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Introduction


Infinite Fictions


Around the time I began writing book reviews, I read that reviewing was “what lice will do, when they have no more blood to suck.” If so, the only blood I’ve ever tasted is mine. Early on, I already knew that my writing wasn’t entirely about the books “under review” so much as my internal “reading experience” – though that term might be misleading. In suggesting that my reviews reflect something of my “self,” I’m not about to recount my life story, let alone resort to that fashionable form, the “confessional” essay. On the contrary, literary subjectivity isn’t always aligned with autobiography. Right now, I’m writing this in the first person, but I perceive that person as a perfect stranger.


Put simply, I’ve never known who I am. Nor do I feel securely in sync with the world. I intersect with it at an abnormal angle – my link with life is dislocated. Of course, this condition isn’t uncommon. I mention it only to emphasize that an initial alienation led me to literature. Part of me is predisposed to treat reading as, to quote Houellebecq, a practice that pushes “against the world, against life.” At the same time, I don’t see reading as simply a passive escape from reality. As Kafka famously says, books can be “like a key to unknown chambers within the castle of oneself.” Reading is really a dual movement: books allow us to withdraw from the world, while bringing us back toward it. In reading we disappear, and yet we resurface.


The first section of this collection includes reviews of a range of recent writers, from Lars Iyer to Lydia Davis; Gerald Murnane to Gabriel Josipovici. Here I’ll be clear: by writing about these authors rather than others, I’m not projecting a personal canon. I regard reading as an uncertain experience, and not one that lends itself to a normative stance. As a reviewer, all I can do is try to stay true to the texture of that experience. So, these aren’t necessarily the “best” books around; they’re simply the ones that satisfied me. Strange as it sounds, each of these books briefly allowed me to subtract myself from reality. In this respect, when writing reviews, I’m less intent on making prescriptions than on exploring the space left by my subtraction.


One of the threads running through the first part of this book concerns the writer, teacher, and editor Gordon Lish. Currently, critics still link Lish’s name with a tradition of American literary “minimalism.” What’s less well-known is Lish’s longstanding interest in continental philosophy – an influence which led him to formulate, and to teach, certain distinctive ideas about fictive form. I write about Lish’s ideas directly in my review of his startling novel, Peru. Perhaps more usefully, I also track those ideas’ diffusion through the prose styles of Lish’s students – including Sam Lipsyte, Sam Michel, Gary Lutz, and Dawn Raffel. In collecting this cluster of pieces, my hope is that I’ll help a handful of readers to reassess an overlooked aspect of American letters.


When I last spoke with Lish, he described fiction as a “bounded infinity” – an object which seems circumscribed on all sides, but which contains a limitless internal world. For Lish, literary form is a bit like the physics of turbulence; it’s all about how nonlinear patterns produce emergent effects. In their different ways, he and his students create self-sufficient totalities, by manipulating the smallest linguistic units. As Lish says of Diane Williams – a writer I lack the skill to review – “it is the genius of this artist to make her bondage a fabulous abode,” in which “all the rooms she cannot escape” are magically “made lavish.” More broadly, though, this is but one perspective on what might be called fiction’s inner “infinitude.” There are countless others, and one of the purposes of this book is to begin to build a picture of them.


I’ve described my experience of reading as an immersion in a peculiar kind of fictional space. Above all, what fascinates me about that space is the idea that it might be infinite; that the world opened up by a book might exceed that outside it. I get glimpses of this infinity in the linguistic fractals fashioned by Lish’s brilliant student, Jason Schwartz. But I also see it in the South African author Ivan Vladislavić, who has written a Borgesian fable about an unlimited library of unwritten books. I see it, too, in the horizonless “brightly lit background” depicted by the Australian genius Gerald Murnane; in the expansive skies evoked by the American pastoralist Dylan Nice; and in the mythical underworld mapped by Miranda Mellis. Reading these writers, I start to sense that there’s something alive in the background of writing; some inexhaustible source of light and silence.


Are “infinite” fictions simply whirlpools in which one loses oneself, or might they furnish forms of self-reflection? Describing the task of autobiography, Frank Kermode remarks that recollection isn’t really a question of facts, but of “the weather, the private weather, unpredictable as dreams, yet recognizable as a climate.” Similarly, even a trivial book review – and triviality is among the allures of the form – can be a barometer of its writer’s private weather. Whatever we write, we reveal more than we mean to; as Kristeva says, “the speaking subject gives herself away.” I wouldn’t say I give much away in my writing, but some of it still speaks obliquely of secret experiences: depression, religion, unrequited love. Try as I might, I can’t write about books like Stasiuk’s Dukla, or Nice’s Other Kinds, without tacitly taking my existential temperature. Such “weather patterns” aren’t made explicit in these pieces, yet they exist in their atmosphere.


In a way, to write a review is to hide behind what another, better writer has written. Literary criticism has been described as “thinking with an object,” but thinking always transforms its objects into other things. In the course of a review, a book can become a crutch, a mirror, a mask. In my case, the deictic aspect of reviewing – its “aboutness” – lets me pretend that my words refer only to my object, and not to myself. Sometimes, while writing, I briefly believe that I’m not revealed by my speech – that I can’t be caught or found out. That doesn’t last, and, looking back, I’m made aware of the ways I’m laid bare. For instance, I’ve observed that my reviews often concern fiction’s internal worlds, and their capacity to counterbalance the real one. Already though, I recognize that this is less a respectable intellectual interest, more an expression of a personal need for refuge. I’ve tried to rationalize my critical practice, but finally it’s about something basic and frail: art as solace.


The second section of this book is called “On Theory,” and it contains reviews of various works of criticism and philosophy. These pieces aim to present accessible sketches of critical concepts like deconstruction, “distant reading,” trauma theory, and modernism (among others). Along the way, they also attend to overarching questions about theory’s intellectual history. This history can be seen from the standpoint of a kind of symptomatic psychology (as in Peter Sloterdijk’s “portrait of the theorist as a young man”) or in terms of institutional sociology (as in Martin Woessner’s reception history of Heidegger’s writings). Complementarily, the history of theory can also be understood by studying the internal logic of theoretical concepts – an approach I explore in my reviews of D.N. Rodowick and Tom Eyers, for example.


If my taste in fiction is shaped by my lived experience, can the same be said of my fascination with theory? Clearly, the very idea of theory implies a distinction from everyday life. But, as Sloterdijk shows (a little like Nietzsche does, or Bourdieu), theory’s supposed autonomy is largely illusory. In his classic work Keywords, Raymond Williams defines “theory” as “a scheme of ideas which explains practice.” However, he also cites a seventeenth-century source, which diagnoses “theory and contemplation” as “nothing but waking men’s dreams, and sick men’s phantasies.” This latter aspect comes closer to what interests me. Dreams don’t come from nowhere, and neither do theories; both are produced by processes of condensation and displacement. Ultimately, theory is not isolable from life. Instead, it’s more like an image of life, in all its sickness and inexplicability. Consequently, to ask the question “what is theory?” is also always to ask, “what does theory mean to me?”


A lot of us know what it’s like to have learned about theory, but what is it like to have lived it? Writing about students’ early exposure to theory, François Cusset coins the term Bildungstheorie – a word which cleverly captures the “mechanism of enchantment” whereby “certain students, particularly those alienated from societal norms,” are “inspired by a word, a motif, or a thematic tendency,” to the extent that it alters their “existential landscape.” Crucially, claims Cusset, this kind of primal encounter comes prior to proper comprehension. Initially, theory conveys not information but inspiration – before it is thought, it is felt. Whether we read Adorno or Agamben, Barthes or Benjamin, our reading begins in an emotive engagement with unknown words, charismatic codes, and foreign tongues. Not knowing, but feeling our way around theory, we acquire an affective investment in its ideas. This is the psychic life of theory – the level at which it is less a technical instrument than a totem or talisman; a charm that we clasp to our hearts.


Maybe the same sort of life lives in reading itself. Renata Adler remarks of her reading that “some of the things that had meant the most to me, I had completely misunderstood.” Elizabeth Hardwick claims that “in reading, I enter a sort of hallucinatory state.” Eve Sedgwick evokes the “speculative, superstitious” reading practices of young children, for whom understanding “seeps in only from the most stretched and ragged edges of competence.” Reading is not the same thing as knowing. Nor, for that matter, is reviewing. I’ve already mentioned the triviality of the form, and I’m aware of the vanity of assembling this kind of collection. I wouldn’t want to present these pieces of writing as anything more than what they are: the scattered, erratic traces of one reader’s life. Nor do they even reflect a directed program of reading. Really, they’re only records of my desperate autodidacticism. The autodidact, observes Bourdieu, can’t help but “betray the arbitrariness of his knowledge” – the chaotic quality of a learning guided by “biographical accidents.” For me, reviewing, like reading, is inseparably linked to this living chaos. So, to conclude, I’ll echo Bourdieu. In the end, if these pieces add up to anything, hopefully it’s enough that they add up to this: “a collection of unstrung pearls, accumulated in the course of an uncharted exploration.”




On Literature





Language as Astonishment



Micheline Aharonian Marcom, A Brief History of Yes



Writing about the work of Micheline Aharonian Marcom is likely to leave one searching for words. Each of her books has been newly, bravely bewildering, in ways that are almost beyond paraphrase. That is, these texts assert such stylistic strength that they seem to resist the language of criticism, or any language other than their own. How can prose so poetically self-reliant, so set apart from our “ordinary” discourse, be faithfully described, let alone criticized, from outside? Confronted with this kind of writing, any critical review – any act of writing about – could run the risk of redundancy.


In fact, if words must be ventured about Marcom, “risk” is perhaps an appropriate one to open with. Most noticeably, she has taken risks with her subject matter. Her first three novels, Three Apples Fell from Heaven, The Daydreaming Boy, and Draining the Sea addressed the traumatic aftermath of genocide in Armenia and Guatemala. This trilogy told graphic stories of torture and brutality, but in an intensely poetic diction – a feat few writers might have attempted, for fear of merely aestheticizing atrocity. Her fourth book, The Mirror in the Well, explored a contrasting extreme of experience: eroticism, and specifically female sexuality, rendered with a rare explicitness – a fierce physicality far beyond that of Nin, or Lawrence, or other familiar landmarks of the genre.


Marcom’s new novel, A Brief History of Yes, is less overtly transgressive than its predecessor – less centered on sex than on solitude; on the loneliness left after love is over. Previously, Marcom scaled the peak of what two people can do together, whereas now she digs into what drives them apart. So if Mirror expressed ecstasy, Yes explores ecstasy’s ebbing. In this sense the texts are twinned, like the rise and fall of a single cycle. Both books concentrate closely on a couple; a woman and a man. In both, the narration is weighted towards, or focalized through, the woman’s emotions and sensations. And each of these couples acquires an almost archetypal quality. Mirror made a point of anonymity: in homage to Marguerite Duras, it gave us no names, only “girl” and “boy,” “lover” and “beloved.” Yes treats these terms like traces of memory – each occurs only occasionally, but continues to echo over the text. Although Marcom now names her protagonist, her writing still ripples with namelessness, as if recalling a commonality that has been lost.


Of course, loss is the very locus of this novel. Marcom is not preoccupied with plot; her writing reads more like an open inquiry into her chosen emotion. Essentially, the novel contains only one concretely plotted “event” – a Portuguese woman, Maria, is suddenly left by her lover, an unnamed American man. Moreover, this dissolution doesn’t occur at the crux of a narrative arc, but at the book’s outset: for both Maria and the reader, the love affair is always and already over, “its end entailed at its inception.” Hence narrative convention is overturned by something closer to the lived experience of loss: rather like in life, a relationship’s end retrospectively alters its memory.


In this respect, as always in Marcom, the object of writing informs its form. Here, heartbreak requires not linear description, but circular distillation – a technique of “telling it over and over again,” to cite Gertrude Stein. This circularity also aligns with the book’s symbolism: the liaison lasts “a calendar year, August to August,” closing up on itself at its end. But love’s underlying recursive rhythm – the sense in which its loss completes it – is played out more subtly through Marcom’s poetic style, which repeats and reprises the same small set of remembered circumstances. The resulting text is not so much a “novel,” more an attempt to render the structure of sorrowful memory. For when we look back at our losses, as Marcom writes, our minds rarely stick to a “story.” Rather, we accumulate an “augmenting account,” in which “only the weight of increase remains,” the wash of color that overcomes our memories as they fade.


The text therefore tracks the everyday alchemy – the act of internal translation – through which facts transform into memories, and memories merge into emotions. Marcom knows that there are no words for this process; that language can’t capture a lost lover’s afterlife in the mind. But what can’t be articulated can still be obliquely attested to. Marcom marks her impossible object by means of the word saudade – a Portuguese term picked partly because of its lack of a direct English equivalent. Maria ruminates on its meaning, describing it as “the love that remains after the beloved has gone.” This formulation suggests a significant ambiguity. In saudade, the negative path of nostalgia produces a positive outcome: love may be gone, but as long as its memory remains, love returns to itself; it goes on. This is why Maria says of her sadness that “I love this feeling as I love love… this after-love feeling.” And this is also the sense in which, in the end, she says yes – to death, which clears the ground for “growth,” to absence, “another form of presence,” and to grief, which is “not ground but sky… so she is uplifted.”


Marcom has remarked that her book was inspired by fado – the genre of Portuguese song that stages the sadness of saudade. But fado is only a formal precedent insofar as it sings the unsayable. The truth is that this book disrupts any generic method, just as it disrupts received rules of grammar and syntax. To this extent, its style exhibits what the critic Derek Attridge has called “singularity” – where singular works are those “that surprise, that disturb, that find new modes of representation and new objects to represent.” This quality is evident everywhere in Yes, but it is worth picking a typical passage:




Water. The water in the glass. The clear glass, the clear water. Water and the glass the same color which is clear and the word clear which doesn’t say the yes of the color or the isness of all of life in the color or nothing in the glass holding water oxygen light refracted on the glass which is the image on glass of the window, the blue peeking sky, fingerprints, greasy and earthy, so that the glass doesn’t fly off into ethereal metaphors and the girl herself, Maria, in the glass: thin stretched-down face, dark eyes, the right darker than the left, the right hand lifted in prayer, in benediction, and the mouth smiling now, open, saying, singing herself.





Here the word “water” spills out a stream of language that liquidates language. Marcom mounts a metalinguistic attack on linguistic mechanics – note the embedded critique of the word “clear,” and the stated resistance to “metaphors.” These are the poles she steers between, like Scylla and Charybdis. The less clear her prose grows, the more oceanic, eliminating the edges between objects. There ensues a direct, non-metaphorical amalgamation of water, glass, window, and sky. Not only this, but the newly blurred sensory manifold is itself blurred with the consciousness that observes it: Maria’s reflection makes her continuous with the water. Such is the song that many of Marcom’s best sentences sing – proceeding by association and intuition, led less by rules than by faith, and always leading somewhere unforeseen: language as astonishment. No longer a bridge from A to B, writing is the water that rages beneath. Later on in Yes, a character talks of the “delicate wildness” of nature. The words might apply just as well to this writing; to the delicate wildness of its singular style.


If Marcom allows wildness to arise within language, this returns us to the question of risk. The risks writers take can be construed in crude terms – say, as a lack of concession to the “common reader,” or a courting of controversial content. But Marcom’s writing is also attuned to the subtler risks of style – or rather, it radically recasts style as risk. One of the lessons of her work is that fidelity to experience necessarily deforms familiar language. And if pursued with sufficient fidelity, this deformation will put the whole work at risk. To write in a truly unprecedented style is to ensure that the work stands or falls on that style. To be sure, Marcom’s work doesn’t always succeed – but its failures remain far richer, stronger, and more singular than those of works that fear imperfection.


In this respect, her writing takes risks not to secure “success,” but to effect an experience of exigency and exhilaration. Rilke once wrote that works of art can only be judged on whether they have “arisen out of necessity.” In Marcom, style is the sign of that necessity; of an artwork’s urgent, internal need for its object to speak its own language, and no other. More recently than Rilke, Susan Sontag spoke of this trait in terms of stylistic “inevitability.” The strongest works, Sontag argued, are those “so wholly centered in their style” that they “seem secreted, not constructed.” The phrase rings equally true here too. To read Marcom, then, is to read writing that risks being the sole instance of its species – words that could only have been written the way they are written.





Work the Hurt



Sam Lipsyte, The Fun Parts



In an article about the stories his sportswriter father told him as a child, Sam Lipsyte remembers a revelation which “cracked the world right open for me.” Always a “nervous” boy, Sam wondered whether stars like Howard Cosell and Muhammad Ali were “nice” to his dad. “What the fuck does it matter,” he was quizzed in return, “if everyone is nice or not?” The decisive insight was that it didn’t; that only “the story mattered, and a story with everybody being nice wasn’t much of a story anyway.”


The thirteen stories in The Fun Parts impart similarly sharp lessons. Lipsyte’s latest book, after novels Home Land and The Ask, marks a return to the short form in which he began, recalling the already classic Venus Drive. And like that collection, The Fun Parts showcases stories whose sheer telling – their force; their rhythmic momentum – tends to matter more than what they tell of. So if there is no “niceness” to be found in The Fun Parts (a book every bit as abrasive as The Ask) this could be because, stylistically, storytelling calls more clearly for cruelty. Lipsyte’s luckless characters can be read as casualties of his craft; their misfortunes are functions of his stories’ composition – and are all the funnier for it.


Lipsyte’s stylistic tactics, learned partly from his teacher Gordon Lish, involve what the latter refers to as “torque,” “swerve,” and “refactoring.” Although these terms sound opaque, the point they’re meant to make is specific. For Lish, and similarly for Lipsyte, a successful story is one which relentlessly ratchets up its internal pressure, partly by feeding its linguistic output back into its input – like a nonlinear system in physics, or feedback on a guitar amp. Such a story starts with a sentence setting an initial condition. The second sentence reconfigures the first, curving or swerving back into it. The next sentence swerves harder still, and so on, always with the aim of raising the stakes, tightening the tautness. For instance, in a typical sequence from The Fun Parts, a story’s narrator says of his father:




You had to hand it to him. I generally want to hand it to him, and then, while he’s absorbed in admiring whatever I’ve handed to him, kick away at his balls. That’s my basic strategy. Except he has no balls. Testicular cancer.





What makes this paragraph’s punchline comedic is that it’s utterly unpredictable. And it’s unpredictable because it is produced not by a premeditated plot, but by something almost like an algorithm. Here as elsewhere, Lipsyte’s writing runs not from A to B to C, but from A1 to A2 to A3, each sentence increasing the energy in the system, bringing it to a boil, and hence setting off unexpected explosions.


Another example: in the story “The Real-Ass Jumbo,” a character contemplates the future. Next thing we know, we see “his sister gang-raped in an abandoned Target outside Indianapolis.” But before our brains can process this information, we learn that “strangest of all, he didn’t have a sister,” a surprise which in turn adds “urgency to his vision.” Indeed, it is Lipsyte’s spiraling search for urgency that creates these chaotic outcomes – in this he is a writer for whom, as Lish once put it, “the job is not to know what you are going to find.” So if a character contracts cancer, or is created solely to be assaulted in a discount store, it’s because that’s what Lipsyte’s escalatory logic entails.


Hard luck for them, but what makes this method compelling is that, like the blind fate that the Greeks called heimarmene, it closely reflects the cruel yet comic complexity of real life. About this, The Fun Parts is emphatic: “the world is not a decent place to live,” decides one narrator. Another notes that life is like “a fish tank nobody cleans: just fish shit and dead fish.” Stories like “Snacks” and “The Dungeon Master” dwell on the agonies of adolescence, charting the loss of a childhood in which “the world still seemed like something that could save me from the hurt, not be it.”


But the world is the hurt in these stories – the void they reveal so remorselessly. In this respect, writing should “work the hurt,” as a charlatan child-minder urges a breastfeeding mother in one of the book’s more boisterous moments. Life is bitter; it will “bite your eyes out,” but Lipsyte knows better than to express the pain of existence directly, unswervingly. “You can’t share pain,” a holocaust survivor reminds a recovering drug addict in “Deniers.” So, to work the hurt isn’t simply to share it but rather to see it and raise it, refactoring it through a story’s style as much as its substance.


In “Nate’s Pain is Now,” the standout story of The Fun Parts, a writer of misery memoirs hears to his horror (and our humor) that his hurt has been trumped by that of a rival martyr. Demoralized, he goes for a walk by the river, where his ruminations give rise to a riff which is worth quoting at length:




I hated them, the gays, the straights. The races. The genders and ages. None of them loved me. I was feeling that forlorn hum. Maybe another memoir was burbling up.


Home, I called Jenkins, my agent.


“Nate stole my style,” I told him. “My wife.”


“Your agent, too,” said Jenkins.


“I feel that forlorn hum coming on,” I said. “It’s going to be the best book yet. I’ve really suffered this time.”


“It’s over.”


“What do you mean it’s over?”


“It’s Nate’s time.”





This sketch displays several distinctive Lipsytian tricks, from his trademark telegraphic compression (“home,” not “when I got home”) to the ironic elision of narrative voice and natural dialogue. For instance, the phrase “forlorn hum” first occurs in the narrative, where we’re predisposed to permit its literary diction. But by later rerouting it into reported speech, Lipsyte renders it ridiculous, undermining his narrator’s state of mind by means of mere repetition. Incidentally, this very device is reversed in “Deniers,” where a piece of clichéd speech – “people ought to keep their traps shut” – returns in a defamiliarized form in the next sentence of narrative: “American traps tended to hang open.” In this way, the everyday is replayed as rhythmic poetry.


From its opening salvos, the section above seems intent on intensification – inflating from “gays” to “straights” to everyone, ever; from “style” to “wife” to a lifetime now over. But what’s being built up is also breaking down. By the end the narrator is left with nothing; even his forlornness has lost all foundation. In this, Lipsyte’s prose is like a ladder, but it’s one he constructs as he climbs, at each step removing the rung below and placing it overhead. He works the hurt by heightening it with one hand, while undercutting it with the other. This is why we get vertigo when Lipsyte launches one-liners like “I’d found my calling, even when the calls never came.” It’s also why reading these stories means meeting them in the making – witnessing writing being brought to birth in the midst of its disappearance. And beneath all of this, we glimpse the abyss: Lipsyte’s ladder is always poised over a void, whether it takes the shape of Nate’s pain, an old man’s exposed cock in “The Climber Room,” or indeed a demonic, devouring mouth at the end of “The Real-Ass Jumbo.”


Some might see this as a sign that Lipsyte puts style over substance, but that would be missing the point. He’s best understood as a satirist, and satire uses style to reveal the substance reality lacks. Still, it’s true that his high-wire techniques seem more suited to short fiction than to full-length novels. This is of course a shortcoming he shares with several other students of Lish. The trouble is that his style is so strong as to leave little room for novelistic polyphony – the perspectival variation of voices that critic Mikhail Bakhtin posits as the key to the genre. Even when Lipsyte would like to try multiple viewpoints – as in “The Republic of Empathy,” which features four human narrators, not to mention an artificially intelligent Reaper drone – individual idiolects are soon subsumed in a single Lipsytian voice. His style simply can’t stay away from the spotlight; as soon as it takes to the stage it’s the star performer, the story’s overriding imperative.


Yet this, in fact, is part of the fun of The Fun Parts. It’s fine to call Lipsyte’s fictions “stories,” but let’s not be led too far astray by such shorthand. These pieces of prose aren’t primarily narratives – not expositions of events; still less parables or exempla – so much as stylistic machines, whose sole purpose is to stay in motion. Or rather, for Lipsyte a well-wrought story is like an athletic performance: a single, continuous gesture, akin to kicking a ball or, to evoke “Ode to Oldcorn,” putting a shot. In that latter tale, Lipsyte lingers on a recollection of what a shot looks like when airborne, released with the optimum “Oldcorn torque, Oldcorn spin.” As the narrator remembers, “I could almost see it fly off his fingertips, hang there in the day skies of my mind, an iron moon.” And this is the state a story should reach: that miraculous moment when a shot stays aloft on its own; or when an arrow appears to propel itself once the bowstring is pulled and let go.


In consequence, where traditional stories tend towards closure, Lipsyte’s seem to reach for ecstatic release. A case in point is “Deniers,” whose main character, Mandy, is an ex-junky in search of “closure” of her own. Here, however, is where she winds up in the freewheeling final paragraph:




Tomorrow… she’d begin her project of helping everybody she could help, and after that she’d head out on a great long journey to absolutely nowhere and write a majestic poem cycle steeped in heavenly lavender-scented closure and also utter despair, a poem cycle you could also actually ride for its aerobic benefits, and she’d pedal that fucker straight across the face of the earth until at some point she’d coast right off the edge, whereupon she’d giggle and say, “Oh, shit.”
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