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ABSTRACT

In the sense that women have been hystericized by male
theories about femininity, Freudian psychoanalysis has
functioned as an institution which seeks women's silence.
Hysteria is the dis-ease of this silence; that is to say,
it is a set of eloquent symptoms--a "writing" on the body
--which signify women's oppression/repression.

It is

within this apparent contradiction that feminine
representation takes place"· The figure for such
representation is, therefore, hysteria:

working "in the

gaps," "between the lines," telling the story of patriarchy
only to disrupt this story, Frida Kahlo, Anais Nin, and
Kathy Acker create feminine fictions.

Kahlo's

autobiographical painting is inextricable from her
obsession with husband Diego Rivera, just as Nin's erotica
is inextricable from her relationship with Henry Miller.
Likewise,' Acker's postmodern production is entangled in the
androcentric agenda which attempts to recuperate patriarchy
by appropriating the figure uf Woman.

The "engine" of

transference/counter-transference becomes the most viable
description of the hysterical process these women employ to
represent themselves.

The epilogue contains original

fictions which extend comment on both hysteria and feminine
representation.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SPECTACLE OF HYSTERIA:

AN INTRODUCTION

here the child is burning up, here bodies are falling.
out of a blue sky they come twirling small pavilions of
red, of white, they come leaping in nylon suits down drafts
of air. manoeuvring, pumping, pulling all their strings,
down the narrow valley they have come exactly to land. (&
folding up their parachutes they are gone.)
--Daphne Marlatt

Frame-ups

"I" is only a convenient term for somebody that has no real
being. Lies may flow from my lips, but there may perhaps
be some truth mixed up in them; it is for you to seek out
this truth and to decide whether any part of it is worth
keeping. If not, you will of course throw the whole of it
into the wastepaper basket and forget all about it.
--Virginia Woolf, ROOM OF ONE'S OWN

Woolf's famous disclaimer in A Room of One's Own bears
a striking resemblance to a much later statement made by
Jacques Lacan.

"'Truth,'" says Lacan ":'n "Intervention on

Transference," "is the name of that ideal movement which
discourse introduces into reality" (63).

Both Woolf and

Lacan recognize the shifty relationship between 'truth' and
the subject ('I'), as well as the necessity of putting each
of these terms under erasure, that is to say in inverted
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commas.

Hence, Woolf would seem to agree with Lacan that

the subject is constituted in discourse--in lies--and Lacan
would seem to share Woolf's perception that discourse does
not so much provide a stable vehicle for truth, but rather
conveys the possibility of "that ideal movement," which is
inextricable from the movement of its own less-than-ideal
operations.
Furthermore, Woolf's and Lacan's observations about the
nature of discourse and truth seem to be similarly
entangled in the issue of feminine subjectivity/sexuality.
A Room of One's Own was written in response to a request
for Woolf's speculations about women and fiction.

Her

conclusion, offered at the beginning of the essay, that "a
woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to
write fiction" (4), is what she proposes to explicate for
the next 112 pages.

As she puts it,

Perhaps if I lay bare the ideas, the prejudices, that
lie behind the statement you will find they have some
bearing upon women and some upon fiction.

At any

rate, when a subject is highly controversial--and any
question about sex is that--one cannot hope to tell
the truth.

One can only show how one came to hold

whatever opinion one does hold.

One can only give

one's audience the chance of drawing their own
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conclusions as they observe the limitations, the
prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of the speaker." (4)
For Woolf, the controversial nature of the subject--the
question of women writing fiction--inevitably redounds to a
question of sex, which is to say gender.

It is within the

controversy posed by a woman writing about women's fiction
writing that Woolf situates her in-credible

narrativ~

voice, a voice which claims to tell the truth at the same
time that "lies may flow from [her] lips."

Indeed, as a

woman constituting herself in narrative, Woolf's narrative
process throughout A Room of One's Own parodies the
circuitous and unreliable narrative processes of Freud's
hysterics, who are themselves--arguably--makers of
fictions. 1

"Call me Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary

Carmichael or by any name you please" (5), Woolf tells her
readers, suggesting that such hysterical identification can
function as a viable praxis for feminine subjectivity.

To

be sure, Woolf's text is constructed as a kind of
free-association that enacts hysterical narrative
distortions.
text, and

weaving time backwards and forwards in her

even disrupting genre so that the conventional

codes by which we recognize fiction, autobiography, and
essay writing become, like lies and truth, all mixed up,
Woolf's narrative voice is continually undermined by its
hysterical discourse--as she is the first to proclaim.
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Freud's discovery, in Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of
Hysteria, that the key to hysteria lies in an understanding
of sexuality (136) seems, in fact, to be reversed in
Woolf's perception--namely, that the key to feminine
subjectivity lies in a reenactment of hysterical narrative
strategies.

And, like Freud, she is not about to disdain

such a key.2
Interestingly, Lacan's "Intervention on Transference"
is a critical re-reading of Freud's notion of transference,
as he presents it in the 'Postscript' to Fragment of an
Analysis of a Case of Hvsteria.

Here, Freud reproaches

himself for his failure with his now-legendary hysterical
patient 'Dora' because, as he puts it, he "did not succeed
in mastering the transference in good time" (140).

For

Freud, transferences refer to
[those] new editions or facsimiles of the tendencies
and phantasies which are aroused or made conscious
during the process of an analysis; but they have this
peculiarity, which is characteristic for their
species, that they replace some earlier person by the
person of the physician.

To put it another way: a

whole series of psychological experiences are revived,
not as belonging to the past, but as applying to the
person of the physician at the present moment. (138)
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Freud attributes transferences to what he calls "the
productive powers of the neurosis" (137), powers which are
far from being extinguished during a treatment, even though
psychoanalysis seemingly puts an end to the development of
new symptoms.

Transferences are thus the patient's

fictions which often displace the more conventional somatic
symptoms of hysteria, themselves a kind of fictional
body--even, if you will, a writing on the body, which, as
Freud had made clear from his investigation of Dora's
symptoms--her nervous cough, her aphonia, her migraines
(39)--can be deciphered by an expert reader.
Freud's specific failure to master the transferences
in Dora's case is, then, a reading failure.

When she

reports her first dream to him, he ignores implications
which suggest she has transferred Herr K to the person of
Freud himself, and that her taking leave of Herr K in the
dream predicts the termination of her treatment with Freud.
If he had spotted these implications on time, he says, not
only would have treatment continued, but "the analysis
would have obtained access to new memories, dealing,
probably, with actual events" (139).

Had he cleared up the

transference, Freud thus claims he would have been able to
pierce the veil of hysterical phantasies and would have
discovered the 'truth' about Dora.
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Lacan's critique of Freud's assessment of Dora's
treatment traces the dialectical turns in Freud's
negotiations with Dora.

He concludes that there is no such

thing as transference, per se, that transferences are
engendered by the analyst himself in an operation he calls
'counter-transference.'

For Lacan, the phenomenon Freud

calls transference "[indicates] the moments where the
analyst goes astray" (72), where, in other words, the
unfolding dialectic of the analysis "stagnates" temporarily
(71).

At such moments, the confounded analyst brings to

the analysis "[his] prejudices, passions and difficulties •
• • or even his insufficient information" (71), and creates
a fiction of his own.
In Lacan's ideal analysis, the analyst must remain a
neutral force, assuming the role of "a positive non-acting"
(72).

To disrupt the flow of analytic discourse with

"fictions" such as transference interferes with the
"ortho-dramatisation of the subjectivity of the patient"
(72).

He explains that
analytic neutrality takes its true meaning from the
position

of the pure dialectician who, knowing that

all that is real is rational (and vice versa), knows
that all that exists, including the evil against which
he struggles, corresponds as it always will to the
level of his own particularity, and that there is no
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progress for the subject other than through the
integration which he arrives at from his position in
the universal:

technically through the projection of

his past into a discourse in the process of becoming.
(72)

But the analytic neutrality proposed by Lacan is itself
undermined by the mastery he claims for the analyst as the
"pure dialectician."

As Derrida has pointed out in his

critique of Lacan's "Seminar on the Purloined Letter,"
Lacan's analyst is implicitly placed "in a situation of
general mastery" (Postland, 453), staging dramas (or
dialectics) "[that are] representable only by the
superiority of an actor" (Postcard, 453) or even, I would
add, a director.

Unlike Woolf who asks her reader to

observe "the limitations, prejudices, and idiosyncrasies of
the speaker" (Room, 4), Lacan claims, implicitly, to
suspend "his [own] passions, prejudices, and difficulties"
in order to disclose the 'truth' about his
subject--psychoanalysis.

Where Woolf acknowledges the

difficulties of subjectivity, especially as it concerns the
woman writer, Lacan creates an authorial position--that of
the analyst/author--whose staging of the truth is not open
to question (except, of course, when he "goes astray" in
counter-transference).

As long as he remains, as Derrida

puts it, "a superior actor," "the passions, prejudices, and

'.

l
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difficulties" of Lacan and his analyst are beyond
consideration.
Although Lacan may succeed in ridding the analysis of
a master reader (if only by pretending not to read), he
nonetheless keeps the mastery of the analyst intact by
contructing him as "a pure dialectician."

This very

position of veiled mastery (like Lacan's "veiled truth"),
which is to say the fictions of the analyst/reader/author,
sustains even as it conceals the operation of countertransference.

In Lacan's case, the claim for the superior

ability of the analyst to stage the unveiling of the
subject's truth, unveils the fiction of mastery so
carefully hidden in his texts.

Such mastery and the

counter- transference it implies, is of particular
significance for women, the gender which has functioned as
hysterical subjects both on the analyst's couch and in the
larger arena of patriarchal culture.

Indeed, masterful

theories about women, as I hope to show in this study, have
not only hystericized female subjects, but have made an
hysterical feminine subjectivity possible.
What Woolf's hysterical text eventually makes clear is
that the problem of feminine sexuality/subjectivity is
inextricable from the fictions patriarchy has created about
women.

Woolf's narrator, the convenient 'I,' continually

bumps up against. the great institutions of androcentric
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culture--the library, the university, and literature
itself--while trying to sort out what is interminably
tangled:
gender.

namely, the controversial subject of sex or
In the British Museum, for example, confronted by

shelves of books men have written about women, she finds
herself sketching an unflattering portrait of an imaginary
Professor von X:

"Anger had snatched my pencil while I

dreamt," she tells us.
(32)?

"But what was anger doing there"

In fact, Woolf's narrator's portrait of von X--

great-jbwled, small-eyed, red in the face (31), culminating
finally in "a burning bush or flaming comet • • • an
apparition without human semblance or significance • • • a
faggot burning on the top of Hamstead Heath" (32)--is, she
discovers, a fiction which responds to the misogyny she
perceives in the masterful discourses about women,
discourses that can be summed up by von

XiS

own

"monumental" and misogynistic study, The Mental. MoraL and
Physical Inferiority of the Female Sex (31).

Such

misogyny, which Woolf explains as "anger that had gone
underground and mixed itself with all kinds of other
emotions" (32), cannot help but affect the mind of a woman
writer of fiction since women, as Woolf demonstrates
throughout her text, have been victims of this complex,
unconscious anger on every level of culture.
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In this sense, Woolf's portrait of the Professor,
which turns him into a "faggot" (word play which calls to
mind the supremest fears of androcentrism), is a
recapitulation of his portrait of her--as a mental, moral,
and physical inferior.

But the dispassionate writer--which

is Woolf's equivalent of Lacan's ideal analyst--neither
participates in misogyny, nor is trapped by reactions to
misogynistic culture.

With the exception of Shakespeare,

however, Woolf is unable to find an example of this
"incandescence," this mind "with no obstacle in it, no
foreign matter unconsumed" (58).

Unlike Lacan who endows

his ideal analyst (and himself) with a kind of unimpeded
judgement, Woolf sees the complex cultural relationship
between males and females as inevitably tainted with an
"underground" agenda in which male mastery struggles to
assert itself.

Not surprisingly, given the striking

correspondances between Woolf and Lacan, Woolf locates this
struggle in what Lacan would call the Imaginary,3 that is
to say the space of the mirror:
Women have served all these centuries as lookingglasses possessing the magic and delicious power of
reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural
size.

Without that power probably the earth would

still be swamp and jungle.

The glories of all our

wars would still be unknown. . • •

That is why
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Napolean and Mussolini both insist so emphatically
upon the inferiority of women, for if they were not
inferior, they would cease to enlarge. • ••

[I]f she

begins to tell the truth, the figure in the looking
glass shrinks; his fitness for life is diminished.
How is he to go on giving judgement, civilising
natives, making laws, writing books, dressing up and
speechifying at banquets, unless he can see himself at
breakfast and at dinner at least twice the size he
really is? (36)
Hence, the fictions of male mastery are either calmly,
silently affirmed in the looking glasses women provide or
are loudly disrupted by hysterical feminine fictions which
struggle to "shrink" that mastery and claim voices of their
own.

Either way, "the engine of transference," to borrow

Jane Gallop's phrase, is in effect.
Which is to say, as Mary Jacobus has implied, that
every woman is an hysteric and every woman's writing is
hysterical discourse. 4

And Luce Irigaray, noting that

"hysteria is silent at the same time that it mimes," asks
"how,could it be otherwise[?]" (This Sex, 137):
[M]iming/reproducing a language that is not its own,
masculine language, it caricatures and deforms that
language:

It "lies," it "deceives," as women have

always been reputed to do. (137)
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In other words, hysteria makes fictions, in Woolf's sense
of that deceit-making operation.

Indeed, Irigaray

concludes with Jacobus that hysteria is the universal
condition of women, Ita 'suffrance' of the feminine"
~,

(~

137).

In the sense that she is caught in the reproduction of
"a language that is not [her] own," the hysteric/the woman
is the victim of a frame-up.

For if woman functions as the

space of the mirror which gives back to men framed,
magnified images of themselves, the mirror itself
represents a framed space wherein the spectacle of woman is
trapped.

And if, as Woolf claims, the superiority of men

is maintained by the inferiority of women (as framed
spectacles, objects of discourse and desire), then the very
symptoms of hysteria (of which femininity itself is the
most over-arching) have a transferential relationship to
theories, like von X's, which propose to explain women.
What I am suggesting is that the patriarchal compulsion to
decipher/demystify/explain, hence regulate, the bodies of
women is at least part of the story hysterical symptoms
wind up telling.

Conversely, the theories themselves may

be read as symptoms of an even more fundamental
hysteria--the patriarchal ambivalence toward femininity.
For example, the oldest theory of hysteria (recorded,
ironically, on another famous fragment known as the Kahun
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Papyrus [1900 B.C.]) epitomizes the gaps and shifts which
seem to characterize the whole aetiology of hysteria. 5

The

wandering womb theory holds that the uterus of the hysteric
becomes mysteriously dislodged from its point of origin and
wanders throughout the body, colliding into other organs
and causing malfunctions which take the form of hysterical
symptoms.

Already a symptom for woman, the

womb--hyster--is made in this early theory to bear the
weight of meaning/origin of the symptoms in the complicated
figure of "wandering," a figure that literally loosens (by
detaching) the womb, hence destablizing female generative
power.
To lure the womb back to its abandoned territory--that
presumably expectant gap--Egyptian and early Greek doctors
placed dried male excrement on the vulva of the hysteric
(its fumes were supposed to draw the womb downward) and fed
the patient bitter herbs to repulse the womb away from
those upper body spaces where, in a kind of jouissance (we
might imagine), free from the constraints of pregnancy and
motherhood, it was presumed to wander without consent of
its owner.

The essence of womanhood, then, the womb

itself, became an enigmatic locus of power with a mind of
its own:

like a medieval incubus, it possessed the body

while it dispossessed the women (of it/her self).

"The

womb is an animal which longs to generate children," Plato
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observes in Timaeus, "when it remains barren too long after
puberty, it is distressed and sorely disturbed, and
straying about in the body and cutting off the passages of
breath, it impedes respiration and brings the sufferer into
the extremist anguish and provokes all manner of diseases
besides" (Veith, 7-8).
ThUS, in this "first" theory, the errant womb is overdetermined as a figure of origin that at the same time disoriginates itself; as a topos which abandons its site
(responsibilities?), rendering itself functionally useless
(incapable of orginating/generating), and "provok[ing] all
manner of diseases besides"; as a synecdoche which becomes,
in the figure of "animal" that possesses the body,
de-synecdochized.

Such a complex figuration of the womb as

detached, both literally from its place within the body and
symbolically from the figure of "woman," effectively splits
women in, at least, two.

She wanders away from herself--

"other," "alien," "an animal."

And in as much as the womb

(not the woman) "is an animal that longs" (my emphasis),
she has no access to her desire.
The ancient fragment of papyrus foretells Freud's
famous Fragment in more ways than one--for here, as well as
centuries later, hysteria is connected to feminine
sexuality.

The presumption that male smells (indeed, male

wastes), for example, have the power to attract an
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out-of-control female organ already assumes a·powerful, if
not 'superior, status for male sexuality as well as male
ingenuity. 6

By making the womb "wander," these early

doctors reify the elusive quality of female sexuality
which, in this scenario, exhibits itself as an object (of
desire), responsive only to the lure of male smells and
male ministrations.

In the end, the wandering womb

theorists implicitly agree with Freud that women--that is
to say hysterical women--are at odds with their sexuality
and cannot know themselves.
But in its miming of masculine language, in its
participation in the transferential machinery that
characterizes the relationship between subject and object
(of discourse, of desire), in its very lack of knowledge,
which is to say its very designation as "lack" in language,
what can we say distinguishes feminine hysterical discourse
from the discourse in which it is so artfully confined?
Mary Jacobus offers the following:
[W]hat if the features of hysterical narrative-narratives both by and about "hysterical"women,
reenacting the hysterical disorders they present--turn
out to embody the repressed (because disruptive,
unassimilable, and contradictory) aspects of all
narrative?

What if they inscribe an hysteria that

might as well be called masculine?

Both the hysterics
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figured in, and the hysterics embodied by, women's
writing (lithe woman's masculine language") might then
prove to be the shadow of male hysteria about women;
hysterical narrative would expose the repressive
assumptions of all narrative; and the so-called
"hysterical" readings generated by women's writing
would expose normative readings as themselves
hysterically, unavoidably, implicated in the very
stories they retell. (202)
Which is another way of reiterating, with Woolf, that the
unflattering portrait of Professor von X exposes von X's
hysterical misogyny; and that Freud's retelling of Dora's
story is marked by an hysteria of his own;1 and, finally,
that feminine fictions expose precisely the hysterical
ambivalence that masculine theories are compelled to
repress.

For the itch to infiltrate, thus to bring under

control, even the dreams of hysterics reifies the
author-ity of master readings which will confine women not
only to institutions like Salpetriere, but to a discourse
which syste:matically mis-represents their sufferings, in
the name of psychoanalysis.
"Pour faire une omelette il faut casser des oeufs,"
Freud tells a readership of psychotherapists (Fragment,
66).

"The patients themselves are easy to convince," he

goes on to say, "and there are only too many opportunities
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"

of doing so in the course of a treatment" (66).

Here Freud

is specially alluding to the necessity of making patients
talk aout "sexual subjects" during the course of a
treatment, and the methodology, tellingly figured as
breaking eggs for an omelette, recalls the whole history of
hysteria up to his time--from the wandering womb theorists
to the inquisition of witch/hysterics to the scene of
psychoanalysis. s Pour faire une omelette il faut casser
des oeufs.

To scramble eggs one must break them; to make

patients talk one must convince them, which is easy enough
since they are already "broken," on their way to becoming
"scrambled," on their way to becoming little consumable
chef d'oeuvres--or as Lacan would wittily remark in another
context, "homme-lettes."
Indeed, the "little-man" that psychoanalysis seeks to
project onto women is dramatized by Lacan's master
signifier--the Phallus itself.

For psychoanalysis, it is

always a question of origin--no longer the errant
(detached) womb, but the uncastrated (attached) phallus
which determines or unde(te)rmines gender.

(In the context

of this slippery logic, which confuses lack of volition
with wandering off, it is interesting to speculate that of
the two organs, the activity of the penis is arguably more
errant and more volatile than that of the womb.)
Nonetheless, Freud and Lacan slip the Phallus into the
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(symbolic) gap left by the wandering womb.

Thus, in an

ironic turn, the Phallus takes on the task of closing the
gender gap.

As whole (not hole), the Phallus transcends

even biological difference--specifically the power to
engender and originate life--and becomes the signifier for
all we can conceive of.

Such totalizing power is, perhaps,

the natural extension of psychoanalytic (male) desire for
control over hysterics' (women's) minds as well as bodies.
In her discussion of Roe v. Wade, Catharine MacKinnon
asserts that the contemporary drama that features,
respectively, womb, wandering woman, and phallic privilege
is propelled by "men's issues of potency, of continuity as
a compensation for morality, of the thrust to embody
themselves or their own image in the world" (93).

Within

the phallic economy Freud creates, we are those (flawed,
because castrated) images; the expressive spectacles of our
bodies are contained on all sides by a rigid male fiction.
"[O]ne must know," says Derrida in Truth in Painting,
"how to determine the intrinsic--what is framed--and know
what is excluded as frame and outside the frame" (63).

And

as Jacobus puts it, "'Femininity' and 'hysteria' name the
otherness or strangeness which inhabits psychoanalytic
theory (and literature) and which psychoanalysis must
marginalize in order to found itself as a theoretical body
of knowledge" (200).

The hysterical body is, in fact, a
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text that produces, ultimately, a patriarchal story, in the
form of a case history or theory about femininity.

At the

same time, those very stories and theories, founded on the
bodies of women, make possible the continuous production of
the symptoms of hysteria.

For hysteria, if nothing else,

has its roots in silence--in the silencing of women's
voices, in the marginalization of their "otherness."
Therefore, when women speak or write or make art in the
fullness of their femininity they transcend those symptoms
which are signs of their silence, which make texts out of
their bodies.

Such hysterical and eloquent voices tell the

story of oppression and of silence/silencing itself.

In

this manner, they transgress the boundaries of all the
theoretical frame-ups.

They wander--just as their

terrifying wombs were proported to do.
At the conclusion to A Room Of One's Own, Woolf makes
reference to the imaginary figure of Shakespeare's sister,
a figure which embodies the silenced voices of women in
history.

"But she lives," Woolf tells us, "for great poets

do not die; they are continuing presences; they need only
the opportunity to walk among us in the flesh" (117).

They

need, says Woolf, "the habit of freedom and the courage to
write exactly what [they] think" (117-18).
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You Preud, me Jane?

Disease and the woman have something in common--they are
both socially devalued or undesirable, marginalized
elements which constantly threaten to infiltrate or
contaminate that which is more central, health or
masculinity.
--Mary Ann Doane, The Desire to Desire

Why hasn't androcentric culture encouraged women in
the habit of freedom and the courage to write what they
think?

For Doane, it is precisely women's peripheral

status as "other" or "differance" that constitutes a threat
to a central hegemony.

Like disease, women's thoughts must

not be allowed to proliferate;

their hysteria which is to

say their femininity, unless checked, becomes dangerous.
For if women's symptoms provide the material for men's
narratives, then isn't it plausible, given the
transferential connection that bridges the gender gap, that
male narratives can become a set of symptoms which generate
the texts of women?

And if this is so, then women, in the

sense that they are placed in a privileged position as
readers (as women readers of male readings of women), can
indeed have the last word.
In fact, the struggle that has obtained between men
and women, or more precisely between patriarchy and
femininity, can be understood as a reading struggle.
Freud, for example, cast his female patients as hysterics

27

in direct proportion to their deviation from his
theory/reading of femininity.

And Lacan, as we know, has

made a brilliant case for the non-existance of femininity
as a symbolic position, capable of subjectivity, which is
to say thought.

Both Freudian and Lacanian constructs,

assembled from the long history of hysterical women, work
to keep women locked into a certain psychoanalytic reading
which in turn maintains women's oppressed positions in
social life.
The cooperation of misogynistic theory and
androcentric society is no more evident than in our
cultural artifacts-- visual art, literature, television,
journalism, cinema, and advertisements.

Here women have an

opportunity to read male texts as symptoms of "the shadow
of male hysteria about women," as Jacobus puts it.

Alfred

Hitchcock's 1964 thriller Marnie offers such an
opportunity. 9

In this film, not only may we observe the

unfolding agenda of theory and culture which aims to keep
women in line, but we may read between the lines, as it
were, to the history of that silencing and to the eloquence
that begins with hysterical voices.
Marnie, a compulsive thief, disguises herself as she
moves from city to city, securing employment as an
accountant, and then knocking off the company safes.
disguise, as it turns out, is inadequate:

Her

she (merely)
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dyes her hair. other characteristics, such as her good
legs, her habit of "pulling her skirt down over her knees
as if there was a national treasure" are, we are led to
assume, signs of identity that Marnie herself chooses to
overlook.

These signs, not surprisingly, are obvious to

everyone else--especially the men who "hunt" her.
That Marnie is unable to "hide" behind a disguise
which her pursuers can easily "solve" impels, from the
start, the. filmic narrative.

For Marnie, as it turns out,

is a challenging but readable text and Mark Rutland, her
last employer and, eventually, her husband, will perform
the business of deciphering her symptoms, finally making
her "known" to herself, by winning her trust.
Rutland forewarns Marnie about his "psychoanalytic"
bent when he tells her about his pet jaguarondi: "I trained
her," he tells Marnie.
Marnie.

"What did you train her for?" asks

"To trust me," responds Rutland. "That's a great

deal for a jaguarondi." Rutland's "training" is strikingly
similar to the scientific methodology employed by Freud,
though Freud chooses an archaeological rather than a
zoological metaphor to describe it:

"Imagine that an

explorer," says Freud in "The Aetiology of Hysteria,"
"arrives in a little-known region where his interest is
aroused by an expanse of ruins, with remains of walls,
fragments of columns, and tablets with half-effaced and
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unreadable inscriptions.

He may content himself with

inspecting what lies exposed to view, with questioning the
inhabitants-- perhaps semi-barbaric people • • • [or]
[t]ogether with them he may start upon the ruins, clear
away the rubbish, and, beginning from the visible remains,
uncover what is buried" (192).

Thus, both Mark Rutland and

Freud, in the name of science, must gain the trust of
"semi-barbaric people"/wild animals in order to satisfy
their "aroused" interests.

Moreover, Mark's proclivity for

wild cats (pussies?) and heiresses (rich pussies?), as well
as the subsequent death of both his jaguarondi and his
former wife, mark him at the outset as a predator himself.
Marnie's trust of Mark, then, will depend on her inabililty
to read him and/or her willingness to discount her reading
of him in a kind of passionate transference.

Like Freud's,

Mark's countertransference (and our own, as viewers) will
dangle conspicuously, unresolved by the drama Hitchcock
presents.
At the same time, it is worth noting that Marnie's
question --"What did you train her for?"--can be read in
two ways:
train her?

What did you train her to do? or Why did you
Rutland's response to her question indicates

that he will consistently choose to ignore the ambiguity
and ambivalence of her symptoms/desires/questions in his
effort to return her to a social system which excludes, as

30
Mary Jacobus puts it, "the hysterical doubleness and
incomplete- ness which representation must repress in order
to figure as true, unified, whole" (203).

It is the very

process of socialization, therefore, which leads to these
ominous (narrative) endings for women.

For "the real

Gothic horror," as Claire Kahane observes, is that "the
heroine is compelled to resume a quiescent, socially
acceptable life or to be destroyed" (342).

In any case,

Marnie's attempt to define herself over and against
androcentric discourse is

i~l-fated

from the start

precisely because she cannot hide the signs of her
sexuality--a sexuality that has been styled by male
interpretation and which she is unable, finally, to
displace with a style of her own.

Marnie will never be

read--psychoanalyzed--the way she wants to be.

Which is to

say, she will never not be read by misogynists.
What does Marnie want?

At the outset she is an

emblem, in several senses, of the wandering woman/womb.
She is unattached to a male partner; she is hysterical,
exhibiting symptoms which range from compulsive stealing to
phobias to frigidity; and she literally wanders from job to
job (as well as in and out of her mother's house), walking
out when the situation gets too "hot" for her.
Marnie is not only single, but she'S a virgin.

Her

frigidity, chief among her hysterical symptoms, is directly
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linked to her attachment to her mother, a crippled,
repressed and somewhat cold ex-prostitute to whose house
Marnie returns after each of her exploits, bearing gifts. 1o
In a sense, 'the daughter's wanderings have been engendered
by the mother's; without men, Marnie and her mother form an
unstable generation of women, unsignified as daughters or
wives by fathers or husbands.

That is to say, in Freudian

terms, that Marnie's attachment to her mother demonstrates
that Marnie has not successfully emerged from the preoedipal stage of development into "normal femininity."

"In

the Oedipal situation," says Freud in "Femininity," "the
girl's father has become her love object, and we expect
that in the normal course of development she will find her
way from this paternal object to her final choice of an
object"(590).

Lacking the proper "paternal object," then,

already places Marnie in the uncanny space of the mother,
and "finding her way" out will be the "thrust" of the film.
The situation is further complicated by the Oedipal
scene that constitutes Marnie's repressed childhood trauma,
a trauma which is uncovered, at the film's conclusion, as
the source of her hysterical symptoms.

In this scene,

Marnie is displaced from her mother's bed by a
sailor-client during a lightning storm.

Terrified of

lightning storms, Marnie screams for her mother.

Inste~~,

the sailor appears and, in the guise of offering comfort,
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seems to begin to sexually assault her.

Marnie's mother

races into the room and, perceiving the threat, attacks the
sailor; the sailor attacks the mother, crushing her leg;
the mother calls for Marnie's help and Marnie bludgeons the
sailor to death with a poker.

Subsequently, Marnie

"forgets" these events and the mother takes the rap for the
murder and is acquitted on the grounds of self-defense.
Psychoanalytically speaking, this traumatic scene can
be read as a dramatic rendering of Marnie's castration
complex.

The sight or sensation of the sailor's erect

penis fills Marnie with shame and terror because, as Freud
puts it, "her self-love is mortified by the comparison with
the boy's far superior equipment" ("Femininity," 190).

The

sailor's bloody wound, Marnie's mother's crushed leg, the
poker with which Marnie strikes the sailor are among the
phallic clues Hitchcock, either consciously or unconsciously, plants for our perusal.

Hence, we can read

Marnie's violent murder of the improper "paternal object"
as a sort of retaliatory castration which flings her back
into her mother's body, into the maternal unheimlich, a
space of Gothic horror and death.

Claire Kahane points out

that, in this sense, the mother's house becomes inseparable
from the mother's body:

"[W]omen, whose boundaries from

the maternal are at the very least ambiguous because of
their own femaleness, must find that fear dramatically
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rendered in the secret center of the Gothic structure,
where boundaries break down, where life and death become
confused, where images of birth and sexuality proliferate
in complex displacements" (338).
In fact, the dizzying series of "complex
displacements" inherent in the scene of the crime--where
mother and daughter literally and figuratively exchange
places as the sailor's object of desire, the sailor's
assailant, and the sailor's murderer; where the sailor
enacts the symbolic "castration" of Marnie; and where the
mother dramatizes her own lack of a Phallus _-stigmatize
"
the mother's house as a place of continuing confusion and
contamination.

When Marnie returns there as an adult, she

is confronted by her symbolic "other"--Jesse, her mother's
babysitting charge, whose own mother "works."

Jesse, it

turns out, is offering Marnie's mother the chance to
repeat-with-a-difference her own mothering of Marnie.

This

fantasy, designed to assuage Marnie's mother's guilt and
itself verging on hysteria, further impedes Marnie's
psychological liberation.

For instead of helping Marnie

"to seek out the center of [the] mystery", 12

Marnie ' s

mother prevents her from remembering-- literally piecing
together her story and her "normal" feminine sexuality--by
denying her hysterical symptoms.
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But just as Marnie's disguise does not effectively
erase her identity, her mother's denial of her symptoms
cannot marginalize them in the eyes of the viewer.

When

Marnie sees the red gladiolas, the movie screen fills with
Marnie's vision of red hc'rror; when thunder and lightning
crackle and boom in the background, the camera features
Marnie's face, cinematically panic struck; when her mother
raps at the door of her bedroom, we are thrown with Marnie
back into the blurry, half-remembered scene of her
childhood trauma.

Orchestrated by Hitchcock, screenwriter

Jay Presson Allen, novelist Winston Graham, and even Mark,
whose zoological expertise, like Freud's, privileges him
with hunches, each of these symptoms resonates toward the
psychoanalytic interpretation which we assemble with Marnie
at the end of the film.
In fact, the direction/construction of this
psychological thriller is remarkably like Freud's early
dramatic staging of investigations into his patients'
hysteria.

Extending Breuer's notion that "the symptoms of

hysteria • • • are determined by certain experiences of the
patient's which have operated in a traumatic fashion and
which are being reproduced in his psychical life in the ..
form of mnemic symbols, ,,13

Freud urges the "gentlemen" he

addresses to uncover scene after scene in the life of the
patient "until we finally make our way from the hysterical

...
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symptom to the scene which is really operative
traumatically and which is satisfactory in every respect,
both therapeutically and analytically" (studies, 195).
This push to satisfaction--erotic in itself--characterizes
not only the narrative desires of the psychotherapist and
film director, but presumes the satisfaction of the patient
and viewer.

It seems that the therapeutic benefit to

all--patient and viewer--can be gauged only by the
director/psychotherapist, his notions of "normality," his
measure of "satisfaction. ,,14

Which is to say we are

directed toward a social "normality" and a homoerotic
"satisfaction," prescribed and continually reinscribed by
hegemonic discourse.
In light of all this, the deciphering of Marnie's
hysterical symptoms would seem to be fairly straightforward
task:

The red gladiolas, like the decorative red circles

on the jockey's smock, like the tantalizing Rorschach of
red ink on the sleeve of Marnie's white blouse all converge
to suggest the

bh~~d

pouring from the sailor's head when he

dies by Marnie's hand.

At the same time, each of these

instances of "red" supplies further reinforcement for the
psychoanalytic conclusions we have discussed so far.
Derived from the Latin Gladiolus, meaning "little sword"
and so named for their sword-shaped leaves, the gladiolas
recall Freud's allusion to the little girl's clitoris as a
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"little phallus" ("Femininity," 590).

Moreover, the

tubular, vessel-like shape of the flowers suggest the
vagina.

Together, then, leaf and flower represent the

female genitalia in its entirety--clitoris and vagina--in
all its "original sexual inferiority" ("Femininity," 596).
That Marnie discriminates in her response to the gladiola,
choosing to focus on the red of the flower instead of the
green leaves simply reaffirms Freud's proposition that
"after penis envy, [the little girl] cannot enjoy [her]
little phallus" ("Femininity," 590).
The red circles on the jockey's shirt certainly
suggest castration/murder--Marnie's bloody deed--as does
the ink splotch on her blouse.

But there are other "bloody

deeds" implicated by drops of "blood" on white clothing-childbirth, menstruation, and, more horrifically, the rape
of a virgin--that psychoanalysis does not account for.
Mark's marital rape of Marnie is perhaps foreshadowed here,
and it is one of the problems of this film that we are
asked to find "satisfaction" in Marnie's final alliance
with a husband given to such brutal violations.

"Sadism

demands a story," writes Laura Mulvey in "visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema, ,,15

and a more feminist, less

psychoanalytic examination of Marnie reveals the
sado-masochistic underpinnings of its narrative.
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Both Marnie and her mother dramatize two polarities of
female representation--virgin and whore--who have dared to
construct their own economies outside the peripheries of
respectable social life:

Thieving and Prostitution.

Marnie's mother in her simultaneous role of mother/whore
radicalizes and subverts each of these representations by
combining them (mixing them up).

Likewise, Marnie's

compulsion to steal--especially the dollars from men's
safes--functions as a kind of parody of the mother's
profession.

Neither of these women keeps their place.

Marnie's mother defies motherhood by being a whore and
Marnie subverts her stealing (of symbolic phalluses) by
being impervious to the sexual advances of men.

Marnie's

mother is not merely a prostitute and Marnie is not merely
a thief.

What underlies all of this is male currency--the

capital that both Marnie and her mother perceive they must
have because, in Marnie's words, "[she] can do anything she
wants with it."
But neither Marnie nor her mother are able to really
do what they want with the money they steal/procure.

Or

rather, the wants they fulfill with the money are shortlived and unproductive, in a capitalist as well as in an
emotional sense.

Marnie buys a horse which she is forced,

eventually, to kill; she buys her mother a fur piece, a
gift whose obvious reference to female sexuality makes her

..
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mother uneasy (under the circumstances).

Likewise,

Marnie's mother's earnings result, ultimately, in murder,
bad mothering, and the surrender of her profession.

Only

Mark Rutland, who says "nothing ever happens to a family
that marries at least one heiress every generation," is
able to put into effective circulation the money that these
heiresses provide.

At the beginning of the film, we learn

that Rutland has turned the family company into a
prosperous business and at the end of the film he is able
to purchase Marnie's freedom with both influence and cash.
As a female viewer of Marnie, one gets the uneasy
feeling that a cautionary tale is being told.

Clearly,

phalluses/cash have a different significance in social life
when women like Marnie and her mother come to possess them.
Lacan says, au contraire, "Everyone knows there are phallic
women

[and] it is none the less they who, for the

most part, possess men" ("God and the Jouissance," 143).
But it is precisely stories like Marnie's sado-masochistic
narrative that expose the misogyny in psychoanalytic
theories about female sexuality.

Along these lines, E. Ann

Kaplan urges feminists "to construct strategic subjectivities and to use the category 'woman' as a tool to
prevent the too easy and too early collapsing of a
difference that continues to organize culture" (43).

I
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In Marnie's case, "strategic subjectivities" fail for
both Marnie and her mother in direct proportion to the way
that Marnie's and her mother's points of view are
consistently marginalized throughout the film.

As viewers,

we "see" what Hitchcock wants us to; knowing in advance
what is to come, the screen director is "the subject
supposed to know,,16 as much as the psychoanalyst.

In this

manner, he is able to direct a dramatization of what De
Lauretis refers to as "the technology of gender." 17
Phalluses~nd

their symbolic equivalents, dollars, in such

a technology, slip through the hands of women into the more
practiced grasps of men--masturbatory, finally, and
homoerotic.

Via Hitchcock, Mark's aim is to subdue

Marnie's will--especially her sexuality--and to put her in
her place, which is his place, his house which he, perhaps
with less irony than we would wish, refers to as her
"prison."

As Michele Piso observes, "For Marnie, marriage

is not salvation, but subjugation, less a recuperation and
recovery than the deepening of a wound that won't close"
(302) •

All of this leaves the question of Marnie's desire
sadly unattended to.

For "desire" in social life as well

as in narrative, as has been amply explored by De Lauretis,
Mary Ann Doane, Mary Jacobus, Laura Mulvey, and others, is
a male representation, a sado-masochism "occurring in a

40

linear time with a beginning and an end"(14).

Years after

Freud, we find that efforts to articulate woman's desire
are still "incomplete and fragmentary and [do] not always
sound friendly" ("Femininity," 599).

But if, in Jacobus's

wordS, "the strangeness of hysterical desire is inseparable
from femininity" (199), then the symptom of desire, as
Doane puts it, is "the desire to desire" (6), the desire
for subjectivity.

Marnie's desire is eloquently expressed

by her symptoms which, in a multi-erogenous, non-hegemonic
way, reveal her condition in the world and to the
world--if, as Freud says in another context, "we know how
to look" ("Femininity," 585).
For example, Marnie's rhetorical question--"You Freud,
me Jane?"--discloses, in its displacement of Mark/Freud/
Tarzan and Marnie/analysand/Jane, the primal sexism that
underlies the psychoanalytic process Mark invites her to
participate in.

In the same year that Edgar Rice Burroughs

published Tarzan of the Apes, Freud observed that "the mind
of the hysteric is full of alive yet unconscious ideas" ("A
note on the Unconscious," 24).

That Marnie,

"unconsciously," is able to call forth the links between
Freud (and Mark) and Tarzan to herself and Jane and the
analysand is indeed significant, for it is within the
constructs of those displacements that we might begin to
see what the hysterical Marnie knows.
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In Burrough's novel, Tarzan becomes King of the Apes
precisely because of his superior (reasoning) abilities.
specifically, he figures out how to use weapons against the
bulk and strength of the ape tribe.

These weapons are a

rope, from which he fashions nooses to ensnare, and a knife
which he learns to plunge into the flesh of his victims.
Armed with both a "hole" which strangles and a "tool" which
penetrates, Tarzan combines the power of both genders, like
the mythical Phallic Mother. 18

What Marnie's quip allows

us to see is that such figuration ultimately reifies male
narcissism.

For it is Jane, not Tarzan, who thinks:

a perfect creature! • • • Never • • •

"What

had such a man

strode the earth since God created the first in his own
image" (Burroughs, 164).

Fully "armed" (invulnerable to

castration), idealized, and God-like, then, Mark (after
Freud) can direct Marnie's subsequent free associations
which move, like Tarzan (and like "script-"writing),
"across the jungle in a succession of leaps, in positions
which range between the horizontal and diagonal. ,,19

The

pay-off for all, as perceived by Marnie in her identifying
"joke," is erotic and sado-masochistic.
For Jane's worship of Tarzan does not put her in the
place of the desiring subject, but rather in the place of
the analysand, as she enacts, like Marnie, Lacan's statute
that "he whom I suppose to know, I love."

In the context
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of the jungle, Tarzan's knowledge, his superior position in
the trees above "mad scientists, rich traders, beasts,
ivory-pated high priests or lascivious, imperious queens"
(Horn, 14), places him above man and beast, just as Mark's
social class, money, animal training skills and scientific
bent place him above Marnie in the context of social life.
As object of desire, Marnie perceives herself as Jane-fascinated, seductive, rape-able, and dependent upon the
outcome of male competition.

Burrough's sexy description

of Jane watching Tarzan fight the ape could as easily apply
to Marnie as she surveys Mark fight to repress her own
untamed instincts and to contain his "animal" lust:
"Jane--her lithe, young form flattened against the trunk of
a great tree, her hands pressed tight against her rising
and falling bosom, and her eyes wide with mingled horror,
fascination, fear and admiration--watched the primordial
ape battle with primeval man for possession of a woman--for
her" (155-56).
On the other hand, in perhaps a more radical
displacement, Marnie reverses the speaker in the
phrase--"Me Tarzan, you Jane"--which is first spoken by
Tarzan in the 1932 film

Tarzan, the Ape Man.

Aligning

herself with Tarzan, Marnie aligns herself with one who is
learning to speak, but not--and this is significant--with
one who is entering language.

For Tarzan, if you remember,
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taught himself to read and write by painstakingly studying
the primers that were left in the jungle cottage of his
murdered parents, Lord and Lady Greystoke; but since he has
never "heard" human sounds, Tarzan cannot engage in
conversation.

Thus, he finds himself in the awkward

position of knowing more than he can let on--a position
relatively similar to the analysand's with Freud (by virtue
of her hysterical, repressed knowlege).

Nonetheless, as

speaking subject, Marnie utters her mind--"alive with
ideas" about civilization.

For here it is not merely the

counter- transference of psychoanalytic discourse that
Marnie cannily spots when she tells Mark, in an earlier
scene, that he's the sick one, "in love with a girl who's
not only a liar and thief, but who screams every time you
come near her."

Here, Marnie extends the scope of

counter-transference beyond the unconscious of the
psychoanalyst to include the "sum total of the prejudices,
passions and difficulties" of masculine hegemony.

In this

way, I will argue, she re-presents her hysteria and the
cultural production of gender which has made it imperative.

There is a Text in this Woman

In her brillant and provocative essay, "Is There as
Woman in This Text?" Mary Jacobus outlines two contemporary
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feminist approaches to the problem of representation for
women.

The first of these, which she associates with

American feminists, is empirical.

Women's experience is

offered here "as the ground of difference in writing."
"Just as one can identify a woman biologically," Jacobus
says, "so can one with a little extra labor identify a
woman's text, a woman reader, [and] the essence
of female culture" (108).

In view of the sophisticated

breakthroughs psychoanalysis has offered, especially in the
area of representation, this approach seems simplistic
since it ignores the complex "technologies of gender" that
have trapped women in or excluded them from androcentric
discourse.

As Jacobus puts it, the empirical approach

"assumes an unbroken continuity between life and text •

..

a mimetic relationship" (108).
The effort of French feminists, on the other hand,
acknowledges these representational difficulties.

The

theorists of ecriture feminine understand "woman as a
writing effect instead of an origin" (Jacobus, 109).
Jacobus summarizes in this way:

"Gender difference

produced (not innate), becomes a matter of the structuring
of a gender less libido in and through patriarchal discourse
The feminine in this scheme is to be located in
the gaps, the absences, the unsayable or unrepresentable of
discourse and representation" (109).

Such

writing, dubbed
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"essentialist" by opponents of ecriture feminine, claims to
be able to disrupt hegemony and express the body of women,
specifically the jouissance of private female experience-orgasm, childbirth, nursing, menstruation, and so forth.
Jacobus sees this as a theory which is not essentialist so
much as "representationalist" (109).

She concludes by

posing a challange to feminist theorists:

"Perhaps the

question feminist critics should ask themselves, is not 'Is
there a woman in this text?' but rather: 'Is there a text
in this woman?'" (109).
I would like to use Jacobus's challenging question as
a point of departure for my own remarks about hysterical
writing.

In my argument, there is a text in this woman,

this hysteric, and this text breaks through the linear
discourse of hegemony.

It is not (merely) the secret

stories of women's bodies, written in mother's milk, for
even these stories, it seems to me, reify patriarchal
fictions about women as private, "other," peripheral, and
secret.

Hysteria, which on one level transforms women into

spectacles, at the same time allows them to specularize the
interpretations which have "framed" them.

Psycho-

analytically, hysteria is the text which writes itself
across the uncanny interstices where transference and
counter-transference take place.

Its story is the story of

a massive counter-transference, one that has informed and

l
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sustained androcentric discourse, and turned women into
hermenuetic objects.

Even in misogynistic texts like

Marnie, the story of hysteria breaks through
irrepressibly-- "You Freud, me Jane?"--as a powerful
"joke," which evokes the history of women's oppression.
In what follows, I will discuss the non-hegelRonlc;
anti-narrative texts of some extraordinary women--Frida
Kahlo's painting, the erotica of Anais Nin and the post
feminist, post Lacanian heteroglossia of Kathy Acker--as
hysterical,"writings" which work "in the gaps, the
absences, the unsayable" of discourse to re-present the
engine of hegemony, its politics and "transferential
situation."
My choice of artists/authors deserves some explanation
since there are countless women whose work works
hysterically and 'whose contribution to the growing body of
feminine/feminist expression is even more evident, in the
sense of being renowned, than the figures I have chosen.
But since hysteria is by definition situated at the
peripheries of discourse, it seems appropriate to choose
women whose work has been more marginal, like Acker's, or
marginalized, like Nin's and Kahlo's.

Also, I have chosen

heterosexual women--or rather non-lesbian women.

In fact,

the sexuality of Kahlo, Nin, and Acker is, at the very
least, ambivalent; and inasmuch as Freud has pointed to
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bisexuality as a prime feature of hysteria, the
non-monological sexuality of these women makes them
especially suitable for my study.

(At the same time, I do

not intend to discount the important hysterical
contributions of lesbian writers/artists.

A wonderful

study could and should be made of lesbian hysterical
discourse-- Gertrude stein, Monique Wittig, Adrienne Rich,
Audre Lorde, to name a few--and its similarities to and
differences from the discourse I examine.)
It also seems significant, as a sort of
re-presentation of the scene of analysis, that each of my
figures' work is overshadowed in a crucial way by a
particular male influence.

This fact, it seems to me,

works to help stage the transferential drama I propose for
exploring their feminine discourse.

For Frida Kahlo, her

esteemed husband, painter Diego Rivera, functions as both
the obstacle and inspiration of her work.

I see this as an

enactment of "projection," a type of transference which, in
turn, can give rise to hysterical expression.

Likewise,

Anais Nin, especially in the writing of her erotica, is
entangled in the affairs of Henry Miller, his phallic
narcissism and his money problems.

Nin's effort to create

a perhaps essentialist feminine desire is confounded by the
patriarchal discourse in which she finds herself trapped.
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Her efforts to negoti.ate this erotic territory result in
her own remarkable hysterical discourse.
Both Kahlo and Nin, in fact, are often regarded as
footnotes to Rivera and Miller, their presence in the
history of modernism an accident, perhaps, of association.
Acker, on the other hand, has had to append herself to the
postmodern movement, a movement which in the united states,
has attracted almost exclusively male participants, as
Alice Jardine has pointed out. 20

Where Kahlo and Nin

subvert the oedipal territory of modernism, Acker is faced
with the task of subverting that which already claims to be
subversive-- and even feminist.

still, most critics of

Acker ignore the feminist/hysterical dimension of her work,
preferring to consider it as an example of postmodern
schizophrenic pastiche rather than as an hysterical and
"other" self-ennunciation.
I have also chosen to include an epilogue, "Floating,"
of my own fictions.

Here I have tried to "float" among

some of the issues of femininity that are personally
significant to me--motherhood, daughterhood, sexuality--in
order to create my own hysterical discourse, my own way of
re-presenting the unsayable--which is to say some of what
this study, because of the limitations of its own
discourse, has had to leave out.
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Indeed hysteria provides a scene for feminine
representation.

These women's fictions, told in pieces,

rise to resist those other prominent fictions which present
themselves as truth.

Frigidity, compulsive stealing and

even phobias, instead of syrnptomizing fantasies or memories
shaped by male fictive practices, specularizing women as
"delectably pathetic figure[s],"21 are lifted out of the
scene of pathology and transfigured, in these hysterical
and dangerous texts, into represented and strategic
subjectivities--the fictions of women.
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CHAPTER TWO

PROJECTION/REFLECTION/ABJECTION IN FRIDA KAHLO'S PAINTINGS
The pains or joys that regularize life in this society,
rotten with 'lies, in which I live are not mine.
--Frida Kahlo
I paint my own reality
The only thing I know is that
I paint because I need to, and I paint always whatever
passes through my head without any other consideration.
--Frida Kahlo

The Broken Column
A broken Ionic column runs through the body of a
woman.

The straps of a white orthopedic corset slide over

her shoulders and run above and beneath her breasts,
wrapping the body round and round, where no less than six
metal buckles hold the apparatus in place.

Her

body--breasts, torso, arms, and face--is pierced with nails
of varying lengths. A winding sheet, which recalls
Christ's, hides the lower portion of her body and is itself
driven through with nails.
The woman's face is speculative.

Although tears are

indicated as if flowing from her eyes, the eyes themselves
do not cry.

Likewise, the grace of the figure is strangely

at odds with the signs of pain inflicted on the body:

The

shoulders slope sensuously toward the arms and narrow
wrists, the

breasts rising over the grim surgical corset
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are perfect and symmetrical; the hands which hold the sheet
in an artful arrangement across her lower torso are more
like the hands of a serene Madonna than of a woman wracked
with suffering.
She is posed against a background which appears to be
the scene of an old disaster--an earthquake or a volcano.
Deep craters are carved into the earth, echoing the crater
in the woman's body, the bloody cavity in which the column
rests. There is no sign of civilization--no people, no
buildings, no artifacts, no footprints.

Rather the signs

of civilization are inscribed on the body of the woman
itself--signs of science, art, religion and sexuality.
A tiny grey strip of sea is visible in the distance,
but it too seems to continue this sense of utter
barrenness, instead of offering relief from it.

The sky is

streaked with blue.
You would expect blood to be articulated around the
wounds where the nails are.

You would expect the nails,

like the nails driven through Christ's hands and feet, to
be long and cruel.

But these nails have a decorative

quality, nails used to tack upholstery or hang a canvas
from.

They adorn the body like jewelry, artistically,

graphically placed jewelry.
these nails?

Can we escape the irony of

l
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There is no pain registered on the face of the woman.
She poses like a Madonna without child, she gazes ahead as
if ignorant of her own spectacle--a spectacle, perhaps, of
ruined beauty, of a

body terrorized by signs of suffering.

She poses and in the gesture of posing she makes a
statement about pain, which is "pain," in quotes--a pain
once removed, represented instead of endured.

A

reproduction of pain.
She is Madonna and Christ, both at once.

She is

mother and son (though she will never bear sons).
androgynous, barren.

She is

An Ionic column runs through her body

and rests in a bloody sheath.
by an extraordinary rape.

She is characterized, thus,

She echos the barren landscape.

victim and Priestess, hysterical and hystericized,
what are we to make of this strange architecture which is a
woman '·s body?

And what is it that "passes through her

head"?

projections, Mirrors, Doubles, Reversals
Is it necessary to add, or repeat, that woman's "improper"
access to representation, her entry into a specular and
speculative economy that affords her instincts no signs, no
symbols or emblems, or methods of writing that could figure
her instincts, make it impossible for her to work out or
transpose specific representatives of her instinctual
object-goals? The latter are in fact subjected to a
particularly peremptory repression and will only be
translated into a script of body language.
--Luce Irigaray
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In a 1943 article entitled "Frida Kahlo and Mexican
Art," Frida's husband Diego Rivera wrote,
Frida's art is individual-collective.

Her realism is

so monumental that everything has n dimensions.
Consequently, she paints at the same time the exterior
and interior of herself and her world.'
I would like to situate my discussion of Kahlo in the light
of Rivera's "reading" of her work, a reading that is both
illuminating and problematic.

For Frida is not generally

revered for her realism or for the monumental dimensions of
her paintings.

Her paintings are small--her biographer

Hayden Herrera tells us that 12 by 15 inches is not unusual
(xii)--and she tends toward Surrealism rather than Realism,
Andre Breton having claimed her for that movement in the
late 1930s. 2
As a matter of fact, it is Diego himself, the
internationally renowned Mexican muralist, who painted
monuments monumentally.

It is Diego's massive works of

social realism, not Frida's diminutive self-portraits,
which more properly bear the more or less Marxist
descriptive, "individual-collective."

It is Diego who

includes in his scenes of Indian uprisings and proletariat
revolution the heros and villains of the war against
capitalism, like Lenin and Henry Ford, as well as the
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images of those who, in private life, compel his
passion--Frida herself, a slew of various lovers, friends,
and family members.

In this sense, it is Diego who

apparently "paints the inside and outside" of self and
world. 3
In the same article, Diego admits that his interpretation of Frida's work rests on a trick of lights, a
projection:
Monumental realism is expressed to the smallest
dimension; tiny heads are sculpted as if they were
colossal.

So they appear when the magic of a

projector magnifies them to the size of a wall. (260)
In Diego's perception the monumental is small, the tiny is
colossal, but it is significant that he does not situate
this transmogrative "magic" in his wife's work but in a
mechanical device, a projector.

Like a mirror and like

transference itself, the "projector" inverts everything.
And yet it is in the light of Diego's magical projection, a
counter-transference of the idealized characteristics of
his own work onto his wife's, that we will begin to
consider the remarkable paintings of Frida Kahlo, paintings
that against the

vast high-celinged walls of the Palace of
•
Fine Arts in Mexico city are hardly monumental or enlarged
by projectors, but look like jewels or punctuation points,
according to Herrera (xii). If we situate Frida Kahlo's
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work in the light of her famous husband's remarks, then, we
are considering her work (paradoxically) in the monumental
shadow of Diego Rivera.
This is not entirely inappropriate.

For certainly

Frida's fetishization of her own body in nearly the nearly
200 self portraits she produced during her lifetime, as
well as her obsession with perhaps narcissistic
self-fashioning, would seem to imply that it is from the
perspective of Diego's lover's subjectivity that she views
herself.

In a letter to a woman friend, Frida attests to

something of this sort in an astonishing passage:
You also know that everything that my eyes see and
everything that I touch with my own self, from all the
distances, is Diego.

The caress of cloth, the color

of color, the wires, the nerves, the pencils, sheets
of paper, dust, cells, war and the sun, all that lives
in the minutes of the no-clocks and the no-calendars
and the no-empty glances is him--. (253)
Frida not only sees her self and her world through the eyes
of Diego, but sees Diego as permeating the world, as a kind
of omniscient presence.

It is this visionary concept,

which itself has n dimensions, traversing both the world
and the non-world, the elemental and the poetic, that makes
possible passages of remarkable lyric beauty like the above
and accounts for her aesthetic, painterly sensibility.

In
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at least two paintings, Diego and I and Self-Portrait as a
Tehuana, she paints a tiny replica of the bust of Diego in
the middle of her forehead, resting on her formidable
eyebrows.
thoughts

In such a space, we can surmise, he occupies her
~s

well as literally overseeing her perception, as

a kind of mystical "third eye" or a deity.
It is difficult, therefore, to disentangle Frida from
Diego, to disrupt the transferential situation that makes
possible Diego's projection, which takes the form of
remarks that are ambivalent in regard to Frida's work.
While claiming to enlarge and clarify her oeuvre, both by
making grandiose claims about it and asking us to envision
it as

monumentally projected upon a

wall, these remarks

seem in fact to diminish, by hiding, the actual dimensions
of Frida's paintings, on every level.

But the etymology of

"projection" reveals another dimension to Rivera's
suggestion.

For "projection" is not only "a casting or

throwing forth," but

a reference to alchemy--"the casting

of some ingredient into a crucible • . • the casting of the
powder of the philosopher's stone."

So if we regard

Diego's remarks about Frida in the light of alchemical
transmutation --that is, as an authentically, insightful
reading which reveals the occulted dimensions of her
paintings--then we must look more closely at her work to
discover their n dimensions and their monumental realism.

I

r
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It is in the split sense

of Diego's projection that I want

to proceed to uncover Frida's text--a visual semiotics
which, I will argue, presents and re-presents her "real"
personal hysteria and the collective hysteria of all women,
as hystericized by the monumental

pr~jections

of men.

I

will begin, therefore, with an appropriately "hysterical"
visual challenge: looking at

Frida looking at herself

through the eyes of Diego.
Frida Kahlo painted herself.

Gazing into a mirror

affixed to the underside of the canopy of her bed, the bed
to which she was confined for many hours of her life, she
painted her face and then, she painted her face.

She

painted her face and costumed her body in an elaborate act
of self-fashioning, a production itself characterized by
covertness and disclosure.

Like Clement's witch, she

circulated bits and pieces on her body (35-37):
Renaissance gowns, Tehuana traditional dress, Colonial
style earrings, pre-Columbian jade beads, dime store
trinkets, Indian huaraches, layers of petticoats
embroidered at the hem with bawdy Mexican sayings, Herrera
tells us she frequently "mixed elements of different
costumes in one carefully composed ensemble" (110).

For a

period of time, she even dressed like a boy--shaved her
head and wore "pants, boots, and a leather jacket"

(109).

Frida "disguised" herself like 19th century women at
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masquerade balls; behind costumes, she hid the mores of
male class systems inscribed within the construction of
gender and was able to "play" with sexuality.4

This kind

of transgressive play (which approaches cross-dressing) is
reflected in the aesthetic play of her paintings.

Herrera

says that "for Frida the elements of her dress were a kind
of palatte from which she selected each day the image of
herself that she wished to present to the world"
(109)--and, we might add, the image that she wished to
present to herself in her mirror, an array of images she
would re-present again and again with tiny, patient
brush-strokes upon her jewel-like canvases.
Even the accident that turned her into a semi-invalid
for most of her life seems to have been the scene of
artistic production by reifying her body as canvas and
transforming her into an objet d'art.

For after the metal

bus railing pierced her abdomen and emerged through her
vagina, crushing her pelvis and severing her spinal cord,
her then-companion and lover, Alejandro Gomez Arias, tells
us "[s]omething strange had happened[:] Frida was totally
nude.

The collision had unfastened her clothes.

Someone

in the bus, probably a house painter, had been carrying a
packet of powdered gold.

This package broke, and the gold

fell allover the bleeding body of Frida.

When people saw

her they cried, 'La bailarina, la bailarina!'

with the

S9

. gold on her red, bloody body, they thought she was a
dancer" (49).

Thus Frida's accident takes on the "colors"

of a festival, in Clement's sense, a conflation of the Real
and the Imaginary where "gymnastic contortions and symptoms
are equivalent, [where] woman reveals the unique power to
invert her own body" (23).
The accident seems to have been a matrix for the
vision that informed Frida's art in more ways than one.

"I

have lost my virginity" (49), she said when she regained
consciousness.

Frida, who at 18 was no virgin, thus troped

the brutal passage of the bus railing through her body as a
sexual assault.

And, like the "inverted rape" of the bus

railing--in abdomen, out vagina--Frida inverts the issue of
female sexuality, displacing the real loss of virginity
with a figurative loss, the real phallus with a figure for
the phallus. Indeed it is in the interstices of this
privileging of figurative over "real," of representation
over the signified that Frida situates her own mutilated
body.

This space, which

presents on its smooth, unbroken

surface the meconnaissance of the self, is the liminal and
hystericized space of the spectacle:

The space of the

mirror. 5
If the mirror enables Frida to envision her shattered
body as whole, then what does it mean that she re-presents
her image on canvas, often as symbolically divided, doubled
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or in pieces?

If the mirror presents to Frida the already

fetishized and metaphorized (because already costumed)
image of her body, then what does it mean to paint the body
again?

And if the mirror presents to Frida the image she

fashions for Diego--playful, eccentric, theatricalized,
artificed-- what is the image her paintings project?
I would like to suggest that when Frida looks into the
mirror, she is already wittingly dividing herself.
both spectacle and spectator:

She is

the model--passive, motion-

less, beloved of Diego, emblem of transference affixed to
the mise en abime of the Imaginary--and the artist,
masterful, desiring, and inhabiting a space utterly
unrepresentable in any conventional "realist" sense.
Indeed, like the analyst "[who goes) to the other side of
the couch, henceforth a figure from behind[,) an invisible
presence" (Clement, 13), the artist is always hidden behind
her art.

Clement explains this as "get[ting) out of the

look, leav[ing) the exchange of words, and break[ing) the
scene of transference" (13).

In any self-portraiture,

therefore, the issue of "realism" is already problematized.
"Realism," writes John Tagg,
offers a fixity in which the signifier is treated as
if it were identical with a pre-existent signified
and in which the reader's role is purely that of a
consumer.

In realism, the process of production of a
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signifier through the action of a signifying chain is
not seen.

It is the product that is stressed, and

production that is repressed. (Pollack, 123)
Frida's paintings represent the "production," in Tagg's
sense, that is usually repressed by realism.
this representation of a production

(01:'

What enables

a process) is

precisely the duality afforded by her vision of herself in
the mirror and by her repeated self-portraiture.
But if the act of self-portraiture is already
problematic by virtue of its hidden signified (the artist),
it is doubly complicated for a woman who must portray
herself as object of "the look" and convey herself as
artist.

Such doubleness implies a kind of bisexuality

because, as Griselda Pollack puts it, she must "occupy the
masculine position as subject of the look" (86).
Diego himself seems to have spotted this bisexuality in
Frida's paintings when he referred to her as "la pintora
mas pintor" which, as Herrera points out, uses both
feminine and masculine terms (280).

In any event,

the long hours spent scrutinizing her reflection in
the mirror and reproducing that reflection must have
accentuated Frida's sense of having two identities:
the observer and the observed, the self as it is felt
from within and the self as it appears from without.

•
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Thus Frida • • • approached the body and face
schismatically. (Herrera, 279)
Such a double-take, I think, cuts to the heart of the
problem of representation for women in a society where "the
social, sexual and psychic construction of femininity is
constantly produced, regulated, [and] renegotiated"
(Pollack, 82).

Its production is never static or a-sexual,

and Kahlo works through those libidinal complications on
her canvases.
Her 1939 painting, The Two Fridas is an example of
this complex schismatic and often prismatic
"working-through."

Completed on the day she received the

final divorce papers from Diego (they divorced, then
reconciled soon after), The Two Fridas offers, on first
glance, a rather obvious symbolization of heartbreak.
Against a dark, cloud- afflicted sky, Kahlo has painted two
nearly identical images of herself sitting next to each
other on a woven rush bench:

the Frida on the right side

of the canvas wears a richly colored Tehuana traditional
dress;

on the left, her "twin" is clothed in a white,

European-style Victorian gown.

The "Fridas" hold hands and

are mO.re profoundly joined by a long red artery which is
shared by each of their hearts, which are exposed with
anatomical accuracy on the body of each figure.
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As viewers of The Two Fridas, we are immediately
confronted by what Pollack calls a disturbance of "the
logic of the gaze."

Noting the split perspectives and

shallow pictorial spaces in the modernist paintings of
Berthe Morisot and Mary Cassatt, Pollack asks "Why this
lack of conventional distance and the radical disruption of
what we take as the normal spectator-text relations" (63)?
In "the normal spectator-text relations" the
image--especially the image of a woman--is a consumable
product,
(81)6

,,~

site for the inscription of sexual difference"

as Pollack puts it, a figure which evokes both

familiarity and dominance on the part of the viewer. 7

What

disturbs the "logic of the gaze" in The Two Fridas is
precisely that there are two Fridas, side by side, equally
figured.

As viewers, our "split" attention is implicated

in Frida's "double-take," traversing back and forth like
the vein that flies through the air connecting the two
Fridas.

In the center of the painting, where we would

expect to be drawn in, to find a single unbroken figuration
which comforts and reaffirms (like the mirror) and from
which everything radiates, making sense, making whole,
making "art," there is practically nothing--clouds, dark
sky and a slim, uncanny vein along which our eyes
incessantly travel from Frida to Frida.

Our "looking" is
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mirrored back to us from the space we must cross and
re-cross in order to "see" some thing.
The mirror that Frida Kahlo presents to the viewer, in
this case, is not the mirror which reaffirms mastery and
(uncastrated) wholeness.

It is not the site which

inscribes sexual difference and gives back the familiar
indices of representation.

Nor is it a mere reduplication

of the artist/model dichotomy, or any other dichotomy-nature/culture, public/private, male/female--as we shall
see.

It is a site that mirrors a split, a de-stablized

perception nervously redounding back and forth.
know where to look.

Nevertheless, we have to look

somewhere; so we look separately:
the other.

We do not

first one Frida, then

This fragmented looking, like a recollection of

the corps morcele,8 makes us uneasy too.
American art historian MacKinley Helm reports that
Kahlo had designated these figures, Tehuana and Victorian,
respectively, as "the one who Diego had loved" and "the one
who Diego no longer loves" (278).
with the dilemma of difference.

Now we are confronted
For to be no longer loved

or loved in the past tense seem to be linguistic versions
of the same condition.

On the other hand, "La Frida que

Diego hab1a amado," the imperfect preterite in spanish,
translates not only into "the Frida who Diego had loved,"
but "had been loving" or "was loving," as part of a

I
65

continuous past which splits the image from the signified;
and "La Frida que Diego todavla no ama" is literally "the
Frida who Diego still does not love," a signification that
leaves the relationship of the image to its referent intact
and present. 9

In fact, the more closely we scrutinize the

figures of Frida in this painting (one at a time), the more
the "mirrored" notions of difference and sameness seem to
entangle and unsettle us.

But Kahlo, as I hope to show,

disrupts the Imaginary--and the scene of transference--in
her painting; she presents a process, a "production" that
is not readily consumed like conventional realist painting,
whose signifiers are not treated as if they were identical
to pre-existent signifieds such as the Frida Diego had
loved and the Frida Diego no longer loves.

Both, we know,

are in disguise.
The Tehuana Frida, for example, seems more solid and
less stylized than her victorian other. The traditional
Mexican costume rendered with broad brush strokes and
relatively

few details reveals the volume of the body

beneath, the sturdy legs set firmly and provocatively
apart, the breasts pressed against the fabric of the blouse
and the erotic swell of the abdomen rising above the
thighs.

As Herrera points out, this Frida is visibly

darker than the other (278), a "darkness" that in more ways
than one reestablishes her connection with Kahlo's half
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Mexican heritage on her mother's side.

For Kahlo's mother

is dead at the time of this painting, and so, Kahlo seems
to imply, is her mother's daughter.

Indeed, "the Frida

Diego had loved," by its very verb tense, designates a dead
Frida, unlinked to its image which continues as a reminder
(or remainder) of what had been.
The nostalgic weight of this figure, situated as
memory frozen in time, finds its emblem in the tiny
fetishistic oval miniature of Diego that in this Frida is
positioned in front of the genital area.

"A little

thing," the miniature (which recalls Freud's description of
the woman's clitoris as "a little phallus") 10

"hides" the

genitals at the same time that it uncovers an absence (of a
phallus) by marking the spot. 11 Through the image of
Diego, then, Frida re-fetishizes her own representation, a
representation already fetishized by costuming herself, as
a Tehuana, for Diego, and then painting herself through his
eyes.

This multiple fetishization has the effect of

de-eroticizing the image.

For here we are presented not

with the representa- tion of the horrific absence of male
"superior equipment" that "petrifies" men,12 but with the
transgressive representation of that representation--a
mirror of homo- erotics wittily figured (and disfigured) by
Diego's tiny self in the miniature.

The Diego that

presides over the eyes of Frida's earlier self-portraits is
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relegated to a picture of himself (an artifact) in this
one, certainly diminished.

For although the miniature's

metaphorical significance is indisputable--attached to the
vein that bears the blood of this Frida, as lover or even
as male child--its infinite almost indecipherable
interiority announces a desire that is nostalgic and dead.
Susan Stewart, in her brilliant study of
miniaturization, observes that
The transcendence presented by the miniature is a
spacial transcendence, a transcendence which erases
the productive possibilities of understanding through
time.

Its locus is thereby the nostalgic.

Hence the

miniature is often a material allusion to a text which
is no longer available to us, or which, because of its
fictiveness, never

~

available to us except through

a second order fictive world. (60)
Thus Kahlo comments, in the Tehuana Frida, on the unavailability of Diego both now and then, and on that selffashioning-for-the-eyes-of-Diego that is finally relegated
to the past.

Such a comment implicitly acknowledges "[the]

second order fictive world" that was always the nexus of
their exchanged gazes--the situation of transference.
Moreover, as the image of this Frida cathects
fetishism and death, Diego and the mother, self and loss of
self, it announces its connection to the inconceivable, the
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Phallus of the mother, and to the nostalgic moment of
meconnaissance in the mirror of the mother's gaze.

Indeed,

Frida Kahlo, like Freud's Dora, remembers her "unlettered"
mother chiefly

f~r

her meticulous housekeeping and

bookkeeping-- "She didn't know how to read or write, she
only knew how to count money" (Herrera, 12)--and for her
rather cold treatment of Frida's older sister who eloped at
15.

Even this memory, startingly devoid of nostalgia,

points to Kahlo's "hysteria," to the time where the
Phallus/power therefore love of the mother was lost
forever. 13

It is Diego who offers, finally, the

possibility of recovering this Phallus, this love, and it
is in this displaced sense that the dissolution of the
marriage reenacts the scene of castration.

Moreover, the

Tehuana Frida which links the dead mother to the dead
marriage also re-marks herself as dead in the
transferential drama that had once maintained her as
daughter and wife.

For as the miniature "marks the pure

body, the inorganic body of a machine and its repetition of
a death that is therefore not a death" (Stewart, 69), then
to repeat a death of a death in artistic production is to
kill again.

The Frida that Diego had loved (and the mother

that Frida had loved), therefore, despite the volume and
presence of her body, is situated irretrievably in the
past, her heart resting on her blouse like a grotesque

69

brooch or like the heart of a corpse on a pathologist's
table.
But the Frida that Diego no longer loves, ornately
swathed in layers of white, her body flat and stylized,
formally "posed" in the tradition of classical portraitists
(or funeral directors) seems no less dead than her
"double." As viewers our attention is drawn to the
complexities of the gown itself rather than to the
manikinesque figure that displays it.

Thus the "Victorian"

Frida, instead of emanating from a lost unrecoverable
interior, is exteri- orized, even commodified, in this
representation:

she is all surface, clothing and decor.

The lace bodice whose tantalizing aperture down the
right breast edged with, perhaps, satin and "finished" with
an intricate double bow at the neck, offers an almost
archetypal example of the erotics of clothing. 14

Glimpsing

in, we see the over blouse, a covering which proclaims
further coverings--chemise, undergarments, corset--all of
which illustrate Freud's notion of the fetish.

A "twin"

aperture over the left breast seems deliberately defetishized by comparison.

For here the lace is torn (not

erotically, but systematically, as if with a surgical saw)
to expose the bare breast plastered with a bisection of the
heart complete with ventricals, valves and even the white
path of the Columnae Cornae.

In fact, as one half of the
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upper torso is eroticized by clothing, the other is
medicalized by the fact of its nakedness.

In the victorian

Frida, the Frida that Diego continues to not love, Kahlo
has presented a discourse of the body in pieces: an
autopsy.
The gown itself, for example, is a pastiche, not
unlike Kahlo's own hodge-podge self-fashioning, drawn from
throughout the ages.

While the bell-shaped sleeves and

complex bodice are certainly victorian in principle, the
unadorned skirt is not typical of victorian dress--mainly
because it is so simple.

The relatively sparse painted (or

embroidered) decorations on the lower part of the skirt and
the wide ruffle at the hem suggest Empire couture or even
(if they are meant to represent hand painting) an ethnic
Indian costume.

The tight fitting chemise (whose sleeves

peek out from under the sleeves of the gown) is characteristic of the 17th century; and the construction of the
dress itself, its looser, squarer fit, as opposed to the
pinched, corsetted waists of victorian times, resembles
Renaissance costume. 15

And so though Herrera designates

the gown as "victorian" (278), Frida Kahlo has actually
crossed (and double-crossed) history with her creation.
In the Victorian Frida, Kahlo re-presents an image of
Woman's body as the site where the discourses of medicine,
art, history, and religion intersect 16 and where fashion
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reasserts itself as a construction which will "smooth out"
the inscriptions of patriarchal culture.

Indeed fashion,

like hysterical symptoms, confines the body of woman to a
surface text.

And like hysteria, the semiotics of

fashion-through-the-ages erupts on the body of woman,
"concealing at its core the slim white animal that [makes]
itself fearfully desirable, letting itself be searched
for.

,,17

But Kahlo' s depiction of this Frida clearly leaves

nothing to the imagination, for here she presents both the
discourse of "clues" and the discourse of discovery,
erotics and hermeneutics--inside and outside--on equal
planes.

In her perception, the interior that, say,

psychoanalysis seeks turns out to be another surface
element of the massive project of "fashioning" women as
objects of desire and objects of representation.

such

fashioning, this figure of Frida seems to suggest, carves
up the body of woman and hystericizes her.
Kahlo's Victorian Frida re-presents the genderized
body of woman as constituted by the discourses of culture
which fragment her body like symptoms.
(deliberately) makes fashion mis-takes.

In so doing, she
Mistakes like

these may remind us of those other women--dressmakers and,
especially, weavers--who, for most of history, have spun
and stitched the garments that phallocentric culture has
insisted women wear.

The subtly altered hem, the "flaw" in
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muslin or lace, the innovation upon or transgression of
masterfully conceived creations prescribed by (mostly) male
designers,18 like Penelope's lie to her suitors, unravel a
tiny, indecipherable story while they "mark" time.

Indeed,

lace-work, pleating, embroidery and hand decoration seem to
have managed a kind of ecriture feminine, an inscription in
which the repressed reappears, disrupting the "line" it is
imprisoned within: a kind of rebellion and a kind of
signature.
Likewise Kahlo, in her representation of those ancient
female (pre) occupations, revises them, which is to say, she
"sees" them again and differently, reaffirming the
unheimlich of their production.

For in her painting of the

Victorian Frida, the lace. of the bodice seems hardened to
the texture of bony sea-coral and confines the wearer like
armor; and the blood dripping from the surgical pincers
mingles uncannily with the decorative border of red birds
and flowers on the gown's lower portions.

In this way,

what is repressed reappears to further destablize what has
been figured (by fashion) as whole and beautiful and
unproblematic.

The blood spurting from the artery, the

tight armor of lace clasping both torso and throat, the
exposed bisected heart, the impassive face whose eyes seem
fixed at a point in front of and below the viewer,
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perpetually eluding us, all conflate to suggest a mortal
injury.
Which brings us full circle back, by way of an
hysterical route through hystericized representation, to
the scene of castration.

This Frida stages the oedipal

drama differently than her other, evoking the law of the
father rather than the death of the mother.

And consistent

with the profile Freud offers for hysterical patients,19
Frida adored her father.

Herrera describes Guillermo as

"solemn, courteous, a little severe" but with a dry sense
of humor, and "unusually tender" toward his daughter Frida:
"Of his six children, Frida was the one to whom Guillermo
Kahlo felt most attached.

Rarely demonstrative, he would

nevertheless murmur, "Frida. lieber Frida," in a low voice
when he came home to Coyoacon from his work in Mexico city

(18).

Indeed, there are many points of similarity between

father and daughter--a kind of hysterical identification.
Guillermo Kahlo was born in Germany and emigrated to Mexico
after he suffered from a tragic "fall"--like Frida's
improvidential accident--which injured his brain and caused
the epileptic fits which he endured throughout the rest of
his life.

And like Frida, he was an artist--a professional

photographer and amateur watercolorist who encouraged her
artistic endeavors and even influenced her style.
tells us that

Herrera
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[a]lthough the young Frida did not have much patience
for the exacting work, something of her father's
fastidiousness, his concern for minute surface detail,
would later appear in her own paintings.

Certainly

the tiny brush strokes and the small scale that
retouching photographs entails became second nature to
Frida, and the stiff formality of her father's
portraits affected her approach to portraiture. (19)
Indeed, in the minute surface detail of the Victorian
Frida, we see precisely the father's influence--in more
ways than one.

For as this artifacted Frida evokes the

artisan, the male position as "subject of the look" and
Frida's alignment (as artist) with that position, the body
is also inscribed with the signs that deconstruct that
position as hegemonic, elitist, and therefore problematic.
For this Frida in her Euro-victorian gown, lighter skinned,
patrician, wearing

the "proper" (traditional) wedding

dress (as opposed to the Tehuana costume Kahlo actually
wore when she wed Diego) is itself a figure for
androcentric culture.
If the Tehuana Frida is hysterical, detached from
her signifier and her desire, the victorian Frida is
hystericized, a re-presentation of a cultural figuration.
Indeed each of these Fridas present a bizarre inversion of
the other--not schismatic (or doubled) as in the Imaginary
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of the mirror so much as prismatic, refracting rather than
reflecting her selves.

Where the Tehuana presents an

interior, broken by time, the victorian presents a surface,
continual and inescapable, suggesting the Frida Diego no
longer loves and will never love.

While one Frida recalls,

as if from the grave, Kahlo's mother, the other alludes to
her German-born father, an Anglo identity Diego certainly
disdained.

Indeed, the father's "shadow," as a synecdoche

for hegemony,

satura~es

the artifacted figure of the Anglo

Frida, reinforcing the bond between father and daughter, as
artists and invalids, at the same time that Frida herself
disrupts hegemony and the father's "influence" with her
special re-vision.

For side by side, like a Lady and a

Lady's maid, the two Fridas imbed the discourses of class
and racial difference, of privilege and privation into the
larger symbolic vision of representation itself.

In this

way, Frida Kahlo shatters her own (narcissistic) mirror and
its mutual inflection of artist and model, and exposes the
mechanism of counter-transference.
still, what remains in this painting is what
disappears into an abyss: impenetrable longing, the desire
that hides in figuration, the past tense.

If the father's

Frida represents surface construction, the "object a" cut
up (and made desirable) by the discourses of history and
culture, then what is left for the mother's Frida to
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represent?

Just as the Oedipal stage marks the father and

our entry into systems of history and law, the loss of the
mother in the pre-Oedipal is linked to the issue of the
"self," as separate, masterful, and fragile.

As an artist

and a woman, Frida Kahlo's stake in the self--that is to
say in the mother and all that she implies for a daughter
who would occupy the male position as "artist"--is
formidable.

"The Frida that Diego had loved" is, in this

sense, the nexus of Kahlo's deepest concerns, concerns
which present and try to solve the contradiction between
self as woman, self as artist, and self as mother.
Woman/mother/artist/daughter, the unloved self that catches
our eye, it is this Frida who demands further reflection.

Madonna

She remained two hours in front of the sistine Madonna,
rapt in silent admiration. When I asked her what had
pleased her so much about the picture she could find no
clear answer to make. At last she said: "The Madonna."
--Sigmund Freud, Dora:
An Analysis of a Case of
Hysteria
What gives some likelihood to what I am arguing, that is,
that the women knows nothing of this jouissance, is that
ever since we've been begging them--last time I mentioned
women analysts--begging them on our knees to try to tell us
about it, well, not a word!
--Jacques Lacan, "God and the
Jouissance of The Woman"
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Dora's failure to give a clear answer to Freud's
question about the Madonna resonates warily with Lacan's
complaint about the women analysts.

Jouissance, like

Dora's ineffable experience of the sistine Madonna, does
not translate into the kind of discursive answer Freud and
Lacan expect; even "The Madonna" is not a "clear answer."
Likewise, as we have seen, there is an
inarticulateness about the Tehuana Frida: an interior that
vanishes, whose sign is a corpse.

As a recollection of the

dead mother and consequently of the preoedipal Imaginary
wherein mother and child experienced "something" together,
this image can only figure as nostalgic, marking a loss
that is lost precisely as it cannot be spoken about.

Such

irretrievability borders on primal repression, the
Uverdrangung that precedes the construction of the ego.
Jane Gallop paraphrases Lacan in this way:
The primary repressed was never present to consciousness, nor to any 'je,' but is primordially and
structurally excluded.

There is no past state that

was once present to which one could return, even in
fantasy. (151)
Kristeva explains that a return of the "enigmatic
foundation" of primary repression is "in the shape of
abjection" (11).
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What I will argue is that the "mother" is repeatedly,
obsessively abjected in Kahlo's paintings.

Only by

throwing the mother from her body (an action that reverses
Diego's "projection"), can Frida figure herself freely as
an artist.

One way of understanding this is to point to

the struggle with conventional, hegemonic representation
which always implicates the mother.

As Nancy Chadorow puts

it, "the reproduction of mothering [is] a central and
constituting element in the social organization and
reproduction of gender" (7).· In this feminist sense,
motherhood as an institution must be abjected, or at least
re-viewed, in order to perceive the construction of gender
and its concomitant silencing of the gender half we call
"women."

In her overdetermination of each "Frida" in The

Two Fridas, Kahlo demonstrates these androcentric
representationalist processes-- the deployment of
discourses which cut up the body of woman, making her a
silent spectacle, a fashion plate, an object of discourse
rather than a speaker.
On a psychoanalytic level, such silence is linked to
the unsayable of Jouissance and the Madonna, to the enigma
of primal repression and to the narcissism of the barely
differentiated ego.

Kristeva describes abjection as "the

recognition of the want on which any being, meaning,
language, or desire is founded" (5).

Even the incest
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taboo, Kristeva claims, is based on abjection--the fear of
being reincorporated into the mother's body where there is
no self (65).

We abject, therefore, in order differentiate

ourselves from "Heraclitus' flux, Epicurus' atoms, the
whirling dust of the cabalio" (Kristeva, Desire, 239).

In

her struggle for "words" or to give "a clear answer," which
is to say to express her self, Kahlo must violently "throw
up" the mother. Such a violence repeatedly performed
enables her "to dam up the abject or demoniacal potential
of the feminine" (Kristeva, 65) and thus give birth to
herself.
Indeed the death of the mother and Kahlo's own
inability to bear children (as a result of the accident)
seem to form a dark, nervous matrix which informs many of
her paintings.

Blood, bodily gashes and fissures,

grotesque scenes of birth and aborted births, and uncanny
images of barrenness circulate the imagos Kahlo represents
in an attempt to discharge the Real:
dissolution of the self.

disgust, death, or

In The Broken Column, for

example, the "mother" is implicitly signified, drawn in
bits and pieces from Madonna representations that have
figured throughout the history of art.

Stylized tears, for

example, recall the Mater Dolorosa who weeps eternally (as
object d'art) for her son.

The drape that enfolds the

lower portion of the body suggests (among other things) the
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traditional mantle of the Virgin, its "fallen" position
indicative of other important falls, such as the Fall of
Man or "fallen" women--the slippage from Virgin to
Whore--or the more radical slippage from Mother (mantle) to
Son (winding sheet), a confusion of identities that, as I
will presently argue, characterizes the abject.

At any'

rate, the figure who is represented in The Broken Column is
more Madonna symbol than not:

the secular clothing of

classical portraiture which inscribes male class systems is
absent here, and the mythic almost androgynous garb of
religious paintings--albeit in a suggestively de-stabilized
form--takes its place.

Moreover, the background is not

contextualized into the spheres of domesticity or (as in
the case of "fallen" women) prohibitive territories,~ but
seems rather to reduplicate, and perhaps parody, the vague
landscapes of religious paintings, as in the Madonnas of
Bellini or Leonardo.
In a sense, The Broken Column might be understood as
yet another version of the frequently imitated and copied
Mona Lisa, whose face, as Walter Pater observed, held a
disquieting array of representations:
All the thoughts and experiences of the world have
etched and moulded there • . . the animalism of
Greece, the lust of Rome, the mysticism of the middle
age • • • the return of the Pagan world, the sins of
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the Borgias.

She is older than the rocks among which

she sits; like the vampire she has been dead many
times, and iearned the secrets of the grave; and has
been a diver in deep seas • • • and trafficked for
strange webs with Eastern merchants, and, as Leda,
was the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as saint Anne,
the mother of Mary; and all this has been to her but
as the sound of lyres and flutes. (Wallace, 140)
Indeed Kahlo's figure, like Pater's observation about La
Giaconda, reveals the male "projection" which has not only
created her, but which continues to "read" her.

While the

Mona Lisa is the enigmatic "tabula" for "all the thoughts
and experiences of the world," Kahlo's figure becomes the
repository of the cultural discourses which have oppressed
women by defining them.

The brutalized body, split in two,

decorated with nails and surgical straps is arguably a
feminist reading of paintings such as the Mona Lisa, and by
extension, comments such as Pater's.
But what is extraordinary about both Madonnas is that
they are without child.

Pater's designation of the Mona

Lisa as both Leda and saint Anne, as symbolic mother of
symbolic daughters, reaching infinitely backwards and
forwards in time to the whole feminine gender, would seem
to explain the absence of a baby in Leonardo's painting . .
. (how often do we see Madonnas with baby daughters?)

But
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universal plight of womanhood, seems to implicate the
universal son--Christ--within the figure of the mother:

in

the nails piercing the torso, face, and drapery/winding
sheet, and in the bloody wound that bisects the body.

The

collapse of the boundaries of inside and outside is a
figure here for primal repression, for the fear of being
imbedded within the body of the mother.

In this way, Kahlo

represents the abject in The Broken Column;

using the

poetic language of painting, she attempts to symbolize the
(preverbal) beginning and the anxiety that resides in the
unstable border that divides this beginning from the self.
The Tehuana Frida, likewise, reproduces a figure that
is both mother and child, seen and re-seen through the
cathexis of Frida's mother and herself as well as Frida as
mother and Diego as the fetus attached to the "umbilicus"
that doubles as a vein.

"My blood is the miracle that

travels in the veins of the air from my heart to yours,"
Frida once wrote in a note to Diego (278), reifying his
dual role as both lover and son.

In this painting, as in

The Broken Column, the child is symbolically within (as
fetus and as miniature within a frame) and without, that is
to say outside the body, as a kind of exteriorized
interior.

At the same time, the image of Frida becomes the

vehicle for her lost, unrecoverable mother, an interiorized
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exterior.

By confusing and transgressing identity

boundaries in The Two Fridas, Kahlo is able to allude to a
disintegration of self, where mother and child displace
each other and vanish, only to reappear as corpses.
For as Kristeva writes, "it is not lack of cleanliness
or health that causes abjection, but what disturbs
identity, system, order • • • What does not respect borders,
positions, rules" (4).

Thus the "corpse" in Kristeva's

phenomenology of the abject becomes a sign of "what I must
permanently cut aside in order to live" (3).

In A

Fe~

Small Nips (1935), Kahlo depicts the corpse of a woman
lying on a bloody sheet, her body covered with slashes.
Above her stands a man with a knife that is itself smeared
with blood, as is his shirt front, the woman's body, the
floor, and even the wooden frame of the painting

(another

violated boundary, marking the transgression of the
symbolic to the real); and above the man are two doves,
white and black, who hold in their beaks a festive banner
on which are inscribed the words of the painting's title:
Unas Cuantos Pigue Titos.

The inspiration for this

painting came from a newspaper report of a crime, according
to Herrera, and so the figure on the bed is not, strictly
speaking, an image of Frida.

Never- theless, the dark

hair, the position of the body which echoes the body
position in an earlier self-portrait--Henry Ford Hospital
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(1932)--and the fact that Kahlo painted A Few Small Nips at
a time when Diego was having a notorious affair with her
younger sister, all seem to suggest that Frida is indeed
the occulted figure in this painting.

As corpse, then, the

self is totally abjected:
Deprived of the world, therefore, I fall in a faint.
In that compelling, raw, insolent thing in the
morgue's full sunlight, in that thing that no longer
matches and therefore no longer signifies anything, I
behold the breaking down of a world that has erased
its borders:

fainting away.

The corpse, seen without

God and outside of science, is the utmost of
abjection.

It is death infecting life.

Abject.

It

is something rejected from which one does not part,
from which one does not protect oneself as from an
object.

Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it

beckons to us and ends up engulfing us. (Kristeva, 4)
Read as a re-vision of the 1932 Henry Ford Hospital,
A Few Small Nips presents a story which connects motherhood
and childbirth to death of the self.

In the earlier

painting, Frida poses herself on a metal hospital bed, the
blood beneath her legs indicating her recent abortion.

In

contrast to the corpse of A Few Small Nips, this Frida is
alive but sorrowful.

The background is the industrial

skyline of Detroit; indeed the bed seems situated in an
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indeterminable space, both inside a hospital room with its
hard green floor and outside, under a boundless sky.

The

conflation of inside and outside and the depiction of the
"mother" mixed with the gruesome splotches of her abortion
all point to the dangerous dissolution of the self which
inheres in the matrix of mother and child.

As Barbara

Johnson has pointed out in an article that addresses
abortion as a complex rhetorical issue, "there is something
about the connection between motherhood and death that
refuses to remain comfortably figurative" (198).
abortion

Indeed,

not only presents the implication of the mother

as criminal, but also of the mother as annihilated--that is
to say, in killing her child, she is also, perhaps, killing
herself as mother.

But even more significantly, if

abjection is that symptom or sUblimation that borders the
Uverdrangung and endangers all of our egos, it is
especially the egos of women that are imperiled as they
return again and again to those borders not only when they
conceive children, but when they abort them.

For women, as

potential mothers, are situated precisely between the
mothers who bore them and the children they will bear or
lose:

on either pole threatened by the unheimlich return

to the edge of undifferentiation.
This is why the issue of self-hood is at once so
crucial and so fragile for women.

It is through a repeated

..
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in sUblimation (11),
in representation, in

return to the abject

as Kristeva puts

it, which is to say

art, that women

especially can give birth to

thems~lves.

Henry Ford

Hospital suggests this in its array of "totems" circulating
the body of the mother who has failed to produce a son.
Instead, the son becomes one in this series of surreal
objects which float like helium balloons from the ribbons
that "Frida" holds in her hand.

The other objects, which

include a snail, a torso exhibiting the anatomy of a woman,
an orchid, a corset, and a vague mechanical device of
uncertain origin, are metonyms for the female body,
according to Herrera's reading of them (144).

As the witch

in a certain scenario displaces the hysteric, abjection as
sublimation displaces abjection as symptom and becomes a
way of reassembling the (female) self.

Clement reminds us

that the witches' "partial object" is a figure which
concentrates power and desire:

"Wastes:

Nail clippings,

menstrual blood, excrement, a lock of hair; these scraps of
the body are what will act as a charm.

As partial objects

detached from the body, they are especially powerful" (35).
Circulating partial objects in the arena of the symbolic,
as representations, makes possible the inscription/birth of
self inasmuch as these detached representations function as
"charms" which protect the artist from the symptoms of
abjection (dissolution and death).

In Henry Ford Hospital,

87

Kah10 therefore injects a note of hopefulness:

from the

blood of aborted childbirth and even the tears of the
mother arise something e1se--the representation of
representations swirling around, parts of the self detached
and empowered, the symbolic is-ness of the artist.

For

"[abjection] is an alchemy that transforms the death drive
into a start of new life, of new significance" (Kristeva,
15) •
The last painting I will discuss, My Birth (1932), was
painted in'-the same year as Henry Ford Hospital, which was
the same year that Frida Kah10's mother died.

Herrera

describes My Birth as "one of the most awesome images of
childbirth ever made" (157).

There is nothing disputable

about the focal point of this painting:

as viewers, we are

rivetted to the adult head of Frida protruding from the
vaginal cavity of the mother-corpse.

Herrera points out

that the head of Frida looks as dead as the mother.
goes on to say:

She

"Although My Birth depicts Frida's own

birth, it also refers to the recent death of her unborn
child.
herself"

It is thus a picture of Frida giving birth to
(158).

Kah10 herself said of the painting, "My

head is covered because, coincidentally with the painting
of the picture, my mother died" (158).

I suggest that the

spatial ambivalence of mother-child, both inside and
outside each other, reenacting the dissolution of self, the
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collapse of boundaries, the conflation of identities, could
only end in corpses.
Over the bed is a portrait of the Mater Dolorosa, the
Mother whose sorrow is that she will always be caught in
hysterical tears, hysterical longing.

Indeed any Madonna,

as Virgin Mother, will always signify the
inconceivable--the Immaculate Conception which is, perhaps,
the mirror image of that other inconceivability, the
Phallic Mother.

As pure, idealized spectacle, the Madonna

recalls the jouissance of the pre-oedipal: the wordless
narcissistic "projection" of the child upon the mother
which is preserved in the Imaginary of religious paintings.
The Madonna is the mother whose whole being is tied to
motherhood; she is a freak who conceives without sex, who
is blessed by virtue of her divine progeny.

She keeps

intact the illusion of "mother" as powerful and thus keeps
the masterful imago of the uncastrated (omnipotent) "son"
intact.

And yet, as a self, the Madonna has no real being.

She exists only as a relation--not as an authentically
differentiated ego.

This is why she swings from the

ecstasy of childbirth to the sorrow of the child's death.
She is a sign only for her child, an hystericized
representation that can never signify "herself.,,21
In My Birth, Frida Kahlo is defiant in her rejection
of the Madonna in all her facets: as hegemonic stereotype
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and

narcissistic Imaginary of motherhood.

The painting of

the Mater Dolorosa presiding over the deathbed of mother
and child offers itself, ironically I think, as the
substitute face for the mother who has lost her "self" in
childbirth.

For to be a "self" and to be a mother, Kahlo

seems to suggest, are antithetical, unless in an act of
total sublimation--as My Birth demonstrates--you become
both at once.
process.
but where

As viewers we are implicated in this

As viewers we

hover somewhere above the figure,

exactly is uncertain:

we are as un-situated as

the Mater Dolorosa who could be pinned to an endless sky;
we are both inside and outside of the painting in the same
way that the mother and child are both inside and outside
of each other.

As "the logic of the gaze" collapses, so

does our mastery as viewers.

And

like the mother-child

dyad, we become uncertain of our own boundaries, of our own
acts of sUblimation.

Transfixed, we could look for a long

time, like Dora, and "find no clear answer to make."
Perhaps this is why at the

bottom of the painting, running

full-length across the canvas, a large blank scroll
confronts us.

Look!

*

Not a word!

*

*

L
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Frida Kahlo's life demonstrates her hysteria.

Her

almost prototypical relationship with her parents, her
"tomboy" youth and later bisexuality, and even her
suffering, which Herrera suggests may have been "essential
to her self-image" (346), all point to an "hysterical"
personality, a woman in Freud's sense who has not managed
the proper transition into "normal femininity. ,,22

Her

paintings explore her hysteria and the cultural hysteria
which results from the specularization of women.
Through Kahlo's work we come to understand Diego's
"projection" as a synedoche for the monumental projections
of the patriarchy upon women.

Indeed these "transferences"

have been so overwhelming that woman, as Irigaray points
out, "[have] improper access to representation" and "[have]
no signs, no symbols or emblems, or methods of writing that
could figure her instincts" (124).

Whether we hide behind

the couch or collapse on it, we are caught in the "circus
of transference."

And yet, as Lacan implies, the mirror

can be shattered once we catch on to its "Imaginary"
movement. 23
Model/artist, female/male, as a projection of Diego and
as she projects Diego into father, mother, son, universe,
lover, "husband" (379), Kahlo enacts all dimensions of the
transferential drama.
project that enactment.

Her paintings, as symbolic gestures,
In fact, as the "son" who Diego
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often becomes for Frida displaces the Real son,

symbolic

selfhood displaces the Real or Imaginary motherhood Kahlo
abjects.

Diego, therefore, becomes a vehicle for

abjection, for Frida's "delivery" of herself.

Thus, in a

series of dizzying and witch-like inversions, Frida Kahlo
turns the world as we know it against itself.

She shatters

the mirror.
Andre Breton said, "I believe in the future resolution
of the states of dream and reality, in appearance so
contradictory, in a sort of absolute reality, or
surrealite, if I may so call it" (Rubin, 23,24).

Frida's

paintings give us the "absolute realityH that Breton refers
to--a realism that involves the viewer in both its process
of dreaming and its process of thinking.

Monumentally

real, they subvert dimension, and transmute the mechanics
of projection to the genuine.
pointed out.

As Diego has unwittingly
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CHAPTER THREE

AUTHOR(IZ)ING FEMININE DESIRE:
ANAIS NIN & THE EROTICS OF EROTICA

Hal Fuck fair ladies, fuck to your hearts delight; fuck
your pretty heads off, we couldn't care less; we have only
one concern and it is this: that you anticipate our
desires, that you satisfy them with all alacrity, and
unscrupulously; endeavor to please us, metamorphose
yourselves, assume many roles, play at this sex and that,
be children so as to afford your husbands the passing great
delight of whipping you, and you may be sure of it; treat
him thus thoughtfully and comprehendingly and he will take
little heed of anything else. The course of action I have
just outlined is to my knowledge the only one capable of
mitigating the horror of wedlock, the most appalling, the
most loathsome of all the bonds human kind has devised for
its own discomfort and degradation.
--Marquis de Sade
The desire to bring the real body to life in the words of
the book (everything that is written exists), the desire to
do violence by writing to the language which I (j/e) can
only enter by force.
'I' (j/e) as generic feminine subject
can only enter by force into a language which is foreign to
it, for all that is human (masculine) is foreign to it.
--Monique Wittig

Slippery Transactions
In April of 1940, Anais Nin writes in her diary:
A book collector offered Henry Miller a hundred
dollars a month to write erotic stories.

It seemed

like a Dantesque punishment to condemn Henry to write
erotica at a dollar a page.

He rebelled because his

mood at the moment was the opposite of Rabelasian,
because writing to order was a castrating operation,
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because writing with a voyeur at the

keyhole took all

the spontenaiety and pleasure out of his fanciful
adventures. (Diary III, 33)
Nin sees the book collector's offer to Henry as a
"Dantesque punishment," an instance of poetic justice to
condemn the already renowned writer of censorable materials
to churn out interminable porn-to-order at a dollar a page.
She explains that "his mood at the moment was the opposite
of Rabe1asian" because complying with the book collector's
proposition is a "castrating operation" since such
compliance must acknowledge "a voyeur at the keyhole."

Or

to put it another way, the "voyeur at the keyhole" deprives
Henry Miller of "spontaneity and pleasure," the particular
spontaneity and pleasure that a renowned writer of
censorable materials experiences

when he can perform the

phallic (and sadistic) business of taking the reader on his
(Henry's) own terms.

"I will sing while you croak," Miller

tells the reader in Tropic of Cancer, "I will dance over
your dirty corpse" (2). 1
As it turns out, Henry's negotiations with the book
collector unsettle Henry's relationship with his reader.
No longer that vast, commercial, abstracted body upon whom
Henry can project his contempt, the book collector demands
that Henry provide a specific amount of erotica for a
specific amount of money.

Moreover, the book collector
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claims he is procuring Henry's services for a wealthy old
client who prefers to remain anonymous.

The book collector

thus becomes Henry's pimp, the "old man" (as Henry and Nin
refer to him) is the "john," and Henry finds himself in the
debased role of a prostitute performing for a customer who
refuses to disclose himself.

Furthermore, Henry suspects

that the old man is a fiction created by the book
collector.

If this is true (and Henry can never prove it)2

the story of the dirty old man rivals Henry's own "dirty"
stories.

Instead of singing and dancing over the reader's

obscene corpse, Henry becomes the brunt of the book
collector's obscene joke.

And so, in Nin's view, the

. mysterious, anonymous voyeur at the keyhole spoils
everything for Henry.

He perceives himself locked in a

room being forced to do something:
spectacle, he feels castrated. 3

as a prisoner and a

Thus feminized, he avails

himself of the usual female euphemism:

He says he is "not

in the mood."
Eight months later, Nin herself takes over the writing
of Miller's erotica at his request.

She writes, "When

Henry needed money for his travel expenses he suggested
that I do some [erotic] writing in the interim" (Diary lIt,
57).

complying with the book collector's demands (or with

Henry's) does not seem to present the same kind of problem
for Nin as for Miller.

Although she grouses from time to
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time about the loathesome old man who wants "less poetry
and more sex (Diary III, 58), and although she is
occasionally made weary by Henry's incessant demands for
her financial patronage, Nin does not seem to lose her
spontaneity and pleasure when she writes-to-order.

On the

contrary, she revels in her position, which she later
refers to as a "Madame in a literary house of prostitution"
(Diary III, 151).

Miller's fear of the voyeur at the

keyhole, that is to say at Henry's keyhole which is not
quite the same as Anais's keyhole (holes in this case
having unequal values for each), does not transfer with the
job of writing for a dollar a page--although part of the
dollar a page certainly transfers to Henry for his travel
expenses.
One way of understanding Nin's easy capitulation to
both Henry's and the book collector's propositions is to
say that as a woman, presumably having nothing "there," Nin
has nothing to lose in this "castrating operation."

As a

woman, she is comfortable, perhaps even delighted, to be a
spectacle for the gaze of a man and she is comfortable
mediating between Henry and the book collector, happily
aware of her whorish (even masochistic) position as the
medium of exchange between pimp (Henry) and john (book
collector).

But a spectacle/image, as Teresa de Lauretis

persuasively points out, is devoid of subjectivity.4

A
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spectacle, that is, cannot write.

To explore the paradox

of the female writing spectacle, I shall rely on de
Lauretis's elaboration of the female film spectator.

Each,

I will argue, implicates the other.
The female film spectator presents a problem for
feminist theorists of cinema in the same way that women
writers--and especially women writers of erotica--present a
problem for feminist theorists of literature. Female
subjectivity, Freud seems to suggest, requires alternating
between the masculine and feminine positions of desire. s
But as de Lauretis explains, such alternation is an
impossibility.

Basing her observations on theories of

narratology where the image represents a (feminine)
"plot-space" and the gaze a (masculine) hero/subject, de
Lauretis argues that
[t]he problem with the notion of an alternation
between image and gaze is that they are not
commensurable terms:
image.

the gaze is a figure, not an

We see the image; we do not see the gaze.

To

cite again an often-cited phrase, one can "look at her
looking," but one cannot look at oneself looking.

The

analogy that links identification-with-the-look to
masculinity and identification-with-the-image to
femininity breaks down precisely when we think of a
spectator alternating between the two.

Neither can be
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abandoned for the other, even for a moment; no image
can be identified, or identified with, apart from the
look that inscribes it as image, and vice versa.

If

the female subject were indeed related to film in this
manner, its division would be irreparable,
unsuturable; no identification or meaning would be
possible.

This difficulty has led film theorists,

following Lacan and

forgetting Freud, practically to

disregard the problem of sexual differentiation in the
spectators and to define cinematic identification as
masculine, that is to say, as an identification with
the gaze, which both historically and theoretically is
the representation of the phallus and the figure of
the male's desire. (143)
Film theorists who have been led "to disregard the problem
of sexual differentiation in the spectators" find their
equivalents in literary theorists who, for a similar
reason--the conundrum of alternating between male and
female positionalties--have been led to disregard sexual
differ- entiation in the author, reading all authors as
implicitly masculine.

But as we have seen from the

transfer of authorship from Henry Miller to Anais Nin,
sexual differentiation under certain conditions makes a
difference.

Like gaze and image, the male and female

experience of authorship, in this case at least, are
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incommensurable.
not.

Where Henry feels castrated, Anais does

Where Henry feels reduced to a spectacle, suddenly

deprived of his experience of subjectivity ("spontaneity
and pleasure"), Nin is able to create spontaneous and even,
as I shall presently argue, transgressive texts which take
a particular delight in subverting the book collector at
every turn.

But if Anais does not experience herself as

Henry does--blocked and thus "not in the mood"--and if
alternating between the male and female positionalities is
an impossibility, as de Lauretis suggests, then how do we
explain Nin's experience of authorship?
Once again, de Lauretis's

analysis of the female

spectator illuminates: "The female spectator identifies
with both the subject and the space of the narrative
movement, with the figure of movement [the gaze] and the
figure of its closure, the narrative image.

Both are

figural identifications and both are possible at once;
more, they are concurrently bourne and mutually implicated
by the process of narrativity" (143).

In this sense, we .

can understand Henry's squeamishness at the book
collector's offer.

since he does not, is rarely called

upon to do the double- identifying of the female spectator
or author (since he is not a woman), his specularization by
the book collector imperils his subjectivity.
female spectator, the male identifies with one

Unlike the
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figuration--that of the gaze or writer, the hero/subject
who moves narrative and makes everything happen.

Deprived

of that 'figural identification (because the book
collector/old man in his voyeurism usurps it), Henry feels
himself an image instead of a producer of meaning.
cannot write.

He

He has become hysterical.

Nin's experience differs from Miller's precisely
because she is able, by virtue of her (culture-constructed)
gender, to identify simultaneously with both the spectacle
and the gaze.

This doubleness, in fact, has always

constituted her subjectivity.

For de Lauretis, however,

the complex identification process of the female spectator
also makes possible the production of gender that has kept
women oppressed in social life. The female ability to
identify with both at once is, she contends, "the operation
. by which narrative and cinema solicit the spectators'
consent and seduce women into femininity: by a
double-identification, a surplus of pleasure produced by
the spectators themselves for cinema and for society's
profit" (143).

If this is so, then we might argue that

Nin's writing is complicit with the oppression of women,
that despite their incommensurate experiences as authors of
erotica,
Miller's.

Nin's writing is no different (in effect) than
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But a female author of erotica like Nin, who is
conscious of the gendered dimensions of writing (as her
description of Miller's writing block implies), identifies
with a third positionality.

Neither image or gaze, but

emerging from the site of that double- identification, this
position is closer to the one occupied by the feminist
theorist rather than the female spectator de Lauretis
describes.

The feminist theorist (de Lauretis herself, for

example) adds another layer of vision to the already
doubled vision of the less-theoretically aware female
spectator. As she marks the simultaneous, non-alternating
identifications of a female spectator (herself perhaps),
she moves at the same time from the imaginary to the
symbolic register, in Lacan's sense of those terms. 6

Her

marking, the act of a superior voyeur if you will, turns
the surplus of pleasure for the profit of society to a
surplus of knowledge for the profit of a certain kind of
reader.

This pleasure, which is both an ethical pleasure

and the pleasure of subjectivity, is the pleasure of
feminist authorship.
Seen in this light, Nin's erotic story "The Woman in
the Veil" can be read not only as a comment on her own
situation vis a vis Henry and the book collector, but as a
valuable contribution to an understanding of the
problematics of authorship and gender. In this story, from
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Nin's first collection of erotica Delta of Venus, George
the hero-adventurer walks into a set-up not unlike the
set-up Henry perceives himself victimized by at the hands
of the book collector.

At a Swedish bar George,

"who is

never at a loss for an interesting evening or for an
interesting woman" (80), notices a beautiful woman in a
black veil sitting with an attractive, well-dressed man.
George is drawn to the woman, whose face "glows" beneath
the veil and who becomes even more beautiful the more he
looks at her.

But no sooner does the woman's companion'

begin to chat with George, than the woman in the veil
unaccountably leaves.

George is disappointed because the

woman has left and because he does not have enough money to
invite her companion for a drink and thus find out more
about the woman.

Just when he feels that "his pleasure in

the evening was gone," the woman's companion invites George
for a drink.

In the ensuing

conversation George reveals

himself by "recount[ing] his [sexual] exploits
intriguing language" (80).

in

This, the narrator tells us, is

a "weakness" George has "in common with many men" (80).
When George finishes talking, the man makes him an
interesting offer which he prefaces with the familiar
rhetoric of con-artists: "You are the fellow I am looking
for."

He then describes a beautiful, wealthy, "flawless,"

woman--George knows instantly this must be the woman in the
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veil--who

~as

"one perverse accident of her nature--she

likes the unknown."

That is, she will only go to bed with

strangers and then, only once.

Predictably, the man next

invites George to gratify this woman by having sex with her
and assures him that he will be paid for his services.
So far in Nin's narrative there have been several
slippery transactions which touch in some way on the
alliance between Henry and the book collector,
ultimately point to the issues of writing

and

erotica and the

transfer of authorship:
1)

The woman in the veil, as a mysterious spectacle,

excites George in the same way, as it turns out, that the
woman in the veil is herself excited by the unknown.

But

the woman's need for someone like George seems, apparently,
to surpass George's need for the woman since she has hired
a procurer and is willing to pay.

Therefore, the woman is

the customer (john) and George is the prostitute (he whose
services are required).

The woman, who began as an

image--and even a fetish--sitting silently in a veil, an
intriguing spectacle, is transformed into a subject of
desire symbolically supplied with the very phallus whose
absence she evokes;7 and George, by implication, is taking
on the perhaps castrated role of the spectacle.

At the

same time, the woman is absent when her desires are
articulated, and so the reader (like George) has no way of
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knowing whether these desires are being accurately
represented.
2)

George's "stories" to the woman's companion are

paralleled and even surpassed by the man's description of
the woman in the veil, a description which is itself an
anomoly since a veiled woman, presumably, resists
description by her very (veiled) nature.

In any case, we

might note here the certain phallic "weakness" that the
narrator refers us to when she

describes George's

taie-telling, and the phallic competition that ensues
between the two men which is really a story-telling
competition.

Because the woman's companion tells the

better story--that is to say the story of the woman who
wants to go to bed with George--he wins.

George is thus

doubly effeminized, although at this point he seems unaware
of his collapsing masculinity.
3) George, like Henry, is short of funds and the man,
like the book collector, makes an offer.

George is a vain

man, proud of exploiting women, and confident in his
sexuality.

His confidence in this regard leads him to

accept the offer.

His masculine prowess will certainly

assert itself when the time comes; eventually, he feels he
will prove himself by satisfying the woman's desires (with
his superior sexual apparatus).

Presumably, Henry has

accepted the book collector's initial offer in the same
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spirit--confident about his phallic pen and about his
ability to titillate a reader.
4)

Le~'s

say George is a figure for Henry and the

woman's companion is a figure for the book collector.

The

woman, in this configuration, is a figure for the old man.
Therefore, she is either a fiction or not a fiction.

That

is to say, if we believe her companion, she has desires.
But these desires are themselves suspicious since they are
closely aligned with a somewhat typical male projection.
At this point in the narrative, nonetheless, we can
witness a disturbance in the positionalities of image/gaze,
subject/object (of desire) and author (teller of stories)/
reader(listener or voyeur) which is curiously interpolated
by an exchange of money.

Like money, more gender-saturated

designations seem about to be transferred.

Indeed, when

the man hails a cab, he gives George fifty dollars and
blind- folds him.

Thus bondaged, George "[submits] amiably

to the mystery" (81).

At length he finds himself in a

luxurious setting:
He was in a bedroom with a canopied bed set on a dais.
There were furs on the floor and vaporous white
curtains at

the windows, and mirrors, more mirrors.

He was glad he could bear these repetitions of
himself, infinite reproductions of a handsome man, to
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whom the mystery of the situation had given a glow of
expectation and alertness he had never known.

(82)

Here George, multiply specularized, seems to slip into the
place of the woman in the veil--he even has taken on her
"glow."

Moreover, the images that confront him in the

infinite mirrored reproductions of himself and his
narcissistic ability to "bear these repetitions" suggests
that he has also slipped into the role of de Lauretis's
female spectator, identifying at once with the image and
the gaze.

When the woman in the veil eventually appears,

she is not wearing the veil.

Instead--and here Nin seems

about to turn the tables once again--she is wearing a satin
dress which takes on the veil's function:
George [has] the feeling that the dress would fall
from her in one gesture, strip from her like a
glistening sheath, and that underneath would appear
her glistening skin, which [shines] like satin and
[is] equally smooth to the fingers.

(82)

Beneath the dress, the skin curiously resembles another
dress so that the series--veil/dress/skin--seems to echo
the mise en ablme of George's "handsome" reflection(s).
Here, however, instead of continuing infinitely in an
imaginary realm (of a mirror or many mirrors), the woman's
veils-- stripped to the skin and beyond--final.ly point to
no less than Miller's own figuration for his reader--a
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"dirty corpse."s

It is in this realm of the Real, where

death enters as the terrifying possibility of sex and the
driving force of narrative (desire), that George's erotic
encounter with the woman takes place. 9

Such a

figure--death--is felt as the desire for narrative closure,
on one hand, and as the desire for penetration and orgasm
on the other.

And yet, despite the often sadistic

eroticism of George's and the woman's lovemaking, it is not
clear whose desire is being sadistically gratified.

In

fact, sadism seems to transfer between them like a
commodity (like money?) until in the end we are led to
believe a mutual gratification has been achieved:
He passed his hands along the satin curves of her
body, as if to become familiar with it. She was
unmoved. (83)

Her yeilding made him almost want to

hurt her, so as to

rouse her in some way.

caresses roused him but not her.

The

Her sex was cool and

soft to his finger, obedient, but without vibrations.
(84)

She murmured, "Take your clothes off." (85)
By now he desired her so much that he could not wait
to touch her with the tip of his sex, but she stopped
him. (85)
[H]e bit into her flesh [

. ]. (85)

[H]e forced her away from his own sex [ • • • ]
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and finally
It was as if they each had become ravenously hungry
for the taste of flesh. (85)
But what such mutual ravissement ultimately reveals is that
the phallic urge

fo~

possession can never be satisfied.

First, as I have suggested above, penetration and, by
extension, mutilation can only end in reflections or
corpses.

The desire to uncover. a mystery or see within a

spectacle--or penetrate a woman as object of
desire--results always in these impossible mise en
ablmes,10 either an endless repetition of surfaces or a
dead body, the death of desire.

But the conclusion of

Nin's story suggests an alternate reason for the repeated
frustration of phallic desire, a reason that is more
closely aligned to woman's subjectivity and the ability of
the female spectator/author to be in two or more places at
one.
For example, George leaves the woman who "gives him a
light kiss on his almost painful lips," and for months he
is inconsolable because "the memory of this night [haunts]
him and he could not repeat this experience with any woman"
(86).

Then one day he runs into an old friend who tells

him an extraordinary story.
drinking at a bar, "spending

It seems the friend was
money freely," when he was

approached by a "distinguished" man who propositioned him.
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In exchange for one hundred dollars, the man offered to let
George's friend witness a "magnificent love scene."
friend accepted since he was a "confirmed voyeur."

The
He

describes to George "a beautiful nymphomaniac woman" and a
man who was "especially gifted and potent."

Naturally, the

woman corresponds in every particular to George's woman in
the veil, "even to the satin dress" (86).
devastated.

George is

The last paragraph of the story reads:

Poor George.

For months he was wary of women.

He

could not believe such perfidy, and such playacting.
He became obsessed with the idea that the women who
invited him to their apartments were all hiding some
spectator behind a curtain. (87)
George, like Henry Miller, is obsessed with the voyeur
at the keyhole.

In such circumstances, Nin seems to imply,

he is castrated, a spectacle, unable to perform.

Like

Miller, George cannot evade the other male gaze, a gaze
which turns him into a woman.

The perfidious woman who, we

might note, always incorporates some form of play-acting
into her lovemaking, that is to say always performs for her
own gaze, has uncovered the ruse that perpetuates her as
object of desire.

Such a discovery leaves men like George

no choice than to feel the effects of a castrating
operation.
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But, in fact, at the end it appears that only the male
desire to watch (read) is left intact.

Only the voyeur's

gaze, concealed behind a curtain, remains as an abstracted
version of the phallic urge to possess.

Only George's

friend testifies that the experience has been "worthwhile"
(worth a hundred dollars).

Let us review the negotiations:

The man pays George fifty dollars to make love to the
woman.

The man procures George's friend, a voyeur, to

watch the scene for one hundred dollars.

The man either

gives the woman fifty dollars for her share of the act or
splits the remaining fifty

with the woman or, more likely,

takes the lion's share and gives the woman a pittance.

If

so, the woman becomes the lowliest whore of all (because
the least paid).

Therefore we conclude that she will

either do anything for money or do anything for sex.
is it?

We might ask the same question of Nin.

Which

Why does

she comply with Henry's demand that she write the erotica
that he can't write because he needs money to pay for his
travel expenses?
If, in the beginning of the story the woman in the
veil represents the abstracted Woman George and Henry must
objectify in order to prove their phallic mastery (the
penis and the pen having equivalent values here), at the
end of the story she is clearly a figure for Nin.

The

veiled woman, like Nin, complies with the demands of her

r'
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pimp/ voyeur because she can exhibit her talents as author
of a peculiar scenario, a scenario she can repeat (unlike
George) for a profit.

This profit, like Nin's, has to do

with the surplus pleasure of a woman's production performed
for the "edification" of a vain, exploitative man (George
or Henry or the book collector or the old man, take your
pick).

I suggest that this kind of woman's production

empties male currency--in all its senses--of meaning.
In her discussion of Sade's prostitute, Jane Gallop
argues that the Sadean economy is based on pleasure instead
of on money/property/law of the father.

Gallop explains

that "[t]he efficacy of Sade's formulation depends on a
distinction between a theatrical, fantasmatic possession
and an enduring legal possession" (OS, 90). The veiled
woman (like Nin) is, in this sense, a version of Sade's
whore--with a difference.

She stages a "theatrical,

fantasmatic" production which blocks the phallic compulsion
to repeat (since George cannot repeat the experience).

At

the same time, she exposes the phallic illusion ("theatrical, fantasmatic") of possession.
The woman in the veil take over George's story in the
same way that Nin takes over Miller's writing job. Finally
George, as well as the reader, discovers he has been
reading a story of a woman's, not a man's, desire.

Nin's

"The Woman in the Veil" reverses the terms of Freud's

(

111

obscene joke.

In Freud's formulation, the woman must

remain "inflexible" so that the joke (between two men) can
occur. 11

But the obscene (off-scene) 12 joke on George

depends on George's "inflexible" specu1arity, his inability
to identify with multiple positiona1ities.

Like the

feminist film spectator and the feminist writer of erotica.,
the veiled woman not only enacts the image/gaze of the
female spectator, but identifies with a third gaze.

In

this sense, the voyeur, George's friend, is a
representative of Nin, Henry's friend.

But it is not the

voyeur per se, the book collector or George's friend, that
functions as a symbolic equivalent of the feminist
analytical look.

Rather this figure behind a curtain or

with his eye pressed to a keyhole operates as an image
behind which the female can situate her superior
spectatorship.13

In Nin's fiction, the veiled woman, who

turns out to be an exhibitionist, gets off on "watching" a
spectator watching her make love to a man.

So too in her

real life scenario, Anais Nin is able to derive pleasure
from play-acting for the book collector/old man--reading
him reading her, and manipUlating him, like poor George,
into a'perhaps terrifying understanding of female
subjectivity.

For it is the multiplicity of women's points

of identification which finally allows her the last look
(and the last word) and it is the male inability to "flow"
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(one of Nin's favorite verbs) into all positions at once
that limits his sexuality and humanity.

Indeed a phallic

economy, as we have seen in the work of Freud and Lacan, is
always based on a fear of loss, a binary empiricism which
disallows a both-at-once-ness.

Even de Lauretis's assent

to the often-used phrase "one can look at her looking, but
one cannot look at oneself looking" is disrupted in the
configuration of vision Nin proposes for the woman in the
veil and, by extension, in her own configuration amidst
Henry and the book collector's demands.

Seen in this

light, Nin's agreement to write Henry's erotica can be
interpreted as an opportunity to create her story of
feminine desire.

Submerged Women and writerly Orgasms

Indeed, Nin's 1976 "Postscript" to Delta of Venus
suggests that it is precisely the feminist. dimensions of
her erotica that compelled her to release it for
publication.

She writes that although she had believed her

"style derived from men's works" and for this reason "long
felt that [she] had compromised [her] feminine self,"
[r]ereading it these many years later, I see that my
own voice was not completely suppressed.

In numerous

passages was intuitively using a woman's language,
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seeing sexual experience from a woman's point of view.
I finally decided to release the erotica for publication because it shows the beginning efforts of a woman
in a world that had been the domain of men. (xv)
All the same, Nin's admissions here are significantly
troublesome.

She believed at one time that her "style had

derived from men's works":

Reading Miller and Lawrence as

well as immersing herself in the male, European tradition
of erotica, Nin deliberately modelled her work on their
"styles," which were explicit, poetic, idealistic, and
decidedly phallic.

It was not until thirty-five years

later that Nin began to see that her "feminine self" was
"not completely suppressed."

We might recognize here the

by now familiar confusion about the issue of "women's"
authorship; for women, as Luce Irigaray points out, are
always "[excluded from] the order of (man's) discourse"
(88) and so as authors must always write within it.

It is

only in retrospect*-reading as a woman--that Nin claims to
discover she had been writing as a woman all along.
"[But] in order to read as a woman," says Mary
Jacobus, "we have to be positioned as already-read (and
hence gendered); by the same token what reads us is a
signifying system that simultaneously produces difference
(meaning) and sexual difference (gender).

We might go

further and say that in constituting woman as our object
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when we read, we not only read in gender, but constitute
ourselves as readers" (4).

Nin constitutes herself as a

woman reader and thereby endows her text retrospectively
with a gendered dimension she had thought (previously)
"suppressed."

Aligning herself with an essentialist point

of view, Nin claims to have used a "woman's language"
"intuitively," and thus to have begun to represent women's
desires "in a world that had been the domain of men."
Nin's claim is problematic is several ways, not the
least of which has to do with the authorship of her
erotica.

Nin notes in her diary in October of 1941, she

was "a madame in this snobbish literary house of
prostitution."

As the book collector procured her services

for the "old man," Nin procured the services of her friends
for the erotica the collector required.

"All of us needed

money," she writes in December of 1940, "so we pooled our
ideas."

Again in 1941 she writes, "I gathered poets around

me and we all wrote beautiful erotica.

As we were

condemned to focus only on sensuality, we had violent
explosions of poetry.

Writing erotica was the road to

sainthood rather than to debauchery."

As the voyeur/reader

is veiled by the book collector's fiction about the "old
man," so Nin veils her own authority behind her
collaborators--Harvey Breit, Robert Duncan, George Barker,
Carese Crosby, and others--and sets herself upon "the road
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to sainthood."

That is to say, she protected herself for

posterity, sensing even then that such dubious activity
(writing porn for a book collector) may taint the name of
the Anais Nin who wrote the Diaries, The House of Incest,
and other works of high literary merit.

And she protected

herself by association; by naming the famous names of her
collaborators, she possibly believed she would be pardoned
for "compromis[ing] her feminine self" and her integrity as
a author.

As a matter of fact, it is still not clear which

stories--even in the published versions, Delta of Venus and
Little Birds--were soley authored by Nin.

Gonzalo, she

says, gave her the idea for "The Basque and Bijou" and she
wrote it down (Diary III, 78).

In another diary entry, she

records her invention of "The Hungarian Adventurer" (Diary

.Ill, 86), and part of "Elena" can be found, almost
verbatim, in her diary descriptions of Robert Duncan and
his lover (Diary III, 91-92).

But these are exceptions;

for the most part, we don't know, and will never be sure,
who wrote what.
We could say Nin is "hysterical" about her authorship
in regard to the erotica.

In the 1940s, she trivialized it

and disseminated the credit for the stories amongst a pool
of famous writers.

In the 70s, she is anxious to claim it

as a woman's text after all, "serious" literature that
shows "the beginning efforts of a woman in a world that had
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been the domain of men."

Nin's authorial dilemma is a

familiar one to feminist theorists of the 80s.

Her

hysteria, writing like a man or writing like a woman,
"vacillating from one sex to the other," as Virginia Woolf
put it (in the 20s), gives her ideological problems.
But as Jacobus points out, "the monster in the text
is not woman, or the woman writer; rather, it is this
repressed vacillation of gender or the instability of
identity--the ambiguity of subjectivity itself which
returns to wreak havoc on consciousness, on hierarchy, and
on unitary schemes designed to repress the otherness of
femininity" (5).

I will suggest that Nin's inability to

repress this "vacillation" in either her reading or her
writing is precisely what makes
erotica possible.

a feminist reading of her

In this sense, the production of

feminine subjectivity is the production of a text that
vacillates in its constitution of gender.
Nin's erotica, as we have seen in "The Woman in the
Veil" not only veils the subject(s), but allows the
positionalities of gender to slip between sUbjects.

This

slippage, Nin's texts suggest, is the configuration of
woman's desire, which is really a desire for authorship.
Such a desire is bound to be hysterical (because
vacillating) at the same time that it evokes a feminist
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reading.

Finally, Nin seems to ask if it matters who is

doing the writing. 14
In fact, Roland Barthes sees the author function as a
disappearing institution, a "formidable paternity" (27)
which will no longer exercise its rights over texts.

In

Barthes, the text, as either a site of pleasure or of
bliss, is privileged over the author.

Such a body (as the

text is) either reaffirms "a comfortable practice of
reading" (pleasure) or "imposes a state of loss" (bliss)
(14).

The subject (and by this Barthes refers to reader as

well as writer, conflating the two in

praxis) "who keeps

in his hands the reins of pleasure and bliss is an
anachronic subject [ • • . ] he enjoys the consistency of
his se1fhood (that is his pleasure) and seeks its loss
(that is his bliss).
doubly perverse" (14).

He is a subject split twice over,
The feminist practice of writing

and reading can be linked to Barthes ideas--to "pleasure"
which constitutes a type of reading/writing hegemony

and

to "bliss" which "unsettles the reader's historical,
cultural, psychological assumptions" (14).

The feminist

reader or feminine writer 15 of erotica therefore
participates in a "doubly perverse" activity, an activity
in which pleasure (hegemony-masculine) and bliss
(loss-feminine) vacillate, perhaps hysterically.
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In fact, Nin's anxiety about her own authorship--her
disclaiming and reclaiming it--as expressed both in her
Diaries and in her erotic stories--redounds always to the
instability of the subject and to the shifty issue of
woman's desire which, far from essentialist, "wreaks havoc
[ • • • ] on unitary schemes designed to repress the
otherness of femininity."

"Elena,1I the story that

immediately follows "The Woman in the Veil" in Delta of
Venus sets forth the hysterical issues of female
authorship.

Where the woman in the veil can be read as a

figure for the veiled woman subject of desire, the author
whose gaze is subversively hidden and thus ultimately
punishing (castrating), Elena exhibits herself as the
"monstrous" female author of erotica.

As she wanders from

scene to erotic scene, her desire undergoing rapid
hysterical transformations, Elena becomes, in the final
words of the story, a woman "[who has learned] to walk
magically over hot coals" (158).

The metaphor that likens

a woman's complex negotiations of sexual desire to the
"magical" feat of fire walking might be read ,as an analogy
for the woman writer as well as for the woman "lover."

In

fact, throughout this remarkable sixty-eight page text, the
figures of writing and loving intertwine both with each
other and with their significant counterpart,

119

reading--specifically, the reading (and writing) of
erotica.
From the very beginning of Nin's text, Elena, the
central character who is herself a writer, constitutes
herself as a reader who takes an erotic pleasure in
narrative.

In the first paragraph we are told she is about

to embark on a railway trip and that "every trip arous[es]
in her the same curiosity and hope one feels before the
curtain is raised at the theater, the same stirring anxiety
and expectation" (88).

As she tV'atches the passersby, she

becomes conscious of her own narrative expectations, which
she experiences as vague, poetic "cravings," "a hunger that
did not come from any precise region of her body" (88).

In

the beginning of the story, therefore, Nin confutes her
reader's narrative expectations by casting Elena's in a
sensual and imprecise light.
not precisely locatable,

Emmanating from her body but

Elena's desire for narrative, for

something to happen, is displaced from the outside in, and
parodies the reader's own erotic expectations of Nin's
text.

And as if to extend (or reaffirm) the parody, Elena

turns to her own erotic novel, which happens to be Lady
Chatterly's Lover.

It is there that the more precise

nature of Elena's desires are revealed to her:

"She

discover[s] that first of all she had never known the
sensations described by Lawrence, and second, that this
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[is] the nature of her hunger" (89).

Moreover, Nin

explains, "it [is] the submerged woman of Lawrence's book
that [lies] coiled within [Elena], at last exposed,

...

sensitized, prepared as if by a multitude of caresses for
the arrival of someone." (89).
But although

Elena's erotic reading connects her to

Nin's reader of erotica, Elena's identification with
Lawrence's "submerged woman" unsettles that connection.
The narrative figure expressed as "waiting for something to
happen" is displaced with a figure that calls for a
different kind of reading, a reading which is able to
discover a "submerged woman," which is to say a figure of
repression submerged in an erotic narrative.

Lawrence's

submerged woman as spotted by Elena is not Constance
Chatterly, but rather Jacobus's "monster in the text," that
equivocal, vacillating sexuality that wreak[s] havoc."
Elena's discovery of herself "coiled within" like a
submerged woman
challenge:

presents

Nin's reader with a hermeneutic

The snake in Elena is a "snake in the grass,"

hidden and potentially disruptive.
within the woman,

It is a phallus hidden

about to spring into subjecthood

(language and writing), that disturbs the "unitary
[reading] scheme," bidding the reader to read differently
or read for a difference.

Like the woman in the veil,

Elena's both-at-once-ness, her discovery that she is able
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to contain masculinity and femininity at the same time, is
a discovery of her woman's desire.
Hin's story of Elena denies narrative gratification at
the same time that it fulfills the erotic promise of a
pornographic

te~t.

There is no resolution to Elena's

narrative, no rising and falling action, only a proliferation of scenes that detail Elena's sexual adventures, her
repeated gratification of her hunger for sexuality which
simultaneously gratifies the voyeuristic reader's hunger
for erotica.

Elena is the woman who wanders disjointedly

(like the Picaro, like the hysteric) through her story,
"Elena."

Elena's compulsion to repeat sexual experience

(enumerate her. orgasms) 16 is in fact what the reader
expects from pornography and what the book collector
demands from Nin's erotica.

But "the need for always one

more," as Irigaray and Gallop point out, is "[what men
resort to] in order to master the radical alterity of
women" (Gallop, 87). Irigaray (reading Lacan) puts it this
way:
To woman's not-all in the

o~der

of the expressible in

discourse there is a corresponding necessity of
having them all, at least potentially, all of them, in
order to make them bear the fault of the unsayable,
while they dispose, even so, of that--Iast-born-sUbstance called enjoying.

("Cosi Fan Tutti," 99)
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That "substance called enjoying," the orgasm, is what women
deposit, one woman after another, as men take them in order
to sustain their phallicism (their discourse).

But Elena

destablizes this phallic fantasy since it is she who takes
men (and women) one after another.

It is her multiple

orgasm that demonstrates the seemingly endless surplus of
women's pleasure which, like a story without resolution, is
unmasterable finally, and not disposable.

Like the narra-

tive in which she wanders, Elena's pleasure in open-ended;
instead of "bear[ing] the fault of the unsayable," Elena's
orgasm, in Nin's narrative, is an articulation of feminine
pleasure.
Indeed Elena seems to make the connection between her
feminine orgasm and erotic feminine writing when she tells
her future lover Pierre, "I use my book like dynamite, I
place it where I want the explosion to take place, and then
I blast my way through with it" (92).

Parodying phallic

pleasure which as Irigaray tells us is "a production of
ejaculations of all sorts, often prematurely emitted"
("Cosi," 91), woman's pleasure--as explosion, as
disruption--redounds, Irigaray suggests, to "a sort of
'prediscursive reality' [where it] threatens to disrupt the
order [of language]"("Cosi," 91, 89).

But does the disrup-

tion of narrative linearity--that male subject-verb-object
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ejaculation that ends in death/closure/periods--make
possible the articulation of a woman's orgasm?
In fact, Elena, like Nin, is an author of erotica.
She tells Pierre that her books become "obsessions of the
censors" (92).

Nin and Elena, as writers of erotica, are

committed to extracting sexual pleasure from men; hence
they use their books like dynamite.

As dynamite explodes a

familiar (perhaps) terrain, Elena's and Nin's erotic
writing opens gaps in male discourse.

On the other hand,

hasn't woman's pleasure always been figured as the "gap"
upon which discourse sustains itself?

Couldn't we say that

there is never narrative in erotica because the orgasm
displaces the need for one--"a little death, a dazzling
little death that no drug or alcohol [can] give" ("Elena,"
110)?

In this sense, Elena's writing (and Nin's) is not an

articulation of women's desire at all--but a
re-articulation of the phallus.

But when Pierre and Elena

first converse, feminine writing and sexuality assert
themselves as separate and noncoextensive figures.
According to Pierre, a woman's writing represses her
sexuality. He says,
"tOU have a habit of turning back, starting a walk

and turning back.

That is very bad.

first of crimes against life.

It is the very

I believe in audacity."
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"People express audacity in various ways," said
Elena.

"I usually turn back, as you say, and then I

go home and write a book that becomes an obsession of
the censors."
"That's a misuse of natural forces," Pierre said.
"But then," said Elena, "I use my book like
dynamite, I place it where I want an explosion to take
place, and then I blast my way through with it."
As she said these words an explosion took place
somewhere in the mountain where a road was being made,
and they laughed at the coincidence. (92)
Women's audacity for Pierre is the opposite of (women's)
writing:

Writing is a substitute for experience--although

for Elena, writing is a "way" of being audacious.
Moreover, Elena's "habit of turning back," seen by Pierre
as "a misuse of natural forces," coincides with her habit
of explosive writing, which is itself curiously reified in
the "coincidence" of the exploding mountain, a natural
force interpolated by an unnatural, that is to say,
man-made, force.

Elena does not write--or rather Nin does

not have Elena write or refer to Elena's writing--elsewhere
in this story.

The mountain explosion, which coincides

with Elena's description of her writing, a writing which
itself has coincided with a "turning back," puts an end to
Elena's writing in Nin's text.

By situating the
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(mountain) explosion outside of her own authorship, in the
real world, Nin initiates Elena into another kind of
audacity.

Elena is thus impelled forward, in the direction

of masculine desire.

From now on, it appears that her

orgasms will replace her writing.
Elena's seduction by Pierre coincides with her entry
into his discourse, his order of language, a natural force
which is compelled "to seek her out [ • • • ] as lack, as
fault, as flaw" ("Cosi," 89).

Her "flawed" topos in regard

to Pierre's discourse replaces her subjectivity as authot
of erotica, although her (writing) job--which is to ensure
male ejaculation--curiously remains undisturbed.

Indeed,

Elena's relationship with Pierre will be marked by his
anxiety about her orgasm--for Elena, it turns out, is
, occasionally frigid:
[T]he struggle of their love was to defeat this
coldness which lay dormant in her • • • Pierre
[becomes obsessed with it • •

He exhausted

himself waiting for her pleasure.

He withheld his.

He stormed against this
being

unconquerable core of her

(114)

Elena's "unconquerable core" finds its equivalent in
Lacan's pronouncement that "there is always something in
[woman] which escapes discourse."

And, as Irigaray points

out, "To the objection that this discourse is perhaps not
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all there is, the response will be that it is women who are
"not-all" ("Cosi," 88).

In pierre's world--the one where

audacity is sustained by a woman's orgasm--Elena's
"unconquerable core" is the (k)not in the "not-all."

But

Elena's world before Pierre, which is to say before she is
awakened by her identification with Lawrence's "submerged
woman," is a "turning away" from pierre's (and Lawrence's)
discourse.

Elena's other way of being audacious--her

erotic writing--can

be taken as Nin's suggestion that

pierre's discourse is "not all there is."
Indeed as it turns out, Pierre is "not all there is"
for Elena.

Elena encounters Miguel, a past love who is

also homosexual.

In the past, Elena had always "overlooked

the men who desired her" (103) because she had wanted to
seduce Miguel.

But Miguel, we are told,

has a deep fear of women's "wet, hungry mouths" and
"the nearer he moved to [Elena], the stronger he felt
[a] taboo surrounding her, and he stood as if he were
before a sacred image.
presence, what he

As soon as he entered her

succumbed to was a kind of

castration." (100)
Elena, as we are told more explicitly elsewhere,17 evokes
in Miguel his Oedipal complex--his attraction to his mother
which, in his youth, he enacts by fondling the large
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breasts of whores, and his fear of the father, of
castration, of the mother's "wet, hungry mouth."
At the same time, Miguel's perception of Elena as a
"sacred image," a statue, curiously revises Freud's notion
of the Medusa. 18

As the intact Medusa herself turned to

stone, Elena reaffirms the (impossible) power of the
Phallic Mother--not only petrifying, but herself petrified,
that is to say, phallicized, hard.

Miguel's male

desire--that is, his desire for males--is founded upon a
takroo regarding this "sacred image," this statue, this
un-decapitated Medusa mother who, instead of assuring his
hard-on, makes him succumb to castration, appropriates his
maleness, and makes (a part of) him herself.

Miguel must

renounce the blurred boundaries between mother and son in
order to be a man.
Elena as "sacred image" threatens Miguel's selfhood
both in the Oedipal (fear of castration)

and in the

pre-oedipal (fear of ego annihilation) at the same time
that her taboo status sustains Miguel's obsession with his
penis, his homosexual desires.

As a "sacred image," she is

finally no more than a symbol which a homoerotic economy of
desire must both worship and shun in order to derive sexual
pleasure. Therefore, Miguel as Elena's past, represents a
system

that Elena (in the present) is trying to circum-

navigate.

NOW,

when she re-encounters Miguel, she is
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eshewing her identity as "sacred image" in an effort to
discover (or uncover or recover) her own feminine, fluid
(as Irigaray puts it) pleasure.

Such pleasure, in fact,

contradicts the turned-to-stone "sacred image" Miguel
projects upon her.
In "The 'Mechanics' of Fluids," Irigaray formulates
the dilemma of feminine desire and its problematic
existence (as absence) in male discourse.

The feminine

sex, she says, "is excess with respect to form" (110,111).
"Awoman [sic] serves (only) as a projective map for the
purpose of guaranteeing the totality of the system" (108).
A woman's "fluidity" makes possible her appropriation
in/for male logic--"[such fluidity is] taken over by desire
or the libido [and] attributed by priority to the
masculine" (114).

By this logic, a woman is made static,

solid--a sacred image/statue.

At the same time the Real

properties of fluids (of what the women-thing "speaks"
[111]) are resisted by phallocentrism.

According to

Irigaray, these are,
that it is continuous, compressible, dilatable,
viscous, conductible, diffusable, • • • unending,
potent and

impotent owing to its resistance to the

countable . . . that it allows itself to be easily
traversed by flow by virtue of its conductivity to
currents coming from other fluids or exerting pressure
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through the walls of a solid; that it mixes with
bodies of a like state, sometimes dilutes itself in
them in an almost homogeneous manner, which makes the
distinction between the one and the other problematical; and furthermore that it is already diffuse lin
itself,' which disconcerts any attempt at static
identification • • • • 11

(111)

Elena's designation as "sacred image" (as both lack and
taboo) form-alizes her for male discourse.
leaks out of such a form-ulation.
with a double inflection:

Her fluid-speak

Elena, thus, has a past

a past that turns her away from

pierre's (and Lawrence's) discourse of desire at the same
time that she is unwittingly appropriated to sustain it.
In the present, Elena will work to overcome both her essentialism and her formalization.

She will "speak fluid" and

try to be heard.
In Donald, Miguel's lover, Elena finds what appears to
be an opportunity to do so.

Elena identifies with Donald:

"She recognize[s] in Donald a twin brother who use[s] her
words, her coquetries, her artifices • • • but in [Elenals]
presence he [becomes] firm, erect, pure, serious" (103,
105).

In Donald's protean nature Elena finds the

counterpart to her own vacillating sexuality--"[h]e [is]
the perfect hermaphrodite" (105).

with Donald, Elena seems

to "[dilute herself] [ • • . ] in an almost homogeneous
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manner, which makes the distinction between [Donald and
Elena and even Miguel] problematical."

We are told, "Elena

became so enchanted with him that she began subtly anq
mysteriously Miguel's making love to him--for her."

And

conversely, "Was Miguel aware that he was making love to a
twin brother of Elena, to Elena in a boy's body" (103)?
a result,

"a coalescence [takes] place" (105):

As

"A warmth

broke through the taboo between Donald and Elena, and
Miguel and Elena.

Love now flowed among the three of them,

shared, trans- mitted, contagious, the threads binding
them" (105).
Yet despite Elena's ability to "transmit" her fluidity
to Donald and Miguel, this "contagion" takes place only in
fantasy.

The "menage a trois" is not real; the taboo

(against woman) is not really broken.

Indeed, Elena seems

to make possible a new dimension of homoerotic pleasure
between Miguel and Donald that depends, not surprisingly,
upon her absence:

For at the cUlmination of their shared,

flowing love, Elena is obscenely situated off-scene, in the
bathroom, listening to "the groans and the heavy panting"
of Donald and Miguel making love (107).

Elena becomes a

sacrileged sacred image.
Nevertheless, the fantasized "menage a trois" between
Miguel and Donald and Elena is eventually realized in
Elena's affair with two women: Leila, a notorious lesbian
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and Bijou, a notorious whore.

The "mechanics" of their

lovemaking is indeed like Irigaray's description of the
"mechanics of fluids:

"breast against breast and belly

against belly [ • • • ] [t]hey ceased to be three bodies II
(140).

Furthermore, their union seems to incorporate a

kind of desire as well as a kind of sex--for Bijou longed
to be idealized, like Elena, and Elena longed to be raped,
like a whore (140).

But this desire, the desire to exist

in a certain relationship to men, holds traces of the
corrupt fantasy that Donald and Miguel epitomize in Elena's
story.

"Leila alone," we are told, "[is] satisfied to be

free of men's tyranny, to be free of manll (139).
In Leila, Elena

discovers "a new sex • • • beyond man

and woman" (135). In the figure of the lesbian woman, a
woman who is inhabited by a masculine figure "coiled within
her," we find a figure for Nin's unresolved narrative.
Indeed, Elena's orgasmic response to Leila points to a
narrative difference

between phallic and feminine

sexuality:
Instead of reaching right to the center of her body,
Leila's voice and touch had enveloped her in a
vOluptuous mantle of new sensations, something in
suspense that did not seek fulfillment but
prolongation. (129)
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Leila does not seek to extract orgasm from Elena, as Pierre
does.

She does not need to found her pleasure or anxiety

on the unconquerable core of Elena's being.

She does not

need to finish up--she desires rather to prolong, as Nin
does, the story.

It is exactly these kinds of female

stories of desire that, according to Elena, obsess the
censors.

"Turning away" from phallocentric discourse,

these "pre-discursive writings" (like Elena's books which
do not exist except as a "before" in Nin's text) become an
obsession with those who "make the laws" about sexuality
and writing.

Nin's text points to the absence of Elena's

books--the lack in phallic discourse which, as Lacan says,
is precisely feminine jouissance.

At the same time, this

iouissance, this inexhaustibility, is impossible since it
can never be articulated except as a "lack"--or as the
impenetrable, a-discursive love between women.
But it is not in this essentializing love between
women where Elena discovers "her real nature."
"detours," says Miguel, "will pass.
awakened your real nature" (130).

These

pierre's love has
As a homosexual,

Miguel's speaks the law of the father--the order of
discourse "from which nothing escapes" (Irigaray, 88):
Elena, not even Nin's text.

not

As a heterosexual woman and a

writer, Elena's erotic challenge (like Nin's) is to create
her subjectivity in an economy which excludes her.

Nin's
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narrator says, "To be violated (is] a need of woman, a
secret, erotic desire.

(Elena]

(has] to shake herself

from the domination of these images" (156).
In his quest for Elena's orgasm, for example, Pierre
uses pornography to arouse her.

Among the materials that

Pierre displays is a picture of a "tortured woman" with a
"thick stick" piercing her body, from vagina to mouth.
This picture "(has] the appearance of ultimate sexual
possession and arouse(s] in Elena a feeling of pleasure"
(116) •

Later, in their lovemaking, Elena recalls the

impaled woman and identifies with her image:

"When Pierre

took her it seemed that the joy she felt at his penis
belaboring her was communicated to her mouth.

She opened

it, and her tongue protruded, as in the picture, as if she
wanted his penis in her mouth at the same time" (116).
Elena's simulation of the tortured woman--or, to put a
finer point on it, her translation of an act which
brutalizes the female body to an act which "arouse(s] a
feeling of pleasure" in a female body--articulates the
representational difficulties of the pornographic text for
feminists.

For as Susanne Kappeler persuasively argues,

the problem with pornography is that it represents "an
Authorized version of reality," where women function as
objects of exchange and objects of desire.

Such a Version,

Kappeler says, is inextricable from "(t]he male gender's
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Elena .

project of constituting male subjectivity" (62).

has to shake herself free of the domination of these images
in the same way that Nin has to shake herself frOIn the
domination of the book collector's demands which, as she
points out in her Diary, emmanate from "the periscope at
the tip of [his] sex" (178).
Toward the end of the story, Nin via Elena appears to
probl~matize

women's erotic/romantic fantasies.

Elena

tells Pierre the story of Madeleine which has been related
to her by her sewing woman:

Madeleine;" a poor department

clerk, becomes entranced with the elegant bed furnishings
in the department store and begins to fantasize herself a
grand lady.

The floorwalker (her manager) picks up on her

fantasy and seduces her on one of the fancy beds.

For

weeks, Madeleine and the floorwalker enact Madeleine's
fantasy.

But the fantasy abruptly comes to a halt when

there is a sit-down strike and everyone begins to make love
on the beds:
Madeleine's dream became public property and a vulgar
caricature of the pleasures she had known. The
uniqueness of her meeting with her lover came to an
end.

He called her Mademoiselle again, and she called

him Monsieur.

He even began to find fault with her

salesmanship and she eventually left the store. (152)
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Madeleine's "dream" has always been public property, that
is to say has always belonged to the realm of the law of
the father and has always been engineered by it.

Likewise

her pleasures have always been vulgarly caricatured by male
discourse.

Elena's story to Pierre, which is really the

sewing woman's story to Elena, and perhaps Madeleine's
story to the sewing woman, operates as a cautionary tale
for women readers of erotica.

Issuing from the domestic,

un- authorized, women's sphere, the story of Madeleine
advises against the fantasmatic appropriation of women into
the service of men.
Indeed it is Pierre, at the end, who has become
incorporated into the domestic (156).
lovemaking" (156).

"He livers] for

Elena and Pierre seem to have switched

roles.

"I love you more than you love me," he complains

(158).

And although Elena is tempted to sustain the

reversed polarities and to withhold herself from Pierre,
she chooses a kind of mutuality instead. "In the street,
such a wave of tenderness washed over her that she had to
return to [Pierre's] apartment" (158).
But even as I write this, I am troubled by Freud's
paradigm of the narcissistic woman, who gets the phallus
through her son. 19

The wave of tenderness:

so like the

prototypical maternal feeling, so like the movement of
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childbirth; and pierre's response:

"I wanted you to come

back"--so like the fort da game Freud describes. 20
But isn't such vacillation--my own not excluded--part
of the hysterical story of women's desire?
Nin's erotica fashions Elena as a type of Sadean
whore, in Angela Carter's sense of this liberated figure.
Carter says, "[Sade] urges women to fuck as actively as
they are able, so that powered by their own enormous and
hitherto untapped sexual energy they will be able to fuck

•

their way into history and, in so doing, change it" (27).
But unlike Sade's whore, Nin's Elena is playing for larger
stakes than mere societal revolution for the benefit of
libertines.

Elena's fucking and Nin's erotica express, in

Wittig's words, lithe desire to bring the real body
violently to life in the words of the book" (10) at the
same time that they point to impossibility of their
(ad) venture.

Like Barthes' IIwriter of bliss," Nin composes

an "impossible text," one which "hysterically affirms the
void of bliss (and no longer obsessively repeats the letter
of pleasure)" (22).
In The Acoustic Mirror, Kaja Silverman names the
striptease as "the privileged metaphor by means of which
female lack comes to be textually exposed" (192).

Nin's

erotica reverses the premises of that metaphor, exposing
instead the privilege hegemonic discourse has always

137

exerted over the bodies of women.

Like an hysterical body,

Nin's texts exhibits symptoms which eventually give forth
stories:

the veiled woman disrupts her figuration as image

and fetish and offers a site for the production of female
subjectivity.

"Elena" is the production itself.

Unstable,

vacillating, hysterical, Nin's negotiation of feminine
sexuality ultimately finds its figure in contradiction:
Love becomes "a fire that does not burn" ("Elena," 158).
submerged woman rises to appropriate the phallic pen and,
in so doing, exposes herself.

A
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE GEOGRAPHY OF ENUNCIATION:
KATHY ACKER'S FICTION

HYSTERICAL PASTICHE IN

In [the postmodern] situation, parody finds itself without
a vocation; it has lived and that strange new thing
pastiche slowly comes to take its place. Pastiche is, like
parody, the imitation of a particular mask, speech in a
dead language: but it is the neutral practice of such
mimicry, without any of parody's ulterior motives,
amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of
any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue you have
momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality
still exists. Pastiche is thus blank parody, a statue with
blind eye- balls[.]
--Frederic Jameson,
"Postmodernism, or the
Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism"
Whatever word one uses to describe the breakdown of the
master discourses, it is clearly a question of a breakdown
in the symbolic function, an inability of words to give
form to the world--a crisis in the function of techne.
Whether or not one wants to attribute this "agnosis" to a
precise event or historical situation, the fact remains
that the war between Res (God and thing) and Verba (his son
and his word) has increasingly become a violent battle
among jealous gods over the power of procreation; over the
space which has begun to threaten all forms of authorship
(paternity) •
[ • • • ] If this space is maternal--and
I think it is (if only for the male body and imagination)-what can be the feminist relationship to this desperate
search through the maternal body characterizing our
modernity?
--Alice Jardine, Gynesis

Politics don't disappear but take place inside my body.
Kathy Acker
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Tangier
In the final section of Blood and Guts in Highschool,
Kathy Acker's world weary protangonist, Janey, finds
herself in Tangier.

There she encounters famous French

avant-garde author, Jean Genet, who tells her a story:
'I knew a young sailor who was working on a ship
in France.

The maritime court of Toulon had

exiled to Tangier an ensign who had turned over
to the enemy the plans of some weapon or battle
strategy or boat.
act

Treason, at its best, is that

which defies the whole populace, their

pride, their
slogans.
acted" •

morality, their leaders and

The newspaper said

that the ensign

out of a taste for treason."

Next

to this article was the picture of a young, very
handsome officer.
with this

The young sailor was taken

picture and still carries it with him.

He was so carried

away that he decided to share

the exile's fate.

"I shall go

to Tangier," he

said to himself, " and perhaps I may be

summoned

among the traitors and become one of them.'"
(119)

Genet's tale marks Tangier as an epistemological
space, a place where "treason, at its best," may flourish.
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Indeed, Janey's progress from Merida, Mexico, where she
lived in an incestuous liaison with her father, and from
New York, where the Persian slave trader taught her to
become a whore in a locked room, finally brings her to this
iconoclastic territory where she believes even she might
flourish.

Janey's perceptions about culture--it "stinks"

(137)--her experiences with her father (who dumped her for
Sally, "a twenty one year old starlet who was still
refusing to fuck him" [7]) and with the Persian Slave
Trader (who dumped her when he found out she had cancer
[116]) have prepared her for Tangier, and most especially
for her encounter with Genet.

Dumped from the world of the

father and the world of the slave trader (which is, of
course, an extension of the incestuous world of the
father), Janey enters a place where, in Beaudrillard's
words, "there is a nonreflecting surface, an immanent
surface where operations unfold" (127):
What [had been] projected psychologically and
mentally,

what used to be lived out on earth as

metaphor, as mental and metaphorical scene, is
henceforth projected in reality, without any metaphor
at all, into an absolute space which is also that of
simulation. (Beaudrillard, 128)
Even Acker's subheading "Tangier" (like Genet's
Tangier) exists not so much as a "metaphorical scene," but
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as a sign/signifier whose only reference is to the
unfolding operation of other signs/signifiers.

Just as

Genet's Tangier refers us to a newspaper article and a
print of a photograph--the story of a story, the
representation of a representation--Acker's subheading
functions to designate an array of simulacra, where signs
proliferate and counterfeit each other.

In this sense,

"Tangier," further specified as "excerpts from Janey's
diary while she's in Tangier" (117), can be understood as
designating a proliferation of textual and fictional
surfaces, each signifying the other and thereby confounding
the mental and metaphorical operations of the reader.
Thus Janey's diary begins by referring us to other
fictions, most notably, nostalgic 30s and 40s films like
Morocco (1930) and Casablanca (1942):
This time when I run after a man who doesn't want me,
I'm really going to run after him .

................... .......... . ... ... ............... . ..
I'm sitting in the Cafe Tangier and smoking a
cigarette. (117)
Here Janey fashions herself as a version of, say, Marlene
Deitrich, who as Josef von Sternberg's ill-fated chanteuse,
Amy Jolly, smokes as she sings in the cafe where she first
encounters Foreign Legion Lieutenant Tom Brown (Gary
Cooper) (Morocco).

At the film's disconcerting and
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ambivalent end, Amy joins the troop of "mad women" who
follow the Legion into the desert, forsaking a life of
luxury with Monsieur La Bessiere (Adolph Menjou) whose love
for her is unequivocal. Janey's resolve to really run after
her man "this time," which announces her intention to
change the script, therefore echos the resolve of Amy Jolly
(Deitrich), and other "suicide'passenger,,1 film heroines
who have titillated and dismayed us.
It is especiallY interesting, therefore, that the man
who Janey pursues is the homosexual Genet, and that she
pursues him not for sexual reasons but in order to find out
about writing--a turn which once again locates us in
Acker's text and Janey's diary.

Indeed, the problem of

feminine sUbjectivity is a textual as well as a sexual one,
implicated as it is in the sexual/textual dilemma which
positions women as objects of discourse and desire.

The

realm of the text and the realm of romance are thus
inextricable, as Acker's ironic (and cinematic) description
of Janey's encounter with Genet makes clear:
Genet's walking.
stops,

I walk slowly towards him.

He

about three feet in front of me, his hands

in his pockets, swaying slightly and leaning forward

I know I'm looki,ng too hard at him.
Monsieur Genet, aren't you?'

I say, 'You're
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•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

He hesitates for a minute.
want to.

0

•••••••••••••••••••••

He notices me but doesn't

'Who are you?'

·.................................................... .
For a second I can't speak. 'I'm a writer.'

·.................................................... .
He holds out his right hand to me.

'Enchante.'

(118)

Such a "romantic" (and writerly) encounter is suitably
placed in Tangier

not only because it redounds to our own

romantic fictions--that is to say, Hollywood's Tangier, but
because as a city situated at the northernmost tip of
Africa, on the Strait of Gibraltar, Tangier has always been
an appropriable city, a sort of text upon which various
imperialisms have inscribed themselves. 2

Tangier is, in

this sense, a feminine territory which has been fought over
and bartered by patriarchy--in the same way that those
tragic film heroines (Ingrid Bergman's lIsa and Dietrich's
Amy) who have found themselves situated (indeed trapped) in
the mideast have often functioned as objects of exchange
among powerful heros who don't really want them. 3
Nonetheless, Janey's project with Genet, as I hope to
make clear, is to participate in this unstable textual
territory made up of signs for signs (fictions of fictions)
in order to create a space for feminine subjectivity.
"this time," instead of being the plot-space upon which

For
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heroic men play out their heroic scenes, Janey wants to be
the subject of her desires and discourse--she wants to be a
writer.

The new epistemology, marked by the simulated,

"depthless" (in Beaudrillard's sense) space of Tangier, and
which, according to Genet, is a place of exiles and
traitors, seems to offer her this opportunity.
For such a terri tory (like Acl<:er' s own text) may also
recall the topography of postmodern writing,4 the flat
collage of fragments that Frederic Jameson has termed
"pastiche," and which he distinguishes from modernist
"parody" as being a "neutral practice," a practice that
does not redound to the so-called
normality"

"healthly linguistic

of patriarchal discourse.

In this new

dimensionless, undiscriminating space, which is quintessentially a writing space, symbolized by the figure of
French avant garde homosexual author-ity, even the distinction between Janey and Genet (male/female, homosexual/
woman), already phonetically approximate, may theoretically
vanish.
This disruption of patristic values by what appears to
be a feminine territorialization of desire draws the
embattled Janey to Tangier (as it has presumably drawn
Acker to postmodern pastiche) and ultimately to Genet, who
serves as a snapshot (like the ensign) of a hopeful new
order.

Janey's enthusiasm for Genet echoes the enthusiasm
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of French feminists for the Fathers of mocternity--Lacan,
Derrida, Deleuze, et a1 5--and the feminist hope that the
new epistemological territory will offer a real liberation
for women.

Acker's "Tangier," whose traitorous

possibilities are linked with the disruptive ecriture that
characterizes postmodernism, represents a space beyond the
borders of dominant discourse systems, where the feminine
may at last be written.

Like Helene Cixous, Janey is thus

"overjoyed one day to run into Jean Genet" (Cixous, 255),
and seems to share cixous's perception that Genet is one of
the few men "who [isnGt] afraid of femininity" (Cixous,
256).

Like the young sailor, Janey hopes

"[t]o be

summoned among the traitors and become one of them."
But Genet's story about the young sailor is
instructive; for though "treason at best is that act which
defies the whole populace," the young sailor's yearning to
break from the ranks of his military calling and join the
traitorous is founded on his homoerotic desire for the
"young, very handsome ensign" with whose photograph he has
been "carried away."

We might say that the young sailor is

seduced by a representation which promises the liberation
from certain homophobic restraints imposed not only by the
Navy but also by the pride, morality, leaders, and slogans
of

patriarchal establishment. As patriarchy is bound up

with phallic, oedipal ideals--the military being a
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particularly apt synedoche for a world whose apotheosis is
"the real man"-- so the very nature of treasonous
homosexual desire will entail, for Genet and his followers
into "modernlty," a desire for the reappearance of the
feminine.

The new homoerotic order (as opposed to the old,

wholly phallic one) will privilege the jouisssance of
feminine ecstasy, will allow the sailor to become as woman,
"taken" or "carried away."
It is this appropriation of "the feminine"--the Other,
the pre-oedipal, the gap (or seme or trace), physis, and
jouissance--and the wary conjunction between feminism and
postmodernism that Jardine asks feminists to consider in
her brilliant study of modernity, Gynesis.

If the master

discourses of modernity have indeed broken down, they are
not, Jardine seems to imply, shut down, but rather birthing
themselves again and as usual through the figure of Woman.
What should concern feminists, Jardine says, "[are] the
uses of women as part of a radical strategy of reading and
writing--the urgently explicit and unavoidable attempts of
modernity to think the unnameable (God or Woman?) before it
thinks 'us'" (102).
Indeed, Janey soon discovers that Genet's desire to be
a woman is incommensurate with the political reality of
women.

Eventually she decides that
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Genet doesn't know how to be a woman.

He thinks all

he has to do to be a woman is slobber.

He has to do

more.

He has to get down on his knees and crawl

mentally every minute of the day.

If he wants a

lover, if he doesn't want to be alone every single
goddamn minute of the day and horny so bad he feels
the tip of his clit stuck in a porcupine's quill, he
has to perfectly read his lover's mind, silently,
unobtrusively, like a corpse, and figure out at every
changing second what his lover wants.
slave.

Women aren't just slaves.

their men want them to be.
men.

He can't be a

They are whatever

They are made, created by

They are nothing without men. (130)

In Janey's/Acker's perception, Genet and the fathers of
modernity do not concern themselves with the technology of
gender, to borrow Teresa de Lauritis's term, which has
given rise to the oppressed roles of women in social life.
Rather Genet wants to occupy a feminine territory which
will permit him to slip among positionalities and to become
both sadist and masochist, subject and object of his own
discourse.

Genet, as Janey rightly perceives, does not

realize that to assume a woman's identity, her doubleness
and ecstasy, he must also assume her cultural dilemma, her
powerlessness and dis-ease.
same old stuff.

Instead he teaches her the

The hierarchy which she must memorize
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goes: "Rich men/poor men/Mothers/Beautiful
Women/Whores/Poor female and neo- female slut-scum/Janey"
(130-131).

In the guise of a writing mentor, "he kicks

[her] around and tells her to be worse than she is, to get
down, there, down in the shit, and learn" (131).

When

Janey envisions her future with Genet, she sees him
spitting on her and kicking her:
[t]he more she tries to be whatever she wants, the
more he despises her.

Finally she decides her black

wool hood and dress aren't enough.

If Genet thinks

she's shit, she should be invisible.

When she follows

him around she hides in the walls like a shadow.
secretly washes his dirty underpants.

She

She takes on

his moodiness and his hating. (131)
In fact, Genet, as Janey/Acker portray him, participates in
the transferential machinery in which the very identities
of women are trapped.
Hence Janey does not know how to be other than the
servile creature "lying in the dirt outside Genet's ritzy
hotel and dreaming of fucking rock n' roll stars" (130)-that is to say she cannot manage to be other than the
masochistic, contemptible woman of Genet's imagination/
projection.

At the end of her travels with Genet, after

she has travelled in the hot garb of an Arab woman with two
slits for eyeholes (129), and after she has visited the
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lowest whorehouses where even a "crippled drunken lobotomy
case • • • controls the whores because he is a man" (129),
after she is thrown in jail for stealing Genet's hash and a
copy of Funeral Rites (133), and after Genet leaves to see
a production of one of his plays--after, mimicking the
negotiation of world's oldest profession,

"[he] hands

Janey some money and tells her to take care of
herself"--Janey dies of cancer (140).

Compared to the

masterful writer, Genet, Janey's struggle to write
"[doesn't] amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world'"
(Casablanca).
Thus, in a production which literally stages the death
of the subject, Acker demonstrates the very different
outcomes for male and female subjects in the seemingly
"neutral" space of postmodernism. Janey's masochism, even
her death--her very disappearance from Acker's pages-reifies Genet's conception of her.

For, indeed, it is

Genet's conception, in every sense of this word, which has
endowed her with the ability to be "whatever men want [her]
to be," finally to be "nothing"--that is to say, dead--when
Genet (or the father or the slave trader) cease to conceive
of her at all.
Postmodernism, Acker implies with Jardine, does not
liberate women; rather, the new epistemology ensures the
survival of "the engine of transference," the projective
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machinery that compels women "to perfectly read [their]
lovers' mind[s], silently, unobtrusively, like corpse[s]."
Genet's homosexuality, so tantalizing to Janey and Cixous,
provides him with a strategy--a writing strategy--designed
to re-hystericize women's bodies and, finally, to put the
issue of feminine subjectivity to death.

The death of the

author, as Acker seems to see it, is a gendered phenomenon:
Janey, the female protagonist who hammers a relentless and
doomed heteroglossia6 throughout the novel--poems, journal
entries, plagiarisms, translated Persian phrases scrawled
in a large girlish script, hand-drawn dream maps--cannot
survive.

Only Genet, her writing mentor, her apparent

double (in treason, in masochism), will live to see the
production of his plays.
Thus for Acker, the lure of "Tangier" and of Genet,
the emblem of this new epistemological territory, does not
change anything for women.

As a writer who has chosen to

write a postmodern text, to engage in "pastiche" and all
the attendant "neutrality" of such a practice,

Acker's

challenge is to unravel the very politics of gender which
have, once again, silenced a feminine subjectivity.

To be

sure, Jardine suggests that, historically, it is when women
find their voices that the paradigms of the world seem to
shift:

"Might it not be that a series of if not causal at

least etiological links could be established between those
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periods in the west when women were most vocally polemical
and [these] so called 'epistemological breaks'" (93)1

We

might wonder with Jardine if it's a coincidence that the
"epistemological break" known as postmodernism on this
continent and modernity in France should occur at a time
when the woman's movement has gathered considerable force
on both sides of the Atlantic, when the individual and
quite clearly gendered voices of women have become most
eloquent.

After all, as Acker suggests through her

pro'Cagonist Janey, feminist fiction writers who want to
engage in postmodern writing are expected to assume the
gender-neutral, deliberate, representational blindness of
"the statue with blind eyeballs"--to drop the parody and
engage in pastiche.
In fact, Jameson's distinction between parody and
pastiche is considerably problematized in Acker's writing.
For Jameson, pastiche displaces parody in the same measure
as a de-centered, open-ended discourse displaces the
discourse of a centered and absolutist world view.

The

postmodernism Jameson describes, devoid of patriarchal
ideology--that is to say, "the healthy linguistic
normality" of an earlier oedipal paradigm--makes way, as we
have seen in Genet's tale of the sailor, for a new
homoerotics:

here, the treasonous subject is willing to

'split (like an amoeba) in order to proliferate.

The
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feminine prerogatives-- doubleness and iouissance--are
embraced, as is a kind of theoretical castration.

But this

"gynetic" agenda, as Jardine has observed, is deceptive.
Women are sacrificed to the abstract theory of Woman, split
into body and theory-of- the-body, cut off from themselves
once more, and, in this sense, re-hystericized.

What

Acker's writing suggests is that pastiche is hardly a
neutral mode, but is impelled by some utopian longing of
the male soul to reclaim its place in the "center" of
language.
On the other hand, the peripheral discourses of
feminism have managed to constitute an if not "normal" at
least "healthy" praxis which sustains the laughter and
conviction of parody.

I am thinking of that growing body

of feminist writers--Jardine, Mary Jacobus, Jane Gallop,
Teresa de Lauretis, Nancy K. Miller, Peggy Kamuf, and Luce
Irigaray (to name a very few)--who have taught us to tease
out the subversive subtexts of the culture and to read
"di~fer-

ently."

It Is this new feminist convention of

reading (which is also a writing) that Acker engages in
and, as I hope to demonstrate in this chapter, pushes
forward.

Such a reading/writing relies on both pastiche

and parody--parody to subvert pastiche and pastiche to
engender parody-- vacillating hysterically between the two
modes, as Acker does, to present a fiction of feminine
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subjectivity.

In this sense, Acker's novels both

participate in post- modernism and disrupt this already
disruptive thinking.
Blood and Guts in Highschool (1978), her second novel,
attempts to explore the issues which have troubled the
feminist fiction writer's entry into this new postmodern
territory:

How is the feminine subject inscribed in a text

whose mission is to document the loss of subjectivity?

How

can a postmodern fiction writer expose the ruse of
postmodern fiction--its "gynesis"--its recouperation of
Authority at the expense of women?

How is hysteria, the

privileged vacillation of feminine writing, preserved
without collapsing into the pastiche of postmodern
writing?7

Finally, how (and this is another way of

restating all of the above) is the feminist writer of
fiction to continue her project of documenting the feminine
personal and the feminine un-authorized in a project which
has coopted (indeed, erased) these very elements?
Acker's discoveries are necessarly incomplete and
fragmentary, and will not always sound friendly.

Merida

If Acker's Tangier is the debased space of capitalism
and Logos--the land, as "Genet" notes in his Journal, of
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"TRAITORS FASCISTS WHO NEED TO CONNIVE"--then Acker's
Merida, where 10 year old Janey lives with her father,
represents an older, more familiar epistemology.

Like

Tangier, Merida exists beyond the borders of "culture"
(which Acker equates with the United States' abject brand
of blood and guts and stink).

But Merida, unlike Tangier,

is less a flat surface of unfolding operations than an
historical dis-juncture, the site of an inevitable
struggle.

Here "the cheapest outdoor cafes" and "expensive

European- type joints for the rich" exist in close
proximity to tiny Mayan villages where "beautiful
thin-boned" people live.

"Mexicans think money is more

important than beauty; Mayans say beauty is more important
than money," one of these villagers tells the narrator
(13), observing that Mexican/Mayan struggle that began
hundreds of years before had always been a matter of
aesthetics and economics.
Indeed money in Merida seems to be the agent of
change:

the industry of the poor--hemp, baskets,

hammocks--is exploited by the rich hemp growers who, we are
told, "possess one boulevard of rich mansions." In
contrast, the Mayans live in "incredibly clean,
round-thatched huts."

Still, while the Mexicans are

engaged in a more "advanced" (in all senses) capitalism,
the Mayans are nonetheless implicated in a no less sinister
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practice of exchange:

On Sunday in a Mayan village,

Acker's narrator tells us,
the men, normally dignified and gentle, get drunk.
The man driving the big yellow truck is the head man.
All the male villagers are touching his hand.
showing him love.
newborn girl.
pig.
forth.

They're

He will get, they say, the first

In return, he says, he will give them a

All of the men's bodies are waving back and
The women watch. (13)

In Acker's view, there is a link between two systems,
Mexican and Mayan, a link defined not only by the
exploitation of one group by another, but also by motifs of
exploitation which characterize each.

At the root of

capitalism, Acker suggests (contrary to Marx) is the
oppression of women, the male exchange of daughters for
pigs.

Such a practice, which takes Levi-strauss's kinship

discoveries to an horrific conclusion,s resonates uneasily
with the Mayan preference for beauty over money--and, in
fact, erases the distinction between beauty and money by
making them exchangable values:

Daughters, somehow, equal

pigs.
The women (mothers? daughters?), on the other hand,
are clearly on the peripheries of this ritualistic
exchange, as silent and motionless and mysterious as the
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Mayan ruins which everywhere leave enormous, provocative
gaps in an otherwise populated topography:
Mayan ruins, huge temples, all the buildings are
huge, scary, on high.

Low low land in centre.

Everything very far apart.
characteristics.

Makes forget personal

Wind blows long grass who!

whoot!

Jungle, not Amazonian swamp, but thick green leafage
so beautiful surrounds.

Hear everything.

No one

knows how these massive rectangular structures were
used.

Now birds screech in the little rooms in the

buildings, flyaway; long iguanas run under rocks.
Tiny bright green and red lizards run down paths past
one tiny statue, on lowish ground; on a small concrete
block, two funny-monkey-hideous-dog-jaguar faces and
paws back-to-back.

Janus?

The sun? (13)

The ruins, like the Mayan women, are spectacles of beauty
as well as silent, perhaps two-faced, spectators.

In the

topography of Merida, they signify, like Woman, both
Absence and uncanny presence.

As such, the ruins designate

a female territory, other and inconjunct from the rest.

In

fact, as a site of "ruin," slowly crumbling over time, the
Mayan site is also a figure for the mother's cut up body, a
figure

which itself resembles Acker's pastiched text.

Indeed the ruins, as Acker envisions them in her poetic and
fragmented account, suggest not only the dreamy
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half-remembered semiotics of the pre-oedipal, but also the
geography of a woman's body, a site which is all too often
perceived by patriarchy as "memorable" fragments.

In her

description, we proceed downward from the high promontories
of the buildings, "far apart" (like, perhaps, breasts), to
the low belly "in centre" (enceinte?) to the "thick thick
green leafage" (not a swamp, Acker is careful to tell us)
like the pubis.

Even the noises--the "who!

whoot!" of the

wind, birds screeching, lizards running--are like the
semiotic "la langue" that characterizes the pre-oedipal,
where indeed "personal characteristics" are forgotten,
entangled as they are in the mother's body.
If the Mexicans are distinct from the Mayans because
of a "thinking" that privileges money over beauty, which
results in a division between rich and poor, redounding
finally to "mansion" and "hut"--then the Mayans are set
apart from their ancestors according to pure scale--tiny
versus gigantic, therefore familiar versus "scary."

The

idealized space of the little villages and the humble,
traditional industry of the people exist strangely within
and without the impersonal vast spaces of the temples and
buildings whose use value, like that of an ancient mother,
is indeterminate, and whose habitation by screeching birds
and running lizards evoke, as we've seen, an eerie
pre-oedipal unheimlich.

We might see the ruins
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themselves-- traces of a vanished episteme, here and
not-here--as a matrix for the encounter of Mexican and
Mayan, everywhere surrounding that encounter, which is
itself fraught with ambivalence and a kind of uncanniness.
In this sense, the ruins represent an "unconscious" of the
present civili- zation, a maternal "chora" which "always
already" erupts on the landscape and gives Merida
significance as both a space of social revolution and a
space of poetic language, in Kristeva's sense of those
terms. 9

•

Indeed, these borders between the present evolving
society of Merida and the ancestral Mayan ruins are like
the inconclusive, unstable borders between conscious and
unconscious, or between the superego and id, or between the
symbolic and the semiotic.

In all these processes,

as

Leon S. Roudiez notes in his introduction to Revolution in
Poetic

r~anguage,

"there is a dialectic at work [which]

comprises drives and impulses on the one hand, the family
and society structures on the other" (Kristeva, 4).
It is within this familial/social dialectic, represented by
the allegorized topography of Merida, that Acker's Janey
constitutes herself in the novel.

"Never having known a

mother," Acker's narrator begins, "her mother died when
Janey was a year old, Janey depended on her father for
everything and regarded her father as boyfriend, brother,
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sister, money, amusement, and father" (7).

Acker

illustrates these opening lines with a loose, sophisticated
sketch captioned "boyfriend, brother, sister, money,
amusement, and father."

The sketch depicts two headless

male figures, dressed identically in tee shirts and
jackets, naked from the waist down.

These figures are

jauntily posed, hands on hips, as if modelling for the
drawing--one full frontal view and the other three-quarter.
Both display large penises--one graphically erect and the
other pointed down, though not quite flaccid.
Acker's pastiche--her juxtaposition of text and
drawing--echos the topography of Merida, the historical,
political dialectic that operates between Mayan (hut)/
Mexican (mansion)/Ancient (ruin).

The absent/present

mother--that is to say, the mother whose death generates
the "portrait" of the father-in-two-poses--thus connects
the historical with the psychoanalytic, the outside
(territory of Merida) with the inside (territory of the
self).

Such conflation of two incommensurate realms

becomes the foundation for Acker's reading of feminine
subjectivity.

Just as Merida is a site for a

psychoanalytic reading within an historical, political
paradigm, so the constitution of the daughter is situated,
for Acker, not only in "Freud's family theatre" (to borrow
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Deleuze's and Guttari's phrase) but also in (patriarchal)
history and politics.
In fact, Acker's witty pastiche systematically
deconstructs and parodies Freudian, Lacanian, and Kristevan
constructs by making the penis--clearly the focal point(s)
of Acker's illustration--stand for' "everything" Janey
wants.

This fantasy of the father's penis, which recalls

Freudian theory,10 is therefore linked to Janey's discovery
of her own castration and to the attendant penis envy that

'.

accompanies this phase of femininity ("Femininity," 588).
At the same time, Janey's depiction of the penis-in-twoposes forces the eye (the I) to shuttle between the two, an
action which parodies Lacan's notion of split subjectivity.11

In this sense, the portrait of Janey's father

may be understood as a reconstitution of her own split
self--a projection which occurs at the moment of the
subject's enunciation and which, for Kristeva and Lacan, is
the essence of the mirror stage. 12 Here, in fact, the
configurations of father and daughter are hopelessly
entangled, mirroring each other's splits, castrations, and
hysteria to the point where locating a difference between
them is difficult indeed.
Acker's/Janey's "portrait," clearly rooted in Freudian
and Lacanian thinking, also reenvisions psychoanalytic
paradigms by hystericizing the father into a series of
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multifarious identities, decapitating (castrating?) him and.
splitting him into two poses.

Such specularization of the

father transforms the daughter into a pornographer and the
phallic father into a sex object, a consumable product.
Feminized, the father's penis reflects the daughter's
problematized subjectivity, a subjectivity she has, in
turn, borrowed (by assuming the phallus) from hegemonic,
capitalist discourse.

The fantasy of the father thus

becomes a mise en ablme of the daughter's dilemma:

"Never

having known a mother," Janey is trapped in a language
system signified by the phallus which, according to Acker
at least, seems to be the equivalent of the father's penis.
Indeed, Acker's misprision of Lacan and Freud, her
deliberate conflation of the penis and the Phallus,13 takes
the issue of feminine subjectivity out of the realm of
psychoanalysis and into the realm of feminist politics.

As

"boyfriend, brother, sister, money, amusement, and father,"
Janey's father's penis arguably becomes, like the body of
the mother, the guarantor of all needs--the Phallus.
his castration which is

Even

symbolized by his headlessness{es)

is, in the context of Janey's/Acker's drawing, a
rhetorical device, a trompe d'oeil that Acker creates in
order to focus elsewhere--just as, Acker seems to suggest,
the fathers of modernity have employed the rhetoric of
psychoanalysis, emptied of socio-political content, to
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persuade us that we are all gastrados. 14

In fact, the

penis/Phallus, far from being absent in Acker's/Janey's
drawing, is tantalizingly doubled.

Startingly erect or

gracefully unerect, the penis/Phallus of the father is
never not not-there, but occasionally, shall we say,
unwilling.

Such a misreading of the penis/Phallus echos

Nancy K. Miller's perceptive observation that "only those
who have it can play with not having it" (50).
Acker's pastiche suggests that it is in the
interstices of such "playing around"--not unlike the sexy
masquerade of drag queens--that the split (male) subject
appropriates feminine "otherness" into male
representational systems and pretends to kill off gender
difference.

Janey's portrait of her father in two poses,

like Genet's tale of the sailor, exposes the homoeroticism
of the new epistemology.

Because it is both subject and

object, the mirror image of Janey's split subjectivity, the
father's penis/Phallus appropriates femininity in its wily
masquerade.

The frame of Janey's drawing, which reifies

the frame of Lacanian psychoanalysis, renders feminine
subjectivity impossible.
It is within this stifling paradigm, nonetheless, that
Acker situates Janey.

Like the topography of Merida, the

site of the enunciated self commingles absence and
presence, ancient and modern history.

The body of the
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mother, narratively dismantled, becomes the site of the
text itself, a corps morcele, Acker's pastiche, which
functions (like the mysterious Mayan ruins) as a place of
disruption and inscription.

The mother's absence-

presence, consistent with Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalysis, thus becomes the ground upon which the
daughter and father (or son and father) will play out the
final (oedipal) scenes of the family drama.
But Acker, as we've begun to see, offers a parody of
psychoanalysis by giving the oedipal scene a peculiar
twist.

For at the moment of the daughter's enunciation

(Janey's entry into Acker's novel), it is the father, in
fact, who is suffering from an identity crisis.

As her

father's best friend Bill tells Janey, "You've dominated
his life since your mother died and now he hates you.
has to hate you because he has to reject you.
find out who he is" (11).

He

He has to

Bill's psychoanalysis refigures

the family roles by casting Janey as the overbearing mother
and her father as the daughter/son on the threshold of the
oedipal stage.

The father-daughter relationship, for Bill,

is really a son-mother relationship.

Bill's analysis (like

Janey's drawing) perverts Freudian theory by ignoring the
distinctions between the oedipal and pre-oedipal, between
the father and the mother, and even between the son and the
daughter.

Indeed, as "subject supposed to know," Bill is a
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pervert since he had "once fucked Janey, but his cock was
too big"(10) (Janey is 10, remember).

Bill's pedophilia

thus parallels the father's incest, but his slipping (as it
were) into the role of psychoanalyst makes him, Acker seems
to suggest, the biggest prick of all.
Likewise, Janey's constitution in Acker's text is
perversely self-reflexive.

Janey tells Bill:

"Right now,

we're at the edge of a new era in which, for all sorts of
reasons, people will have to grapple with all sorts of
difficult problems, leaving us no time for the luxury of
expressing ourselves artistically" (10).

Thus Janey/Acker

announces the demise of the luxury of the artistic
expression--a luxury which is inseparable from the
invention of the expressive self--simultaneously
problematizing her own textual inscription.

Just as the

daughter's portrait of the father conflates and confuses
the identity of each, so Janey becomes both Acker and
not-Acker in the novel--both the authorial voice and
whatever undermines and confuses the presence of authority:
As author/parent/daughter/lover/l0 year old/adult-hysterical designations which recall us to the father's
multiple identities in Janey's drawing--the writing self
associates with the maze of "all sorts of difficult
problems," whose integrity is shattered for "all sorts of
reasons."
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Deleuze and Guttari point out that the classical
family, as perceived by Freud, preserves its unity by the
way it inscribes all the instability of the world into the
family system (30).

By de-stablizing family identities and

especially family roles, Acker dissolves this drama that
maintains the family.

Such dissolution reverberates

everywhere, collapsing the distinction between inside/
outside (which is to say, the distinction between the
family and the world, public and private realms) and
exposes, therefore, the fiction of family unity.

In

Acker's/Janey's world, the fiction of the self, as founded
on Freudian premises, is contaminated on all sides,
afflicted, as is Janey's/Acker's text, with the rush of
discourses-- historical, political, psychoanalytical,
literary, punk-porn-pop--which "heard" together (in
pastiche) constitute a kind of semiotic babble.

What this

suggests is that the self, in such a text, is
indistinguishable from the mother's cut up body, which is
to say, the self is indistinguishable from the text.
Unlike the mother, however, the self is not
appropriated to serve as text; rather, the writing self in
Acker's novel is mixed up in the text just as the preoedipal child is mixed up in the Imaginary of the mother's
gaze.

In the same way, the author is mixed up with her
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character so that

"author," like "mother," becomes just

one among many options for self-expression/enunciation.
One way to understand Janey's erratic oscillation
among identities is to see it as a poetic re-play of the
semiotic- symbolic dialectic

that characterizes what

Kristeva calls the "thetic" or the phase of
self-enunciation, a phase she locates at the threshold of
the Oedipal.

In literature, the thetic (from thesis,

literally "positing significance" or naming) is "breached"
(and thus re-played with a difference) by both mimesis and
poetic language.

Mimesis reproduces the rules of the

symbolic, what Kristeva refers to as "grammaticality."
"Mimetic discourse," she says,"takes on the structure of
language and, through narrative sentences, posits a
signified and signifying operation" (59).

Poetic language,

which is inseparable from mimesis, undermines meaning by
transgressing "grammatical rules" and calling into question
the symbolic "as a possessor of meaning" (57).

The

semiotic "babble" that characterizes Acker's text and
confounds the unity of the subject, Janey, can thus be seen
as a version of poetic mimesis, a process which
"[introduces] into the thetic position the stream of
semiotic drives and [makes] it signify" (60).

Finally,

Kristeva sees this process as one which prevents the
symbolic from becoming, in her words, "theological" and
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thus makes possible a kind of social revolution, which is
to say a revolution against dogma:

"Poetic language and

mimesis may appear as complicitous with dogma [ •
they may also set in motion what Dogma represses.

] but
In so

doing, they no longer act as instinctual floodgates within
the enclosure of the sacred and become instead protestors
against its posturing.

And thus, its complexity unfolded

by its practices, the signifying process joins social
revolution" (61).
Janey's non-monological identity, reified by Acker's
heteroglossic text, becomes, in Kristeva's sense, an
ideological strategy, a way to disrupt the dogma of the
unitary self.

Such a project is, of course, consistent

with postmodernism's agenda which, in seeking to erase
distinc- tions between genders, must appropriate Woman
(especially through her links with the semiotic and
pre-oedipal), as Jardine has p'ointed out.

(Indeed, even

Kristeva's theory of social revolution and poetic language
is linked primarily to a male literary praxis--the
literature of Lautreamont, Mallarme, Joyce, and Bataille,
for example.) 15
Acker's constitution of Janey, a motherless female who
must literally "draw" her conception of herself from her
father's image, is thus doubly problematized:

1) As

other/Woman/Daughter she is "always already" a conception
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inscribed by patriarchy, and 2) in postmodernism, her
otherness is no longer unassailable, having been
appropriated by the father-in-two-poses.

In fact, the

father's occupation of the daughter's "space," his acting
like a daughter instead of a father, represents a kind of
theoretical incest, where otherness disappears into
sameness, where the father subsumes all identities under
his name.

Indeed, the actual incest between Janey and her

father is, in Acker's text, linked to a confusion among
identities and about relations, a

con~~sion

that Acker

demonstrates (or parodies) in the father-daughter dialogue,
which is the textual equivalent of their intercourse.

Here

we see that Janey and Johnny are not only phonetically
equivalent, like Janey and Genet, but as lovers seem to
merge into an identity that erases any distinction between
father and daughter, and even man and woman:
turn,

In an ironic

Johnny tells Janey, "Our relationship just got too

entangled.

If anything is ever going to work out between

us, it'll have to work out while we're living separately."
Janey:

I said I'd wait here for you.

Father:

I've been thinking everything over and I see

that we were always out of phase with each other.
Janey:
Father:

I know.

I was very selfish.

I don't hate you.

things were between us.

I just dwell on how good
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Janey:

It's funny.

We always had this fantasy that

you were the one who was madly in love, but now
it turns out I'm the one.
Here Acker situates Janey and Johnny in the banal and
inauthentic discourse of soap operas, where characters
mouthing scripts are indeed exchangeable commodities.
Daughter and father disappear in such conversational
exchanges, making way for Janey and Johnny, who function to
parody and thus expose "the intricate buttoning of incest
and politics," as Kathleen Hulley puts it, that forms the
basis for Acker's critique of culture (Hulley, 171).16
For just as "gynesis" turns out to be an appropriation
of Woman for the purpose of a new homoerotics, so father/
daughter incest becomes a way to maintain a diseased status
quo within the family--or, and this is another way of
saying the same thing, to preserve the father's idealized
articulation as the master of the family.

In this space,

all identities radiate toward him and away from him, all
family roles become functions of the father's power.

The

father, not the Phallus, becomes the transcendental
signifier which hovers over both family and culture and
which precludes any self enunciation on the part of the
daughter.
Despite this, Janey becomes the subject who expresses
her own desires for the father; and Johnny, as we've seen
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in Janey's drawing, becomes the feminized, specular object
of his daughter's desires.

It is at this point that things

become "too entangled" for Johnny and he, like Genet, dumps
Janey.

Once again, for masculine subjectivity to remain

central, feminine subjectivity must be either appropriated
(for the male) or rejected.

It is precisely this

unsettling entanglement between male and female
subjectivites that Lacan tries to sort out when he
pronounces the impossibility of feminine subjectivity:
"About this pleasure, woman knows nothing," he insists
("God and the Jouissance of the Woman," 145).

And Luce

Irigaray counters:
The question whether, in his logic, they can
articulate anything at all, whether they can be heard,
is not even

raised.

For raising it might mean that

there may be some other logic, one that upsets his
own.

That is, a logic that challenges mastery. (90)

Like Irigaray, Acker ohallenges the mastery of the
male postmodern text by raising the possibility of another
articulation.

The site of Merida,as we've seen, conflates

geography and history with psychoanalysis, entangling these
separate discourses in order to expose the problematic of
feminine enunciation.

In a drawing captioned "Merida," for

example, a curled penis protrudes from zippered pants; a
woman's hands flank the penis, one finger pointing to a
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spot within the man's pubic hair.

Thus history and

politics (the outside world) is embedded, like lice, in the
shadow of the father's penis, parodying (by revising) not
only the conventions of inside and outside, but the
psychoanalytic thinking that claims to sort out hysterical
entanglements by banishing feminine desire.

In fact, as

Teresa de Lauretis argues, such entanglements must be
tolerated in order to reach a feminist understanding of the
female subject:
as one that. ••

U[F]eminisrn understands the female subject
is not either 'in ideology' or outside

ideology (e.g. in science) but rather is at once inside and
outside the ideology of gender, or [ • • • ] is at once
woman and women" (Technologies, 114).

Indeed Janey, like

the Janus figure who guards the portals of the Mayan ruins,
engages in a monstrous double vision which affords her both
an inside and an outside view.

She is both her father's

conception of her and that "other" Janey:

hystericized and

hysterical, wandering through Acker's text and writing
through or in spite of "the lousy material conditions" that
make any articUlation of her subjectivity so difficult.
Predicated on the death of the mother, Janey nonetheless
presides over a sort of maternal "chora," a semiotic stream
of poetic discourse which prevents the dogma of postmodern
theory from taking hold.

172
New York

We might understand Merida to be a kind of Imaginary,
a mirror-stage which continuously reflects/plays back a
kind of narration/image that traps the protagonist and, as
we've seen, sets the stage for her difficult enunciation.
Tangier, on the other hand, is symbolic--a writing space,
specifically the scene of the treasonous discourse of
postmodernism.

This space, despite its allegiance to

alterity and polyvalent writing schemes, does nothing, as
we've seen, to radically alter the terms of enunciation for
female subjects.

As de Lauretis puts it, "the subject (of

postmodernism] is envisioned as non-gendered--gender being
precisely an effect of delusion, an imaginary construct,
nothing to do with the Real (,] which is to say, once
again, that the subject is still (usually) white and male"
(123).

New York, however, which in Acker's novel exists in

between these problematic territories, attempts to
represent, that is to say textualize, the unpresentable.
As the site of confusion, poverty, the abject, and, indeed,
remainders of every sort, New York is the place of the
Real. 17

It is here that Janey "chooses" to live in a slum:

Garbage covers every inch of the streets.

The few

inches garbage doesn't cover reek of dog and cat piss.
All of the buildings are either burnt down, half-burnt
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down, or falling down.

None of the landlords who own

the slum live in their disgusting buildings. (56)
New York, as the textual centerpiece between Merida and
Tangier--literally occurring at the middle of the novel-is a center in perpetual dissolution:
and over again.

not holding, over

Like Acker's text, New York is

heteroglossic-- the slum neighborhood contains hookers,
junkies, welfare Puerto Ricans, Ukranian and Polish
families, bums, pimps, a few white artists, and a few
"semi-artists" "who [ • • • ] will never make it" (56).

•

Everyone is poor and everyone is imperiled, terrified or
dangerous.

It is here, nonetheless, that Janey, in the

words of Acker's subheading, "becomes a woman."
If a maternal "chora" is alluded to in Merida,
signalled by the Mayan ruins and Janey's own textual forays
into the pre-oedipal semiotic, it nonetheless keeps its
place.

The ruins, as we've seen, leave gaps in the

topography.

The vast empty buildings, scary unoccupied

spaces, around which the Mexican-Mayan civilization
struggles flourish, become in Acker's lexicon, the absence
upon which history and politics are predicated. In New
York, however, the reflexive movement of the mirror is
shattered. Gone are the paradigms of psychoanalysis in
which history and politics are played back, and vanished is
the allegorical landscape which images the absent-present
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motifs of psychoanalytic thinking.
a container),18

The "chora" (literally

of the maternal has erupted, infecting,

confusing, and making no sense--just as, Acker seems to
suggest, life for marginal, poverty-stricken people is
chaotic and senseless and, therefore, unpresentable, indeed
inarticulable:
Most people are what they sense and if all you see day
after day is a mat on a floor that belongs to the rats
and four

walls with tiny piles of plaster at the

bottom, and all you eat is starch, .and all you hear is
continuous noise, you smell garbage and piss which
drips through the walls

continually, and all the

people you know live like you, it's not horrible, it's
just •

(57)

Acker's narrator's failure to say just what it is, beyond
"not horrible," that inhabitants of New York city slums
experience is an indictment of a bourgeois discourse that
claims to be able to articulate everything in the name of
the father.
exists.

The Real, for Acker, may be unspeakable but it

Like feminine subjectivity, the "other" logic of

slums and crime has been relegated to the outskirts where
it may be ignored and, eventually, repressed.
Janey's "choice" (to live in a slum) is thus
questionable.

If the slum represents, as I'm suggesting, a

marginalized territory not unlike the territory of feminine
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desire, then indeed Janey's situation there would seem not
to be a matter of her choosing.

As a woman struggling to

resist patriarchal constructs which invite her complicity,
Janey would seem to have no choice but to locate herself,
along with the hookers, bums, and junkies, outside the
peripheries of mainstream culture.

But enunciation for

women is, inevitably, a choice--that is to say, an
inevitable choice, an oxymoron which the opposing tensions
of Woman and women inhabit.

Janey's "choice" and her

"bedoming a woman" are, in this sense, conjoined in a
textual project which attempts to reveal the hysterical
contradiction at the root of theories of sUbjectivity.
"Janey becomes a woman" (the subheading of a subversive
text) has a double message--it refers both to Janey's
kidnapping by the thug employees of the Persian Slave
Trader (her cooption by male enterprise) and it refers to
the intense and often maniacal reading and writing which
constitute her as a fluid entity-voice (not really a
character) in Acker's novel.
In an effort to articulate this paradoxical
formulation for feminine subjectivity, de Lauretis cites an
oxymoron of Paul de Man who, in attempting to illustrate
the contradictory disjuncture between grammar and rhetoric
and to preserve a sense of "a double, self-contradictory
coherence," comes up with the phrase "subverted support."
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De Lauretis's interest in de Man's figure--indeed her
appropriation of it as a figure for the contradiction
inherent in feminine discourse--is linked also to her
interest in (and appropriation of) Jameson's notion (in The
Political Unconscious) of a meaningful ideological subtext
which may be unveiled by a reading process.

A feminist

reading of a feminine subject requires "a strategy of
coherence" for de Lauretis, and her conflation of de Man's
figure and Jameson's interpretive model creates a feminist
rhetoric for such a strategy.
participates

Fittingly or not, her model

in the very hysterical discourse it is trying

to articulate:
What has come to mind, as I struggle to put into words
something that will not fit, like the sense of a
double, self-contradictory coherence, is the figure
that I teased out a while ago from de Man's discussion
of the relation between grammar and rhetoric: the
oxymoron of a "subverted

support."

The relation of

women to woman, as well as the female subject's
relation to narrative • • • seems to me

to be

graspable in that contradictory, mutually subversive,
and yet necessary or coexisting relationship of
grammar and rhetoric. (115)
Hence in the discontinuous and contradictory relationship
between grammar (signs) and rhetoric (narrative logic), de
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Lauretis finds an analogy to the paradoxical and hysterical
presence/absence of Woman on "the scene of Western
representation" (113)--as, perhaps, "reader/writer" and
"read."

"Teasing" de Man and even Jameson, she is able to

locate a hermeneutic model in feminist narrative, an
ideological subtext which she suggests, quoting Jameson,
"draws the Real [those contradictions which are
unpresentable in master narratives] into its own texture"
(111).

The feminist writer, therefore, is always a

feminist reader, a discoverer (and appropriator) of
subtexts which subvert the historical and political regime
of patristic representation systems.
It is fitting, therefore, that Janey should begin to
keep her journal in New York, that she compose book reports
and poems and that the drawings in this section of Acker's
novel reflect not only her readings of male canonized
texts, but that "other" logic which a feminine, indeed
feminist, subjectivity reveals.

In one of these drawings,

for example, a naked woman is depicted with her arms
stretched over her head, bound at the wrists and ankles.
The caption:

"Ode to a Grecian Urn."

And another, a view

of a woman's opened vagina, thighs spread, is entitled
"Girls will Do Anything For Love."

Keat's urn, imaged as a

woman's bound body, exposes the complicity of male texts
with the oppression of women in the same way that a vapid
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truism like "Girls will Do Anything For Love" exposes,
literally, the humiliating extent to which "girls" have
been specularized/ prostituted for the love of men.
In a similar (feminist) spirit, Janey responds to The
Scarlet Letter" with a reading that begins, like
Hawthorne's novel, with a scene of incarceration:
live in
(65).

prison.

"We all

Most of us don't know we live in prison"

Acker goes on to plagiarize Hawthorne, parodying and

re-vising him as she goes:
A throng of bearded men, in sad-coloured garments,
were

assembled in front of a gaol.

They were waiting

for a woman named Hester Prynne to walk out of the
gaol •

.. .................. ..... ............ ........ . . . ..... .
All of them even the hippies hated Hester Prynne
because she was a freak and because she couldn't be
anything else and because she wouldn't be quiet and
hide her freakiness like a bloody Kotex and because
she was wild and insane as they come. (65).
The hooded and bareheaded women, who in Hawthorne's opening
lines are "intermixed" with the men (271), are omitted in
Acker's plagiarism, suggesting that the direction her
subversive reading will take will be founded on the
feminist belief that society, indeed, is male.

Gone also

is Hawthorne's "rose-bush" which, "by a strange chance, had
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been kept alive in history," and whose flowers Hawthorne's
narrator would "present to the reader

to symbolize

some sweet moral blossom, that may be found along the
track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human
frailty and sorrow" (Hawthorne, 273).

For Acker's

history--unlike his-story--does not permit the survival of
such frail symbols or offer the assurance of a "sweet moral
blossom" to "relieve the darkening close."
Instead, Janey offers a "bloody Kotex" as a trope for
Hester's "freakiness," the abject antithesis of the
"eternal" loveliness of the rose.

The prototypical waste

product thus displaces symbolic transcendence, indicating
the rhetorical shifts required in an economy that literally
disposes of and abjects the feminine body--as opposed to an
economy (Hawthorne's) which, idealizes and sentimentalizes
women.

Hawthorne's project is distinct from Acker's, as

she goes on to explain, since the paradigms of their
respective cultures differ:
Long ago, when Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet Letter, he
was living in a society that was more socially
repressive and less materialistic than ours. [ • • . ]
Nowadays most women fuck around 'cause fucking doesn't
mean anything.
money.

All anybody cares about nowadays is

The woman who lives her life according to

nonmaterialistic ideals is the wild antisocial
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monster; the more openly she does so, the more
everyone hates her.

Women today don't get put in gaol

for being bloody pieces of Kotex--only streetwalkers
and junkies land up in gaol, gaol-and-law now being a
business like any other

busin~ss--they

death and everyone hates them.

just starve to

Physical and mental

murder help each other out. (66)
Janey, who chooses her slum life, is a woman who lives
according to nonmaterialistic ideals, which is to say
ideals which make her non-complicit with androcentric
culture.

still, she suffers--"starves to death"--by

precisely choosing to ally herself with the only--that is,
an antisocial (like Hester)--alternative to patriarchal
culture.

In fact, as Acker/Janey sees it, there is no

alternative:

"Good is bad.

crime is-the only possible

behaviour" (67).
Such a position is allied to Hawthorne's, whose
project Acker sees as subversive, masked as it is in the
past, "in lies," as Janey puts it, because "(Hawthorne] was
living in a society to which writing and ideas still
mattered."

The distinction between Janey and Hawthorne

lies not in their perceptions of society, but rather in the
respective societal values placed on writing as well as
sexuality:

"Right now I can speak as directly as I want to

'cause nobody gives a shit about writing and ideas, all
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anyone cares about is money," writes Janey (66).

Where

Hawthorne has to woo the sensibilities of his readers--by,
perhaps, offering them a rose at the beginning of his
story--Acker has to discover a readership for which her
writing will matter at all.
In this sense, Acker/Janey, the self whose enunciation
is imperiled repeatedly in Acker's text, is like the
outcast, Hester Prynne.

For Acker, women who would

articulate their femininity--that is, women who inhabit the
slummy margins of society, at least metaphorically--are in
prison, confined to perpheries, choosing to pledge
allegiance to nonmaterialistic (nonpatriarchal) ideals,
starving to death.

The fiction of Hester is Janey's

textual reality, Acker's fictional heritage.

What Acker

finally seems to imply is that thwarted feminine
subjectivity is trapped (unchanging, stifled) in
Hawthorne's novel.
It is along the lines of a logic that acknowledges
both this literary debt and this fictional prison-house,
therefore, that Janey interrupts her book report on The
Scarlet Letter with a twenty-three page section entitled
"The Persian Poems."

This document is arranged like a

basic language primer in a child's notebook.

On the left

side of the page are Persian characters; on the right are
their English translations.

Beginning with simple words
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and phrases--IIJaney/Janey is a girl/The world is red/night
is the narrow street/and the narrow side street/Janey is a
child/Janey is an expensive child/but cheapll(72)--the
primer works itself into a poetry that parodies the way
language takes shape for the growing child and gradually
becomes saturated with a political agenda.

Janey's playful

free-association of one phrase with another reveals a
sinister underside in which verbs like "to have, to buy, to
want, to see, to come, to beat up, to eat, to rob, to
kidnap, to kill" (79) become, in a

futu~e

entry, lito have

Janey/to buy Janey/to want Janey/ to see Janey/to come
Janey/to beat up Janey," etc. (82).
Indeed, Janey's position as direct object here
suggests that it is at the level of the sentence where
women are first confined.

And so, what begins as a way to

break out of Hawthorne's fiction and into some authentic
place where the rudiments of language can be pieced
(pastiche within pastiche) into a kind of untainted
articulation of the self winds up announcing its own
futility:

"See my cunt!/My cunt is empty./My cunt is

red./This is my cunt" (93) not only parodies essentialist
feminine subjectivity, but recap it- ulates women's
complicity with the culture's "cuntstitution" of them.
After "The Persian Poems," when Janey resumes her book
report, even Hester echos the dilemma in which women find
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themselves, the· impossible double-bind of feminine desire
which must repress itself in order to be fulfilled:
'I go crazy when I want to fuck a guy,' Hester thinks
to herself.

'How will any man ever love me?

I be happy if a man doesn't fuck and love me?
look at Pearl.

How can
But

She's happy and she doesn't fuck.'

•••••••••••••••••••••••

It

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Pearl wears hippy clothes and runs around in the
forest and makes no distinction between what's outside
her and her dreams. (93)
Like Janey, Pearl creates a child-like text, pastiching the
world in a manner which recuperates its "wildness."
Hester's pregnancy, Janey decides, "made her wildness
[ • • • ] public" (67).

But Pearl's happiness is

condi tional upon the absenc,e of sexual desire, whereas
Hester (and Janey) are "prisoners" precisely because they
have to grapple with the dilemma of feminine sexuality (and
enunciation).

Hester and Janey can go wild, therefore, but

only Pearl can fashion the wild, free text, which is to say
an unimprisoned enunciation of the self.
It is finally the impossibility of creating such a
text (or self), in desire, that causes Janey's dis-ease:
The Persian slave trader finally decided Janey was
ready to hit the streets.

She had demonstrated that

she knew how to make impotent men hard, give blow and
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rim jobs, tease, figure out exactly what each man
wants without asking him, make a man feel secure,
desirable, and wild.

Now she was beautiful.

There

was only one thing wrong, at least according to the
Persian slave trader.

At this moment he found out

that she had cancer. (116)
Janey, who becomes for the slave trader (or father or
culture) the "ideal" woman, is simultaneously hystericized

..

(diseased) by the process.

But hysteria (like the monster

in the text,19 Janus/Janey) is two-faced.

It is both a

process in which women are trapped in male configurations
and a strategy for enunciation, as the following analogy
will make clear:

"Having cancer," Janey/Acker writes,

is like having a baby.

If you're a woman and you

can't have a baby 'cause you're so starving poor or
'cause no man wants anything to do with you or 'cause
you're lonely and miserable and frightened and totally
insane, you might as well have cancer.

You can feel

your lump and you nurse, knowing it will always get
bigger.

It eats you and gradually, you learn, as all

good mothers learn, to love yourself .

.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Janey was learning to love herself.

Everything was

shooting out of her body like an orgasming volacano.
All the pain and misery she had been feeling, crime
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and terror on the streets had come out.

She was no

longer totally impotent and passive about her lousy
situation.

Now she could do something about the pain

in the world:

she could die.

(116)

Cancer, like pregnancy, is the body's inscription of the
teachings/desires of the slave trader/father/culture).

At

the same time, it is the body's revolt against these
teachings/desires, a revolt that "[shoots] out like an
orgasming volcano"-'-a metaphor which links pregnancy and
disease to feminine desire, to feminine subjectivity, and,
not coincidentally, to the volcanic surges of Acker's own
novel.

In Ackerws/Janey's reading of her "cancer," we

witness the transformation of the hystericized body,
passive and impotent, to the hysterical speaking subject,
powerful and articulate.

Like pregnancy (and like

Janey's/Acker's text), cancer is wildness "made public."
Nonetheless, in Acker's heavily ironic view, this
powerful articulation depends upon the disappearance of its
author.

For the analogy between

mother~ood

and terminal

illness not only recalls Hester's social disability, but
heralds a troubled return of the mother in Acker's
novel--this time refigured as cancer-ridden host and thus
only temporarily (albeit significantly) resurrected as a
trope.

In the same way, Acker seems to speculate,

postmodern writers have temporarily rhetoricized the
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mother's pre-oedipal prerogatives in order to insist upon
the death of subjectivity.

In the last analysis, it seems

as if the female subject is deprived of all hope, that the
erasure of this wild feminine "publication," sealed by the
authorial death which is exacted by the postmodern agenda,
is inevitable.

The World

The epi logue to Acker's novel is a b/enty-f i ve page
series of textual illustrations entitled, "The World."
pages are unnumbered--like an art catalogue?

The

a

comicbook?-- and tell a story which begins as a retelling
of genesis stories:
A light came into the world.
that
Peace.

Dazzling white light

makes lightness dazzling burning Happiness.
The forms of the ancient arts of Egypt this is

the time that

wolves came out of the trees.

Here Acker's narrative voice shifts to the cool omniscience
of biblical authority, perhaps since Janey, the passionate
and self-questioning voice of feminine subjectivity, has
disappeared from the novel.

Or haG she?

We might understand this voice to be either the voice
of Acker, who survives her own protagonist, or to be the
voice of Janey from beyond the grave--or both at once.

For
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finally, what this voice-shift seems to suggest is that
Acker can and cannot be split off from her female subject
and from her text which inscribes the demise of feminine
subjectivity.

She (and Janey) are both dead and resur-

rected, in this sense, in the epilogue.
These undecidable borders between the author, Acker,
and her subject, Janey (which I have had to convey as
Janey/ Acker in my own text), reified throughout the novel
as the fragile borders between Acker's enunciative
territories, may also recall Paul de Man's remarks on
autobiography "as defacement."

In this unstable genre, de

Man points out, "two subjects [are] involved in the process
of reading in which they determine each other by mutual
reflexive substitution" (921).

Acker's creation of Janey

as fictional subject could be understood as such a fiction
itself since it veils Acker's symbolic autobiography.

At

the same time, Janey "as subject" makes possible an
articulation of the difficulties which autobiography itself
veils--that is to say, "the [mutually] reflexive
substitution" between two subjects--author and protagonist.
Acker's concern with feminine subjectivity requires such a
strategy since 1) that concern necessarily implicates her
own enunciation as feminine/feminist author, and 2) her
concerns with feminist authorship are problematized by
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postmodernism's insistence on the death of the
subject/author, as we have seen.
Janey's resurrection in Acker's epilogue can therefore
be understood as her epitaph, which is to say Acker's
epitaph on the death of the female subject.

This

resurrection of a dead voice, the arrogation of authority
to a dead author, may be familiar to us as the rhetorical
figure of prosopopeia, "a fiction," as de Man explains it,
"of an apostrophe to an absent, deceased or voiceless
entity, which posits the possibility of the latter's reply
and confers upon it the power of speech" (926).

Such a

figure, as de Man explains it, is generically linked to
autobiography since it unites the living with the dead.
The use of prosopopeia has a particular relevance in
Acker's feminist fiction since the problematics of feminine
enunciation and the attendant death of the subject in
postmodernism

would seem to require a metaphorical vehicle

to resolve, or at least demonstrate, certain political and
narratorial ambivalencies which are left hanging darkly at
the end of Acker's novel.
Acker's last word, her "fiction of the voice-frombeyond the grave" (de Man, 927), functions therefore to
alleviate the darkness of the inevitable death of the
female subject.

Within this pictorial, highly pastiched

space, this voice which has been figuratively silenced
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speaks eloquently.

And the fact that Acker entitles her

"apostrophe" "The World" loosens the textual screw,
expanding it outward to include all that has been excluded
from the liminal territories she has explored thus far.
At the same time, Acker's parody of genesis stories
seems also to be a parody of her own use of prosopopeia.
The tongue-in-cheek assumption of an authority which is
traditionally male exposes that authority as a fiction and,
like prosopopeia, a rhetorical trick.

We are told:

A human is a being halfway between an alligator and a
bird who wants to be a bird •

............. ............. .................. . ........ .
The ancient books say there are ways humans can
become

something else.

The most important

book on human transformation is hidden with the corpse
Catullus in the Saba Pacha Cemetary in Alexandra
because all books were written by dead people.

Shall we look for this wonderful book?
being dead people?

Shall we stop

Shall we find our way out of all

expectations? (147)
Indeed, this narrative "we" sets out on a journey to
Catullus's grave, finds him, and persuades him to tell
where the "book" is hidden.

Not

on~y

does the resurrected

figure of Catullus parody the prosopopeia of Acker's
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narrator (and vice versa), but the quest for a text of
wisdom seems to bitterly recapitulate Acker's/Janey's
futile textual search for a "magical" way to transform the
feminine from the appropriated figure of postmodernism to
speaking subject.
Moreover, Acker's narrative "we" implicitly includes
the reader in its prosopoesis, as death becomes a figure
for a state of mind and even a point of view, presumably
the cultural point of view which has killed Janey.
Therefore, when "we" find the book, we are able to fly,
which in Acker's lexicon means to be "free souls," and "we
[dream up] the world in our own image" (143,163,164):
We are dreaming of sex,
of thieves, murderers,
firebrands,
of huge thighs opening
to us like this night. (163)
Hence the circularity of cultural discourse, the inexorable
link of word and image, seals "our" (cultural) fates by
making real transformation impossible.

stuck in the trap

of power and desire, we cannot change our conceptions and
so continue to conceive the same way.
Yet the figure which reconstitutes the dead author and
all of us dead readers--which is to say, participants in
the death of the female subject and in our own fates--also
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delivers Acker's instruction in the form of a parable.

The

parallels between this exegetic shift and the paradigmatic
shifts in the Bible are worth noting.

For as the Old

Testament gives way to the New, the epistemes change:
parables, for one thing, displace creation stories. 2o
This is not to say that Acker would have women become
didactic purveyers of parabolic wisdom, but rather that at
the end of her novel she instructs us to change our
paradigms--to imagine the world differently.

For finally,

it is the imagination that Acker believes will create our
freedom; fictions, hysterical and female, may make possible
our human transformations.
"Soon many other Janeys were born and these Janeys
covered the earth" (165), Acker's narrator assures us at
the end, an assurance that is fraught with the ambivalence
and instability of feminine fiction itself.
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APPENDIX A:

FLOATING, an epilogue

My images. This metaphor for what happens.
A geranium in flames on a green cloth
becomes yours. You, coming home after hears
to light the stove, get out the typewriter and begin
again. Your story.
--Adrienne Rich
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BUILDING A HOUSE

Here are the plans taped to the side of the old house,
taped to the wall which will be the last to go.

I have a

hatchet for chopping; I have a radio for entertainment.

Last week they sent a man around with a questionnaire.
One of the questions was:

Why are you building a new

house, what's wrong with the old one?

That's two

questions, I told him.

The children collect stones for the foundation; they
come from allover.

The stones, that is.

come from the same place, which is mine.

The children
Which is,

precisely speaking, inside of me.

I have a box with compartments for all of my tools,
deep pocket in my apron for nails, a canvas slot for the
hammer.

Soon I will have to pour in cement.

Even though it is midnight, the children are outside

in their nightgowns watching me build our house. This will
take a long time, I tell them, better go to bed.

They are

a
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sitting.under a tree, beech I think, or elm, and they look
cold.

At least huddle together, I tell them.

When the man from the association came over with the
questionnaire, he asked me when I was planning to start
work on the new house.

When I get the money, I said.

was an answer he understood.
coffee.

This

We sat together and drank

He told me about his wife, who is a cripple.

She's a very brave woman, he told me, a true saint.

There are people who say that building a house is too
strenuous an activity for a woman.
little wrists!

I would agree.

My delicate spinal column!

My

It takes the

whole of my weight to stand this one board on end, and at
the most difficult point of pushing, when the weight is the
greatest and my own strength is diminishing, I lose all
sensation.

The landscape, whatever chink had been visible

to me before, begins to blur, then blackens out altogether.
The same thing happens with sounds:

animal noises,

breezes, cars and radios take cover beneath one tone,
neutralize, then silence.

The last to go is the sensation

of touch; I am pushing and pushing, and then I am not
pushing.
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The man whose wife is a cripple asked me if I was a
woman's libber.

But at first I thought he said liver and

so I couldn't understand the question.

What what?

I kept

asking.

The children, who are huddled together under thetree,
are worried.

What will become of the old house?

about our toys?

The tv?

tell them, don't worry.

Our beds?

Everything will fit, I

I point to the plan that is taped

to the side of the old house.
playroom, right here.

What

Look, I say, here is the

And there are the bedrooms.

hours they watch me measure and saw.

For

The cement which I

have poured into the foundation is beginning to harden.
Soon I will put up the walls.

We can't understand why you would want a new house,
said the man.

You already have a pretty nice place.

He

was looking at my paintings, at my clean ashtrays and my
arrangements of fruit.
him.

Would you like an apple? I asked

I would like to look around, he said.

I just don't

understand why you would want to live anywhere else.

The radio is playing one of my favorite Cole Porter
tunes, Anything Goes.

An instrumental version, and since I

know the words very well I sing them while nailing this
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wall into place:

In olden' days a glimpse of stockin' was

looked on as somethin' shock in , now heaven knows. Anything
Goes!

The children giggle and clap along.

This is the master bedroom, I told the man.
live alone? he asked.

Well of course not, I said, but I

knew he was thinking about a
said.

So you

~

I am the master, I told him.

There is no master? he
Then he patted me very

gently on the shoulder, he brushed a piece of hair from my
face.

For 31 years, I have been unable to make love to my

wife, he told me.

When all four walls are up, the children walk around
and knock on them.

They kick them with their bare feet.

What if it falls down, then what? asks my son.
fall down, I say, ever.
an earthquake?

It won't

But what if there's a hurricane,

There won't be a hurricane or earthquake.

The man was sitting on the edge of my bed looking at
the photograph albums.
sister.

There I am in my Easter hat with my

There I am making my first holy communion.

Look

at my white mary janes, my funny veil with the lilies-ofthe-valley.

There I am in Bermuda on a bicycle.

my red lipstick.

The man was laughing, laughing.

Look at
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The truth is, I haven't thought about the roof until
this very minute.

I am thinking I would like it to be a

soft roof, and so I decide to make a roof out of the
children's nightgowns.

Take them off, I say.

cold now, so they rush inside.

It's very

Then they come out with

more nightgowns which we sew together and nail over the
tops of the walls.

What a beautiful house! I say.

moon is shining through the nightgowns.
and sit down.

The

We all go inside

Nothing will ever happen to us, I tell them.

Then the man Look me in his arms and kissed my neck.
His leg slid over
Wait! I said.

mi~q,

he was pushing himself into me.

You haven't seen the wedding pictures, the

pictures of switzerland!

He was pulling at my blouse, I

was afraid it would rip.

Please, I said, let me show you

pictures of the children.

The children and I are watching the moon shine though
the nightgown roof.

The only thing that could happen, I

tell them, would be something like this:

We will be

driving down Route 121 at night, the moon will be just like
this, not quite full, a little fuzzy around the rim.

We

will be driving into town to get pizza for dinner, a
special treat.

The road will stretch in front of us the

same as ever, the white lines bending where the field
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starts, and we will follow the curve fast into the
straightaway.

And then a huge truck will come toward us,

slowly, its headlights blaring into our eyes.
cross over into our lane and

crash into us.

It will
Very simple.

Very quick.

After a while the man pulled away from me on the bed.
His eyes were sad.
of here, he said.

He started to cough.

I have to get out

I was relieved to see him go.

Please,

he told me at the door, abandon this idea of yours.
where you are.

I will, I will, I told him.

stay
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POLIO

1

In retrospect one considers the whiteness of what was:

Sun

blazing the table white, corners of metal and glass, blue
lineoleum, uniform blue blaze to rival the sun but a
quality of whiteness nonetheless, an intensity like the
edge·of a knife.

Rose who is cutting an onion, squares then smaller
rectangles as her face dampens,
girl no more cookies.

wipes her face, tells the

And the accomplishment of Rose is to

stand sturdily at the counter and chop chop while the girl
in the chair swings her feet, or to many times a day sweep
up and down the treacherous back stairway balancing trays,
hauling cardtables, wearing the same mission, uniform,
facial expression, and to consider in this moment only and
solidly the future of the roast beef gravy, the potatoes
blooming softly to the top of the big pot.

The child flawed from a vision of too much clean sunlight,
too many flowers everywhere in every room, for what is a
child if not kept in a rapturous state where there are
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spaces to dream things into existence instead of
plentitude. Which is why she looks to the cool space of
ceilings and makes mud in the yard where there once tiny
precious hybrids (ripped up by her own violent deed).

2

The staircase at her grandparents' has a velvet bannister.
Her left hand slides over it, thick purple rope of velvet
caught at intervals with carved brass hooks.

At the top of

the stairs on a narrow oak chest sits a smiling Buddha,
bare to the waist, yellow stomach drooping over plaster
folds of garment.

A small square window allows an uneven

beam of light to graze the Buddha.
beam.

Dust floats in the

A hand could stop the dust in its travel, but light

always continues.

Light, shapes, intervals, the particular tilt of a leaf and
its relationship to the air, the measure of things by hand
spans or sounds repeated.

One one hundred, two one

hundred, up the stairs she wagers against life. She is
betting that her sense of things is accurate, that you have
to take careful stock of your surroundings, not in order to
change them, but to limit their powers.
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Now at her grandparents' things line up, perfect center of
mahoghany, boxes with tiny intricate gesigns, more perfect
than leaves.

She alone is subject to decay, spots and

smudges on her face and clothes,

hair unruly, nails

bitten, dirty, nervous.

Upstairs her grandparents sit in the library having tea;
black English in china cups, toast on a silver rack.
and preserves, tumbler of sherry, glass of ice.

Honey

The maid,

Rose, a silent automatic part of the environment places
spoons and butter knives left and right, arranges chairs.
Her skirt erroneously makes a whisper, a human sound like a
voice as it brushes the tablecloth.
is open and a breeze comes in.

The tall even window

The girl touches her cheek.

It's cold, says the grandmother, There's a draft.

The

grandfather fiddles with the radio station buttons.

3

My grandfather fiddled with the knobs and the smooth voice
of the newscaster came on.
it?

I didn't listen.

I was absorbed in my egg.

What day was

I cracked the top off with

the side of the spoon and looked in; creamy yellow
swirling, the interrupted process of a chicken, hard white.
I dunked in a narrow of toast.

The breeze came higher, so
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soft, the smell of it still in my

nostrils~

the window, said my grandmother.

When she raised her hands

and shook them the veins disappeared.

alive.

Close

Otherwise the veins

were like ropes, rubber ropes and blue blood.

Her nails

were pale yellow, the color of her skin underneath, white
at the edges, translucent, beautifully pared half moons.

Now the oak tree rustled big leaves, making a noise that
irritated my

g~andmother.

Close the window, she told me.

I went to the window and looked out before closing it.
street was below, grey asphalt with a white line.

The

The

other street at the corner waQ white, I could see a
triangle of it and a
turning in.

s~milar

portion of my mother's car

stopping before the open window I watched the

dreamy oak, its brittle daze of leaves within arm's reach;
I watched my mother's car pull up, slip into a space near
the curb, sound the horn.
grandmother.

Close the window, said my

She's here.

4

The staircase at my parents had been more conventional: a
wooden banister, exactly thirteen beige carpeted steps.

I

stood at the top and watched the pageant of mother, father
and then brother wrapped in a blue blanket, his head
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wobbling gently against my mother's hair.

My mother stared

not at the baby but into herself, eyes blank as a sky.

The

baby curved his thin, two year old arm around her and held
fast.

The father was putting on his coat, the mother

staring inward deeper and deeper, the brother held tight as
the girl watched from the top of the stairs, is still
watching, will continue to watch, though the moment itself
is physically past.

Finally, collar up, the father turns

before the mother, the door opens once, quick, and closes
with a thick lifelessness.

5

At her grandparents, the girl stands at the window and
watches as her mother slides the car, a '53 Oldsmobile with
a yellow stripe on the hood, into the space next to the
curb. She honks the horn for the girl to come.

This is the

day they go to church to pray for the sick brother.

The

girl fumbles with the window sash, she is so tired, she
watches the mother's arm jut from the window to beckon her.

In the car, the mother's smooth face, the watery line of
her cheek, milky brown eyes fastened on the distance,
hardly saying a word anymore, so that the girl pictures
inevitably the thin white arm of the brother curved around
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her mother's neck:

Her father buttoning his raincoat, her

mother looking inward further and further as if she was
disappearing; the sick boy wrapped in a blue blanket making
choking and difficult noises, his arm shifting the mother's
hair.

6

I kept my hands on my lap, thought of what to say to God.
The trees rode by smoothly, clean grey suburban roads and
impeccable homes on neat

arched plots, hedges and fences

enhancing and ordering.

We passed clumps of forsythia,

some I had destroyed personally, running my fingers down
the whole length of a knobby branch on my way to school and
leaving a scattering of small yellow stars on the sidewalk.
I used to play step on a crack, break my mother's back,
keeping the steps precisely even, no cheating, but
proceeding according to the hardcore rule I believed leept
us from slipping off the edge of the world.

Not

permissible to alter the step in order to avoid the death
of the mother, for she would die and it would be me who
caused it, my being, my place in the nature of things to
play that game over and over, to seal the mother's fate, my
fate and hers.

And the fact that my mother's back did not

break instantly was irrelevant; I plied dark holes upon her
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. soul whenever I stepped on a crack for which my walking in
the world at all, down the sidewalk, to school, my birth,
my conception in her womb--everything--became synonyms for
the gradual destruction of the mother--and there was
nothing that could be done about it.

Only prayer.

Deliverance through magic.

My mother believed in the simple prayers of children.
Christ wore his chestnut hair in ringlets; the children
leaned against his knees, looked into his face.

Suffer ye

little children to come unto me my mother said that
morning, but I knew better.

I knew that we children were

not so simple not so innocent, but fatalistic and raw.

I

buried my face in my hands after communion, but I was
thinking an older religion, one that worked with the
rhythms of your body--one one hundred, two one hundred, I
say to God.

This is the chance you take.

My mother bowed her head, I watched her from the corner of
my eye.

She knelt up straight and told me to do the same.

She fumbled in her handbag for a kleenex and dabbed her
eyes, blew her nose softly.

Only a few of us were there in

the enormous church; row after dark wood row shone emptily
with light pouring in from the stained glass windows.
figures on the windows were blue and green and yellow.

The
One
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of the virgin Mary with the Angel Gabriel.

The

Annunciation when he announced to her that she would be the
mother of God.

They say she was overjoyed but joy is not

on her stained glass face.

The Angel has one hand raised

and one finger pointing upward in a gesture of benediction.
Mary kneels before him.

It is like the Buddha, the absence

of expression on the faces, the stillness of the figures,
the very constriction of the glass panel with light shining
through from a newer more ordinary world--My mother touched
me on the shoulder.

Look, she said, thet have lit all of

st. Teresa's candles.

7

Later that day the girl sits on the wide screened porch
with her grandparents.

She holds a deck of cards and

shuffles, spreads the cards in a pattern, closes her eyes.
The grandmother is crying softly in a corner of the porch.
The grandfather is lying down because shock has unnerved
him.

When her father, forgetting in the desperation of the
moment that she was only a seven year old, told about her
mother's condition, the disease that spread from son to
mother like wildfire, she understood perfectly.
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Tracheotomy. Iron Lung. Paralysis.
an eerie sensation:

with understanding came

She felt she was a huge wooden object

that had intruded into a tiny exquisite world.

She took her grandmother's hand and walked outside.

Rose

was taking the milk bottles from the back door stoop.
girl stared at the bottles for a long time.

The

The milk was

white; the bottles were the proper shapes, like women.
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JACK

She woke up one morning after having dreamt that she was
sent back to New York on AmTrak.

Midway--in about Colorado

or so--they crashed into the side of a mountain and
derailed.

Everyone was killed except for this redhaired

man and herself.

The redhaired man reminded her of Jack

but there was something a little different, something about
the mouth.

That day, coincidentally, she ran into Jack.

He was

carrying the same old dull green backpack and wore a
drip-dry shirt with little peace symbols on it.

They

agreed to have coffee and during their conversation about
the Shirley MacLaine special on
told him about the dream.

extraterrestrials, she

I wonder what it means, he

said. Does it mean I should take you in my arms and make
mad, passionate love to you?

Beats me, she said.

After the Shirley MacLaine special which featured
out-of-body travel, psychokinesis and trance channeling, as
well as

extraterrestrials, she decided to stare into a
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candle flame for a long time.

She stared into the flame

and tried to imagine herself as a flame, as that particular
flame, as merging together with the flame.

After a while

the flame had become monstrous and everything else--the
paperback book on the nighttable, the telephone, the
hairbrush--had disappeared. Jack said, That's amazing.
Auto-suggestion.

It only works on the superimpressionable.

Let's have dinner tonight.

She didn't really want to have dinner with Jack but lately
she'd been watching too much tv so she told him yes.
when she was dressing she regretted it.
and also boring, a lethal combination.

Jack was cynical
She wore a blue

sweater, a black jersey knit skirt and high heels.
felt glamorous, too glamorous for Jack.
rang

Then

She

When the doorbell

a sudden dizziness overcame her and she had to hold

onto a chair for a few seconds until the room popped back
into focus.

They ate at a very nice northern Italian restaurant.

The

food was extremely rich, everything loaded with butter and
cream.

Scallops in bechamel, fettucini with four kinds of

cheeses, icecream topped with Kahlua-flavored creme
fraiche.

After dinner she felt slightly nauseated.

Jack

said, We should go back to my place, I have just the thing
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to fix you up.

She didn't really want to go, but wound up

there because she was too lethargic to protest.

She used to be a performer until she dropped out of the
Hollywood scene years ago.

Nobody knew this about her.

In

those days she had what the critics called a camera
charisma.

She wore her hair in a short bob, like a silent

movie star's, a short black shiny bob like a helmet, and
her face, in those days, was radiant and extraordinarily
sensuous and dazzled her fans.

But MGM decided not to

extend her contract because she was so unreliable.

She looked around Jack's apartment.
of brown.
carpet.
room.

Everything in shades

The couch, the two living room chairs, even the
She couldn't imagine making love in such an ugly

Jack put on a record, Linda Ronstadt singing an old

Cole Porter tune.
jelly jar glasses.

He fixed them shots of Tia Maria in
It's simple but it's home, he said.

Then they clinked glasses.

When she was a performer, actually a star--though few
people recognized her from those days--she used to date a
philosopher called Juan.

Juan was brown and muscular with

a pushed-in nose and a few missing teeth.

At first she had

been repulsed by him, but then he told her about Nietzsche
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and Heidegger and she fell in love.

He told her how

Nietzsche believed in high risk and in having adventures
and how he was very interested in and not at all put off by
the occult.

Then Heidegger who was a magician himself.

Always making objects appear out of pure nothing.
example:

For

you're staring into space, the empty corners of

your mind perhaps, and suddenly something wavers and shifts
and then a wonderful landscape juts forth.
everything.

That's Heidegger.

A horizon and

Then Juan would rollover

on the waterbed and peer out of the slatted venetian blinds
into the street beneath them.

People walking by were so

close you could speak to them in a whisper.

It gave her an

excited feeling to know this.

Now here's Jack.
said, Here's how.

He raised his glass of Tia Maria and
Here's to us and a beautiful evening.

This will settle your stomach.
anymore.

She couldn't stand it

From somewhere, from God or somewhere, she got

the wherewithal to pull herself up from the brown couch and
to pour the brown Tia Maria on the rug.
said.

I have to go, she

Excuse me.

At home she felt lots better.

She turned on the chandelier

over the dining room table and gazed at one of the
crystals.

She wanted to have an out-of-body experience
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like Shirley MacLaine.

She wanted to reel high up over the

trees and into the planets and she wanted to see her silver
cord which attached her to her regular body.

She stared

into the crystal and saw blue chips of light, then a sliver
of yellow, like a Miro.

She couldn't help the thoughts

from tumbling into her mind.

Thoughts about Jack and about

how, despite his ugly apartment and his boring cynicism, he
was really a very nice man, even handsome, much handsomer
than Juan.

Then she thought about Juan.

Making love on

the waterbed near 'the window where, inches away, people
walked by, and talking about Nietzsche and Heidegger.
Sometimes Schlegel and his great romantic project.
terrific, the happiest she'd been.

They'd consumed bottles

of imported beer and bags of Famous Amos cookies.
both got fat.

It was

They

But making love is even more fun when you're

fat.

The crystal hung silently, magically in space and all that
happened was that she reminisced.

She thought about her

first performance, a bit part as an old witch in a German
melodrama.

They put black material over the sets to denote

her witch's cave and they gave her a styrofoam black
cauldron to stir in.

Her cackle was the best part.

It was

the cackle that made MGM sign her on as the star of the
critically acclamined Rheba's Fortune, which was about a
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young woman who'd inherited millions of dollars from her
aunt.

But the woman--Rheba--didn't care about money.

she wanted out of life was a great passion.

All

In the movie,

she had many affairs, some of them with quite charming
people, but nothing really moved her until this one
afternoon in a pet store she met a bum.

The bum had come

into the pet store to borrow a quarter from the owner who
knew and liked the bum, and Rheba happened to be there
choosing a parakeet.

The bum had the bluest eyes she ever

saw, wonderful black hair down to his shoulders.

Though

his big coat hung loosely, she could tell he was wellproportioned and strong. She couldn't help staring at him
through the bars of the parakeet cage and finally she
caught

~is

eye.

She bought him clothes and champagne.

tooks him to Saks to get a haircut.

She

After a while she and

the bum got married and right after the wedding they found
out that the will from the aunt was no good.
technicality or other.

Some

But it was ok because now she had

her love.

The next day she woke up with her head on the dining room
table.

The phone was ringing.

It was Jack.

I buy some bagels and come over? he said.
said.

How about if

Oh Jack, she

I fell asleep on the kitchen table, I mean the

dining room table.

You're a very strange woman, he said.
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Do you like lox spread or chives?

Both, she said.

half on one and half on the other.

I do

And bring some brewed

decaf while you're at it.

The chandelier was still on and, on the whole, it looked
artificial and sad during the day.
themselves were full of daylight.

But the crystals
She tried it again.

I

want to leave my body, I want to leave my body, she
chanted.

But during the chant she had a vision of her

mother in a red apron hanging out the wash on the backyard
clothesline and her father sawing a piece of wood by a
rusting heap of a chevrolet.

Then she saw herself at

twelve or thirteen, her hair all curled and hairsprayed and
her eyelashes thick and heavy with mascara.

She remembered

her cousin Bettina saying, You look like you dipped your
eyelashes in ink.

And she remembered answering the door

one New Year's Eve to a guy called Bob who took her to a
movie in Hartsdale and tried to make out with her and there
were only six people in the theater.

All these past events

drifted by her mind like a movie while she stared at the
crystal wishing she would leave her body and soar over the
world and into the stars.

When Jack rang the doorbell she didn't hear at first, she
was so involved.

But after the second ring she went to the
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door and even smiled very sweetly at Jack and said she was
glad to see him.

They went into the kitchen and took down

two plates with roosters on them, and they took the bagels
straight from the bag, hot bagels, whole wheat and raisin
and onion--and they mounded up a small pile of cream cheese
lox and cream cheese chives and they ate.

Jack said, You're very pretty.
Thank you, she said.

I like to look at you.

She wished she could perform for Jack

or that at least he could have seen her in her starring
role as Rheba.
hand.

Jack reached toward her and touched her

I would love to have sex with you, he said.

In a

minute, she said, her mouth full of bagel.

Then they went into the bedroom, to the bed that was still
made from the day before, and they took off their clothes.
She said, Don't expect too much the first time.
laughed.

But Jack

He took her in his arms and it was like being

cradled in a warm, rocking cave.
bloomed for him.

Her body quivered and

After, he stroked her cheek and the side

of her neck. She was staring at the ceiling, at a small
purple crack which appeared inexplicably months ago, and
everyday seemed to get less mysterious and more distinct.
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COOKING THE GEOGRAPHY OF DISTANCE

Bats are flapping their long lovely wings on the horizon .
line what does he care?

Mother would know, call her & she ranges wide over
thousands of topics, all except the main one.

say Mom I'm

thinking of divorce, then I'll slap the kid in an
orphanage, what do you think?

Night's coming fast through

the window, you can picture her tapping a perfect
fingernail, a slick parade of taps like a waterfall--

In a pinch he's the right guy, can shovel you full of words
in a pinch, then snacks.

In a pinch makes enough money,

pays the insurance, only a spoiled unlovely girl would
complain. Now he's wearing an old batman cape, a string of
pearls, what a moustache! says everyone but you're begging
him to shave.
my eyes.

It's not the beard burn but what it does to

Also why should you get to disguise yourself--

That's it, says Mom, jealousy in a nutshell!

I eat brownie

mix raw from the bowl as we speak, it gives perspective,
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but oh my heart is full of pins.

I say have some fucking

pity but he says you're the wrong gal, I knew it then & now
I'm finally coming, as if from a long drawn out faint, to.
I'm up & around again (he says) my head for once set solid

& now I see the light--

I dream this guy stands on a ladder & says to me bitch cut
it out--

Mom says if it's not one guy it's another, think of them as
interchangeable scrabble squares, a's & b's, if you get a q
well then we'll cross that bridge later on,

otherwise stay

put, wait for the moon to cross the black window: you'll
notice a white dot or two, that's the sign we want--

In an overcoat, fists in pockets he wants me to stop or go.
This is a game, mother's right.

The kid sits like a statue

(how do you make people corne to?) I feel this catch under
the ribcage, call it a feeling.

The kid & her sad glasses,

a sad progeny. He strews briefcase contents across the rug

& the kid rummages to find clippings.

Any old news story,

what's the point--

First things first.

Ma, you tell her stop dreaming, get

that head back on go, let's figure this thing out, my
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life's about to split open at the lips.
again.

But he's hovering

Opens the fridge grabs tomatos sprouts the mayo.

Now what? says Mom who hears

commotion, doors knocking,

the bisected refrigerator hum, always did have a fine-tuned
ear for machinery. I don't want a divorce, he says, but
what good does that do if he can come & go as he pleases,
gets to sleep with that girl Pat.

Pat who? says Mom.

All

tits & no brain, I wish I could say, but in truth she's a
peach, round & compassionate, a dewy accommodating tulip,
too much competition for one wife, I say.

I know what you

mean, says Ma who on the other end has begun to pare her
nails, you can hear the zz zz of the file as it slides over
each precipitous archway--

Life is a cathedral, she says, whether it's Gothic or
impressionistic, well that's just up to that great
cacophoner in the sky.

Shit, I say. Pat's at the door now

& the kid's actually smiling, though it's politeness, &
he's all nervous in the batman cape. You hear Pat's tinkly
little laugh like spider woman's.

Now I drive the

suffocation blues through the phone wires on little psychic
electrodes which sooner or later Ma's hip to--

Do I have to feed this woman, give her a dress?

These days

generosity knows no bounds, it's the feminists, you can't
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wear underwear, you can't clean a room without feeling like
Miss Priss.

Mother agrees, though of course with a giant

disclaimer that cancels out the whole thing:

You can't be

up in the world without shooting yourself through a vein or
two, she says.
the property.
Pat's

In the background he's already dishing up
I'll take the kid! he yells.

You can see

shiny tulip peach face wither at that.

& the kid

looks down, pushes her glasses up, a pathetic gesture.

Do

I know what comes next? no sir--

Think of Hamlet, Lear, (Mother likes this kind of
supporting argument) think of poor Richard whichever one he
was, all those tragedies, now's your turn.

Oh Mama, I

say, I haven't the musculature, I haven't the volume for
all this, but he in the background laughs because he knows
my severe strength.

& the kid is looking over, now a tear

seems to form in one eye corner but it's probably just
light--

Reading a book which this time is a murder mystery, that
smallish head, a single rouge spot grazing the
shine. A murder mystery.

surface

Good for her, says Mom, murder is

syntagmatic also symmetrical, today of all days let her
read.

& as for you Angela my sweet, what can I say?

Zz
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zz, those nails, you can imagine them revving to sharp
points the better to stick you with--

I dream a man locks me in a room & says ok cunt--

But the man of my dreams, see he's picking up his grey
valise, he's taking one half the bookshelf, three chairs
from the dining room set & that girl Pat with her yellow
Corvair & they're driving off leaving me & the kid in the
dust with no guy around to sob into, no candy or cigarette
money.

Jesus, says Mom, nowadays women should know better,

what have I raised here a trollop?

Go get yourself some

meaningful work like in the planetarium which is fun
because you'll learn something, the names of constellations
which brings good luck for a while, then of course it like
everything else wears out--

But the kid is sighing, I say the kid is sad, her glasses
fall down.

She doesn't have the will to enact her usual

self, she throws homework in the trash, ugly-like.

Do you

think I should be vengeful or just cave in like an empty
eggshell, that's the bits & pieces sensation of it--

Behind him a triangle of bluish light like a cartoon. For a
minute I think it's all a joke,

a

textual torment, & Pat
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too a mere actual tulip woman. her peachy cheeks, her shiny
impeccableness. She too for a moment looks like a Dick
Tracy moll.

Don't use that word, says Mom, think about it

in this day & age, everyone's got rights, even the other
woman peachy as she may be, gorgeous & noncompensatory as
she might seem, don't say IDQll for the connotation it has
of squeezing the life out of someone without their
consent--

Look, I Angela say, either life makes you
Either the dice fall

beautif~l

your way or off the table.

including me, has rights, Mother.
their separate compartments,

or not.

Everyone,

& now I want things in

husband at the workplace then

at the dinner table, preferably on the big chair with the
rewoven seat, then the girl to my left eating happily
telling a story about her day while we parents look fondly
on, what's wrong with that?

Then bedtime we all fall in,

the moon casts its steady eyebeam on the covers, what's
wrong with that--

In my dream the man has a cold heart-piercing beauty--

The heavenly overriding subject of my pain:
Pat who by the way carries a circular red
a sprig of Rosemary to ward off

bad vibes.

He leaves with
leather purse,
Give me a
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break! By the time it reaches your ankles, this new coat
you knew you'd have to wear sooner or later, not being
glamorous enough to keep history from drifting off course,
you see your own kid in the corner staring uncannily as if
she's spotted a ghost in the wings.

But say it's only

bats, just bats flapping like" omens & Mom at the other end,
always at the other end of this life you've crept into.
Trailing behind now like a bridal train,

she is

disconsolate, nails pared, polished & ticking away the
jumpy brain waves.
her.

Zapping a few in your direction, bless

Oh you want to do whatever's noble & she says you're

an idealist, a kind of female spoiler, a variety of
sea-bug, get with it, buy more high heels, get an organ or
two carved out before life passes you by the way a bus
passes a condemned municipal building or a gum wrapper--

What advice.

I feel my heart pounding, even the kid looks

up from her murder, eyes bright as microdots behind the
sloshed glasses. Now I'll grieve:

how handsome today, then

tomorrow who knows? he'd look stick thin or pudgy, the mind
life gives you is so contrary, isn't that so Mother?
agrees at last, I hear her hot breath sizzling in

the

wires, cooking the geography of distance between us--

& she
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MAJOR SURGERY

stopping the Mystery

In medical school. they teach you not only about the pumps
and wells and flukes of human innards, but they teach you
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to cut them out.

There is something mysterious about a

working body and when the mystery stops there is a failure,
as in disease.
mystery.

This is what you like best: stopping the

Maybe you are Zeus standing at the foot of a long

table, making tiny marks with the edge of your scalpel.
Now you cut, tip to tip, and inside the flaps of skin the
whole world proves to be as ordinary as stew.

Pink

tendrils bubble up, nerve endings as pale as onions.

You

like to splice and suture, to find a rough spot and dig it
out.

In the end there are things from the body inside the

plastic bags.

And the new body has a scar.

And the

eyelids of the patient flicker and the machines go off.
You wash your hands thinking how good life has been to you,
how absolutely terrific you feel.
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You are married to a nice woman named Sharon.
cowboy shirts from the grocery store.
for clothes.

She buys you

You never cared much

You are not pretentious, you are not one of

those professionals who insists on expensive designer
clothing.

Your look is one that comes through any

apparel--your broad shoulders, your good strong hands.
Mostly you like the sea-green of the surgeon's costume.
Other things look uneasy on your body and you realize this.
Sharon, also, is not concerned with clothing.

She wears

what she can find here and there. Little plastic shoes and
your old shirts.

She was the most beautiful cheerleader.

Tall and muscular with a nice tight butt.
press against it.
newspapers.

You like to

All day she reads magazines and

Then she cleans the house.

In the office they post photographs of the doctors so the
patients can prepare themselves.
with the moustache.

Yours is the boyish face

You like the way the photographer has

posed you in front of the fern plant and the way a chink of
sky is visible behind the plant.

You want your patients to

think of you as young and strong, unshakable and confident.
You are all of these things. You have a nurse with an odd
name:

Benita.

motherly eyes.

She is perky and round and has kind
You are a good team because what you lack

in sympathy, she supplies.

It's not that you're really
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unsympathetic; rather you are always, in some vague
tumbling part of yourself, frightened.

One evening Benita

unbuttoned the first few buttons of her blouse.
motherly eyes seemed to blur in her face.
lump and I'm worried, she said.
office.

I may have a

You were standing in your

Close the door, you said, I'll see what I can do

for you.

There she was, standing in her white bra.

moved toward her and unhooked it.
your hands.

You

Her breasts spilled into

You rubbed and rubbed them.

that's where it is.

Yes, she said,

You were wearing your white cowboy

shirt from the grocery store.
said.

Her kind

There is nothing there, you

This is a muscle, not a lump.

Nothing to worry

about, you said.

Your hours are long and erratic.

This annoys Sharon who

would like a more stable existence.
you begin surgery.
best.

At six in the morning

You like vaginal hysterectomies the

They only take a half hour.

You could perform them

with your eyes closed, you like to reassure your patients.
Here they are with their shaved legs and some are even
wearing toenail polish.

You help the anaesthesiologist

move them, one by one, to the small hard tables.
not worried.

Then you spread their legs and dig in.

like entering a cave of bees.
it.

They are
It is

Sometimes you dream about

You dream you are very small and you enter the womb
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again, but the womb is diseased.

You are an explorer with

miniature gear, tiny ropes and chisels and picks.
Nonetheless, you are somehow nourished by this adventure.

The patient is in recovery.

Her eyelids flicker and she

moans softly. She wants water.

You stroke her hair, feel

the calmness of your own hands seeping through.
middle-aged woman.

She is a

Her children are waiting in the lounge.

She is fine but tired.

You stroke her hair which has

strands of grey running through like icicles.

She reminds

you of Sharon.

You lift the covers and look at her

thinnish body.

You cup her pubis.

is fine.
clitoris.

She stirs, smiles.

She

You allow a finger to graze the tip of her
Soon it is hard as a stone.

Later you tell her

children she is fine.

Some vital Chink

In the mornings I am so lost now my dear put out my rubber
boots I want to take a walk after surgery.

still, even

though they told me like new like new inside is swollen,
something is missing, some vital chink that used to set the
world straight.
with the shakiest hands I make breakfast.

One egg,

perfectly softboiled with no absolutely runny parts like
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snot which I hate, but where there is only solid white and
creamy yellow.

Then toast, whole wheat, grape jam from a

sample pack.
I have just had this operation and I am, frankly,
tired.

They gave me a breath-o-lator which is supposed to

help, but it seems to carry with it an odor and this odor
makes me sick.

Here I am standing over the toilet spitting

out the blue odor of the blue breath-o-lator, one
softboiled egg, toast, jam, lemon mist tea.
unsavoriness.

When will I recover?

A dank

In the mirror my face

is ugly and devoid of moisture so I rub in moisturizer.
Grey circles looping halfway down the cheeks, dull dull
eyes and mouth.

This is what happens when you're a woman.

The children are in school, thank god.
want to scream.

When I see them I

Lately, their noise infuriates me.

As if

there weren't enough pointless noise in this world.

outside the air is so pure you'd never know.

Isn't it

funny the way the world goes on without us, but what do I
expect, an hysterical world, a wombless unfertile world
like this one they have recently carved for me out of
nothing like god?

/

228

Although I have to admit the doctor is the nicest guy
in the world.
teeth.

The nicest moustache and smile, the whitest

In fact, I would go so far as to say he is

extraordinarily handsome, fiercely and achingly handsome,
and this very handsomeness teeters on the border between
life and death.

The thin border.

When he told me the news he was peeling off his rubber
gloves, looking meaningfully down because this small
personal task like any other requires his absolute
attention, but then at the same time his words were telling
me the bad news and I burst out crying.

Are we ever there? I ask Peter my husband and Peter rolls
his eyes because nothing is so aggravating to him as my
questions.

Peter is a law student.

He loves me because I

am a mother and he loves me because I'm brave.

Courage and

forbearance, these are the qualities men look for in women
after the initial boogie woogie is over.
I met Peter in a parking lot where he saved one of my
kids from being run over by a truck.
something.

What can I give you?

Do you want a reward of some sort?

It was really

I asked him afterwards.
Not at all, said Peter.

He has this amused way of looking at a person.
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After a while, even if you were once a compassionate
person, you decide against this compassion as a life
strategy.

It makes you weak.

and tug at my boots.

Now

~

sit in the living room

Boots are hard to tug on after an

operation, but the struggle makes you strong.

I tug them

on and then I get the umbrella from the stoop where Peter
has rested it in a puddle.

For a while I stare into the

puddle which is so completely dark that you can't even be
sure it's water, but it is water because I jiggle it with
my foot and it moves and shimmers very very slightly.
I take small steps.

If only I was an ant I would get

somewhere, boot-smash whole continents.

But today I am a

human being recovering from major surgery.

I am going to

walk to the convenience store and buy a pack of m&ms.

M&ms

are gorgeous, like stones you find in a river, and they
were even more gorgeous when they used red dye number two.
Nowadays they take everything beautiful off the market.
It's some kind of metaphor or is it a warning?

Just in

case, I take these very small steps and when I feel a
stitch in my side I sit on a log.

So don't worry about it, the doctor had said, Right before
they give you a pill so you needn't be frightened of the
operating room.

Why would I be?

The operating room is the
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least of my fears.

All I can say is how sorry I am that

this has to be so hard on you, said the doctor.
His life, I figure, has been all luck, but you never
know about another person's life unless by some miracle you
happen to experience it first hand.
speculate:

So I can only

When he reaches into another body and pulls out

her womb, does something inside him click and shift?

And

in the clicking and shifting of that fuzzy miraculous
moment, whose womb is it?
Of course I was asleep at the time, my mouth was slack
and unattractive and, no doubt, I drooled.

Maybe my eyes

had rolled backwards exposing the hard whites, like a
zombie.

I have no way of knowing.

What I want to know is whether everything divides as easily
as the earthworm.

Sickness and health, safety and danger.

Love and hate. The air is pure today, sunny, even though
it's been raining for weeks.

My tiniest steps slosh along,

sending up cool splashes from leftover storms.

I am in

pain, but emotional pain, in this case, is almost greater
than these few sharp jabs and the swollen bruised feeling
in my abdomen.

When I think of my children I

want to

collapse into the soft mud on the side of the road and
pound my fists.
painless.

I want to plan an escape, quick and
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Last year I planned our vacation using the Atlas Road Map.
I traced some scenic routes through the states of Utah and
New Mexico, and some of Northern Arizona.
twenty-five days.

It would take

It would cost five hundred dollars if we

camped every night but one.

One night, I figured we could

stay at a motel and clean up.
This is, in fact, exactly what we did.
the Red Coach Inn in Flagstaff.
wife were the proprietors.

We stayed at

An oriental man and his

They lived with their two

well-dressed children in small quarters on the first floor.
I signed the guest register in their living room and,
noting the free ice placard, asked for free ice.
was fine.

The room

Not what you would call luxurious, but very

serviceable.

A king-sized bed with magic fingers, a

dressing area with a slick white counter and two sinks, a
color tv with cable.
I poured us some wine and threw in a few ice cubes for
good luck.

Peter was frowning at himself in the mirror but

this was not unusual for him.

We had a wedge of brie

cheese in our pacJc and I smeared it on wasa brod.
I was getting tired of brie and wasa brod.
sticks in your teeth.

Actually

The wasa brod

Peter has often remarked that it

reminds him of the food you buy for the goats at the
Stamford Museum.
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I turned on the tv and there was this movie Motel Hell
on.

This is a disgusting movie, said Peter after about

five minutes.

It was pretty disgusting.

It was about two

motel owners who butchered their guests and sold them,
eventually, as smoked meat.

Peter decided to cut his hair

while I watched Motel Hell.

Every once in a while I

glanced at him, at those large chunks of hair falling to
the dressing area counter.
I did to myself, he said.

Afterwards he wept.

Look what

I look like a Nazi.

I told him he was my dream man, my sugar sweetheart,
my cute face.

I wanted to make love to him, but he felt

too unattractive for sex.

Why is that? I wanted to know.

What does that have to do with?
It's me, I'm the problem.

Then it occurred to me:

Undesireable as hell.

I wanted

to discuss it with Peter but he fell asleep just as Rory
Calhoun was sticking oxygen tubes into the mouths of his
smoking victims.

Now I think I'm strong enough to go the rest of the way
without a break.

I take the same small steps.

A Lincoln

continental passes by as neatly as a breeze or a mosquito.
In the same manner, nothing in the world stays put very
long.
When the doctor told me the news I happened to be in
an unbecoming position--Iegs spread-eagle on the examining
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table, a little paper cape like freezer wrap covering my
top half.

and then I burst into tears.

I pressed my hands

against my eyes to stop the tears which would not stop.
Nor could I stop my body from shuddering and heaving a bit.
When I finally quieted down, I noticed the doctor had left
the room--as quickly as a breeze or a mosquito.
His nurse, Benita, put her arm around me and told me
not to worry.

She told me there were thousands of women

allover the world who had these operations every minute.
All the while she spoke, I wondered about the doctor.

I

wondered if he was furrowing his brow in exasperation as he
made the following notations in my file:
Hysterectomy.

Hysterical.

I wondered what else was in my file.

But as Peter rightly points out, you can never really know.
I would rather write sentences anyway.

Sentences are nice

because they spring out of nothing but fiddling around,
then you have this strange egg you don't recognize:

In the

modern world you are loaded up with too much mercy so you
may as well trick yourself old bird. you may as well seem
as if you're flying somewhere and in this manner I'm not
going to make any rash decisions.
to Peter, pre-ope
brilliant.

These are my exact words

Afterwards I was too doped up to be
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Is that one of your silly poems? he asked.
poem, it was just a sentence.
fiddling with.

It isn't a

A new kind of approach I'm

Old Pete, now he has a beard which makes

him look like a valentine.

Be mine, I said post-oPe

He had pulled a chair over to the rungs of the
hospital bed and was reading Trusts.
interesting?

I asked him.

Is Trusts

He's a law student but none of

this interests him in a deep sense.

So when I ask if

Trusts is interesting, we both understand my question as a
kind of rhetorical needle.
makes me edgy.

His preoocupation with duty

Why don't you join the sanitation

department for ten bucks an hour, I often suggest, bitch
that I am.

When I get to the store I buy a pack of m&ms and a large
plastic jar of vaseline.
vaseline.

Peter can't live without

He puts it on his lips and on the psoriasis

patches on his shoulders.

Sometimes he rubs it into his

beard. Lately we use it to make love.

Even after a shower,

I can feel it between my legs.
The man behind the counter--Phil, according to his
name tag--gives me a look.
weirdoall right.
inscrutable.

The look says, You're a

I give him a look back, but my look is

It is a funloving but disappointed look.

imagine him trying to decipher it.

I
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On the way home I eat all the healthy orange m&ms and
am starting in on the boring browns when my neighbor, Mrs.
Fleming, stops her 1959 Cadillac and asks if I want a lift.
No one should be walking around after major surgery, she
says.

She's a tiny woman, half-nervous, half-sad.

The

sadness you see around her two small kind eyes and the
nervousness you see in her hands.

Now one jitters on the

steering wheel while the other fumbles for a

~

in her

pocketbook.
I'll get it for you, I tell her.
her.

I even light it for

It's nice to breathe smoke, I say.

You're unusual,

she says.

Most people who don't smoke are offensive

nowadays.

Do you mean offensive or offended, I ask her

because I'm curious.

Oh you English teachers, she says.

She's quite old, but she has all her own teeth, a bit
yellow from smoking.

She wears a chiffon scarf around her

neck and a very strong fruity perfume in the same place.
What I like about Mrs. Fleming is her frank preference for
the flamboyant, even though things deep in her nature belie
this tendency.

I mean her sad eyes, her old lady habits

like going to the senior citizen hall to play bridge each
afternoon.

There's a pink geranium blooming in a plastic

pot on the dashboard.

How does that stay up? I ask her.

little electrician's tape, she says.

Then she says, How

A

236

are those sweet children of yours, and I feel my heart
harden.

When I get home I think about writing a letter to my
parents who are in Florida.

This is what I would like to

say to them:

Dear Mom and Dad,
Ever since the operation I have been feeling quite
low.

I get up in the morning and cry.

vitamins and perk up only a little.

Then I take

Then I mope around.

Not only do I feel incredibly blue, but I am somewhat
anxious.

I think I probably would be better off dead.

I

keep waiting for that familiar spark of life to ignite me,
but the place where it used to ignite has been eliminated
from my body.

I suppose my former spark of life is now

igniting others.

My children maybe.

thankful but I'm not.

For that I should be

I feel all the love I once had for

people leaking out of me.

I am now a little stone being

kicked across the landscape.

I find it impossible to be

grateful for all you have done.

Thank you anyway.

My

heart is missing from this thank you, but I know you will
realize that this is a biological problem.

Candy seems to

relieve some of the anxiety and depression.
Your daughter

237

Pure Pleasure

Thinking, not especially these things, but things more or
less along the same lines, Peter walks to law school.

He

would have driven the Volkswagen, but the brakes are in
pieces over the carport floor.
Last week they were merely inadequate.

He replaced

the master cylinder and had his step-son help him to bleed
the brakes.

The step-son pumped and pumped while Peter,

crouched by the wheel, watched the plastic siphon for air
bubbles.

This went on for hours.

He told his wife that

what he was looking for was a clear stream--one without air
bubbles.

So the wife took over the watching (she didn't

want to pump because of her recent surgery) while Peter
pumped.
In this manner, they went through 12 cans of brake
fluid.

Now the brakes are in pieces on the carport floor

and Peter has to walk to school carrying an impossible load
of books.

He blames himself for the brakes, he is probably

overlooking the obvious.

His wife tells him that ever

since he began studying law he can't see the forest for the
trees.

It's true.

What trees?
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Inthe vestibule of the law school, Peter plops his books on
a bench and removes a crumpled tie from his pocket.

It's

not that he likes to keep up appearances so much as he
likes to remain inconspicuous.

The tie--blue with skinny

red stripes--ensures his anomynity.

Everyone wears these

ties except the women who all wear, it seems to Peter,
designer jeans.
He is very tired so he sits beside his books and
stares into space.
always

somethi~g

But, he realizes with a start, there is

interrupting the space into which.one

would love to be staring.

This thought makes him nervous.

He closes his eyes and sees orange dots, opens them and
sees a group of law students parade by in striped ties and
designer jeans.

Peter likes to think of himself as a straightforward guy,
no tricks up this sleeve thank you very much.

He wants

answers that are crisp around the edges, solid, weighty and
satisfying.

Thinking that the study of law would lead him

to such answers has been, for Peter, a profound
disillusionment.

Beginning with the first case in his

Contracts' book, Lucy v. Zhemer, Peter discovered that the
law is precisely what keeps the ambiguities intact. He
discovered that the law, like certain criminals, is mushy,
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insecure and scheming. Why don't you quit then? suggested
his wife.

But Peter isn't a quitter.

On his way to class with his impossible load of books he
buys a Snickers bar in the vending machine for forty five
cents.

He has a fear his stomach will growl in the huge

though awesomely quiet classroom, just as Professor Cobb is
explaining sarcastically and for the zillioneth time The
Rule of Perpetuitias.

Peter is one of those who sits in

the classroom and no longer listens.

He does not want to

become infected with the logic of The Rule of Perpetuities
which he considers a sophism.

He prefers to review his

progress on the Volkswagon brakes because here is something
you can get your teeth into.

He lowers his eyes to his notebook in order to feign a
serious attitude and visualizes a clear stream of brake
fluid running through the plastic siphon.

The idea excites

and frustrates him at the same time.
His wife has just had a vaginal hysterectomy. It was a
simple operation as the doctor explained it to him and so
Peter found himself untroubled, even unusually calm at the
prospect.

All you do is remove the womb and cauterize the

ends of the fallopian tubes.

Now when ovulation occurs,
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the eggs peacefully disintegrate at the mouth of the
ovaries.
Peter couldn't help but admire the doctor who, while
he outlined the surgical procedure, made exquisite gestures
with his fingers.

It seemed to Peter that here was a man

who had everything under control, who understood the
sorrowful mystery of the body and who, in his own person,
had managed to transcend it.

Even his cheap, ill-fitting

cowboy shirt gave testimony to the doctor's superior
vision--as if the surface of the world was bound to hang
sloppily over the beautiful inside truth.
It was not surprising, therefore, that Peter found
himself untroubled by his wife's surgery.

Even unusually

calm.

He feels guilty, nonetheless, about their sex life.

Ever

since the operation his wife has been complaining of
shallow, insignificant orgasms.· It is like a little
muffled sneeze running through me, she says.
she weeps profusely.

Afterwards

It was bad enough thinking I was

going to die of cancer, she says, but this is too much.
Oddly enough, his wife's sexual frailties have aroused him
a good deal.

It seems that whenever he thinks of her

nowadays, he has an erection.
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Last summer at the motel in Flagstaff he was, on the other
hand, terrified by her sexuality.

She was watching a

disgusting movie on tv, it seemed to amuse her.
While the tv killers charged their victims with chain
saws, Peter's wife slipped off her panty hose, her white
bra.

Naked, her head resting against the two overstuffed

motel pillows, she spread her legs and laughed, somewhat
obscenely he thought.

Come here, she begged him, and help

yourself.
He had stood at the sink and cut off his hair in order
to make himself unattractive.
love.

But she still wanted to make

with one foot she traced the area from the inside of

his ankle all the way to his crotch.

He fell asleep

instantly and had the following dream:

He dreamt he was

standing on top of a very tall building in Kansas city with
some of his law school friends.
told him.

We have to jump now, they

But Peter couldn't jump.

One by one he watch

his friends jump off the edge of the Kansas City building
and fly into space, cheering and laughing, as liberated and
magnificent as eagles, but still he was unable to make
himself jump.

His wife told him, That dream sums up your whole attitude.
Lack of faith.

I should jump off a building to prove my
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faith? he asked.

In a dream you should, she said.

But

this didn't make any sense to him.
Nor does it make sense that now when his wife is
feeling insecure about orgasms he should be experiencing a
terrific sexual revival.
implications.

He feels guilty about the

He's afraid it might mean he's afraid of

healthy female sexuality and is only satisfied when he's in
total charge.
This morning he watched her sleeping face on the
pillow.

From the corner of her mouth a little line of

drool had leaked onto the pillowcase, leaving a damp round
spot.

He brushed the hair from her forehead, touched one

eyelid with his thumb.

I don't want to be in charge, he

whispered.

Professor Cobb's nasal sarcastic voice operates as a kind
of soothing backdrop to these and other memories.
He remembers the first time he saw his wife, her wide
frightened eyes.

He had pulled her son out of the way of

an enormous semi crackling blindly through a parking lot.
At the time, his quick impulse to save the boy surprised
and even gratified him.

He didn't think he was the type.

His future wife had been touched and grateful.

Her hair

trembled on her narrow shoulders as she took the boy and
calmed him, brushing the gravel from his knees with a
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kleenex.

Much later she told him she recognized the

incident as an omen.

A good or bad omen? he had asked.

It

doesn't matter, she said.

But it does matter.
a father.

Peter, for example, never wanted to be

He had no desire, as he explained it to his

wife, to immortalize his seed.
worthless or what? she asked.

Is it because you feel
His reasons mattered to her.

At the motel in Flagstaff he cut his hair so that he
would be so unattractive, so goofy looking that his wife
would not want to Have sex with him.

At the same time his

new appearance made him incredibly sad.
So too his childlessness makes him sad, but it is a
remote sadness, wavering far off in himself.

He hardly

thinks about it.

The Professor's monotonous Arkansas twang is not given to
wavers.

At the end of class and without the slightest

inflection to indicate a denouement, he stops
talking--seemingly mid-sentence.

Peter buys a coke in the

vending machine and drinks it in one gulp.
home, he burps profusely.

On the way
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If the study of law is not capable of unraveling the snarl
of human behavior, what is?

An omen, of course, can be a

sign of anything--earthquakes or winning the lottery.
In Lucy y. Zhemer

Mr. Zhemer sold his farm to Mr.

Lucy for fifty thousand dollars, then tried to squiggle out
of the deal on the grounds that his offer had been a joke.
Nevertheless, the court ruled in favor of Mr. Lucy, nothing
that "we must look to the outward expression of a person as
manifesting his intention rather than to his secret and
unexpressed intention."
But if we cannot rely on a correspondance between
inner and outer, what is the significance of an omen?
Peter wonders.

(For is it not true that this impossible

load of books corresponds to the burden of inner
confusion?)

For example:

As Peter approaches his horne he sees his wife

through the window.

She is at the table, slumped over in

her chair, writing something.

The pen moves quickly on the

page, almost stabbing the paper, and when she's through,
even from this distance, you can tell she's been crying.
She tilts her head and, as if to dramatize her misery,
passes one hand in front of her face in the most futile
gesture.
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Peter moves to the door, touches the knob, and holding
the impossible load of books close to his heart, he feels
the crack of pure pleasure opening within him.

•
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FLOATING

In the morning I levitated for the first time.
and

I woke up

heard a tiny sound coming from the back of the house.

It was a

baby.

and her face was

She was wrapped in a white windbreaker
raw from the cold.

unwrapped her and though

But she was ok.

I

she was wet, she was fine.

changed her diaper and even her

little undershirt.

had all the plumpness of a baby; dimpled
around the wrists; pale baby skin.

I
She

knees and folds

She had been

crying

for 2 days straight, and had survived.

In my own room I realized I could float, simply by willing

it.

I

ascended from the ground and spread my arms like an

archangel's.

Then I turned on my back and

dead-manis-floated parallel to the

ceiling.

My toes

touched the plaster, I was wearing my new black

boots that

look like nun's bowling shoes according to my husband.

My husband was in the living room.
do! and

I said, Look what I can

I floated up, I clasped my knees in my arms and
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floated across as
shook his head.

if I was sitting on a rug.

He wasn't

shocked, but annoyed.

off his glasses and rubbed the
said, Isn't it amazing?

My husband
He took

bridge of his nose.

But it didn't

I

amaze him.

In the supermarket there are intriguing headlines: Woman
Meets satan Face-to-Face.
monster done in

fanciful swirls,

18th-century tapestry.

•

mowing the lawn.

Underneath a picture of a
reminiscent of an

The woman said she had been out

She had spread

out a green plastic tarp

and as she was heaving the first forkful
she used a pitchfork, I thought), Satan
cloud.

(interesting that
appeared on a

Terrified, she ran inside to phone the

police.

Satan followed, opened her refrigerator, took out some
that Boursin cheese and fixed himself a snack.

of

Then she

snapped his picture with her Cannon-Sure-Shot.

I wish I could float in the supermarket or even outside
beneath

the stars, over the treetops which would be so

attractive from

this angle.

the rooms of my own

house.

couple, slantwise, past the
bequeathed me where I catch a

But I can only float through
I float like Chagall's bridal
huge oak mirror my grandmother
glimpse of myself floating,

hair swept back on one side as if

there were a breeze.

I
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smile to see myself this way, so unchar acteristically
glamorous in this position.

Thinking back on my life as I float through these rooms, I
try to

remember what it was like before I could do this:

How it was

walking through rooms the regular way, picking

up objects from the
them.

A shell.

coffee table, dusting them, replacing

A blue bowl

octagonal map of the world.

made by my friend Eileen.
I used

An

to value these

objects, their arrangement on my coffee table graceful but
unpretentious, I thought, giving just the right
clue to my personality.

sort of

A stone found in a Vermont

creek; a number two pencil called Thor; a picture of my
mother in

a cloche hat smoking a cigarette.

My husband says:
is no

Corne down now.

longer amusing.

wonder if he knows

It's six o'clock.

But it's a miracle! I say.

or shivering.

where we store old photographs and

The back room

fashion, the back

There is one cracked window

someone shot a beebee.

I tacked

I

old notebooks from law

school and old clothes that are out of

in

I

about the baby, the other miracle.

wonder if she is sleeping

room is so cold.

This

where

a sheet over it and now,

addition to being cold, there is only the frailest

light seeping

through; no view of the mountain or even of
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the peach

tree

outside, or the apricot tree which is in

bloom now, tiny white

blossoms with pink centers and black

needles like a bee's

antennae.

lined with dark blue

velvet.

I put the baby in a drawer
I had imagined satin thick

as cream but I could only find this
belonged to my mother.

dark blue velvet which

The baby smiles at

me as I float

past; she lifts her hand as if to say take it easy,
great time.
which

have a

She is very beautiful and around her chin

had been raw from the cold, little yellow flowers

have sprung up.

This is a secret baby:

the baby of my

after hours.

No one, especially my husband, would understand this.
the

In

kitchen he is boiling water for the pasta, spaghetti

~~rdi.

My

job is the sauce but from such a height he won't trust me
with

the garlic; I wish I had the nerve to go outside, I

tell him.

He

grunts as if nothing was out of the

ordinary.

He peels an onion

of tomatoes in the Cuisinart.

by himself, then puts a can
If I

went outside I might

go up and up, there might be no stopping me,

How do we get this way?
I went

I was a perfectly ordinary girl.

to 16 years of Catholic school.

of Thomas

I say.

Aquinas's Summa Theologica.

I read 3 volumes
I made my debut on
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the st. Regis

Roof in New York city.

Fitzgerald in a Boston

I imitated Ella

nightclub called The Alibi.

married a nice responsible man

who loved me.

I

He gave me

my first umbrella.

But now, what does it mean to be able to float through all
these
air?

rooms?
I yell

miracle!

To rollover and over in sheer invisible
down to my husband, Watch this, it's a

It's better than

Marriage Feast at Cana.

The Loaves and Fishes and The

I love you, I

straining the pasta in the colander.

yell down.
I could

He is

use some

help, he says.

It took satan hours to leave the woman's house.

He ate

cheese and crackers, bit the top off a bottle of chablis
and

forced the woman to recite her life's story.

to, she told reporters.
my

I began with my

way up to this very minute.

embarrassed.

Satan

So I had

birth and worked

I never felt so

sat on the sofa and drank wine out of

the broken chablis bottle without cutting his mouth.
wore green cowboy boots and a turquoise ring.

He

The woman

remembers an eerie feeling whenever Satan would address
her, as if his voice were resounding in an echo chamber.
It gave me the creeps, said the woman, I will never forget
that voice.
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In the bedroom, the baby breathes in and out so softly I
have to

swoop down and touch her forehead to make sure

she's alive.

Her eyelids are like beautiful stones, but

she is surviving.

Nestled in dark blue velvet like a

string of pearls or a magic

good luck stone, she is still

breathing, and in each breath or

rather between breaths,

riding on that infinitesimal gap, I hear
She is thinking about me.

her thoughts.

I let myself slowly

down beside

her, hold her in my arms, sing to her in almost a
Then my husband opens the door.
sarcastically.

he says.

Dinner's served, he

says

I am kneeling over the baby in the drawer,

but luckily he doesn't see.
kicks a

whisper.

He turns on the light and

pile of magazines across the room.
Dust

What a mess,

flies up and softly wafts to the ground and

this reminds me of

myself and my new-found power.

I float through the room, I float to the door on my stomach
and

push it open.

height

My husband is

angry

but from this

his anger is so small; his footsteps which shake

the floor and

rattle the bric-a-brac on the shelves are so

far away now.

I

feel sorry for him walking to the dining

room, ladling our food
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into bowls, sitting down.
and will

he be amazed?

extraordinary power?

So pathetic.

I'm way up here

will he believe in this

No.

Nothing can impress him.

The woman confessed to reporters that at the end she had
developed a kind of feeling for Satan.
charming.

He had listened to her stories about herself,

even encouraged
she found him

her to speak more

keep her.

just like me,
the world.

openly.

She confessed

attractive, sexually attractive.

No one knows about this baby and
can

That he had been

I'm not sure how long I

Sooner or later she'll want to fly off,
only outside, over the trees, higher than

I hear her

I wish her well, a

thinking to herself, making plans
good, intelligent baby with no

cramp in her vision--for her the way

is as clear as water,

right through clouds, like rain or tears.
anyone or owes anyone anything,

But no one owns

I tell my husband

as I

float upside down over the dinner table, a long piece

of

spaghetti dangling from my mouth to tantalize him.
Spaghetti

kiss?

I say.

Because I want us to be friends,

to be affectionate with one another.
down.

But he just looks
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MOTHERHOOD, AN ESSAY

I'm wearing my black bra.
straps.

It has lace and silk

The nurse who takes off my blouse tells me it's a

disgrace.

I'm

having a baby.

nice--a van Gogh

landscape, one of the ArIes series,

graces the far wall, next to
apparatus.

The rooms here are quite

the tv suspended on tv

I have a nightlight with a

bluish tinge.

I'm having a baby. I wash my face and look into the
Behind me is the nurse with her red hair.

mirror.

says, A black bra!
black bra!

How could anyone have a baby in a

Then she tells me

killed in the war.

She

about her parents who were

One day there was

bombing and then the house exploded.

this terrible
The parents

had been

looking at a magazine together; the daughter had been
walking the dog.
in my

life.

The nurse says, It was the saddest thing

I have never gotten over it.

I say, I've been wearing this black bra for weeks now.
I

bought it because it doesn't show the dirt, not for

sexual

reasons. Usually I don't wear a bra at all.
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The baby will be induced tommorrow at noon.
give

They will

me an injection of pitocin and then who knows what

will happen?
the world.

A new adventure.
A fragment

of sky or perhaps something more

individual like one of those
cruising down a river.

Another puzzle piece of

little sticks you see

My baby.

Lying in this hospital bed, still in my black bra and
one of

those blue and white gowns they give you, I can

hardly see over
giant boulders on
them.

my stomach which is as big as one of the
Mt. Lemmon.

sometimes you see

The Indians used to worship

one balanced perfectly, precisely

on top of another, so as to
believing she is not so safe.

tease the viewer into
But she is

safe and so you

know it is the work of the gods.

Inside the baby is pounding the walls, swirling in
clouds of

amniotic fluid, dizzy because it is infused with

the knowledge of

its time.

together they want to produce
invisible but tough.

Is Freud right?
us,

The mother and the baby,
sornething--something

What is it?

Is the Oedipus complex always with

invading our relationships and even our fantasies of
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relationships?
will be

No oedipus complex for this baby.

This

the immaculate baby, the inverse of Christ.

Years later, of course, I will realize I've failed for
all

the usual reasons.

will be the

baby, only he's 17 now and I'll say, because

our relationship has
still horne?

I'll wake up one morning and there

been strained lately, why are you

And he will grunt

a response and, here's the

oedipal part, I'll look over to his

face which is curved

over his cereal bowl and the small glass of

juice he's

poured himself, and because the light is hitting his

jaw

so poignantly and because his eyelashes leave the tiniest
most fragile shadow on his skin, and also because he hardly
pays

me any attention these days, my heart will skip a few

beats.

There is no way to get comfortable and so the nurse
with the

red hair tells me a story.

complicated
tv.

story, but I listen because there's nothing on

It turns out

to be her life's story.

into the landscape of
narrow red brick house
claw.

It's a very long and

How she popped

Greece in a certain century, into a
covered on one wall with eat's

About her father, a stern customs

house worker

(like Hawthorne) and her mother, a rather soft
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ambivalent woman who loved to play gin rummy ; her two
sisters

who wore matching straw hats with navy blue ribbon

every Easter Sunday for 12 years.
terrible
loved.

Then the war and the

bombing; then the American soldier, Ned, who she
Did she

ever become pregnant?

is a sadness about

She did not.

There

this nurse that's hard to describe even

though she did chastise

me about the bra.

her why it's a disgrace though.

I want to ask

To have a baby in, she

says quietly and she shakes her head with

that

indescribable sadness--a sadness you spot flickering across
her cheekbones, even in the ironic color of her hair and
matching

eyebrows.

She never became pregnant which was a good thing
because she

never married Ned.

pregnant would have been a

And to have become

disgrace, that word again.

tell her I've wanted this baby all
because we all know this.
waiting.

I

my life--she nods

Every woman knows

this and is

The baby, its eyes closed tight in the

swishing

and dizzying amniotic fluid, has been tugged and cajoled
into being since the birth of its mother, who imagines
herself

unfolding into motherhood, year by year.

your parents read

First

a magazine while you walk the dog.

There are plumes of smoke

rising over the low hills.

There is an angry haze pushing this

day at its brightest
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and most optimistic corners and the dog,

skittering along

the sides of the buildings, tugging at his

leash, wanting

to skulk down some narrow alley and hide behind a

garbage

pail or a wrought iron gate with laundry stiffening

across

it, the dog does the leading. The unsettling day billows
around and you are following as if in a dream:
thinking of
your life.

You are

the future, what it is you are waiting for all
Is it

fair to say this is a baby?

Some would

say yes, others wouldn't.

While writing this I have to change position.
in

the library, third floor.

but no

A blue chair with cushions;

sooner do I settle myself

have this
girl who is

dream:

than I fall asleep.

I'm having a baby.

in Kierkegaard.

what it is, I tell her.

Then

I

It turns out to be a

already very advanced verbally.

the concept of irony

I begin

We discuss

I'm not sure I know

she explains--a brief,

elegant explanation, but of course on

waking I forget

every word.

Once my friends and I saved up for a Judy Splinters
doll.
We sold

This was a doll about the size of a three year old.
lemonade and ore os for a month, then walked to

Lucille Ford's and

bought Judy.

hair cut bluntly, blue eyes

She had shoulder length

and a red and white dress with

258

puffed sleeves.
her face.

Her features,

however, were painted on

Her eyes never closed, nor

could you stick a

nipple between her lips nor did she (like some
up-to-date dolls) dirty a diaper.

What the

of the more

manufacturers

mainly claimed for Judy was that she could walk;

but she

couldn't really walk; we tried, on either side, to walk
her, but she moved stiffly like a robot.
like our

little girl.

She never felt

What does this prove?

In the blue light of this room, nothing stirs.
doubt if

the windows are the kind that open, because if

they did some of

the patients might be tempted to jump out

after they heard the
good news.

bad news.

I'm not wearing

Having a baby, however, is

the black bra anymore.

had me unhook it and slide it
gown.

I

They

through the armhole of this

The redheaded nurse draped it

over the towel rack,

next to the enema bag.

In the library I change positions again to keep myself
from

falling asleep.

in such a
the floor.

way that if I begin to doze off, I will fallon
But

the subject of motherhood is a difficult

one and it makes me
subject.

I sit on one hand and twist my body

tired.

It makes me want to change the
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When I think of having babies, I t.hink of the
earthworm, how

its body splits apart.

happens:

we were one, then

happens.

But which of us is in charge?

This is what

we're two.

who is as tall and blond as a pale

This is what
The future baby,

windswept reed growing

near a sand dune, whose pinched, nervous

face seems

continually averted from his mother's, will

stand with his

hands in his pocket and mumble something under his
What?

I will say.

Forget it.

Speak up!

And is it a

breath.

Never mind, he'll say.

comfort that he's wearing

the

yellow jacket I gave him--or is it depressing to see him
trudge out to the family car and scrunch into the driver's
seat

like an old nlan?

school, I'll yell

I hope you're on your way to

after him.

But it will feel ludicrous

to do so.

The nurse with her red hair is eating a popsicle very
close

to my ear.

the popsicle

When I turn my head she tries to hide

but she is too late.

I'd give you a lick

but you're NPO.

magazine by the bluish tinge of

I'm sorry, she says,
She's reading a

my nightlight.

interesting article about an opera singer
childbirth.

who died in

How inappropriate, I think, but actually

can't imagine dying in childbirth.
anything

A very

but the earthworm.

I can't imagine

One then two then three.

I
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Each time you

become a perfectly symmetrical half of

yourself.

The nurse chucks her popsicle stick into the waste
basket
who

and tells me:

Once upon a time there was a woman

wanted to be an opera singer.

brown hair

worn in a braid over one ear.

mezzo soprano who

Long

High-breasted

everyone, not just her parents, adored

on account of her terrific

talent.

her debut as Manon in Messenet's
same name.

From Cleveland.

At any rate, she made

tragi-comic opera of the

Manon who fell in love with

the Chevalier de

Grieux and to whom, in the last act, de Grieux

sang the

paradoxical words, you are my life and you are my siren
call to death.
supposed

to.

Manon just shrugged, the way she was
After that, after the opera, she became

pregnant by the same

Chevalier de Grieux who, in real

life, was a tenor called Bob.

And in real life their

situations were a little different--

because instead of

Bob singing to her you are my life and my

siren call to

death, he was moody and inattentive, actually sort
primadonna.

of a

When she died, he of course felt very bad.

But they say his voice improved, that her death caused some
sort

of maturing of creativity in him, some sort of

emotional

enrichment.
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And the baby?

I ask.

The nurse, it looks like what

the

nurse should be doing is knitting, but she's smoothing

the

bedding over my ankles and knees, the nurse says, the

baby is

not a part of this story.

essentially a love
~ersweet

story, a tragic love story with a

ending, like the

I remember the
It had

This story is

opera Manon.

time I saw a foetus of a calf on tv.

been a caesarian, the mother's body had been split

down the

middle and her skin flaps lay open like the

peelings of a fat

ripe exotic fruit.

beautiful, the new calf

Inside it Was all

shivering with life, its tiny eyes

about to open and record

something.

The nurse is picking things up and putting them down.
I hear

her running water in the bathroom and opening a

cupboard.

These

noises seem furtive and secretive, dark

except for the bluish

tinge and for a quick glimpse of her

red hair as she flits from

bathroom to window, or from

window to the chair beside my bed.
feel she is bursting with news.
again, closes it.

She is so restless, I

She opens

the magazine

We have to learn to live with all

of possibilities, she says.

When my parents died I didn't

know where to turn and the soldiers took me in.
kind

sorts

but not without their demands.

They were

I cooked for them,
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did the laundry

and most of the scrubbing. up.

older officer by the

At night an

name of Lewes had me sit for him.

He

Eventually he became famous

was an artist on the side.
for his nude figures against

backdrops of the most

horrible devastation-- bombed out villages,

overturned

automobiles with mangled bodies sizzling in the
windshields like steaks.
over all

And there I'd be, superimposed

of this confusion, lending, I'd like to think, a

kind of unity to
my dreams.

the scene.

Bub I never

Finally I met Ned, the man of

became pregnant.

When I dream that night it's
pink

Thank God.

not a dream of a soft

baby gazing into my face or even a dream of pain, of

suddenly

careening out of existence like those dreams

where giant hands

come out of nowhere and take you.

was a regular dream:

My

sister and I were walking along

the Sound watching the sailboats

like little white

handkerchiefs fluttering in front of the

horizon which was

composed of tiny ridges and whorls and flat
real life.

It

places, like

Then I woke up.

I'll never forget how the hospital filled with light
that

morning.

It began lyrically, pale yellow, like the

first notes

of the Siegfried Idylls--slow and sad and

Wagnerian.

Then boom.

The glare was so great it hurt my
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eyes which I shielded with a

pillow.

They gave me an

injection and what had been sharp and
became soft, blurred

painful brightness

like a blanket, like

the little

frayed ends of the tassle of the baby's first snowhat.

The baby, a baby, any baby.
like

They have you in common,

the earthworm, they have practically the whole you in

common.

The nurse, who is even more mournful now that the

baby is born

than before, leans against the mattress which

has been elevated so

I can breast-feed.

It's not right

that the babv should go two.

three days without a name,

she says.

Thomas

How about Thomas?

was the name of my

father and of my brother Thomas.

I did think about names.
Josephine,

Julia for girls and for a boy I thought of

Andrew, Geoffrey and
this baby?

I thought about Jenny,

Nicholas.

I look deep into

his eyes are the eyes of a
private soul to which I have

But what is the name of

his eyes to find out.

stranger; and behind them is a
no access.

wait for his name to bubble up like the

This baby.

I

themes in great

literature do when you let them roil around in your
for a while.

But

brain
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The nurse, with one sweep of her reddest hair, with a
je ne sais pas
Thomas

gesture of her shoulders, says:

was born I couldn't see straight.

brought him

Hhgn

I remember Mom

into us, wrapped in a yellow receiving blanket

and wearing a

round lace cap with satin trim.

seemed to be a halo around

him, not only his head but

around his whole body, eveu his feet
booties my aunt made.

There

encased in the

Everyone looked at the

baby.

It

was like being in church, everyone seemed so holy and
respectful.
and
look

The baby just lay there in my mother's arms

didn't do anything--didn't smile or cry or eat or even
around.

I thought, why is this?

baby can just

Why is it that a

sleep an6 that everyone is so quiet and on

their faces is such a

radiance?

I didn't know then what I've

I was extremely jealous.

come to realize:

are amazed by a baby since a baby

that people

is so close to death.

I hold my baby close to my breast and pinch my nipple
between thumb and forefinger lilce they tell you.
baby's face

is half-smothered by my breast which is aching

with the weight of

milk.

there is true physical
the pain is in the whole

The baby pulls at the nipple and

pain as the milk is drawn through;
breast and spreads to the

abdomen, the groin, the soles of the
of emptying.

The

feet.

It is the pain

265

since the baby was born the room seems like a
different

place.

its dreamy bluish

Before, the room was characterized by
tinge and eventually by the painful

brightness of the morning

of the baby's birth.

the room is ordinary, the colors

But now

and noises less

significant; it is in this normal atmosphere that

I feed

the baby, listen to the sad though slightly absurd
of the redheaded nurse.

stories

My black bra hangs in the closet

and I laugh when I remember what a disgrace it had been.

I have deliberately left out the part about labor
pains and

delivery.

sweatted and how,

How I pushed and how my forehead

with my legs spread eagle and my neck

curled backwards over a

hard sausage-shaped pillow, my

vagina split in a downward

laceration toward the rectum.

I have deliberately left out the

screams from the other

women, the animal sounds of quick Lamaze

panting or even

the artificially calm sounds of the fathers saying preathe
or please or push darling; the operating room with

its

overhead light encased in an enormous eye of pure stainless
steel; the narrow tables with instruments; the IV needles
and

bags.

private.

I have left all this out because pain is
And

because this is an essay about love which is

born from pain and

which, in most cases, represses it.
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And should I speculate about the baby who grows to
resemble

one of those pale reeds swaying beside a dune,

before the ocean;

the boy whose face has a tough stubble

around the chin and whose

eyes avoid his mother's?

the driveway, just the sound of the

In

engine revving up and

the screech of wheels on the pavement tells

me that the

past is irrevocable--and this, they want you to know,

is a

mother's sorrow.

In the library
the

I walk to the window and lean against

metal ridge that keeps the window from opening or

closing (so

like a hospital!). But instead of looking out

I am struck by a

young woman to my left who is writing in

a marbelized notebook

with a felt-tipped pen.

table in front of her, several
specific works:

large artbooks lie open to

Mary Cassatt's painting

called "Mother's

Kiss" in which the mother leans forward to kiss
baby on the lips.

On the

her naked

The moment is obscene--the mother

inappropriately passionate and a frightened look crossing
the

face of the child.

"The Well
bits of raw

Baby Clinic," the mothers and babies look

like

hamburger which is how Alice Neel envisioned

those poor women and
eat.

Whereas in Alice Neel's painting,

their babies who couldn't afford to
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A woman's topic--motherhood and its problems,
motherhood and

its impulses and passions.

rises, her red hair
pregnant.

The young woman

tumbles to her waist and she is

She moves stiffly in

the direction of the

ladies room and while I should be amazed at

the

coincidence of red hair, motherhood and art leaping out of
the real world at this particular moment, I find I am
calm--as

if all this is a dream meant to reverberate on

every level, meant

to change the world.

What has it meant to have a baby?
everything

becomes ordinary, a fact:

its removable tray,

the bed table with

the styrofoam cup of cranberry juice.

The baby in my arms is

also a fact.

once in a while and look
incomprehension.

In one minute,

His eyes open every

into mine with total

It is a look you give to a

river or a

tree: a look of indifference, perhaps, or is it

Here is the baby.
her

Here is the mother.

wonder?

The nurse with

red hair is looking on; the nightlight has a bluish

tinge; the

black bra is no longer a disgrace; the baby's

feet are tiny but

tough.

the load of milk.

The

The mother's breasts ache with

earthworm splits, then regenerates,

then splits, though it's not

preciseiy fair to liken human
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motherhood to an earthworm's.
tough stubble is driving away.

The

boy with his faint

The nurse, it

seems her

knitting needles flash or is she reading the magazine
again which reminds her of something:
says, when

everything becomes darker and smaller.

sits very straight in
shock.

She

her chair, as if she's received a

Darker and smaller,' she

retrospect.

Growing up, she

repeats, and clearer, in
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APPENDIX B:
Individual Chapter Notes

270
I.

THE SPECTACLE OF HYSTERIA: AN INTRODUCTION

1. Cf. Freud, A Fragment, 30-32. Indeed, Freud's
critique of his hysterics' narratives is a fiction-writing
critique. He deplores the fact that "[his] patients are
incapable of giving [smooth and exact] reports about
themselves • • • [that] their communications run dry,
leaving gaps unfilled and riddles unanswered . • • [that]
the connections--even the ostensible ones--are for the most
part incoherent, and the sequence of different events is
uncertain" (30-31. Freud goes on to cite his patients
"loss" or "falsification" of memory as a further obstacle
to the therapy (32). Interesting, Freud's narrative mimics
the "incoherence" and fragmentariness of his hysterical
patients. See steven Marcus.
2. Cf. Freud, 'Postscript' to A Fragment of an
Analysis of a Case of Hysteria, p. 136. "[S]exuality is
the key to the problem of the psychneuroses and of the
neuroses in general. No one who disdains the key will ever
be able to unlock the door."
3.

See note 5, chapter 2.

4. See Reading Women, pp. 201-02, p. 199, and passim.
For example, "the strangeness of feminine desire is
inseparable from femininity" (199).
5. Cf. Ilza Veith's excellent history of hysteria
which documents the gaps and shifts in the aetiology. For
example, the most notable theory of hysteria after the
wandering womb theory was the theory of Galen, which held
that spinsters and widows suffered from hysteria. Galen
recommended marriage as a cure. That theory, in turn,
became displaced by Augustine's more brutally misogynistic
readings of women as evil seductresses, possessed by sucubi
and incubi, etc. The flip side of the history of hysteria
could without much difficulty be understood as the history
of male sexuality--its ups and downs, as it were.
such as history posing as the history of a feminine
diso~der might necessarily betray itself in the gaps and
disjunctive shifts that characterize its fictions.
6. Needless to say, the male (waste) product is put
to ingenious use here. As vulva is matched to male feces,
synecdoche to synecdoche, it is, for example, interesting
to speculate on the male anxiety that may underlie such a
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"cure." For the male abjected "product" becomes, in the
wandering womb scenario, a symbolic baby, displacing in
effect the female "product," becoming simultaneously mother
and son and even God (the creator) in a rather amazing coup
d'etat.
7. Cf. steven Marcus "Freud and Dora: story,
History, Case History" in In Dora's Case, for an excellent
discussion of Freud's "plastic, involuted and
heterogeneous" narrative strategies (64). Also cf.
Jacobus, 198-274 passim for a discussion of the
relationship of Freud's narratives to the narratives of his
hysterics.
8. See veith. Also see Clement's "The Guilty One" in
The Newly Born Woman, pp. 3-57 for a discussion which links
the inquisition of witches to the scene of psychoanalysis.

•

9. Cf. Tania Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much:
Hitchcock and Feminist Theory, N.Y.: Methuen, 1988.
Modleski's brilliant book about Hitchcock explores and
develops a version of this notion of male hysteria. One of
her central assertions recalls Woolf's famous women-aslooking-glass passage in A Room (quoted, pp. 8-9): "[not
only is] feminine consciousness the mirror of patriarchal
consciousness • • • [but that] patriarchal unconscious lies
in femininity" (4).
10. For a perspective on Marnie's frigidity and on
its more explicit connection with gift exchange, see
Michele Piso, "Mark's Marnie" in A Hitchcock Reader, ed.
Deutelbaum and Poague, Ames: Iowa State U P, 1986,
288-303. piso offers a Marxist reading of Marnie,
observing that "the film's most general and unresolved
social contradiction turns, not surprisingly, around love
and money, giving and acquisition" (290). Also, "From a
Marxist perspective, then, Marnie's frigidity can be read
as a metaphor of an oppressed class and as a reflection of
the desensualized and rational sphere of business"
(290-91).
11. Cf. Freud, "Femininity" and Lacan, "The Meaning
of the Phallus." Freud argues that when the girl discovers
that her mother does not have/will not give her a penis,
she transfers her affection to her father. Lacan reads the
Mother's Phallus as neither "imaginary" or biological:
"[T]he Phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function
in the intrasubjective economy of analysis might lift the
veil from that which it is given to designate as a whole
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the effect of there being a signified, inasmuch as it
conditions any such effect by its presence as signifier"
(79-80). Mitchell/Rose facilitate our understanding of
this passage in their forward to this paper: "[Lacan]
places the phallus within the symbolic order, and argues
that it can only be understood as a signifier in the
linguistic sense of the term" (74). Jane Gallop makes it
clearer still: "The 'Phallus' is a signifier that has no
real signified" (Reading Lacan, 133-56).
12. Cf. Kahane, 334. I borrow this phrase from
Kahane who poses "the center of a mystery" as that which
the Gothic heroine is compelled to "seek out."
13. Cf. Breuer and Freud, studies on Hysteria, 193,
and Freud's "Aetiology of Hysteria," 191-221
and"Femininity," 583. Freud's earliest notion of hysteria
agrees with Breuer's--that there was a traumatic childhood
scene behind hysterical symptoms--probably the scene of
seduction of the young girl by an older male relative.
Eventually, Freud replaced the "seduction theory" with a
theory of hysterical "fantasies" of seduction. In Freud's
later work, these fantasies bear directly on difficulties
in the pre-oedipal and oedipal stages of development. For
Freud, the child--regardless of gender--is seduced by the
mother in reality, as the mother's hygenic care "arouses
pleasureable sensations"; to achieve "normal femininity,"
the girl must transfer this desire for the phallus that the
mother has not given her onto the father. In young women
who have a prolonged attachment to the father--hysterics,
for example--there has been "a preliminary stage of
attachment to the mother • • • rich in content • • . long
lasting • • • leaving behind so many opportunities for
fixations and dispositions."
14. Hitchcock's measure of satisfaction is, for
Raymond Bellour, linked to his compUlsion to reduplicate
his own image and at the same time to fetishize Marnie.
"By observing Marnie, object of desire, enigma (becoming
the one because she is the other), Hitchcock becomes a sort
of double of Mark and of strutt who have just contributed
to the creation of his image but who, at the same time, are
caught in it. This is possible because they too are
nothing but doubles, irregularly distributed on a
trajectory at the origin of which there is Hitchcock, the
first among all his doubles, a matrix which allows their
generation, and his own representation as duplicate image
of himself as pure image power--the camera-wish, of which
the object-choice is here the woman" (73). Cf. Bellour,
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"Hitchcock, The Enunciator," trans. by Bertrand Augst and
Hilary Radner, in Camera Obscura, 2:66-91, 1977.
15. Cf. Mulvey. The full quotation reads: "Sadism
demands a story, depends on making something happen,
forcing a change in another person, a battle of will and
strength, victory/defeat, all occuring in a linear time
with a beginning and end" (14). Also see de Lauretis,
Alice Doesn't, 103-57 for an excellent discussion and
extension of Mulvey's proposition. using the oedipus story
as emblematic of desisre in narrative, de Lauretis
ultimately revises Mulvey's statement: "Story demands
sadism" (132).
16. Cf. Lacan, "God and the Jouissance of The Woman,"
139. The subject supposed to know is Lacanian terminology
for the position of the subject/psychoanalyst in a
transference situation. Lacan says, "He whom I suppose to
know, I love."
17. See Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender,
especially pages 1-30. Throughout this insightful study,
but particularly in the first chapter, de Lauretis argues
that gender is a culturally constructed technology.
18. Here I take liberties with Lacan and
"mysthologize" the Phallic Mother. Lacan's difficult
linguistic concept of the Phallus as a signifier (cf.
above) as applied to the "impossible" Phallus of the
Mother, it seems to me, is reified (or revised or retroped)
in the figuration of a superman, like Tarzan. I realize
Lacan would not agree.
19. Horn quoting Francis Lacassin from "Hogarth
Between Wonder and Madness," Paris, Giff-Wiff, no. 13,
1965.

II.

20.

See Alice Jardine, Gynesis.

21.

Alice James quoted in Jacobus, 250.

PROJECTION/REFLECTION/ABJECTION IN FRIDO KAHLO'S
PAINTINGS

1. See Herrera, Frida, for all biographical
references to Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. Herrera's
excellent and comprehensive biography includes a selection
of Frida's letters and journal entries, and records many of
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Diego's remarks, as well as provides an historical,
cultural and personal context for many of Kahlo's
paintings. I have relied on Herrera's data exclusively,
unless otherwise noted.
2. Herrera quotes Breton on Kahlo, 228: "My surprise
and joy were unbounded when I discovered, on my arrival in
Mexico, that her work had blossomed forth, in her latest
paintings, into pure surreality, despite the fact that it
had been conceived without any prior knowledge whatsoever
of the ideas motivating the activites of my friends and
myself • • ." 7.(ahlo, 254: "I never knew that I was a
Surrealist until Andre Breton came to Mexico and told me I
was." Also, 263: "I detest Surrealism. To me it seems to
be a decadent manifestation of bourgeois art." It seems
clear that Kahlo did not want to be categorized.
3. See Bertram D. Wolfe, The Fabulous Life of Diego
Rivera, stein and Day, 1963, and Diego Rivera's My Art, My
Life, New York: Citadel, 1960, for more comprehensive data
on Diego Rivera's murals and politics.
4. See Pollack, 78, on masquerades. "In the journals
Marie Bashkirtseff records a visit she and some friends
made to a masked ball where behind the disguise daughters
of the aristocracy could live dangerously, playing with
sexual freedom their classed gender denied them." Pollack
makes clear, however, that "to enter such spaces as the
masked baIlor the cafe-concert constituted a serious
threat to a bourgeoise woman's reputation and therefore her
femininity."
5. I refer, of course, to Lacan's mirror stage. Cf.
Ecrits, Paris: Seuil, 1966, 94-95 and Gallop, 74-92 passim.
"The mirror stage is a turning point. After it, the
subject's relation to himself is always mediated through a
totalizing image that has come from outside. For example,
the mirror image becomes a totalizing ideal that organizes
and orients the self. But since the "self" is necessarily
a totalized, unified concept--a division between an inside
and an outside--there is no "self" before the mirror stage"
(Gallop, 79). Lacan situates the mirror stage in the
Imaginary--thus, the "totalizing image" constitutes a
misrecognition of the self. Here I argue that Frida's
mutilated body is a kind of corps morcele (which
corresponds to the retroactive understanding of the child's
body before the mirror stage) and that she puts herself
together in the mirror.
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6. Pollack, 81. The full quotation reads: "I would
stress tQat the practice of painting is itself a site for
the inscription of sexual difference.
7. Cf. Pollack, 85-90. Pollack describes "the sexual
politics of looking" as involving "the space of sight for a
mastering gaze." This space is familiar (because part of
the figurative "territory" of sexual politics) and
therefore makes the viewer feel powerful (dominant).
8. Corps morcel~, see above, note 5, for an
explanation of how this term fits into Lacan's lexicon.
Literally "the body in pieces."
9. For translations to and grammatical explanations
of the Spanish, I am indebted to Janice D~wey.
10. See Freud, "Femininity," for mo:C'e references to
the unhappy differences between the sexes ..
11. See Freud, "Fetishism," for a fuller account of
how this covering/uncovering works. "To put it plainly,
the fetish is a sUbstitute for the woman's (mother's)
phallus which the little boy once believed in and does not
wish to forego--w~ know why" (198).
12. See Freud, "Medusa's Head." "The sight of the
Medusa's head makes the spectator stiff with terror, turns
him to stone. Observe that we have here once again the
same origin from the castration complex and the same
trans for- mation of affect! For becoming stiff means an
erection. Thus in the original situation it offers
consolation to the spectator: he is still in possession of
a penis, and the stiffening reassures him of the fact"
(105) •
13. See Freud, "Femininity," passim, for a thorough
discussion of this Freudian concept.
14. I am indebted to Valerie steele, Fashion and
Eroticism, for her discussion of Victorian fashion,
particularly, 51-120.
15. See Steele. Also see Charles H. Gibbs-smith, The
Fashionable Lady in the 19th Century, London: Her
Majesty's Stationery Office, 1960, and wilton, Shep, Bach,
The Book of Costume, R.L. Shep, 1986, for historical
costume data.
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16. See Foucault, Historv of Sexuality. Trans.
Robert Hurley. Vintage, 1980, and Teresa de Lauretis,
Technologies of Gender, Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1987. Foucault refers to the
"hystericization of women" as part of "the deployment of
sexuality" since the 19th century, into technology. He
says that the purpose of his study is "to show how
deployments of power are directly connected to the body."
Noting Foucault's largely ungendered critique, de Lauretis
points out that "[he] does not take into account its
differential solicitation of male and female subjects, or
the conflicting investments of men and women in the
discourses and practices of sexuality."
17. Robert Musil (Man without Qualities), quoted in
Steele, 44.
18. Steele points out that while women functioned as
weavers and dressmakers, the fashion designers were almost
certain to be male--until, that is, the 20th century. Cf.
Steele, passim.
1'9. Cf.
Hysteria.

Freud, Dora: An Analysis of a Case of

20. See Pollack, "Modernity and the spaces of
femininity," 50- 90, for an enlightening discussion of
domestic and prohibitive spaces in regard to depictions of
women.
21. Susan Aiken has rightly pointed out to me that my
reading here ignores the subversive dimensions of the
Madonna as a figure of feminine duplicity which Kristeva's
essay "Motherhood According to Bellini" has so brilliantly
discussed. In my view of Kahlo's view of the Mater
Dolorosa (in My Birth), the Madonna functions as a figure
which must be abjected in order to give birth to the self.
Kristeva's analysis of the Madonna as figuring the
unsettling power of woman's "word" (her hysteria, in other
words) is, of course, illustrated by all of Kahlo's,
arguably Madonna-like, self-portraits.
22.

See Freud, "Femininity."

23. Gallop explains this best: "Lacan's writings
contain an implicit ethical imperative to break the mirror,
an imperative to disrupt the imaginary in order to reach
"the symbolic" (59). Also, "The point is not to give up
the imagos (an impossible task) nor create better ones (any
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static image will deform the perception of the synamics of
intersubjectivity). But in the symbolic register, the
subject understands these imagos as structuring
projections" (61).

III. AUTHOR(IZ)ING FEMININE DESIRE:
EROTICS OF EROTICA

ANAIS NIN AND THE

1. Indeed, Miller's contempt for his reader equals
and curiously reiterates his contempt for women. For the
legendary discussion of Miller's misognyny, cf. Kate
Millet, Sexual Politics, New York: Doubleday, 1969, pp.
294-313.
2. For a fuller account of Henry Miller's quest to
'discredit the book collector's story of the "old man," see
Anais Nin, Diary of Anais Nin, Volume III, 56-57.
3. Cf. Jacques Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts of
Psychoanalysis, 67-119, for a discussion of Lacan's concept
of the gaze, a concept on which my reading of the voyeur
(here and elsewhere) depends. In this instance, I am
referring to the link between castration and voyeurism.
Lacan elaborates: "The interest the subject takes in his
own split is bound up with that which determines it-namely, a privileged object, which has emerged from some
primal separation, from some self-mutilation induced by the
very approach of the real, whose name, in our algebra, is
the objet a. [ • • • ] In the scopic relation, the object
on which depends the fantasy from which the subject is
suspended in an essential vacillation is the gaze" (83).
Also, "At the moment when he has presented himself in the
action of looking though a keyhole [ • . • ] A gaze
surprises him in the function of voyeur, disturbs him,
overwhelms him and reduces him to a feeling of shame" (84).
4. Cf. de Lauretis, "Desire in Narrative," in Alice
Doesn't, pp. 142-43 and passim for a discussion of the
image and the gaze. It is important to note that de
Lauretis' concept of "gaze" (as a male/hero figuration) is
not the same as Lacan's (more problematized) concept. To
avoid confusion (and perhaps I haven't altogether), I use
de Lauretis' idea explicitly--that is to say when I use the
term "gaze," I refer to de Lauretis' ideas (as will become
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clear in my text); and I use Lacan implicitly when I
discuss voyeurism's link to castration.
5. Cf. Freud, "Femininity," 131. "In the course of
some women's lives there is a repeated alternation between
periods in which femininity and masculinity gain the upper
hand."
6. Cf. Gallop, Reading Lacan, 61, for a clear
articulation of the Lacanian concept I am drawing on here:
"In the imaginary mode, one's understanding of other ~eople
is shaped by one's own imagoes. The perceived other 1S
actually, at least in part, a projection. Psychoanalysis
is an attempt to recognize the subject's imagoes in order
to ascertain their deforming effect upon the subject's
understanding of her relationships. The point is not to
give up the imagoes (an impossible task) nor to create
better ones (any static image will deform the perception of
the dynamics of intersubjectivity). But, in the symbolic
register, the subject understands these imagos as
structuring projections." In my argument, the feminist
theorist recognizes the non-alternating identifications of
the female spectator as structuring projections and such
recognition takes place in the symbolic register.
7.

Cf.

Freud, "Fetishism," 199.

8. Cf. Monique Wittig, The Lesbian Body, 17, for a
"deconstruction" of such a scene: "I discover that your
skin can be lifted layer by layer, I pull, it lifts off, it
coils above your knees, I pull starting at the labia, it
slides the length of the belly, fine to extreme
transparency, I pull starting at the loins, the skin
uncovers the round muscles and trapezii of the back, it
peels off up to the nape of the neck, I arrive under your
hair, m/y fingers traverse its thickness, I touch your
skull, I grasp it with all m/y fingers, I press it, I
gather the skin over the whole of the cranial vault, I tear
off the skin brutally beneath the hair, I reveal the beauty
of the shining bone traversed by blood vessels, m/y two
hands crush the vault • • • "
9. For another perspective on death's links to eros,
see Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, New York:
Ballantine, 1962, esp. pp. 76-83.
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10. Cf. Jane Gallop, "Impertinent Questions" in The
paughter's Seduction, 80-91 and Luce Irigaray, "Cosi Fan
Tutti," in This Sex Which Is Not One, 86-105. Both Gallop
and Irigaray address the problem of the spectacle and its
link to repetition. Gallop, paraphrasing Irigaray: "The
incompletion of the specular image of woman is displaced
onto the need for always one more" (87).
11. See Freud, Jokes and Their Relation to the
Unconsqious, 99, and 97-101, passim, for a fuller
discussion about how the obscene joke works.
12. I am grateful to Lydna Zwinger for the playful
etymologizing of obscene/off-scene. The OED lists
"obscene" as etymologically obscure, but deriving from the
Latin, ad--adverse, etc.
13. See Lacan's discussion of the gaze and the voyeur
in FOlll:' Fundamental Concepts. "The gaze I encounter
is, not a seen gaze, but a gaze imagined by me in the field
of the Other" (84). "At the moment of the act of the
voyeur, where is the subject, where is the object? I have
told you that the subject is not there in the sense of
seeing, at the level of the scopic drive. He is there as
pervert and he is situated only at the CUlmination of a
loop
the object, here, is the gaze--the gaze that
is the subject, which attains it" (182). Lacan, of course,
is linking the voyeuristic scene to exhibitionism and to
sado-masochism. I link it (in writing/reading) to the
symbolic as well (or instead of). See note 6.
14. Nin's disavowal/avowal of her authorship might be
seen as itself hysterical. Her vacillation on this point
recalls the contemporary feminist debate on feminine
authorship, as Peggy Kamuf and Nancy K. Miller have
presented it. See Diacritics:12:43-53.
15. I use feminine/female/woman more or less interchangeably. I realize this may be confusing. Irigaray,
after Lacan, uses "feminine" and "woman." Lacan after
Freud uses "feminine." "Female," I suppose, is biological.
"Woman," I suppose, is essentialist. But I balk at using
Lacan's and Freud's term--"feminine"-- exclusively,
especially given the connotations Lacan and Freud have
imputed to it (and which my own discourse resists).
Tainted as all this terminology seems to be, I find myself
with no word for what we are--so I've decided to ignore the
taints and reclaim all our designations indiscriminately.
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"Feminist," on the other hand, I use more precisely 1;0
designate a type of reading or writing that is aware of the
complex reading and writing problems that confront women.
But even this designation is only slightly more precise, I
realize, and may be confusing. (I am thinking, among other
things, of the French resistance, in some quarters, to the
essentializing implications of "feminist.") Any ideas?
16. For a fascinating discussion of the problematic
link between woman's pleasure and male discourse, see
Susanne Kappeler; The Pornography of Representation,
141-42. Kappeler's remarks are directed against the
"nouvelle critique [which] hails the 'death of the author'
and the birth of the reader. Its object is the pursuit,
the exploration of pleasure, of desire. Not only the
author-subject finds fulfillment in the medium,
satisfaction of self-expression, but the reader too
'enj oys,' j oui t" engages in the process 'actively,' wants
it too, the pleasure, the orgasm, the jouissance." Also,
"Lacan is after 'the other satisfaction, that which
responds to phallic pleasure.' Not, notice, after what
woman might want, but after that discharge from the woman
object in response to the phallic vexatlon: her pleasure a
response, and hence his satisfaction." Cf. also Irigaray,
"Cosi Fan Tutti" in This Sex which is Not One, 86-105.
17. See Anais Nin, "Elena" in Delta of Venus, 100-02.
18.
105-06.

See Freud, "Medusa" in Collected Papers, vol. v,

19. See Freud, "On Narcissism:
Collected Papers, vol. iv, p. 47.

An Introduction" in

20. See Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 9, for
a description of fort (gone) da (there).

IV.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF ENUNCIATION:
KATHY ACKER'S FICTION

HYSTERICAL PASTICHE IN

1. In von Sternberg's Morocco, the ship's captain
refers to Amy Jolly, who has bought a one-way ticket, as
one of those "suicide passengers [who] never return."
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2. Historically, Tangier has seen the rule of the
Phoenicians, Romans, Moors, portuguese, and was transferred
to England as part of a dowry of Catherine of Braganza in
1471. It was divided between French and Spanish
protectorates in 1912, and in 1923-24 became an
international zone administered by France, Spain, and
Britain. It was under the rule of Spain during World War
II, where it was nevertheless the site of struggle for Axis
powers. After the war it was returned to international
rulership, and wasn't returned to the Moroccans until 1956.
Cf. The Ne~Columbia Encyclopedia.
3. In ~:asablanca, for example, Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman)
figures as the object of exchange which spur the
negotiations between Rick and Victor Lazlo. Eventually, as
we know, the priorities of the patriarchy win out over the
romantic entanglements of "three little people."
4. For more about pOlstmodernism as "the yet
untheorized original space of some new 'world system'," cf.
Jameson, "Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism," passim.
5. Jardine also includes Sollers, Bataille, Barthes
and male American postmodern fiction writers, such as
Thomas pynchon. See Gynesis, passim.
6.

Cf.

Bakhtin, p. 38.

7. Jameson characterizes postmodernism as also
demonstrating "a shift in the dynamics of cultural
pathology" (63). Hysteria, he claims, gives way to
schizophrenia since "the alienation of the subject is
displaced by the fragmentation of the subject" (63). I
will argue that Acker retains hysterical prerogatives,
especially since the postmodern agenda continues to
alienate women even as (or inasmuch as) it fragments her
body for its texts.
8. Among feminist re-readers of Levi-Strauss, see
especially Gayle Rubin, "The Traffic in Women: Notes on
the Political Economy of Sex" in Toward an Antropology of
Women, New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975, 157-210.
9. Cf. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language,
57-61. I give a fuller accounting of Kristeva's argument,
page 20-21.
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10. Cf. Freud, "Femininity." "In the Oedipal
Situation the girl's father has become her love object"
(583). Freud explains that young women wish for the penis
from their fathers--the penis that their mothers have not
given them (593).
11. See "The Mirror stage as Formative of the
Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience"
(1-7) and "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious"
(146-75) in Jacques Lacan, Ecrits.
12. Cf. Lacan, "The Mirror Stage" in Ecrits, 1-7.
Also cf. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, 46-48,
for a reiteration of Lacan's concepts of the mirror stage
and its links to the thetic, or phase of enunciation.
13. In "Femininity," Freud refers to the mother's
phallus (penis) which has been unavailable to the little
girl (593). Lacan bases his notion of the mother's Phallus
on this Fruedian idea, and extends the notion. In Lacan,
the Phallus (of the mother) becomes "the privileged
signifier of that mark where the share of the logos is
wedded to the advent of desire" ("The Meaning of the
Phallus" in Feminine Sexualit~, 82). It is crucial to
Lacanian psychoanalysis that the Phallus, a "veiled"
signifier of desire not be confused with the male organ,
the penis. Such a confusion would problematize Lacan's
theory of feminine sexuality--which is what I believe Acker
is trying to do here.
14. Cf. Lacan, "The Meaning of the Phallus," 74-85,
passim, and "The Mirror stage" in Ecrits, for a thorough
discussion of castration and split (castrated)
subjectivity.
15. Elsewhere Kristeva discusses Kafka, Barthes,
Sollers-- cf. Desire in Language, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, New
York: Columbia, 1980.
16. I am indebted throughout this chapter to Hulley's
brilliantly perceptive analysis of Acker's intertexuality.
17. Jane Gallop explains that "the imaginary will
always block us from apprehending the real (the original
text)" (67) and that "there is no direct apprehension of
the real, no possible liberation from imagoes" (70). At
the same time, she explains that Lacan, by the
mid-seventies, "was trying to theorize the interrelation of
the symbolic, the imaginary, and the real in terms of the
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topology of knots [ • • • ] the symbolic and the imaginary
along with the real are tied together." Jameson, as
recapitulaed by de Lauretis, seems to be after something of
the latter sort when he asserts the possbility of
re-weaving the Real into the texture of an interpretive
text. See The Political Unconscious: Narrative as
socially Symbolic Act, 81. De Lauretis, as I go on to
summarize, pages 28-29, relies on Jameson's perception in
order to suggest a way to understand a feminine/feminist
textual praxis.
18. Cf. Kristeva, 1978, 26. Kristeva use of "chora"
is derived from Plato, who saw it as a receptacle (26). Of
course, Kristeva complicates Plato's notion, asserting that
the "chora" "as rupture and articulations (rhythms)
precedes evidence, verisimilitude, spatiality, and
temporality" (26). At the same time, Kristeva says that we
"move with and against the chora" and that "the chora can
be designated and regulated" (26). In this sense, Kristeva
keeps the notion of receptacle/container/chora as a
discrete entity--just as the pre-oedipal is distinct from
the oedipal, for example. In a certain kind of discourse
(postmodernism), as I have argued through Beaudrillard and
Jameson, these distinctions vanish.
19. Cf. Barbara Johnson, "My Monster/My Self,"
Diacritics (Summer 1982), 12 (2): 10, for a discussion of
the monster in the text. Also cf. Mary Jacobus, Reading
Women, for a reading of this figure as bi-sexual and
hysterical (16-24, 229-48).
20. Cf. Kermode, 1979, for a fuller discussion of
parables, which are themselves vehicles for a duplicitous
discourse. "Parable, it seems, may proclaim a truth like a
herald does, and at the same time conceal a truth like an
oracle [ • • • ] [a] double function, this simultaneous
process of proclamation and concealment" (47).
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