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Abstract

| begin this study with the formalistic essays athael Oakeshott and Susan Sontag, observing
the precarious position of aesthetics in contempditerary discourse. Rather than fit the novels
Under the Volcan@and theAlexandria Quarteinto normative Kantian or New Ciritical
frameworks, | follow the course of alchemical aidus in Lowry’s novel and relate them to the
troubled theme of modern love in Durrell’s, writimgan experiential, plot-driven manner
towards a narrative describing the effects of thests upon my fiction. After | discuss the
traces of Sade in Durrell, the metafictional notteléDolor” concludes the project, betraying
numerous critical themes: the decentered subjegieties of authorship, and writing the body as
text. My aim is to suggest that if literature ig beholden to logical truth, criticism might follow
a more literary course by exposing itself to tremednts of fiction—whose assimilative revenge

upon theory seems long overdue.
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Chapter 1: Surface Criticism

Background: Formal Conversation

In “The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of MarK (1959), Oakeshott
differentiates the practical, scientific, and poefdices, each of which speaks in its own idiom
and cannot be appropriated by the other withoosa of authority over its “images.” When this
occurs, one voice can be found using the othdsiawn service, such as when a scholar
motivated by practical matters begs the questiontait a poem’s political (e.g. Postcolonial)
function might be or what the poem ought to teasklwout morality; when a critic motivated by
factual inquiry finds the “language of poetry omlyvorthless instrument of scientific
communication”; or when a realist argues that pogtovides an impartial means of “seeing
things as they really are” (533-34). Oakeshottegrihat each voice participates in the great
conversation, “making, recognizing, and moving aksuong images of a certain sort” (496).
Whereas the scientific voice sets out “to maketiamal world of consequentially arranged
conceptual images” (492), the practical voice, naigd by desire and beset by aversion, seeks
images of pleasure while avoiding images of painluded in the practical are moral judgments
of good and bad, which stem from the broader sehapproval and disapproval. Because the
poet (representing every artist) contemplates ahdds in “make-believe” images rather than
seeking pleasure, truth, fact, or morality, modgtsi‘philistine concern with useful knowledge”
has relegated this voice to mere entertainment fihich we may lift images to explain or
advocate practical and scientific, especially psgetalytic, concerns. Poetry too often seems a
mere distraction or a crutch, an arbitrary andettbje element amendable to the more knowing

voices of practice, science, and history. Suclersegally the case in academic criticism.



Two generations after Oakeshott’s essay on aesshethich is all but unknown in the
literature department, formalism is a rare specfasiticism apparently due to its association
with the New Critics’ calls for the “true” interpiaion of a poem through the close study of its
elements in isolation. Here | will attempt to reradtae burden of truth—of claims-making—to
follow an aesthetic path that explores the texhwhe only intrusion being that of the text upon
my own writing, rather than my theoretical intesettreatening the text’'s autonomous existence
as a work of art. I will approach some of the naesthetically and philosophically achieved
novels of late modernism, Malcolm Lowry’s and Lamee Durrell’'sUnder the Volcanand the
Alexandria Quartetrespectively, adopting an aesthetic attitude pleatnits little interference
from outside theorists while paying sufficient atien to the ideas of other critics. This shall not
be an indictment against nonformalistic theory, d@s8brt of experiment to see where such an
isolated reading can take me after several yedtseofetical training. The introductory theme of
alchemy—a way of exploring the alcoholism of Lovaryseoffrey Firmin and to some extent the
love triangulation of Durrell’s Darley—will give wain the end to a Faustian conflagration of
writing that collapses the boundary between ficton criticism, as my interpretation of
Oakeshott’s aesthetics forbids the claims-makiag) ghvirtually inescapable in any critique. The
only recourse, in appropriated Oakeshottian tersns, delight in the poet’'s images, commenting
on how they are arranged and the contemplationgkielge, without establishing in the New
Critic’s vein an absolute value for the poem’srforel’s) meaning.

The conversation of mankind, Oakeshott’'s way @frahterizing human discourse and
culture as a whole, is non-hierarchical, with noiter or symposiarch. The quality of any part of
the conversation “springs from a tension betweeioggness and playfulness” (493), not its

argumentative success in arriving at a conclustaa.a dynamic, non-teleological convergence



of ideas from the three major ways of describirgwlorld. As it happens, history appears to
Oakeshott as an up-and-coming voice, much as pgaingd autonomy only after the
Renaissance. Nor is Oakeshott’s discipline amoag#fisential voices: “Philosophy, the impulse
to study the quality and style of each voice, ancetlect upon the relationship of one voice to
another, must be counted a parasitic activitypiirg)s from the conversation, because this is
what the philosopher reflects upon, but it makespexific contribution to it” (491). The
philosopher demonstrates how the voices interagthniike the critic discusses how the poet’s
arrangement of contemplative images compares tartaegements of other poets, and how
other critics understand (dis)similar textual nelaships.

Both philosopher and critic retain the freedomtend apart from praxis and the more
palpable contributions to the conversation—a stavigeh is certainly problematic if taken as
the sole function of either commentator. Oakestioéts not pretend that the poet and
philosopher speak within a vacuum, only that theeireaof their discourse shares not the
responsibility of advancing political ends no mattee contextual injustices to be righted or
poverty to be quelled. As Efraim Podoksik descriDegeshott’s aesthetics, axiology is key: “A
political system serves for the protection or migdtion of the legal and social order, but it lacks
the ability to contribute to the permanent recaabf a society. This function can be fulfilled
only by literature, art, and philosophy; and, pavcadally, in order to perform this role, an artist
and a philosopher should abstain from any politcivity” (723). Yet this is still not to say that
those engaged in philosophy, poetry, or criticisrowdd never step outside their idioms and
engage directly with the world.

Stanley Fish makes a similar case when he argues&olemic autonomy iBave the

World on Your Own Timg007). His corollary is that today’s professongsinstep outside the



classroom to advance their political ends—espscialblefend the university’s scarce economic
resources—and that while standing in the classrbmy must not politicize, but “academicize,”
which he defines as the process “whereby polijaakiplosive issues are made into subjects of
intellectual inquiry . . . To academicize a topic is to detach it from thetexinof its real world
urgency, where there is a vote to be taken or aandg to be embraced, and insert it into a
context of academic urgency, where there is anatcio be offered or an analysis to be
performed (27, Fish’'s emphasis). Fish demonstrates theimable value of an independent
academic discourse that permits the most abstrgatries for the sake of preserving traditions
of thought that are too easily lost in the maetstiad politics and ideology. Not even Marxism is
in any way diminished by academic apoliticism. Fe&ims that to “academicize” class struggle
is to ask certain questions of it without advoagiir—with scarcely any limits upon which
source we pull these questions from, whether liyedagal, cultural, or any mixture thereof.

If | were more interested in coining terms (and oatting tautology), | might call the
following essay an effort to aestheticize the madevel, as Modernism, notorious for its
“deification of style,” should need no assistantéhie realm of aesthetics. Yet the battle has
already been won. The New Critics have been rourgjicted, as | have been reminded by my
professors during the preparation of this essayoBe the absolutism of the New Critics’
approach, since my undergraduate days | have fyreduliar that to discuss the artistic
qualities of a work of art has become almost unsssgy and beside the point. Virgil Nemoianu
is also perplexed, asking how a “relatively mirgsue produces an enormously overblown
reaction. A few eccentrics choose to play with foather than deal with the ‘serious matters’ of

life, as everybody else does, and this causes laagtr. Huge machineries are set up to smash



harmless butterflies.” Some highlights of this aagsthetic machinery include, as Nemoianu
paraphrases the panic in the same passage, thehaew

Aesthetic formalism is a seedbed of reactionargdsy it is the source of pernicious

ideologies and indeed of the politics of traditigra and fascism. It is a cunningly

devised mask behind which malignant forces prepateous stratagems to stunt the

collective happiness and luminous progress of hutmakre we not entitled, then, to

declare that form and meaning are fascist? (42)
Accordingly, the exclusivity of Oakeshott's aestbgtcarries a political burden that leads me to
act as the champion of art for art’s sake. Yettrains a position that will be difficult to
maintain before questions of the content of thestoV/will be critiquing overtake the analysis of
their style—unless they both join forces to revaa reason why aesthetics is a hazardous
terrain, as if pure art is as explosive as puregery

Whereas Oakeshott wishes to see poetry discussexianats own terms yet does not
provide much in the way of an aesthetic framewaorkr(y opinion to his credit, as this could
impose yet another structure upon the work of &tsan Sontag insists that we need a richer
vocabulary to “reveal the sensuous surface of dghowt mucking about in it” (13). Yet | doubt
that a mere vocabulary can be sufficient. Instdaalyeritable fiction of the aesthetic attitude
ought to be taken literally—crucially, strengthermgdthe freedom of an avowed subjectiveness
that should have the effect of making such an a@sthmore inimitable than the average
theoretical approach, for it seeks no absolutercfar the text's meaning, let alone the proper
state of mind the reader must adopt before apgnegithe work of art in its phenomenological
state. Naturally, as th@ambridge Dictionary of Philosophpoints out,

There is considerable doubt about whether thesadh a thing as an aesthetic attitude.



There is neither any special kind of action nor apgcial way of performing an ordinary
action that ensures that we see a work as it fréesll and that results in our having an
aesthetic experience. Furthermore, there argunely sensory experiences, divorced
from any cognitive content whatsoever. Criticisth$he notion of aesthetic attitude have
reinforced attacks on aesthetics as a separadediiatudy within philosophy. (11)
This does not prevent an art-minded critic fromaagigg with the text aesthetically, even when
the text, especially th&lexandria Quartetcontains a dizzying variety of philosophies, e.g.
Gnosticism, relativity, and philosophies of art dowk.
| will therefore emphasize the performative aspécuch a critique, privileging style
over content not in a way that reduces contenpbtforms and establishes yet another literary
style, striving to write in a way that will “sentlbe work of art, not usurp its place” (Sontag 12).
will begin by offering “a really accurate, sharpying description of the appearance” of the text
(13), adopting Sontag’s view that “Interpretatibased on the highly dubious theory that a work
of art is composed of items of content, violatdslamakes art into an article for use, for
arrangement into a mental scheme of categorie9” Hd@wever, by peering so closely into the
art object, particularly when alchemy is one of ¢eatral themes, | might allow it to overtake
my critical faculties and turn the performance iatmimicry or the criticism into a fiction. My
greatest fear is that | “tame” the text. For ant&g writes:
In most modern instances, interpretation amountsdgbhilistine refusal to leave the
work of art alone. Real art has the capacity toenaknervous. By reducing the work of
art to its content, and then interpretth@t, one tames the work of art. Interpretation
makes art manageable, conformable. (8)

The anxiety of influence compounds this nervousinesise presence of great art when the critic

10



has intentions of becoming an artist in his ordwen right. Whether one begins recreating the
work of art in the process of critiquing it too sty provides a perhaps exaggerated, though still

viable, tension to this study.
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Under the Quartet

For Malcolm Lowry’s protagonist, Geoffrey Firmirkathe Consul, alchemy is apposite
for conceptualizing and ironically justifying hisamstrous alcoholism, while Lawrence Durrell
makes perhaps an even more elaborate use of themdn hisAvignon QuinteandAn Irish
Faustus works that follow theAlexandria Quartetln Justine the first novel of th&uartet the
erotics of writing is explored as thoroughly asgbke by a narrator (Darley) who is transfixed
equally by a woman and her city of Alexandria. A®sult, the reader is caught in an almost
infinitely expanding puzzle of identity and narvaistrategy that makes him or her responsible
for assembling his or her own meaning from thetsoad evidence. Lowry'§inder the Volcano
is subtler in the way it disorients the reader tBamrell’s JustineandBalthazar where the
names of the shifting narrators—Darley, Arnautirdeéwarden, Balthazar—are more
immediately lost than Lowry’s shifting perspectivasostly within the hazardous terrain of the
Consul’s mindset. Upon the first reading, the deaation is more constant in Durrell’s text
simply because he does not frequently remind wghoim Darley is quoting at such length. The
guotation marks are consistent, but after sevenagraphs one takes the narrative for granted,
growing unconsciously accustomed to the singleepimtdicating what is usually dialogue but
could just as well be interior commentary. Thissesrthe technical backdrop for the major
problem of these first two novels—the personalityustine, which kicks back every time
Darley has established a credible theory as taadhece of her mystery. Further, she has the
complementarily muddling

trick of drawing hasty ill-defined designs round gharacter, throwing my critical

faculties into disorder by her sharp penetratiadpst ascribing to me qualities which she

invented on the spur of the moment out of that mseless desire to capture my attention.
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Women must attack writers—and from the moment shmkd | was a writer she felt

disposed to make herself interesting by disseeting(s71)

Contrary to Darley’s accusation that she merelgnts the purport of her attacks, Darley admits
in the same paragraph that Justine is too “acotgtant him a reliable amount of delusions as to
his own importance in her life. This also contrémito the uneasiness the reader experiences in
JustineandBalthazarconcerning who or what this Justine character tisylywvhether she can be
taken literally as she is written or whether thisranything literal whatsoever in her portrayal.
The interpretative task is further confounded by itimany writers who serve as key players in
this narrative bazaar. The intersection of expas#tion love—whether they are centered on
Justine, Claudia, Melissa or Clea—is continuoustputed back to the problem of Justine,
whose identity is initially not to be trusted besawarley cannot take a linear course in
assembling the scenes of his Alexandrian histosyaAirst-person narrativaustineis caught up

in what could be termed an imbroglio if the cortfligvere more explicit; the most direct
statements about love and writing tend to penetreteharacters’ consciences while leaving the
actual state of affairs in a deliberate haze.

Thus no matter how devoted Darley is to depictgtide, the product will always be a
tortured departure from the real Justine thatlithalmore piquant for the narrator’s self-
consciousness, like that of the narrator of FordidaFord’sThe Good Soldielin
contextualizing his most precious character innti@st of other characters who demand faithful
representation. In th@uartet Pursewarden presents an especially ripe opporttorijgalous
guandaries. As an established novelist, his comamgon the act of writing is not the only thorn
that is stuck into the delusion that Darley (anchpps all writers) must maintain for the sake of

artistic creation. Within the first few pagesRdlthazar that novel's eponymous teacher of
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mysticism gives it straight to Darley: Darley méawynk Justine loved him above all, but the truth
is that he was only a “decoy” for her more consugwpassion for Pursewarden, a means of
forestalling her self-destruction or at least smdfrayal at the feet of an artist who respondseto h
effusions with unflinching, insulting honesty. Take instance the coldness of the criteria
Pursewarden supplies following her gushy letteualbés monumental significance:

First nobody can own an artist so be warned. Sesonat good is a faithful body when

the mind is by its very nature unfaithful? Thirdsihining like an Arab, you know

better. Fourth neurosis is no excuse. Health masvbn and earned by a battle. Lastly it

is honourable if you can’t win to hang yoursélf25, Durrell’s italics)

In Under the Volcanphowever, one character, the Consul, is respanibinearly all
the confusion, illusions, and disillusionment, mafstvhich is borne by his ex-wife Yvonne.
Like Justine, the Consul represents an unsolvadbier He evokes Yvonne’s sympathy during a
year’s silent absence, while she has tried infnagination to “keep Quauhnahuac itself, as a
sort of safe footway where his phantom could erstijgsace, accompanied only by her own
consoling unwanted shadow, above the rising watigpessible catastrophe” (66). Yvonne’s
sympathetic imagination, rather than her bettegioent, is to blame for her risky return to the
Consul. Although the time which the Consul, YvonHagh and M. Laurelle spent partying in
Mexico was fateful enough to serve as the catébyshis entire novel, their yearning to return
to a more cohesive and meaningful experience gebardue to the idealizing function of
memory.

When Yvonne appears unannounced in Quauhnahuabeud/orcees make their way
from the cantina back to the crumbling home thesdus share, the Consul has been drinking all

night and can answer almost none of Yvonne’s qomesttlirectly. Even when she asks if their
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cats are still around, he interpolates the oppagiéeies of pet, warmly uttering “Perro” to the
“hideous pariah dog” who has been following the®)(&Vhen she remarks “Oh Geoffrey!
Where’s my camellias?” he answers “God knows,tfis tea-bearing species of shrubbery has
been overgrown by a year’s worth of inebriationt &een this broken chit-chat is an
improvement from their dialogue in the cantina, vehene of the Consul’'s more direct
responses, to her question of whether they migig same time alone together (as if he can take
time off from drinking), is “Quién sabe?” (“who kws”) (64). Yvonne does not expect him to
stop drinking altogether, and she has tried hertoementally prepare herself for drinking even
in the morning. Before she can begin reconnectittly vm, however, their conversation is
harassed from all sides, by other customers cajapn(*—went down to Fort Sale. Took your
shoeshot. And took your Brownings. —Jump, jump,gum.”) and bellowing (“—and like hell
you can, you can't do it, and that’'s what you dé\labama!”) (50-51). So relentless are these
interruptions that several of the Consul and Yvésingre successful sentences are also set off
with dashes, until, near the end of their distrddateerview, the Consul throws in an accidentally
suggestive “dash it all” (55).

Upon a first reading dinder the Volcangit is at this point that the resemblance to
Beatnik literature, which took off in the year adwry’s death withOn the Road1947) and ten
years after the publication ¥olcang becomes less sure. Especially in such novels as
Burroughs'The Ticket that Explodethe dash is used alongside the ellipsis far rfreguently
than the period and comma; the fragmentation aedrntainty in the Beat genre add up to a
general sense that although modern life is irreblycdestabilized, a certain attitude has been
forged for making this problem auspicious for highes and experimental writing. Lowry leaks

no such attitudinal showiness. When he uses aitlssfor a limited and localized purpose,
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namely to demonstrate how Yvonne has compromisesehdy returning to her fallen man.
During his extended visit to Mexico, the Consul hasn absorbed so thoroughly by the
overflow of sensuous delights, mostly alcoholigttany conversation with him is in danger of
permanent fracture, as if the gulf of incomprehieitisy and distraction is just as deadly as the
split through the great rock she mourns in theupecbn the printer shop wall, situated ironically
amid bold wedding advertisements. Like the road é&aénom the cantina, the severance between
her and Geoffrey is as “desperate as a winze” (68);as bottomless and divided as the rock
underneath the volcano, the abyss that the Comsa fmthomed with his friend M. Laurelle on
“one of those occasions when the Consul had drumkdif sober” (16). All of this is reflected in
the microcosm of a few dashed sentences, espebeiéy

“Surely this cannot be us,” she cried in her headdenly. “This cannot hes here!”—

Divorce. What did the word really mean? She’d labkeup in the dictionary, on the

ship: to sunder, to sever. And divorced meant: sted] severed. Oaxaca meant divorce.

(51)

Likewise, the two great volcanoes Popocatapetllgiadcinhuatl represent to the Consul
the perfect marriage, as a double entity whichesglprivileged slice of the community:

“Nearly all the large residences were . . . battlback from the road toward the barranca
in order to face the volcanoes across the vallé¥).(The volcanoes’ significance is so
monumental and challenging that the nexus of Geg#rperception arrives while looking down
the layers of rock into the darkness of their ubd#y, representing his own hell of course, but a
hell which he is constantly trying to conquer \ha perfect alchemical mixture of alcohol, to
evoke the rarefied insight that gives way to a causs, self-castigating interior monologue.

Only at this point does his situation resembleito the proper conflict to mollify his infernally

16



poetic mind—which, if not cursed by a proclivityrfalcohol, could surely penetrate to the
nucleus of his suffering rather more efficientlyutBhe Consul’'s middle-class English
upbringing, as we are informed by the reflectioh®oLaurelle, is not of the typical rigor and
application, but of an orphan falling under thduehce of some Taskerson boys who were
“unprecedented, portentous drinkers” (19) long beefee himself had any interest in self-
destruction.

As Stephen Spender writes in his introductiob/tmler the Volcangthe Consul is a
“hero of consciousness.” His battle is internahiway that makes the central action of the novel
not pass as action at all, so that itereto act, the novel would have a far more different
outcome than if Joyce’s Leopold Bloom or Stepheed2dus were to act any differently within
their more historically and traditionally fixed werse (xxiii). Spender suggests that Lowry’s
autobiographical mode of writing opens up the tart@mendously. Even though Lowry makes
a statement about the transitional moment of hystbthe late 1930s (as seen through the lens of
the calamitous 1940s), Lowry himself is the baiglef The method of warfare is encapsulated in
the Consul’'s summary of his occupation: “from algloio alkahest” (91), that is, a preoccupation
with drinking that becomes the alchemical questhieruniversal solvent. The various metallic
and earthen substances mentioned in the text ggestive, particularly the ones that were being
transported on the S.Samaritan the ship on which the Consul had some sort ofrcanmding
role so that the Germans who found themselves bgiadive in the furnace below could have
been ordered there by our hero, but no one seekmot®. But before we learn, through M.
Laurelle’s consideration of the scene, about ther@as being burned, we read that the Consul’s
ship had “been steering a rather odd course” wiaiteying “a cargo of antimony and quicksilver

and wolfram” (33), each related to the pursuitafying gold out of base substances. First,
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wolfram, later known as tungsten, was isolated@ndied in 1783 by the Spanish chemist and
mineralogist Fausto Elhuyar (along with his brothean Jose). The name Fausto, along with a
brief sketch of his career, makes it appear liki&ky that Lowry cogitated alchemy and social
revolt when he included this substance as cargibjtasere metaphorically involved in one of
the crucial moments of the Consul’s history, tisatong before he settled in a Mexico ridden
with la Guardia, the officially sanctioned thugsit@mporaneous to the Spanish civil war. For
“In 1788 [Fausto] was appointed supervisor of thexiMan mining industry; his work was ended
by the reactionary movement early in thd' t@ntury” Britannica). And as for antimony,
according to Todd Helmenstine it “was sometimeslsyimed by the wolf,” representing “man’s
free spirit or animal nature.” Finally, Mackay vedt that quicksilver, or mercury, was the
mythical substance supposed to turn base metafoith Even cobalt, the substance which
Yvonne recognizes as constituting the many swimmigs in Quauhnahuac, has mythical
origins. It was discovered by the copper miner&efmany’s Harz Mountains, a region famous
for its look of dark enchantments and sorcery, wad named after the “kobolds” who were
responsible for the ruse of implanting this “fategpper ore” as a sort of fool’s gold (“Alchemy,”
web).

Admittedly, a generous portion of the substancasniake up the modern world were
discovered and altered by alchemy or have beertiassd with mysticism of some sort, but the
direct references to Faust and alchemy in Lowmss &ind the preoccupation with mixed drinks
and altered mindsets make each substance jums @uswaspicious item of a protracted
metaphor. While reflecting upon the problem of @@nsul and Yvonne over a few cautiously
sipped anises, M. Laurelle, the Consul’s childhiimshd and quasi-brother, is handed

Geoffrey’s book of Elizabethan plays that he lettvthe bartender six months prior. After
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alighting upon a line from MarloweBr. Faustus with more deliberate randomness Laurelle
drops his finger upon some other place in the lmuk to hitFaustusyet again. Within a few
moments, like a textual Mephistopheles the Corssaimmoned in the form of a letter that he
never sent to Yvonne. It falls out of this leatherind and intaglioed edition of some of the
greatest pieces of English literature, which, idiadn to its containing one of two integral
versions of the Faust myth, is ripe with antiquitgrkening to the “secret knowledge” theme that
the Consul first mentions in passing while raniimgospitably to Yvonne about his supposed
book on Atlantis, complete with chapters on alchemy

The letter summoning the spirit of the Consul rasiesian introduction to its author, the
novel’s protagonist and fictitious version of Lowmymself, all in the form of Geoffrey Firmin.
Its prose is saturated with mescal and is even oate at the beginning of two paragraphs by
the phrase “several mescals later” (49, 52). Tyle sff the letter is vivid, heated, and
compulsively poetic—yet not the ravings of a madraaan incoherent louse. For neither Lowry
nor Firmin, though each was an incorrigible alcat)alannot be termed so pejoratively as a
degeneratarunk, as the novel itself tempts us to charge Jdriousness of their struggles, the
depths of consciousness they suffer and force ustte through, are not to be taken lightly,
although a perfunctory reading 0hder the Volcanas tempting, treating it as if it were merely
an associative or stream-of-consciousness purgihgirthan a tortuous river. Instedlcano
is akin to La Despedida, which signifies “gutteridd‘farewell” and is interpreted by Yvonne as
“the parting.” Like the modernist self, it is a fgupassageway through a once seemingly
unbreakable unity, in La Despedida’s case of eamnthstone, that has calcified over millennia
only to break apart, throwing the onlookers depahdpon its image of unity into chaos. That

Yvonne weeps over the contrast between La Despedgidérait and the bridal advertisements
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shows not only that she suffers from the rupturthefdivorce, but also that she shares
Geoffrey’s metaphorical and even alchemical undeding of their mutual alienation.

It was inevitable, so it said on the picture...Wad#lly? Wasn’t there some way of

saving the poor rock whose immutability so shartree ago no one would have dreamed

of doubting! Ah, who would have thought of it thas other than a single integrated
rock? But granted it had been split, was there ag before total disintegration should
set in of at least saving the severed halves®h, but why—by some fanciful geological
thaumaturgy couldn’t the pieces be welded together again'giiphasis added)

The Consul peering into the abyss of the volcanui#tilayered depths is the other side
of the same coin representing both their marriagelawry/Geoffrey’s identity. To explore the
many layers of the suffering cannot be as fleetipgocess as the Consul’s letter and to a lesser
extent Lowry’s narrative suggest—more like stumiphnth all the stubbornness of a mule that
is blinded by the darkness of a psychological go@ee hopes to shed light on the journey so as
to have an idea of wither it may lead, and upolosecreading it turns out theihder the
Volcanodoes have a profound sense of direction, namelhg@hance assassination of the
Consul and the tossing of his body into a ravirtee Poetic clarity of Lowry’s writing is
astonishing given his habitual state of mind, thestant awareness of which takes a prejudicial
toll on the first-time reader.

This presents even further justification for a gedously aesthetic critique of Lowry’s
text, considering also how the production of Lowcholarship has slowed to an intermittent
trickle. Few novels take the fractured state ofrtteglern world more seriously thamder the
Volcang which is written from within a modernist tradmidout with vital points of departure

from other exemplary texts. Simply put, Lowry writes maubjectively than his predecessors,
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less for the “deification of style” than for a pensl unification that is no less sacred. By the
1940s the epic struggles and the mundane machnsatioconsciousness were established
themes of modernism, but Lowry’s approach was sutistly more affective. As Grace writes:
“The cool, ironic distance, the parody, the ansihst foregrounding of language in Barth,
Nabokov, or even Joyce are foreign to Lowry’s wbekcause the reader must respond with and
to Lowry’s writing emotionally” (121). Relating tihe apparent bleakness of Lowry’s narrative
structure, the theme of alchemy describes the @ardisingenuous process of intoxicating
himself: he prevaricates for the discovery of tbmbination and succession of drinks that will
deliver him into the starkest insight. The drinkrhest often prefers is mescal, famously
ubiquitous in Oaxaca and certainly not much lesyadent in Quauhnahuac, and he is self-
conscious and ironic in his alcoholic deliberatictite thought: 900 pesos = 100 bottles of
whiskey = 900 ditto tequila. Argal: one should #rimeither tequila nor whiskey but mescal”
(80). Random Housédefines “argal” as “Therefore: used facetiouslynidicate that the
reasoning that had gone before or the conclusiatfafiows is specious or absurd,” while an
alternate spelling of “argol,” a “crude potassiuitatirate, a by-product of winemaking”
(American Heritaggis none other than “argal.”

| will take this opportunity to return tdustinewith Nessim’s comment that “Alexandria
was the great wine-press of love; those who emergedlit were the sick men, the solitaries,
the prophets—I mean all who have been deeply walimdtheir sex” (14), for while the city of
Alexandria rivals Justine as the novel’s main cbi@ma together they represent the perilous
passion that one must delve into full force in ordediscover—or create—one’s identity. As
Dasenbrock writes: “Alexandria may be the capifahemory, but it is also the capital of sex, a

sexuality incarnated for Darley in Justine” (520)the Avignon Quintetthe lateposimodern
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work, Durrell explores Carl Jung’s notion of alcheand its implications for modern literature.
Raper writes, quoting Cirlot (300), that “In oumtery the philosopher’s stone of alchemy has
come to represent “the conjunction’ of oppositasthe integration of the conscious self with
the feminine or unconscious side,” for the self tnrassmuted into “a symbol of the All” (420-
21). According to these critics, in tiuintetDurrell uses alchemy in the sense of psychological
transference, the projection of unresolved emotmresassociates with figures from the past
onto present acquaintances, departing radicaliy fiee modernist elements of tAgexandria
Quartet In theQuintet as Raper demonstrates:
By thematizing the actual [alchemical/transferemmefcess and examining it directly,
Durrell has created a series even more challertharg Darley’s stories, which used the
various supporting characters . . . in the traddiditerary way: to tell Darley’s inner
story in terms of the outer story of his friendeetia as real characters. (424)
In theQuintet by contrast, Durrell is said to have turned Ihiaracters inside-out to demonstrate
the phenomenon of interpreting one’s friends thiloage’s own image. Yet he takes this even
further, as most of the characters that surrouacthbtagonist, Aubrey Blanford, are transparent
projections of various aspects of Blansford himsadépecially Sutcliffe, an alter ego that rivals
Blansford for narrative control. In thi@uartet the various levels of narrative and commentary
disorient the reader even while reminding us tlaahecharacter is meant to be taken literally. In
the Quintet so writes Dasenbrock, the metafictional aspaetemphasized to a much more
disorienting degree: “In so radically disrupting ttacit compliance with accepted taste that had
been behind the great success of@artet Durrell also lost much of his audience, both
popular and academic. (He even lost his Americdtigher)” (521). However, | have chosen

not to pursue th@uintetdespite its dealings with alchemy in fidelity teettension | perceive in
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theQuartet The earlier series may be loyal to establishedentst characteristics and hence
might seem less challenging, but the questiongsép about the nature of love and creative
writing are far from settled, nor have scholarskear consistently enough to explore the
sophisticated, disruptive, and poetic manner ircividurrell posed those questions.
Furthermore, although Dasenbrock writes thatAtignonnovels “not only fail to
conform to those modernist modes within whichAthexandria Quartetan be placed; they
deliberately confront, mock, and subvert them” (625uspect that at least the first two novels
of theQuartetremain such a high aesthetic achievement of ramédastabilization that cannot
be eclipsed even by their latterly postmodern-legmireator. Dasenbrock also comments on
Durrell’s effort of ordering the metropolitan chaafsAlexandria, which as a city and not a
Wordsworthian wood represents to Dasenbrock aqodaitly modernist approach to self-
realization. Although the series begins with “Dgréxperiencing the chaos and fragmentation of
his life in Alexandria,” by the third novel this @bs has been tamed, represented but also
“ordered by art, by the complex structure of awlmek of art” (518). The modernist project of
ordering the chaos, rather than the postmoderreterydof embracing and exploding it even
further, is also seen in a biographical critiquéMaicolm Lowry. As Grace writes, Lowry sought
to harness “the considerable synthesizing powers oimagination,” viewing “life ‘in terms of
polarities that must be balanced. He felt thatattevity of unifying or balancing opposites
reflects the vitality of the universe and illusgsithe creativity of the mind™ (quoted by La
Bossiere 174). This is, at one level at leasteff@t (but certainly not the effect) fnder the
Volcanq especially in the Consul’s constant playing viate for the sake of the philosopher’s
stone of perception. For instance, when he is @t by Yvonne’s assumption that the day after

she has arrived he will be capable of speaking cehgmsibly with her, he asks himself just
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what this moment of insobriety has to do with a feaements ago, when he held himself
suspended at a commendably clear level of conswesss standing up with remarkable
“aplomb” to address the Englishman who woke hinmfiis slumber on the road (89). The
shifting yet apparently vigilant marking of the #rhe spends drinking and drifting corresponds,
with a mordantly humorous undertone, to the spedifink he should take for the right
adjustment in consciousness.

This includes a strychnine mixture concocted byhail$-brother, Hugh, who has
prepared a medicine diluted almost to the poirat pfacebo in hopes of straightening out the
Consul. Geoffrey seems already possessed by thie fdewsuch is the strength required to
forestall the severe muscle spasms leading to dadisphyxiation which strychnine should
deliver. He drinks enough even of this adulterai®acoction to all but assure us that death is
near. As he returns to the strychnine with thenitita of clearing his mind, or to achieve the
appearance of wanting to sober up so as to imptesisne, he alternately muddles and cleanses
the ether of reality. Whereas marathon runnersbaxérs have in the past used small doses of
strychnine for a last bolt of energy, the Consuhis battle for the ultimate state of
consciousness, speeds up his guilt-ridden inndoglia, justifying himself as if to his friends
and scolding himself on their behalf, all in théoef of “drinking himself sober.” Such a feat is
the rare reward for all his epic suffering for axdance of order that is strictly limited to his

occasional way of seeing.
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Interim

A critique written in the idiom of poetry and theedium of criticism should comprise
quite the devious duality, one which | have baegproached in the previous section. Any
poetic language that may have crept in was loy#iegrimary texts; theory has not been
threatened in the least by dictionary entries antdud explications. The contentions |
entertained while penning the proposal have digstpia the honest effort to understand the
texts, for previously, | characterized the gentgatiency of criticism thus: “If it's a flux of
impermanent ideas about writing, if it avoids enjog the reader to take a similar path or laying
out a process, instead submitting the text to arabtiow of questions (not predetermined); if it
enters into an honest conversation with the tdkierahannterrogatingit; if it seeks in some
way to contribute to the pleasure and epistemotiiggading—the joy more than the science of
textual consumption—then perhaps we shall finadlyenaliterary criticism. As for where |
presently stand on any of these points and whispoint constitutes the ideal criticism for a
student hoping eventually to write fiction, thisiaanly be inferred from the hallowed pejorative,
aesthetics..”

If purely aesthetic questions were at stake, qoestof love and alcoholism would not be
so paramount to this study of Durrell and Lowrytlasy are paramount to the novels themselves.
Both writers deserve unflinching attention to tretiyle, yet their themes touch upon aspects of
the human condition which must be treated philogmgily before aesthetically—arguments as
to why writing or making love under the influenad# &lcohol and thoughts of another,
respectively) continue simultaneously to draw betworst and best of the subjectivity presently
at risk. | hesitate to refer to the identities ofdry and Durrell: the impression their authorship

makes of their personality is propitiously hazyclis the achievement of their art that
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regardless of how autobiographical it appears, yvpaiesent is the distance that reminds the
reader of that troublesome notion—the autonomytef-and its blameless separate sphere that
is most blameworthy in the eyes of political-minaeiics, e.g. Terry Eagleton. As Levine
writes, “The Eagletonian kind of appropriation bétaesthetic by politics is almost a given of
much contemporary theory. Questions of literaryeaire for the most part beside the point of
criticism, as are the arguments for literature&idctiveness, and when they occur they can be
felt to be an embarrassment” (381). The itch tatteetext with aesthetics alone is a sort of
reaction against the loss of literary distinctiajch is itself an exaggerated notion. In no
literature course | have taken has the questidarofal value been entirely absent, even if it
serves only as the subtext, the underlying reasioa fext to be discussed in the first place. Still
the question of aesthetics ever gainmmgnacyis moot, and carrying the pro-aesthetics argument
to its conclusion smacks of prophecy. Levine cargm “If everythingis political,
discriminations between, say, a classroom debate goolitical debate, between a novel and a
campaign speech, are mere mystifications” (383)meo such a view calls for a brand of
criticism which is itself an artistic mystificatipthe rampant admixture of ambiguities rather
than a realist’s reduction. Art is still to be ceptualized as a flight from reality no matter how
contingent upon reality it will inevitably provesélf; yet danger lies in wait for the artist too
desirous of that flight's permanence. Charles Baxtean almost apocalyptic paragraph,
connects the Consul’s futile efforts (or intentipteswrite his book on alchemy in a purely
symbolic fashion to the fBcentury Romantics’ efforts in the same vein, stispis of

the effort to abstract, or to subtract, substantedbmeaning, to furnish the reader with a

set of universals wholly independent of experieael whose justification is the validity

of the poet's vision. Texts of this sort that dofgeshed as literature tend to void the ego
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by means of invoked spirits, or automatic writidgtists who engage in such projects
often find themselves writing allegories that dé demonstrate their intentions in a
credible way: the poem's mechanics begin to refltextagony involved in sustaining
vision that consistently contradicts actual fagtsch writers are caught between
solipsism and an objectivity they do not believgitins as though meaning and
significance, grown intense and gigantic, had sawelurst out of the natural world that
had given rise to them, and refused to be re-ensldadia representation of that world
for literary expression. The Consul knows thatdpart of this tradition (at the end of the
line, to be sure) and that the solution to the f@ob if he can find it, will reunite him
with Yvonne, end his alcoholism and its inflammasipand, not least, solve the
symbolist division of fact and meaning. (119)
The same conundrum might characterize my own sftortvrite an especially literary criticism,
but it is fine to know | am not alone. Throughdug Volcanowe cannot escape the pain of
creation, where it smarts even more because thagmoist is devoted dualistically to the idea of
writing and the actuality of drinking. Throughotetnovel, Geoffrey’s book smolders in the
background while his formidable library is mentidrees a source of inspiration and facts but not
the alleviation of his misery. The Consul’'s contentwith learning is that he has reached his
own apex though he is no wizard. He has put hiscesutogether on paper while increasing his
tolerance for tequila, realizing mescal has as nuit¢he philosopher's stone as he will ever
acquire. He is possessed of the line of thinkingnmon and well-intentioned enough, which
prompts the Director in the “Prelude in the ThéatfeGoethe’sFaustto call for a studiously-
prepared drink:

Your talk of moods kindles no flame,
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The waverer always waits and loses;

If you are poets as you claim,

Then prove that you command the muses.

You know just what we need, | think:

We want a potent brew to drink.

Concoct it now without delay!

Tomorrow we still miss what is not done today. (81)
Such a decisive action lays the groundwork forlaow poetical assault, one for which the
Director says the theater party must

Employ the sun and moon, do not hold back!

Use all the stars we have in stock;

Of water, fire, walls of rock,

And beasts and birds there is no lack. (81)
Before the muse is called forth to turn the natwmild into a consuming fantasy, so much
depends, in the case of Geoffrey Firmin, on thetrmgixture of alcohol and sleep deprivation.

Geoffrey is strangely persuasive in his defenghede methods in a conversation with
M. Laurelle, who reminds Geoffrey that his heroim&ing is only a stage for the disgraceful
neglect of his wife (whose defense is made nohtisestedly by Laurelle, a one-time lover of
Yvonne). Thus accused, Geoffrey says to LaureWepare interfering with my great battle...
[a]gainst death. . . . My battle for the survivatle human consciousness.” Laurelle concedes
for the moment that “the truth is, | suppose, 8@hetimes, when you've calculated the amount
exactly, you do see more clearly,” while Geoffrejurns to the theme of mescal, the dread yet

most celebrated last resort, “I have to have adyimwo now, myself—so long as it isn't mescal
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of course—else | shall become confused, like yditdaaurelle identifies his own most
enticing poisons as Oxygenee and petrol: “If | estart to drink that stuff, Geoffrey, you'll know
I'm done for.” Considering the end of Lowry’s almhogerminable novel, Geoffrey wins this
debate between mutually exclusive positions—thenmgarable heels of two Achilles—when he
says that “It's mescal with me...Tequila, no, tisdtealthful...and delightful. Just like beer.
Good for you. But if | ever start to drink mescghan, I'm afraid, yes, that would be the end”
(226). The chaos of the Consul’s last stand inndica—when “Time was circumfluent . . .
mescal-drugged” (379), when “the pimp, the stogepn, of the mingitorio . . . had apparently
been talking to him for the last five minutes” (37firough “the clamour—the Babel. . . the
confusion of tongues” (381)—is held precariouslgiteck as the Consul reads the letters
Yvonne wrote before returning to his selfish helMexico.

The failure of language to convey and retain megtmianscendentally has overtaken the
entire show, including my own. We are remindedag#in that the Consul’'s demise is as
inevitable as his next drink, as his failure to pdete his book, to reunite purposefully with
Yvonne, and to become a solid and embodied subgctemoved from linguistic vapidity. As
Baxter writes, “The Consul is, in a sense, thd &rghor in literary history who is shot for
existentialist inauthenticity, for his silence amd writing block” (123), as his sentencing by a
Mexican police officer resounds: “You are no a deler, you are de espider, and we shoota de
espiders in Mejico” (p. 371), accusing him of beangpy and a Jew whose presence in Mexico
or existence anywhere on earth is not justifieéiby substantial or nationalistic contributions.
With this literary fatalism in mind, it is to Lawnee Durrell’'sAlexandria Quartethat we must

solipsistically return.
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Chapter 2: The Attempted Return

Justine in the Real

Lawrence Durrell'slustineis a metempsychosis of the author’s soul intolarost
unreal lover—a flight out of real situations in éto the place where we conduct the imagining
for our affairs. As a character, Justine knowsrtazh.

| might succeed in a critique dtistinedespite the fact that this novel hits close to @om
with my own story about a playwright named Doloi@slores is every inch of the text; she is
invested in the fissures, extending my creativeimgiinto others’ works so as to mock and cut
knowingly into me just as Durrell’'s Justine respsmal Darley. Yet the emphasis, the force, the
very severity of Durrell’s prose is that he is sy about issues of love, whereas the problem of
objectivity makes a certain shyness inevitable \altteriticism.

Commenting on thélexandrianovels has been the riskiest enterprise | have kras\a
graduate student. The only approach that seemstiois/approximate autobiography. In a more
or less abstract way, one must offer one’s expeegto the multilayered view of ti@uartet
vowing not to make the theories of Freud, Lacarnstkva or even Zizek (perhaps the most
readable psychoanalyst) more significant than thstipersonal meanings that can be extracted
from the text. For as Pursewarden says in regafdrauti’'s psychoanalysis of Justine, “I do not
believe there is any system which can do more pleavert the essential idealJ§138). | hesitate
to call this criticism, unless it is to be in treader-response vein. Is it so absurdly subjectiae t
anything | write will strike Durrell's tone of vacowhile substituting his characters for my own?
Will this projection throw the literature out withe criticism—just how sinful is the process of

writing my own story on top of Durrell’'s?
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Anyone who subscribes to the prefac& bé Picture of Dorian Grayight rejoin,

“What else have we been expecting?” The line batvabgectiveandsubjectivehas been
challenged for more than a century—long enougleadst, for an American graduate student
bombarded with media to celebrate the truth in Wéddleclaration that “The highest as the
lowest form of criticism is a mode of autobiograp() without blushing, for we invest
ourselves in the literature we read, without whpcbcess life would risk utter meaninglessness.
John Ruskin famously wrote of subjectivity and chjaty that they are “two of the most
objectionable words . . . ever coined by the tresbieness of metaphysicians” (cited by Cudon,
874). Perhaps worse than that dichotomy is theegyxiver what life and art could possibly
maintain in the prevalence of anti-humanistic theoof the self and the ideological infusions in
criticism, which allow isolated questions of aesitgeto be most objectively defended by
Oakeshott’s view that a work of art is that whictoleescontemplative delightyet how much of
the text's meaning is denied a place to play i pimmase, and how much can one reinsert
without digging it out of one’s life and writing?

For even Darley, living the literary high life wikpparently too much material from
which to draw, is awakened by a friend who hastesself, yet who can only revive by alerting
him of his slumber. When their relationship entered the adedrstages, Clea (Darley’s final
lover, the painter of an unfinished portrait oftius, who was in turn responsible for Clea’s
sexual awakening) became prone to “periods whetedhato silence and moroseness, became
a nervous and woebegone version of her old sel§ubject to long distracted silences” and
“unusual fatigues”Cl 235). The literary world ought to hear about theskishe gave the artist

admitting defeat; the conference panel must bdiedtiCertainly, we all-too-knowing critics are
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in greater need of a shaking than the as-yet unesbhnd prematurely complacent writer,

Darley, who was only filling the silence with a trdmark about the future!
...She was trying to drive me away: “I am no goodyfou, Darley. Since we have been
together you haven't written a single line. You @aw plans. You hardly read any
more.” /.../ In truth | knew, or thought | did, thiatvould never become a writer. The
whole impulse to confide in the world in this wagdhfoundered, had guttered out. The
thought of the nagging little world of print andges had become unbearably tedious to
contemplate. Yet | was not unhappy to feel thatuityge had abandoned me. On the
contrary | was full of relief—a relief from the bdage of these forms which seemed so
inadequate an instrument to convey the truth dirfge. “Clea, my dear” | said, still
smiling ineffectually, and yet desiring in a waydonfront this accusation and placate
her. “I have been actually meditating on a bookrdfcism.”

“Criticism!” she echoed sharply, as if the wordrevan insult. And she smacked
me full across the mouth—a stinging blow which lgioiutears to my eyes and cut the
inside of my lip against my teethCl(236-7)

This attack causes Darley’s blood to surrounddesit as if to mortify his grin—but we are told
he is “furiously enraged” (237). His response tmbeattacked for suggesting he might write a
book of criticism is not a grin, as was my reactionhis telltale moment. Yet tf@uartet

contains a number of embedded critics—Darley, Ruasden, Clea, Balthazar—as if the only
function left to criticism in late modernism ispartake in the creative process with one eye cast
at the inspiring (or conspiring) literature. Thenmoeasonable critic within me furrows but
remains silent as if he is another of Darley’srfde who should warn Darley not to get mixed up

with Justine again, for “the truth is that nobodagebreathes a word, nobody interferes, nobody
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whispers while the acrobat is on the tight-ropeytjust sit and watch the spectacle, waiting only
to be wise after the everl(130). If the postmodern theme of writing the bagytext rings true,

it is compounded by the secondary writer’s texgmlithe result of which is an addiction to
thrill-seeking, waving one’s hand ever closer t® thuldron of solipsistic, fictive criticism.

The blurred vision | have recently directed to mggments of the “Dolorfnanuscript is
the result of accepting as paradoxically real titiéi@ality of Justine. As Darley writes, “The
distortions of reality were deeply interesting tar&one who recognized that for the artist in
herself some confusions of sensibility were valaafBl 55). The distortion | encourage is a
response to Durrell’s complexity of love and phdpby of writing; the beautiful delusions of the
Alexandria Quartetire too copious to grant any major theoretical campsual privilege as the
lawmaker and metatextual connecter, not even clbse textual readings | employed with
Lowry. One has to do all that is possibldite theQuartet even if one lives a regular family life
not free to roam the “capital of memory,” takinge®and recording quotes rather than exploring
the city of Alexandria, living in comfortable moragy not forming attachments and being
wounded by them.

In “Dolor,” which | set out upon a few months before readmgfine,| have been
exploring the problem of the character talking backhe author in a way that proves she knows
better than he does just how she will be repredeReading Durrell in this pre-imitative context
allowed me to fancy that | would anticipate theattes that could usefully be applied to the text.
“To refuse such a criticism at this point,” | wrotea response paper dastine “would be the
only blasphemy | can muster in this obscenely deced world. If all the texts | will encounter

in the avant-garde of the 2@entury will turn out like this, unsettlingly auself-reflective, then
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the last thing | should do is to deny the coursa f#tally idiosyncratic critique. Indeed, | am
fortunate to have such friends already on my pager"as Durrell writes:

What a marvelous capacity for unhappiness we vgritare! | only know that this long

and painful examination of Justine succeeded nigtinrmaking her less sure of herself,

but also more consciously dishonest; worst ofsélé began to look upon me as an enemy
who watched for the least misconstruction, thetle@sd or gesture which might give

her away. Js82)

What Durrell has struck upon is the anxiety of @lad his subject for a response, the reversed
gaze of oneself fictionalized. In holding the poepto the critical light we must do the same:
Justine is the text and the face. She is waitin@fiesponse—the very words which actuate her
seem to ask to be realized by the reader afresheioreative act of critiquing. Justine cannot
only be a figment of the author’s or the narraterts for that matter of Arnauti’'s—imagination.
(Arnauti, Justine’s ex-husband and psychoanalgsts phe first full-length book in the effort of
dissecting her personality). She quite clearly sténom the reader, who by this point in modern
literature understands his role of reading thelided woman into the text as quite a bundle of
problems. This was the fact with Chaucer’s Criseyhel we will continue along this narcissistic
path until the death of sex or the ultimate mordkeo is imposed upon literature.

Again, Justineknows too much about this business of charactevizaBut the author of
the legitimate story we are reading will not lasthe proved beyond a doubt. Durrell has a text
to construct, and we must have our book. He caevet be so naked as to disclose every act of
self-creation and invite the total pulverizationht$ convictions. (Fish once demonstrated in a
review of an attack on postmodernism that even wheremptiness of the center is

acknowledged and celebrated, we still carry ouvmtions in an equipage we can never throw
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off any bridge, since each bridge will link us twéher idea or intimacy that cannot help but
matter.)

Justine herself must survive the gaze of the autbbcourse she will, and with alarming
dexterity since she has been cut out of all ofitexgry men) and made whole. And we are being
pulled in by the notion that that's okay! This stylf self-love has all the pessimism and passion
that literature can ever acquire by its birth itlaak alchemical cellar. Readidgstineand
relating to Justine becomes “a very ominous assagitrrwith overtones of extreme personal
danger” (Thompson 6).

As | recently blogged:

| have thrown out everything and am trying to wtdeDurrell from the realm of...poetry.

Simply the aesthetic attitude, extended to thetmeanode—this word seems plain dirty

now, theaesthetic Ambivalence and ambiguity occupy different spacather than

reactionary, they are trusted old tropes. Theyhatea scourge on the discerning,
differentiating mind as iaestheticswhich is so entirely removed from the general
conversation that | cannot say where | am whemnight up—suddenly back in my
basement, mixing elements and staring off, writiflgis is the space of poetry, even if |
will produce only dismal prosaic lines about theéhmagness | am escaping and the
scholastic stuffiness | am evading by not claintmgnow precisely what actuates

Durrell’s fiction...

| have gone through the Literature program learhioy to take a text apart, resituate it,
but rarely to comment upon its style. Yet instebdang merely that, | have found a
personally more fulfilling route in imitating an thor's approach, rather as, or perhaps
opposite to the way that Borges’ Pierre Menarde&i@aslhe Quixotel am not facetious
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enough to rewrite th@uartetline for line, nor have | the memory that could tae

entire opus forth in my handwriting. Yet this haeh briefly my approach. Writing

criticism in a shoddily poetic style confines oneatmimicry that risks getting the textual

details wrong while it betrays one’s own expectadiof what the text should accomplish.

Finally I have arrived at the question of why ang@hould bother with this mode of

critique, if no aesthetic categories or theoriestarbe established, if the qualities of an

author’s style are to be described primarily thtoagery. | have not escaped truth-
minded claims about the texts, regardless of hasdty | have responded to them. In the

first phase Lowry’s references to alchemy created town critical structure, though a

modest one. And then an implication of my readihBuwrrell is that although the style of

an author might pass itself off to the studentdamage is done. The fictive flames can
only imperil the student if he surrenders his inmagjion to an aesthetic experience that
lingers well after the original text is set downtkat he can never write his own. This
remains to be seen with “Dolor.”

As is well known to scholars, Lowry too strugglatter the anxiety of influence. Sherrill
Grace writes in the “About the Book” section follmg the text of Harper Perennial’'s 2007
edition ofUnder the Volcandhat

some books become part of our lives. They insintremselves into our hearts and

minds, take over our habits of speech, and provsideith a ready stock of phrases,

locutions, and images. They teach us how to sewdhlel; they warn, exhort, and
delight. They haunt our imaginations and shapeappreciation of what great writing

can, even should, be. (4)
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The text enters the reader’s consciousness innstuenough at first—until, that is, the burden
of originality begins to burn. Critics often poiat Lowry’s uneasiness with his various literary
intimacies, as Grace continues:

Like so many writers before him, from Milton to T.Hiot, Lowry cannibalized what he

read and made it his own. But unlike other writbeswas also horrified by this capacity

for appropriation. He plagued himself with spectarplagiarism and chastised himself

for succumbing to “hysterical identification” witither writers. (11)
During my study of Lowry and Durrell, | have locdta source of appropriative discomfort that
produces fine delusions of originality, in the foomncritical transgressions and creative misuses
of time-tested theories, usually without direcerehces. | have invited my readers to chastise
my inaccuracy while nodding towards the sublimeildziium of critical and creative writing.
On the other hand, why cannot the two get alongthas antagonism wholly exaggerated?

Precisely why such a nihilistic, aesthetic attith@s beset my criticism is difficult to
explain other than by admitting to my not takingéi off from critical work to accommodate an
artistic pregnancy, awaiting the birth of a peaulimdness that has always required an extensive
reading list for validation. In reading tA¢exandria Quartet sent out several invitations to the
demon of creation, warning at every step thattecism was the object, that the beast must
content itself with stylistic flourishes so longtagy are true to the original text. (Most of the
writings that resulted are too absurd to sharell &mce it arrived, the demon, fashioning itself
not after a Mephistopheles but a conglomeraterohfe faces fashioned after various Justines,
refused to leave my study for the sake of objetgstivi

Until a second revision of this portion of the @y, the shareable result was short-lived,

like the creative act of a virgin. The readinggieg up to this writing, divorced as much as
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possible from the themes of theory, proved thetgrdarce; the anticipation is rather more
memorable than the moment of deflowering. The guilich Nietzsche discusses as emanating
from the debt one owes to ancestors, to repayatwfises they made long before one’s birth to
create the social order and culture that providesmpty individual with meaning, is apt here:

...theaim now is to turn back the concepts “guilt” and “dutyback against whom?

There can be no doubt: against the “debtor” fifstlp in whom from now on the bad

conscience is firmly rooted, eating into him andegling within him like a polyp, until

at last the irredeemable debt gives rise to theemion of irredeemable penance, the

idea that it cannot be dischargedtérnalpunishment”). Genealogyd1)
As the debtor with a bad conscience for all thasdehave incorporated into my worldview and
of which | would be gladly rid if I could fashiommething entirely new, | have been morbidly
eager to shirk this existential responsibility avér of my own vapors and myths. Hence the
retroactive wish from which | now suffer, that Ichtaken the parental if radical advice of
theorists and scholars more seriously, connecesgbigvith more trust in their absolute value or
recursive fascination, without this fatalism thats a decent student into a travesty of higher
learning. Yet without transgression, without crirtiegre can be no progress. As Durrell cites
Sade just before openil@ea “The Primary and most beautiful of Nature’s gtia$ is motion,
which agitates her at all times, but this motiosimply the perpetual consequence of crimes, it
is conserved by means of crimes alone.” Withouherwe simply peter out and grow dull; it is
no different in literary scholarship.

Of course, disobeying (rather, trying to ignore thost disruptive tradition in
intellectual history—French theory—is no easy tdslave worn Darley’s mackintosh for my

walk out on the plank, assuming that since othettestits have made it back safely, so should I.
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But they elected Derrida and Foucault for a lifheseas the critic with artistic pretensions
wanted no support. Still on deck is a pair of obyecreaders, ready to help with sentencing—
my thesis advisor and secondary reader, who upoegpéng this project cast himself as “a
Gabby Hayes style sidekick to Paul,” whose nomafdistyle is reputed to support
postmodernism by way of existing (and hiking) ie thiorld so as to exhaust its theoretical
possibilities. Of course, | am behaving on pader Pursewarden, the only artist in Qeartet
successful enough to live off his art. Writes DgyléHe had discovered for himself the
uselessness of having opinions and in consequeade mhabit of usually saying the opposite
of what he thought in a joking way” (111). My quj®th on and off the stage, have been falling
out haphazardly: “The act of creation now requaector visit. As soon as your Faustian dread
of too much learning kicks in, poof! A new readisgut on the table, ripe for discussion. Take

the Lit-Crit potion and let the text be reborn wuy hands!”
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Sade in Durrell

“How well | recognized her now as a child of theycivhich decrees that its women shall be the
voluptuaries not of pleasure but of pain, doomelumot for what they least dare to find!"

—Lawrence DurrellJustine(47)

Unigue among censorious statements of dictatorgpldan Bonaparte’s hyperbolic
blurb on the back cover of the collected workshef Marquis de Sade rings curiously true, that
“Justineis the most abominable book ever engendered byts depraved imagination.” Short
of wanton murderjustineexplores the worst cruelty imaginable while segkimdemolish all
half-hearted morality. Justine is ravaged on neavbry page—her violations must equal the
Consul’s drinks. One of the more memorable scemasivies a large cylindrical device filled
with boiling-hot water:

The monk threatens me with all his rage if | do acquiesce; | have to obey. The

perfidious machine penetrates to the two-thirdsknaad the tearing it causes combined

with its extreme heat are about to deprive me efuke of my sense; meanwhile, the
superior, showering an uninterrupted stream ofatives upon the parts he is molesting,
has himself excited by his follower; after fifteemnutes of rubbing which lacerates me,
he releases the spring, a quart of nearly boiliatewis fired into the last depths of my
womb.... | fall into a faint. Severino was in an@sy...he was in a delirium at least the

equal of my agony. (620)

To explore what this expansion signifies for theisf even more frightful, and Sade plunges
into the philosophical implications with as callausouch as his parade of torturers invade the
anus. Still, Sade’s personality infuses every att @ certain silliness, a sense of humor born of

the mayhem of the French revolution. From Sade&ineone gets the impression of the author
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as a snarky aristocrat who acted much like his @ingts in the sack (in pursuit of divers pains)
but who was locked up for writing these practicetheir exaggerated climaxes. Ironically,
Justine does not go in for sin straight from thevemt (after her parents’ death) as does her
sister, Juliette, who directly “went to find a womahose name she had once heard mentioned
by a youthful friend; perverted was what she desioebe and this woman was to pervert her”
(462-63). Juliette, who eventually focuses “heertibns to the culpable idea of abridging her
husband’s days” (465), fares infinitely better tiem younger sister. She “attains, over a period
of fifteen years, the position of a titled womanthaan income of thirty thousand pounds, very
handsome jewels, two or three houses in the atyany in the country and, at the present
moment, the heart, the fortune and the confidendéomsieur de Corville, Councilor to the
State, an important man much esteemed and abbatta minister’'s post” (462). Justine,
however, steadfast in her virtue, becomes moreidiged also more foolish as her idealism is
assaulted, defending her naiveté between tortws®es only to be run over by the violator's
arguments.

Justine’s pro-virtue stance is continuously knoceer by blunt antitheses with no hope
for resolution. As Dubourg (whose role in the stsrpnly important insofar as his methods
supersede those of the previous villain) conclidgsnonstrous speech:

...the virtue whereof you make such a conspicuoydaiss worthless in this world; in

vain will you genuflect before its altars, its gdlous incense will nourish you not at all.

The thing which least flatters men, that which nsa#tee least favorable impression upon

them, for which they have the most supreme conteisigbod behavior in your sex ... it

is their wantonness which serves and amuses uthdiutchastity could not interest us

less. When, to be brief, persons of our sort giie,never except to receive. (470)
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When at last Justine finds a haven in which toleebar long-lost sister (whom she only
recognizes at the end of her tale) of her obsagale,tshe enjoys a period of torture-free bliss
and is promptly ravaged by mother nature: “Thethgig entered her right breast, found the
heart, and after having consumed her chest andifacst out through her belly” (742). While
reading Sade’3usting the question is bound to come up: will pleaswer &e convincingly
shared again, or is pain the only constant, theceoof everything we love and hate?

From Sade to Durrell, pleasure morphs into an efarihe psyche more than the body,
for as Pursewarden tells Durrell’s Justine:

...sex is a psychic and not a physical act. The cueosipling of human beings is simply

a biological paraphrase of this truth—a primitivethrod of introducing minds to each

other, engaging them. But most people are stuttkamphysical aspect, unaware of the

poeticrapport which it so clumsily tries to teach. That is whiyyaur dull repetitions of

the same mistake are simply like a boring greatiplidation table . . . .§l 124)
In short, love continuously sheds but is nevepfids agonistic layers; perhaps it would be dull
without them? Yet the satisfaction, like any otbeergy, when dispersed across several affairs
lasts throughout every disappointment, for at least party of the relationship is always adrift in
notions of another, especially during the act. Bllis response to Sade’s explicitness is
primarily through betrayal: thinking of another itating another, requesting of one’s mate
instructions for playacting.

Numerous instances of confessed betrayals canlleel écom Durrell’s text. They are so
common that Pursewarden, the only man whom Ju&med not punish by her infidelities—an
intolerable but delightful noveltyB| 123), remarks to her that “We are all looking for

something to be unfaithful to—did you think you weriginal?” (122). Darley, who is
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enamored until the final noveC(ea) with Justine, tells us that his affections fog tonsumptive
dancer Melissa are strong regardless of whatHifanind when he is with her, for he longs “to
hold that slender cherished body in my arms, imlggilis sour flavours of alcohol and tobacco-
smoke, thinking all the time of Justine” (210). Msk, in turn, on her deathbed says to Clea in
regard to Darley, “You have been my friend, Clesd hwant you to love him after | am gone.
Do it with him, will you, and think of me? Never nd all this beastly love business. Cannot a
friend make love on another’s behalf?” (135). Aferrsewarden, the quintessence of the guilt-
tortured artist (namely for his all-consuming affaith Liza, his blind sister), has committed
suicide via alcohol and cyanide, Darley contemgl#éite effects on his and Justine’s affair: “But
such a demon is love that | would not be surpriada queer sort of way his death actually
enriched our own love-making, filling it with theckeits on which the minds of women feed—
the compost of secret pleasures and treacheriehahe an inseparable part of every human
relation” (210). Justine, upon discovering a ptag#i lying in Pursewarden’s bed while he stands
in the bathroom brushing his teeth, pins the gid igood-spirited attempt to procure a new
perspective of her lover, asking how he was for Aad when she takes a lover to make her
husband, Nessim, jealous, she instructs the mansui@w adultery to “tell me how she [his
wife] behaves and | will imitate her. In the dark are all meat and treacherous however our
hair kinks or skin smells"Js 138). The cruelty of love extends, of course gading and
responding to a text, Pursewarden in the “Consdelddata” section after the narrative of
Balthazarquipping that “I love the French edition with ttecut pages. | would not want a reader
too lazy to use a knife on me” (24, For the moment, suffice it to agree with Darlefrew

disgusting, how unfair, love is!” (231).
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In theQuartet love’s infiltration of the intellect causes the mghysical equivalent to the
torture in Sade’dustine The consequences of this approach are as sias¢hey are
amorphous and mystifying, for “Aphrodite permitegyconjugation of the mind and sense in
love” (Bl 166). The coupling of spirits leads to myriad sitins of identity. Justine, whom
Pursewarden calls “the tiresome old sexual tuegtitough which presumably we all must
pass—a somewhat vulpine Alexandrian Ven®&"1(15) is the most alluring artifact of a city
containing every false medicine for “the sick még, solitaries, the prophets—I mean all who
have been deeply wounded in their se}s{4). Such is the Alexandrian advertisement of the
overly-intellectual lover-writer, Darley.

Perhaps the most telling comment in @gartetis made by Balthazar, that “all love-
making to one less instructed than oneself haadked delicious thrill which comes from the
consciousness of perverting, of pulling them domto the mud from which passions rise—
together with poems and theories of GoBl'§8). These novels contain so many self-reflections
as to make traditional criticism—or even the maslical criticism!—redundant. All one can
hope to accomplish is the connecting of variousatars’ comments to their philosophical
precedents; meanwhile the language deconstruet§ itse narrators toy with each other’s
theories, the slipperiness of reality is relatethbetter enjoyment of a mystified orifice,
member, or essence. We arrive at the fact thatedDusrstrangely subtle in matters sexual,
relying on the asterisk to convey the worst, wiisele (at least idusting also avoids
profanities—unlikePhilosophy in the Bedroamnwhere he drops the religious euphemisms for
obviously explicit acts, opting for “Jesus-fuckisgi” and the like. Why in Justine does Sade
prefer to refer to the sacred altar of sex, notctg, and not so much to come as to incense,

grants passage to the ramming rod, member, buhaatock? (I find it hard to justify dropping
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these obscenities myself, but the point must beeneaglicitly). Nonetheless, though | am no
expert on the topic, | doubt we have learned midutexplicit and abusive sex since Sade's
Justine or the permutations of identity wrought by adrdtes love in Durrell’sJustine It’s all in
there.

As for treating Durrell and Lowry traditionally—eé#r that would only result in a stifling
slew of Nietzsche and Sade references. Of couragd dipped my toes into that stream, which
could have gone swimmingly if I did not share te#-destructive bent of half of Durrell’'s
characters, if I did not wish to join Lowry in tkearch for poetic autobiography, if | were
content to merely comment upon a work of such—ia@ghe cliché—stunning brilliance as this
Quartet The effect of these novels are strong, the egpeés and intelligence they conjoin are
intoxicating. Any scholar who wishes to tie eitetter to a workhorse of epistemology—the
machinery of criticism—has got other interests inanhas got categories and terms polluting
his or her aesthetic attitude. If there is an altato which | shall genuflect, it is that of artdan
the experiences which make it such a risky busiteegst into. For nothing can be counted
upon; unless one has a fierce memory reinforcethdyuickest imagination, these experiences
are fleeting and must be caught. As Darley writdew did one come to forget the greatest of
one’s experiences? It was all lying there like anpithat one could play but which one had
somehow forgotten to touch for years! 86).

Alexandria is the “capital of memory” which we knalarives on imagination, and an
aching duality is constantly up for resolution: €'eexual and the creative energy go hand in
hand. They convert into one another—the solar deaadhthe lunar spiritual holding an eternal
dialogue” Cl 141). It is now crass and vulgar to get caughindpnbs intertwining, says

Pursewarden, yet one can drink from the body ob#leved from another, as Narouz, Nessim’s
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hair-lipped younger brother, drinks his belovedadleho barely knows of his existence) from
the body of an old prostitute. Sade’s villains,resoof them, are bent on inflicting pain to
procure pleasure that is always one-sided, excetrfe scene involving a very fat man with a
miniscule member instructing boys already predisgdds excite him where he can hardly
interact with a woman. The only mutuality of Sade@lsasure idustine thereforejs male. Yet

in Durrell’'s books, we can scarcely speak of fesnmifor it throws too much morality across a
luminous literary landscape. We can say that Jassimow vying for control and the tables are
successfully turned. Still, it is more meaningfulhe case that the pain, sharpened by
ambivalence and honesty alike, is emanating froemy@ne. Justine is written about, analyzed,
or painted by at least four of the characters. &la#e no mere shifts of first-person narrators.
Their theories baffle and deflect away from theghthey are explaining and we could not know
Justine otherwise. One cannot hide from the subttare of discussing this character!
Meanwhile every hint of guilt is used to rub oféthgo. “We use each other,” Justine says in the
novel with her name on it, "like axes to cut dowa bnes we really love" (112). The problem,
the cause of this torture is that love has spredhld intellect, and we get off by bad feelings and
purposeful delusions. Sex is equated to guilt &edepositioning of selves during the act that
allows metaphysics to reacquire its corporeality ¥dn feel that the body thrives during the

writing process, regardless of the deconstructotevity playing out all around us.

46



Chapter 3: Theory in Fiction

Introduction

Whether my criticism has actually turned into factiis an open question; presently it is
not so obvious that | have a mind outside of Dlisr@ind Lowry’s texts. Consider the following,
then, the essay’s “inconsequential data,” yetnix cclimax, moment of disillusion.

What is most problematic in “Dolor” for this essay a whole could be the revelation of
themes associated less with modernism than wittmmzkernism. However, the triumphantly
poetic life force of Lowry and Durrell’s texts hesscued this story from utter abstraction and
theoretical phrasemaking. They have helped mehmdée into an attitude and to at least
occasionally humble my narrator before Dolores et@ablished playwright, recalling Darley’s
troubles in coping with the confident Pursewardér wepresents one of the only true artists of
theQuartet The sole distinction between my narrator andattist with whom he is supposedly
in love is captured—to my own surprise—by the saar@eawherein Pursewarden observes
Justine telling a story to a group of children ibrathel:

It was such a rich diet for the soul! It made mesahow thin the fare is which we

moderns supply to our hungry readers. The epicotwst that is what her story had! |

was envious. How rich these beggar children wergl Awas envious too of her
audience. Talk of suspended judgement! They saokie imagery of her story like
plummets. One saw, creeping out like mice, theie souls—creeping out upon those
painted masks in little expressions of wonder, sasp and joy. . . . The poetry had
stripped them to the bone and left only their retaelves to flower thus in expressions

faithfully portraying their tiny stunted spirits149-50).
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Again, the emphasis in literary studies on expingpor resituating the text in fresh interpretive
systems belabors the aesthetic experience. Thsnsuch the norm that the art of storytelling is
taken for granted, as if the artist merely provithesraw, irrational data that the scholar must be
obliged to arrange. Justine possesses the giigihvating her audience, pulling them out of
themselves until the show is over (and likely vedlerward); such is the power Dolores is said to
possess. The realization of her character might@pp the present draft woefully incomplete,
but the effort has led me to a richer appreciatibmy primary authors’ accomplishments.

Much of the interest in provisionally comparing “IDd to the QuartetandUnder the
Volcanois not only the level of influence of the latter ke upon the former but also of the
coincidence of themes. Regardless of the vacuuartest or critic seems to be working within,
sheer originality turns out to be an illusion. Asrges writes, “The universe (which others call
the Library)” contains all human utterance, so tfidiere is no combination of characters one
can make—-dhcmrlchtdj for example—that the divine Library has not f@®s and that in one or
more of its secret tongues does not hide a tersigi@ficance. There is no syllable one can speak
that is not filled with tenderness and terror, tisatot, in one of those languages, the mighty
name of a god” (112, 117). Considering the selpptrating and repeating nature of discourse,
rather than become dismayed by a lack of origpatihe ought to delight in contemplative
language, taking sufficient risks in letting it eaf the most unsettling, embarrassing, or almost
religious aspects of oneself.

Perhaps Pursewarden’s individualistic view thatg@od writer should be able to write
anything. But a great writer is the servant of catsjpns which are ordained by the very
structure of the psyche and cannot be disregarf&dl'36) is contradictedd infinitumby the

all-too-familiar position that is taken, for exarapby political theorist Chantal Mouffe, which
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“consistently rejects any kind of essentialism—eitof the totality or of the elements—and
affirms that neither the totality nor the fragmeptssess any kind of fixed identity, prior to the
contingent and pragmatic form of their articulati¢n). Essential to this approach is a totally
disillusioned view of the object of political thepas theorists strive for—and without hope of
actually realizing—the ideal pluralistic democrdgy.

Similarly, we can still consider one purpose of mawdart to be the discovery of
temporary resting spots of stability that we expgedissolve and in which we must revel before
they go. To extend a line of Nietzsche, studentaa@nsed in theory have lost the luxury of
startling at a revelation of uncertainty—as theq@derns exclaimed, “To lose firm ground for
once! To float! To err! To be mad! That was parthed paradise and the debauchery of bygone
ages, while our bliss is like that of a man who $af$ered shipwreck, climbed ashore, and now
stands with both feet on the firm old earth—amabed it does not waverSciencel1l).

Artistic creation provides a delightfully wary—aadsthetically instructive—sense of stability,
which is trickier to maintain than our emphasistio@ory might have us assume.

Finally, the transformation of Keats from a jouistito an artist is telling of the balance
between life, art, and criticism, as he transcehisslighting job description: “For it is always a
Keats that is chosen to interpret, to drag hi$ tfaglime over the pitiful muddled life out of
which the artist, with such pain, recaptures tistsnge solitary jewels of self-enlightenment”
(Clea179). He suddenly becomesvater, however, one who is certain of his transformation
even without having yet written a more writerly Wpwhen he discovers a range of activity in
the war that affirms his existence more than theemecording of it (181). The activity | have
been celebrating is ever subordinate to lived egpee. Meanwhile, the writer's attempt to

overcome that fate is paramount to nourishing lthsion of a stable self. As Darley reminds us:
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“...as for human characters, whether real or inverttegte are no such animals. Each psyche is
really an ant-hill of opposing predispositions. $eerality as something with fixed attributes is an

illusion—but a necessary illusiohwe are to loveél (Bl 15)...and to write.
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“Dolor”

In the following text we can trace Dolores’ progré@sto the sleepier categories of a
hostile nature, learning the ropes of cooking aadigning while scraping artistically by on my
efforts to conceal her. The remainder, what shevene beyond capture, is the surplus that
makes up her living personality. She is grateftd never put all of her in here—so grateful she
has raised the stakes by interrupting and harassyngxt to tip the balance between responsible
realism and Poststructuralism in the latter’s faWoreatening always to render me too
intentional in my attempts to fix the mess she &kimg of her own story.

Her plays are marked by a freshness and curtnessl] angulfed by laughter like the
Steppenwolf's redemptive punishment after his ssbeur is raised out and above him like an
ax. In this case the executor is charged by therjés give her the textual presence she lacked as
a playwright. What she thinks we will have hera stuck philosopher going to shambles with
the popular decree, the shared contempt for mytsfto portray the mistress of portrayals. In
this she merely projects the furious drollery umgiteling the dolorous show that she kicked off a
decade ago by casting some nameless actor a rath Wave yet to hide behind or live up to.
Her success eventually terminated itself becausewsinried the world of drama with obvious
hints to the back-story of her first play, on tle¥ge of apologizing for the disingenuous manner
in which she revealed me as if her use of my cheraeasa priori immoral.

She was not herself convinced she’d committed &st’arsin. Her hesitancy before the
plunge of committing herself to the real me hamldeensmuted into mgesponsibility as if
because her career was mine all along | am theamdywho can save it. Yet all this is imported
by her more explicit attempts to get me to adnat thve always been a metaphysician

tangentially interested in fantasy, a closeteddictvriter who works at a sawmill as a show of
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earthbound masculinity. The truth is I've had tedoct my most laborious study in her favor.
My living the rural dream outside the city of Aligrwas arrested by the return of my childhood
love/lore, and to repay the favor of character@ati-she created me on the stage and asked me
to construct her in prose—I have gone into crittbalory, a tradition she either despises or

decisively ignores.

A single episode hooked her on the idea that lavesrt of prophet, a rustic mystagogue:
an afternoon in an abandoned house wherein | thttleatale of an alien to an empty kid’s
bedroom. So as not to keep the reader perpetualheidark | have placed that story several
chapters in the future, but at the time, who knaat | said. The rub was the point-blankness
of my approach to this imaginary audience so thabi2s, who was then blinking in the dusty
living-room, was vaporized into the film which Idii't quite see before me. | witnessed myself
regaling but not the subject of that regaling; nveaife she caught the idea that | could be put on
as a father of philosophy and poetry. All I'd reguior a repeat episode was a stage, the right
lack of lighting and the subservience of surrougdtharacters who would evoke the same
declarative stance: Listen, all you flattering el@gtto the tale that I'll tell....

As it happens, the Violent Femmes were on the rdadibday in August 1999. Alterity
was progressively small-minded. The Femmes playexdir town as if in a vacuum, but could a
listener in a major city, we asked ourselves wegttmough the hills beyond the homestead,
encounter the band’s live material on their lot¢atisn? We forgot of course that by its nature a
city cannot have a “local station” but a multiplycof competing signals. The variety of our own
station, from the day’s worst country classicseatth metal at night, prepared the Femmes’

“Country Death Song” as a subliminally clever sarmathwThe prospect Gorgon Gano suggests at

52



the end, “You wanna know how to take a short mipell—it's guaranteed to get your own

place in hell,” pushed its way into Dolores’ stond@logue-churning mind and produced a one-
man show starring a gregarious yours-truly andgatmare of critical success, for both of us. In

Gano’s tale a child is thrown into a well; in myrgeal performance the children had long since
disappeared. Finally, in Dolores’ rendering theiande took the blame for every emptiness!

As a writer then based at the University of Micmgato which she had won herself a
basketball scholarship, of all things—Dolores foaniche in the avant-garde of Ann Arbor and
an added emptiness in the chamber that she hollowedith a boombox manufacturing the
murderous urban noise of the Brooklyn trio, Unsdie result was a bent discomfiture: the play
reached up and grappled with the implications efabdience’s guilt in perpetuating a world
without meaning so that after a few performancebeaHill Auditorium, the critical scene of
Alterity had begun to turn against her. Her fixatwith Eliot’s phrase, “emptinesses
ecclesiastically enshrined,” was being explaineDaleres’ conceit inverted against resif
which pulled the audience into her inguinal canglkasing them only after the playwright was
sated with the pain of “hernial metaphoria.” Dowmate puns like these found their way to her
site in Michigan, infecting her with the resentmehthose she had left behind when she became
an artist elsewhere. After finishing her generalaadion requirements she neglected to declare a
major and register for other classes so that shieely still a student after five years.

The plays she wrote once the Midwest had goneatnacted the attention of New
York—and at such an apex, Dolores had no choicedoatrophy. She couldn’t help seeing
herself as a local writer. She’d devoted her Anhokmplays to a desultory cast of friends from

Alterity; taking the plunge into New York societgdiuniversalizing her material was, if not a
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terrifying prospect, an unattractive one. She chauk to Alterity, she claims, to settle the score
with her first character, Victor Imbroglio.

With me in mind, Dolores has suffered throughoutdageer from the hand she dealt as
the only member of the original audience, by whsbk had “captured the heavens so sweetly
here | think I might brave another attempt.” Shid $lais recently about an apple-filling
mountain pie she baked over her gas stove, hotimgon over the flames just long enough for
a golden brown exterior and an interior that wdadkind to an eager tongue. Her accolade

works just as well with how she treated the subpétter first and greatest play.

When Dolores returned to Alterity a few months afe found me sitting at a picnic
table, dallying with a yo-yo. I'd been demonstrgtinicks for kids who had shortly scampered
when an iPhone app was mentioned that spun therdegchs of “diversion” into scintillating
images of things the player could be doing instfgulaying with an iPhone. | was executing the
pendulum-in-a-triangle move (I've never been keenaogon of any sort) when Dolores parked
in the gravel her white Cadillac whose yellow siflece stuck on the hood as a failed facsimile
of her own face. | noticed the likeness immediagely flattered myself for having immortalized
that dimple in her self-image years before pickipga pen. This was my first sighting of her
new car—and the way | realized she was the drivedldred on the wordily peculiar. | saw a
dolorous girl through the driver’s side window saching her face at an angle that hid her
cheek’s bitter trademark while the sun assaileg tre roof of the car, the trees throwing a
shadow over the sticker that all but canceledlas/gintil the mood it was meant to evoke
worked against the boredom which caused me tasit picnic bench spinning an antique in the

first place. This circle of yellow paint with a dbnexpression sent me instantly to distraction;
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the charm struck its target before | had a chandeetrid of the toy. Dolores dug in her purse
with great purpose as if she had only driven heffentd a pen or eye-liner, if there were any
difference in her case.

Eventually she stepped out and the idea occuriad #hould get back to what | was
doing. She took this as a note that | was stilsemnent—I am sure of it—but | have held my
ground.

“You can tell them,” she says, “about my purse.&$eans its long strap that has
enjoyed the greatest security between her bre@iséshas carried it thus since our days in the
woods.

“A narrowing sky, and you looking under it,” | saidthat moment, not this. She lay
back across the table, under a pavilion with a \voéwobwebs and birds’ nests that allowed her
eyes to flash in the old manner of a listlessmizking shapes out of clouds and memories of the
moment. “Yes,” | went on. “You delivered me from amworthy distraction here.” She seemed
to recoil. “Are you wandering amid stale impressi®hl asked, as in, “The cobwebs? Have they
caught you here before? What remains of the ssitipidity you enjoined me to adopt when
cancer was on your tongue and the world was hilgjdrot?”

“You noticed.” Sealing a gemmy pair of eyes whads Were yellow like a lizard’s.

Birds were turning in for the day and | wondered&d be shat upon. “The cancer was made
up,” she began, “so I'd appear noble in my decispierce the oral—" | heard her not say
“muscle” so she would end less awkwardly; she aettevhat was left with a more liquid
inflection than was necessary. “Makes it pass awayyuickly admitting that,” she said. Yet |
was letting her pass into the pedestrian territdrfalse signs, the baseless beautifying of the

hostile nature | mentioned here earlier. | wondefretie couldn’t help me fill out the void. “You
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drove here all the way from Michigan, today?” | esk“You must needs rest.” | looked at her
and shot a glance at the one active bird’s nessjrig it back down upon Dolores so her round
chin quivered as if swimming in light drizzle stdbwith hail. “Control yourself,” she intoned,
sensing my non sequitur.

She doesn’t often realize when the afternoon hachesl its peak. | was once in her
garden a few weeks after she purchased the howgach we used to carouse—I was sipping
cold mead, in fact, when she came round and askld vitamins had been put inside for the
cats as if they would access the bags and unsbeelids (and mix the contents with their
canned lunch) themselves. | glanced at the dinmpkeer, in which resided an entire quarter of
her personality, but it was already past noon. &the hour of genius was soon to be upon her,
we wouldn’t climb the stairs and pack away our hglags in each other’s bodies. Every
morning she assembled an original space and reflegion trivialities she had picked up from
literary magazines and notes I'd left her as fragtmef high school. And so, catching her
unawares just before the climax of psychical slsiggess, | occurred in the same vicinity as if
wandering into a fly trap. (Of course Dolores hdmadsome little community of these typical
metaphors along the side of her unrepaired abbd#gs in sync with her, and so was she; the
only connection shared witheis this empty breakfast nook where | sit and speak
tenterhooks.

Once inside, the indolence she had exhibited @ Ugeto the coupling expanded her
movements above me: she hovered and slithere@ iaithl could fancy | felt nothing and that
the spectacle was half the interest, as my exchaslge—"“No, not this crude Marxist

eroticism.”
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Although Dolores was seldom in the room with me alas ever carrying my dead
enraptured body down the stairs and up onto thi stifling the evidence of her efforts so that
the dimple opened a black hole via the pressur@sbied to suppress it. Still it did not take me
in, rather it ejected me when | found myself offrehow. | had thought it was the eternity of a
face and the immediate past leading up from cordmgncurves that collected data in her
average length of neck that was thinner than opee®d. Her cashmere turtlenecks when
removed left her curiously ignorant of what she wasusting even as she wound me up and
unraveled me like an annotated bibliography.

And as for the dim, complacent postcoital Look gahee me—what did it matter? | had
canceled my subscription to her paper weeks befdre Lookoutvas published biweekly. It
was a slim affair, the reading of which threateteedpoil my illusions of Dolores as an artist and
a lover. Knowing it was still stacked in those Igniglack cages in the doorways of the high
school, library, and party stores returned me tmBtan reflection but not to writing, where |
would’ve eructated impressions with a poet’s aeiitex. In addition to the muse | was trying not
to know too thoroughly in the context of her joursigc functions | noticed a smattering of local
events with a quotidian seal. Dolores was now f wt@er whose prominence overtook the
paper’'s character; she hatle Lookoutvorking for her. Even its reportedly autocraticted
made pronouncements in his chatty “View” secticat tabored the dolorous tone. Take for
instance his response to the writing center conterdosted by Alterity Community College:

Surely it wouldn’t hurt students to visit the caréed subject themselves to the victors of

English 107. Those who fail the remedy the finstediknow something of the danger of

writing to one’s slippery expectations. There isamal to a process invented to cure the

mind of stasis; movement is the charge we are linowg on, and move the pen we do.
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Only it earns us not a passing grade until we @elour scribbled cogitations to the
center. Now the lashings of a disinterested pagtyrixl a long table can begin. We know
of no other reliable fix: finally we meet the temation of the self-destructive attitude,
which we had assumed was running the show. Whapassibly follow?

The conference’s aim had been to unite the mindgtofs across the state as if to effect
a takeover of the English department, whose ingirscontinued to send their students to the
center with their thoughts caught on paper likegtars who hadn’t bothered to learn the pattern
of the shadows of the houses they were to break Tiite motivation of writing rather than the
science of it: this was the only responsibilityeofglish teachers these days, soltbekout
editor deigned to opine. The tutors were the mastigraduated victors of squashy composition
courses—they were formulated as math students wHaoved the pen enough to get out of
Dodge only to become its purveyors. They were ihe heroes, the accountants of grammar, the
grunt-workers of words. But the truth was, Rayekéor had fallen into some corner of his own
past when Dolores joined th®okoutstaff. What was once an unambiguous tribute tadha’s
favorite make-out spot became a trite titular wagniDolores hated everything, and was
charming and pithy enough to distract attentiomftzer pretty face so those reformulating her
words were convinced they spoke (in) their own rairMdore likely they had formed a crush in a
literal sense: a pejorative vice, a contemptuoaessure on their sympathies.

And so the local paper on all things intellectuaingd a solipsistic charm while the
playwright spent her talent. Yet this was alsoghaod when my visits to her garden state were
most frequent. An incorrigible night owl, early morgs had never claimed me so easily as
when | inched closer to a childhood fantasy, cnegéi text out of our belated consummation. In

her turn, my old muse sees me working and assumaésdiling around is just as productive as
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giving the local actors their lines—and then oemate days she is back in the staff room,
inflicting her views. One might say she has be@dpctive, and not from her resolve against
contraception.

Meanwhile the small theater revamped in her homasrriot hosted a single new play. The
director had it in her mind that Dolores would wribr Alterity’s stage since her interviews
suggested one of those troubled homecomings whsgire so many artists with greater longing
for a place that can never accept them back whatédmly and thus evokes a few ounces of
useful melancholy. The only words spilled since®es$’ return are my own; in Alterity

Dolores’ reputation sustains her.

| was once a hopeless writer of love letters, wheeuldn’'t have been more honest if
inflated with what I ironically regarded as my “fegs.” The movieThe Crowhelped shape the
gloom I'd associated with love according to thegpdal disceptations I'd overheard since
adolescence—an inimical intensity in quarrelinga@ét mythological at this point in half my
siblings’ minds. If the fights were scary they watso salutary for a burgeoning subjectivity. |
later explored this theme in letters to adoptedscwuduring my last summer in the Valley,
before the divorce that coincided with my graduatwhile every day watchinghe Crow
lamenting to Dolores via telephone the rape andderunf Shelly Webster. She glows palely in
saccharine Gothic luster in the candlelit Los Argdbft she shares with her soon-to-be undead
avenger, Eric Draven. On the other end of the kitgbhone whose cord was a bedraggled strand
of white plastic spoke my doomed female, one imibbss$o know, whose occasionally coarse

Pennsylvania pub-speak warned me even then oétiovn of my final plunge.
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Of course | took the leap that was opened up iy Wwith someone else—who | was to
learn esteemed me terribly. Selena had to experigrecfull force of a mythological love that
secretly knew its own falsity—its sources were rdix®, it hadn’t investigated itself properly, it
began with Dolores, was interpreted foolishly by, ened fell at last at the feet of Sell,
importuning her to step aside so it could fecuntla¢eentire scene with misery—ecstasy—
assuring Selena she would get off on this too.|Wmit point, our affair had merely been cute.
And then returning to Selena after a week of namntsits and awkward hand-holding with
Dolores (when this mytheme was a bit more expeeeénban that!) sowed the seeds of what has
been traditionally regarded as Love—a year andfanmapped severely through the squirrelly
Sell's short, tapered fingers, extensions of arehagness of emotions and lingering rage from
the dolorous show. Meanwhile, in my heart | knewadis better to keep Dolores in the dark until
a better version came out.

In the later days of writing her, while she floinésl in Ann Arbor | thought | had found a
method of getting her willfully wrong while my pevas interrupted constantly by ancient claims
of love. In setting her down, who cared anymoredinection | took, what was this literary
reality? Furthermore | was a sham despite my extefierudition by which | had furnished an
attitudinal edge at the sawmill, employing my witriehg breaks as if | had no greater stage than
the timber bench outside the southern wall. | sm@d while talking to this mesmeric troglodyte
in another state, squinting after charging my lp@bthe café so | could return home and
encourage honesty with a euphonious strand of seede The computer had stopped because the
electricity had failed in a recent storm. With ibsking momentarily as the only light in my
apartment because | hadn’t thought to pick up @madiho could say whether it mattered that a

single reader might take my writing seriously—thejgct was selfish, whether for me or for her,
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but so was the world outside—and | thought | canddtrol all three within this suffocating place
of darkness and ennui. Daily losing a sense ofpadn was tragic; the merit was in behaving as
if any sort of completion was possible. | sometirtuesk a pen and notepad to the creek where a
universe of rhythms and rattles echoed in the cgtlironing of cicadas. The Valley could have
advertised an insect’s orchestra and made a kilkog me it was the site of an adult’s deliberate
insanity, remembering a childish reverie of thegstivariety, and now: despair set out to dry,
perchance to be drenched by language.

On my blog’s dashboard | recorded inklings thathigave struck a more animated tone
were they set in pen on Dolores’ fridge. Insteadnounced to my family, who mentioned a
bloggy moment here and there during Thursday rpghta dinners so that | knew | could still be
counted on for an interesting existence in theeyatif our curiously intellectual Podunk—I
asked them, what was this Alterity, and how didoeme to be named after a theory, or a facet
of one! Of course they did not care to contextealie locality that owned all our years without
delivering us to the feeling of enclosure, thatspreéed my own menial wrist-breaking job
sorting the lumber that spewed down an exposedt stsoan existential, one-way river-crossing,
as if with each slab | identified as more usefalrtiscrap | managed to swallow a portion of what
I'd been chewing over a 10-hour shift. Realizing/&s thoughts like these that nourished my
affection for Dolores was discouraging, and soret point | discussed how it slowed me down,
attributing these thoughts to another. | knew whesteod, but as for thether | couldn’t bring
myself together enough to make any assertion dieruo matter how vague. The stopper of
lovelornity had been pulled by a gifted scout @ tnass: Control yourself, it warned. It wore a
bandanna and a hat, its eyes swirled with sootigepiy God it looked like a capital

henchwoman smuggling every desire to the intersté@®ur souls’ contagion! Dolores was the
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essence of pain, thus she must feel it herself—eaerdy sickness, | thought, has its moment of
positive reflection. The clarity one adopts for g#ake of the sickly surcease captivated me—ever
on the brink of an Associates in Philosophy—sinabdndoned my claims to creativity. With

that claim went the hope of ever owning the arbstoming one was out of the question until
she ordered her representation.

Victor, however, the version of myself that was egiveg from this effort mixed with
how | had appeared in Dolores’ play, wore a hoaleeatshirt and spoke in cheap parables until
a certain cleverness stepped in to force out ajinali voice. Like nothing | hadn’t seen before,
save the gauze wrapped interlinearally acrossroieqted selves. Spots of blood on the arms
had entertained friends and family for weeks. Ates he’d say he was a cutter, yet he appeared
to the practiced eye only a leper. Perhaps he dmlchlled Jenkins because the detective spirit
was against him, eating awaiceterainstructing those around him to consider the
consequences of “an inflamed self-pity,” first aguste from Lawrence Durrell and then as it
related to this petrifying if not decaying malingerfinally as it indicated the detritus of
nothingness, fragments of the void, pieces of agthat has naught. Only his sickness was not
feigned! Indeed, he denied it. | for one cannoptmlit laugh at the petty problems we attribute to
this student: the tragedy is timeless and staidis Irelove, somewhere.

A guess? He walks around at night, sleeping inousrcorners, disturbing his wounds by
careful and logical thought. As if he is his owrodoo doll, only the injuries are not achieved
through spite—they are veritable successes of gdedtions so that while his friends are sore
from strategic contact sports he languishes insadieulative castles in the air, avoiding for
originality’s sake the deconstructittouse of LeavedVe like to fill him with candy and

pummel his shell to see if it's redoubted. Thibasv cancer mocks itself on the flesh of a
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thinker, to let us know that futility is in the epéthe controller who witnesses ideas growing
with no evidence of their fleshiness, compilingrieworks that serve different spheres, life-
infested swamp water encircling a dry theoretipalce. If he picks up the sandpaper and goes to
work, the result will be a surface from which thex¢éoo much to choose. Argal: the bloody face
in the delayed act of surfacing. It drips, ticklisgwdust. Yet life might still teach the palpable
routes to redemption!

She tells me her pet name is Guru—of all thingsisubal—and that several of her pets
go by names starting with letters that recall tbeam twinkling as if provoked into a sort of calm
by the flowers and blades of her garden, ripplisghaough a ventilation system installed by
Mercury. At last, passing by at dusk are the md#édtpvers of her spent imagination, nameless
furry entities dismissed as blandly erotic. Dramatipulses have sprouted in her Sent folder
after a few days returning emails from admirers thgos Michigan. Meanwhile |, the control,
flail about the midnight ether as the test awdtiteration by oxygen. He stalks through the
paths he mowed about the red house years befora®hed in. Unconcerned, she writes her fan
base like she’s honeymooning with her hands dfiey’ve been tattooed by God, the artist’s
raison d’étreswelling her ego as if with the issuance of myegadincense. “The brain in my
chest—I fear it will pop if | so much as cough! Belax watching the lusterless butterflies,
these pale, haphazard moths. Call them my littlenem.”

Dolores is accepted by all the major institutiohthought channeling through my pen.
She glowers while raising the anticipations of glaélfly of textual politics who ensures that his
associates tear up occasionally, not sparing Dslpeenot achieving her either. “It makes a
difference,” Ray says between speeches in the reitimgray walls, gray tables and chairs,

without windows, “it makes a différance.” She hasib called upon to write briefings for the
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public, a very small public containing a majorityavid readers; how could it be otherwise? This
is why she has taken up smoking—as if again—beddgseritical macrocosm has realistic
standards the disappointment of which leads tongpeated, cloistered artist punctured all over,
constituting some evidence of academic proddirgtyhanny of the majority on a small body.

The villain is the blistering sun of praxis.
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Spinning Darks

My childhood: Shot through by images of broken-ng aotting houses—soggy stairs,
holey couches, overgrowing brambles, tottering laeders of kick-snapped boards—an
intestate string of events represented in purpiat pa my bedroom wall, lingering for decades
before some oppressive intentionality settles iwaod off the pests who will devour their
desires when | retire without setting the lockeditable, my invocation of a starry night, but
not the scent of an older house with new life sor@nside it; refreshing after my emphasis on a
house blotched on top with brittle, speckled br@amd green shingles instead of trim slices of
pine since the wood that escaped burning in ‘8Bfatied the family’s expectations of a
timelessness it was too modest to entertain, isated as siding. Our roof was as sturdy as it
wasn’t even, the faulty stitching of a boy withailmgun crisscrossing the angles and slopes,
woolgathering near the chimney—the subject a daivasm hands despite an old Sunday chill.
Defeat is avoided by the notion that he’s workifana and should be reprimandeahdt alone.
So he can stay and disrepair the entire surfackibyong, deliberate mistake only now
considered: patchwork is the new stability, thettecad look suits a house well if scowls and
fumes are to fill the space below.

“It looks like you made it yourself,” she says riisg the washing machine, a forgetful
dinosaur that finds itself stuck indefinitely athastage of the process, “but how are you
working towards a room of your own in this whiteqoeted land of invasive rabbits and
nourishing worms?”

Having reached no decision on the matter, | atteagpstraction.“I’'ll find another
scenario while you conduct yourself in the kitchisrthat where you are—in regards to the

chirping?” From another room now, rustling a bad aifting papers, she cancels the thing
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making the noise and says, “Since this one’s suwgaptis be outside—on the porch is fine—
step on all its kind With a consortium of bangs wafting her into tieem as if on a pendulum—
hair like pendulating fangs—Dolores repairs tortbhek. The M.C. handles the insectile
wreckage as if folding a satin handkerchief, treease of thrilled consternation gleaming down
at a page of something—I ask her what it is.

“Instead, listen to this: ‘I want you to steep fdnaurs in an apple core and then return
my call. Sensibly yours, Trewly.” This is a hidediike for a victim!” Yet the smashed bug
translates itself to me as a scapegoat painteddyg-&aphaelite and described by Ruskin, whom
Dolores has mentioned before as the original owh#re Grove a few miles down the road, a
place for wandering poets to park and swim wheseaver thwaps its tail on the surface of the
creek at dusk.

Dolores bursts in again—she was out for a time—sdrels heard of the painting
mentioned above. “The theme of the Wandering Jemost. This is not, however, literally the
case—its soggy back cannot result from the peogdging their anguish upon it, but from my
own act of stepping deliberately to effect the Hexdta pest.”

“Have we been sticking to the terms of our literaffair?” | ask.

“If | paused to reflect before answering | wouldyoalaborate on the point that after all,
we need better coverage of basic things.”

Thus the snapping turtle in her broken bathtubaisasks himself whether he
appreciates the drainage cage or if he is onlyasted in naming its element. “Gold? lodine?
Red?” These are categories which only a stowawatjleavith a shell could link together. This
munching, hissing, pointy-faced bastard has galt iwrong, but as Dolores’ first and ugliest pet,

he enjoys the impression he makes, that he’s beg¢aveed, rendered useless to the outside
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world because he cannot escape into and act agiaiimstead, his defense has been pierced and
adorned by a pair of rings so that he sounds lilkkt@boot with spurs. All his water hails from
the creek down the hill from the house: | sneak him with an Oops bottle (“Cheeky little
white”) that | first drained while Dolores was vimigj emails. He self-protects by launching
campaigns of swirly swimming, worrying precisely oiwe, a quarterly pegged dark brown oval
lollygagging in what he can only know as an ovalte/basin. (Through shame of his jewelry he
has forced his head back into his shell, but wédcemploy a stick to pluck him by the rings).
When in the morning | see him from the vantageheftbilet | look down and ask the tops of my
feet, when will she turn that turtle into a chaea@tShe might finally use Alterity Hall and
advertise with an abstract in teitlook A reptilian replica inside a realist text, cohabg the
lavatory amid specters of goldfish who occupy theching-bowl, the hole constituting a watery
vector through which fins occasionally twitter.

Dolores agrees. “This is actual, as one would gay;is expected.” She mixes the
cricket’s remains into a deposit of soil. | ask wehehe’ll put that and she scrunches, hesitating.
“Well, when are we done here? Our pains coalesce3g.”

I've been dizzying for half an hour and only nowalize this vertigo is salutary, | sense a
strong will attached to it, a length of fly tapekead to a merry-go-round in notional space.
“Someone’s working in the garden,” | say, “I thih# better start a confrontation.” She trails me
a moment before swooping back under the blanketawéh't got a shot of her standing
vulnerable—I've almost forgotten her nudity sinte been tucked away ere | stood up to go and
confirm that we are now in the bedroom while songeelse is in the region we occupy only in

the morning. For thither the evening was now tugnin
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Along the way to the bedroom door | am briefly éolled, and this proves she is no
longer in control. | stand peering in at her frdm threshold. Simply: Her hair is chopped blond
under sparse betrayals of original color flushedbyua part down the middle keeping
everything in line, no matter the disrepair wroulghther rapid standing and lying again after our
limbs’ latest entanglement. That is to say, theutgof context exacts no revenge upon her
aesthetics.

The visitor spoke into his cell when | looked opbua the foliage through the kitchen
window.

“This is a game that provides its own tokens fmofa in the arcade. Let's assume it's
essentially a spectacle and agree on a quarteake mrun without parameters, with the whole
controlled by the batting of the spectator’s eyéte"was speaking, of course, of the dolorous
show. “The bottle will contain this eyeless perdapavith deniable presence. It's set vertically
so the character can look straight at the audieeeglying for the cupboard after each round.
She’s an embattled light poised to stand in th&.tidutterings on the other end while the
leaves of general shrubbery interspersed with essgt blooming flowers quivered. “She is
somewhat lanky,” concluded Ray.

“We wish that the situation involved you, only @ie&kn’t,” | told the editor. He stood as a
man standing in the past. “What is that crawlingibé you?” | asked concerning a fluffy gray
rabbit with blood on its cheeks. “You brought a gfudhen let her treat us with your silence
while you tell us what brings you here.”

“It involves the price adjustments of our tickets.”

“What are they as they now stand? Which play aeg tehashing?”
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“‘Doesn’t matter, the one about you.” After a momleatwas visibly in a state of
acceptance. “It's a Marxist text, yet.” He pausgdia, the moon shed its last slice of influence,
and then he began. “In short, a fly in the intesias soup and the effect it had on the reviews.
‘Need a Head Shave?’ ran one in particular, in @yygp. ‘You'd like to make sense of her
lines—but they’re coiled inside this (in)effectlddhirdressed StudidSays one actor, ‘We didn’t
know when to begin the Weird. Before, her work wely clever with cues for awkward
behavior. They weren't exactly part of the scrgogteven contained in the plot. Just the arc, the
curve—not exactly the mood, because that...comeégaes.’ Butve must ask, does this actor
know Dolores’ earlier work like we do? Was he eva@st a special role, one made just for him?
Of course not. The only real person ever to appelaer work was you. Genius—because now |
find you here! Forget that I'm the one in the garadgfive in the morning. Property rights grant
me access. I'd never been discovered and all &t sgught through her window was my fate on
the perimeters of what I'd thought was her mosbatiag hobby—as if gardening had replaced
her writing.

“And so the structure—the reviews were saying—iasd in theStudiq but—and |
guote—'not its translator.” What could that mean@ré/you her translator? Why should
something written in everyman’s language need lating?”

“I know all about this but thanks, thanks for thennperspective,” | said.

He went on, “The wave of activity of misguided astajuoting the devil who would take
their sentences backstage . . . . As for me,” Ipeeborated, “I've been living in the fog, waiting.
Leaving my lights on but not necessarily sleepotzgying a dozen masters and their friends’

voices all at once. ‘Find the strength to publisése reviews and avoid mentioning them in your
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editorial, tell your opinion on other matters, ahohk not of how she works the stubby green pen
made of wood and silver that shades and glaregltissy photos she signs!™

“Alarming!” Dolores interjected from the window &fl o’clock, a point | had forgotten
overlooked the garden from the far corner of henrol was in a control group, the one not
assigned the dubious substance yet convinced héms—and this is how the concept of a
placebo worked its way into my mind, after a deéfom prepared me for it. | wasn’t narrating, |
was barely thinking in words, and then out cameptini@se “romantic individualism.” | was sure
| had concluded my role in this suddenly fanatlogk triangle. Strange, the editor of the local
(intellectual) paper committing himself to the dlans his star writer stirred in him....

Dolores repeated my phrase verbatim, as if it vaeseliloquy rather than a puncturing
quip in the morning murk. As she enunciated eadlaldg it fell to the grass and sprouted
intimations, very colorful in the accumulating sBut then as if she had said nothing, she
pushed her smart little head further out the windmt asked what this was all about. The
silence she was assuming to have been only nowupted was supposed to be mended by one
of her suitors dutifully explaining himself. Thialfacy struck Ray instantly; he seemed prepared
to fall into the pit he was claiming as the sour€evil in Dolores’ garden. He began to recite
this foolish bit, only to be told by the playwrighérself why his peculiar role in the writing
process was certainly not to be neglected but neviee overstated. “We have an editor in the
garden,” she said, “a decision maker. Now, to exigs.not all that this fellow does, just most of
it. But he won't revive his paper by trying on néats in front of old friends.”

As dolorous loyalists, we pushed forward and jiediher witticism, making our own

meaning, leading ourselves into it all over again.
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For me, it was all an exercise in the hidden ladiDolores’ distant urge to write a play
about a matriculating housewife once she realibedsanted to become one. She rested her chin
upon the sill like a pie in need of cooling. “R@{gase return later, then go away.”

Nothing sure obstructed his retreat back alondribky path that led behind her house
onto the Valley road; still, he was caught. Talkiags his salvation. Regardless of what he said
we're obliged to respond—and so he had it out. fglnl have called upon the sight, the active
burning opening, the source of all poetry, to fipdiscover what it's not. | wouldn’t have
anticipated thoughtful treatment from those intidideon! For | am, at bottom, a caricature. I'm
here to substantiate myself, to excite the entegpsf managing a paper, but it turns out | have
contributed to an [sic] situation between writdveanwhile | am—as you sayexcised’

| wondered whether Ray had had to sit very longhfsrcaricature or if he’'d visited an
artist of the Carnivelesque even less dedicateat Brdores. He had no idea what he was about;
she was complacent on the matter; | was faithfdifynterested, so much so that | was the only
actor willing to put a name to the travesty, thetonical monstrosity, of his presentation—yet
my intention was to wait until the scene had ended.

He extracted a thought from his pocket to insistwhs a character from her play where
a tractor anthropomorphizes to storm the loggiregisoand save the mountainous copses
scheduled to be cleared by the sawmill. “Did thely you to an auto shop to be lent to strangers
who generally went for muddin’, who now left nagtgils over the hills that were not even fun?
What did the parents think, that you were too agehlle a machine for the playful forest folk,
three- and four-wheelers being much better suddte task you hadn’t chosen?”

Uncomfortable, | interrupt: “What...in which dirémt lies the office of Dr. Benway?”
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“A phenomenal artist,” answers Ray, “open hearjsuyr with a toilet plunger. No one’s
left to say what anything’s good for.”

Dolores shifts ground while remaining fixed at perch. “Start talking like me—you’re
nothing to reach around with. My own voice imitagg®ugh.”

“The indications of the show,” | say...

Ray: “I've come, | think, to fill it in.”
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Crockery in the Bedroom

It is approximately 8pm; | have offered to cook &als’ dinner since I'm a grateful old
character of hers. Not everyone thinks of her thg ixdo, and of me she says: “In fact you're
your own goddamn burden.” She accuses me endleksiscuitous chicanery, but what can she
expect from a kid who balanced philosophy withaudous fights between camera angles and the
wily absurdity of downy cartoons, that is, Van DamandAnimaniac® This is the conversation
occurring while | wait to prepare her repast, eiovisig the jam she will make if she performs
the task herself. When you see quotes, she spsaks-ar actually—to another. I'm just the
other.

It was outside a house which was of course abarmbivae | first allowed a handful of
voices to inform me of what was within, includingages from a grimy mirror in the midst of an
overgrown interior. The house had sat unoccupietbfger than the forest could stop itself
from moving in. We sat vis-a-vis on a platitudeagborch exchanging a glass pipe, cupping
expressions and holding aloft tbentext a lifted reflection of naturalistic events.

Dolores has been stipulating none too subtly thees she will confront in this business
of situating her. The problem stems from our situat few years earlier, before she was the
playwright and | the phone-jabbering lead in henimalist debutBled in Detroit: The Broken-
up Luster of a Dream PreferretiVe eventually stood on the platitudinal porclerlafd begun
responding to the voices accepting the invitatidrsparked with her, my portrayer of futurity.

“I could have stopped you,” she says of the evimit, | had never heard anyone say so
much while talking to an emptiness. Besides, agthkeodiment of your desire, with my
blondeness muddling | could not have performedourystead.” Every time | draw too near she

appears as the accursed center which cannot ltedixeonsidered in any way reliable or
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brought into conversation without emitting endldsseptions and threatening the literary
enterprise with an arsenal of singular excrescerdes self, the I, the All, the subject, the
thing—this is supposed to be she: heinous in aspketubic and gemmy up in the oculars,
stirring a brew of psychical experience predicaiedmpossible beauty. Uxorious philosopher-
kings would know! There’s a demon of a distancevieen us, a single point of origin or at least
a soulful-seeming affinity—invading a space nowharplace where words find themselves
smashing into each other like atoms.

“Oh no, not slightly,” she says.

| choose to regard such outbursts as indicativeetadst of flavors and colors too distinct
to merit much reattribution back to my own imageniieized. I'd rather fly from beauty of this
sort lest | celebrate it wrongly—and even if theslbeen warned against by my earlier efforts as
a philosopher, still one can incorporate certaimgeinto one’s private structure only to thrust
them out sentence-wise. | insist, however, theeeresal person in our midst. She has most of us
convinced she has never been innocent, as if batictty lies in the better sort of lack of
sympathy: she flings us characters into the watgasons with impunity. | cannot say | agree.
Her fondness of the moniker “Dolor” betrays someghtlose to warm and fuzzy if one tosses it
at the right moment, namely, when she is attemgbrngpok—though one must take care not to
be pricked by a riposte of such depth and accuracy But all the sweeter, then, is her periodic
success in the kitchen. Only then will an affecti@Dolor prove ripe.

She had me strung up in a telephone cord, pacing+atohe window, at the coffee

table, sitting on a lazy chair, that cushy eyes@®uld not have tolerated off stage—and

there the similarities ended. As in: What was gefon my opening sequence was

familiar but I,1, had been recreated. I'd—
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“I'd sooner you be revised, but again, all quotesraine unless otherwise specified.”

That’s the element, the elemental question. Youlamdated what, precisely—vagaries
in the sky? We arranged with our fingers the dikesmarbles? The ozone sparkles like nothing
odd can be overstated, and we laugh and lick et&r.dNow elaborate on an instance of
verbiage.”

She keeps a digital camera in the knife draweetddft containing evidence that | once
stood up an assault of criticism from the locdlsse practitioners of “philosophy with quotes.”
Unfortunately | picked up some of the habits typafean Alterite while defending her.

Otherwise specified. “I sat on the picnic tabledimg down at you and thought: ‘So you
think you'll originate a new memory.”

“Ah, did you think | had left the kitchen? | wouldteave you here, not when you're
offering to cook for me.” Exhaling into the vent tire white-spackled wall.

“When at summer camp | realized | needed to watelerapy | started using my own
scissors instead of my cabin-mates’. Upon returtong legion of a family comprised of non-
relatives living in two houses | started doing lebkll on the blacktop between them. My folks
weren’t surprised when | was admitted as an athdetiee ‘Public Ivy’ of Michigan. Somstill
accuse me of stealing ice cream every day of céiftgen years later I'm chopping my hair and
dyeing that shiblonde, conversing with Mr. Imbroglio while cutting texts, wearing crusty
penny loafers to stay an icon beyond Alterity.” § harcissism is as pervasive as it is isn’t
interesting; Dolores is the most tiresome egoigh wihom many of us haven’t had the pleasure
of speaking in years.

“I realize people are speaking out against me hystéavorably and disastrously—for

their own love of art,” she acknowledges. “I talsenauch help from an injury as can be expected
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of one so averse to theory. | was there! | penhddiias engaged with a cigarette while my
stiletto assumed itself on the toilet, whay sir came a-knocking, claiming to know about my
black, ‘classically cute,” roundly overshadowing tiaat I'd been wearing around the city. ‘Your
father's homeopathic after all,” is what he stoaglifead up to say. | sat him at the table;
replaced of his platform he turned to mush. ‘Rememlbe said, ‘you created me’—nbut listen to
him assess the playwright in public! His reviewswHike Langoliers. Of course he’ll make ‘the
unknown knowable.” Won't ever know it.”

Yes

| forget the point at which our romance dissociatedrom ourselves. | was the
mind/body dichotomy asking what connected our eepees of each other to what | was
presently engaged in—sleeping her—so that our pusvtognitive overloads being recalled
during really quite well-timed pelvic thrusts brdugo mind Helen Cixous’ self-made waves and
explosions, meanings and interpretations like catibg impressions—wet flowing
bombastic—barbaric and revolting sort of—even aatue and deceptive (“for you seavason
top”). I'm the type of character with such sopluated equipment as allows me to woo a girl by
hallucinating at her—sketching on the outer walhgfaper-thin, dry old house tilted upwards of
a slanted slope—because | showed her my variotituiiens she responded in kind: effluence,
coalescenceegprisal

And I'm trying to establish she’s got a list of prquisite flattery.

| brought her back to Alterity and have kept haehéam her author, she is not mine.

“Not exactly. Let’s say I'm a solitary blight togrschizophrenia of Alterity’s discourse—

the incest of ideas, as it were. Let me remind Yauliies every one of them. Cripplers of
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narrative, lantern-carrying exhibitionists—expl@ef rotten egoism conjured for the
embarrassment of mankind. Their critiques are vapapes snaking snickering sulking—
ultimately, though, obeying. My defense, their ke, is words raked together.”

This is your Dolores: Censorious and cruel, impgsito a fault, rude by turns and
always...is she so subtle?

“Nay! Complementors, beware—consciencers, guittielpinchers, vegetarians lurking
in scuttle-fish clouds—asserting, as you'd say,dnly because you affect to visit the All and
thence deliver your own abuses, from obscurity—uggestions and reminders. All your ideas
fit onto green heart-shaped posted notes, pesleydibjections, caviling termitic fleas.”

We put away the playwright—all five feet and somehies of her—as she rattles in the
kitchen sifting through her past campfire scenegating over an apple mountain pie at the
stove. Always one examines her hacked and glitegreen- and blue-flecked hair atop this
curved eager line of a neck. She seems to havaaeo mere eyebrows and pale shirts, thin yet
not clinging because of a respectable lack of Upithgy substance. She does not ask much—
hence her direct method of telling. Always lookohgwvn into something, a fixed expression
pointed in various directions. Her critics spread around her, becoming their own set of
messages, but as she stands over the stove theyskmis bent on their specialized destruction.
Their response is that it's cathartic to be huritee creature worthy of the spectacle.

“No | am not a succubus, lying in wait!” Squeaks heals back-and-forth, back-and-
forth on the linoleum because she cannot renam#hbsr “I'm invidious and sneaky? The cad—
alack!—is a sticky-palmed mutant pushing for egyalf body parts under the floorboards.”
Living as she doesgainst she allows the ire to pass over Victor, untilghees up trying to

speak out for her. When accused of possessingtaward negative attitude, she admits to
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having it developed out of a dark house that wakdm by a series of violations against her
person (so that whether she was molested or ofteredeains uncertain) and that what she
would’ve required for the development of said naggtis time—which, rather than let it be
inverted at her expense, she has traditionally upedriting plays. As for now, “This is my
domestiaenaissance

Just what could be for dinner? It's all we’re wagtifor. She said she’d get it for us—
since | brought a readerly friend, she said we’dve# fed—and as she started on the dishes the
words fell out: “Sweet potato fries are by defduitjger, longer—such heft'—yet they're
inevitably rather mushy....” She trails off when shebncommittal so I'm expecting next to
nothing from her. She’ll be smoking over the buraed blowing it through the vent, although
she can puff away in the nook if she wants to wadur presence. She can say it's baking while
she pursues other polemical bits—she speaks te ifisve are her characters while we're only
her servants—or employees—or patrons, guests,\wdrseCertainly, to observe is key. Yet in
the view of those friends from whom she has stawiéa marketable panoply of shortcomings,
she performs to slight: an icy wave or flutterloktor that extremity. More than anything, she
attacks—we are here to explain.

Isn’t there a better way to do this than blockis@ llam your guest who came to

entertainyou, other.

Now you might wish to admire the author authoriog.yThis is only a fog; | am forever

her guest who arrived, after all, to relate her—

“Like me: There are reversals out here you've ndveamed of.”

This is what happens. A child with a disabused @htlws a tenuous self at best. While

looking outward she spots games to play, somentathers witty. She turns cynical about the
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relationship between society and herself, devetogisategy of accusations and elisions. So
much practice on black pavement between two horoasgptes her teens to help her to
athleticize her artistry. After realizing her sussshe maneuvers through society in a way that
leaves the home empty but gets her to realizedwaldelos a purpose unlike most that could
be most usefully revealed under a Lacanian light—

Somewhere in Alterity, a theory is born.

Let us hope there is also a stiffed-lipped prigpsig claret under perfect circular specs
letting its gaze slip down off a piercing littlesed This is still not what we are about. Like
Adorno, we seek an aesthetics that gossglethe text. Like Dolores, we discover we'd rather
write our owntext. So what we get is a disparate hermeneuttecivhere no one knows the
point. The playwright derides the critics for thewell you know most of the critics in our neck
of the woods haven't written fiction, let alone ofr@—they wouldn’t risk their necks in the
creative milieu.

We progressed into a rheum still furnished witklavision stand next to the door in an
area vast enough to grant the audience some kiskiage. On the wall | began a diagram of the
activities to which | was posing as the first wese-now she was instantly excited and sat
opposite me in the corner to smoke thyme beforeshiosyv. | traversed the bare splintery floor
and stood in an undersized bedchamber, saying /aceing to someplace new. To this
essayistic oath she almost clapped in a very...angges not to say “girly” way since there’s
something predisposed in that to backfire. Shedslbnde-headed cantankerous artist dwelling
among the sticks, reminding us structural fetishisat the distance we must travel from Alterity
to push her to the limits of the Valley and rob faercy blind is far indeed! | can see—I can

tell—she’s gauging the atmosphere of the kitchehveit for her to chime in, for a bratty child
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am |. She put me on stage, of course, with my pegion. I'd known her work had a stage in A?;
I'd heard she was hailed as the revivalist of wihay were terming hengaraliterary drama

The relativism had gotten so bad thatthereliterary was prefaced withgaral She won'’t

charm in—oh, stir will you! She’ll let me go on Wwaut her, so long as it's about her. What if |
skipped dinner? She’s only preparing ten feet aatdyer absolute whim....

This split—agonizingly halved—moment is stretchedse can write a truly
appreciative piece on one’s dramatist so that\wwhe,tends to bed this “one,” can be spared the
pain of dissolution and know that her secrets imwg driveway sports and awards will not be
appropriated cheaply by TV execs too early in laeeer. Perhaps | can forestall the biographers
so long as they're only creditable enough to wiotetelevision. Imagine biography rolling
straight into a sittcom—imagine it's your life, ydiisee the problem. Hers is comical and
tasteless enough to be made into something congbatiatchy and, as they say, shallow.

“But you know this better than to slight Rrago. You know where | sat in the room
beyond the one in which you performed: it wasné& torner. The former tenants watched TV
from that angle—they might have called their livimgpm with the television thaen for all we
know, but certainly they viewed their flickeringpdistraction askance. It won’t matter how ['ll
show up in the plasma.”

She smells the irony spicing the air and wantsetagsured it's only her cooking.

“I have claimed the heavens—what the Dickens—saetwéhat | will brave
another...attempt? Let's make an attempt together, th&an—now you don't like that | know
you don't like that oh heavens, you don't.”

And so it could go on this way if | didn’t know skeirtually—and quite virtuously!'—

chained in that kitchen as if for the first and kase. It might actually be. She has only recently
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acquired the house with the porch where | wasiteeduest besides Ray—whose name | don't
agree with—who had only been received when | haardrustling. None of this prevents me
from walking out on my own character. “That’s tteomy of writerly love!” She’s got the
issues surrounding us for a reason—she’s the artistwent to college on a scholarship that
seemed to allow for Gen Ed classes alone; she edradigt trends in literature and theory, made a
career out of what everyone gets. But it Wado said to her in the living room which is just
next door to this nook:

“Pick a shadow, any shadow, ameltinto it”

before visiting what turned out to be a poignaminsc a library of children’s lit, scuffled
over by every creature that likes to build with @ap

“Stop, before you burn a hole in your desk. Sinoe’'re having difficulties (I think
you're avoiding the issue) I'll tell you, for yosake alone, what you said next door independent
of the show | spun out of it. Don’t object. In ddgginal form it is not a story but a scene. A
single scene you cannot reach.”

The thing is, that's just the point, all of it. ¢&d only explain (as a fictive critic should)
that my life was boiled down into that one perfonte—and now a thousand people know
they’ve got me. If | were jealous, | would argudtwier every three pages about the Other
appearing before me, for how could she have gemedigh out ohim, since her best and
simplest rejoinder is that | (or whoever accuse$ keow what she’s up to and they (or I) can
always call her—at any hour (meaning, late) an@ctbj-strongly, now!—to being characterized
that way? Yet then she’ll throw in, “Make your bthocase cogently and forcibly or | won’t give
a damn, I'll use what I've got, maybe adjust wheg Iplanned to advance your adversity—but if

you recognize yourself too well and know [for imgta] how some of this will end, then | too
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will know and I'll remove you from these early diafStill they will never see who you are—
I've got you in my play

She and | both love cheap and winsome talk at téakiof dawn for which we are still
too young. It's hard to say exactly how this andrgthing before it came to pass, but we were
sitting in the dining room when | got up to go e tbhedroom and, peeking in, said, “So it’s all
we need to do—finish the birdhouse, hang it, wdéva years and restore it?” To which she
replied: “Now and forever, that's what needs dd@e go now, off with you. Fly free.” It is here
that Dolores interjected her last trenchancy.

“Now, now. You broke this for me, but downing barg will no longer impress. They
were dissolved and puffed away long before yowpah Word.” It's the rant ensuing “from a
mouth that had never been used so much beforeasmdt Isince” depleting Dolores of her
naturally incalculable wit, snapping her eyelidslbafter so many semesters of trying not to see
what was around her. After slivering them, shelierseyes blaring open and then closed shut
again. That's why she’s taken me

Fin.
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Afterword
Harassed by the certainty that my characters Withgs be extensions of myself, | have
written to exorcise that demon of solipsism, allegvDolores the freedom to issue obscure
threats, that is, not against my outward persohth®ione that floundered and paced during the
creative act, avoiding accurate descriptions ofitiegined surroundings, avoiding even the
imagining of these surroundings, not trusting titemng true once captured. The other
characters would not bear resemblance to livingleelest | be found out and my imagination
put on trial. And so | allowed the verbal attackdegin, rarely with a clear idea of where they
would take me, confident only that | kept an arserel stocked to wage war as | proceeded
under the influence of a name. | experienced aeniersion of the singularity the French
novelist Jean Genet describes:
The fact that his name was Divers conferred ondmnearthly and nocturnal dream
quality sufficient to enchant me. For one isn'ledlGeorges Divers, or Jules or Joseph
Divers, and that nominal singleness set him onm@th as if glory had recognized him
when he was still in the children’s hell. The nawees almost a nickname, royal, brief,
haughty, a convention. And so he galloped in aoé fmssession of the world, that is, of
me. And he dwelt within me. Henceforth, | enjoyeaah las if | were pregnant with him.
(cited by DerridaGlas8)
The choice of a name that could be turned intodgective and then into a basic nhoun meaning
“pain” in Spanish worked wonders for the outwardugtt of my pen. Once this battle had run out
of steam, professor Paul Bruss introduced me todlligrJusting which sealed my fate of
writing against the scholarly grain. Of the essemas choosing a style that would churn out the

most piquant and soul-stripping metaphors and imabiee words took priority, describing what
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they would while | was left to repeat the resultéigquely, connecting a description to its
correlative or opposite later in the text, testivigether at bottom | knew my own subject.

Durrell performs this feat remarkably well througihtheQuartet His own suggestion
(Bl “Note”) that his “continuum of words” tells the Adandrian history in no predetermined,
chronological order is more than a (post)ymoderosiceit. The storyteller’s skill is evinced
particularly in his describing the marriage betwdkssim and Justine as an indissoluble unit
which is not to be threatened by Justine’s affaith Darley and Pursewarden. Much of the
Justine intelligence is supplied by Nessim himgetly early in thelustinenarrative (16). The
structure, despite the associative style Durredpas] is not to be mistrusted, for the scenes to
which he returns appear as real to him as they brugt their creator. As Darley writes early on:

These are the moments which possess the writethedbver, and which live on

perpetually. One can return to them time and aigamemory, or use them as a fund

upon which to build the part of one’s life whichwsiting. One can debauch them with

words, but one cannot spoil them. (25)

This is at once a sort of warning of the decadesetip language the various narrators will
employ and a reassurance that the entire projecinisolled by a sober instinct reinforced by
memory. Despite their fictiveness, these memoséghdish the primacy of reality, the authority
which art is ever trying to evade.

The relationship between art and theory is simjlatlodds and yet mutually dependent.
Adorno describes the philosophical study of aegthets “compelled to drag its concepts
helplessly behind a situation of art in which ardifferent to what becomes of it, seeks to
undermine those concepts without which it can lyaoel conceived” (339). Iinder the

Volcanqg the Consul attempts to escape reality by rendetsnessential qualities in his writing,
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to use wholly symbolic language that appears tolreait from a mystical region of absolutes
yet is ever dependent upon daily life. One susdeatsell of following language as if from this
putatively separate realm, displacing reality ® dietriment of a unified plot; yet he works
strictly according to the rule of aesthetic formogic that cannot be disrupted even by an
associative writer so possessed by the objectsaodutii This is also expressed in Lowry’s
understanding of his work (according to Knickerb&rtkas “a sort of mighty if preposterous
moral deed of some sort,’ testifying to an undedyioughness of fibre or staying power” (cited
by Spender, xxiii). The dependable life-force ofalrg’s art testifies also to the notion that
regardless of the splintered and decentered nafuh® modern subject, still remaining is a will
to structure the effusions of poetry.

Writing “Dolor” was a test of this hypothesis iretbostmodern context. During at least
half of the writing | kept in mind Durrell’'s posuartetendeavor, thdvignon Quintés
scenario of spinning a multiplicity of characterd of the protagonist, Aubrey Blanford. One
figure alone is to be imagined as possessing reakpce while the others are to be mere
extensions, regardless of their complexity andrealitting origins and impulses. Part of the
excitement of writing in the postmodern contexibisee whether one’s subjectivity is as broken
as it should be, or if this notion has become #tpl#e shorn of radical force. More crucially,
committing some adulterous creativity while writiagritical thesis was a way of following
Pope’s advice in his “Essay on Criticism”:

But you who seek to give and merit fame,
And justly bear a critic’'s noble name,
Be sure yourself and your own reach to know,

How far your genius, taste, and learning go;
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Launch not beyond your depth, but be discreet,

And mark that point where sense and dullness rlleé$-51)
Yet in seeking the merit of an experienced critiotigh artistic exploration, | consistently
defied Montaigne, who cites Quintilian and Seneespectively, disparaging authors who “do
not fit words to things but look for irrelevant tigis to fit their words!” and “are led by the
beauty of some attractive word to write what theyer intended” (192). Furthermore, this
relatively blind approach proved quite the antidotéheoretical criticism, the tone and style of
which is often ripe for parody and can certainliydistudent of literature with the dread of
abstruse secondarity, of writing only to be reasbg’s colleagues. As Cusset writes in his
critical history of French theory in America:

next to the rare names that become known outsalaritversity, how many intellectual

stars and campus divas have found that the Ameucaersity’s microcosmic function,

sequestered from civil society, has limited thegagnition—however reverential it

might be—to their peers alone? Stanley Fish, hihes&rmidable heavyweight at Duke

University, has often mused over this: “Whatever dnswer to the question ‘How does

one get to be a public intellectual?,” we know thaton’t be ‘by joining the

academy.”(37)
It is not merely the level of difficulty that makesach a fate seem horrible, but the unscrupulous
reading in our system of academic overproductioerefy professors must secure tenure by
publishing more articles than anyone can keep tip, wven within a single genre of literature.
Lacan is perhaps the theorist most notorious fetating the truth with a dense and jargon-
laden style, mystifying his audience who typicallyderstands little of the mathematical

concepts he erroneously evokes. As biologist RecBswkins writes in a review of Sokal and
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Bricmont'sFashionable Nonsense: Postmodern Intellectual’ss&baf SciengeAlthough
Lacan uses quite a few key words from the mathealatieory of compactness, he mixes them
up arbitrarily and without the slightest regard tioeir meaning. His ‘definition’ of compactness
is not just false: it is gibberish” (49). The scahthat Sokal sparked by publishing in the journal
Social Texwhat Dawkins fondly describes as “a carefully twdfparody of postmodern
metatwaddle” (51) is more than a decade old, babafse our scholarship is still imbued with
Lacanian terms and tones. My primary complaint,reason for loving to hate theory, is the
style it often adopts, denounced most shrewdlyhgnspecific case of Guattari) by zoologist
Peter Medawar:

Style has become an object of first importance,vanat a style it is! For me it has a

prancing, high-stepping quality, full of self-impance, elevated indeed, but in the

balletic manner, and stopping from time to timestndied attitudes, as if awaiting an

outburst of applause. It has had a deplorableentte on the quality of modern

thought.... (cited by Dawkins, 48)
In “Dolor” I have tried to exploit the rhetoric tiieory, knowing that much has already been
accomplished toward this end by theorists themseBaudrillard inAmerica Hardt and Negri
in Empire Umberto Ecco ifroucault’'s PendulumDavid Lodge inNice Work and Derrida in
Glas

The last work, primarily an effort of deconstrueti semiotic theory and philosophic
analysis, is a parallel assemblage of extendegessaGenet and Hegel containing enough
wordplay and exegesis for an entire semester’shaafrtneticulous head-scratching and
nihilistic giggling. It is obnoxiously clever ingtarrangement of text, as the marginal

commentary (which is not always concise) minglethhe front lines. Meaning is undercut,
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crossed over, dispersed and yet encapsulated g Sientences so that reading only the first 25
pages of each essay (which amounts to 50 page#@iaously) is required for anyone who
doubts the capacity of theory to open up new pdgb of language and literature. Yet Derrida
is also aware of the perniciousness of his apprache pauses in the Genet essay to wax
rhetorically on the displacement he has instigatiéd one of Genet’'s central motifs, the flower:
Departed are those who thought the flower signifssthbolized, metaphorized,
metonymized, that one was devising repertoriesgoiifeers and anthic figures,
classifying flowers of rhetoric, combining themgdering them, binding them up in a

sheaf or a bouquet around the phallic arch . hidfwtrap you fall into doesn’t matter).

Departed then are, save certain exceptions, dutpssidered, the archeologists,
philosophers, hermeneuts, semioticians, semansicsychoanalysts, rhetoricians,
poeticians, even perhaps all those readers whdsliéve, in literature or anything else.
(40-41)
Derrida’s dictum that nothing exists outside thd telds true. But not only is everything
contained by discourse—making good on this propimegy require a poetic capacity and a
playful nihilism, a faithful mistrust of languadedt takes as a given the notion, expressed by
Pureswarden i€lea that “Words being what they are, people beingtvitnay are, perhaps it
would be better always to say the opposite of winatmeans?” (134). The only requirement
could be that the combination of words evoke coplative or artistic delight: Poetry rules the
day. Still, as Adorno writes, art requires someldamce of truth to forestall meaninglessness, to
fortify its reflective necessity. “Art does not sthin need of an aesthetics that will prescribe
norms where it finds itself in difficulty, but rathof an aesthetics that will provide the capacity

for reflection, which art on its own is hardly albdeachieve” (341). Such is, or should be, the
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function of criticism: To enhance a work of artdigcussing the philosophy that is as
consistently logical as it is internal to the waakpiding the aggressive textualism which, as
Sontag decries, “excavates, and as it excavatsspgs . . . digs ‘behind’ the text, to find a sub-
text which is the true one” (6).

Among the more difficult moves every fiction writeust make is the separation, as cited
by Spender in regard to Lowrxxii), of oneself from one’s characters. My position is
essentially that every (graduate) student of liteeamust try his or her hand at creative writing
even at the risk of exposing an unkindness, obsesselfishness, bigotry, or lack of general
acceptability in the cultural and critical clima@therwise, the practical, historical, and scientif
reflexes can become too automatic for the treatmkeatmedium that cannot be trusted for its
literal representations of reality or its avocasiai morality. The creative writer might also,
however, simply betray a good nature. Pursewardésrthis twofold flaw in Darley’s novels:

“A curious and rather forbidding streak of crueltgtack of humanity . . . [which] is simply the
way a sentimentalist would disguise his weaknessely here is the obverse of sentimentality.
He wounds because he is afraid of going all squgdiyl11). Traces of a similar queasiness in
the face of sentimentality were most likely detddtethe story above, as well as the contrivance
of an antagonism that may have been nothing mare drprojection of the most alluring

language | could grasp during the creative act.
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