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There is another point, which I would much rather see determined: whether the world was always so contemptible as it appears to me at present?—If the morals of mankind have not contracted an extraordinary degree of depravity, within these thirty years, then must I be infected with the common vice of old men, difficilis, quarulus, laudator teporis acti; or, which is more probable, the impetuous pursuits and avocations of youth have formerly hindered me from observing those rotten parts of human nature, which now appear so offensively to my observation.


TOBIAS SMOLLETT, HUMPHREY CLINKER







BY WAY OF A PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS a five-part lament, or fugue, interrupted by gales of manic laughter, excoriating sarcasm, and the gape of a gimlet eye—consisting of articles and essays mainly written between 1996 and 2008. I’ve given individual sections titles that may evoke, for some readers, the persistent state of mind in which they were organized: Desertshore, The Infernal Evidence,  Surrealisms and the Power of Emotion, And the Fog Comes Rolling In, and, finally, Utopia’s Debris.

We live in the wreckage of a century I lived through the second half of, a century of false messiahs, twisted ideologies, shipwrecked hopes, pathetic answers. That the debris has implacably dogged us into the 21st century, with its increasingly hollow civic life, its disposable cultures, its massacres and genocides, its magnification of pathologies that no calendrical change can possibly detach from the human situation seems “par for the course,” and while abandoning the promiscuous use of the phrase “the incurable in human nature,” I have not yet found a more agreeable substitute for it.

To elucidate the title sections: “Desertshore” because all but one of the essays in that section was written in, or about, Los Angeles, the dropping-off point of the westerward expansion the country of my birth wreaked with murderous ruthlessness conflated with idealism; “The Infernal Evidence” because what the essays’ subjects either explore or exemplify reflect the skewed relation to sexuality, gender, romantic love, and conventional expectations of happiness that unaccountably dominate human affairs and that so many Americans still take a bath in every morning; “Surrealisms and the Power of Emotion” to indicate that the response of artists and writers and thinking people of all sorts has been, without question, one of extreme skepticism enlivened by giddiness, flights into the fantastic and stunningly incongruous, desperation in comic guises, madness and near-madness that  may serve as a cloak for actual sanity; “And the Fog Comes Rolling In”—well, this is a line from a Tom Waits song made famous by Marianne Faith-full, and evokes a thick vapor of uncertainty about what truly lies in front of us, and about how serviceable our understandings of one another, and the world as given, truly are.

I’ve used the title of this book for its final section, though it’s far from my intention to prescribe despair and hopelessness as modes of consciousness. It’s by understanding things systemically—whether via the small telling details we find in the novels of Simenon, the political paradox implicit in Barbet Schroeder’s Terror’s Advocate, the often derided and unpopular exhortations to think beyond conventional aporias that Susan Sontag so often declared, or the interweaving triumphs and failures of Brecht and Weill’s  The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny in the closing years of the Weimar Republic and the subsequent time of Nazi ascendancy—that we can, sometimes, at least learn to live with the madness around us, recognize what is different about it than the madness of earlier times, and also recognize what hasn’t changed at all.

This is a modest and extremely unrealistic project. It ought to be obvious that the pieces collected in Utopia’s Debris, in the end, reflect my own tastes, the seductions to which my own sensibilities have surrendered me, and that they do not, alas, primarily group themselves under the sign of eros, but of death. If many of the works and artists examined in these pages heighten a tonic sense of life, more often they have instilled an acute and not entirely uncomfortable reminder of my own mortality, the ephemeral nature of consciousness, and represent the struggle of individuals to wrest from their brief time of existence something of value. If that value proves only to be that of affording pleasure to some readers, I think I’ve done what I set out to do, which was neither to improve the world in a monumental way, nor win any vast esteem from other people for what little I’ve accomplished, but rather to give some people, whom I may never meet and from whom I expect absolutely nothing, something of the pleasure I got from writing these essays.

 




Gary Indiana  
May 2008
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PART I

DESERTSHORE





BARBARA KRUGER

The War at Home

War has broken out. Where or how, nobody knows any longer. But the fact remains. By now it is behind each person’s head, its mouth agape and panting. War of crimes and insults, of hate-filled eyes, of thoughts exploding from skulls. It is there, reared up over the world, casting its network of electric wires over the earth’s surface. Each second, as it rolls on, it uproots all things in its path, reduces them to dust. It strikes indiscriminately with its bristling array of hooks, claws, beaks. Nobody will survive unscathed. Nobody will be spared. That is what war is: the eye of truth.

—J.M.G. LECLEZIO

 



 



 



TECHNICALLY SPEAKING, “we” know almost nothing about Barbara Kruger. The bits of biography that emerge in scattered fashion from her interviews are carefully circumscribed, illuminating in a general way, withholding in another way. She has pretty much refused to be overly “expressive” about herself-as-artist, and her work, though each example of it is distinctly a signature piece, has something of the impersonal lucidity we find in Marcel Duchamp’s work.

Duchamp’s subject was art and life, or art-in-life. Kruger’s work is about the war at home, in each of us: between good and bad, men and women, black and white, losers and winners, creeps and assholes, all the sociocultural dissonances that make the world so tweaked. It seems to issue from an angrily saturnine clarity about how things go wrong between people, how affection subtly modulates into rage, how the brightest moment can turn to shit on a dime. Less abstract subjects than Duchamp’s, let’s say. Less parochial in its  assumption that the art object is a commodity and a medium of exchange and enough said.

The physicality of Kruger’s objects is often surprising because, in a way, their “objectness” seems simply the right thing for that idea in that place at that time, and her ideas translate easily from medium to medium. Transparence is the ideal condition of her work, as in an installation like Power/ Pleasure/Desire/Disgust, where virtually everything is a verbally seething skin projected onto architectural volumes—because, in a sense, the condition of consciousness this work recommends is something with sharp, clear lines and a lot of empty space to reflect in.

An art of ideas, in other words, yes, but if conceptual art, say, often reflects a fundamental disjunction between the pleasure the artist took in using materials and the message that comes across, proposes that we locate meaning and pleasure outside the physical, as if the “art” were trapped in expediently attractive containers, and regard aesthetics as a sort of secondary concession to decoratively severe appetites, Kruger in contrast is the least metaphysical and mystifying of artists. An existentialist artist, in a sense. The pleasure in the well-made product, something visually arresting and sometimes horrific, is less distant from our regular menu of pleasures and provocations than a spiral jetty or a field of lightning rods somewhere in New Mexico that we’re never going to visit. This work is subtle and blunt at the same time, blunt language with subtle implications, and participates in many strategies of commercial media, since these are, in fact, more persuasive and more authentically gratifying than a lot of contemporary “fine art”—the commercial media comprise the vernacular of our time, and they’re what resonate for us in our actual lives. Kruger targets the ego and libido of things, rather than nuances of art history, or intellectual conundrums, though you can read “art issues” into her works as readily as “life issues,” and you wouldn’t be wrong.

Kruger compresses the telling exchanges of lived experience that betray how skewed our lives are: epigrammatically, slashed across strangely powerful, recuperated iconography. The varying scale of this work has a nice clean “just enough” and sometimes “let’s give this icky emotion real grandeur.” What I like best are startling incongruities of scale, as in a huge riot of pretty flowers with the simple, small, square kicker in the center: JAM LIFE INTO DEATH. It’s the agenda of all advertising and all television, all media all the time.

Kruger’s rich raw material is this bizarro world of media that surrounds us and gurgles in our living rooms, that makes our choices for us, shows and tells us what reality’s supposed to be, according to what, we might ask, but fewer and fewer of us do ask, if you want to be clear-minded about it—a theater of death, where the shadows of the dead—us—flicker in Plato’s cave; a theater of unceasing electronic fizz that creates and nurtures the desire to become discorporate, to become a floating, bodyless replica of oneself in a world that’s no longer entirely a world, a figure instead of a body, something ME and NOT ME, YOU and NOT YOU in the same collapsed moment.

 



Mental notes in the housewares department of Wal-Mart. Yes, Wal-Mart. You can get anything you want at Wal-Mart. The fact that you want it means you are already dead. Last Christmas I had an epiphany at Wal-Mart. No, that’s a little grand. If you want the epiphanic version, take a look at Kruger’s sculpture of Santa Claus molesting a little girl, with Jesus Christ on the verso side, suffering in the extravagant way that Jesus is wont to do. (Incidentally, I wanted to title this, “Why I Am Not A Christian, by Bertrand Russell.”) It was two weeks before Christmas. Each department in Wal-Mart had its own Muzak system blaring Christmas carols, and each department manager, apparently, had decided to program a different medley of joyfully moronic carols. And, as you walked through Wal-Mart, these competing festive audios melted together into a completely dissonant, sour, even terrifying melange, as if Stockhausen had decided to do a Christmas album, and you know something, it was perfect, it was almost art, and no one in Wal-Mart seemed to notice they were being subtly encouraged to go home and commit suicide. This has something to do with Barbara Kruger’s work, I think. The ruin of certain smug and reassuring representations, the defacement of delusion, with just enough melody left in to seize your attention.

 



There are moments when some of Kruger’s images just paste themselves over reality. It’s their precision, their abstemious lack of digressiveness that gives them this force, a concentrated quality, a quality of “here’s the issue and here’s what it looks like,” and people writing about this work have frequently become entangled, tripped all over themselves puzzling out who “I” am and who “we” are and who “you” is, as if the work were “embodied” in the artist and the spectator, the way Jackson Pollock is embedded in his wild and crazy semenoid drips and splatters, but something almost opposite  is at work in Kruger’s activity, which resists the idea of the self-heroicizing gesture, but more importantly, repudiates the fixing of the subject in the conventional artist/spectator relation.

You don’t have to read Lacan to appreciate this work, but Lacan is helpful if you want to take the work in without miring yourself in direct, frontal relation to what it’s saying at the moment you’re looking at it. For one thing, the moment concretized in a Kruger piece is going to connect with a different moment in your life, in fact the “meaning” you perceive in it is bound to be different when it does fold into your biography—you can save the personal part of your eureka, in other words, for some dark night of the soul, some appropriately hideous moment with a special someone whose mask just fell off. I am always urging people to read Lacan. In a Lacanian sense, I and we and you are floating signifiers of a paradigm, the elements of a model of consciousness in a particular scenario of crisis. “I” is an idea of “I,” “you” a construct of “you,” as in, this is how “we” manage a crisis, how “we” negotiate sex and money and politics, here’s a map of “our” habitual responses, here’s a diagram of “our” dynamic, and if you look at it head-on, look at the naked lunch at the end of your fork, you can figure out what’s wrong with it, why the mechanisms of transpersonal exchange that dominate our society leave you feeling like a turned trick, why it’s killing you softly with its dumb song, because it hurts so good.


Your comfort is my silence. Your money talks. Buy me I’ll change your life.  These are propositions, albeit more visceral than logical propositions—though they are logical too, and follow the equation of democracy = capitalism = demolition of utopia. The logic of a system in which anybody’s loss is someone else’s gain. Where commodities substitute emotions, products replace empathy, only the externalized manifests existence, and life no longer lives, its impersonation enacted, instead, upon a labyrinth of screens. It becomes possible to watch life turn into death from the passive spectatorship of the posthumous. It becomes impossible to intervene in time and space, impossible to occupy a concrete reality, impossible to change the movie of virtual chimera and actual absence.

How do we verify a proposition? If you’re Wittgenstein you follow the thread to the place where it runs out short of the punctum. If you’re Kruger you picture how the proposition seals itself, how it might incarnate as a metaphor, what the shorthand way of showing it is. And often this has  a narrative teaser going on, the suggestion of a B-movie or film noir extension at either end of it, carrying both a sense of its punishing absurdity and a tacit bow to its seductiveness. Kruger is more the frame-by-frame analysis of Laura or Where the Sidewalk Ends, perhaps, than the semiotic autopsy of  Cat People or I Walked with A Zombie. But I Walked with A Zombie, the Musical wouldn’t be an implausible Kruger installation. In a way, she’s already done that.

Much of her iconography is drawn from the 1940s and 1950s, and from reconstituted later images that carry traces of the slightly recherché quality associated with the 1940s and 1950s, when American imperial clichés were minted and permeated the visual style of magazines, newspapers, movies, and early TV. The look is io ipso “ironic,” because we’re all several decades beyond the look. But all culture has done with what the look signifies is translate it into more bedazzling, “modern” pictorialism that fools us better and makes the imaginary payoff even more imaginary. You won’t have better sex in a Lexus than you did in your father’s Oldsmobile. You might have better looking sex, more modern sex, sex in a glistening world where everything’s a throbbing penis and everything’s a moist vagina and every second is an orgasm as explosive as a hydrogen bomb, if indeed you were going to have sex, but the truth is you aren’t going to have sex at all, you’re just going to spend a lot of money on a car, and that car isn’t even going to be a nipple ring. That car is going to be the cradle for your cell phone. And you’re not going to be young again, so the car will look great but you’re going to look really old. So what we have, looking at the Oldsmobile, is the memory of sex—in other words, what sex really is.

Radio: This is Calypso Debbi (I swear), now you know when you go to Carnival in Peru, stock up on water balloons, and skip the manure.

A lot of people get freaked by Barbara Kruger’s art. Uptight around it, defensive, hostile, threatened, as if it were a person telling them things, which it is, of course, but then a certain number of people never get the joke, and don’t want to get the joke: that they’re telling it while it’s telling them.

Or it’s not their mode of amusement. They’d like a New Yorker cartoon instead. And of course there will always be times when a New Yorker cartoon is more welcome than something darker and smarter.

It can be troubling, perplexing, irritating, whatever, when an artist goes for an extreme purity of diction, as Kruger does, because we often crave a  certain messiness, a bit of throw-away, some superfluous oxygen, an aria of the asshole-ism Kruger has frequently lauded in her writing: Her visual work doesn’t provide those types of escape. It’s a distillation, a type of essence, and not to get the joke is to miss the only relief it offers. If you get the joke—better still, if you adopt the joke, take it over as your joke, put yourself in whichever “I” or “you” or “us” seems to be winning here, on the side of the angels—the work becomes conversational, even relaxed, an effort to break through the reciprocal deafness that modern life has wreaked on our ears and nervous systems.

The implicit faith of this work is that we can, now and then, find our way out of our delusions and the infantilization our culture prescribes as a placebo utopia, to something like an authentic adulthood, reason, and the golden rule, and that the effort to do this is worth the mental anguish it entails, and could even make us happier, in many ways, than the gladiatorial fantasies we’re trained to apply in every social arena. This is the subtext: The conviction that empathy can, in fact, change the world—a little at a time, and not always, and you will only improve things a little bit, anyway, but if you don’t even try, the incurably ugly side of human nature has already won the war inside us all.

 




When he was still LeRoi Jones, Amiri Baraka wrote a novel called The System of Dante’s Hell, where I found the following lines: “And it seemed a world for Aztecs on the bone side of mountains. A world, even strange, sat in that leavening light & we had come in raw from the elements. From the cardboard moonless world of ourselves . . . to whatever. To grasp at straws.”







KINDERGARTEN GOVERNOR

THE 2003 California gubernatorial recall was launched by a group called the People’s Advocate, an anti-tax organization founded by the late Paul Gann and Ted Costa, the purported brains behind the 1978 Jarvis Amendment, a.k.a. Proposition 13 (the granddaddy of California referenda, a bonanza for property owners), and the outgoing state Republican chairman, Shawn Steel. In accordance with Article 2, Section 14 of the California Constitution, the People’s Advocate, or any recall movement, is obliged to collect signatures equal in number to 12 percent of the last vote for the governor’s office, an effort that initially floundered. But in May 2003, Congressman Darrell Issa of San Diego started his own recall effort, with a view to becoming governor himself, bankrolling the petition drive with $1.3 million of his own money, or at least what he claimed was his own money. What had begun as a quixotic twinge of spite from an office behind a Krispy Kreme franchise in Sacramento surged into a surrealist juggernaut, culminating in the ousting of Governor Gray Davis, and the risible election of Arnold Schwarzenegger, action figure, as the custodian of the world’s fifth largest economy.

Like Schwarzenegger, Congressman Issa has a piquant history. In the early 1980s, his car-alarm company, which did work for a much larger firm, Joey Adkins’s A.C. Custom Electronics, lent Adkins $60,000, then called in the loan. Issa went to court, and wrested possession of Adkins’s firm. Three weeks after Issa quadrupled the insurance on parts and equipment in the building, the electronics facility burned to the ground.

In 1973, Issa pleaded guilty to possession of an unregistered firearm, which he tended to brandish at his employees, supposedly in jest. He was arrested twice for grand theft auto. In his unsuccessful 1998 run for the Senate, he claimed that he had been a member of Nixon’s security detail  during the 1971 World Series. Nixon did not attend the 1971 World Series. After a 2001 trip to the Middle East, Issa, an Arab-American, announced that Hezbollah is not a terrorist organization. Perhaps not; the People’s Advocate, however, is.

After securing 1.6 million signatures on the recall petition, thus forcing the special election, Issa tearfully withdrew his candidacy on 7 August 2003, when it became obvious that he lacked the winning charisma of billboard bimbo Angelyne, vertically challenged child star Gary Coleman, self-proclaimed smut peddler Larry Flynt, and 151 other amusing candidates ($3,500 was enough to get your name on the ballot). These included the ultra-right, anti-abortion state senator Tom McClintock, the inestimable Arianna Huffington and the former Baseball League Commissioner Peter Ueberroth. By no coincidence, Arnold Schwarzenegger announced his candidacy—on the Jay Leno Tonight show—on the day Issa withdrew.

It was clear from the outset that if a “No on Recall” vote supporting Davis failed to pass by even a slight margin, only a fraction of the votes cast for Davis would be enough to elect one of the alternative candidates. Had Davis himself been allowed to run on the alternative ballot, he might have been elected twice in 11 months, if “universal loathing” for him hadn’t become the incessant mantra of virtually every media commentator. In the event, the No vote rolled in at 3,559,400; Schwarzenegger gleaned 3,743,393, winning somewhere in the numeric ballpark in which George W. Bush lost the Presidential election of 2000.

Some independents, including Huffington, dropped out of the race to lend support to the No on Recall movement; Ueberroth faded into the woodwork; numerous Republicans, though not McClintock, left the field to campaign for Schwarzenegger. People running just for the fun of it stayed in.

Cruz Bustamante, Davis’s lieutenant governor (and now Schwarzenegger’s), became the Democratic front-runner, but there was something askew about slogans like “No on Recall, Yes on Bustamante,” suggesting as they did that Bustamante was second-fiddle, even to the allegedly most detested governor in recent California history. Bustamante has slightly more charisma and self-deprecating humor than the aptly named Gray Davis (who resembles an especially depressive funeral director), yet he failed to interest most of the Latino community he comes from.

I lived in Los Angeles through much of the recall drama, and found the supposedly ubiquitous hatred of Davis bewildering: For one thing, nobody I encountered ever expressed such overheated feelings toward the incumbent, and the very notion of Schwarzenegger as governor (or governator, as the tabloids were fond of calling him) provoked incredulous hilarity from movie stars and supermarket check-out clerks alike. On the other hand, face (and, in his case, body) recognition gave considerable momentum to Schwarzenegger’s ever-grinning will to power. He had, after all, progressed from steroid-inflated grotesque to box-office legend, thanks to an infallible eye for the main chance. Despite his overthroaty, mangled diction and general clunkiness, he has won the heart of every American male suffering from testosterone psychosis—a sizeable portion of the electorate. It certainly helped that Schwarzenegger movies started playing non-stop on television, often in competing time spots, and that professional sycophants such as Larry King and Oprah Winfrey featured Schwarzenegger on their chat shows, which, being non-political, were exempt from equal-time strictures.

Leaving aside the rather puerile debates staged among the leading contenders (Schwarzenegger skipped the first one; the second, in which he threatened in veiled fashion to push Huffington’s head into a toilet, was scripted), the hourly fluctuation of poll figures and the avalanche of pundit blather that filled the newspapers and radio shows (and, at the eleventh hour, television), there were four salient factors that fed into the passage of the recall and Schwarzenegger’s landslide election.

First, allegations of his recreational sexual assaults on no fewer than 15 women, along with “revelations” that he had said positive things about Hitler back in his weight-training days, surfaced at exactly the wrong moment for his opponents, five days before the election: Though the Los Angeles Times coverage was the result of a three-month investigation, much of the electorate dismissed the disclosures as a desperate partisan effort to derail Schwarzenegger’s candidacy. Pundits who knew nothing about it brayed that the Times “sat on the story for weeks.” Worse, Davis decided to exploit the charges, reminding Californians that he has always run rather unseemly negative campaigns. Additionally, movie stars generally get a free pass on this sort of thing—Schwarzenegger dismissed his habitual tit-and-ass grabbing as pranks that happen on “rowdy movie sets”—whereas professional politicians don’t. Besides, as Susan Faludi pointed out, the core of Schwarzenegger’s  white, male, locker-room constituency likes the idea of assaulting and humiliating women, so long as there’s no emotion involved—a further reason Clinton got pilloried for his indiscretions (he seemed to care about the women he romanced).

Second, a tripling of automobile registration fees was signed into law by Davis in August and took effect on 1 October. If you live in California, you have to drive a car, and this drastic hike, though passed by the legislature, was perceived as another example of Davis’s perfidy. (In a reasonable universe, it could also have been seen as an effort to balance the budget: Individual states, unlike the Federal government, are not allowed to run deficits; and other revenue schemes have been blocked by the “direct democracy” of ballot referendums.)

Third, right-wing chat shows on TV and the radio endlessly cited a California budget deficit of $58 billion (every now and then, this was amended to $35 billion), when a simple check with the California budget office revealed the deficit to have shrunk, during Davis’s second term, to a mere $12 billion. When talk-show hosts were corrected on this point, they reverted to the $58 billion figure a few soundbites later.

Fourth, the voters of Orange County, the most retrograde and fascist-minded enclave in the state, turned out in droves for Schwarzenegger, after the polls had nailed the more virulent McClintock as a “loser.”

Schwarzenegger won handily by tossing off lines from his movies, vowing to “terminate” this and “terminate” that, and bidding “hasta la vista” to Davis, the deficit, the miserable decline of the state’s education system and, hardly least, the energy crisis. Precisely how he planned to terminate all these evils never came into focus, but pundits concluded that Schwarzenegger “held his own” by resolutely saying nothing.

It was quite forgotten by the candidates and the press that the energy crisis was caused by deregulation and the leasing of the state’s electricity to Enron and other now-convicted Texas fraudmeisters, a disaster locked into place by Davis’s Republican predecessor, Pete Wilson, whose advisers are now clustering around Schwarzenegger like flies in a privy. Davis hardly helped, renewing the corrupt contracts and allowing Texas corporations to sell California’s energy back to California at an obscene mark-up. Last year, however, when the full effects of this wholesale looting became evident, Lieutenant Governor Bustamante, with Davis’s blessing, filed a suit against  Enron and the other power companies, under the Unfair Business Practices Act, to recover the $9 billion the companies had squeezed from the state. With Schwarzenegger in the Governor’s Mansion, this unsettled lawsuit will doubtless be mooted.

Schwarzenegger, as it happens, held a secret meeting on 17 May 2001 with Kenneth Lay of Enron and the convicted stock-swindler Mike Milken. What deals were struck remains a mystery. Governor-elect Schwarzenegger’s current plan is to continue the ruinous deregulation process, though he also wants 50 percent of new homes to be equipped with solar heating panels. This kind of qualifier used to be called throwing peanuts to the monkeys, though some benefit may come out of it when the number of new homes outstrips the number of old homes—say, in 2030.

Twenty states allow driving licenses to be issued to undocumented aliens. A clear minority of Californian voters regard this as something akin to creeping Communism, or at least the Welfare State. The number of uninsured, unlicensed drivers who cause accidents in California is epidemic, pushing insurance rates for the ordinary motorist as high as $300 per month. Schwarzenegger wants to rescind the recent law allowing illegals to get licenses, and, further, promises drastically to curtail illegal immigration. This will have a devastating effect on the availability of domestic help, leaf-blowers, tree trimmers, supermarket clerks, shopping mall security guards and transient agricultural laborers: all those people doing the jobs that native Californians consider beneath them. Guest workers welcomed in good times face deportation hearings when the economy turns sour.

Rescinding the tripled auto registration fees, as Schwarzenegger promises to do, will cost California something in the area of $8 billion—approaching the level of the current budget deficit. Yes, no one wants to pay the new fees. Yes, everyone wants a clean environment, and at the same time wants to drive Sherman tank-sized SUVs that gobble fuel at 9 to 13 miles per gallon. Californians want top education for their kids; they just don’t want tax increases to pay for it.

Wanting it all and paying for none of it could pass as the state motto of California. The infamous Proposition 13, passed in 1978, froze property taxes and, more peanuts to the monkeys, “rolled back” rents from their most recent increases. Enterprising landlords simply hiked rents before Proposition 13 passed, then “rolled them back” to what they’d been in the first place.  Since the Jarvis Amendment, the appetite for “direct government” in the form of endless referendums has crippled the ability of the state government to operate in a fiscally responsible fashion, since the voters, year after year, “directly” decide what they will and won’t pay for. To recall a governor elected less than a year ago is the ultimate pandering to this demand for instant fixes to systemic problems. Given the rampant cult of celebrity that grants full personhood only to the well-known, the rich, and those whose names have clout at the box office, it was logical that an amiable Cro-Magnon from Austria who plays an indestructible, mush-mouthed cyborg in Hollywood blockbusters would morph into a “strong leader” in the magical thinking of star-struck know-nothings, who crawled out of a Nathanael West novel to the few polling places it was possible to find. (The usual number of California polling locations, 25,000, was reduced for the recall to 15,213.)

In the face of the fait accompli, the propaganda on both sides of the party divide spun out of control. Democrats insisted that the socially libertarian Schwarzenegger would be of no use to Bush and his puritanical cohort, while Republicans predicted an exploitable fissure in California’s solid Democratic majority in the next Presidential contest. Less partisan commentators made the apt observation that nobody won in this carnivalesque travesty, except for Enron and the INS.

Once the circus had packed its tents, some interesting facts that might have been more usefully aired before the election began to surface: James Diffley, an economist at Global Insight, told the New York Times on 12 October: “California has obvious problems, but the economic performance has been surprisingly good.” In the same article, Mike Van Daele, chief executive of Van Daele Communities, a building firm, remarked: “We’ve never seen it like this in 25 years. Housing prices are appreciating as much as $10,000 to $15,000 a week.” And, by some Arnoldophilic sleight-of-hand, the correct, $12 billion figure for the California budget deficit was suddenly cited in virtually every news story, even in media outlets that had drilled the $58 billion fib into the brain of every voter. “Despite the political upheaval, growing budget deficit, the electrical power crisis and the bursting of Silicon Valley’s bubble—all of which have created the image of a state deep in recession—California’s economy, by many measures, has done better than the rest of the nation’s in the last few years,” the New York Times  report concluded.

One can only surmise that the “hatred” of Gray Davis (who was, after all, California’s governor “in the last few years”), the inflated deficit figures and the economic fear-mongering that so much of the nation’s press whipped up to add “substantive issues” to a special election that was really about celebrity worship and circus acts were simply the latest tweaks in a media oligarchy’s implacable manipulation of consciousness, indifferent to its deleterious effect on the remnants of the American democratic system. It’s a significant advance in the melding of politics and entertainment: A photogenic straw man gets inserted into office and a cabal of shadowy advisers dictate policy and carry out the dirty work. This formula was polished during Ronald Reagan’s first Presidential term, and until recently it had much of America hypnotized by the glove-puppet posturings of George W. Bush. Whether it will work with Arnold Schwarzenegger depends largely on how much puppetry a conniving narcissist is willing to abide. There have been plentiful signs that Schwarzenegger has a few maverick ideas of his own, and it’s too soon to assume they’re all bad ones.






MURDERING THE DEAD

SHE CAME to Los Angeles during World War II from nowhere special, a pretty girl with big hair and bad teeth who liked to go to bars and nightclubs. She believed in love and romance and lived on hot dogs and Coca-Cola, lavished hours on her makeup in dollar-a-night furnished rooms. A drifter, something of a cipher, she was a person people remembered vaguely but could never quite pull into focus. A good-time gal who didn’t really seem to have a good time, demanded a little too much sympathy and hardly ever returned a favor. She sometimes spoke of a husband killed in the war, a baby who died, but these were figments of a waking dream that carried her through sleepless nights. If someone hadn’t cut her in half, the world would know precious little about Elizabeth Short.

She had been nicknamed the Black Dahlia, a name so movie-perfect for the era of noir that her murder became symbolic of everything weird and inexplicable festering under the city’s gleaming surfaces. Steve Hodel’s bestseller, Black Dahlia Avenger, is the latest in a long procession of novels and nonfiction books to treat the Dahlia case as Los Angeles’s emblematic homicide, a killing affixed to the city the way Jack the Ripper is to Victorian London and the Strangler is to Boston. The Dahlia killing engraved itself into urban mythology; it seemed to say something stark and ugly about the emptiness of glamour and the wages of sin. Short’s dead body became a movie star, a cautionary tale and a magnet for a large assortment of pathologies, many of them literary.

The symbolic message of Short’s corpse as the killer arranged it at 39th Street and Norton Avenue in Leimert Park in early 1947 could not in itself be less mysterious or more readily aligned with notions of Hollywood as a sausage factory for the young and beautiful. Like the Manson killings, the Hillside Strangler slayings and the Night Stalker spree, the Black Dahlia  murder was carried out with its effect on the public very much in mind. The perps in all these cases had something to tell the world, posing the bodies, writing things in blood, sending a garbled telegram about the incurable in human nature.

The classic account is John Gilmore’s Severed, which achieves the almost impossible feat of turning the very blankness of Elizabeth Short’s brief life into a thing of riveting oddity. According to Gilmore, Short had a rare vaginal deformity that made the image of a sexually easy creature of the night nothing more than an image; if we accept this premise, the Dahlia story becomes the dark tale of a hapless mimic whose grasp of adult relations extended only to what they looked like in the movies. There’s no reason not to credit Gilmore’s fastidious account, in which one drifter kills another, then dies in a flea-pit hotel fire: This cruddy, depressing solution to the mystery is utterly consistent with the pathos of the world the Black Dahlia traveled through on her way to the big nowhere.

 



For a certain mentality, however, prosaic justice demands that an unusually vicious, legendary murder turn out to have been committed by a truly unlikely, preferably famous individual or, failing that, someone connected to famous people. Hodel, a former homicide detective for the Los Angeles Police Department, manages to implicate several famous personalities in Short’s murder. Black Dahlia Avenger has the added frisson of its author’s bizarre discovery, after two entire years of research, that Short’s killer was—gasp!—his own father.

Hodel is not the only person in recent years to discover exactly this skeleton in the family closet. In 1995, a book called Daddy Was the Black Dahlia Killer revealed that its co-author, Janice Knowlton, a former lounge singer, had discovered through recovered memory that her father murdered Short after Short left an aborted fetus in her father’s garage. Horrifically, Knowlton was forced to witness much of the torture and mutilation inflicted on Short and to help him dispose of the remains.

Knowlton’s is the kind of book it doesn’t do to argue with: Its author seems to have channeled a rich vein of snuff pornography while gazing at healing crystals in some quack’s office. Hodel, having been a homicide cop, would seem a more rigorously fact-driven investigator. And yet Hodel’s father, like Knowlton’s, was named George. What Hodel considers proof is  strangely tangled with nebulous memories. Could Steve Hodel be an “alternative personality” of Janice Knowlton?

Let’s call this personality Steve and see what he has to say. After an obligatory shock-horror opening that whisks us back to Leimert Park on that dreadful morning in 1947, Steve recounts his own bittersweet and strained relations with his father, Dr. George Hodel, up until his death in 1999. There would be no funeral, as per his will, but Steve flies to San Francisco to console Dad’s widow, June. She gives him a small photo album that belonged to his father, unwittingly opening Pandora’s Box.

Among the pictures Dad—at one time a professional photographer, among many other things, and an intimate of Man Ray—has kept throughout the years are two of a woman with her eyes closed. Something tries to bubble up from memory. The face is familiar yet unknown. At last it hits him: It’s the face of Elizabeth Short.

There are also pictures of Hodel Jr.’s first wife, Kayo, whom we now learn had been, unknown to Steve, one of Dad’s mistresses before Steve married her. We later find out that she cheated on Steve and lied about her age (that is to say, lied about her age extremely). Steve now realizes that the love between Kayo and his father was a deep and tumultuous one, rather than a silly fling, and concludes that Kayo married him to wreak revenge on Dad.

To get to Short, Steve seems to have taken a cherished bromide of American prosecutors a bit too much to heart—that is, circumstantial evidence is often more valuable than eyewitness testimony.

He tells us first about his father’s extremely rangy life. Dr. Hodel had been, at various times, a concert pianist, a crime reporter, a radio announcer, an artist, finally a surgeon and psychiatrist. In 1947, he and the family were living in the posh Lloyd Wright’s Sowden house at Franklin and Normandie avenues, in Steve’s account a brooding Gothic pile full of secret rooms straight out of Vathek. Dr. Hodel operated a venereal disease clinic downtown, presumably another accursed lair of dark secrets. Among his friends were Henry Miller and John Huston.

The picture Steve paints of his father unavoidably calls to mind those sinister doctors in novels by Raymond Chandler and Jim Thompson, usually found at a starlet’s bedside at 3 in the morning brandishing a syringe. There were, at the spooky Lloyd Wright house, orgies. There was, among  Dr. Hodel and his famous friends, an interest in the Marquis de Sade. One of Steve Hodel’s older brothers recalls seeing Dr. Hodel write something on a woman’s breast in lipstick at a typical get-together. Shortly after the Dahlia slaying, another unsolved homicide became known as “the Lipstick Murder.”

At various moments in the book, after depositing such tidbits, Steve announces that he has “proven” something, perhaps meaning something in the realm of the occult. Dr. Hodel, we are told, admired Man Ray, who did a famous portrait of the Marquis de Sade and was a surrealist. The surrealist group once made photo-booth portraits of themselves with their eyes closed to emphasize the belief that dreams and reality are the same.

In the pictures of Short that Steve found in his father’s album, her eyes are also closed. Moreover, the way the dismembered Dahlia was posed bears a close resemblance, qua Steve, to the figure in Man Ray’s photograph “Minotaur.” The Marquis de Sade left instructions that he did not want any funeral obsequies or memorial, virtually the same stipulation found in Dr. Hodel’s last will and testament.

There is more, much more. Dr. Hodel was—or so Steve claims—the “prime suspect” in the Dahlia police file, though which file, discovered in what year, in whose department and by whom are questions so muddied by Steve’s account that any methodical reader would be skeptical. Steve’s revelations occur to him by way of “thoughtprints”: products of free association. An accomplice of Dr. Hodel’s named Frank Sexton is remembered by a witness; photographs and “thoughtprints” summon him as a “swarthy” man. Steve is later made aware of the presence of a swarthy man in some 15 murders, including that of James Ellroy’s mother.

The Dahlia body site is only a few miles from the Sowden house. So are a million other things in Los Angeles, but this kind of pataphysical eureka defines this entire book’s methodology: The mere physical proximity of one thing to another suggests a relationship—Dr. Hodel lived in Los Angeles, so did Elizabeth Short; an interest in the Marquis de Sade (an interest shared by Simone de Beauvoir, Pierre Klossowski, Maurice Blanchot and many other literary figures) becomes solid proof that Man Ray, Huston and Dr. Hodel were “sadists” and that Dr. Hodel, at least, along with swarthy Frank, had no inhibitions about perpetrating the tortures and mutilations of De Sade’s novels in real life; a man claiming to be the Dahlia killer who  called a reporter spoke in a refined, sibilant voice; Dr. Hodel had once been a radio announcer and also had such a voice; and so on.

Perhaps aware that his portrait of a libertine, murderous coven in his childhood home is only marginally more plausible than Janice Knowlton’s acrobatic feats of memory, Steve eventually rolls his sister, Tamar, onto the proscenium. Tamar, once a freewheeling buddy of Michelle Phillips, is now an older and wiser mom of two daughters, named Fauna 1 and Fauna 2.

As a teen, Tamar told police who picked her up as a runaway that her father had molested her. This resulted in an indictment, a trial, a scandal. After being acquitted, Dr. Hodel fled the country, staying away for most of the following 40 years, leaving Steve in the clutches of his mother, a drunk. Man Ray went back to Paris around the same time.

Like Steve, Tamar is willing to say anything about anybody as long as they are dead. John Huston, Tamar asseverates, tried to rape her when she was 11: He was, she says, exactly like his character in “Chinatown.” According to Steve, Dr. Hodel had such powerful goods on the high and mighty because of his VD clinic that Tamar’s accusations would never have resulted in formal charges, except for a bureaucratic screw up. Man Ray, he implies, somewhat contradictorily, might also have been snared by the webs of justice had he, too, not been “powerful,” but he fled the country just in case. The notion of Man Ray as a person with awesome power over the Los Angeles police and district attorney’s office is itself rather ponderous.

What we have here is a wacky parody of a police procedural, with a rich and fascinating subtext of delusion. There is also something plangent and, in an underdog way, tragic about somebody so wounded by a lousy childhood that his father becomes a veritable Minotaur in his adult imagination, a scourge to all women, faceted and diabolical as Fu Manchu. Remember that Oedipus, too, was a kind of detective.

All the same, it isn’t nice to drag a lot of famous dead people into your family muck, unless you have witnesses a little more reliable than someone who differentiates her children by numbering them.

It is, finally, and not at all sympathetically, appalling that a homicide detective would sell out his professional integrity to produce this piece of meretricious, revolting twaddle, which amounts to evidence manufacturing, litigation-proof slander and chicanery on a fabulous scale and does absolutely nothing to answer the question: Who killed Elizabeth Short?






PRETTY VACANT

THE DINGBAT is to residential building in Los Angeles what strip malls are to its commercial construction: a space-optimizing method of gouging cash from the urban landscape while replacing its vestiges of eccentric garishness (the Brown Derby, Perino’s, the Nicodell, etc.) with a repugnant, omnipresent dwarfism.

The capitalist version of Soviet drabness and uniformity, it shares a hypnotically ugly spirit, given the climate, with the instant decay and intentional banality of Cuba’s architectural “socialist realism.” (After the revolution, Che and Fidel briefly favored dynamic-looking modernism; El Supremo, however, was far more intent on micromanaging the personal business of his subjects than providing them with anything distinctive to live in, while his Argentinean stunt double of the World Revolution never sustained much interest in anything that didn’t involve weaponry and bloodshed. Cuba soon condemned the peninsular extrusions and long stretches of the Malecon seafront to the same fusion of residential design with prison construction already ubiquitous in Eastern Europe.)

A cheap travesty run amok, these one- or two- (sometimes three-) story stucco Dumpsters that nearly everyone lives in at one time or another in LA have an existential emptiness that can be gussied up and dissembled by track lighting and the right sort of throw pillows and furniture, but the spatial insipidity of the dingbat eventually defeats any effort to turn a “unit” into a “home,” even when little sparkle lights add the allure of dazzling acne to the façade.

Like strip malls, however, dingbats have persisted and spread through the city so inexorably—a sluggish fungal infection between 1945 and the early ’60s, later spreading everywhere like a rent-feeding species of kudzu—that a kind of delectation of their various styles becomes possible. They are, after  all, the standard vernacular and often quite as livable as a refurbished mortuary, their units not at all predictably functional or dysfunctional when viewed from outside. It must be said that dingbat functionality is strictly a matter of maintenance (some dingbats are kept up with considerable pride by their proprietors; others are left to rot by management companies fronting for film stars and TV personalities), since the apartment layouts of a dingbat are invariably as boxy and generic as the building shell: studio, one-bedroom, two-bedroom, with unimportant variations in the placement of kitchen and bathroom.

It makes sense that Clive Piercy’s Pretty Vacant carries no text besides the author’s introduction—what is there really to say about these excrescences, except that one either has a perverse fondness for them or a horror of ever living in one?—and that this fat rectangular book, itself suggestive of a stilt-less dingbat toy model, consists entirely of exterior black-and-white snapshots, taken by Piercy from his car window. These shrines to mediocrity speak for themselves. Even brand new, they emanate an unmistakable mixture of poorly medicated depression, transience and an occult perception of entrance tables piled high with unpaid parking tickets and kitchen trash buckets topped by bisected credit cards.

Piercy, a graphic designer, offers us something closely akin to Ed Ruscha’s serial documentation of Los Angeles boulevards. (Ruscha is thanked in the book’s acknowledgments.) His introduction credits the architect Francis Ventre with naming the dingbat. “[T]hey all began life as variations on the modernist stucco box that had effectively replaced, through economic necessity and postwar inventiveness, the Spanish colonial revival style that had dominated up until then,” Piercy writes. “Structurally, that’s what they consist of: generic boxes on three sides with all of the attention paid to the street façades.” The difference-within-sameness revealed in Pretty Vacant is the kind associated with the thread patterns of Warhol silk screens; they’re all much the same, but if you look carefully, each has its distinct, if ultimately meaningless, fingerprint.

Warhol taught America to embrace and reify its own visual repulsiveness as a new version of beauty, since this endemic preference for ugliness is an irreversible fait accompli in the built environment. If we must live in an ever-expanding human hive, so quantified and electronically tagged that we’ve become interchangeable consumers and surveillance objects, living in  sardine-can cities that will one day achieve Asiatic human density, the little differences between a monstrosity called the Capri and a twin called the Flamingo acquire the cachet of something almost like concepts. Like many things in California, the dingbat represents the triumph of quanta over quality, illustrating the leveling nature of totalitarian democracy. The dingbat owes nothing to utopian city planning or to architecture as an art. These are not Case Study Houses and bear no resemblance to any such seriously considered scheme of “affordable housing.” They do owe something to Frank Lloyd Wright: If you took all the upscale nuances out of one of his blockier houses and blanketed the floors with pre-mildewed carpeting, this is what you’d get.

Somewhere in the many writings attributed to Warhol (what persons wrote which ones, you tell me and we’ll both know) it’s remarked that the queen of England can’t buy a better hot dog at a baseball game than you or me. This was meant to illustrate what’s great about America, and at certain times of the day it’s the kind of thing one occasionally enjoys about the sensory overload of American cities: that just about everybody has to put up with the same environmental importunities. But not everybody experiencing the aging process while stuck in traffic is headed home to a dingbat apartment, and a derelict scrounging up the queen of England’s hot dog leftovers under the bleachers is as close to Buckingham Palace as he’s ever going to get.

Dingbats are not so much déclassé or redolent of full-time poverty as they are an architecture of gone tomorrow, of three-month leases or month-to-month rentals, in some ways ideal for the dicey professions so many Angelenos follow: illegal hair salons, “therapeutic massage” and a spectrum of feast-or-famine jobs in the entertainment industry. One can move from dingbat to dingbat on an income scale that slides up and down, and the very flimsiness of these buildings, which are usually planted atop stilts, on at least one side, to accommodate a few parking spaces, indicates that their ideal occupancy is a temporary one, that the people inside are waiting to bottom out and segue to a skid row SRO, hoping for the right Richard Neutra to come on the market, or scouring the fringes of better neighborhoods for something in between—a guesthouse in the Hills, a Silver Lake triplex with a long-term lease, a bungalow in Atwater.

This is precisely where dingbats serve a legible social need: as housing for people who want the option of reinvention—or of quick, surreptitious flight,  as Alan Arkin and his family do in Tamara Jenkins’s 1998 film, Slums of Beverly Hills. Jenkins’s film is a superb illustration of the pall of melancholia that checks every blandishment of Los Angeles from ever producing an unqualifiedly good time, and the dingbat apartment building freezes the same ineluctable dread in stucco crypto-solidity. The anonymity of the dingbat, given the lavish architectural marvels available in Los Angeles to those who are (or think they are) permanently richer than God, mirrors the anonymity of its occupants. Piercy’s affectionate visual documentation, replete with close-ups of the surface details by which their anonymous builders have sought to give them some illusion of personality, evokes the pathos and longing of those not-always-impossible wishes and dreams that draw people to Los Angeles, city of dreams, from the vast spiritual dingbat of America’s heartland.






GAVIN LAMBERT (1924-2005)

The Goodbye Person

GAVIN LAMBERT, who died in July 2005, found his subject at an early age, sitting in cinema darkness while giant figures passed before his eyes. The movies offered escape from a drab, middle-class English childhood. In adolescence, a conspiratorial excitement, shared with fellow Cheltenham College student Lindsay Anderson, resulted in their founding of Sequence  magazine in 1947. Lambert occupied a key role in the Free Cinema movement (which included Tony Richardson and Karel Reisz), becoming editor from 1950 to 1956 of the British Film Institute’s Sight and Sound.


England in the 1950s wasn’t a happy place to be gay, and if America was hardly less oppressive, its entertainment business, sub rosa, was much less regimented. A love affair with Nicholas Ray, who hired him as an assistant, brought Lambert to Los Angeles in 1956, and into a subculture where homosexuality, however heavily veiled, was commonplace.

By that time, oddly, Lambert had already directed a film; Another Sky, an hypnotically seductive, yet harshly honest meditation on otherness and the exploitation of the third world by the privileged Westerner, shot on location in Morocco, was a flukish opportunity provided by Sir Aymer Maxwell, “a frustrated impresario” who financed the film, then retired permanently to a Greek island when it got an indifferent reception in Britain.

Although Another Sky met with the approval of both Rossellini and Buñuel, Lambert never directed another movie, and apparently never attempted to. Living elsewhere than England seems to have been his overriding priority when he fled with Ray to Hollywood. He quickly adapted to the less flashy, equally dicey job of writing for movies and TV—sometimes credited, sometimes not—while trying to write fiction.


The Slide Area was published in 1959. Lambert’s first book is at times described as a collection of stories, at times as a novel; the discrepancy is natural, since the book’s seven “scenes of Hollywood life” describe a place where connections occur with the randomness of accident. The ones that link Lambert’s characters have an especially louche and coincidental quality. Like the trope of six degrees of separation, the peregrinations of The Slide Area’s narrator—an unnamed screenwriter we assume to be, more or less, Lambert—depict the restless figures he encounters as moving points on a sprawling psychic map, crossing and recrossing one another’s paths.

I say “more or less” because the “I” of The Slide Area is an example of that peculiarly modern first-person narrator who is not the principal subject of the narrative, and also the “I” who, like Proust’s Marcel, performs as the author’s surrogate, while the question of whether they are the same person has almost no speculative importance. Our representations of ourselves are even more selective and partial than our portraiture of other people, and there is by now a whole literature in which writers deliberately muddle the conflation of themselves with “I” by attaching their own names to their fictional constructions. The practice begins with Céline and becomes hilariously refined by Gombrowicz, whose novels invite us to believe that he remained in Poland during World War II, when he was actually marooned in Argentina (Pornografia), a deserter when he in fact tried to volunteer for the army (Trans-Atlantyk), and so on.

Lambert dissembles himself behind this ambiguous “I” in The Slide Area  and The Goodbye People (1971), novels separated by more than a decade that read like parts of the same biography of Los Angeles. (Lambert’s “I” resembles a detective whose curiosity impels him to follow leads, solving mysteries of personality rather than crimes.) With a single exception, all his works of fiction contain allusions to the others: The unforgettable, somewhat bovine Countess Marguerite Osterberg-Steblechi, for example, (whose final “trip around the world,” a bizarre simulation engineered by two avaricious Italian nieces, is described in “The End of the Line” in The Slide Area) is resurrected in Norman’s Letter (1966) and makes cameo appearances in at least two other novels. Figures like Mark Cusden, the sexually insatiable, dissipated former school chum from England whose exasperating narcissism is almost exasperatingly well chronicled in The Slide Area’s “Nukuhiva!,” turns up as a mainly off-camera minor character in  A Case for the Angels (1968), with the obscure Pacific island Nukuhiva also reappearing as a sort of symbolic endpoint of the incessant “search for the self ” that Lambert’s characters so often claim, perhaps truthfully, to be undertaking.

In Lambert’s novels, people tend to have either a stolid, delusional sense of who they are or want to be, or none at all. The Slide Area’s subtitle is artfully misleading in one way, brilliantly apt in another; one of the first writers to emphatically parse the difference between Los Angeles and Hollywood, Lambert populates his books with damaged, alienated people on both sides of the candy-store window, some with their noses pressed against the glass, desperate to get in, others trapped inside, desperate to get out.

The myth-ridden Hollywood of The Slide Area is embedded in a city that Lambert depicts as a hubless, pointlessly expanding, but simultaneously crumbling network of suburbs, a chimera floating between desert and ocean. People escaping from the stifling nightmare America of Sherwood Anderson end up in Lambert’s Los Angeles, hoping for either transformation or death—it’s often hard to tell one wish from the other. 






Her face became almost reverent. “It’s a funny thing, I’ve always believed in myself. I always knew I had to do something. My aunts are very religious people, but the worst kind if you know what I mean. They never go to the movies. They were always making me pray and I guess I believed in God because they told me to. Well, I used to wonder how I could attract God’s attention. Honestly.” She gave herself a little hug. “I felt—well, such a nobody. How could God ever notice me unless I was somebody? That’s what I felt.”

I watched her face, intent and serious, her hands embracing at the memory of a prayer. “What did you want God to do?” I asked.

“I told you, I wanted Him to notice me.”



 



Emma Slack, the seemingly clueless fourteen-year-old from Galena, Illinois, who speaks in this passage, is one of many losers strewn throughout Lambert’s fiction whose stories are first presented as non sequiturs, but later resume, at a later stage of evolution, like tenacious microbes—sometimes imperfectly transformed, yet surviving; Emma Slack becomes Delia Blow, not exactly a screen goddess, but at least the $400-a-week star of Attack of the Ant Women and High School Ghoul.


Like the ambiguous “I,” most of Lambert’s important characters could be pinned to real-life models, as Lambert pinned some of them himself, in interviews, long after his books appeared. The director Cliff Harriston was drawn from Nicholas Ray, Joan Crawford was the inspiration for fiftyish glamour queen Julie Forbes, etc. The game of guessing who’s really whom in a novel, however, despite its inevitability in cases like Proust (with whole albums of photographs devoted to the writer’s familiars, who are thus rendered identical to their fictional incarnations), cheapens the whole enterprise of writing fiction, as if fiction had been invented simply to avoid libel suits.

Lambert was an avid collector of the movie industry’s nasty secrets, which he spilled in abundance in biographies of Norma Shearer and Nazimova; in a book on the making of Gone With the Wind; in his book-length interview On Cukor. But none of his nonfiction has the low altitude of quotidian “movie star” bios, or the envious malice of the trash exposés sometimes attempted by gossip columnists of the Joyce Haber variety.

I knew Lambert personally, and well enough, to be impressed by his generosity, in print, toward certain people he privately couldn’t bear; even one individual whom Gavin consistently referred to as “it” (keeping his back turned on “it” for an entire evening when the three of us happened to be at the same Los Angeles party), Gavin mentions in his writings without a hint of disdain. This could, I suppose, be dismissed as self-protective tact, but I think it had more to do with his understanding that his opinion might be true for himself, but was still just an opinion. (He did get a certain amusement from privately sticking pins in certain friends who weren’t present—who doesn’t?—but was also quick to credit their accomplishments and worthy personal qualities. His sense of fairness was exemplary.)


The Slide Area is remarkably undated, not least for its matter-of-fact presentation of homosexual affairs and casual sex. Throughout his fiction, Lambert exposes the libidinal realities behind the trite rituals of masculinity and the bogus images of marriage and “family values” cherished by the film industry. In a similar spirit, his Hollywood books unfold in the yawning chasm between real life in Los Angeles and the fantasies manufactured by its dominant business. Lambert recognized that the American Dream in the twentieth century had become indistinguishable from its manufacturing center, which sucked in, chewed up, and discarded its dreamers in truly industrial quantities.

The transient character of every aspect of Los Angeles is its only unchanging quality, and is as true today, in the era of rampant Disney’ed architectural grotesquerie and clownish “restoration” of a vanished past, as it was in the long era of decline that encompasses The Slide Area, Inside Daisy Clover  and The Goodbye People—roughly, the mid-’50s through the early ’70s.


Inside Daisy Clover (1963) is the first of several novels in which Lambert’s first person is explicitly someone else. Neither the book nor the subsequent movie starring Natalie Wood and Robert Redford quite won blockbuster popularity, but both have acquired a legendary aura. Daisy Clover, who begins telling her own story in the sometimes cloying vernacular of a rebellious but basically sweet urchin who haunts the carnival pier between Venice and Santa Monica, starts with nothing except her good looks, a voice, and a slowly-going-gaga, solitaire-addicted mother in a decrepit mobile home. As per the cliché Lambert so often douses with ice water, Daisy is “discovered” by a stoatlike producer and his gelid wife (both of whom, like Raymond Chandler’s characters, have richly sordid back stories), and Daisy actually becomes a movie star.

The strength of Inside Daisy Clover is its subtle tweaking of the rags-to-riches clichés it traffics in. It seems almost weightless at first, though its opening’s bleak poverty-row setting creates an expectation of disillusionment ahead, and unless the reader separates what actually happens from Daisy’s charming retelling, some of the book’s impact can get diluted. Much of Daisy Clover describes horrific loss and disappointment, madness and near-madness, corrupt and awful people preying on the vulnerable; if you subtract Daisy’s somewhat contrived, last-minute “comeback” from her rise, breakdown, and fall from industry favor, almost every scene in Joan Didion’s later Play It As It Lays reads like a Gothicized version of something in Inside Daisy Clover.
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