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      Praise for David Foster Wallace’s


      a supposedly fun thing
i’ll never do again


      “Further cements Wallace’s reputation as probably the most ambitious and prodigious literary talent of his generation, an

         erupting Vesuvius of prose and ideas and intellect.”

      


      —John Marshall, Seattle Post Intelligencer


      “The title essay is worth the price of the book… irrefutable proof of comic genius…. Yes, he’s a great writer, get used to

         it.”

      


      —Adam Begley, New York Observer


      “Wallace puts enough energy, attitude, thought, ‘fun’ (in and out of quotes) and sheer information into any single page to

         wear me out. But they don’t…. As long as he’s willing to get down and rassle with this stuff, I’m glad to sit here and read all about

         it.”

      


      —David Gates, Newsweek


      “You don’t want to miss out on reading David Foster Wallace. Yes, he’s that good.”


      —Kane Webb, Arkansas Democrat-Gazette


      “He has Gore Vidal’s biting wit, Christopher Hitchens’s ability to disrobe intellectual impostors, and Pynchon’s sense of

         the bizarre…. Not just refreshing, it’s downright exhilarating.”

      


      —David Daley, Hartford Courant


      “Wallace’s sheer verbal precocity and versatility stun.”


      —Joan Hinkemeyer, Rocky Mountain News


      “DFW is smart and funny, a man from whose word processor flows a torrent of brilliant observations and hysterical wit. Do

         your disposition and your mind a favor: Read this book.”

      


      —Steven E. Alford, Houston Chronicle


      “A marvelous book…. Sparkling reportage…. If one wants to see the zeitgeist auto-grappling, in all its necessary confusions,

         one must read every essay in this book.”

      


      —James Wood, Newsday


      “Funny as all get-out…. This guy uses words like a Ninja uses throwing stars…. Wallace proves that cutting edge is a term that needn’t be reserved for fiction only.”

      


      —Jef Leisgang, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


      “What he’s doing in these essays is rather extraordinary: Treading chin-deep in postmodern waters, he’s constructing an exceptionally

         funny, viable, open-minded, openhearted voice, and he gives some of the rest of us new ways to think about how to navigate

         our own perilous waters.”

      


      —Cornel Bonca, OC Weekly (Orange County)

      


      “Engagingly bizarre thinking and gleefully uninhibited writing…. Wallace is smart and funny to about the same extent that

         Bill Gates is rich. He leaps exuberantly from one original observation to the next.”

      


      —Margaret Sullivan, Buffalo News


      “This volume not only reconfirms Mr. Wallace’s stature as one of his generation’s preeminent talents, but it also attests

         to his virtuosity…. His novelist’s radar for the incongruous detail and the revealing remark—along with his hyperkinetic language

         and natural storytelling gifts—make him a remarkably able reporter.”

      


      —Michiko Kakutani, New York Times


      “He’s funny, actually…. Read him.”


      —Maureen Harrington, Denver Post
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      derivative sport in tornado alley


      When I left my boxed township of Illinois farmland to attend my dad’s alma mater in the lurid jutting Berkshires of western

         Massachusetts, I all of a sudden developed a jones for mathematics. I’m starting to see why this was so. College math evokes

         and catharts a Midwesterner’s sickness for home. I’d grown up inside vectors, lines and lines athwart lines, grids—and, on

         the scale of horizons, broad curving lines of geographic force, the weird topographical drain-swirl of a whole lot of ice-ironed

         land that sits and spins atop plates. The area behind and below these broad curves at the seam of land and sky I could plot

         by eye way before I came to know infinitesimals as easements, an integral as schema. Math at a hilly Eastern school was like

         waking up; it dismantled memory and put it in light. Calculus was, quite literally, child’s play.

      


      In late childhood I learned how to play tennis on the blacktop courts of a small public park carved from farmland that had

         been nitrogenized too often to farm anymore. This was in my home of Philo, Illinois, a tiny collection of corn silos and war-era

         Levittown homes whose native residents did little but sell crop insurance and nitrogen fertilizer and herbicide and collect

         property taxes from the young academics at nearby Champaign-Urbana’s university, whose ranks swelled enough in the flush 1960s

         to make outlying non sequiturs like “farm and bedroom community” lucid.

      


      Between the ages of twelve and fifteen I was a near-great junior tennis player. I made my competitive bones beating up on

         lawyers’ and dentists’ kids at little Champaign and Urbana Country Club events and was soon killing whole summers being driven

         through dawns to tournaments all over Illinois, Indiana, Iowa. At fourteen I was ranked seventeenth in the United States Tennis

         Association’s Western Section (“Western” being the creakily ancient USTA’s designation for the Midwest; farther west were

         the Southwest, Northwest, and Pacific Northwest sections). My flirtation with tennis excellence had way more to do with the

         township where I learned and trained and with a weird proclivity for intuitive math than it did with athletic talent. I was,

         even by the standards of junior competition in which everyone’s a bud of pure potential, a pretty untalented tennis player.

         My hand-eye was OK, but I was neither large nor quick, had a near-concave chest and wrists so thin I could bracelet them with

         a thumb and pinkie, and could hit a tennis ball no harder or truer than most girls in my age bracket. What I could do was

         “Play the Whole Court.” This was a piece of tennis truistics that could mean any number of things. In my case, it meant I

         knew my limitations and the limitations of what I stood inside, and adjusted thusly. I was at my very best in bad conditions.

      


      Now, conditions in Central Illinois are from a mathematical perspective interesting and from a tennis perspective bad. The

         summer heat and wet-mitten humidity, the grotesquely fertile soil that sends grasses and broadleaves up through the courts’

         surface by main force, the midges that feed on sweat and the mosquitoes that spawn in the fields’ furrows and in the conferva-choked

         ditches that box each field, night tennis next to impossible because the moths and crap-gnats drawn by the sodium lights form

         a little planet around each tall lamp and the whole lit court surface is aflutter with spastic little shadows.

      


      But mostly wind. The biggest single factor in Central Illinois’ quality of outdoor life is wind. There are more local jokes

         than I can summon about bent weather vanes and leaning barns, more downstate sobriquets for kinds of wind than there are in

         Malamut for snow. The wind had a personality, a (poor) temper, and, apparently, agendas. The wind blew autumn leaves into

         intercalated lines and arcs of force so regular you could photograph them for a textbook on Cramer’s Rule and the cross-products

         of curves in 3-space. It molded winter snow into blinding truncheons that buried stalled cars and required citizens to shovel

         out not only driveways but the sides of homes; a Central Illinois “blizzard” starts only when the snowfall stops and the wind

         begins. Most people in Philo didn’t comb their hair because why bother. Ladies wore those plastic flags tied down over their

         parlor-jobs so regularly I thought they were required for a real classy coiffure; girls on the East Coast outside with their

         hair hanging and tossing around looked wanton and nude to me. Wind wind etc. etc.

      


      The people I know from outside it distill the Midwest into blank flatness, black land and fields of green fronds or five-o’clock

         stubble, gentle swells and declivities that make the topology a sadistic exercise in plotting quadrics, highway vistas so

         same and dead they drive motorists mad. Those from IN/WI/Northern IL think of their own Midwest as agronomics and commodity

         futures and corn-detasseling and bean-walking and seed-company caps, apple-cheeked Nordic types, cider and slaughter and football

         games with white fogbanks of breath exiting helmets. But in the odd central pocket that is Champaign-Urbana, Rantoul, Philo,

         Mahomet-Seymour, Mattoon, Farmer City, and Tolono, Midwestern life is informed and deformed by wind. Weather-wise, our township

         is on the eastern upcurrent of what I once heard an atmospherist in brown tweed call a Thermal Anomaly. Something about southward

         rotations of crisp air off the Great Lakes and muggy southern stuff from Arkansas and Kentucky miscegenating, plus an odd

         dose of weird zephyrs from the Mississippi valley three hours west. Chicago calls itself the Windy City, but Chicago, one

         big windbreak, does not know from a true religious-type wind. And meteorologists have nothing to tell people in Philo, who

         know perfectly well that the real story is that to the west, between us and the Rockies, there is basically nothing tall,

         and that weird zephyrs and stirs joined breezes and gusts and thermals and downdrafts and whatever out over Nebraska and Kansas

         and moved east like streams into rivers and jets and military fronts that gathered like avalanches and roared in reverse down

         pioneer oxtrails, toward our own personal unsheltered asses. The worst was spring, boys’ high school tennis season, when the

         nets would stand out stiff as proud flags and an errant ball would blow clear to the easternmost fence, interrupting play

         on the next several courts. During a bad blow some of us would get rope out and tell Rob Lord, who was our fifth man in singles

         and spectrally thin, that we were going to have to tie him down to keep him from becoming a projectile. Autumn, usually about

         half as bad as spring, was a low constant roar and the massive clicking sound of continents of dry leaves being arranged into

         force-curves—I’d heard no sound remotely like this megaclicking until I heard, at nineteen, on New Brunswick’s Bay of Fundy,

         my first high-tide wave break and get sucked back out over a shore of polished pebbles. Summers were manic and gusty, then

         often around August deadly calm. The wind would just die some August days, and it was no relief at all; the cessation drove

         us nuts. Each August, we realized afresh how much the sound of wind had become part of the soundtrack to life in Philo. The

         sound of wind had become, for me, silence. When it went away, I was left with the squeak of the blood in my head and the aural

         glitter of all those little eardrum hairs quivering like a drunk in withdrawal. It was months after I moved to western MA

         before I could really sleep in the pussified whisper of New England’s wind-sound.

      


      To your average outsider, Central Illinois looks ideal for sports. The ground, seen from the air, strongly suggests a board

         game: anally precise squares of dun or khaki cropland all cut and divided by plumb-straight tar roads (in all farmland, roads

         still seem more like impediments than avenues). In winter, the terrain always looks like Mannington bathroom tile, white quadrangles

         where bare (snow), black where trees and scrub have shaken free in the wind. From planes, it always looks to me like Monopoly

         or Life, or a lab maze for rats; then, from ground level, the arrayed fields of feed corn or soybeans, fields furrowed into

         lines as straight as only an Allis Chalmers and sextant can cut them, look laned like sprint tracks or Olympic pools, hashmarked

         for serious ball, replete with the angles and alleys of serious tennis. My part of the Midwest always looks laid down special,

         as if planned.

      


      The terrain’s strengths are also its weaknesses. Because the land seems so even, designers of clubs and parks rarely bother

         to roll it flat before laying the asphalt for tennis courts. The result is usually a slight list that only a player who spends

         a lot of time on the courts will notice. Because tennis courts are for sun- and eye-reasons always laid lengthwise north-south,

         and because the land in Central Illinois rises very gently as one moves east toward Indiana and the subtle geologic summit

         that sends rivers doubled back against their own feeders somewhere in the east of that state, the court’s forehand half, for

         a rightie facing north, always seems physically uphill from the backhand—at a tournament in Richmond IN, just over the Ohio

         line, I noticed the tilt was reversed. The same soil that’s so full of humus farmers have to be bought off to keep markets

         unflooded keeps clay courts chocked with jimson and thistle and volunteer corn, and it splits asphalt courts open with the

         upward pressure of broadleaf weeds whose pioneer-stock seeds are unthwarted by a half-inch cover of sealant and stone. So

         that all but the very best maintained courts in the most affluent Illinois districts are their own little rural landscapes,

         with tufts and cracks and underground-seepage puddles being part of the lay that one plays. A court’s cracks always seem to

         start off to the side of the service box and meander in and back toward the service line. Foliated in pockets, the black cracks,

         especially against the forest green that contrasts with the barn red of the space outside the lines to signify fair territory,

         give the courts the eerie look of well-rivered sections of Illinois, seen from back aloft.

      


      A tennis court, 78' × 27', looks, from above, with its slender rectangles of doubles alleys flanking its whole length, like

         a cardboard carton with flaps folded back. The net, 3.5 feet high at the posts, divides the court widthwise in half; the service

         lines divide each half again into backcourt and fore-. In the two forecourts, lines that run from the base of the net’s center

         to the service lines divide them into 21' × 13.5' service boxes. The sharply precise divisions and boundaries, together with

         the fact that—wind and your more exotic-type spins aside—balls can be made to travel in straight lines only, make textbook

         tennis plane geometry. It is billiards with balls that won’t hold still. It is chess on the run. It is to artillery and airstrikes

         what football is to infantry and attrition.

      


      Tennis-wise, I had two preternatural gifts to compensate for not much physical talent. Make that three. The first was that

         I always sweated so much that I stayed fairly ventilated in all weathers. Oversweating seems an ambivalent blessing, and it

         didn’t exactly do wonders for my social life in high school, but it meant I could play for hours on a Turkish-bath July day

         and not flag a bit so long as I drank water and ate salty stuff between matches. I always looked like a drowned man by about

         game four, but I didn’t cramp, vomit, or pass out, unlike the gleaming Peoria kids whose hair never even lost its part right

         up until their eyes rolled up in their heads and they pitched forward onto the shimmering concrete. A bigger asset still was

         that I was extremely comfortable inside straight lines. None of the odd geometric claustrophobia that turns some gifted juniors

         into skittish zoo animals after a while. I found I felt best physically enwebbed in sharp angles, acute bisections, shaved

         corners. This was environmental. Philo, Illinois, is a cockeyed grid: nine north-south streets against six northeast-southwest,

         fifty-one gorgeous slanted-cruciform corners (the east and west intersection-angles’ tangents could be evaluated integrally

         in terms of their secants!) around a three-intersection central town common with a tank whose nozzle pointed northwest at

         Urbana, plus a frozen native son, felled on the Salerno beachhead, whose bronze hand pointed true north. In the late morning,

         the Salerno guy’s statue had a squat black shadow-arm against grass dense enough to putt on; in the evening the sun galvanized

         his left profile and cast his arm’s accusing shadow out to the right, bent at the angle of a stick in a pond. At college it

         suddenly occurred to me during a quiz that the differential between the direction the statue’s hand pointed and the arc of

         its shadow’s rotation was first-order. Anyway, most of my memories of childhood—whether of furrowed acreage, or of a harvester’s

         sentry duty along RR104W, or of the play of sharp shadows against the Legion Hall softball field’s dusk—I could now reconstruct

         on demand with an edge and protractor.

      


      I liked the sharp intercourse of straight lines more than the other kids I grew up with. I think this is because they were

         natives, whereas I was an infantile transplant from Ithaca, where my dad had Ph.D.’d. So I’d known, even horizontally and semiconsciously

         as a baby, something different, the tall hills and serpentine one-ways of upstate NY. I’m pretty sure I kept the amorphous

         mush of curves and swells as a contrasting backlight somewhere down in the lizardy part of my brain, because the Philo children

         I fought and played with, kids who knew and had known nothing else, saw nothing stark or new-worldish in the township’s planar

         layout, prized nothing crisp. (Except why do I think it significant that so many of them wound up in the military, performing

         smart right-faces in razor-creased dress blues?)

      


      Unless you’re one of those rare mutant virtuosos of raw force, you’ll find that competitive tennis, like money pool, requires

         geometric thinking, the ability to calculate not merely your own angles but the angles of response to your angles. Because

         the expansion of response-possibilities is quadratic, you are required to think n shots ahead, where n is a hyperbolic function limited by the sinh of opponent’s talent and the cosh of the number of shots in the rally so far

         (roughly). I was good at this. What made me for a while near-great was that I could also admit the differential complication

         of wind into my calculations; I could think and play octacally. For the wind put curves in the lines and transformed the game

         into 3-space. Wind did massive damage to many Central Illinois junior players, particularly in the period from April to July

         when it needed lithium badly, tending to gust without pattern, swirl and backtrack and die and rise, sometimes blowing in

         one direction at court level and in another altogether ten feet overhead. The precision in thinking required one to induct

         trends in percentage, thrust, and retaliatory angle—precision our guy and the other townships’ volunteer coaches were good

         at abstracting about with chalk and board, attaching a pupil’s leg to the fence with clothesline to restrict his arc of movement

         in practice, placing laundry baskets in different corners and making us sink ball after ball, taking masking tape and laying

         down Chinese boxes within the court’s own boxes for drills and wind sprints—all this theoretical prep went out the window

         when sneakers hit actual court in a tournament. The best-planned, best-hit ball often just blew out of bounds, was the basic

         unlyrical problem. It drove some kids near-mad with the caprice and unfairness of it all, and on real windy days these kids,

         usually with talent out the bazoo, would have their first apoplectic racket-throwing tantrum in about the match’s third game

         and lapse into a kind of sullen coma by the end of the first set, now bitterly expecting to get screwed over by wind, net, tape, sun. I, who was affectionately known as Slug because I was such a lazy turd in practice,

         located my biggest tennis asset in a weird robotic detachment from whatever unfairnesses of wind and weather I couldn’t plan

         for. I couldn’t begin to tell you how many tournament matches I won between the ages of twelve and fifteen against bigger,

         faster, more coordinated, and better-coached opponents simply by hitting balls unimaginatively back down the middle of the

         court in schizophrenic gales, letting the other kid play with more verve and panache, waiting for enough of his ambitious

         balls aimed near the lines to curve or slide via wind outside the green court and white stripe into the raw red territory

         that won me yet another ugly point. It wasn’t pretty or fun to watch, and even with the Illinois wind I never could have won

         whole matches this way had the opponent not eventually had his small nervous breakdown, buckling under the obvious injustice

         of losing to a shallow-chested “pusher” because of the shitty rural courts and rotten wind that rewarded cautious automatism

         instead of verve and panache. I was an unpopular player, with good reason. But to say that I did not use verve or imagination

         was untrue. Acceptance is its own verve, and it takes imagination for a player to like wind, and I liked wind; or rather I

         at least felt the wind had some basic right to be there, and found it sort of interesting, and was willing to expand my logistical

         territory to countenace the devastating effect a 15- to 30-mph stutter-breeze swirling southwest to east would have on my

         best calculations as to how ambitiously to respond to Joe Perfecthair’s topspin drive into my backhand corner.

      


      The Illinois combination of pocked courts, sickening damp, and wind required and rewarded an almost Zen-like acceptance of

         things as they actually were, on-court. I won a lot. At twelve, I began getting entry to tournaments beyond Philo and Champaign

         and Danville. I was driven by my parents or by the folks of Gil Antitoi, son of a Canadian-history professor from Urbana,

         to events like the Central Illinois Open in Decatur, a town built and owned by the A. E. Staley processing concern and so

         awash in the stink of roasting corn that kids would play with bandannas tied over their mouths and noses; like the Western

         Closed Qualifier on the ISU campus in Normal; like the McDonald’s Junior Open in the serious corn town of Galesburg, way out

         west by the River; like the Prairie State Open in Pekin, insurance hub and home of Caterpillar Tractor; like the Midwest Junior

         Clay Courts at a chichi private club in Peoria’s pale version of Scarsdale.

      


      Over the next four summers I got to see way more of the state than is normal or healthy, albeit most of this seeing was a

         blur of travel and crops, looking between nod-outs at sunrises abrupt and terribly candent over the crease between fields

         and sky (plus you could see any town you were aimed at the very moment it came around the earth’s curve, and the only part

         of Proust that really moved me in college was the early description of the kid’s geometric relation to the distant church

         spire at Combray), riding in station wagons’ backseats through Saturday dawns and Sunday sunsets. I got steadily better; Antitoi,

         unfairly assisted by an early puberty, got radically better.

      


      By the time we were fourteen, Gil Antitoi and I were the Central Illinois cream of our age bracket, usually seeded one and

         two at area tournaments, able to beat all but a couple of even the kids from the Chicago suburbs who, together with a contingent

         from Grosse Pointe MI, usually dominated the Western regional rankings. That summer the best fourteen-year-old in the nation

         was a Chicago kid, Bruce Brescia (whose penchant for floppy white tennis hats, low socks with bunnytails at the heel, and

         lurid pastel sweater vests testified to proclivities that wouldn’t dawn on me for several more years), but Brescia and his

         henchman, Mark Mees of Zanesville OH, never bothered to play anything but the Midwestern Clays and some indoor events in Cook

         County, being too busy jetting off to like the Pacific Hardcourts in Ventura and Junior Wimbledon and all that. I played Brescia

         just once, in the quarters of an indoor thing at the Rosemont Horizon in 1977, and the results were not pretty. Antitoi actually

         got a set off Mees in the national Qualifiers one year. Neither Brescia nor Mees ever turned pro; I don’t know what happened

         to either of them after eighteen.

      


      Antitoi and I ranged over the exact same competitive territory; he was my friend and foe and bane. Though I’d started playing

         two years before he, he was bigger, quicker, and basically better than I by about age thirteen, and I was soon losing to him

         in the finals of just about every tournament I played. So different were our appearances and approaches and general gestalts

         that we had something of an epic rivalry from ’74 through ’77. I had gotten so prescient at using stats, surface, sun, gusts,

         and a kind of stoic cheer that I was regarded as a physical savant, a medicine boy of wind and heat, and could play just forever,

         sending back moonballs baroque with spin. Antitoi, uncomplicated from the get-go, hit the everliving shit out of every round

         object that came within his ambit, aiming always for one of two backcourt corners. He was a Slugger; I was a Slug. When he

         was “on,” i.e. having a good day, he varnished the court with me. When he wasn’t at his best (and the countless hours I and

         David Saboe from Bloomington and Kirk Riehagen and Steve Cassil of Danville spent in meditation and seminar on just what variables

         of diet, sleep, romance, car ride, and even sock-color factored into the equation of Antitoi’s mood and level day to day),

         he and I had great matches, real marathon wind-suckers. Of eleven finals we played in 1974, I won two.

      


      Midwest junior tennis was also my initiation into true adult sadness. I had developed a sort of hubris about my Taoistic ability

         to control via noncontrol. I’d established a private religion of wind. I even liked to bike. Awfully few people in Philo bike,

         for obvious wind reasons, but I’d found a way to sort of tack back and forth against a stiff current, holding some wide book

         out at my side at about 120° to my angle of thrust—Bayne and Pugh’s The Art of the Engineer and Cheiro’s Language of the Hand proved to be the best airfoils—so that through imagination and verve and stoic cheer I could not just neutralize but use

         an in-your-face gale for biking. Similarly, by thirteen I’d found a way not just to accommodate but to employ the heavy summer winds in matches. No longer just mooning the ball down the center to allow plenty of margin for error and

         swerve, I was now able to use the currents kind of the way a pitcher uses spit. I could hit curves way out into cross-breezes

         that’d drop the ball just fair; I had a special wind-serve that had so much spin the ball turned oval in the air and curved

         left to right like a smart slider and then reversed its arc on the bounce. I’d developed the same sort of autonomie feel for

         what the wind would do to the ball that a standard-trans driver has for how to shift. As a junior tennis player, I was for

         a time a citizen of the concrete physical world in a way the other boys weren’t, I felt. And I felt betrayed at around fourteen

         when so many of these single-minded flailing boys became abruptly mannish and tall, with sudden sprays of hair on their thighs

         and wisps on their lips and ropy arteries on their forearms. My fifteenth summer, kids I’d been beating easily the year before

         all of a sudden seemed overpowering. I lost in two semifinals, at Pekin and Springfield in’77, of events I’d beaten Antitoi

         in the finals of in ’76. My dad just about brought me to my knees after the Springfield loss to some kid from the Quad Cities

         when he said, trying to console me, that it had looked like a boy playing a man out there. And the other boys sensed something

         up with me, too, smelled some breakdown in the odd détente I’d had with the elements: my ability to accommodate and fashion

         the exterior was being undercut by the malfunction of some internal alarm clock I didn’t understand.

      


      I mention this mostly because so much of my Midwest’s communal psychic energy was informed by growth and fertility. The agronomic

         angle was obvious, what with my whole township dependent for tax base on seed, dispersion, height, and yield. Something about

         the adults’ obsessive weighing and measuring and projecting, this special calculus of thrust and growth, leaked inside us

         children’s capped and bandanna’d little heads out on the fields, diamonds, and courts of our special interests. By 1977 I

         was the only one of my group of jock friends with virginity intact. (I know this for a fact, and only because these guys are

         now schoolteachers and commoditists and insurers with families and standings to protect will I not share with you just how

         I know it.) I felt, as I became a later and later bloomer, alienated not just from my own recalcitrant glabrous little body,

         but in a way from the whole elemental exterior I’d come to see as my coconspirator. I knew, somehow, that the call to height

         and hair came from outside, from whatever apart from Monsanto and Dow made the corn grow, the hogs rut, the wind soften every

         spring and hang with the scent of manure from the plain of beanfields north between us and Champaign. My vocation ebbed. I

         felt uncalled. I began to experience the same resentment toward whatever children abstract as nature that I knew Steve Cassil

         felt when a soundly considered approach shot down the forehand line was blown out by a gust, that I knew Gil Antitoi suffered

         when his pretty kick-serve (he was the only top-flight kid from the slow weedy township courts to play serve-and-volley from

         the start, which is why he had such success on the slick cement of the West Coast when he went on to play for Cal-Fullerton)

         was compromised by the sun: he was so tall, and so stubborn about adjusting his high textbook service toss for solar conditions,

         that serving from the court’s north end in early afternoon matches always filled his eyes with violet blobs, and he’d lumber

         around for the rest of the point, flailing and pissed. This was back when sunglasses were unheard of, on-court.

      


      But so the point is I began to feel what they’d felt. I began, very quietly, to resent my physical place in the great schema,

         and this resentment and bitterness, a kind of slow root-rot, is a big reason why I never qualified for the sectional championships

         again after 1977, and why I ended up in 1980 barely making the team at a college smaller than Urbana High while kids I had

         beaten and then envied played scholarship tennis for Purdue, Fullerton, Michigan, Pepperdine, and even—in the case of Pete

         Bouton, who grew half a foot and forty IQ points in 1977—for the hallowed U of I at Urbana-Champaign.

      


      Alienation-from-Midwest-as-fertility-grid might be a little on the overmetaphysical side, not to mention self-pitying. This

         was the time, after all, when I discovered definite integrals and antiderivatives and found my identity shifting from jock

         to math-wienie anyway. But it’s also true that my whole Midwest tennis career matured and then degenerated under the aegis

         of the Peter Principle. In and around my township—where the courts were rural and budgets low and conditions so extreme that

         the mosquitoes sounded like trumpets and the bees like tubas and the wind like a five-alarm fire, that we had to change shirts

         between games and use our water jugs to wash blown field-chaff off our arms and necks and carry salt tablets in Pez containers—I

         was truly near-great: I could Play the Whole Court; I was In My Element. But all the more important tournaments, the events

         into which my rural excellence was an easement, were played in a different real world: the courts’ surface was redone every

         spring at the Arlington Tennis Center, where the National Junior Qualifier for our region was held; the green of these courts’

         fair territory was so vivid as to distract, its surface so new and rough it wrecked your feet right through your shoes, and

         so bare of flaw, tilt, crack, or seam that it was totally disorienting. Playing on a perfect court was for me like treading

         water out of sight of land: I never knew where I was out there. The 1976 Chicago Junior Invitational was held at Lincolnshire’s

         Bath and Tennis Club, whose huge warren of thirty-six courts was enclosed by all these troubling green plastic tarps attached

         to all the fences, with little archer-slits in them at eye level to afford some parody of spectation. These tarps were Wind-B-Gone

         windscreens, patented by the folks over at Cyclone Fence in 1971. They did cut down on the worst of the unfair gusts, but

         they also seemed to rob the court space of new air: competing at Lincolnshire was like playing in the bottom of a well. And

         blue bug-zapper lights festooned the lightposts when really major Midwest tournaments played into the night: no clouds of

         midges around the head or jagged shadows of moths to distinguish from balls’ flights, but a real unpleasant zotting and frying

         sound of bugs being decommissioned just overhead; I won’t pause to mention the smell. The point is I just wasn’t the same,

         somehow, without deformities to play around. I’m thinking now that the wind and bugs and chuckholes formed for me a kind of

         inner boundary, my own personal set of lines. Once I hit a certain level of tournament facilities, I was disabled because

         I was unable to accommodate the absence of disabilities to accommodate. If that makes sense. Puberty-angst and material alienation

         notwithstanding, my Midwest tennis career plateaued the moment I saw my first windscreen.

      


      Still strangely eager to speak of weather, let me say that my township, in fact all of East-Central Illinois, is a proud part

         of what meteorologists call Tornado Alley. Incidence of tornadoes all out of statistical proportion. I personally have seen

         two on the ground and five aloft, trying to assemble. Aloft tornadoes are gray-white, more like convulsions in the thunderclouds

         themselves than separate or protruding from them. Ground tornadoes are black only because of the tons of soil they suck in

         and spin around. The grotesque frequency of tornadoes around my township is, I’m told, a function of the same variables that

         cause our civilian winds: we are a coordinate where fronts and air masses converge. Most days from late March to June there

         are Tornado Watches somewhere in our TV stations’ viewing area (the stations put a little graphic at the screen’s upper right,

         like a pair of binoculars for a Watch and the Tarot deck’s Tower card for a Warning, or something). Watches mean conditions

         are right and so on and so forth, which, big deal. It’s only the rarer Tornado Warnings, which require a confirmed sighting

         by somebody with reliable sobriety, that make the Civil Defense sirens go. The siren on top of the Philo Middle School was

         a different pitch and cycle from the one off in the south part of Urbana, and the two used to weave in and out of each other

         in a godawful threnody. When the sirens blew, the native families went to their canning cellars or fallout shelters (no kidding);

         the academic families in their bright prefab houses with new lawns and foundations of flat slab went with whatever good-luck

         tokens they could lay hands on to the very most central point on the ground floor after opening every single window to thwart

         implosion from precipitous pressure drops. For my family, the very most central point was a hallway between my dad’s study

         and a linen closet, with a reproduction of a Flemish annunciation scene on one wall and a bronze Aztec sunburst hanging with

         guillotinic mass on the other; I always tried to maneuver my sister under the sunburst.

      


      If there was an actual Warning when you were outside and away from home—say at a tennis tournament in some godforsaken public

         park at some city fringe zoned for sprawl—you were supposed to lie prone in the deepest depression you could locate. Since

         the only real depressions around most tournament sites were the irrigation and runoff ditches that bordered cultivated fields,

         ditches icky with conferva and mosquito spray and always heaving with what looked like conventions of copperheads and just

         basically places your thinking man doesn’t lie prone in under any circumstances, in practice at a Warned tournament you zipped

         your rackets into their covers and ran to find your loved ones or even your liked ones and just all milled around trying to

         look like you weren’t about to lose sphincter-control. Mothers tended sometimes to wail and clutch childish heads to their

         bosoms (Mrs. Swearingen of Pekin was particularly popular for clutching even strange kids’ heads to her formidable bosom).

      


      I mention tornadoes for reasons directly related to the purpose of this essay. For one thing, they were a real part of Midwest

         childhood, because as a little kid I was obsessed with dread over them. My earliest nightmares, the ones that didn’t feature

         mile-high robots from Lost in Space wielding huge croquet mallets (don’t ask), were about shrieking sirens and dead white skies, a slender monster on the Iowa

         horizon, jutting less phallic than saurian from the lowering sky, whipping back and forth with such frenzy that it almost

         doubled on itself, trying to eat its own tail, throwing off chaff and dust and chairs; it never came any closer than the horizon;

         it didn’t have to.

      


      In practice, Watches and Warnings both seemed to have a kind of boy-and-wolf quality for the natives of Philo. They just happened

         too often. Watches seemed especially irrelevant, because we could always see storms coming from the west way in advance, and

         by the time they were over, say, Decatur you could diagnose the basic condition by the color and height of the clouds: the

         taller the anvil-shaped thunderheads, the better the chance for hail and Warnings; pitch-black clouds were a happier sight

         than gray shot with an odd nacreous white; the shorter the interval between the sight of lightning and the sound of thunder,

         the faster the system was moving, and the faster the system, the worse: like most things that mean you harm, severe thunderstorms

         are brisk and no-nonsense.

      


      I know why I stayed obsessed as I aged. Tornadoes, for me, were a transfiguration. Like all serious winds, they were our little

         stretch of plain’s z coordinate, a move up from the Euclidian monotone of furrow, road, axis, and grid. We studied tornadoes in junior high: a

         Canadian high straight-lines it southeast from the Dakotas; a moist warm mass drawls on up north from like Arkansas: the result

         was not a Greek χ or even a Cartesian Г but a circling of the square, a curling of vectors, concavation of curves. It was

         alchemical, Leibnizian. Tornadoes were, in our part of Central Illinois, the dimensionless point at which parallel lines met

         and whirled and blew up. They made no sense. Houses blew not out but in. Brothels were spared while orphanages next door bought

         it. Dead cattle were found three miles from their silage without a scratch on them. Tornadoes are omnipotent and obey no law.

         Force without law has no shape, only tendency and duration. I believe now that I knew all this without knowing it, as a kid.

      


      The only time I ever got caught in what might have been an actual one was in June ’78 on a tennis court at Hessel Park in

         Champaign, where I was drilling one afternoon with Gil Antitoi. Though a contemptible and despised tournament opponent, I

         was a coveted practice partner because I could transfer balls to wherever you wanted them with the mindless constancy of a

         machine. This particular day it was supposed to rain around suppertime, and a couple times we thought we’d heard the tattered

         edges of a couple sirens out west toward Monticello, but Antitoi and I drilled religiously every afternoon that week on the

         slow clayish Har-Tru of Hessel, trying to prepare for a beastly clay invitational in Chicago where it was rumored both Brescia

         and Mees would appear. We were doing butterfly drills—my crosscourt forehand is transferred back down the line to Antitoi’s

         backhand, he crosscourts it to my backhand, I send it down the line to his forehand, four 45° angles, though the intersection

         of just his crosscourts make an X, which is four 90°s and also a crucifix rotated the same quarter-turn that a swastika (which involves eight 90° angles) is

         rotated on Hitlerian bunting. This was the sort of stuff that went through my head when I drilled. Hessel Park was scented

         heavily with cheese from the massive Kraft factory at Champaign’s western limit, and it had wonderful expensive soft Har-Tru

         courts of such a deep piney color that the flights of the fluorescent balls stayed on one’s visual screen for a few extra

         seconds, leaving trails, which is also why the angles and hieroglyphs involved in butterfly drill seem important. But the

         crux here is that butterflies are primarily a conditioning drill: both players have to get from one side of the court to the

         other between each stroke, and once the initial pain and wind-sucking are over—assuming you’re a kid who’s in absurd shape

         because he spends countless mindless hours jumping rope or running laps backward or doing star-drills between the court’s

         corners or straight sprints back and forth along the perfect furrows of early beanfields each morning—once the first pain

         and fatigue of butterflies are got through, if both guys are good enough so that there are few unforced errors to break up

         the rally, a kind of fugue-state opens up inside you where your concentration telescopes toward a still point and you lose

         awareness of your limbs and the soft shush of your shoe’s slide (you have to slide out of a run on Har-Tru) and whatever’s

         outside the lines of the court, and pretty much all you know then is the bright ball and the octangled butterfly outline of

         its trail across the billiard green of the court. We had one just endless rally and I’d left the planet in a silent swoop

         inside when the court and ball and butterfly trail all seemed to surge brightly and glow as the daylight just plain went out

         in the sky overhead. Neither of us had noticed that there’d been no wind blowing the familiar grit into our eyes for several

         minutes—a bad sign. There was no siren. Later they said the C.D. alert network had been out of order. This was June 6, 1978.

         The air temperature dropped so fast you could feel your hairs rise. There was no thunder and no air stirred. I could not tell

         you why we kept hitting. Neither of us said anything. There was no siren. It was high noon; there was nobody else on the courts.

         The riding mower out over east at the Softball field was still going back and forth. There were no depressions except a saprogenic

         ditch along the field of new corn just west. What could we have done? The air always smells of mowed grass before a bad storm.

         I think we thought it would rain at worst and that we’d play till it rained and then go sit in Antitoi’s parents’ station

         wagon. I do remember a mental obscenity—I had gut strings in my rackets, strings everybody with a high sectional ranking got

         free for letting the Wilson sales rep spray-paint a W across the racket face, so they were free, but I liked this particular string job on this racket, I liked them tight but

         not real tight, 62-63 p.s.i. on a Proflite stringer, and gut becomes pasta if it gets wet, but we were both in the fugue-state

         that exhaustion through repetition brings on, a fugue-state I’ve decided that my whole time playing tennis was spent chasing,

         a fugue-state I associated too with plowing and seeding and detasseling and spreading herbicides back and forth in sentry

         duty along perfect lines, up and back, or military marching on flat blacktop, hypnotic, a mental state at once flat and lush,

         numbing and yet exquisitely felt. We were young, we didn’t know when to stop. Maybe I was mad at my body and wanted to hurt

         it, wear it down. Then the whole knee-high field to the west along Kirby Avenue all of a sudden flattened out in a wave coming

         toward us as if the field was getting steamrolled. Antitoi went wide west for a forehand cross and I saw the corn get laid

         down in waves and the sycamores in a copse lining the ditch point our way. There was no funnel. Either it had just materialized

         and come down or it wasn’t a real one. The big heavy swings on the industrial swingsets took off, wrapping themselves in their

         chains around and around the top crossbar; the park’s grass got laid down the same way the field had; the whole thing happened

         so fast I’d seen nothing like it; recall that Bi-mini H-Bomb film of the shock wave visible in the sea as it comes toward

         the ship’s film crew. This all happened very fast but in serial progression: field, trees, swings, grass, then the feel like

         the lift of the world’s biggest mitt, the nets suddenly and sexually up and out straight, and I seem to remember whacking

         a ball out of my hand at Antitoi to watch its radical west-east curve, and for some reason trying to run after this ball I’d

         just hit, but I couldn’t have tried to run after a ball I had hit, but I remember the heavy gentle lift at my thighs and the

         ball curving back closer and my passing the ball and beating the ball in flight over the horizontal net, my feet not once

         touching the ground over fifty-odd feet, a cartoon, and then there was chaff and crud in the air all over and both Antitoi

         and I either flew or were blown pinwheeling for I swear it must have been fifty feet to the fence one court over, the easternmost

         fence, we hit the fence so hard we knocked it halfway down, and it stuck at 45°, Antitoi detached a retina and had to wear

         those funky Jabbar retina-goggles for the rest of the summer, and the fence had two body-shaped indentations like in cartoons

         where the guy’s face makes a cast in the skillet that hit him, two catcher’s masks offence, we both got deep quadrangular

         lines impressed on our faces, torsos, legs’ fronts, from the fence, my sister said we looked like waffles, but neither of

         us got badly hurt, and no homes got whacked—either the thing just ascended again for no reason right after, they do that,

         obey no rule, follow no line, hop up and down at something that might as well be will, or else it wasn’t a real one. Antitoi’s

         tennis continued to improve after that, but mine didn’t.
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      E UNIBUS PLURAM


      television and U.S. fiction


      act natural


      Fiction writers as a species tend to be oglers. They tend to lurk and to stare. They are born watchers. They are viewers.

         They are the ones on the subway about whose nonchalant stare there is something creepy, somehow. Almost predatory. This is

         because human situations are writers’ food. Fiction writers watch other humans sort of the way gapers slow down for car wrecks:

         they covet a vision of themselves as witnesses.

      


      But fiction writers tend at the same time to be terribly self-conscious. Devoting lots of productive time to studying closely

         how people come across to them, fiction writers also spend lots of less productive time wondering nervously how they come

         across to other people. How they appear, how they seem, whether their shirttail might be hanging out of their fly, whether

         there’s maybe lipstick on their teeth, whether the people they’re ogling can maybe size them up as somehow creepy, as lurkers

         and starers.

      


      The result is that a majority of fiction writers, born watchers, tend to dislike being objects of people’s attention. Dislike

         being watched. The exceptions to this rule—Mailer, McInerney—sometimes create the impression that most belletristic types

         covet people’s attention. Most don’t. The few who like attention just naturally get more attention. The rest of us watch.

      


      Most of the fiction writers I know are Americans under 40. I don’t know whether fiction writers under 40 watch more television

         than other American species. Statisticians report that television is watched over six hours a day in the average American

         household. I don’t know any fiction writers who live in average American households. I suspect Louise Erdrich might. Actually

         I have never seen an average American household. Except on TV.

      


      Right away you can see a couple of things that look potentially great, for U.S. fiction writers, about U.S. television. First,

         television does a lot of our predatory human research for us. American human beings are a slippery and protean bunch in real

         life, hard as hell to get any kind of universal handle on. But television comes equipped with just such a handle. It’s an

         incredible gauge of the generic. If we want to know what American normality is—i.e. what Americans want to regard as normal—we

         can trust television. For television’s whole raison is reflecting what people want to see. It’s a mirror. Not the Stendhalian

         mirror that reflects the blue sky and mudpuddle. More like the overlit bathroom mirror before which the teenager monitors

         his biceps and determines his better profile. This kind of window on nervous American self-perception is simply invaluable

         in terms of writing fiction. And writers can have faith in television. There is a lot of money at stake, after all; and television

         owns the best demographers applied social science has to offer, and these researchers can determine precisely what Americans

         in the 1990s are, want, see—what we as Audience want to see ourselves as. Television, from the surface on down, is about desire.

         And, fiction-wise, desire is the sugar in human food.

      


      The second great-seeming thing is that television looks to be an absolute godsend for a human subspecies that loves to watch

         people but hates to be watched itself. For the television screen affords access only one-way. A psychic ball-check valve.

         We can see Them; They can’t see Us. We can relax, unobserved, as we ogle. I happen to believe this is why television also

         appeals so much to lonely people. To voluntary shut-ins. Every lonely human I know watches way more than the average U.S.

         six hours a day. The lonely, like the fictive, love one-way watching. For lonely people are usually lonely not because of

         hideous deformity or odor or obnoxiousness—in fact there exist today support- and social groups for persons with precisely

         these attributes. Lonely people tend, rather, to be lonely because they decline to bear the psychic costs of being around

         other humans. They are allergic to people. People affect them too strongly. Let’s call the average U.S. lonely person Joe

         Briefcase. Joe Briefcase fears and loathes the strain of the special self-consciousness which seems to afflict him only when

         other real human beings are around, staring, their human sense-antennae abristle. Joe B. fears how he might appear, come across,

         to watchers. He chooses to sit out the enormously stressful U.S. game of appearance poker.

      


      But lonely people, at home, alone, still crave sights and scenes, company. Hence television. Joe can stare at Them on the

         screen; They remain blind to Joe. It’s almost like voyeurism. I happen to know lonely people who regard television as a veritable

         deus ex machina for voyeurs. And a lot of the criticism, the really rabid criticism less leveled than sprayed at networks,

         advertisers, and audiences alike, has to do with the charge that television has turned us into a nation of sweaty, slack-jawed

         voyeurs. This charge turns out to be untrue, but it’s untrue for interesting reasons.

      


      What classic voyeurism is is espial, i.e. watching people who don’t know you’re there as those people go about the mundane

         but erotically charged little businesses of private life. It’s interesting that so much classic voyeurism involves media of

         framed glass—windows, telescopes, etc. Maybe the framed glass is why the analogy to television is so tempting. But TV-watching

         is different from genuine Peeping-Tomism. Because the people we’re watching through TV’s framed-glass screen are not really

         ignorant of the fact that somebody is watching them. In fact a whole lot of somebodies. In fact the people on television know that it is by virtue of this truly huge crowd of ogling somebodies that

         they are on the screen engaging in broad non-mundane gestures at all. Television does not afford true espial because television

         is performance, spectacle, which by definition requires watchers. We’re not voyeurs here at all. We’re just viewers. We are

         the Audience, megametrically many, though most often we watch alone: E Unibus Pluram.
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      One reason fiction writers seem creepy in person is that by vocation they really are voyeurs. They need that straightforward visual theft of watching somebody who hasn’t prepared a special watchable self. The

         only illusion in true espial is suffered by the voyee, who doesn’t know he’s giving off images and impressions. A problem

         with so many of us fiction writers under 40 using television as a substitute for true espial, however, is that TV “voyeurism”

         involves a whole gorgeous orgy of illusions for the pseudo-spy, when we watch. Illusion (1) is that we’re voyeurs here at

         all: the “voyees” behind the screen’s glass are only pretending ignorance. They know perfectly well we’re out there. And that

         we’re there is also very much on the minds of those behind the second layer of glass, viz. the lenses and monitors via which

         technicians and arrangers apply enormous ingenuity to hurl the visible images at us. What we see is far from stolen; it’s

         proffered—illusion (2). And, illusion (3), what we’re seeing through the framed panes isn’t people in real situations that

         do or even could go on without consciousness of Audience. I.e., what young writers are scanning for data on some reality to

         fictionalize is already composed of fictional characters in highly formalized narratives. And, (4), we’re not really even seeing “characters” at

         all: it’s not Major Frank Burns, pathetic self-important putz from Fort Wayne, Indiana; it’s Larry Linville of Ojai, California,

         actor stoic enough to endure thousands of letters (still coming in, even in syndication) from pseudo-voyeurs berating him

         for being a putz from Indiana. And then (5) it’s ultimately of course not even actors we’re espying, not even people: it’s

         EM-propelled analog waves and ion streams and rear-screen chemical reactions throwing off phosphenes in grids of dots not

         much more lifelike than Seurat’s own Impressionist commentaries on perceptual illusion. Good Lord and (6) the dots are coming

         out of our furniture, all we’re really spying on is our own furniture, and our very own chairs and lamps and bookspines sit visible but unseen at our gaze’s frame as we contemplate “Korea” or

         are taken “live to Jerusalem” or regard the plusher chairs and classier spines of the Huxtable “home” as illusory cues that

         this is some domestic interior whose membrane we have (slyly, unnoticed) violated—(7) and (8) and illusions ad inf.

      


      Not that these realities about actors and phosphenes and furniture are unknown to us. We choose to ignore them. They are part

         of the disbelief we suspend. But it’s an awfully heavy load to hoist aloft for six hours a day; illusions of voyeurism and

         privileged access require serious complicity from the viewer. How can we be made so willingly to acquiesce to the delusion

         that the people on the TV don’t know they’re being watched, to the fantasy that we’re somehow transcending privacy and feeding

         on unself-conscious human activity? There might be lots of reasons why these unrealities are so swallowable, but a big one

         is that the performers behind the glass are—varying degrees of thespian talent notwithstanding—absolute geniuses at seeming unwatched. Make no mistake—seeming unwatched in front of a TV camera is an art. Take a look at how non-professionals

         act when a TV camera is pointed at them: they often spaz out, or else they go all stiff, frozen with self-consciousness. Even

         PR people and politicians are, in terms of being on camera, rank amateurs. And we love to laugh at how stiff and fake non-pros

         appear on television. How unnatural.

      


      But if you’ve ever once been the object of that terrible blank round glass stare, you know all too well how paralyzingly self-conscious

         it makes you feel. A harried guy with earphones and a clipboard tells you to “act natural” as your face begins to leap around

         on your skull, struggling for a seeming-unwatched expression that feels so impossible because “seeming unwatched” is, like

         “acting natural,” oxymoronic. Try hitting a golf ball right after someone asks you whether you in- or exhale on your backswing,

         or getting promised lavish rewards if you can avoid thinking of a green rhinoceros for ten seconds, and you’ll get some idea

         of the truly heroic contortions of body and mind that must be required for a David Duchovny or Don Johnson to act unwatched

         as he’s watched by a lens that’s an overwhelming emblem of what Emerson, years before TV, called “the gaze of millions.”
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      For Emerson, only a certain very rare species of person is fit to stand this gaze of millions. It is not your normal, hardworking,

         quietly desperate species of American. The man who can stand the megagaze is a walking imago, a certain type of transcendent

         semihuman who, in Emerson’s phrase, “carries the holiday in his eye.” The Emersonian holiday that television actors’ eyes

         carry is the promise of a vacation from human self-consciousness. Not worrying about how you come across. A total unallergy

         to gazes. It is contemporarily heroic. It is frightening and strong. It is also, of course, an act, for you have to be just

         abnormally self-conscious and self-controlled to appear unwatched before cameras and lenses and men with clipboards. This

         self-conscious appearance of unself-consciousness is the real door to TV’s whole mirror-hall of illusions, and for us, the

         Audience, it is both medicine and poison.

      


      For we gaze at these rare, highly-trained, unwatched-seeming people for six hours daily. And we love these people. In terms

         of attributing to them true supernatural assets and desiring to emulate them, it’s fair to say we sort of worship them. In

         a real Joe Briefcase-world that shifts ever more starkly from some community of relationships to networks of strangers connected

         by self-interest and technology, the people we espy on TV offer us familiarity, community. Intimate friendship. But we split

         what we see. The characters may be our “close friends,” but the performers are beyond strangers: they’re imagos, demigods, and they move in a different sphere, hang out with and marry only each other,

         seem even as actors accessible to Audience only via the mediation of tabloid, talk show, EM signal. And yet both actors and

         characters, so terribly removed and filtered, seem so terribly, gloriously natural when we watch.

      


      Given how much we watch and what watching means, it’s inevitable, for those of us fictionists or Joe Briefcases who fancy

         ourselves voyeurs, to get the idea that these persons behind the glass—persons who are often the most colorful, attractive,

         animated, alive people in our daily experience—are also people who are oblivious to the fact that they are watched. This illusion is toxic.

         It’s toxic for lonely people because it sets up an alienating cycle (viz. “Why can’t I be like that?” etc.), and it’s toxic for writers because it leads us to confuse actual fiction-research with a weird kind

         of fiction-consumption. Self-conscious people’s oversensitivity to real humans tends to put us before the television and its one-way window in an

         attitude of relaxed and total reception, rapt. We watch various actors play various characters, etc. For 360 minutes per diem,

         we receive unconscious reinforcement of the deep thesis that the most significant quality of truly alive persons is watchableness,

         and that genuine human worth is not just identical with but rooted in the phenomenon of watching. Plus the idea that the single biggest part of real watchableness is seeming to be unaware that

         there’s any watching going on. Acting natural. The persons we young fiction writers and assorted shut-ins study, feel for,

         feel through most intently are, by virtue of a genius for feigned unself-consciousness, fit to stand people’s gazes. And we,

         trying desperately to be nonchalant, perspire creepily on the subway.

      


      the finger


      Existentiovoyeuristic conundra notwithstanding, there’s no denying the simple fact that people in the U.S.A. watch so much

         television basically because it’s fun. I know I watch for fun, most of the time, and that at least 51% of the time I do have

         fun when I watch. This doesn’t mean I do not take television seriously. One big claim of this essay is going to be that the

         most dangerous thing about television for U.S. fiction writers is that we don’t take it seriously enough as both a disseminator

         and a definer of the cultural atmosphere we breathe and process, that many of us are so blinded by constant exposure that

         we regard TV the way Reagan’s lame F.C.C. chairman Mark Fowler professed to see it in 1981, as “just another appliance, a

         toaster with pictures.”
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      It’s undeniable, nevertheless, that watching television is pleasurable, and it may seem odd that so much of the pleasure my

         generation takes from television lies in making fun of it. But you have to remember that younger Americans grew up as much

         with people’s disdain for TV as we did with TV itself. I knew it was a “vast wasteland” way before I knew who Newton Minow

         and Mark Fowler were. And it really is fun to laugh cynically at television—at the way the laughter from sitcoms’ “live studio

         audiences” is always suspiciously constant in pitch and duration, or at the way travel is depicted on The Flintstones by having the exact same cut-rate cartoon tree, rock, and house go by four times. It’s fun, when a withered June Allyson

         comes on-screen for Depend Adult Undergarments and says “If you have a bladder-control problem, you’re not alone,” to hoot

         and shout back “Well chances are you’re alone quite a bit, June!”

      


      Most scholars and critics who write about U.S. popular culture, though, seem both to take TV very seriously and to suffer

         terrible pain over what they see. There’s this well-known critical litany about television’s vapidity and irrealism. The litany

         is often even cruder and triter than the shows the critics complain about, which I think is why most younger Americans find

         professional criticism of television less interesting than professional television itself. I found solid examples of what

         I’m talking about on the first day I even looked. The New York Times Arts & Leisure Section for Sunday, 8/05/90, simply bulged with bitter critical derision for TV, and some of the most unhappy

         articles weren’t about low-quality programming so much as about how TV’s become this despicable instrument of cultural decay.

         In a summary review of all 1990’s “crash and burn” summer box-office hits in which “realism… seems to have gone almost entirely

         out of fashion,” it takes Janet Maslin only a paragraph to locate her true anti-reality culprit: “We may be hearing about

         ‘real life’ only on television shows made up of fifteen-second sound bites (in which ‘real people’ not only speak in brief,

         neat truisms but actually seem to think that way, perhaps as a result of having watched too much reality-molding television

         themselves).”
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          And one Stephen Holden, in what starts out as a scathing assessment of the pass pop music’s come to, feels he knows perfectly

         well what’s behind what he hates: “Pop music is no longer a world unto itself but an adjunct of television, whose stream of

         commercial images projects a culture in which everything is for sale and the only things that count are fame, power, and the

         body beautiful.”

         

            5

         

          This stuff just goes on and on, article after article, in the Times. The only Arts & Leisure piece I could find with anything upbeat to say about TV that morning was a breathless article on

         how lots of Ivy League graduates are now flying straight from school to New York and Los Angeles to become television writers

         and are clearing well over $200,000 to start and enjoying rapid advancement to harried clipboarded production status. In this

         regard, 8/05’s Times is a good example of a strange mix that’s been around for a few years now: weary contempt for television as a creative product

         and cultural force, combined with beady-eyed fascination about the actual behind-the-glass mechanics of making that product

         and projecting that force.

      


      Surely I’m not alone in having acquaintances I hate to watch TV with because they so clearly loathe it—they complain relentlessly

         about the hackneyed plots, the unlikely dialogue, the Cheez-Whiz resolutions, the bland condescension of the news anchors,

         the shrill wheedling of the commercials—and yet are just as clearly obsessed with it, somehow need to loathe their six hours a day, day in and out. Junior advertising executives, aspiring filmmakers, and grad-school poets

         are in my experience especially prone to this condition where they simultaneously hate, fear, and need television, and try

         to disinfect themselves of whatever so much viewing might do to them by watching TV with weary contempt instead of the rapt

         credulity most of us grew up with. (Note that most fiction writers still tend to go for the rapt credulity.)

      


      But, since the wearily contemptuous Times has its own demographic thumb to the pulse of readerly taste, it’s probably safe to assume that most educated, Times-buying Americans are wearily disgusted by television, have this weird hate-/need-/fear-6-hrs. -daily gestalt about it. Published

         TV-scholarship sure reflects this mood. And the numbingly dull quality to most “literary” television analyses is due less

         to the turgid abstraction scholars employ to make television seem an OK object of aesthetic inquiry—q.v. part of an ’86 treatise:

         “The form of my Tuesday evening’s prime-time pleasure is structured by a dialectic of elision and rift among various windows

         through which… ‘flow’ is more a circumstance than a product. The real output is the quantum, the smallest maneuverable broadcast

         bit.”

         

            6

         

         —than to the jaded cynicism of TV-scholars who mock and revile the very phenomenon they’ve chosen as vocation. These scholars

         are like people who despise—I mean big-time, long-term despise—their spouses or jobs, but won’t split up or quit. Critical

         complaint seems long ago to have degenerated into plain old whining. The important question about U.S. television is no longer

         whether there are some truly nasty problems involved in Americans’ relation to television but rather what might possibly be

         done about them. On this question pop critics and scholars are resoundingly mute.

      


      The fact is that it’s only in the U.S. arts, particularly in certain strands of contemporary American fiction, that the really

         interesting questions about fin-de-siècle TV—What exactly is it about televisual culture that we hate so much? Why are we

         so immersed in it if we hate it so? What implications are there in our sustained, voluntary immersion in something we hate?—are

         being addressed. But they are also, weirdly, being asked and answered by television itself. This is another reason why most

         TV criticism seems so empty. Television’s managed to become its own most profitable analyst.

      


      Midmorning, 8/05/90, as I was scanning and sneering at the sneering tone of the aforementioned Times articles, a syndicated episode of St Elsewhere was on TV, cleaning up in a Sunday-morning Boston market otherwise occupied by televangelists, infomercials, and the steroid-and

         polyurethane-ridden American Gladiators, itself not charmless but definitely a low-dose show. Syndication is another new area of public fascination, not only because

         huge cable stations like Chicago’s WGN and Atlanta’s TBS have upped the stakes from local to national, but because syndication

         is changing the whole creative philosophy of network television. Since it is in syndication deals (where the distributor gets

         both an up-front fee for a program and a percentage of the ad slots for his own commercials) that the creators of successful

         television series realize truly gross profits, many new programs are designed and pitched with both immediate prime-time and

         down-the-road syndication audiences in mind, and are now informed less by dreams of the ten-year-beloved-TV-institution-type

         run—M*A*S*H, Cheers!—than of a modest three-year run that will yield the 78 in-can episodes required for an attractive syndication package. By

         the way, I, like millions of other Americans, know this technical insider-type stuff because I saw a special three-part report

         about syndication on Entertainment Tonight, itself the first nationally syndicated “news” program and the first infomercial so popular that TV stations were willing

         to pay for it.

      


      Sunday-morning syndication is also intriguing because it makes for juxtapositions as eerily apposite as anything French surrealists

         could come up with. Lovable warlocks on Bewitched and commercially Satanic heavy-metal videos on Top Ten Countdown run opposite air-brushed preachers decrying demonism in U.S. culture. You can surf back and forth between a televised mass’s

         “This is my blood” and Gladiators’ Zap breaking a civilian’s nose with a polyurethane Bataka. Or, even better, have a look at 8/05/90’s St. Elsewhere episode 94, originally broadcast in 1988, which airs in syndication on Boston’s Channel 38 immediately following two back-to-back

         episodes of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, that icon of ’70s pathos. The plots of the two Mary Tyler Moore Shows are unimportant here. But the St. Elsewhere episode that followed them was partly concerned with a cameo-role mental patient who presented with the delusional belief

         that he was Mary Richards from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. He further believed that a fellow cameo-role mental patient was Rhoda, that Dr. Westphal was Mr. Grant, and that Dr. Auschlander

         was Murray. This psychiatric subplot was a one-shot; it was resolved by episode’s end. The pseudo-Mary (a sad lumpy-looking

         guy, portrayed by an actor whose name I didn’t catch but who I remember used to play one of Dr. Hartley’s neurotic clients

         on the old Bob Newhart Show) rescues the other cameo-role mental patient, whom he believes to be Rhoda and who has been furious in his denials that he

         is female, much less fictional (and who is himself played by the guy who used to play Mr. Carlin, Dr. Hartley’s most intractable

         client) from assault by a bit-part hebephrene. In gratitude, Rhoda/Mr. Carlin/mental patient declares that he’ll consent to

         be Rhoda if that’s what Mary/neurotic client/mental patient wants. At this too-real generosity, the pseudo-Mary’s psychotic

         break breaks. The sad lumpy guy admits to Dr. Auschlander that he’s not Mary Richards. He’s actually just a plain old amnesiac,

         a guy without a meaningful identity, existentially adrift. He has no idea who he is. He’s lonely. He watches a lot of TV.

         He says he “figured it was better to believe I was a TV character than not to believe I was anybody.” Dr. Auschlander takes

         the penitent patient for a walk in the wintery Boston air and promises that he, the identityless guy, can someday very probably

         find out who he really is, provided he can dispense with “the distraction of television.” Extremely grateful and happy at

         this prognosis, the patient removes his own fuzzy winter beret and throws it into the air. The episode ends with a freeze

         of the airborne hat, leaving at least one viewer credulously rapt.

      


      This would have been just another clever low-concept ’80s TV story, where the final cap-tossing coyly undercuts Dr. Auschlander’s

         putdown of television, were it not for the countless layers of ironic, involuted TV imagery and data that whirled around this

         incredibly high-concept installment. Because another of this episode’s cameo stars, drifting through a different subplot,

         is one Betty White, Sue-Ann Nivens of the old Mary Tyler Moore Show, here playing a tortured NASA surgeon (don’t ask). It is with almost tragic inevitability, then, that Ms. White, at 32 minutes

         into the episode, meets up with the TV-deluded pseudo-Mary in their respective tortured wanderings through the hospital’s

         corridors, and that she greets the mental patient’s inevitable joyful cries of “Sue-Ann!” with a too-straight face as she

         says that he must have her confused with someone else. Of the convolved levels of fantasy and reality and identity here—e.g.

         the patient simultaneously does, does not, and does have Betty White “confused” with Sue-Ann Nivens—we needn’t speak in detail;

         doubtless a Yale Contemporary Culture dissertation is under way on Deleuze & Guattari and just this episode. But the most

         interesting levels of meaning here lie, and point, behind the lens. For NBC’s St Elsewhere, like The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Bob Newhart Show before it, was created, produced, and guided into syndication by MTM Studios, owned by Mary Tyler Moore and overseen by her

         erstwhile husband, eventual NBC CEO Grant Tinker; and St. Elsewhere’s scripts and subplots are story-edited by Mark Tinker, Mary’s stepson, Grant’s heir. The deluded mental patient, an exiled,

         drifting veteran of one MTM program, reaches piteously out to the exiled, drifting (literally—NASA, for God’s sake!) veteran of another MTM production, and her deadpan rebuff is scripted by MTM personnel, who accomplish

         the parodic undercut of MTM’s Dr. Auschlander with the copyrighted MTM hat-gesture of one MTM veteran who’s “deluded” he’s

         another. Dr. A.’s Fowleresque dismissal of TV as just a “distraction” is less naïve than insane: there is nothing but television on this episode. Every character and conflict and joke and dramatic surge depends on involution, self-reference,

         metatelevision. It is in-joke within in-joke.

      


      So then why do I get the in-joke? Because I, the viewer, outside the glass with the rest of the Audience, am in on the in-joke. I’ve seen Mary Tyler Moore’s “real” toss of that fuzzy beret so often it’s moved past cliché into warm nostalgia.

         I know the mental patient from Bob Newhart, Betty White from everywhere, and I know all sorts of intriguing irrelevant stuff about MTM Studios and syndication from Entertainment Tonight I, the pseudo-voyeur, am indeed “behind the scenes,” primed to get the in-joke. But it is not I the spy who have crept inside

         television’s boundaries. It is vice versa. Television, even the mundane little businesses of its production, has become my—our—own

         interior. And we seem a jaded, weary, but willing and above all knowledgeable Audience. And this knowledgeability utterly transforms the possibilities and hazards of “creativity” in television. St. Elsewhere’s episode was nominated for a 1988 Emmy. For best original teleplay.

      


      The best TV of the last five years has been about ironic self-reference like no previous species of postmodern art could ever

         have dreamed of. The colors of MTV videos, blue-black and lambently flickered, are the colors of television. Moonlighting’s David and Bueller’s Ferris throw asides to the viewer every bit as bald as an old melodrama villain’s mono-logued gloat. Segments of the new

         late-night glitz-news After Hours end with a tease that features harried earphoned guys in the production booth ordering the tease. MTV’s television-trivia

         game show, the dry-titled Remote Control, got so popular it burst out of its MTV-membrane and is now syndicated band-wide. The hippest commercials, with stark computerized

         settings and blank-faced models in mirrored shades and plastic slacks genuflecting before various forms of velocity, excitement,

         and prestige, seem like little more than TV’s vision of how TV offers rescue to those lonely Joe Briefcases passively trapped

         into watching too much TV.

      


      What explains the pointlessness of most published TV criticism is that television has become immune to charges that it lacks

         any meaningful connection to the world outside it. It’s not that charges of nonconnection have become untrue but that they’ve

         become deeply irrelevant. It’s that any such connection has become otiose. Television used to point beyond itself. Those of

         us born in, say, the ’60s were trained by television to look where it pointed, usually at versions of “real life” made prettier,

         sweeter, livelier by succumbing to a product or temptation. Today’s mega-Audience is way better trained, and TV has discarded

         what’s not needed. A dog, if you point at something, will look only at your finger.

      


      metawatching


      It’s not like self-reference is new to U.S. entertainment. How many old radio shows—Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, Abbott and

         Costello—were mostly about themselves as shows? “So, Lou, and you said I couldn’t get a big star like Miss Lucille Ball to

         be a guest on our show, you little twerp.” Etc. But once television introduces the element of watching, and once it informs

         an economy and culture like radio never could have, the referential stakes go way up. Six hours a day is more time than most

         people (consciously) do any other one thing. How human beings who absorb such high doses understand themselves will naturally

         change, become vastly more spectatorial, self-conscious. Because the practice of “watching” is expansive. Exponential. We

         spend enough time watching, pretty soon we start watching ourselves watching. Pretty soon we start to “feel” ourselves feeling,

         yearn to experience “experiences.” And that American subspecies into fiction writing starts writing more and more about…

      


      The emergence of something called Metafiction in the American ’60s was hailed by academic critics as a radical aesthetic,

         a whole new literary form, literature unshackled from the cultural cinctures of mimetic narrative and free to plunge into

         reflexivity and self-conscious meditations on aboutness. Radical it may have been, but thinking that postmodern Metafiction

         evolved unconscious of prior changes in readerly taste is about as innocent as thinking that all those college students we

         saw on television protesting the Vietnam war were protesting only because they hated the Vietnam war. (They may have hated

         the war, but they also wanted to be seen protesting on television. TV was where they’d seen this war, after all. Why wouldn’t they go about hating it on the very medium that made their hate possible?) Metafictionists

         may have had aesthetic theories out the bazoo, but they were also sentient citizens of a community that was exchanging an

         old idea of itself as a nation of doers and be-ers for a new vision of the U.S.A. as an atomized mass of self-conscious watchers

         and appearers. For Metafiction, in its ascendant and most important phases, was really nothing more than a single-order expansion

         of its own great theoretical nemesis, Realism: if Realism called it like it saw it, Metafiction simply called it as it saw

         itself seeing itself see it. This high-cultural postmodern genre, in other words, was deeply informed by the emergence of

         television and the metastasis of self-conscious watching. And (I claim) American fiction remains deeply informed by television…

         especially those strains of fiction with roots in postmodernism, which even at its rebellious Metafictional zenith was less

         a “response to” televisual culture than a kind of abiding- in-TV. Even back then, the borders were starting to come down.

      


      It’s strange that it took television itself so long to wake up to watching’s potent reflexivity. Television shows about the

         business of television shows were rare for a long time. The Dick van Dyke Show was prescient, and Mary Moore carried its insight into her own decade-long exploration of local-market angst. Now, of course,

         there’s been everything from Murphy Brown to Max Headroom to Entertainment Tonight And with Letterman, Miller, Shandling, and Leno’s battery of hip, sardonic, this-is-just-TV schticks, the circle back to

         the days of “We’ve just got to get Miss Ball on our show, Bud” has closed and come spiral, television’s power to jettison

         connection and castrate protest fueled by the very ironic postmodern self-consciousness it had first helped fashion.

      


      It will take a while, but I’m going to prove to you that the nexus where television and fiction converse and consort is self-conscious

         irony. Irony is, of course, a turf fictionists have long worked with zeal. And irony is important for understanding TV because

         “TV,” now that it’s gotten powerful enough to move from acronym to way of life, revolves off just the sorts of absurd contradictions

         irony’s all about exposing. It is ironic that television is a syncretic, homogenizing force that derives much of its power

         from diversity and various affirmations thereof. It is ironic that an extremely canny and unattractive self-consciousness

         is necessary to create TV performers’ illusion of unconscious appeal. That products presented as helping you express individuality

         can afford to be advertised on television only because they sell to enormous numbers of people. And so on.
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