personal 
beliefs. One therefore feels captured by a sublime experience whereby one’s reason is 
struggling with an enormous, overwhelming feeling of doubt. !is doubt reaches its 
culmination once one has arrived at the end of Kelley’s hallway. For there, in between 
Sartre, Marinetti, and Oscar Wilde, hangs the painting of Jan Willem van E., which 
Kelley made in 2001; at that time, Jan Willem van E. had already been imprisoned for 
twenty-eight years a#er being convicted of murder.

Pay for Your Pleasure cinematically builds up emotion and a certain form of 
trust, only to permeate this trust with feelings of doubt through a rigid control of 
one’s visual experience. Hence, the experience of Pay for Your Pleasure is analogous 
to seeing a $lm by David Lynch, the cinematic master of the uncanny: one (through 
the lens of a camera) enters a perfectly ordinary room in which everything seems 
normal and familiar, until the slight movement of a curtain suddenly makes the 
viewer’s skin crawl. It is what Piper Marshall, in his article Investment Returns, has 

before entering the artwork will produce a strange feeling of guilt, as if one has just 
tried to pay o' a debt that is not commensurable with money. Yet this feeling could 
be forgotten when one enters the work.

At $rst sight, Pay for Your Pleasure looks rather beautiful: an array of colors 
transforms the hallway into a candy store for art lovers (Fig. 2). !e pleasure of look-
ing at the dynamic hues in their harmonious, rhythmic setting might initially pro-
duce a feeling of happiness.9 However, upon closer observation, this cheerful mood 
begins to change, as the viewer notices that the colors are actually rather mechani-
cally ordered: the $rst color is purple, and then the work moves into red, orange, 
yellow, green, and blue, a#er which the sequence starts all over again. !is strange 
rigidity contrasts with the abundance of the colors themselves and con$nes their 
visible power to a rationalistic, preconceived system.10 Moreover, when one observes 
that the colors themselves are actually bound to large, oversized portraits of famous 
poets, writers, philosophers, and artists, all realistically and skillfully painted, such 
a rigid sequence of colors neutralizes the individuality of these portraits and makes 
them instead part of a whole that powerfully, and somewhat dictatorially, supersedes 
their individuality. Yet this sequencing of colors is not the main factor that in&uences 
the initial joyful feeling of the observer. It is only a#er the viewer has started to read 
the texts that accompany these colorful portraits that the initial feeling of pleasure 
and admiration for the painter’s skill slowly turns into its rather uncanny opposite. 

!is unsettling feeling starts to grow when one looks at the $rst portrait on the 
le# side of the hallway, which is of the German Romantic poet Johann Wolfgang von 

Fig. 2: View of the beginning of the artwork.
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and conceptualism). Mike Kelley recalls: “at the time, everybody talked about 
them [the birdhouses] as some sort of &ip of minimalism. As if minimalism 
was being inscribed onto some sort of everyday object.”15 It was then that Kelley 
started to build variations of the birdhouses that were not birdhouses anymore, 
which then required explanation. It was out of this necessity to defy the leading 
discourses of the time that Kelley started to develop his performances centered 
upon what he called demonstrational sculptures, which he used like props that 
were inextricably bound to language and the meanings that Kelley bestowed 
upon them. As Kelley himself explains, 

!e birdhouses developed quickly from ones that were built out of 
how-to manuals to ones that did become allegories. I realized, at that 
point, that my interest was more in that direction—how meaning 
is inscribed. I started building birdhouses that weren’t birdhouses 
anymore but things that had double meanings or things whose func-
tions needed explaining. !en I started building things that were 
demonstrational sculptures, and that’s how the performances devel-
oped. !e earliest performances were just groups of demonstrations 
of objects; by talking about them, their meanings changed. If you 
talked about them this way they meant this, and if you talked about 
them that way they meant that. It totally denied the whole notion of 
a primary structure.16

Kelley’s performances grew out of a desire to search for ways in which mean-
ing could be inscribed onto objects. It is the relation of these meanings to what 
Kelley has o#en called his “belief systems” that will provide us with a better un-
derstanding of Kelley’s complex artistic strategy in Pay for Your Pleasure as well. 

Most of Kelley’s performances were 
used as a way to dislocate meanings from 
the formal objects to which these mean-
ings were usually linked. One example 
through which this can be seen is in Pole 
Dance (1977, Fig. 3).17 In this early per-
formance, a black man in white clothes 
and a blond, white woman in black 
clothes perform what can be described as a dance of oppositions or poles. Both 
dancers embody the antithesis of the other, inspiring thoughts about dualities, 
meanwhile also countering these oppositional thoughts: sometimes they are 
literally $ghting each other, while the next moment they seem to merge or 
almost fall in love. 

described as “a case of artistic programming that functions according to a setup 
and a reversal, the basic structure of a joke.”12 And indeed, Pay for Your Pleasure 
embodies this kind of setup and reversal, although one could (and must) cer-
tainly doubt if it is meant as a joke. 

!at this setup and reversal within Pay for Your Pleasure does not amount 
to a joke, but rather points to an elaborate strategy in which the victim is em-
powered, becomes clear in the sequencing of the work. Starting with the collec-
tion boxes, and then continuing along the portraits towards the painting of a 
murderer, the installation takes the viewer through a systematic construction of 
a very speci$c aesthetic experience: building up an expectation (the title of the 
work and the donation boxes), exceeding this expectation at $rst sight (through 
the rich prism of colors of the portraits), and then suddenly transforming the 
whole experience through the $rst itching of a doubt (the controlled rhythm of 
the colors and the transgressive quotes on the paintings). !e experience that is 
generated by the conjunction of words and images in the portraits thusly pro-
duces a deliberate tension between that which is generally accepted (the great-
ness of these famous men) and the doubt that pervades this knowledge (the 
transgressive quotations that accompany them, which relate them to criminals). 
!is strife shows an intrinsic tension between the members of society and the 
repression that society necessarily perpetuates. However, instead of simply por-
traying this tension in terms of a victim and a victimizer, Pay for Your Pleasure 
generates a more complex $eld in which this tension can be explored. Kelley’s 
artwork embodies a strong idea about the empowering force of art. It is here that 
Kelley’s work takes on a larger, social-political signi$cance, which goes far be-
yond a mere strategy of the victim, and can be traced back to his performances 
and what he called “belief systems.”

T<2 E0=7>2302,6 79 6<2 V5?650 

Kelley o#en talked about his interest in certain “belief systems” while re&ect-
ing upon his performances.13 He began his early performances a#er he gave up 
painting and started “building things that were demonstrational sculptures.”14 
!ese performances developed out of the problems that surrounded his earlier 
“birdhouses,” which Kelley showed at his graduation exhibition at CalArts in 
1978. Although meant as blank things that nonetheless parodied the context in 
which Kelley was working at CalArts, the reception of the birdhouses became 
completely absorbed in the existing discourse of the time (that of minimalism 

 Fig. 3: Pole Dance, 1977. 
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Dance, in this situation, is used to defy the strong tendency for categorization within 
language: because the “language” of the bodies is inarticulate, more like a gesture, the 
“concept” that these bodies perform—the pole dance—never becomes categorized, 
but rather is blended into multiple associative thoughts and other related meanings 
through the movement of the dance that evolves in space and time. 

!roughout Kelley’s later performances, this aspect of time became an even 
more central feature. An example of this is the performance !e Sublime (1984), 
which was structured to emphasize how meaning shi#s throughout time. Instead 
of an associative structure, in which the objects and language became connected 
in some sort of quasi-logical system, these later performances were more about the 
confusion that time brought to the meaning development within the performance.20 
In this regard, Kelley remarks, “the earliest performances were just groups of dem-
onstrations of objects, by talking about them, their meanings changed . . . !en they 
started becoming subsumed by the language.”21 It was this confusion of meaning 
through the theatrical experience of time that Kelley was ultimately interested in. 
!rough the use of time, Kelley achieved a “confusion of logic systems” within his 
performances by way of the negation in meaning that came about through time 
itself. !e use of these negations made visible what Kelley called “belief systems”: 
it became clear that the meaning of his performances was not something $xed, but 
rather something that developed dialectically. Meaning itself became the object on 
which the audience of the performances was forced to re&ect. For instead of a clear-
cut meaning that could be sold or, in the case of performances, preached, meaning 
rather became entirely dependent upon the personal projections of the beholders. 
As Kelley emphasizes:

!at’s what I really liked about these performances, people got emotion-
ally evolved in them. All this stu' started pouring out of them and it was 
all about themselves. If you told them it was all about their projections 
they’d get angry. !at was something that I thought was really important 
about my artwork, that the viewer had that kind of relationship with it. 
!e viewer is ultimately responsible for any moral point of view, and 
responsible for becoming conscious that they’re the ones who are taking 
a stand in relationship to it—it’s not me preaching to them . . . I always 
said the performances were about belief systems. I thought of them as 
propaganda-gone-wrong.22

!us, the performances were ultimately centered on a pedagogical principle: they 
urged the viewers to become aware of their own belief systems by showing them 
their own responsibility in relation to the “meaning” that they projected upon the 

However, the pivotal role in the dance is given to a pair (and later several 
pairs) of wooden poles, which the dancers pick up from the ground towards the 
beginning of the more than thirty-minute performance. !ey start using these 
poles as an integral part of their dance, from employing the sound of the sticks as 
a guiding rhythm for their movements, to throwing the sticks away and rolling 
their bodies over the ground, thus mimicking the sticks rolling away. !e mean-
ing of the wooden poles therefore becomes central to the performance, and the 
whole dance evolves around the multitude of situations in which the sticks can be 
used: they are used as $ghting tools as if in a martial arts combat; as extensions of 
the arms or legs of the dancers; as tails in between their legs; and, in order to pro-
voke a more sexual connotation, as long penises. By the end of the performance, 
the sticks are used to immobilize the body of one of the dancers, by putting sev-
eral sticks across her arms, back, front, and legs, a#er which she can barely move. 
!is last scene becomes particularly ironic since the dance is now annihilated 
through its own composition: the woman’s body is completely unable to dance, 
or even move, which is highlighted by the joking invitation of her dance partner, 
who gestures to her that she should take a seat on a chair. 

Pole Dance seems to be centered on the many meanings an object, in this 
case a wooden pole, can embody by showing the impossibility of categorizing 
such an object: the use of the objects, and thus the action of the performing danc-
ers, seems to transcend all conceptual labels. !e dance shows that the poles ac-
quire di'erent meanings within each context of their alternative positions, thus 
drawing upon an essential characteristic of Kelley’s performances: the “confusion 
of logic systems.”18 !is confusion of logic systems can be achieved by dance 
unlike any other medium, since dance itself already embodies an inherent resis-
tance against duality (as Yeats famously said: “Who can tell the dancer from the 
dance?”). Kelley’s choice to use dance as a part of his performances can be seen 
as related to this essential feature of the medium. As Timothy Martin explains: 

Generally, Kelley’s use of dance—which will appear in nearly all his 
future performance work—is not merely for laissez-faire gag produc-
tion, as its particularly “low” stylings (folk, pop, burlesque, etc.) o#en 
suggest. Using a dance to explicate a thing underscores, by associa-
tion with the body, the imperfectable nature of the thing-as-idea. An 
idea danced is an idea deteriorating in the process of being revealed, 
changed, getting caught up in the world, mucked-up and mitigated: 
that is, it’s improved. !at’s the value of dance for Kelley. Like the 
demonstrated sculpture, it’s barred from the reductionist tendency 
of Conceptualism.19

van der Leeuw / A Politics of ComplexityAnamesa / Nonf iction
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the fact that Kelley had a Catholic upbringing, and must have been very conscious 
of the meaning of propaganda when he said that his performances could be seen 
as “propaganda-gone-wrong.” !e term propaganda originated in relation to the 
Catholic Church, where it was $rst used to signify the propagation of the Catholic 
religion to the non-believers (or those of di'ering faiths). Moreover, a second asso-
ciation with the use of this speci$c term can also be related to our earlier discussion 
of the sublime and uncanny. !ese two connotations are of crucial importance for 
understanding the belief systems from which Pay for Your Pleasure draws, as well as 
Kelley’s larger aesthetic politics. 

!e $rst conceptualization of propagation in relation to the Catholic Church 
seems to be intrinsically connected to Kelley’s early childhood. Kelley himself o#en 
re&ected on his Catholic upbringing in a predominantly negative way. For example, 
while describing his parochial school education, Kelley recalls, 

It was pretty strict . . . run by nuns. What interested me was that they 
were constantly talking about things in opposition—things that couldn’t 
be understood, yet had to be believed, ipso facto. As a child, I couldn’t ap-
preciate why you’d want to believe something you couldn’t understand. 
I think it made me wary of belief in anything. I’d always say, “Well, who 
says?”24

Hence, Kelley’s explicit use of the phrase “propaganda-gone-wrong” in relation to the 
visibility of people’s belief systems in the characterization of his own performances 
refers to his Catholic upbringing and his youthful rebellion against the beliefs that the 
nuns propagated at his Catholic school without being able to explain why. Moreover, 
this also shows the signi$cance of the educational implications of Kelley’s perfor-
mances, in which the viewer was urged to take a stand in relation to his or her beliefs 
through the confusion of logic systems. 

!ese aspects of Kelley’s strategy, which can be traced back to his Catholic back-
ground, can also be seen as a critical element of Pay for Your Pleasure. For the work 
not only encourages the questioning of one’s beliefs and urges one to take a stand in 
relation to them, but also embodies a central feature of guilt. Remember the donation 
boxes at the beginning of the artwork. !e act of putting in money immediately urges 
the viewer to think about her reason for doing so. Upon reading that the money goes 
to a victim’s organization, the viewer starts to feel guilty, as if she is the victimizer 
who has to pay o' a crime. !is relates to modern civilization at large. As Freud 
argued in his in&uential book Civilization and its Discontents (1929), there exists a 
“dialectics of civilization” (Herbert Marcuse) that comes forth from its repressive na-
ture.25 Freud posits in this book “the sense of guilt as the most important problem in the 

performance.23 One could therefore say that Kelley attempted to confuse the ratio-
nale in order to educate the viewers about their own incredible need to believe. 

P746-P37=.1.,/.

In this context it is interesting that Kelley characterizes his performances as a kind 
of “propaganda-gone-wrong,” which seems to point to a larger context in which Kel-
ley’s work should be placed. And it is here that Kelley creates a way in which we can 
understand his art as a new form of “institutional critique.” As Diederichsen points 
out, one can see Kelley’s strategy as a kind of “reversed existentialism,” which is cen-
tered on the victim or a kind of failure. !is indeed appears to be part of the strategy 
that Kelley negatively deems a “propaganda-gone-wrong,” (i.e., a propaganda that 
fails to perpetuate a set goal). However, this is de$nitely not the end of the dialecti-
cal movement within Kelley’s strategy. Another step involved is related to the very 
cunning method of producing dialectical negations, through which the beholder is 
empowered and is urged to reposition himself as a subject in the world. !us, Kelley’s 
strategy seems to indicate a way in which art can work within the con$nes of institu-
tions, while at the same time attacking these systems from within. One could, there-
fore, provisionally call Kelley’s new form of institutional critique “post-propaganda.” 

Kelley’s artistic strategy involving a complex movement that uses the strategies 
of propaganda (or belief) in order to corrupt it from within, can be understood by 
returning to Pay for Your Pleasure. If one now looks at the aesthetic experience of 
Pay for Your Pleasure in juxtaposition to the strategy of the performances in mind, 
one starts to notice a set of interesting overlaps: if one compares the aesthetic expe-
rience evolved within the performances with the procedure of set-up and reversal 
in Pay for Your Pleasure, one sees that they are strikingly similar. !us, the multiple 
voices that are present in Pay for Your Pleasure seem to transform into a kind of 
performance itself, centered on shi#ing meanings through time. It is therefore an 
important point to re&ect upon the belief systems within this work, which Kelley 
wanted to make visible for his viewers, and also re&ect back upon the beholder and 
her reaction to the work. Just like in the performances, the artistic procedure of Pay 
for Your Pleasure does not merely imply victimization. Rather, it embodies a com-
plex sort of aesthetical “politics,” which is intrinsically connected to Kelley’s speci$c 
form of institutional critique. 

Within his equation of the belief systems and a “propaganda-gone-wrong,” Kel-
ley illuminates some other important aspects of his performances, which are of es-
sential interest in relation to Pay for Your Pleasure. For example, this can be seen in 
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Kelley’s strategy in his performances, the “propaganda-gone-wrong,” must 
therefore be understood as precisely the opposite of this: a propaganda that is not 
sublime (or loses its sublimity), which causes one to reject ideas. !is means that 
Kelley’s strategy of belief systems is based upon a failure (namely the propaganda 
that goes wrong), but also implies a second step that leads one beyond such a strat-
egy of failure (or victimization, as Diederichsen would have it): the step towards 
the rejection of certain beliefs, or at least a questioning of them. Instead of the vic-
timization traditionally evoked by propaganda, where the experience of the limits 
of knowledge becomes bound up with an ordering of belief (and a surrender of 
one’s autonomy), Kelley attempts the opposite. In Kelley’s works, the dichotomies 
of institution and individual, or autonomy and heteronomy are used as antipodes 
within the same movement, while their dialectics are nowhere denied. Kelley uses 
the power of propaganda by cooperating with it, using its propagating force; mean-
while, this force is turned against itself. !erefore, Kelley not only uses a strategy in 
which the propaganda goes wrong (or becomes “dysfunctional”29), but uses propa-
ganda to counter propaganda. It thus can be seen as “post-propaganda.” 

Kelley enables a form of institutional critique that moves both inside and out-
side of the dichotomy that it embodies, and it is this double movement that shows 
the genius of Kelley’s “politics of complexity.” !is is inherently related to Kelley’s 
vision of art, which overtly eschews “truth” in order to avoid falling into a certain 
ideology. As Kelley says, 

What I like about art is that it embraces falseness and allows for non-
speci$city. So an art whose very de$nition is speci$city is uninteresting 
for me. I prefer ambiguity. I won’t say “art is false”—since art always 
engages reality, if you think about it in psychic terms. But I want to dis-
tance myself from the belief that art is about truth.30

Kelley’s “politics of complexity” can thus be seen as related to this essential 
point: the avoidance of propagating any notions of truth. For it is through this enor-
mously important characteristic of Kelley’s oeuvre—the unwavering ambiguity of 
his works—that Kelley is able to immerse himself into any propagandist structure 
in order to turn it inside out, to criticize it and show its underlying assumptions as 
contingent belief systems. Kelley’s strategy can therefore be seen as a form of post-
propaganda: a propaganda that becomes plundered from within, and is robbed of its 
own convictions. One could state that it is this role of the plunderer that character-
izes Mike Kelley most. !erefore, a $nal portrait could be added to Kelley’s hallway 
of famous men—a portrait of Kelley himself, accompanied by his famous saying: 
“Let’s disobey!”

evolution of culture,” by showing that “the price of progress in civilization is paid in 
forfeiting happiness through the heightening of the sense of guilt.”26 Moreover, this 
guilt is also a vital feature of Catholicism. As is commonly known, Catholics do pen-
ance for their sins (i.e., express guilt), a#er which they are given absolution. !is is 
not to say that one’s sins will be repaid in the form of a verdict from God (which is 
something that is also present in Protestantism and other forms of Christianity), but 
rather that one can literally pay for absolution: one’s sins can be bought o' through a 
simple act of repentance. 

Seen in this light, the title of Pay for Your Pleasure becomes increasingly signi$-
cant. Kelley seems to give the beholder of his work a form of absolution by enabling 
the viewer to pay o' his or her guilt, thus taking on a role that is similar to that of a 
priest. However, the di'erence lies in the fact that Kelley is not present as an authori-
tative, preaching member of the Church, but rather as an artist whose propagation is 
focused upon quite the opposite of that of the Catholic Church: he does not want to 
make people believe, but rather to turn them into active questioners of their own (and 
others’) beliefs. In contrast to the tendency of modern art to become a new variety of 
myth, or, in the words of Hal Foster, “a secret substitute for religion—that is, a secret 
substitute for the moral disciplining of the subject that religion once provided,”27 Kel-
ley, therefore, places a radical emphasis upon the di'erence between religion and art. 
Whereas religion points to the limits of knowledge in order to compel you to have 
faith, Kelley’s art points to the limits of knowledge in order to question that faith.

A P7;565?4 79 C70=;2@568

!e other association of the phrase “propaganda-gone-wrong” triggers a relation 
to our earlier discussion of the sublime and the uncanny. Propaganda, in its more 
modern usage, signi$es the way that institutional powers (either political or social) 
promulgate a belief in something through an intentional lack of information (or a 
one-sided presentation of that information). Important in this context is Kelley’s 
remark in his interview with !omas McEvilley, where they discuss the uncanny 
in relation to the sublime and a certain “loss of self.” As Kelley says, “propaganda 
is sublime in that it causes one to accept ideas, that one wouldn’t normally accept, 
as one’s own.”28 Propaganda, then, plays onto the sublime limits of knowledge (as 
Kelley de$ned the sublime) by intentionally using these limits in a way that orders 

belief. Because one becomes confronted with the limits of one’s knowledge, which 
produces a feeling of sublimity, one becomes an easy victim of the propagandistic 
goal: to believe in an idea that is not one’s own.
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