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“He would see faces in movies, on TV, in magazines, and in books. He thought that some of these faces might be right for him, and that through the years, by keeping an ideal facial structure fixed in his mind, or somewhere in the back of his mind, that he might, by force of will, cause his face to approach those of his ideal. The change would be very subtle. It might take ten years or so … He imagined that this was an ability he shared with most other people, that they had also molded their faces according to some ideal. Maybe they imagined that their new face would better suit their personality, or maybe they imagined that their personality would be forced to change to fit the new appearance. This is why first impressions are often correct. Although some people might have made mistakes. They may have arrived at an appearance that bears no relationship to them. They may have picked an ideal appearance based on some childish whim, or momentary impulse. Some may have gotten halfway there, and then changed their minds. He wonders if he too might have made a similar mistake.”


—Talking Heads, “Seen and Not Seen”


“Entertainment is instruction and instruction is ideology.”


—Herbert I. Schiller, The Mind Managers






Part One
The Deconstruction Artist







Introduction:
Autist or Auteur, That Is the Question




“Of course, the toxic bullshit of incessant advertising and show biz for nearly a century has stripped us of cognitive abilities for dealing with reality that used to be part of the normal equipment of adulthood—for instance, knowing the difference between wishing for stuff and making stuff happen. We bamboozled ourselves with too much magic.”


—James Kunstler





It’s ten days before Christmas, 2013. I have just returned from an island retreat (my sixth in two years) in Finland with “enlightenment coach” Dave Oshana. The effect of attending these retreats has been one of accumulative decrease: each time there’s less of “me” to comment, or even have an opinion, about the experience. The less of an “I” there is to tell, the less of a story.


Since I was an adolescent, my story included becoming a “film artist” or auteur. Ergo, my story is the story of a disappearing artist, unraveling the layers of his fake identity, stitched together out of a movie love that didn’t just border on autism but dove all the way in there. Through movies I was searching a realm of existence beyond the hell of “I,” a way to disappear and still somehow be there. Enlightenment.


What happened when I got back to my “life” after the sixth island retreat? A minor incident—I found out my wife had taken up smoking again due to the stress of a new job. In the context of Life Itself the incident was minor. But in the context of my story, it was a major trigger which catapulted me right back into the depressed frustration of an old, undying narrative. This is my life, damn it, and it’s exactly why I go on spiritual retreats: to slowly and diligently take out the garbage, until all that’s left is the empty space of being. A blank movie screen.


The only possible excuse for including any of this at the start of a book about “movies,” besides that it’s what’s happening (or was when I first wrote this introduction), is this. My desire to escape the confines of identity by training with an enlightenment coach, etc., is a dead match for why I am drawn to movies. Movies take me out of myself and bring my life-story to a temporary halt. They stop my world.


Movie-watching is a curious addiction, because what movies provide (like heroin?) is a desire-free state. Of course the movie in question, like heroin, has to be a good movie, uncut with talcum powder or milk sugar; otherwise desire will rapidly creep back in, even if it’s only the desire to watch a different movie.


Freedom from desire is freedom from fear. Freedom from identity is what movies provide, for an all-too-brief spell. But since they don’t make it better in the long run (they don’t help me to clear out the junk of my past), they probably only make it worse; a bit like my wife’s smoking.


On the last retreat Dave Oshana said something about how people who are addicted to movies are afraid of living.


Well OK Dave; but answer me this: who isn’t afraid of living?
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I wonder if that comment could, and should, be extended to people who are addicted to making movies? What drives them? Maybe becoming an auteur is a step closer to having total control over living. To not only be able to choose the fantasy worlds which we escape into, but to create them and then lure others into them? Like becoming the Wizard of Oz. (There are sinister implications in this which will become explicit by the end.)


For the twelve days leading up to Christmas I have decided to stop watching movies. It’s a way to gauge the dimensions of my addiction, a bit like someone who fears he may be an alcoholic deciding to go a full day without a drink. Just to see, you know, how hard can it be? How afraid of living am I really?
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I am only halfway through this “book.” I put it in quotes because, until it’s finished and published, it’s not really a book, any more than a fetus in a womb is a baby. I already have an offer of a contract, but it’s a small publisher and I’m not sure it’s really good enough. I want to reach a wide audience, to be reviewed by the major periodicals, to end up in the film section of major bookstores everywhere, to be read, praised, and adored. Of course I do—why wouldn’t I? It would make living so much less scary if life turned into a movie. Or so I imagine, in the movie of my mind.
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Francois Truffaut said: “I demand that a film express either the joy of making cinema or the agony of making cinema.” In full sympathy with this decree, I demand that a book express the joy and the agony of its own writing. It should describe the transformative journey undertaken by its author in order to write it. If the act of writing doesn’t involve some sort of transformation for the author, why bother? It will never amount to much for the reader.


I’m currently embarked on such a journey with this book about how movies shaped my perceptions of life, the world, and myself. This is my attempt to separate movies from memory (and from identity), and enter more fully into life. Enlightenment comes only when the last of our delusions is over and done. A bold claim. I am writing about movies as part of my deconstruction process—my daily decrease—in the hope, impossibly vain, of an artist who disappears into his art. Which is not quite the same as disappearing up my own—. Never mind, you get the picture. What’s the opposite of enlightenment, anyway?


[image: ]


It’s possible I wouldn’t have ever started this book if it weren’t for Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist. Before I was halfway through Lethem’s book, I was inspired to write the essay that became the first chapter of this “book.” “Self-Engineered Autism” is ostensibly about the many surprising correspondences between Lethem’s personal history and my own. In the process of writing the essay, however, I made a surprising discovery that became the central exploration of this book: how have I used movies to create a social identity, and how have I become a prisoner to that “image-inary” self? How??


All roads lead to enlightenment, or to the opposite thereof. Movies fulfill more or less the same function attributed to myths. They are blueprints for the soul’s journey, “user’s manuals” for the world of incarnation. With this in mind I decided to recycle my old writings from The Blood Poets into a new, briefer and punchier format. I wanted to focus on the ways movies matched and mapped my own psychological patterns. As soon as I began to delve into the material, however, I found more than I’d bargained for.


In writing about my favorite movies at the age of thirty, I had disclosed all kinds of unconscious information about myself without realizing it. Analyzing the movies I’d escaped into as a teenager and young adult meant exploring my own unconscious reasons for doing so, but indirectly, surreptitiously. If I’d become conscious of what I was uncovering, the books might never have got finished. Fifteen years later, in 2013 and 2014, it felt safe to look more closely at what I’d been doing. The Blood Poets was only superficially about movies and cultural studies. Underneath, it was an unintentional autobiography.


This is true of everything anyone writes, ever.


The current work, un-book or not-yet-book, is an attempt to finish what I started with Blood Poets. It’s a probably foolhardy and certainly compulsive attempt to do consciously what I was doing unconsciously fifteen years ago. There’s a risk I’ll see things I’m not ready to see, panic, and abandon the book. Probably more likely, I will unconsciously subvert my nobler intentions and skirt around the edges of the unbelievable truth without diving all the way in there. In either case the result will be the same. At best I will give up the project in despair and you will never read these words; at worst I will fool myself into thinking I found gold without ever digging all the way through the dirt, to the bedrock. In which case, what you are holding is fool’s gold.


If so, don’t worry, you will soon know it. Maybe you already know it. My advice if this should turn out to be the case is to put this book down and forget you ever saw it! Don’t be a fool! The only reason to read a book is to discover something about the agony or the joy of living, writing, and reading, and be transformed.


Transformation is the only real currency. Don’t settle for anything less.
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So now you’ve been warned, why “movie autist”?


I was forty when I met my wife. She considers herself autistic, and early on she suggested that I might be too. I looked into Asperger’s syndrome and found I agreed with the “diagnosis.” Not only did it fit my current personality and nature but I found plenty of evidence for autism in my childhood behavior. I was a solitary child to a notable degree. I remember hardly anything from my first seven or so years, but I do know people often referred to how I would go off and be by myself all the time, and that I was seen as an unusually serious child who rarely smiled or laughed. I disliked being touched, or at least kissed, and it was a running joke how I would put my head down whenever anyone threatened to kiss me, offering them only the top of my head.


I was precociously intelligent, like one of the “little professors” described by Hans Asperger when he first described autism in children in the 40s. I even wanted to be an inventor, or “mad scientist,” when I grew up. I had night terrors which included bizarre, indescribable sensory perceptions. (One of the primary causes for autistic behavior is unusual perception.) I suffered from what’s now called “depersonalization”: the feeling that I was unreal or trapped in a dream world/state (or movie?). A lack of a clear sense of self is typical of the autistic experience.


I immersed myself in fantasy worlds such as reading comic books and drawing. I was extremely fussy about what I would eat. As a pre-adolescent I fantasized about being a robot with an on/off switch, as a way to deal with my insomnia. I was a compulsive nose-picker, and remain so to this day. While nose-picking isn’t considered an autistic characteristic per se, “stimming” is. I now think that nose-picking was (and is) a form of stimming for me, a way to feel more connected to my body. I was a day-dreamer. I lacked body awareness, and I had occasional shocking experiences of cognitive dissonance while looking at my body, as if looking down the wrong end of a telescope.


That pretty much covers the question of “why autist.” So what about “movies”?


There’s a curious correspondence between the word autist and the French word auteur, which means “author” (at your service) and was adopted by French and then US and British film critics in the 60s to describe a particular kind of filmmaker whose signature or “stamp” was clearly recognizable in his work.


The simplest definition of autism is self-immersion. As a child I had a huge collection of stuffed toys; all of them had names and super powers, or “special abilities,” and I would enact endlessly elaborate scenarios for them, like a film auteur working with his actors. I even made my own stuffed animals, and repaired any of my furry friends whenever they began to fall apart.


Not surprisingly, I was deeply involved in the world of Winnie the Pooh. I collected Marvel comics (all of them violent) from an early age, and at around ten I began to write and draw my own stories, inventing my own superheroes and villains. I played with “action men,” plastic figures similar to the kind of macho movie heroes I later heavily identified with, especially via the films of Clint Eastwood. Movies gradually replaced comics as my primary method of creating and escaping into a private fantasy world. Clint Eastwood became my role model. I collected every scrap of information and image I could find of him, tried to dress and style my hair like him, and bought a .44 Magnum replica.


Movie immersion was consolidated by an active, creative role and not just a passive one. I used my mother’s typewriter to make lists of all the films I had seen in order of preference, the ones I wanted to see, and my favorite actors. I began to review every film I saw, giving them star ratings and arranging them alphabetically in a filing system. This led to the idea of making my own movies. I wrote reviews for the films I would direct, complete with future release dates, and drew thumbnail posters. I wrote scripts (most or all of them violent), and got a super-8 camera for my fifteenth or sixteenth birthday. I was a budding Martin Scorsese. Movies were rapidly becoming “my life.”


If all this was my way of making the fantasy real enough to continue to escape into indefinitely, then I was the auteur of my own movie autism. I think one of the reasons I chose to write about film was that I wanted, needed, to confront an injustice in my past that I was unconscious of, and did it the only way I could: by addressing imaginary narratives. I wanted to restore some sort of order to the moral chaos I was born into.


What inspired me to write this book was realizing that the primary ideology I had adopted related to cinematic standards of excellence. Right and wrong for me are never so clearly identifiable, or so easily asserted, as they are with the question of what constitutes a good or bad film. It’s one area where I can feel sure where the ground is. I developed my critical faculties around film from a crucial age, about thirteen to adulthood, the same period my adult persona was crystalizing. To this day I get upset, angry, if a film I consider worthwhile is dismissed by critics (I watched one last night, Blood Ties, a wonderful film about two brothers that was largely ignored), and equally so when a crappy or dishonest movie is hailed as a “great.” It is as if unconsciously I have been trying to restore justice to the world.
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In Autism and Spirituality, Olga Bogdashina offers an intriguing developmental model in relation to the idea of “movie-engineered autism.” Her model has six stages and it’s a bit complicated, and since I want to keep this work simple and straightforward I will try and paraphrase without destroying her subtler meanings.


The first developmental stage is between the ages of three and seven, during which the child develops imagination stimulated by stories (i.e., movies and comics). The child has authentic “spiritual perceptions” but has neither language nor cultural imagery to represent it. Imagination gets together with those perceptions and sense-impressions to create “faith images.” Since culture provides stories (fantasy narratives) during this period, these narratives act like clotheshorses for the child to hang otherwise “shapeless” perceptions and imaginings onto. Hence “the child’s worldview can easily be manipulated by cultural doctrines.” This is also the period in which the child develops self-awareness.


Self-awareness goes hand in hand with a loss of spiritual perceptions as the child’s experience is translated into cultural images, between ages seven and twelve (stage two). In the third stage, from adolescence to adulthood, we start to refer to the past as a way to understand our experience and to make plans for the future. This is the start of continuity, when the “narrative” of identity takes over our awareness. We find our identity by “aligning with a certain perspective … without reflecting on it critically.” We adopt an unconscious ideology based on the cultural images—the narrative or movie—which best match our spiritual perceptions and allow us to function socially.


Like an actor entering into a movie, we become an image, an assumed role, a false identity, created by the script of our received conditioning. It’s an ironic fact that I was escaping into movies—false realities—as a way to try and feel more real, by creating a fake persona that matched the pseudo reality of culture that surrounded me. Movies exist to alert us to the fact that all human existence has been reduced to a movie: a series of frozen images from the past, playing constantly before our eyes, simulating movement, posing as life.


The difference with autistic types is that they don’t adopt cultural images to the same degree or submit to an unconscious ideology, so the “mask” of the false movie identity doesn’t fit them quite so well. One symptom of this is that they tend to overdo the business of cultural imitation, such as “Trekkies” who dress up as Mr. Spock, or my clumsy attempts to remold myself in the image of Eastwood. Autists don’t do instinctive imitation, they imitate the act of imitation, and so they get it subtly (or dramatically) wrong.


In Autism and Spirituality, the fourth stage described entails leaving “the group mind,” which means shedding the fake cultural identity, stepping outside the movie and looking around the theater (or shifting the gaze from the screen to the rear projector). This depends on our becoming conscious of a hitherto unconscious ideology. It implies sorting the seeds of our conditioning to discover which can be planted, and which ones accurately represent our experience, and tossing out the rest. The desired end of this process is relative autonomy—a crucial step towards the ultimate goal of enlightenment.


The book then describes a fifth stage involving “ironic imagination.” The now autonomous individual still participates with collective images (movies!), but now sees them as relative rather than absolute: as fiction. The unconscious submission to external ideology has become conscious and is replaced by “the willing suspension of disbelief.” Ironic imagination means moving from mere passive recipient, or garbage collector, of cultural imagery, to the shaper of culture—from moviegoer to moviemaker, autist to auteur.
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That’s about where this book and its author come in. The sixth stage, I suppose, is the one that corresponds with full enlightenment, whatever that is. But the less said about that the better. After all, that’s life after movies, and you are here to hear about movies.


We are both still inside the darkened theater. The projector is still turning, the images are still flickering up on the screen. And while we may no longer be captive to them, there is still time, and opportunity, before the lights come up and we leave the theater, to discover just how and why they captured us. To really understand how the movie ends means going all the way back to the beginning.


Describing how this book began is a lot easier than knowing how it will end. I want—need—this book to be an account of its own writing. This is no mean feat because writing a book is at least 50% rewriting, and my relationship to the material changes with each new act of writing, rewriting, or not writing.


You can’t step in the same river twice. You can’t read the same passage twice. Everything is in constant flux. If that doesn’t quite make sense, good. Writing a book to find out why it needs to be written is a nonsensical task, like marrying someone to find out who they are.


Come to think of it, I did that too.




Self-Engineered Autism



Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist & the Revolting Development of Culture





“I want what we all want. To move certain parts of the interior of myself into the exterior world, to see if they can be embraced.”


—Jonathan Lethem, You Don’t Love Me Yet





Flashback to three months previous, mid-September, 2013. I’d just written a long piece about Philip K. Dick and autism and I was trying to get people to read it. I’d emailed various names involved with Dick’s Exegesis, and after some difficulty, I managed to contact the book’s co-editor, Jonathan Lethem. I’d heard about Lethem from my wife; she’d recommended Motherless Brooklyn months before, but I wasn’t much of a novel reader and I hadn’t got around to it. I’d found out somehow that he’d written about my all-time favorite album, Talking Heads’ Fear of Music, so I’d ordered the book and read it in a couple of days. My wife thought Lethem might be on the autism spectrum, and Fear of Music seemed to implicitly confirm this. When I contacted him, I mentioned that we had at least these three things in common: Byrne-mania, Dickophilia, and spectrum-dwelling.


Lethem replied promptly and said he’d be happy to look at my piece. I sent it and a couple of weeks later he came back with a glowing response. Thrilled, I ordered his two non-fiction books online, The Disappointment Artist and The Ecstasy of Influence—naturally I was more interested in reading Lethem now that he was reading me. The books arrived and I delved right into the first, shorter one. The Disappointment Artist begins with a short essay called “Defending The Searchers.” I wrote about The Searchers in The Secret Life of Movies, so I was hooked at once. Reading the book was like bumping into an old friend whose existence I’d all but forgotten, and then diving right into fond and fevered reminiscences. Before I was even halfway through, I was fired up enough to write a response to it. What follows is that response.
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What Lethem says about The Searchers in his essay:




Wayne’s character, Ethan, is tormented and tormenting. His fury is righteous and ugly—resentment worn as a fetish. It isolates him in every scene. It isolates him from you, watching, even as his charisma wrenches you closer, into an alliance, a response that’s almost sexual. You try to fit him into your concept of hero, but … it doesn’t work … John Wayne’s a fucking monster!
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What I wrote in Secret Life of Movies:




It is possible (or at least once was) to watch the film with only a cursory, peripheral awareness of the lead character’s psychotic tendencies, and to see Ethan as merely a more ruthless and unsympathetic version of the standard John Wayne figure. For this is what he is. But The Searchers reveals the isolation, fragmentation, and self-loathing at the heart of the Western hero … With The Searchers, the American hero became a psychopath and—most intriguing of all—nothing had really changed.





The theme of the movie, for me at least, was isolation and loneliness. And isolation and loneliness seemed to run like twin streams through Lethem’s essay, his book, and maybe even all of Lethem’s writing (based on what I’d read so far). But then maybe isolation and loneliness is the theme of all real art, anywhere, anytime? All impressions are subjective, but for me at least, there was a plaintive note of isolation and loneliness in Jonathan Lethem’s writing that was so sharp and yet so far from bitter that it was impossible not to love it—or him.


In The Disappointment Artist, this melancholic note sounds most clearly and brightly in his ode to ode-ious teenage devotion, “13, 1977, 21.” The piece describes how, as a thirteen year old in 1977, Jonathan Lethem saw Star Wars twenty-one times. Although I was never obsessed with the movie, I did have a poster on my wall as an adolescent—the only movie poster I had during the period (I think I was mostly obsessed with Princess Leia)—and movies would soon become for me what they were for Lethem: a necessary refuge in the face of the incomprehensible trauma known as childhood—in Lethem’s case, cruelly punctuated by his mother’s death during adolescence.


Reading the passage about his mother was the Turning Point in my relationship to Jonathan Lethem as a reader. It was the point at which I knew he was speaking directly to me. My earliest memory of my mother is of watching a sci-fi movie together, The Day of the Triffids. I also clearly remember her taking us to see Close Encounters of the Third Kind, which came out the same year as Star Wars but wasn’t released in the UK until the spring of 1978. I didn’t sit next to her, but I remember how, in the final moments, as the Mother Ship was landing, my mouth fell open with the required awe-response and she leaned forward in her seat and looked over at me. I could tell she was as moved by the sequence as I was and wanted to check my own response, to share in it. It was a little like the reverse of Lethem’s experience of seeing Star Wars with his mother in which she didn’t “get” the film. But for me at the time (around eleven), I experienced it (or remember it now) as an unwanted intrusion, a bit like being caught masturbating. The Spielbergian bubble of fantasy was burst by my mother’s gaze.


Still, despite my uncertain boundaries, in later years movies became a kind of shared language for my mother and I: something we could always talk about. I suspect it was because we both shared a need to retreat into the disembodied psychic space of waking dream which movies provide (my mother was an alcoholic, and she continued to drink while I was in the womb). Above all that meant the shared dream space of the mother-child symbiosis. (And of course, I was staring at the Mother Ship when she leaned over to make sure we were together!) We continued watching movies and discussing them right until the last year of her life: they were a way for us to get into that space, both alone and together.


So when it came to describing a formative obsession with fantasy worlds, and how movies become a way to withstand isolation and loneliness, I could write the book on it. Wasn’t Jonathan Lethem talking about engineering his own autism—dictating the terms and creating the conditions of his withdrawal into “inner space” by assembling a bricolage of pop cultural borrowings to make the space cozy and inviting and more or less indistinguishable from the “real world”? It was my own story as much as his.
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Naturally, I wanted to also see this as a Turning Point in Jonathan Lethem’s Evolution As A Writer. The moment in which his mother leaves him to watch Star Wars a second time (that day, actually his tenth or fifteenth time) struck me as a rare snapshot of psychic formation as it happened. It was the point at which immersion in make-believe worlds became a conscious necessity and Lethem became a “born” writer—whether he knew it or not. The name Lethem was perfect too, it evoked Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. (I knew Jonathan would forgive me for creating my own version of him. It’s what all “born writers”—self-engineered autists—do.)


As this stage, I responded much more warmly to Jonathan’s non-fiction than I did to his fiction, which left me mostly lukewarm. This opinion was in constant flux and had changed subtly even a day after I wrote it. I suspected my lack of a hot response to Lethem’s fiction could be due to my own failure as much or more than his. I felt guilty for having skipped over portions of The Fortress of Solitude to get to the stuff that interested me, especially when it really did interest me and made me aware of the bits I’d missed. It seemed like the supreme disrespect of an author’s craft. But an hour or two later, I came upon a quote by Lethem online: “I learned to write fiction the way I learned to read fiction—by skipping the parts that bored me.” It was like a direct response: as if we had “a moment.”


When Lethem spun stories to convey his inner world, I felt almost resentful; I felt impatient of the buffer of make-believe which he put (as every fiction writer must) between his psyche and mine. I didn’t want to be kept out with the other neurotypicals. I wanted IN. I wanted total connection, total eclipse, vesica piscis, a meeting and matching of lonely souls across space, if not time. (We were very nearly contemporaries—are, I mean—his three-year seniority is a piffle now, though it was a crucial difference back then, or would have been. My own brother, now gone, was four and a half years older than me, and we hardly ever got along. Even so, we were like soul mates who somehow landed on opposite sides of the battlefield. My first movie preferences were largely influenced by him; as an adult, he used to call the movie theater, the “Forgetting Chamber.”)


I knew I probably shouldn’t let myself be fooled by the arbitrary line between fiction and non-fiction; but there was no doubt in my mind that Lethem had two distinct voices as a writer, and that, while one spoke directly to me, the other (so far) did not. But then, the fiction which possessed me was the sort of fiction in which the author’s voice was inseparable from the narrator’s: Dostoevsky, Poe, Paul Bowles, Bukowski; either that or the impersonal literary Spartanism of the high-pulp writers, Patricia Highsmith most of all, to a lesser degree Chandler, MacDonald, earlier Leonard.


Fiction has always included autobiographical elements—it would be incomprehensible without it (a bit like Jack Kirby’s later period, all gods and no men, hey Jonathan?). What I want, both as a writer and a reader, is non-fiction with all the poignancy, mystery, and suspense of fiction—or better yet, pulp fiction! (Pulp non-fiction is what Hunter S. Thompson perfected and called gonzo. Bukowski did it too and it got called literature.) And I want—need—it to be about culture, the world out there, as much (exactly as much, the balance needs to be just right) as the self in here. Know thy culture, know thyself. Auticulture. It cuts both ways.
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Lots of writers (myself included) have addressed the question of how culture forms us as a collective, culture being a collective outgrowth of values, and so on. As an autist-artist and explorer of my own chronic alienation (an easy definition of “artist,” period), my view on Culture, big “C,” has always been critical. Culture with a big “C” is something I have spent what feels like a lifetime trying to get free of. Culture is a matrix: it can’t tell the artist who he (or she) is. It’s up to the artist to transcend culture and remake it. Etc., etc.


The insight I had while writing this piece was this: for all of my perennial cultural rebellion, my distaste and even contempt for collective values whether Christian, liberal, democratic, fascist, Scientologist, or whatever, I was still fascinated by and enamored with the artifacts of my own chosen cultural conditioning. The comics, pop songs, movies, and books that I “chose” (I put it in quotes this time), and continue to “choose” (who knows what choice is?), as worthwhile representations of my inner world, the furniture and wallpaper to decorate and inhabit it, as aesthetic currency to navigate the outer world, all of that still thrills me to the core to think, read, and write about. I feel like I need to apologize for that last sentence and make amends for it: I am talking about the stuff I have used to build an identity from.


Like Lethem, I grew up on Marvel comics. This is probably why I have a low tolerance for fiction: nothing can match the pre-and post-adolescent daze of devouring Marvel comics and crisps (potato chips) and cheddar cheese in my bedroom, alone. This was itself a precursor to my almost total, autistic immersion in movies, which Jonathan Lethem and I also have in common (besides Marvel comics, I mean). Like Lethem, I feel absolute nostalgic loyalty to the formative power—the sanctity?—of that influence. Naturally I feel affinity bordering on love for “someone like” Jonathan Lethem (I have to add “someone like” so as not to get too uncomfortably intimate here), someone who’s unabashed about revealing—though not without examining, which is a key qualifier here—a similar allegiance. Ditto with movies—I obsessed enough about The Searchers to write about it, so I am part of Jonathan Lethem’s “private club,” whether he wants me in it or not, because greater forces than he or I get to decide such things. Right Jonathan? All right.
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In fact, the discrepancies between Jonathan Lethem and Jasun Horsley are at least as glaring and multiple as the similarities. We both belong to The Searchers club, sure. We both had eccentric parenting, and family backgrounds that include a Socialist-leaning grandparent and Quaker roots. We both started writing at fourteen—at least, our mothers both gave us our own typewriters at around that age. We share a passion for Patricia Highsmith (a fact I only found out while reading The Disappointment Artist) and identify with Philip K. Dick (and the piece I sent him about Dick places special focus on 1964, the year Lethem was born). Most striking of all, we have, or had, the same all-time favorite album, and during our formative years looked to David Byrne as a role model. The autism connection is here most nakedly revealed, as is the strange, typically gauche (for autistics, I mean) mirroring that seems to be happening with Horsley, Lethem and, our shared external reference point and the apex of a, possibly imaginary, triangle: David Byrne.




In a sense Fear of Music and I [replace with “Lethem & Horsley” if you like] are like Groucho and Harpo, meeting one night in that doorway that pretends to be a mirror. The false reflection displayed to me a self that was just enough offregister to be completely revealing. Yet this was only possible because we met at a time when we were both wearing the same disguise. [Lethem, Fear of Music]





So much for the parallels, so what about the discrepancies? There’s a world of difference between growing up in Brooklyn, New York, and Yorkshire, England. I dislike not only Kubrick films (post-2001) but Kubrick fans. I also have little time for John Cassavetes movies and my favorite Dick novel is Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said, which I was mildly appalled to find absent from Lethem’s top fifteen Dick novels! Already, I was imagining the gory end of a beautiful friendship. Affinity is a funny thing: the more evidence you find for it, the more easily threatened it seems to be. Perhaps this has to do with a suppressed memory of that original “lost body,” or shared psychic space—the Mother (Ship) that left and never returned?


A minor confession: this piece was first written before I’d finished The Disappointment Artist. Even though the book’s only 150 pages long, I couldn’t wait to get my thoughts about it down. (That’s got to be a compliment to its author, anyway.) So the following passage is one I found only later, as I neared the end of the book, in the section titled (surprise, surprise) “Fear of Music”:




Attempting to burrow and disappear into the admiration of certain works of art, I tried to make such deep and pure identification that my integrity as a human self would become optional, a vestige of my relationship to the art … By ignoring my hunger or need to use the bathroom during a three-hour movie by Kubrick or Tarkovsky I’d voted against my body, with its undeniable pangs and griefs, in favor of a self comprised of eyeballs and brain, floating in a void of pure art. If I wasn’t afraid of this kind of dissolution I shouldn’t be afraid of death, so I’d be an evolutionary step ahead. I downloaded art into myself, but I was also downloading myself out of my family, my body, and my life, onto a bookshelf of Complete Works or into the ether of music or film. By trying to export myself into a place that didn’t fully exist I asked works of art to bear my expectation that they could be better than life, that they could redeem life. In fact, I believe they are, and do. My life is dedicated to that belief. But still, I asked too much of them: I asked them to be both safer than life and fuller, a better family. That they couldn’t give. At the depths I’d plumb them, so many perfectly sufficient works of art would become thin, anemic. I sucked the juice out of what I loved until I found myself in a desert, sucking rocks for water.





The words confirmed my fondest hopes about the affinity—the brotherhood of isolation and loneliness—between Lethem and Horsley; and confirmed my worst fears.


Is this irony? Comedy? Tragedy? None or all of the above? What it is is a clue. A clue to a lifelong obsession with embodying the mini-culture which I, like Lethem (who was starting to look more and more like a soul twin) found (and to a degree helped create by consuming it so avidly) so that I could have some conscious say in my own psychic formation. But not only that, it’s also a clue to my ongoing commitment to examining it to discover how that formation happened and—here’s the tragedy and the comedy and the bittersweet irony of it—to eventually UNDO it.


Building a false self that’s no more than a pop cultural bricolage is a kind of exteriorization of the psyche. It’s like projecting one’s soul onto a movie screen, into a vinyl record, a set of Collected Works. But the way back isn’t away from those animated husks but all the way into them and through them. It entails reclaiming the force that has animated them, the Silver’s Surfer’s “power supreme,” the love of Psyche for Eros, the Other. It means following the clues, Dick-style, in the “kibble” and clutter of pop culture, like a trail of crumbs that leads back to the inner world. It means recognizing the Self by recognizing the Other. Isolation and aloneness is relieved not through brotherhood, but through the self-recognition and self-acceptance that brotherhood brings.


Start with what you know. I can try and try to get at the root of those unconscious influences that shaped me (mom and dad and big brother and sister too), but they will always elude me, at least until I dismantle the “screen memories” of fantasy with which I assembled an inner world (a cultural program) to keep me safe from total alienation, complete isolation, and from a loneliness that cuts so deep it can sometimes even be fatal.


The appeal of those early imprints (that’s what they were, not just on paper but on me!), why I still feel a flutter and a buzz looking at old UK Marvel comic book covers online, isn’t due to the magical potency of the artifacts themselves. It’s not because of their alleged archetypal resonance (though they had it: no one can say the Silver Surfer isn’t one of the great creations of American literature without exposing their own snobbish ignorance). The allure and the potency of those things is in the psyche being imprinted. Before the comics and movies came along—as if bestowed upon me by a loving God called Consumer Culture—the whole world was magical, potent, in equal parts terrifying and wonderful. This is something I have to deduce, though, because I can’t recapture the direct experience of it. Can I?


I’m attempting to describe the process of returning to a less cultured, more open and embodied state in which my psyche can simply receive the world, unguarded, wide-eyed, unwashed and somewhat slightly dazed but fully present. And maybe that’s what happened while I was reading The Disappointment Artist? Maybe by seeing how my “brother” (the Other) did it, and feeling the compassion of that seeing, I could embrace and redeem my own folly? Perhaps I was embarked on a kind of reverse-engineering journey, to emerge from the faux-autism of cultural hermeticism (tragi-heroically—nakedly—spelled out by brother Jonathan above), back into a true autism: inner-orientation combined with outer receptivity, in which the two are so closely allied, fused, as to be inseparable?


As within, so without? There was Wayne’s outcast, Ethan Edwards, framed in the darkened doorway, condemned to leave human community behind and wander the empty desert plains forever—the loner defined by his aloneness. That way was safe, but it was far from full. Someday, Ethan would be sucking rocks in the desert. Then there was Luke Skywalker’s way: find the Force and let it guide you. True interiority that neither depends on nor leads to isolation or alienation, but which cancels them out forever. Where the Force is, we are not alone, and never can be.


For a child’s psyche, those fantasy worlds were a way—maybe the only way—to keep intact at least some innocence in the face of an adult-assembled nightmare of depravity, savagery, indifference and neglect, a nightmare called Culture. Like an adolescent boy hiding in a movie theater, forgetting, just one more time, what’s waiting for him on the outside—a Death Star world, an Empire that never ends—the nostalgic pull of the past isn’t so much in those fantasy artifacts as behind them. They are both doorways and gatekeepers, inviting and forbidding our passage back to that garden of earthly delights, the lost body of childhood. The wonder of a still relatively embodied psychic existence in which everything was imbued with the sort of mystery and magic that, slowly and inexorably, over time, would become attainable to us only via comic books, pop songs, TV shows, and movies—artifacts which in turn, tragicomically, became more noise to block the signal, until the fantasy utterly obscured the reality, the gods were forgotten, and we were finally—tragically, comically—”men.”


And as the song of innocence was drowned out by the increasingly terrifying experience of living, naturally the artifacts of escape had to keep up with that revolting development. I went from Winnie the Pooh to The Wild Bunch, and the rite-free passage was invisible to me, utterly mysterious. Both fantasy worlds—that of pristine innocence and scabrous experience—are equally dear to my soul, but perhaps only because they belong to the same self-protective engineering process. I still love Winnie the Pooh, and The Wild Bunch still competes for my “number one spot” of cherished movies.


Probably the strongest reason for that has nothing to do with the brutality and destruction which first drew me to it, however, or even with the way it one-ups The Searchers by exploding the Western mythos and portraying “men’s men” as lonely, loveless misfits, bent on their own destruction. It’s rather because it revealed why. Most of all, I think it’s because of a line which, for me, continues to say it all:


“We all dream of being a child; even the worst of us. Perhaps the worst of us most of all.”




The Soul Searchers


Finding a Sponsor in the Game of Life




“It’s not easy to like something you know nothing about.”


—The Man with No Name, on “peace,” A Fistful of Dollars





Unless you count Elvis, my first role model was Clint Eastwood. The first, and I think strongest, impression he made on me was as the Man with No Name in the Spaghetti Westerns. I dimly remember a time—I was ten—when my older brother was watching A Fistful of Dollars on TV and I briefly viewed it over his shoulder. I wasn’t curious enough to carry on watching (Westerns weren’t my thing yet), and it wasn’t until a year or two later, when my brother and I were watching Where Eagles Dare on TV together, that my obsession with Eastwood began.


It’s an odd fact that the first memory I have of going to the cinema is of the same movie. I don’t know how old I was (Where Eagles Dare was released in 1969, when I was two, though I certainly wasn’t that young), but it’s possible I was young enough for our father to have still been with us (he left when I was seven). If so, then it’s the only memory I have of seeing a movie with my whole family—and I can’t help but note that the letters in the movie’s title spell “WED.”


Be that as it may, how is it that the first movie I remember seeing at the cinema was also the movie that, several years later, ignited a lifelong passion for movies? Let’s just say I was being primed. (Eastwood even resembled my father.)


[image: ]


The key to Eastwood’s “No Name” in A Fistful of Dollars, more than anything, is his silence. The essence of his power, his deadliness, seems to reside in an almost supernatural restraint. He’s a serpent that sleeps, or appears to sleep, until the moment he’s trodden on. While the invulnerable Eastwood might appear an odd choice for an Aspergerian adolescent to emulate, he did possess at least one autistic quality: he was largely nonverbal. And his silence relates to containment—like many autistic types, No Name and the other Eastwood incarnations kept their inner worlds to themselves—and that containment was the secret of much of their power. It was mostly seen as “superhuman cool,” but looked at from only a slightly different angle, it can also be seen as a deliberate lack of human connection.


The most appealing thing about No Name for me wasn’t his brutality, or even his speed; it was his intelligence. His silence wasn’t surliness or boredom, it was the silence of a thoughtful and calculating mind, busy at all times, carefully observing everything around him.
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Generally, the safest form of behavior is imitation. Imitation (something autistics are extremely bad at) reduces the number of variables and therefore the chances of “getting it wrong.” Socialization is largely a process of trying out various kinds of imitative behavior and, through a process of elimination, settling on the ones that “work,” that adequately represent our inner experience while allowing us to be received—to function—in the outside world. This is tantamount to saying that we can only become as authentic as the world permits us to be.


When I was growing up, the person I was naturally drawn to imitate, the one who was most obviously similar to myself, was my older brother. The trouble was that he hardly tolerated my presence at all, much less my copying his behavior. When I was eight or nine, I remember sitting at the kitchen table and tapping my foot to a T-Rex song he was playing. He stamped on my foot under the table and scowled at me. This was his music and I wasn’t allowed to like it.


The first time I made it into an “X”-rated movie (the UK-rating for mature audiences, back in the 1980s), I wore my brother’s army coat to make myself look bigger and older. I was twelve or thirteen, and the movie was Dawn of the Dead. When the two women at the box office asked for proof of my age, I presented them with my brother’s passport, having fixed a photo of myself over his image. They saw through my ruse but, amused, let me in anyway. My fascination for horror movies was adopted straight from my brother, so it makes sense that I impersonated him as a way to gain access to that forbidden zone.


If my brother’s hostility didn’t stop me from trying to mold myself in his image, it did make me more secretive about doing so. Growing up under his unforgiving gaze, I couldn’t win. If I was too much myself, he felt threatened by my individuality and tried to crush it. If I responded by trying to be more like him, he liked that even less. Yet through his relentless intervention, I was getting to experience the world in microcosm. It may have been the best preparation I could have been given.
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As a teenager I knew John Ford’s The Searchers was supposed to be a great movie. I knew it had influenced one of my movie heroes, Martin Scorsese. But the first time I saw it I found it pretty boring. I still do, actually, and if it weren’t for the final image of the film, which slays me every time, it probably wouldn’t mean half as much to me as it does. The movie fascinates people; actually, it mostly fascinates men, witness Jonathan Lethem’s description of his frustration with his girlfriend’s indifference to the film, in The Disappointment Artist.


I think the appeal (for men) of The Searchers has to do with the way it reveals the isolation, fragmentation, and self-loathing at the heart of the Western hero, and by extension, of western men. The film parallels the external, dramatic conflict of “cowboys and Indians” with an internal, psychological conflict at the heart of its protagonist. John Wayne’s tormented psyche is seen to reflect, not just vaguely but precisely, the genocidal hysteria taking over the US in its “formative” years. I’m not American, but I suffused myself in US culture via movies, comic books, and pop music during my own formative years. Inevitably, I was drawn to works that mirrored my own internal psychological conflict.


The passage from childhood to adulthood is a process of “taming the wild.” It creates a split deep in the soul that leads to a lifetime’s searching. But what searches and what is being sought? Maybe they are the same thing? That loneliness and longing, and the apparent nobility of it, is what made the Western hero so appealing to me, as one of a legion of lonely, alienated adolescents. It’s also a Hollywood crock.
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Movies are a way to “try on” social behaviors in a risk-free environment. When I entered into the world of a movie as a youth, I got to watch people acting in relation to others. By identifying with movie protagonists, I could test how those behaviors matched my inner experience; better yet, I could see how well those behaviors were likely to be received by others. If I watched movies with family members and friends, I could also get an idea of how acceptable the protagonist’s behavior was to those around me. This is the theory, at least, but it depends on movies representing our reality, which of course they don’t—until they do. (It’s also relatively safe to imitate the behavior of movie characters—provided we’re discreet about it—since unlike my brother they won’t react to what we’re doing by stamping on us and telling us to “find our own music.”)


[image: ]


The critical reputation of The Searchers, over and above almost any other Western, isn’t because it turned the genre inside out and upside down. The movie has psychological significance—it’s relevant to us (men) in direct and highly personal ways, even private ways. My own experience eventually led me to an insight which Wayne’s Ethan never reaches, one that isn’t easy to admit to even now. Because my early, formative experiences of home life were so traumatic, what I was consciously seeking (companionship, union, integration, wholeness, belonging) were the same things I was running from!


For the traumatized psyche unconsciously chasing its own tale—locked into a pop cultural identity as the loner, avenger, self-sufficient wanderer, whatever—the search never ends, because what is seeking and what is being sought are the same thing. Like a dog’s tail, the more fiercely we chase it, the more it flees us.
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My whole life I have searched for one thing: a way to feel safe enough to be myself. To discover and express my inner experience and be received. But the self doesn’t appear to be some fixed, finished entity trapped inside us, waiting for the right circumstances to come out. It appears to me more as if the self only comes into existence via the act of physical expression. It’s a bit like how a character in a movie is created, through the actor’s portrayal. Until then, it’s only words on a page. If we don’t find the right social environment—the right people and surroundings—to express the innermost self and discover who and what we really are, we will remain an unrealized project, lingering our lifetime away in development hell.
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