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“I think I am the doppelgänger whom, until
I appeared, African literature had not yet met.”
DAMBUDZO MARECHERA IN AN INTERVIEW WITH FLORA VEIT-WILD

PAGE 2

Ibeji

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

“The thread I intend to follow in my delving into Marechera’s
fiction is that of the doppelgänger or double which in these
works operates in various ways to undermine the concept
of the unified individual, and to provoke an insight into
the wider implications or possibilities which lie within or
through this decentered subject.”
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Walt Whitman is not the only one who contains
multitudes—we all contradict ourselves, we’re all large.
Our excessivity is beyond our control, the byproduct of
our existential liminality. We are in flux by biological
imperative, chimeras constructed subconsciously to
fulfill evolutionary drives, and this instability makes us
multiplicitous. Thus, we have within each of us various
selves, and these selves are inherently at odds with
one another by nature of each’s inability to maintain
dominance over the other. This is the primordial stew from
which we must create a putatively “consistent” identity to
be exhibited to the outside world—our lives have always
been a curation, a filling of the next fold of the future with
whatever self we find most appropriate or advantageous,
culled from the dusty archives that house our various
voices within.
Our spotlighted author for our third issue, Dambudzo
Marechera, knew this well, and quite often he engaged
with this idea of embattled identity in his work. It is, in
fact, difficult to shoehorn his writing into any singular
thesis because any attempt at authoritative textual exegesis,
like any attempt at a definitive reading of the man himself,
tends to see the specimen wiggle out from under the
lepidopterist’s pin, a butterfly refusing solitary confinement
and singular positioning.
Of course, this is what great art does or should do—is
it not? In a time when it’s all too easy to reduce and be
reduced to soundbites, it’s important to remember that
truly great art, and the truly great artists who create it,
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refuse this reduction. When Marechera’s lover and premier
scholar, Flora Veit-Wild, was asked why she didn’t write
a proper biography of the author, since she is the obvious
choice for a biographer, her answer, according to her essay,
“Me and Dambudzo,” which is reprinted in this issue,
was that she “did not want to collapse his multi-faceted
personality into one authoritative narrative but rather let
the diverse voices speak for themselves.”
Taking our cue from Veit-Wild, who Kaitlyn
Greenidge interviews early on in these pages, we likewise
hope to avoid collapsing Marechera’s multi-faceted
personality into one authoritative narrative. In this issue,
where we look at the work of this underappreciated
author, we hope to keep those diverse voices within his
writing and within his self alive and shouting in their
own distinctive tones and with their own idiosyncratic
inflections. What better way to do that, we think,
than to have the issue’s corresponding theme be The
Doppelgänger? It’s a theme that actively engages with
the simultaneously seductive and terrifying reality of the
multiplicitous self. To paraphrase Creon Upton, whose
dissertation has been pulled apart and reconstituted into
a series of remixed fragments in this issue: the thread we
intend to follow in this exploration of Marechera’s writing
is that of the doppelgänger or double, which operates in
various ways to undermine the concept of the unified
individual and to provoke an insight into the wider
implications or possibilities which lie within or through
this decentered subject.
Not only does Dambudzo Marechera’s writing
explicitly deal with doppelgängers in stories such as
“The Writer’s Grain” and “Burning in the Rain”—
both of which appear here, the former a selection from
and the latter in its entirety—but one of Marechera’s
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I think I am the doppelgänger whom, until I
appeared, African literature had not yet met. And
in this sense I would question anyone calling me
an African writer. Either you are a writer or you
are not. If you are a writer for a specific nation or a
specific race, then fuck you. In other words, the direct
international experience of every single entity is, for
me, the inspiration to write.
He views “literature as a unique universe that has no
internal divisions” and he refuses to “pigeon-hole it by
race or language or nation.” For him the categorization of
literature, like the categorization of the self, is a limiting of
the theoretically infinite potential of art and the artist. The
doppelgänger, then, becomes a trope useful in allowing
various selves to differentiate themselves (even in their
categorical sameness). It is a motif used throughout the
history of literature which engages with the incongruous
human desire to both delimit oneself and also exist beyond
and outside of one’s self. The doppelgänger represents the
want for immortality and omnipresence, the filling up of
the world with one’s own selfness, but also the horror of
that attempt to fill the world when the filling stares back
from the outside and sees (and forces the self to see) one’s
own inner lack of self or self-stability. Simply put by Jack
Hanson in his essay for us which tracks the history of
the doppelgänger: “The dream is to be someone else. The
terror is for someone else to be you.”
In this issue we will face both the dream and the terror
as we explore both The Doppelgänger and Dambudzo
Marechera. These two poles act as the twin stars this issue’s
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content orbits around. We hope you enjoy the bricolage of
material we have selected for you and you and you and you
and you and you and you and you and you and you and
you and you—for all the yous that there are, and maybe
also for some of the yous that as of yet there are not.

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
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most repeated quotes is his claim that he himself is a
doppelgänger of sorts:

TYLER MALONE & TAYLOR MALONE

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

TYLER MALONE & TAYLOR MALONE

THE SCOFIELD

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA

UNKNOWN

Dambudzo
Marechera
Bibliography

DIGITAL IMAGE COURTESY OF THE MET
OASC PROGR AM WWW.METMUSEUM.ORG

PAGE 9

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

Seated Couple

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

The House of Hunger (1978)
Black Sunlight (1980)
Mindblast, or The Definitive Buddy (1984)
The Black Insider (1992)
Cemetery of Mind (1992)
Scrapiron Blues (1994)

THE SCOFIELD

If you’re interested in Dambudzo Marechera, but have no
clue where to begin, here are some recommendations for you
from some writers and scholars intimately connected with
Marechera and his oeuvre.
China Miéville on Mindblast by Dambudzo Marechera
It may seem perverse to recommend starting a writer’s
oeuvre with a book that’s nearly impossible to get hold of,
never published outside of Zimbabwe, but the qualities
of Mindblast are utterly real and powerful. It is a perfect
portal to this gutter Modernism, eliciting something much
deeper than merely a rarity-hunter’s swagger. Mindblast
is not a patchwork but a constellation. It winds through
the urgent clatter of all Marechera’s forms: plays and
stories and poems, with their incomparable names. No
poet before or since him has ever bestowed titles on their
work with such breathtaking vatic precision, made the
contents-lists of their poems such astounding metapoems
themselves. The book concludes with what is—perfectly
unconvincingly—called an “appendix”: a long section
from Marechera’s precious, infuriating, searing, and
achingly moving diaries. Down and out, abasing, selfoutcast in his own mind. Excoriating identity. A retelling
of his childhood, his work of salvage. Whole postcolonial
genres and movements of theory shortcut in his elegy of
becoming, of his boy-self finding an offcast encyclopedia
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at the tip “where the garbage from the white side of town
was dumped.” Fuck umbrellas and sewing machines on
dissection tables: Marechera self-constitutes out of the
poisonous surrealism of white supremacism and empire, “a
chance encounter with a Victorian imperialist on a rubbish
dump in a small town in Zimbabwe.”
Tendai Huchu on The House of Hunger by Dambudzo
Marechera
“I got my things and left,” is one of the most iconic
opening lines in world literature. And from there,
it’s a rollercoaster though the intriguing stream-ofconsciousness style by which Marechera presents his
novella and short story collection. The language is
fractured and crackling with an intensity that sizzles right
off the page. Though, of late, Marechera is more known for
his whacky antics—tossing plates and insulting his hosts
at a posh awards dinner, heavy drinking, womanizing and
general douchebaggery—it is a pity readers have not better
embraced this “enfant terrible of African literature.” They
would be well rewarded reading this vibrant, thoughtprovoking, and unsettling masterpiece that is both brutal
and moving, and provides a rollicking ride through the
splintered psychology of a rare literary genius.
Tinashe Mushakavanhu on Black Sunlight by
Dambudzo Marechera
I was thirteen years old when I first read Black Sunlight,
mostly for its vulgarity and honesty. I conspired with a
friend to steal the only copy the school library had. We
read it between ourselves until it was a dog-eared rag tag.
The whole experience was dream-like. Its nightmarish
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visions are haunting. It frightened the Robert Mugabe led
post-independence socialist government, making it the
first book to be banned in a liberated Zimbabwe. What
Marechera was doing in this odd and awkward book was
to explore anarchism as an intellectual position. It’s curious
that anarchism as a political philosophy remains maligned
in Africa. Chaotic boundaries between fantasy and reality
characterise the book. It exhibits the fragmentary genius
of Marechera with its astonishing fluency and rawness.
Here’s a writer whose words drop mental and violent on
the page. You hear the words so vividly and feel all over
again, the ringing of your own madness. Marechera’s
characters are complex and he plays with time in the most
vivid and filmic way.

debate aesthetics and politics in a digressive, carnivalesque
style that is more experimental than even Marechera’s
later Black Sunlight. Featuring brilliant passages laced
with references to avant-garde literature as well as African
cultural politics, Marechera investigates the African exile’s
life inside the prisms (and prisons) of his own mind as
well as those of racist Britain. Fusing form and content in
a manner that produces fever-pitched writing, The Black
Insider is a crucial addition to the Marechera corpus.
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The Black Insider is one of several works left unpublished
during Marechera’s life, having been abandoned in the
late seventies after being rejected by Heinemann’s Africa
Writers Series. Compiled and edited by Flora VietWild, who also contributes an extensively researched
and insightful introduction, the book was the first of
what would become several posthumous publications of
Marechera’s diverse body of work. Along with the title
novella, the book collects three devastating short stories
and two explosive poems that reflect upon exilic and Black
British life in the late 1970s. Marechera, who lived in a
London squat while writing most of the book, sets his
novella inside a former Faculty of the Arts building, where
a number of artists and intellectuals hole up during an
encroaching war/plague/social apocalypse. Social outcasts
and outsiders, here ‘insiders’ within the ruins of “Art,”

Flora Veit-Wild compiled and published Cemetery of Mind,
the only extant collection of the poetry of Dambudzo
Marechera, in 1992. In her “Editor’s Note,” she wrote that
“Arguably, Dambudzo Marechera’s real talent lay in the
art of poetry.” For all that he has become most famous,
if not infamous, for his first novel The House of Hunger, I
would tend to agree that Marechera’s Dionysian disposition
was probably best suited to the shorter form of poetry.
Able to give the black electricity of his inner nerves to the
immediacy of poetry without censorship or the constraint
of narrative’s long term demands, his poetry contains
amongst his most intimate, emotive, visceral and free
writing. Here was the form to which he confided his most
acute political cynicism, his most tender love and scathing
rancour. It also contains some of his most potent formal
interventions which demonstrate not only an immersion
within inherited Western forms, like the sonnet, but also a
refreshing iconoclastic relish for freedom and innovation.
If we want to understand Marechera’s contribution to
literature, then we can do worse than turn to his poetry
and wonder at the insecurity and insouciance we find there.
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David Buuck on The Black Insider by Dambudzo
Marechera

Gerald Gaylard on Cemetery of Mind by Dambudzo
Marechera
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Scott Cheshire on Scrapiron Blues by Dambudzo
Marechera
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One often comes to a great artist by way of their most
famous work. Picasso’s Guernica. John Coltrane’s A Love
Supreme. Less often, one finds the work of an artist by
way of their lesser-known stuff, forgotten work, their
B-sides. My introduction to Dambudzo Marechera was
through Scrapiron Blues, his final posthumous collection
of uncollected work and literary bric-a-brac. It is indeed
a terrifying compilation, nightmarish and otherworldly.
And yet for that it is utterly human, full of sadness, and
endlessly interesting. A book full of ghosts, it reminded me
of my own.

THE SCOFIELD

The mirror, I suppose, was at the heart of it. It was full
length. He would stand before it naked, and study himself
slyly. There was a certain ridiculousness about the human
body which he could not accept in himself. He loved to
mock the body in the mirror, mock it obliquely like a child
who fears adult retaliation.
And then the mirror settled deep in his mind and
things became rather ominous.
The ape in the mirror got the better of him. But he
would retaliate by dressing himself from head to foot.
However, the eyes and part of the face…Those hairy hands
and the backs of his hands where those scars…Monster!
He rushed out into the rain the way some people find
refuge in tears of self-pity. The whitewashed barrack-like
houses squatted gloomily on both sides of the gravel street.
Above him the sky’s mind was full of black and angry
thoughts and would flash suddenly with the brilliance of a
childlike insight.
He reached Number 191.
Frank answered the door.
Frank’s small, sharply angled face hinted at the
existence of things tainted but sweet. The boy thought him
a fool—and now shouted:
“Margaret! You’re wanted.”
Margaret came.
She was tall and soft and smelled of the good things of
the rain—little fists of budding leaves and the heady scent
of an old golden time. But she was delicate, like a taboo
which one is reluctant to name. And she was unhappy.
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She worried about that mirror of his. And she wanted to
break it, name it exactly to his face and watch the glass of
it splinter away, and his face settle back once more into the
gentle lines she had once known.
He could hear the howling of a baby as he kissed her.
Once more he wondered how and by what alchemy she
had been conceived out of such squalor.
“Margaret! Bring the visitor inside,” her grandmother
shouted.
“We’re just going! It’s almost time for it to start, and
we’ll be late if…” she shouted back but was interrupted by
a knowing jeer:
“Whore!”
They fled into the rain, dodged the barren apple
tree which stood in the yard like a symbol, and walked
slowly up the gravel street. The rain came down in little
liquid rocks which broke on their heads with a gentleness
too rapid to be anything other than overpowering. She
laughed a laugh that had little sharp teeth in it and it
warmed them, this biting intimacy with the rain. Drops
of God’s water, that’s what rain was. Out of its secret came
the leaves of a life worth living. But out of it too came the
gorgeous images of the mirror which would not be broken.
They had, that summer, gone to swim in the river. The
river gods had been generous and she had felt their blessing
trembling upon her skin as she surfaced and shook the
crystal-clear water from her shining eyes.He too had dived
a deep breathtaking dive at the deepest side where the
manfish lived. He had—at long last!—broken the surface
and emerged sucking in great armfuls of breath, laughing
and beating the silver shimmering lattices around him. At
the head of the stream, that’s where they had, with great
violence, fused into one and it was among the petunias so
unbearably sweet that they had become afraid and listened
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to the staring motionless thing which made the rivers
flow. The rushing rapids of them had crashed onwards
into the Indian Ocean. If only life was like that always
and, yes, one did not have to see the reflections of one’s
own thoughts. If one was a rock. A great breaking spray
of it sparkened by rainbows. But the frost of the mirror
chilled everything into the ice of reproachful silences. It
made her see herself in him and realise there was nothing
on the other side. Only a great mind-bending emptiness,
that other side. The worst of deaths. And then work, work.
She worked as a nanny to a Mrs. Hendriks who was fat
and soft-voiced and suspected her of numerous but vague
sins. Sin. Her first sin was with him behind a hedge. She
had stared upwards over his shoulder and watched the
great slice of moon big and round and gleaming white.
She had not wondered what lay behind it all. On that
other side. His face, so close to hers, was utterly strange.
Incredible. And she wondered what it was in him that was
touching her lips. And the tears coldly stung out of her
eyes. Burning. He licked them from her cheeks, and the
pain of it stained his eyes like a child punishing itself for
some shortcoming. Was she the punishment for the ape in
the mirror?
It was wet and warm, this feeling of the rain.
The train had chugged furiously into the night,
flashing its great beam. They had packed their things
hurriedly and in the taxi they had watched the burning
street-lights which shone brightly like the guardians of an
obsessive barrenness. It had been, in the train, crowded
and hot and dozy and they had talked endlessly of the soul
of the country, how painful and lovely and boring it all
was, hurtling on into God’s shadow.
The illusion of going somewhere.
That was his childhood, that illusion. But time

had rubbed pepper into his eyes and the stinging of it had
maddened it out of him. The mirror said it all and in it he
knew his kinsman; the ape, lumbering awkwardly into his
intimacy. He had looked behind it all and seen the huge
emptiness of it. But the depth in the mirror looked more
real. More substantial, than the discontent gleaming and
humming around his head. Though the thought of what
now lay in the ancient graveclothes tormented him, the
least it had to say stung him into activity. He had been
happy, unbearably happy, as a child. But at the threshold
of manhood he had lingered uneasily; reluctant to take
the irrevocable step. The ape in the mirror had laughed
sarcastically and had danced and trampled it all into at
best a doubtful outcome. But he had stood his ground
and smiled a tiny diamond smile. Was this all there was
to it? This eternal gnawing in the gut. Racking, always,
one’s brains in the doorway. Remembering sharply the
faces but being unable to stick names to them. And when
a name stuck he invariably forgot the face it belonged
to. What frightened him was he could never recognise
his own face—especially after an encounter with the
ape in the mirror. And the ape, knowing its power over
him, gradually made the encounters more sordid, more
unbearable. It left him feeling like a piece of cloth that has
been dipped into cold water and then wrung out to dry
on the clothesline of a precarious sanity. This happened
frequently—until he began to forget things.
At first it was matter of losing a few hours But he
began to miss out whole days. And when he came out
of those blank pages it would be without the faintest
recollection of where he had been or what he had done—
but invariably he would not even know that he had been
in a blackout. The first instance he became aware of
something going wrong was when he woke out of a deep
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sleep to find himself still fully dressed and covered all over
with soot—from head to toe, soot. And his knees and
knuckles were bruised—his right cheek caked with blood.
And there was a red bag in the middle of the room and
it was full of obscene Christmas cards. At first he could
make nothing of it all.
The second time, though equally disturbing, was less
painful; he woke up to find that he had painted himself a
whitewash and was wearing a European wig. It took him
hours to get rid of the paint and for days afterwards he
reeked of nothing else. It made him more than uneasy:
something was definitely getting out of hand. The ape
in the mirror seemed excited; excitable; it seemed to be
treasuring a huge but secret joke at his expense. His gloom
deepened. He was really worried that though definitely
something was going on he could himself feel nothing at
all; he was not sick, had never had nightmares, had never
had a nervous breakdown. In fact felt new, like new wine,
healthy, and supremely fit.
And he woke up to find his room in great disorder,
as though a fiend had been let loose in it. The only thing
that had not been touched was the mirror. Everything else
had been ripped up, smashed, torn up, and flung about.
The room reeked of human faeces; there were mounds of it
smeared everywhere…even on the ceiling.
He groaned. It took him six days to clean the mess
up. And on the seventh he rested. He was sitting in the
armchair when there was a knock on the door. Margaret
came in. Immediately she crinkled her nose at the smell
of the room; it was unmistakable—something tainted
yet sweet. And impure honey scent. And there was a hint
of wet petunias in it. She asked him what it was; and for
the first time he told her lies. Lies. She seemed to divine
it in him. She knew it was the mirror talking to her. And

she could not stand it. She casually picked up an empty
bottle from the little table and flung it. It splintered into a
thousand tiny mirrors—but did not break apart. It simply
shivered into a thousand minute lenses glinting into her
being. And he in the armchair had changed with it; he
laughed bitterly. There was a row; their first real argument.
And for the first time they swore at each other.
“You fucking bitch!”
“Shit!”
“Up your arse!”
“Fucking shit!”
And she burst into tears. It had all been so sudden.
Now the little rocks of rain crushed faster upon them
like a child tugging for attention. The whitewashed houses
on either side of the street seemed to have changed too,
to have become slightly menacing. Slightly evil. And
the pattering of the rain sounded like the microscopic
commotion of six million little people fleeing a national
catastrophe.
Shivering at it, their arms tightened about each other.

From The House of Hunger. Copyright 1978 by Dambudzo
Marechera. Published 2013 by Waveland Press, Inc., in the
United States and Canada. All rights reserved.
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I have often been asked why I did not write a proper
Dambudzo Marechera biography. My answer was that I
did not want to collapse his multi-faceted personality into
one authoritative narrative but rather let the diverse voices
speak for themselves. But this is not the whole truth. I
could not write his life story because my own life was so
intricately entangled with his. While I have generally come
to be known as “The Marechera Authority,” there have
always been two narrative strands behind this persona—
the public and the private. While the public one has stood
out as strong and clear, my private life has been interlaced
with love and passion, loss and pain, with illness and the
threat of death. Yet, what I have gained is so much more
than what I have endured that I am filled with gratitude
and, I might add, with laughter. My personal involvement
with Dambudzo Marechera has affected my professional
life in a way I would never have expected. The many ironic
twists, the tricks that Dambudzo played on me even
posthumously, make our story an immensely rich and
funny one, one that I now, more than twenty-five years
after I came to know him, want to tell.
—
I first met Dambudzo Marechera in Charles Mungoshi’s
office. They were drinking vodka. Mungoshi was then an
editor with Zimbabwe Publishing House (ZPH), one of
the new publishing houses established after Independence
in 1980. I had started a correspondence course for
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journalistic writing before coming out to Zimbabwe
and was gathering information for articles about the
upcoming Zimbabwean literary scene. I had heard about
the legendary writer who slept in doorways and on park
benches. Lately, it was reported, he had slept on the pingpong table of a German commune after they had thrown
him out of their house.
I did not expect him there, on this bright October
morning in 1983. While Harare’s Avenues were sparkling
blue with jacaranda blossom on the east-west axis and
blazing red where the flamboyants lined the numbered
streets going north to south, I stepped into a rather drab
office; a desk with a telephone and a pile of manuscripts in
the in-tray, some wooden chairs and, in a corner, a bulging
plastic bag and a portable typewriter—Dambudzo’s
belongings, as I would learn later. He was using ZPH to
freshen himself up after a night out on the streets.
“Hey, have a seat,” he said, pulling a chair for me
at Mungoshi’s desk. His open face was looking at me
expectantly, and Charles—not a natural speaker—gladly
left his guest to his eloquent colleague. So that is him, I
remember thinking, so accessible, charming and boyish,
clad in denims and a faded light blue T-shirt—incredibly
young.
He was thirty-one years old, I was thirty-six. I was
wearing sandals, a pink blouse and wide, softly flowing
trousers with a striking flower pattern. Looking me up and
down, he said:
“Oh, my lawd, your garments cannot be from here.
You would rather expect them in a Bloomsbury setting
than in prissy old Salisbury.” His stilted Oxford accent and
the exaggerated emphasis on some of his half-mocking,
half-serious words made me smile. I was curious to know
him better.
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We arrange to meet again soon at the Oasis Hotel garden,
a popular place for expats and locals. When I enter the
poolside bar, I find him surrounded by people yelling:
“Hey, Dambudzo, what are you writing about?” He has
some copies of The House of Hunger under his arm, which
he is trying to sell—a few dollars for the next beer. “Shit
man,” he says, when we sit down, “all they know about
my writing is that it contains hot sex. But, between you
and me, I learn all that from books.” Which is true, as I
will find out later. His own sexual behaviour was not at all
outlandish.
We talk. I tell him about my life, my political activism
in the 1970s, how we collected 100,000 Deutsch Marks
for ZANU PF to buy four Land Rovers; the money then
confiscated by the West German government because
Mugabe was classified as a “terrorist.” And now I find
myself in a country ruled by this erstwhile terrorist, now
lauded as the “pearl of Africa.” The historical ironies
crisscrossing my biography have just begun; so many more
will follow. Dambudzo is a good listener and can relate to
my experiences, as he lived with leftists of all sorts in the
squatter communities in London, closely following the
developments in Germany. The Baader-Meinhof group
gave him ideas for his urban guerrillas in Black Sunlight.
He tells me how alienated he feels in his home country. All
his former fellow-students from the University of Rhodesia
have become civil servants or university lecturers. Slogans
about “building the new nation” wherever you go. Socialist
realism is on the agenda, his own writing denigrated as
Western modernist decadence, blah blah…
I am open to his views. After years of working with
Maoist cadre organisations, I am wary of the so-called
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struggle of the workers and the peasants against capitalist
oppression and international imperialism. I am excited to
find a black intellectual who does not try to make me feel
guilty for the crimes of colonialism but points his finger
at his own leaders. In the years to follow, I develop an
increasing allergy to the patronising stand of European
ex-lefties towards the poor colonised souls. The Albert
Schweitzers reborn. Dambudzo Marechera is becoming my
mentor. His ruthless critique of all types of attitudinizing
is utterly liberating. I feel at ease in his company, I feel no
racial bias, no need to justify my presence in his country.
His curiosity about my life and ambitions, paired with his
wittily flirtatious manner, work like a magic spell.
Our next date fails due to a misunderstanding. When
we do meet again, he gives me his nicely typed poem “In
the Gallery.” We arrange further dates. I drive to town
from our house in Highlands using our family car, a white
left-hand drive VW Passat station wagon, and meet him
in one of the bars. We talk. I pay for his Castle Lager.
Sometimes it is Chateau Burgundy. I drink G & Ts.
We go dancing. He snatches kisses while I talk. During
the daytime he “wanders through Hararean mazes” (see
epigram to Marechera, “Parkbench Journal” in Mindblast
119). He writes more poems, tears them up in fits of
anger. Some of them survive. I will include them later in
Cemetery of Mind (see Marechera, “A Writer’s Diary” in
Cemetery of Mind 101–113)—traces of a burgeoning love
for life.
One night he suggests that we drive to the UZ
(University of Zimbabwe) campus, a couple of miles north
of the city center. It is his old hideout. After his return
from London in 1982 and the aborted filming with Chris
Austin, he held readings and lectures there. The students
venerated him. They let him sleep on the floor in their
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dormitory rooms. They called him Buddy. Albert Nyathi,
now a well-known imbongi, was among them, as was
Tendai Biti, right hand of Morgan Tsvangirai and minister
of finance in the “Unity Government” of 2009.
We sit in the dark by the UZ swimming pool. We
tumble about in the grass. It feels playful, joyful, frivolous.
Yet back in the car, he starts pressurising me. I want to
drive home. He urges me to stay. He pulls my hand into
his lap and, angrily, provocatively, he says: “You see what
you are doing to me, you can’t leave me like THIS.”
But I do. I give him the picnic blanket from our car,
and he sneaks into the lavatories of Manfred Hodson
Hall—where he resided as a University of Rhodesia
student in 1972/1973 until the “pots-and-pans”
demonstration, during which he was expelled as one of the
ringleaders (Veit-Wild, Marechera: A Source Book 95–115;
Veit-Wild, Teachers 205–213). Alfred Knottenbelt, who
had famously defied Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration
of Independence in 1965, was his warden. Thirty-year old
Terence Ranger, another prominent figure in the early days
of the university, staged an anti-colour-bar protest and was
pushed into the pool by an angry white Rhodesian, the
very swimming pool where we almost made love.
On that night in October 1983, I was oblivious to the
history of these places. I would learn about it only much
later when I followed the writer’s tracks from his birth
in 1952 to his death in 1987. I would then also discover
his play, The Stimulus of Scholarship, serialised in the UZ
students’ magazine Focus in 1983–84—the very time
when the campus vlei became our first hideout. Did he
talk to me about it? I cannot recall.
Did I have any idea what I was getting into? I had
always had a longing for the wondrous, the fantastic,
the outlandish. Dambudzo appealed to the clownish,

melancholic, poetic part of me, which was menacingly
dark and colourfully bright at the same time. I had never
suppressed it, lived it out in pantomime or in romance, but
had always been pragmatic enough to know that, for “real
life,” I had to make rational choices. Dambudzo more than
anyone before embodied this “other” side in me, he led me
through many closed doors, he fostered my infatuation
with the mad side of life, the “Coin of Moonshine.”
After those nightly tumblings at the pool and in the
car, I consult with one of my German friends, an expat
wife like me. A group of us meet regularly for gym, gossip
and ranting about men. We are all in a state of excitement,
stimulated by the beautiful country and the grand spirit
of hope of unlimited possibilities that reign in Zimbabwe
in those early 1980s. We are open to the new, ready to go
beyond the boundaries of our lives as wives, mothers or
teachers. I tell my friend that I am drawn to Dambudzo,
but that I know it will be very complicated. Her laconic
answer: “But you like it complicated.”
Her words propel me forward. Like the skydiving I do
around the same time, I jump. I go for the free fall. Similar
to the sensation when I first jump from a plane, I feel a
complete whirling of body and mind. Yet, as daring as it is,
I have my safety net: my family, my social and economic
infrastructure, my inner groundedness. I have always
been a fearless person. But I have been able to afford the
occasional jump only because of my protected childhood,
my emotional and financial security. I always believed I
would eventually land on safe ground.
What I do not know at the time is that my
involvement with Dambudzo will be almost fatal; that for
a very long time I will walk on shifting ground. Nor do I
know that Dambudzo, the troublemaker, will unwittingly
make me into his mouthpiece once his voice is gone
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For the first night we will spend together, we drive out
to the Seven Miles Hotel on the road to Masvingo. The
manager in suit and tie greets us with a slight bow: “Good
afternoon, Mr. Marechera.” We sit under one of the
thatched umbrellas. I feel awkward, the only white face
among a raucous crowd of drinkers, mostly employees
from the city meeting their girlfriends after work. I get
strange looks and Dambudzo obscene remarks, in Shona,
about his “white chick.”
Now it is I who is getting impatient, while he dithers.
He needs another beer and a third or fourth, before we
timidly ask for a room. Even more embarrassing: “For
how long? Half or whole night?” Dambudzo keeps his
eyes to the ground, while I stammer, “Well, maybe rather
the whole night,” thinking a night’s sleep in a proper bed
might do him good. “All right,” says the manager stiffly,
“That will be forty dollars.” I pay and take the key.
The room is a rondavel with a steep thatched roof. It
is sombre inside. It is quiet. Now we are far from the noisy
crowd, just me and him. When we lie on the bed, I see
a dove rustling up from its nest. It escapes through the
opening into the night sky. As I close my eyes, the roof
starts spinning in my head. I hear a voice murmuring,
“This is magic, this is pure magic.” The voice is mine.
In the early hours of the morning, I disentangle myself
from his arms and tell him I have to be home before my
children wake up. He sits up, alarmed. His face, mellow and
tender a few hours before, is tight with anger and suspicion.
“So you are leaving me here, stranded. You have set all this
PAGE 19

Boscobel Drive
After a few weeks, Dambudzo moves into our house. It
feels too bad to leave him “stranded” in the streets after we
made love in the car (I had never done that before) or at a
friend’s house. In the sordid city hotel, where we spend one
night, all the black women stare at me. In the morning I
find a window of my car smashed.
My husband agrees to let him stay for a while. He
likes him and recognises his extraordinary literary style, a
welcome exception to the rather boring middle-of-the road
African writing. Like me and a few other friends, he hopes
to stabilise him by getting him off the street.
This is, of course, a vain hope. Dambudzo refuses
all attempts to get him therapeutic help, to reduce his
drinking or establish a healthier lifestyle. He is afraid he
would lose his distinct personality, the source of his art.
Yet, for a little while, the shelter, a bed, clean clothes,
regular meals and sharing our family life revive his spirits.
He sits in the garden typing the Kamikaze poems. He
sits in the guest cottage with six-year-old-Max and types
“The Magic Cat” and “Baboons of the Rainbow,” with
Max drawing the illustrations. He sits in the playroom
with three-year old Franz and paints. We also take him to
outings and on picnics, to our artist friends on a farm in
Raffingora—which will appear in his poetry.
He stays with us for three to four months, interrupted
by times when we have to “expel” him, as he puts it—
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up to get me into a trap. Who is behind this plot?” Baffled,
I try to calm him. “You will easily find a lift into town in
the morning.” I leave with an anxious knot in my throat. It
is a foreshadowing of the extreme shifts in mood that will
mark the eighteen months of our relationship.
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friends or family are visiting, or the frictions grow too
much to bear. After Christmas 1983, we take visiting
friends to the Vumba Mountains, leaving him behind in
the house. When we come back, he has written his poetic
sequence, “My Arms Vanished Mountains” and asks us
to record him reading it with Ravel’s “Bolero” playing in
the background. The recording still exists; you can hear
his voice swelling in sonority and bathos—he is helping
himself to Chateau Burgundy while reading—his voice
dramatically enhanced by Ravel’s crescendo. It is quite
hilarious to watch him set himself “in” scene. Yet his wish
to have it recorded turns out to be provident, because a
couple of days later he tears the manuscript up in one of
his tantrums. Thanks to the recording, I will be able to
transcribe the piece after his death, with transcription
errors, as critics will remark.
The long poem itself is like a fiery concerto of
overpowering imagery, resonating with the impetuous
sounds and rhythms of the Brahms, Beethoven,
Tchaikovsky, Smetana and Grieg symphonies that he
listened to at our house while we were away. Bewildering
to me, the listener then and later, how his verses convolute
the traumas of his youth (“The Boulder, Father Boulder”)
with the antagonisms in our relationship. The “eaglets in
Vumba” still swirl through my memory today, binding
Stephanie (as he calls me in the poem) to his lonely self in
that “week a pang of desire”. And I hear his drunken voice
rolling the “r” in a way truly comical to German ears when
he evokes images of Der Alte Kanal. This ancient waterway
near Nuremberg, where we lived in the years before
coming to Zimbabwe, picturesque in its tranquillity, with
its quaint little lockkeepers’ houses—these images came
from the photo book of the Kanal from our bookshelves.
I had told him how we used to take the boys there, in a

pram or on our bicycles. The “three country-men” in the
poem he both envies and sneers at; his arms “flung wide
open/ out for you, Stephanie” who, however, has made
him into “the place she staked out, pegged, registered”
(“My Arms Vanished Mountains” in Cemetery of Mind,
126, 122).
The poem says it all. It cannot last. Sharing me
with my husband, his host and sponsor, fills him with
increasing resentment. My husband, then director of
the Zimbabwe German Society, organises a reading for
Dambudzo in February 1984, his first public appearance
for a long time. Two years later, he commissions
Dambudzo to conceptualise a lecture series on African
writers speaking about their craft. Dambudzo’s own
opening lecture “The African Writer’s Experience of
European Literature” will, when published posthumously,
become one of the most quoted documents in the growing
body of Marechera scholarship. I use it often in my
teaching. No better antidote to the politically correctinduced attitudes about being “Eurocentric” blah, blah.
“That Europe had, to say the least, a head start in written
literature is an advantage for the African writer […]. I
do not consider influences pernicious: they are a sort of
apprenticeship” (“The African Writer’s Experience of
European Literature” in Veit-Wild Dambudzo Marechera
363). No wonder that the current generation of African
writers see in Marechera the great liberator of the mind.
For his fellow writers, it wasn’t always easy to
handle the drunken rebel. Ama Ata Aidoo, who lived in
Zimbabwe at the time and was the second writer to present
a lecture, began her talk with a tribute to Samora Machel.
He had just died in a plane crash, allegedly at the hands
of the South African regime. As Ama Ata was saying
something in honour of “our fallen heroes”, Dambudzo, a
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mug of beer in hand, brayed from the back of the packed
lecture hall: “Fuck the heroes”. Ama Ata, flabbergasted,
shrieked, “Shut up, Dambudzo”, and then resumed: “Our
dead…” “Fuck the dead” came the drunken echo from
the back, at which she closed her manuscript and made to
leave, unless we, the organisers, removed Dambudzo from
the room—which we did, by force of manpower.
February of 1984. Dambudzo is still staying at our
house. He spends most of his earnings from the reading on
drink. The combination of alcohol and his usual paranoia
creates a series of unpleasant frictions and disasters—often
a mixture of high-strung drama and absurd comedy. One
evening, on his return from the bars, he feels threatened
by my husband who, Dambudzo hallucinates, is wielding
a sword. Then he slips and cuts himself badly on a glass
cabinet. Rejecting first aid from a neighbouring doctor, he
insists instead on waiting for the police, blood pooling on
the floor around him. When the police arrive, they drive
him and my husband to the police station, where he files
a charge of manslaughter against his alleged assailant.
After being bandaged in a clinic, he is driven back
home and put to bed, two policemen sitting with him,
helping themselves to his vodka and reading parts of his
manuscript of Mindblast. Only at that stage does he agree
to withdraw the charge—and all is well again.
Our relationship grows increasingly difficult. After
every painful argument I swear to myself that this will
be the last time. Then the longing and fretting start over
again, and I go looking for him in the city bars.
Why could I not let him go despite the tremendous
tensions, grudges and pain on all sides? There was a deep
bond between our bodies and our minds, which still
needed time to unfold. It was an irrational force, which I
can still feel today but not explain. He also disarmed me

with his utter truthfulness, his loyalty and—despite his
obvious penchant for melodrama—his modesty. Having
made a terrible scene the night before, he would apologise
the next morning: “You know me, when I don’t get what
I want, I throw a tantrum. Just like Franz.” He would
rub his short-sighted eyes with the back of his slender
hands, boyishly, bashfully—and I found myself loving and
forgiving him.

The happiest time of our love life begins when we manage
to secure a bedsit for him in the Avenues. It is on the
ground floor of Sloane Court on Sixth Street and the
corner of (then) Rhodes Avenue. I have it cleaned and
redecorated, give him furniture, put curtains up, this and
that. As with each new beginning, he is in good spirits. He
is writing. He also has a job for a couple of weeks, teaching
literature at a private college.
I often sneak in through the French window of his
flat, and we spend a few delirious hours before I go to
teach German at the Zimbabwe German Society. At
that time, he writes poems full of erotic images—when
I read them years later or even teach them, I relive those
moments. I remember stumbling into class, with his taste
still in my mouth and his scent on my skin, the subtext
to my public persona as literary scholar and university
professor.
Next comes the period of the Amelia sonnets, written
as he feels betrayed, left alone, discarded. Before travelling
to Germany with my family in August 1984, I tell him
that I will be back, but he feels just as abandoned as when
I’d had to throw him out of my car during our first days
together. To him, I am lost. Amelia turns into a ghost,
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she is dead, she haunts him in his dreams. Reading those
poems, I sometimes wonder whether there was more to it,
whether there was already an intimation of tragedy that lay
ahead.
When I return from Germany in September 1984,
Dambudzo is distant. He believed I would never come
back. He has another girl, a blonde woman. Soon she is
gone, teaching somewhere in the rural areas.
We are close again, as close as we can be, the usual
ups and downs, fury and frenzy, passion and panic. I
have bouts of deep depression. Our love seems elusive. In
between there are moments of elation.
He shows me the Amelia poems. I have never written
poetry myself nor have I read much of it but, more than
anything else, his poems allow me to see how it is through
his writing that he wards off the “incompatibilities, which
overwhelm, harass and threaten to crush him”, as I write in
my first published piece about him, an essay that I had to
compose as the final assignment in my journalism course
(Veit-Wild, “Schreiben” 16; English version “Write or go
mad” 58–59). Through Dambudzo I start to understand
the “terrifying beauty” of true art. Henceforth I will be
more receptive where I find it and more critical where it
is missing. The irony at this point in my life is that I am
the inspiration or catalyst for some of his most beautiful
writing.
I interview him as part of the series of conversations
with Zimbabwean poets, which would later be published
in my “baby-book”: Patterns of Poetry in Zimbabwe. This
is where my split identity begins. His poems are about
our love, but I talk about the work with him as a literary
scholar. The interview will later become another much
quoted source. He possessed great lucidity in looking at his
own work.

Repeatedly, he complains that I always leave him; that
we never have much time together. One day he denigrates
me and my work; the next, he makes plans for us writing
a book together. That is my hope; that we will transform
all the precious and precarious ties and conflicts between
us into working together. Naïve thinking on my part. Our
creative collaboration will only come once he is gone.

Urged by his laments that we never have enough time
together, I arrange for a three-day outing to Lake
Mcllwaine. It is January 1985.
A horrendous disaster. I swear: Never, ever, again.
Yet, two or three weeks later I crawl under his sheets
again. How often? One, two or three times?
Then, finally, I feel that I will be able to let go.
In April I am ill with some kind of virus infection.
Fever, a rash, swollen glands. Similar symptoms to
Pfeiffer’s glandular fever, though not really identifiable.
Two years later I would know.
September 1985. Again I am back from a family
holiday. I find D in bed, in his fortress of sheets and
blankets, reading. Everything is dirty. The fridge and the
stove have stopped functioning. He lives like a caveman.
Late in the day he goes out to get drunk.
Now that we are no longer lovers, we are more relaxed
with each other. He seems happy to see me back. “I am
always worried when you are outside the country. I always
think you can’t take care of yourself.” How sweetly ironic.
While I was away, he had another car accident, riding
with drunken guys. All of his front teeth were knocked
out. They have been replaced courtesy of the Canadian
Embassy.
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One day in February 1986, D tells me that he has
been to a clinic for a test of his semen. There was blood
mixed with his sperm. He says it was hilarious. The female
nurses were very embarrassed. The legendary writer in for
a semen test. They got a male colleague to show him where
and how to collect the specimen. When he comes out of
the cubicle with his vial, the nurses don’t know where to
look.
Twenty-five years later, I was looking through notes
and papers of the time, when I found a receipt from
Montagu Clinic dated 25/2/1986 for testicular surgery. I
looked after him when he was not well and paid the bills.
Is it already HIV-related? In 1986, HIV was beginning
to be part of public consciousness. Did they test him? If
so, what was the result? Did anyone tell him he was HIVpositive?

The news set me into a state of panic. Three weeks
later I get my test results: I am HIV- positive.
I do not speak to D about it. The load is too heavy. I
don’t want him to feel guilty. He once mentions that the
hospital doctors have found a “strange virus.” Does he
know which one and what it means? I do not know.
When I come to see him in hospital, he tells me that
his mother and other female relatives have been for a visit.
News have spread that he is dying. As always he is utterly
dismissive. “All they want is my money,” he says.
Out of hospital after a couple of weeks, he is frail.
He appears at an African literature conference at the
University. Colleagues and students are happy to have him
around. He is there, he speaks, he “behaves.” He seems
subdued, not his usual angry self.
In April, his eldest brother Lovemore dies of liver
cirrhosis. D goes to Marondera, where family members
gather but returns just a day later, before the funeral takes
place. He is disgruntled, feels maltreated and excluded by
his relatives, especially by his brother Michael, now head
of the family.
In June, his sister Tsitsi is “bombed to heaven.” I read
about it at breakfast on the first page of The Herald. Half
an hour later, D phones, shaken. I drive with him to the
site of destruction. Later Michael appears, other relatives.
Then Mugabe and four of his ministers arrive and pay
their condolences. Though she was the only one among
his brothers and sisters for whom he felt affection, he
would not attend her funeral. They are making her into a
“national hero” and bury her at Heroes Acre. He refuses to
be a part of this.
On 15 August, I find him in his flat, feverish,
dehydrated, out of breath. I take him straight to the
hospital. His lungs are damaged to an extent that he

1987
This will prove to be a bad year. Especially for Mrs.
Marechera, Dambudzo’s mother, who will lose three of her
nine children within five months.
On one of my usual “rounds” to D’s flat, I find him
in a very poor state. He is coughing badly and has a high
fever. I take him to our family GP, Nick C, who has seen
D before. “You are not looking good today, Dambudzo,”
he says, and, after listening to the rattling in his lungs, tells
me: “Take him straight into Parirenyatwa.”
A couple of days later, Nick asks me to come and see
him. He knows that Dambudzo does not want to have
anything to do with his relatives, so he discloses the news
to me, whom he regards as his closest friend. “Dambudzo
has AIDS,” he tells me, “HIV-related pneumonia. One
cannot tell how long he is going to live.”
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hardly gets enough oxygen. Yet, when I come the next
day, I find him upright in his bed, smoking. His wish,
muttered in between drags on his cigarette; I should bring
him something to write with, he wants to make a will.
I don’t seem to realise how critical the situation is. I
should have gone right away to get pen and paper. When I
return the next day, I find him unconscious. He dies in the
early hours of the next day.
What would have been different if he had written a
will?

so slowly, as deeply as your corroded lungs allow you,
wheezing as your chest heaves up and then rattles down.
There is a pause after each breath and I listen anxiously,
waiting for the next. The pauses seem longer and longer.
Each time I wonder, is this the last one?
But while you are going to join your ancestors—oh,
how you will howl at them to leave you alone!—let me tell
you how the Bastard is threatening to get me—is hovering
above my house, too—because this is also part of our
story.
For many years I will live full of joy about every new
day that I will be in good health. But, unlike you, I will be
lucky. I will survive.
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The After-Life
After Dambudzo’s death, there was talk among publishers
and friends about what to do with his unpublished work.
I did not want to do it. I wanted to focus on my PhD
research, which I had started in 1986, and also, I did not
feel sufficiently qualified. I did not say that my life was too
closely interwoven with Dambudzo’s to be the one to select
and edit poems that had been inspired by our relationship.
How could I work on his biography without mentioning
his love life and the real cause of his death? Yet, in the end,
Irene Staunton and Hugh Lewin, my main consultants—
who had just founded Baobab Books and published the
tribute collection Dambudzo Marechera 1952–1987—
persuaded me that I was the best person to take on this
task.
So I did. I took on what was to become a deeply
gratifying labour of love. In a way I have been in constant
conversation with him, safe from his invectives, free to do
with “him” what I deem proper.

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

Dambudzo, I am sitting by your bed watching you die.
I have never seen anyone die before, so I don’t know
whether it will happen within the next hour, day or week.
I have asked the nurses who glide in out of the room at
long intervals, ignoring my presence. Dying is shameful
and nobody wants to be implicated. I feel like an intruder,
white in a black hospital, encroaching on a foreign culture
at one of its most secretive moments. The nurses tell me
one cannot tell, it can be very soon, but can also take its
time.
When did you write the “Bastard Death” poems?
Days or weeks or months ago? You did not show them to
me, I will find them tomorrow when I clear out your flat.
You are in conversation with this bastard now, not arguing
anymore, silently acknowledging his presence as he lets
you draw your last wafts of breath. You seem far away,
your mouth and nose under the oxygen mask. The mask
is all they can provide to relieve your struggle. Antibiotics
won’t help, not with one side of your lung already gone
and the other near collapse. It is only a matter of time. I
am sitting here, helpless, watching you breathe in, ever

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

“Which one of you bastards is Death?”

THE SCOFIELD

FLOR A VEIT-WILD

Ironically, Dambudzo, out of his grave, “paid me
back.” To my great surprise, seven years after his death, I
found myself appointed Professor of African Literature by
Berlin’s distinguished Humboldt University. I would enter
a career that I had never planned or expected.
Yet there has also been the dark side, the menace.
Dambudzo haunted my dreams. Once, not long after his
death, I dreamed he was throwing little poison darts at me
from across the street. They stuck in my skin, but I pulled
them out and walked away, safe. When he appears to me
now, the threat is gone. He seems calm, composed, almost
serene.
During my family’s remaining years in Zimbabwe, I
worked concurrently on my PhD and on the posthumous
publications and the biography of Marechera. Both my
dissertation, Teachers, Preachers, Non-Believers, and my
Source Book appeared in 1992. I attended conferences and
published articles.
In 1993 we returned to a re-unified Germany. East
German universities were being restructured, so also
Humboldt. A chair for African Literatures and Cultures
had been created. Although I had only passed my PhD at
Frankfurt University in 1991 and did not have the usual
prerequisite for such a post, the German Habilitation,
other work could be recognised as an equivalent. In my
case, this other work consisted of my Marechera oeuvre.
Yet another historical irony came into play. In 1974,
the West German government had not admitted me
as a high school teacher because of my adherence to
Maoist organisations. I was a victim of what was called
“Radikalenerlass.” Twenty years later, I was ordained as
“Beamter auf Lebenszeit” (civil servant for life). And this
not only thanks to Dambudzo, the troublemaker and
the most anti-authoritarian spirit I have ever known, but

also thanks to the changed political environment in my
country. The academic committee at Humboldt University
had shortlisted an Africanist from an East German
University as number one for the position. However, he
had been implicated with the GDR regime and therefore
lost his job. That is why the government authorities did not
accept his candidature at Humboldt, thus making way for
number two on the list, the erstwhile Radical, which was
me.
—
This is, in outline, my story of Dambudzo Marechera.
He unlocked many doors for me and let me peek into
the marvellous world beyond. He gave me intimations of
hell but also the strength to resist.
He, who said he had never met an “African” but only
human beings, made me into an “Africanist.” What a
prank, Dambudzo.

——

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
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This essay by Flora Veit-Wild was first published in
Wasafiri Issue 69 March 2012.
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When I read Flora Veit-Wild’s remarkable essay on her
relationship and reading of Dambudzo Marechera I was
struck by what an ingenious construction this piece of
writing was. For me, a new reader of Marechera’s work
and encountering Veit-Wild’s voice for the first time, I
was overwhelmed by the themes of loss, of longing, of
remembering and telling and the persistent question: how
do we construct a written world and what does it mean to
do so? Veit-Wild’s essay excited and disturbed me, in part
because I think it exists in the precarious place of a metareading of what it means to write experience and the very
immediate space of writing of love and loss. How do you
write about someone who is dying, who is dead, whose
words exist as alive and contrary and contradictory as
ever? It’s this question that drives the tension of Veit-Wild’s
account.
KG: In addition to spotlighting Dambudzo Marechera,
the theme of our issue is “The Doppelgänger.” In
your account of your relationship with Marechera,
you write, “Dambudzo appealed to the clownish,
melancholic, poetic part of me, which was menacingly
dark and colourfully bright at the same time. I had
PAGE 26

never suppressed it, lived it out in pantomime or in
romance, but had always been pragmatic enough
to know that, for ‘real life,’ I had to make rational
choices. Dambudzo more than anyone before
embodied this ‘other’ side in me, he led me through
many closed doors, he fostered my infatuation with the
mad side of life, the ‘Coin of Moonshine.’” Can you
talk a bit more about this double nature?
FVW: I would rather leave that quotation as it is. I
think with some intuition, readers will know what I am
getting at. Spelling it out might destroy the rough sketch I
have tried to draw; or I would have to elaborate on details
of my biography exceeding the frame of this interview.
KG: Marechera famously claimed, “I think I am
the doppelgänger whom, until I appeared, African
literature had not yet met.” Could you talk about what
you think he meant by this and how you think he fits
into a larger conversation about African literature?
FVW: The quote is taken from the interview I did
with him in 1986 about Black Sunlight. You find it in the
Source Book on his Life and Work, pp. 217–221. It is the
last paragraph. I had challenged him about the political
effect of intellectual anarchism, which he then goes on to
explicate. Placing himself into the “daemonic” tradition of
literature, he says: “I personally try to disturb everybody
out of complacence.” This tradition, he states, has been
missing in African literature up to then, because African
writers are too much caught up in questions of “the
authentication of the African image and decolonization and
all that.” The doppelgänger quote follows directly after this.
So as I understand it, the doppelgänger is the one who
disturbs, who breaks through the surface of mainstream
thinking and writing, who rattles at the scaffolding of
what seems to hold things together; something like a
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specter that creeps, unexpectedly, out of the crevices
of a building in which people have felt safe. Here: the
building of African literature. He confronts us with our
other side, which we have suppressed, the evil, irksome,
uncomfortable side. This specter of our other side is our
own doppelgänger, one might say, our double or twin
whom we are normally not keen to meet. Marechera’s
performances and disguises as well as the many
doppelgänger figures we find in his work are means to give
a visible feature, a gestalt to what is normally unseen.
Yet, being Marechera, there is more to it. The
doppelgänger is also linked to his own vulnerability—he
brings this into the discussion in the interview after the
cited quote. We also find the motif in the man who tries
to walk away from his shadow (in The Black Insider); or the
ape gaping back at him from the mirror; the voices in his
head. All these figures reflect the permanent struggle with
the split in himself, the “shreds of identity” (one of his
poems).
What relevance has all this to the conversation about
African literature? I dedicated my inaugural lecture at
Humboldt University to Marechera, “who taught me that
nothing is whole or holy, least of all African literature”.
KG: We at The Scofield obviously found the idea
of the doppelgänger to be very important to a reading
of much of Marechera’s work, but I’m curious what
are some of the other major themes or patterns or
throughlines that you find in his writing?
FVW: The unmasking of attitudes and slogans;
the ugliness of power; the deceptiveness of reality; the
deformed body; sexuality and power; femaleness as a
threat vs. the strength and resilience of women; art and
truth; the role of the writer/artist; the impossibility of love;
the surrealist quality of human relations.

KG: You’ve written about the parts of Marechera
you see in yourself, but is there any of your own
qualities that you saw in Marechera or recognized in
Marechera’s writing?
FVW: Marecheran characters reflecting qualities I
have? Difficult to answer without self-flattery, isn’t it?
I’d surely like to identify with Maria the Huntress. In
Marechera himself? Sincerity, playfulness, the crossing of
boundaries.
KG: You also write “Nor do I know that
Dambudzo, the troublemaker, will unwittingly make
me into his mouthpiece once his voice is gone and
thus make me gain recognition I would never have
dreamed of.” Can you talk a bit more about that adverb
“unwittingly.” How much of your relationship with
Marechera was intentional?
FVW: Nothing. Or rather, all the intentions I
nurtured for our relationship failed. I wanted him to be
fully with me, physically, emotionally and intellectually,
when I met up with him, but he resisted. He resisted any
kind of intentionality from my part. He would sniff it out
and make it blast. That is what caused the terrible states
of frustration into which I got myself again and again. It
would make me freak out. Sometimes, when I came to
his flat in Sloane Court, hoping for some luxurious hours
of living out our passion and he would not comply (with
my desires), I started screaming out loud because it hurt
so much. The neighbors in the block of flats will have
thought someone his beating up his wife or girlfriend. It
was emotional assault, never physical. The worst case of
busting plans I had made for the two of us was our outing
to Lake Mcllwaine, which I described in the short story
published in Wasafiri together with the essay. He had
always been lamenting that that we never had enough time
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to be together. When I arranged for it, he bolted (though
he couldn’t, physically, so were trapped).
I often put my thoughts, my hurt, my wishes, also my
love, into letters or notes to him. I always hoped he would
also write to me. He never did. In good moments we made
plans together, talked about writing to each other about
various subjects and then publish those letters. I loved
the idea; saw it as a possibility to bring more stability and
substance into our relationship—it never happened.
That is why, sadly, ironically, but I suppose, inevitably
the completion of what our relationship harbored only
materialized after his death.
Dambudzo himself was extremely suspicious of
intentions in others, often assuming a plot against him; it
was part of his paranoia. When he was hospitalized with
pneumonia half a year before he died, he told me that
members of his family had visited. “All they want is my
money,” he snorted.
I was too ignorant and too unaware of the huge
importance of what would happen with his work. I had
never been with someone dying. The situation before his
death was also shrouded through the fact that he was
dying of AIDS; I was infected too but we did not talk
about it. So my mind was blurred. I blame myself for not
asking him what should happen to his work. Even when he
said he wanted to make a will, I did not grab the nearest
scrap of paper and a pen, but went away and when I came
back, it was too late—his mind was gone. So we never got
to know what his will would have been.
KG: You write of Marechera, “He shows me the
Amelia poems. I have never written poetry myself nor
have I read much of it but, more than anything else, his
poems allow me to see how it is through his writing that
he wards off the ‘incompatibilities, which overwhelm,

harass and threaten to crush him.’” It seems like
these incongruities and juxtapositions are part of
Marechera’s personal allure and also part of his craft
for you. Incongruity and its more refined version, irony,
run as themes throughout your essay here. Can you talk
a bit more about incongruities and juxtapositions as a
rhetorical move in Marechera’s writing?
FVW: If reality threatens to crush you, if you look
into the face of madness, if you cannot sleep without
booze because your mind is racing, if you feel split into
two and do not know who you are, you start writing lines
such as “Thoughts of a rusty nail (Recently hit on the
head)”; “I am the small scream underneath the boot of the
Sky”; “History on three feet crawls toward the dungheap,
the rubbish pit of my yesterday’s name”; “Fear is no small
thing under the microscope. Fear is the flesh, the gorgeous
dress my skeleton wears.” These lines, all from “Thoughts
of a rusty nail....”, for me, belong to the most beautiful, the
most gripping in all of his work.
He possessed the almost magical ability to create
metaphors that you cannot decode in any rational way;
you cannot spell out what a specific image stands for. His
imagery lies beyond poetic craft, or rhetorical move, as you
call it. It has a spiritual quality which I intuited when he
was alive; I suppose I only grasped it more fully much later
when I started to write about his work and teach it.
There are readers and critics who do not have access
Marechera’s poetry, or who find his images overdone—
sometimes rightly so; they tend to transcend the
parameters set out by the trade, the craft of the poet.
Look at the debate between Drew Shaw and John Eppel:
“Dambudzo Marechera’s Amelia Love Poems: Innovative
or Overrated?” (Research in African Literatures, vol. 45, No.
4, 2014).
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KG: You’ve spent your life consumed by his work,
so I’m curious now that you’ve lived with his work
for so long, what you think the most important of his
literary contributions is? Which work, after all this
time, holds up for you, maintaining its urgency, its
beauty, and its incongruity?
FVW: I have not spent my life consumed by his work.
Preserving his legacy has been one important part of my
life but there have been many others.
I would not single out one of his works in the way
you are suggesting. Someone once said, Marechera could
not write a single boring sentence. I agree. His mastery,
his ingenuity was more than anything else on the level of
the smallest units of text; a line, a sentence, an image, a
paragraph, a poem... Look at these very short poems:
		
PUB CONVERSATION
My name is not money
but mind.

After his death, he has often been likened to a
Cassandra figure. Like her, he was imperturbable in his
commitment to truth. Nothing but the truth. It is his
truthfulness that speaks to us from his writing as from his
life; and creates the urgency and beauty that has made his
reputation not only outlast all those years but also grow.
He wrote without any protection; naked. Whence, his
vulnerability that he often mentions.
KG: How much of his sensibility informs your
scholarship and understanding of other African writers
in your academic work?
FVW: A lot. Though of course this is not one-sided.
I came to Africa with certain hunches, so to speak, with
presuppositions and predilections. I was wary of political
dogmatism, I was open to be taken by surprise. Marechera
did precisely that. He freed my mind by confirming my
penchant not to feel bad because I was white, not to kotow
to a writer just because he was African and black, on the
contrary, that putting Africa and Africans on a pedestal
was condescending and patronizing, a reverse form of
racism. When German students come to university to
do African Studies, they are often very confused. They
believe that whatever they say or write about African
literature would be per se Eurocentric. Many of them felt
relieved when someone with an authority like myself told
them that this was crap. That is also why, whenever I was
teaching Marechera, many of my students took to him
with great enthusiasm.
So far for the general attitude. But knowing him
and his work also enhanced my interest in certain topics
and styles of writing. Let me quote the beginning of my
book Writing Madness: Borderlines of the Body in African
Literature: “Each book I write is part of myself. […] The
theme of ‘writing madness’ reflects my own infatuation

CASSANDRA’S BALL (A FRAGMENT)
time’s fingers on the piano
play emotion into motion
the dancers in the looking glass
never recognise us as their originals
This, for me, is sublime.
Incidentally, his Cassandra sequel, with the many
references to figures from Greek mythology, was sparked
off by his reading of Christa Wolf’s Cassandra. I was
reading a lot of the East German (GDR) women writers
at the time. Much impressed by Wolf’s short novel, I
organized a copy of the English translation for Dambudzo.
He loved it.
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with those writers and topics that touch on the extreme,
on the thin line between sanity and insanity.”
KG: I was particularly taken with this observation:
“This is where my split identity begins. His poems are
about our love, but I talk about the work with him as a
literary scholar...He possessed great lucidity in looking
at his own work.” I’m both curious about where your
loyalties lie as a scholar when you are operating with
this split identity and I am wondering what reactions
to your scholarship have been after revealing this split
identity.
FVW: There has been less of a conflict that one might
assume. Of course, throughout the many years before I
made my personal affiliation with him publicly known,
thoughts came flitting through my mind such as: ‘Hey,
here I am teaching texts by or speaking about the life of or
giving a lecture on someone I was very close to—what if
those I am speaking to knew?’ Like I was observing myself
from a distance. But I got used to it, it did not really
hamper or embarrass me.
As to loyalties: In some ways I have been more
critical of his work than others, not because I might feel
compromised. I simply said or wrote what I thought. For
instance in my very first articles in the 1980s about the
emerging literature of Zimbabwe, I was quite dismissive
of Mindblast. As I see it now I did not understand that
work properly then; and did not yet perceive its enormous
significance for opening people’s minds about what was
happening in the newly independent country.
Reactions to my scholarship after revealing my double
persona: None I would know of.
KG: I’m also wondering if you can talk a bit about
objectivity in literary scholarship—can it ever be
achieved? Is it not even possible? How much of literary

scholarship is the scholar’s shaping of the narrative
versus the author’s intentions or beliefs about their
own work?
FVW: Well, these are old and wide-ranging debates. I
am not alone in saying that it is not the author’s intentions
that are at stake in literary analysis but the text. I am also
not buying into the view that literary scholarship is less
objective than any other academic endeavor. You have to
form an argument and have to ground it, base it on your
reading of the material at hand, using the tools of the
trade. Isn’t that the same in any discipline, whether natural
sciences, philosophy, history or sociology?
KG: In your account you write, “Our creative
collaboration will only come once he is gone.” Can you
expand on this a bit more? What do you feel you were
able to create with Marechera when he was alive, and
what is the difference in your collaboration now that he
is dead?
FVW: I think I have already given some answers to
these questions. I would not say that we had a creative
cooperation in the proper sense, while he was alive. For
me, it was very important that he encouraged me to do
my very first book—Patterns of Poetry in Zimbabwe. I had
gone around interviewing several Zimbabwean poets in
order to get more insight into the poetry that was coming
out in the early eighties. I had been thinking of doing a
poetry anthology for Germany, which in the end I did
not. I showed Dambudzo the transcripts of the poets I
had interviewed—Chenjerai Hove, Muaemura Zimunya,
Charles Mungoshi among them. After reading them he
said how interesting and enlightening it was for him to
know more about the ideas and background of his fellow
writers. That was when I decided to make a book out
of them. Of course the interview I did with him about
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poetry for that book was particularly inspiring. As were
all interviews I did with him: the first one on the language
issue, another one on Black Sunlight. I learned a lot
through them, they were part of my apprenticeship as a
literary critic. Apart from conversing with him, he inspired
me, without his direct input, when I wrote my first piece
of literary non-fiction, the essay “Write or Go Mad”. It
was my final assignment for the correspondence course in
journalistic writing I had started in Germany, a portrait
of him, originally written and published in German as
“Schreiben gegen den Wahnsinn.”
Again it was not a cooperation he rather was the
object and inspiration of my own writing. Vice versa he
was inspired through things we did together, also with my
family, and of course our love affair as such. But again I
would not call it creative cooperation.
Actually, a creative cooperation in the proper sense
took place between him and my son Max, six years of
age then. They did children stories together—Dambudzo
typed and Max did the drawings. They are published in
Scrapiron Blues.
Later, in 1986, he also cooperated with my husband
who commissioned him to write a proposal for a series
of literary talks, which he did very well. He also gave
the first two talks of the series, brilliant texts, which I
published after his death: “The African Writer’s Experience
of European Literature” and “Soyinka, Dostoevsky: The
Writer on Trial for his Time.”
The answer to the second part of your question is
simple: I was able to preserve his literary inheritance
through collecting and editing his unpublished
manuscripts and unearthing oral and written testimonies
on his life and work—the latter published in the Source
Book. Walking along the lines of his life, putting bits and

pieces together like a mosaic was the most fascinating work
I have ever done; the most gratifying, and I think the most
valuable.
KG: In your account you also write “in a way I
have been in constant conversation with him, safe
from his invectives, free to do with ‘him’ what I deem
proper.” Do you think this is a common trap for
scholars and biographers? The yearning to do with
their subject what they wish, without their subject’s
interjections or refutations? Does this help or hinder
the art of scholarship and biography? Is it possible to
avoid this desire when writing about the lives and art
of others, when interpreting the work of others?
FVW: This remark was obviously ironic. Again I
would not want to spell out what it implies—readers will
know. No, there was not really the desire to do with him
what I wished. The opposite was the case. The more I did,
the more I searched, researched, found, wrote, the more I
wished him to be there. I wanted to show it to him, laugh
with him, let him know that his work is out in the world
and attracting more and more admirers. To make him
proud of me.
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“They are at ease in a shelter of the mind
And the house is of the mind and they and time
Together, all together. Boreal night
Will look like frost as it approaches them.”
—Wallace Stevens, “The Auroras of Autumn”

The dream is to be someone else. The terror is for someone
else to be you. The psychiatric term is heautoscopy, which is
“to see your self”, as opposed to autoscopy, “to see yourself.”
The break is emphasized. Romantic fantasist and fabulist
E.T.A. Hoffmann—now known primarily as inspiration
for a once-minor ballet turned holiday extravaganza—
begins his semi-epistolary short story “The Sandman” with
confessions of consternation and fear:
Oh! how could I write to you in the distracted
state of mind in which I have been, and which,
until now, has quite bewildered me! A terrible
thing has happened to me. Dark forebodings of
some awful fate threatening me are spreading
themselves out over my head like black clouds,
impenetrable to every friendly ray of sunlight.
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Nathanael, the letter-writer, tells of his father’s death,
under deeply unpleasant circumstances having to do with
a hated figure named Coppelius. Soon Nathanael decides
that this man, despised for his ugliness, rudeness, and the
apparent omnipotence he holds over the family, is in fact
the dreaded Sandman, whose penchant for eye-plucking
Nathanael’s parents teach him to fear. The worst of these
experiences, however, seems to be the ever-expanding
breaks in identification.
While spying on his father and Coppelius while they
partake in a kind of alchemical experiment, Nathanael
witnesses his father’s features twist and writhe into “an
ugly, repulsive Satanic mask. He looked like Coppelius.”
The transformation occurs again when the father dies
(though his face mercifully returns to normal when he is
buried), but by then the identities are beginning to pile on
elsewhere. Coppelius, accused of murder, “passes himself
off” as Giuseppe Coppola, though the connection is
rejected, first by Klara, Nathanael’s love interest, who says
that Coppelius/Coppola is entirely a fiction, and a product
of Nathanael’s own fevered mind (indeed, by the end he
will be hauled off, briefly, to a mental asylum), and then
by Nathanael himself, who is assured of the two men’s
distinct existences by the physics professor, Spallanzani.
But in the end this reassurance does not bear out, as
Nathanael’s new love interest, Olimpia, is revealed to be
not a young girl but an automaton created by Spallanzani,
who has also concealed the fact that Coppola is in fact
Coppelius. Before bringing the story to its thrilling
finale, the narrator takes care to note that the story of
the automaton swept over society, and that “a pernicious
mistrust of human figures in general had begun to creep
in.” Whether this is generally diagnostic is unclear, but
the story ends with Nathanael finally descending into
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total insanity and, witnessing the figure of Coppelius once
more, leaping to his death.
“The Sandman” is not the Hoffmann story cited
most frequently in discussions of the doppelgänger (that
distinction belongs to “Ritter Gluck”), and there is a
great deal more, both thematically and narratologically
that I have left out. However, in its complex weavings of
identification and misidentification, and the doublingup of each, over and again, the most telling one being
of the pure façade, Olimpia, the double whose original
is nothing but what exists in Nathanael’s imagination
(just as Klara had insisted, perhaps truly, perhaps falsely,
Coppelius/Coppola were), “The Sandman” paints a vivid
portrait of why the double persists in our literary and
cultural memory. For while accounts of the phenomenon
are invariably fleeting, a literary investigation of their
occurrence may reveal how intricate the psychological
experience, and its attendant history, can be.
That history begins, as so much else does, in folklore
and myth, in stories believed deeply as part of the fabric
of the world. For the Irish, it was called a fetch, the
witnessing of which signaled one’s impending death.
Certain interpretations of the English wraith perform
this same function, while the Norwegian vardøger and
Egyptian ka are far less sinister in their implications.
There are many more still, and they have made their
way through the varieties of literatures with a range
of attendant tones, from the frighteningly dark to the
warmly reassuring.
For Donne (in a story which may be apocryphal),
witnessing his double was a premonition of his still-born
children. A similar tragedy struck Percy Bysshe and Mary
Shelley, attended by yet another doppelgänger, but in
Prometheus Unbound, Percy uses the experience to affirm

the priority of life over death, claiming that this confirms
multiple worlds of life, and only one of death. For Goethe,
whose Romanticism was always strongly colored by his
earlier neo-classicism (that is, his love of beauty always
outshone his indulgence in Durm und Strang), the
envisioning—you might call it a daydream—of his own
figure approaching the place he was reluctantly leaving,
led to his noticing, eight years later, that he returned to
the place wearing the same clothing he had previously
envisioned. The pain he experienced leaving the first time
was noticeably ameliorated after what can only be called
the “confirmation” of the premonition of the double.
What connects these and other accounts, despite their
attitudinal variety, is the recognition of the doppelgänger
as a harbinger from the world to the individual. The figure,
ironically, may assure its subject that some greater order
is at play. It is a beam of light cutting through the fog of
subjectivity, as opposed to a breeze that brings the fog in.
The Romantic tradition, which certainly includes
the aforementioned Hoffmann, is what until very
recently most would have associated the doppelgänger
with. The best known among literary accounts must be
Dostoevsky’s The Double, which follows the model of
Hoffmann’s anxious instability through similar themes,
subtly including a great deal of the earlier writer’s
complexity within the characters of the mild-mannered
Golyadkin and his double. In both cases there is a friend
who early on urges the protagonist to seek stability; for
Golyadkin, it is the stability of cheerful company. In both
cases there is also a woman the protagonist desires (both
named Klara, in fact); for Golyadkin, his ejection from
Klara’s birthday party (to which he was not invited) is
the last moment before meeting his double, perhaps the
pain of rejection not only from Klara but from society
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more generally being enough to tear his soul in two and
present half of it back to him. And yet, as if perception
is only really possible when it is of another, Golyadkin’s
doppelgänger is another version of himself, in many
ways better (more social, gregarious, likable) and in
several ways much worse, his conniving sociopathy only
visible to the original when it is too late, his life having
already been taken over. Following Hoffmann and the
Romantics’ key insight, Dostoevsky reorients his focus
away from what occupied many Russian predecessors
(most notably Gogol’s “The Nose”), such as class structure
and governmental repression, and onto the psychology
of the event, both in the old sense of what effect it has
on the soul, and in the newer, modern sense of to what
extent phenomena may be understood by investigating the
human mind. As has become comically well established,
the view taken of such investigations is dark in the
extreme, perhaps with good reason.
The doppelgänger of the Romantic tradition shocks
us, performs such vertiginous manipulation, can be seen
as such a terrible thing to witness, because it upends the
very core of our self-conception, the possession and power
over, if nothing else, our selves. When you catch a glimpse,
under ordinary circumstances, of a human figure, it is
either you (as in a mirror) or it is another. But when in the
fever dream, or the fantasy, or the story, you confront your
double, it is you and it is not. A is not A, but neither is it B.
The hallmarks of character, the standards of measurement;
they are all present, but reflected darkly. The initial response
of “That is not me”, replete with outrage, settles into the
simmering, then boiling fear that perhaps it is, and you are
not. In a secular age, when the human is the final measure
of all things, and each person her own guardian and moral
legislator, the loss of autonomy is the absolute loss.

With this venerable lineage, and many others I haven’t
mentioned, it may seem odd if I confess a slight twinge in
writing about the doppelgänger. This is because, and you
may have already thought of this, the term has reached
near-ubiquity in the public consciousness. This is not,
shockingly, due to a resurgence in interest in German
Romanticism or even a kind of Victorian spiritualism.
Rather, the term crops up on social media, when users
post pictures of celebrities they vaguely resemble, to
resounding affirmation from friends and family. You
also see it when a Swedish bartender looks like an actor.
Dropping a few measures back toward reality, a TV show
will include a storyline wherein a married couple will only
have a child if they see the doppelgänger of each of their
group of five friends. We can resist curmudgeonly finger
wagging and still note a surprising shift in approach to this
phenomenon. What was once either a harbinger of one’s
own demise or the giving up of what is most sacred, that
is, oneself, is now an object of light-hearted play.
But framing it like this is a mistake; this shift hasn’t
occurred suddenly, and its significance is not simply
jocular. From Nietzsche and Freud to Levinas, Derrida,
Butler, and more, the primary move of intellectual and
philosophical life for over a century (and perhaps longer)
has been toward decentralization and de-essentializing.
For ethical, political, or purely philosophical reasons,
these and other thinkers have problematized the idea of
a wholly bounded self to such an extent that a return to
full self-identity in the old sense is an imposing enterprise.
Likewise in political life, a pluralistic society demands a
decentralized culture, wherein the free exchange of ideas
is prior to any given identity or self-conception. What has
been brewing in the margins is now in the mainstream
(with the attendant deformities of such a shift) but the
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figures whose world we now inhabit. But like those before
him, there remains the possibility that he stood, as he
claimed, as the doppelgänger not only to his own society,
but to the new global nexus, unrecognized except in fear.
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question at the center of debate is nevertheless the flux
of the self, the malleability of the human being. To fully
elaborate this shift would be monumental undertaking,
but the question only needs to be raised to lead us to
certain conclusions. Namely: under these conditions, what
threat does a doppelgänger pose? Its role is now to make
light of old assumptions, namely that any of us is really
anyone or, at any rate, that you could ever pin down what
that is.
The turn of cultural self-understanding is so
fascinating it’s worth saying again, in a different way.
What was once a reassurance—positive or negative—
of eternity, or at least sempiternity, became the fear
of powerlessness, which in turn is still becoming the
exuberance of play amid pure (or mere) difference. That
this most recent transformation is most visible in the
camp of sitcoms and frivolity of Facebook could mean
that we have surrendered wholly to the vulgar. It could
also mean, however, that we simply haven’t yet learned
how to be serious under these new conditions, haven’t yet
mastered how to connect sobriety and play. The former
harkens either to the Romantic anxiety of Hoffmann and
Dostoevsky, or, worse yet, to the perceived censoriousness
of the old cosmology, the burden of life after death.
Dambuzdo Marechera, to whom this issue is dedicated,
is among those who seemed to set themselves the task of
reorienting seriousness toward the condition of play, and it
is no surprise that he took the double for his subject matter.
Whether or not his life, with its schizophrenia, alcoholinduced mania, and rough-living in London parks (all of
which has already become legend) is a testament to his
revolutionary role, it will undoubtedly be utilized as central
and rejected as incidental in equal measure, just as are the
lives of Shelley, Nietzsche, and other once-transgressive
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What say of it? what say of CONSCIENCE grim,
That spectre in my path?
— Chamberlayne’s Pharronida.
Let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair
page now lying before me need not be sullied with my real
appellation. This has been already too much an object for
the scorn—for the horror—for the detestation of my race.
To the uttermost regions of the globe have not the indignant
winds bruited its unparalleled infamy? Oh, outcast of
all outcasts most abandoned!—to the earth art thou not
forever dead? to its honors, to its flowers, to its golden
aspirations?—and a cloud, dense, dismal, and limitless, does
it not hang eternally between thy hopes and heaven?
I would not, if I could, here or to-day, embody a record
of my later years of unspeakable misery, and unpardonable
crime. This epoch—these later years—took unto
themselves a sudden elevation in turpitude, whose origin
alone it is my present purpose to assign. Men usually grow
base by degrees. From me, in an instant, all virtue dropped
bodily as a mantle. From comparatively trivial wickedness
I passed, with the stride of a giant, into more than the
enormities of an Elah-Gabalus. What chance—what one
event brought this evil thing to pass, bear with me while I
relate. Death approaches; and the shadow which foreruns
him has thrown a softening influence over my spirit. I long,
in passing through the dim valley, for the sympathy — I
had nearly said for the pity—of my fellow men. I would
fain have them believe that I have been, in some measure,
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the slave of circumstances beyond human control. I would
wish them to seek out for me, in the details I am about to
give, some little oasis of fatality amid a wilderness of error.
I would have them allow—what they cannot refrain from
allowing—that, although temptation may have erewhile
existed as great, man was never thus, at least, tempted
before—certainly, never thus fell. And is it therefore that
he has never thus suffered? Have I not indeed been living
in a dream? And am I not now dying a victim to the horror
and the mystery of the wildest of all sublunary visions?
I am the descendant of a race whose imaginative and
easily excitable temperament has at all times rendered
them remarkable; and, in my earliest infancy, I gave
evidence of having fully inherited the family character.
As I advanced in years it was more strongly developed;
becoming, for many reasons, a cause of serious disquietude
to my friends, and of positive injury to myself. I grew
self-willed, addicted to the wildest caprices, and a prey to
the most ungovernable passions. Weak-minded, and beset
with constitutional infirmities akin to my own, my parents
could do but little to check the evil propensities which
distinguished me. Some feeble and ill-directed efforts
resulted in complete failure on their part, and, of course,
in total triumph on mine. Thenceforward my voice was
a household law; and at an age when few children have
abandoned their leading-strings, I was left to the guidance
of my own will, and became, in all but name, the master
of my own actions.
My earliest recollections of a school-life, are connected
with a large, rambling, Elizabethan house, in a mistylooking village of England, where were a vast number of
gigantic and gnarled trees, and where all the houses were
excessively ancient. In truth, it was a dream-like and spiritsoothing place, that venerable old town. At this moment,
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in fancy, I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeplyshadowed avenues, inhale the fragrance of its thousand
shrubberies, and thrill anew with undefinable delight, at
the deep hollow note of the church-bell, breaking, each
hour, with sullen and sudden roar, upon the stillness of the
dusky atmosphere in which the fretted Gothic steeple lay
imbedded and asleep.
It gives me, perhaps, as much of pleasure as I can
now in any manner experience, to dwell upon minute
recollections of the school and its concerns. Steeped in
misery as I am—misery, alas! only too real—I shall be
pardoned for seeking relief, however slight and temporary,
in the weakness of a few rambling details. These, moreover,
utterly trivial, and even ridiculous in themselves, assume,
to my fancy, adventitious importance, as connected with a
period and a locality when and where I recognise the first
ambiguous monitions of the destiny which afterwards so
fully overshadowed me. Let me then remember.
The house, I have said, was old and irregular. The
grounds were extensive, and a high and solid brick
wall, topped with a bed of mortar and broken glass,
encompassed the whole. This prison-like rampart formed
the limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a
week—once every Saturday afternoon, when, attended
by two ushers, we were permitted to take brief walks in
a body through some of the neighbouring fields—and
twice during Sunday, when we were paraded in the same
formal manner to the morning and evening service in the
one church of the village. Of this church the principal of
our school was pastor. With how deep a spirit of wonder
and perplexity was I wont to regard him from our remote
pew in the gallery, as, with step solemn and slow, he
ascended the pulpit! This reverend man, with countenance
so demurely benign, with robes so glossy and so clerically

flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid and so
vast,—could this be he who, of late, with sour visage, and
in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the
Draconian laws of the academy? Oh, gigantic paradox, too
utterly monstrous for solution!
At an angle of the ponderous wall frowned a more
ponderous gate. It was riveted and studded with iron
bolts, and surmounted with jagged iron spikes. What
impressions of deep awe did it inspire! It was never opened
save for the three periodical egressions and ingressions
already mentioned; then, in every creak of its mighty
hinges, we found a plenitude of mystery—a world of
matter for solemn remark, or for more solemn meditation.
The extensive enclosure was irregular in form, having
many capacious recesses. Of these, three or four of the
largest constituted the play-ground. It was level, and
covered with fine hard gravel. I well remember it had no
trees, nor benches, nor anything similar within it. Of
course it was in the rear of the house. In front lay a small
parterre, planted with box and other shrubs; but through
this sacred division we passed only upon rare occasions
indeed—such as a first advent to school or final departure
thence, or perhaps, when a parent or friend having called
for us, we joyfully took our way home for the Christmas or
Midsummer holy-days.
But the house!—how quaint an old building was
this!—to me how veritably a palace of enchantment! There
was really no end to its windings—to its incomprehensible
subdivisions. It was difficult, at any given time, to say with
certainty upon which of its two stories one happened to
be. From each room to every other there were sure to be
found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then
the lateral branches were innumerable—inconceivable—
and so returning in upon themselves, that our most
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exact ideas in regard to the whole mansion were not very
far different from those with which we pondered upon
infinity. During the five years of my residence here, I was
never able to ascertain with precision, in what remote
locality lay the little sleeping apartment assigned to myself
and some eighteen or twenty other scholars.
The school-room was the largest in the house—I
could not help thinking, in the world. It was very long,
narrow, and dismally low, with pointed Gothic windows
and a ceiling of oak. In a remote and terror-inspiring angle
was a square enclosure of eight or ten feet, comprising the
sanctum, “during hours,” of our principal, the Reverend
Dr. Bransby. It was a solid structure, with massy door,
sooner than open which in the absence of the “Dominic,”
we would all have willingly perished by the peine forte
et dure. In other angles were two other similar boxes, far
less reverenced, indeed, but still greatly matters of awe.
One of these was the pulpit of the “classical” usher, one of
the “English and mathematical.” Interspersed about the
room, crossing and recrossing in endless irregularity, were
innumerable benches and desks, black, ancient, and timeworn, piled desperately with much-bethumbed books,
and so beseamed with initial letters, names at full length,
grotesque figures, and other multiplied efforts of the knife,
as to have entirely lost what little of original form might
have been their portion in days long departed. A huge
bucket with water stood at one extremity of the room, and
a clock of stupendous dimensions at the other.
Encompassed by the massy walls of this venerable
academy, I passed, yet not in tedium or disgust, the years
of the third lustrum of my life. The teeming brain of
childhood requires no external world of incident to occupy
or amuse it; and the apparently dismal monotony of a
school was replete with more intense excitement than my

riper youth has derived from luxury, or my full manhood
from crime. Yet I must believe that my first mental
development had in it much of the uncommon—even
much of the outre. Upon mankind at large the events of
very early existence rarely leave in mature age any definite
impression. All is gray shadow—a weak and irregular
remembrance—an indistinct regathering of feeble pleasures
and phantasmagoric pains. With me this is not so. In
childhood I must have felt with the energy of a man what I
now find stamped upon memory in lines as vivid, as deep,
and as durable as the exergues of the Carthaginian medals.
Yet in fact—in the fact of the world’s view—how little
was there to remember! The morning’s awakening, the
nightly summons to bed; the connings, the recitations;
the periodical half-holidays, and perambulations; the
play-ground, with its broils, its pastimes, its intrigues;—
these, by a mental sorcery long forgotten, were made to
involve a wilderness of sensation, a world of rich incident,
an universe of varied emotion, of excitement the most
passionate and spirit-stirring. “Oh, le bon temps, que ce
siecle de fer!”
In truth, the ardor, the enthusiasm, and the
imperiousness of my disposition, soon rendered me a
marked character among my schoolmates, and by slow,
but natural gradations, gave me an ascendancy over all not
greatly older than myself;—over all with a single exception.
This exception was found in the person of a scholar, who,
although no relation, bore the same Christian and surname
as myself;—a circumstance, in fact, little remarkable; for,
notwithstanding a noble descent, mine was one of those
everyday appellations which seem, by prescriptive right, to
have been, time out of mind, the common property of the
mob. In this narrative I have therefore designated myself
as William Wilson,—fictitious title not very dissimilar
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to the real. My namesake alone, of those who in school
phraseology constituted “our set,” presumed to compete
with me in the studies of the class—in the sports and
broils of the play-ground—to refuse implicit belief in my
assertions, and submission to my will—indeed, to interfere
with my arbitrary dictation in any respect whatsoever. If
there is on earth a supreme and unqualified despotism, it
is the despotism of a master mind in boyhood over the less
energetic spirits of its companions.
Wilson’s rebellion was to me a source of the greatest
embarrassment;—the more so as, in spite of the bravado
with which in public I made a point of treating him and
his pretensions, I secretly felt that I feared him, and could
not help thinking the equality which he maintained
so easily with myself, a proof of his true superiority;
since not to be overcome cost me a perpetual struggle.
Yet this superiority—even this equality—was in truth
acknowledged by no one but myself; our associates,
by some unaccountable blindness, seemed not even to
suspect it. Indeed, his competition, his resistance, and
especially his impertinent and dogged interference with
my purposes, were not more pointed than private. He
appeared to be destitute alike of the ambition which urged,
and of the passionate energy of mind which enabled me to
excel. In his rivalry he might have been supposed actuated
solely by a whimsical desire to thwart, astonish, or mortify
myself; although there were times when I could not help
observing, with a feeling made up of wonder, abasement,
and pique, that he mingled with his injuries, his insults,
or his contradictions, a certain most inappropriate, and
assuredly most unwelcome affectionateness of manner. I
could only conceive this singular behavior to arise from
a consummate self-conceit assuming the vulgar airs of
patronage and protection.

Perhaps it was this latter trait in Wilson’s conduct,
conjoined with our identity of name, and the mere accident
of our having entered the school upon the same day, which
set afloat the notion that we were brothers, among the
senior classes in the academy. These do not usually inquire
with much strictness into the affairs of their juniors. I have
before said, or should have said, that Wilson was not, in
the most remote degree, connected with my family. But
assuredly if we had been brothers we must have been twins;
for, after leaving Dr. Bransby’s, I casually learned that my
namesake was born on the nineteenth of January, 1813—
and this is a somewhat remarkable coincidence; for the day
is precisely that of my own nativity.
It may seem strange that in spite of the continual
anxiety occasioned me by the rivalry of Wilson, and his
intolerable spirit of contradiction, I could not bring myself
to hate him altogether. We had, to be sure, nearly every
day a quarrel in which, yielding me publicly the palm of
victory, he, in some manner, contrived to make me feel
that it was he who had deserved it; yet a sense of pride
on my part, and a veritable dignity on his own, kept us
always upon what are called “speaking terms,” while there
were many points of strong congeniality in our tempers,
operating to awake me in a sentiment which our position
alone, perhaps, prevented from ripening into friendship.
It is difficult, indeed, to define,or even to describe, my
real feelings towards him. They formed a motley and
heterogeneous admixture;—some petulant animosity,
which was not yet hatred, some esteem, more respect,
much fear, with a world of uneasy curiosity. To the moralist
it will be unnecessary to say, in addition, that Wilson and
myself were the most inseparable of companions.
It was no doubt the anomalous state of affairs existing
between us, which turned all my attacks upon him, (and
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they were many, either open or covert) into the channel
of banter or practical joke (giving pain while assuming
the aspect of mere fun) rather than into a more serious
and determined hostility. But my endeavours on this head
were by no means uniformly successful, even when my
plans were the most wittily concocted; for my namesake
had much about him, in character, of that unassuming
and quiet austerity which, while enjoying the poignancy
of its own jokes, has no heel of Achilles in itself, and
absolutely refuses to be laughed at. I could find, indeed,
but one vulnerable point, and that, lying in a personal
peculiarity, arising, perhaps, from constitutional disease,
would have been spared by any antagonist less at his wit’s
end than myself;—my rival had a weakness in the faucal
or guttural organs, which precluded him from raising
his voice at any time above a very low whisper. Of this
defect I did not fall to take what poor advantage lay in my
power.
Wilson’s retaliations in kind were many; and there was
one form of his practical wit that disturbed me beyond
measure. How his sagacity first discovered at all that so
petty a thing would vex me, is a question I never could
solve; but, having discovered, he habitually practised the
annoyance. I had always felt aversion to my uncourtly
patronymic, and its very common, if not plebeian
praenomen. The words were venom in my ears; and when,
upon the day of my arrival, a second William Wilson came
also to the academy, I felt angry with him for bearing
the name, and doubly disgusted with the name because
a stranger bore it, who would be the cause of its twofold
repetition, who would be constantly in my presence, and
whose concerns, in the ordinary routine of the school
business, must inevitably, on account of the detestable
coincidence, be often confounded with my own.

The feeling of vexation thus engendered grew stronger
with every circumstance tending to show resemblance,
moral or physical, between my rival and myself. I had not
then discovered the remarkable fact that we were of the
same age; but I saw that we were of the same height, and
I perceived that we were even singularly alike in general
contour of person and outline of feature. I was galled, too,
by the rumor touching a relationship, which had grown
current in the upper forms. In a word, nothing could more
seriously disturb me, although I scrupulously concealed
such disturbance,) than any allusion to a similarity of
mind, person, or condition existing between us. But, in
truth, I had no reason to believe that (with the exception
of the matter of relationship, and in the case of Wilson
himself,) this similarity had ever been made a subject of
comment, or even observed at all by our schoolfellows. That
he observed it in all its bearings, and as fixedly as I, was
apparent; but that he could discover in such circumstances
so fruitful a field of annoyance, can only be attributed, as I
said before, to his more than ordinary penetration.
His cue, which was to perfect an imitation of myself,
lay both in words and in actions; and most admirably did
he play his part. My dress it was an easy matter to copy;
my gait and general manner were, without difficulty,
appropriated; in spite of his constitutional defect, even my
voice did not escape him. My louder tones were, of course,
unattempted, but then the key, it was identical; and his
singular whisper, it grew the very echo of my own.
How greatly this most exquisite portraiture harassed
me, (for it could not justly be termed a caricature,) I will
not now venture to describe. I had but one consolation—
in the fact that the imitation, apparently, was noticed by
myself alone, and that I had to endure only the knowing
and strangely sarcastic smiles of my namesake himself.
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Satisfied with having produced in my bosom the intended
effect, he seemed to chuckle in secret over the sting he had
inflicted, and was characteristically disregardful of the
public applause which the success of his witty endeavours
might have so easily elicited. That the school, indeed,
did not feel his design, perceive its accomplishment, and
participate in his sneer, was, for many anxious months,
a riddle I could not resolve. Perhaps the gradation of
his copy rendered it not so readily perceptible; or, more
possibly, I owed my security to the master air of the
copyist, who, disdaining the letter, (which in a painting
is all the obtuse can see,) gave but the full spirit of his
original for my individual contemplation and chagrin.
I have already more than once spoken of the
disgusting air of patronage which he assumed toward me,
and of his frequent officious interference withy my will.
This interference often took the ungracious character of
advice; advice not openly given, but hinted or insinuated.
I received it with a repugnance which gained strength
as I grew in years. Yet, at this distant day, let me do him
the simple justice to acknowledge that I can recall no
occasion when the suggestions of my rival were on the side
of those errors or follies so usual to his immature age and
seeming inexperience; that his moral sense, at least, if not
his general talents and worldly wisdom, was far keener
than my own; and that I might, to-day, have been a better,
and thus a happier man, had I less frequently rejected the
counsels embodied in those meaning whispers which I
then but too cordially hated and too bitterly despised.
As it was, I at length grew restive in the extreme under
his distasteful supervision, and daily resented more and
more openly what I considered his intolerable arrogance.
I have said that, in the first years of our connexion as
schoolmates, my feelings in regard to him might have been

easily ripened into friendship: but, in the latter months of
my residence at the academy, although the intrusion of his
ordinary manner had, beyond doubt, in some measure,
abated, my sentiments, in nearly similar proportion,
partook very much of positive hatred. Upon one occasion
he saw this, I think, and afterwards avoided, or made a
show of avoiding me.
It was about the same period, if I remember aright,
that, in an altercation of violence with him, in which he
was more than usually thrown off his guard, and spoke
and acted with an openness of demeanor rather foreign
to his nature, I discovered, or fancied I discovered, in
his accent, his air, and general appearance, a something
which first startled, and then deeply interested me, by
bringing to mind dim visions of my earliest infancy—
wild, confused and thronging memories of a time when
memory herself was yet unborn. I cannot better describe
the sensation which oppressed me than by saying that I
could with difficulty shake off the belief of my having
been acquainted with the being who stood before me, at
some epoch very long ago—some point of the past even
infinitely remote. The delusion, however, faded rapidly as
it came; and I mention it at all but to define the day of the
last conversation I there held with my singular namesake.
The huge old house, with its countless subdivisions,
had several large chambers communicating with each
other, where slept the greater number of the students.
There were, however, (as must necessarily happen in a
building so awkwardly planned,) many little nooks or
recesses, the odds and ends of the structure; and these the
economic ingenuity of Dr. Bransby had also fitted up as
dormitories; although, being the merest closets, they were
capable of accommodating but a single individual. One of
these small apartments was occupied by Wilson.
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One night, about the close of my fifth year at
the school, and immediately after the altercation just
mentioned, finding every one wrapped in sleep, I arose
from bed, and, lamp in hand, stole through a wilderness
of narrow passages from my own bedroom to that of my
rival. I had long been plotting one of those ill-natured
pieces of practical wit at his expense in which I had
hitherto been so uniformly unsuccessful. It was my
intention, now, to put my scheme in operation, and I
resolved to make him feel the whole extent of the malice
with which I was imbued. Having reached his closet, I
noiselessly entered, leaving the lamp, with a shade over it,
on the outside. I advanced a step, and listened to the sound
of his tranquil breathing. Assured of his being asleep, I
returned, took the light, and with it again approached
the bed. Close curtains were around it, which, in the
prosecution of my plan, I slowly and quietly withdrew,
when the bright rays fell vividly upon the sleeper, and
my eyes, at the same moment, upon his countenance. I
looked;—and a numbness, an iciness of feeling instantly
pervaded my frame. My breast heaved, my knees tottered,
my whole spirit became possessed with an objectless yet
intolerable horror. Gasping for breath, I lowered the lamp
in still nearer proximity to the face. Were these—these the
lineaments of William Wilson? I saw, indeed, that they
were his, but I shook as if with a fit of the ague in fancying
they were not. What was there about them to confound
me in this manner? I gazed;—while my brain reeled with a
multitude of incoherent thoughts. Not thus he appeared—
assuredly not thus—in the vivacity of his waking hours.
The same name! the same contour of person! the same
day of arrival at the academy! And then his dogged and
meaningless imitation of my gait, my voice, my habits, and
my manner! Was it, in truth, within the bounds of human

possibility, that what I now saw was the result, merely,
of the habitual practice of this sarcastic imitation? Awestricken, and with a creeping shudder, I extinguished the
lamp, passed silently from the chamber, and left, at once,
the halls of that old academy, never to enter them again.
After a lapse of some months, spent at home in mere
idleness, I found myself a student at Eton. The brief
interval had been sufficient to enfeeble my remembrance
of the events at Dr. Bransby’s, or at least to effect a
material change in the nature of the feelings with which I
remembered them. The truth—the tragedy—of the drama
was no more. I could now find room to doubt the evidence
of my senses; and seldom called up the subject at all but
with wonder at extent of human credulity, and a smile
at the vivid force of the imagination which I hereditarily
possessed. Neither was this species of scepticism likely to
be diminished by the character of the life I led at Eton.
The vortex of thoughtless folly into which I there so
immediately and so recklessly plunged, washed away all
but the froth of my past hours, engulfed at once every solid
or serious impression, and left to memory only the veriest
levities of a former existence.
I do not wish, however, to trace the course of my
miserable profligacy here—a profligacy which set at
defiance the laws, while it eluded the vigilance of the
institution. Three years of folly, passed without profit,
had but given me rooted habits of vice, and added, in a
somewhat unusual degree, to my bodily stature, when,
after a week of soulless dissipation, I invited a small
party of the most dissolute students to a secret carousal
in my chambers. We met at a late hour of the night; for
our debaucheries were to be faithfully protracted until
morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not
wanting other and perhaps more dangerous seductions;
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so that the gray dawn had already faintly appeared in the
east, while our delirious extravagance was at its height.
Madly flushed with cards and intoxication, I was in the act
of insisting upon a toast of more than wonted profanity,
when my attention was suddenly diverted by the violent,
although partial unclosing of the door of the apartment,
and by the eager voice of a servant from without. He said
that some person, apparently in great haste, demanded to
speak with me in the hall.
Wildly excited with wine, the unexpected interruption
rather delighted than surprised me. I staggered forward at
once, and a few steps brought me to the vestibule of the
building. In this low and small room there hung no lamp;
and now no light at all was admitted, save that of the
exceedingly feeble dawn which made its way through the
semi-circular window. As I put my foot over the threshold,
I became aware of the figure of a youth about my own
height, and habited in a white kerseymere morning frock,
cut in the novel fashion of the one I myself wore at the
moment. This the faint light enabled me to perceive; but
the features of his face I could not distinguish. Upon my
entering he strode hurriedly up to me, and, seizing me by.
the arm with a gesture of petulant impatience, whispered
the words “William Wilson!” in my ear.
I grew perfectly sober in an instant.
There was that in the manner of the stranger, and in the
tremulous shake of his uplifted finger, as he held it between
my eyes and the light, which filled me with unqualified
amazement; but it was not this which had so violently
moved me. It was the pregnancy of solemn admonition
in the singular, low, hissing utterance; and, above all, it
was the character, the tone, the key, of those few, simple,
and familiar, yet whispered syllables, which came with a
thousand thronging memories of bygone days, and struck

upon my soul with the shock of a galvanic battery. Ere I
could recover the use of my senses he was gone.
Although this event failed not of a vivid effect upon
my disordered imagination, yet was it evanescent as vivid.
For some weeks, indeed, I busied myself in earnest inquiry,
or was wrapped in a cloud of morbid speculation. I did not
pretend to disguise from my perception the identity of the
singular individual who thus perseveringly interfered with
my affairs, and harassed me with his insinuated counsel.
But who and what was this Wilson?—and whence came
he?—and what were his purposes? Upon neither of these
points could I be satisfied; merely ascertaining, in regard
to him, that a sudden accident in his family had caused his
removal from Dr. Bransby’s academy on the afternoon of
the day in which I myself had eloped. But in a brief period
I ceased to think upon the subject; my attention being all
absorbed in a contemplated departure for Oxford. Thither
I soon went; the uncalculating vanity of my parents
furnishing me with an outfit and annual establishment,
which would enable me to indulge at will in the luxury
already so dear to my heart,—to vie in profuseness of
expenditure with the haughtiest heirs of the wealthiest
earldoms in Great Britain.
Excited by such appliances to vice, my constitutional
temperament broke forth with redoubled ardor, and I
spurned even the common restraints of decency in the
mad infatuation of my revels. But it were absurd to pause
in the detail of my extravagance. Let it suffice, that among
spendthrifts I out-Heroded Herod, and that, giving name
to a multitude of novel follies, I added no brief appendix to
the long catalogue of vices then usual in the most dissolute
university of Europe.
It could hardly be credited, however, that I had, even
here, so utterly fallen from the gentlemanly estate, as to
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seek acquaintance with the vilest arts of the gambler by
profession, and, having become an adept in his despicable
science, to practise it habitually as a means of increasing
my already enormous income at the expense of the weakminded among my fellow-collegians. Such, nevertheless,
was the fact. And the very enormity of this offence against
all manly and honourable sentiment proved, beyond
doubt, the main if not the sole reason of the impunity with
which it was committed. Who, indeed, among my most
abandoned associates, would not rather have disputed the
clearest evidence of his senses, than have suspected of such
courses, the gay, the frank, the generous William Wilson—
the noblest and most commoner at Oxford—him whose
follies (said his parasites) were but the follies of youth and
unbridled fancy—whose errors but inimitable whim—
whose darkest vice but a careless and dashing extravagance?
I had been now two years successfully busied in this
way, when there came to the university a young parvenu
nobleman, Glendinning—rich, said report, as Herodes
Atticus—his riches, too, as easily acquired. I soon found
him of weak intellect, and, of course, marked him as a
fitting subject for my skill. I frequently engaged him in
play, and contrived, with the gambler’s usual art, to let him
win considerable sums, the more effectually to entangle
him in my snares. At length, my schemes being ripe, I met
him (with the full intention that this meeting should be
final and decisive) at the chambers of a fellow-commoner,
(Mr. Preston,) equally intimate with both, but who, to do
him Justice, entertained not even a remote suspicion of my
design. To give to this a better colouring, I had contrived
to have assembled a party of some eight or ten, and was
solicitously careful that the introduction of cards should
appear accidental, and originate in the proposal of my
contemplated dupe himself. To be brief upon a vile topic,

none of the low finesse was omitted, so customary upon
similar occasions that it is a just matter for wonder how
any are still found so besotted as to fall its victim.
We had protracted our sitting far into the night,
and I had at length effected the manoeuvre of getting
Glendinning as my sole antagonist. The game, too, was
my favorite ecarte! The rest of the company, interested in
the extent of our play, had abandoned their own cards,
and were standing around us as spectators. The parvenu,
who had been induced by my artifices in the early part
of the evening, to drink deeply, now shuffled, dealt, or
played, with a wild nervousness of manner for which
his intoxication, I thought, might partially, but could
not altogether account. In a very short period he had
become my debtor to a large amount, when, having taken
a long draught of port, he did precisely what I had been
coolly anticipating—he proposed to double our already
extravagant stakes. With a well-feigned show of reluctance,
and not until after my repeated refusal had seduced him
into some angry words which gave a color of pique to my
compliance, did I finally comply. The result, of course,
did but prove how entirely the prey was in my toils; in
less than an hour he had quadrupled his debt. For some
time his countenance had been losing the florid tinge lent
it by the wine; but now, to my astonishment, I perceived
that it had grown to a pallor truly fearful. I say to my
astonishment. Glendinning had been represented to my
eager inquiries as immeasurably wealthy; and the sums
which he had as yet lost, although in themselves vast,
could not, I supposed, very seriously annoy, much less so
violently affect him. That he was overcome by the wine
just swallowed, was the idea which most readily presented
itself; and, rather with a view to the preservation of my
own character in the eyes of my associates, than from any

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

PAGE 44

EDGAR ALLAN POE

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

THE SCOFIELD

EDGAR ALLAN POE

less interested motive, I was about to insist, peremptorily,
upon a discontinuance of the play, when some expressions
at my elbow from among the company, and an ejaculation
evincing utter despair on the part of Glendinning, gave
me to understand that I had effected his total ruin under
circumstances which, rendering him an object for the pity
of all, should have protected him from the ill offices even
of a fiend.
What now might have been my conduct it is difficult
to say. The pitiable condition of my dupe had thrown
an air of embarrassed gloom over all; and, for some
moments, a profound silence was maintained, during
which I could not help feeling my cheeks tingle with the
many burning glances of scorn or reproach cast upon me
by the less abandoned of the party. I will even own that
an intolerable weight of anxiety was for a brief instant
lifted from my bosom by the sudden and extraordinary
interruption which ensued. The wide, heavy folding doors
of the apartment were all at once thrown open, to their
full extent, with a vigorous and rushing impetuosity that
extinguished, as if by magic, every candle in the room.
Their light, in dying, enabled us just to perceive that a
stranger had entered, about my own height, and closely
muffled in a cloak. The darkness, however, was now total;
and we could only feel that he was standing in our midst.
Before any one of us could recover from the extreme
astonishment into which this rudeness had thrown all, we
heard the voice of the intruder.
“Gentlemen,” he said, in a low, distinct, and never-tobe-forgotten whisper which thrilled to the very marrow
of my bones, “Gentlemen, I make no apology for this
behaviour, because in thus behaving, I am but fulfilling
a duty. You are, beyond doubt, uninformed of the true
character of the person who has to-night won at ecarte

a large sum of money from Lord Glendinning. I will
therefore put you upon an expeditious and decisive plan
of obtaining this very necessary information. Please to
examine, at your leisure, the inner linings of the cuff
of his left sleeve, and the several little packages which
may be found in the somewhat capacious pockets of his
embroidered morning wrapper.”
While he spoke, so profound was the stillness that one
might have heard a pin drop upon the floor. In ceasing, he
departed at once, and as abruptly as he had entered. Can
I—shall I describe my sensations?—must I say that I felt
all the horrors of the damned? Most assuredly I had little
time given for reflection. Many hands roughly seized me
upon the spot, and lights were immediately reprocured.
A search ensued. In the lining of my sleeve were found all
the court cards essential in ecarte, and, in the pockets of
my wrapper, a number of packs, facsimiles of those used
at our sittings, with the single exception that mine were
of the species called, technically, arrondees; the honours
being slightly convex at the ends, the lower cards slightly
convex at the sides. In this disposition, the dupe who cuts,
as customary, at the length of the pack, will invariably find
that he cuts his antagonist an honor; while the gambler,
cutting at the breadth, will, as certainly, cut nothing for
his victim which may count in the records of the game.
Any burst of indignation upon this discovery would
have affected me less than the silent contempt, or the
sarcastic composure, with which it was received.
“Mr. Wilson,” said our host, stooping to remove from
beneath his feet an exceedingly luxurious cloak of rare furs,
“Mr. Wilson, this is your property.” (The weather was cold;
and, upon quitting my own room, I had thrown a cloak
over my dressing wrapper, putting it off upon reaching the
scene of play.) “I presume it is supererogatory to seek here
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(eyeing the folds of the garment with a bitter smile) for any
farther evidence of your skill. Indeed, we have had enough.
You will see the necessity, I hope, of quitting Oxford—at
all events, of quitting instantly my chambers.”
Abased, humbled to the dust as I then was, it is
probable that I should have resented this galling language
by immediate personal violence, had not my whole
attention been at the moment arrested by a fact of the most
startling character. The cloak which I had worn was of a
rare description of fur; how rare, how extravagantly costly,
I shall not venture to say. Its fashion, too, was of my own
fantastic invention; for I was fastidious to an absurd degree
of coxcombry, in matters of this frivolous nature. When,
therefore, Mr. Preston reached me that which he had
picked up upon the floor, and near the folding doors of the
apartment, it was with an astonishment nearly bordering
upon terror, that I perceived my own already hanging on
my arm, (where I had no doubt unwittingly placed it,) and
that the one presented me was but its exact counterpart
in every, in even the minutest possible particular. The
singular being who had so disastrously exposed me, had
been muffled, I remembered, in a cloak; and none had
been worn at all by any of the members of our party with
the exception of myself. Retaining some presence of mind,
I took the one offered me by Preston; placed it, unnoticed,
over my own; left the apartment with a resolute scowl of
defiance; and, next morning ere dawn of day, commenced
a hurried journey from Oxford to the continent, in a
perfect agony of horror and of shame.
I fled in vain. My evil destiny pursued me as if in
exultation, and proved, indeed, that the exercise of its
mysterious dominion had as yet only begun. Scarcely had
I set foot in Paris ere I had fresh evidence of the detestable
interest taken by this Wilson in my concerns. Years flew,

while I experienced no relief. Villain!—at Rome, with how
untimely, yet with how spectral an officiousness, stepped
he in between me and my ambition! At Vienna, too—at
Berlin—and at Moscow! Where, in truth, had I not bitter
cause to curse him within my heart? From his inscrutable
tyranny did I at length flee, panic-stricken, as from a
pestilence; and to the very ends of the earth I fled in vain.
And again, and again, in secret communion with
my own spirit, would I demand the questions “Who is
he?—whence came he?—and what are his objects?” But
no answer was there found. And then I scrutinized, with
a minute scrutiny, the forms, and the methods, and the
leading traits of his impertinent supervision. But even here
there was very little upon which to base a conjecture. It
was noticeable, indeed, that, in no one of the multiplied
instances in which he had of late crossed my path, had
he so crossed it except to frustrate those schemes, or
to disturb those actions, which, if fully carried out,
might have resulted in bitter mischief. Poor justification
this, in truth, for an authority so imperiously assumed!
Poor indemnity for natural rights of self-agency so
pertinaciously, so insultingly denied!
I had also been forced to notice that my tormentor,
for a very long period of time, (while scrupulously and
with miraculous dexterity maintaining his whim of an
identity of apparel with myself,) had so contrived it, in
the execution of his varied interference with my will, that
I saw not, at any moment, the features of his face. Be
Wilson what he might, this, at least, was but the veriest
of affectation, or of folly. Could he, for an instant, have
supposed that, in my admonisher at Eton—in the destroyer
of my honor at Oxford,—in him who thwarted my
ambition at Rome, my revenge at Paris, my passionate love
at Naples, or what he falsely termed my avarice in Egypt,—
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that in this, my arch-enemy and evil genius, could fall to
recognise the William Wilson of my school boy days,—
the namesake, the companion, the rival,—the hated and
dreaded rival at Dr. Bransby’s? Impossible!—But let me
hasten to the last eventful scene of the drama.
Thus far I had succumbed supinely to this imperious
domination. The sentiment of deep awe with which I
habitually regarded the elevated character, the majestic
wisdom, the apparent omnipresence and omnipotence
of Wilson, added to a feeling of even terror, with which
certain other traits in his nature and assumptions inspired
me, had operated, hitherto, to impress me with an idea of
my own utter weakness and helplessness, and to suggest
an implicit, although bitterly reluctant submission to his
arbitrary will. But, of late days, I had given myself up
entirely to wine; and its maddening influence upon my
hereditary temper rendered me more and more impatient of
control. I began to murmur,—to hesitate,—to resist. And
was it only fancy which induced me to believe that, with
the increase of my own firmness, that of my tormentor
underwent a proportional diminution? Be this as it may, I
now began to feel the inspiration of a burning hope, and at
length nurtured in my secret thoughts a stern and desperate
resolution that I would submit no longer to be enslaved.
It was at Rome, during the Carnival of 18—,that I
attended a masquerade in the palazzo of the Neapolitan
Duke Di Broglio. I had indulged more freely than usual
in the excesses of the wine-table; and now the suffocating
atmosphere of the crowded rooms irritated me beyond
endurance. The difficulty, too, of forcing my way through
the mazes of the company contributed not a little to the
ruffling of my temper; for I was anxiously seeking, (let
me not say with what unworthy motive) the young, the
gay, the beautiful wife of the aged and doting Di Broglio.

With a too unscrupulous confidence she had previously
communicated to me the secret of the costume in which
she would be habited, and now, having caught a glimpse
of her person, I was hurrying to make my way into her
presence.—At this moment I felt a light hand placed upon
my shoulder, and that ever-remembered, low, damnable
whisper within my ear.
In an absolute phrenzy of wrath, I turned at once
upon him who had thus interrupted me, and seized him
violently by tile collar. He was attired, as I had expected,
in a costume altogether similar to my own; wearing a
Spanish cloak of blue velvet, begirt about the waist with
a crimson belt sustaining a rapier. A mask of black silk
entirely covered his face.
“Scoundrel!” I said, in a voice husky with rage, while
every syllable I uttered seemed as new fuel to my fury,
“scoundrel! impostor! accursed villain! you shall not—you
shall not dog me unto death! Follow me, or I stab you
where you stand!”—and I broke my way from the ballroom into a small ante-chamber adjoining—dragging him
unresistingly with me as I went.
Upon entering, I thrust him furiously from me. He
staggered against the wall, while I closed the door with an
oath, and commanded him to draw. He hesitated but for
an instant; then, with a slight sigh, drew in silence, and
put himself upon his defence.
The contest was brief indeed. I was frantic with every
species of wild excitement, and felt within my single arm
the energy and power of a multitude. In a few seconds I
forced him by sheer strength against the wainscoting, and
thus, getting him at mercy, plunged my sword, with brute
ferocity, repeatedly through and through his bosom.
At that instant some person tried the latch of the door.
I hastened to prevent an intrusion, and then immediately
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returned to my dying antagonist. But what human
language can adequately portray that astonishment, that
horror which possessed me at the spectacle then presented
to view? The brief moment in which I averted my eyes had
been sufficient to produce, apparently, a material change
in the arrangements at the upper or farther end of the
room. A large mirror,—so at first it seemed to me in my
confusion—now stood where none had been perceptible
before; and, as I stepped up to it in extremity of terror,
mine own image, but with features all pale and dabbled
in blood, advanced to meet me with a feeble and tottering
gait.
Thus it appeared, I say, but was not. It was my
antagonist—it was Wilson, who then stood before me in
the agonies of his dissolution. His mask and cloak lay,
where he had thrown them, upon the floor. Not a thread
in all his raiment—not a line in all the marked and
singular lineaments of his face which was not, even in the
most absolute identity, mine own!
It was Wilson; but he spoke no longer in a whisper,
and I could have fancied that I myself was speaking while
he said:
“You have conquered, and I yield. Yet, henceforward
art thou also dead—dead to the World, to Heaven and
to Hope! In me didst thou exist—and, in my death, see
by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou hast
murdered thyself.”
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The narrator of this story is, like his earlier counterpart, a
middle-aged academic and writer.
Suggesting that his narrator is in fact a version of himself.
Harold’s eyes are, as he walks along, “scanning the ground
for answers.”
If he stumbles upon answers, perhaps, this will please him,
if not he will absent-mindedly continue scanning.
This search leads him, as we have seen, to believing in the
notion.
The unwelcome, yet irrefutable answer.
The need to define oneself in concretized terms, denying
the mercurial collection of impulses which in fact define
one.
The thread I intend to follow in my delving into
Marechera’s fiction is that of the doppelgänger or
double which in these works operates in various ways to
undermine the concept of the unified individual, and
to provoke an insight into the wider implications or
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possibilities which lie within or through this decentered
subject.
The concept of a Dambudzo Marechera being a
Marechera existing at any given hypothetical moment, not
constrained by the Marechera of any other moment.
Marechera’s individualism, then, can be seen as a principle
or an ideology which refers to the individual as a concept
rather than as a specific entity.
This equality of negative capability and negative
significance are to become familiar.
Memory, imagination and “self” become entwined with
both each other and with masks of totality which shift
constantly and with disconcerting rapidity.
Marechera represents the elusive nature of the self by
drawing the reader into a web of identity.
Like Mr. Golyadkin of The Double, the narrator of “The
Writer’s Grain,” a not altogether likable but certainly
pitiable character, meets his doppelgänger who proceeds
to usurp him from what he believes to be his rightful
position, and who performs in that position with far greater
acumen than the original could ever have achieved. In
contrast to the themes of the doppelgänger tradition, then,
in these stories the double figure, far from representing the
evil twin, embodies the ideal self of the protagonist.
As with all such versions of himself, the author defies us
categorizing them in terms of ideal, unideal, or otherwise,
selves.

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
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Beyond “Beyond
Knowledge”:
Fragments from a Thesis
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The contradictions and paradoxes we have been exploring
are borne out.

With a “pseudo-Kafka-Dostoevsky” slant, as is his
apparent wont.

The significance of Joe’s seemingly contradictory “status”
in the novella lies in its contradictions. Nothing Joe
represents is new to the reader, and in this sense his
“character” is irrelevant; what is relevant, however, is that
his characterisation is self-disrupting, mercurial and defies
categorisation.

Here we see Craig applying in his mind the logic behind
the question, “What’s wrong with a cockroach?”

Marechera creates a fissure in our preconceptions which
enables us to more fully “understand.”
And is destroyed by irreconcilable contradiction.
To comprehend or represent such decay we need
nonetheless to construct a totality which represents this.
In these terms even anarchic rejection of everything is
implicated in the human penchant for totalities.
Marechera sees all humans as trapped within essentially
the same dogma of existence.
Each such character lives in a state of enforced twinship
with each other such character.
His double, on the other hand, having assumed his
identity, becomes the life and soul of the party, talking
volubly and entertaining the other guests by humiliating
his “twin brother.”

And wonders, “Shouldn’t everything be asked? And after
the asking, to ask again—and again.”
As he put it to himself, “The trick was to convince yourself
(and accept) that this was all there was, all there was ever
going to be.”
It becomes a shared mask, donned by all characters
existing within this system of identity which is dictated by
a systemized structure of existence.
As we have seen, for Marechera such structures are not
limited to merely oppressive political ideologies existing
throughout the strata of society, but encompass any belief,
idea or way of viewing the world which is taken as being
universal and is therefore potentially oppressive.
A dog is again present—fighting but not talking.
Violence is simply violence, however, and for our purposes
it is more significant to follow in detail not the violence
itself as it is captured by its “photographic chronicler,” but
rather to examine the movement of the lens as it spans the
spectrum of such violence.
And when he says, “I’m a baboon, I’m a monkey,” he is
confronting in himself the fiction of Joseph Conrad’s
horror.
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Joe’s confusion is equal only to our own.
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Much of their strength derives from the author’s ruthless
examination of the nuances, traps, limitations and
potentialities of his medium.
His father’s death, his viewing of the body at the morgue,
and the stuttering he associates with this upheaval,
form important leitmotifs (in various fictional guises)
throughout Marechera’s literature.
All this draws us into what Melissa Levin and Laurice
Taitz have rather ostentatiously termed Marechera’s
“autobiographicalization of fiction” and “fictionalization of
autobiography.”
Vomiting up his very being.
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This being the case, Marechera accepts the necessity
of accepting the self and in a sense “pretending” to
believe it is apprehensible and comprehensible; or
perhaps “pretending” to “pretend” to believe in this
fiction. Whatever is the case, Marechera recognises, it
is a necessity: a “fact,” like the self itself is a “fact.” In
philosophical terms this is perhaps a frustrating impasse
but, as I have suggested, it becomes the axiom for
Marechera’s insight into humanity; the basis of his art.
The art of Dambudzo Marechera represents struggle; the
struggle to express the inexpressible, to communicate the
incommunicable, and to convey coherently the necessary
incoherence of preceived existence.
This is of course a truism of all art, but its significance to
Marechera is exemplary in that the very knowledge of the
struggle, its inherent futility (in terms of ever “mastering”
the medium unequivocally), and yet its value and
necessity, are a “fact” of which the author is perpetually,
almost cripplingly, aware and which indeed often represent
the very contradictions or paradoxes which it is his (self
appointed) task to reconcile.

“Thought-tracks in the Snow,” for instance, could in
fact have been “written” by the narrator of “The Writer’s
Grain,” fictionalizing realistically, in a moment of lucidity,
his own bizarre experiences.

And so must search for meaning, purpose, belief and
direction.

Marechera uses these characters and their idiosyncratic
uniqueness to imply the possible natures of hypothetical
selves which, living in their metaphoric parallel universe,
can astonish, intrigue and frighten us by their natures.

The nature of my observations dictate that I move from
observation to observation, compelling this exploration
to move seemingly forward but towards no endpoint, and
perhaps merely randomly within an amorphous infinity.

Through the fragmented evidence.
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Marechera recognizes one must confront the extremeties
of perspective which lie between individuals, each extreme
as valid (from the appropriate subjective viewpoint) as any
other and each not only worthy of an intellectual, liberal
respect, but each demanding (and this is in essence the
ubiquitous artistic challenge) a validating elucidation of
that viewpoint.
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The Marecherean line of argument we have followed is
deceptively simple. Having established that the self is
unknown, unknowable and therefore beyond capture or
control, Marechera rejects belief in absolute knowledge,
requiring as it does an act of perception, of anything
beyond axiomatic hypotheses. This includes a rejection of
all societal constructs be they religious, ideological, political
or moral. Such a rejection allows the individual (albeit
unknown) a theoretical freedom from the constraints of
such constructs. However, the individual must always
be conforming to a construct, even if it is solely of their
own construction, and is thus unable to ever attain such
freedom. This impasse thwarts belief in intellectual or
political anarchy (an ideal for the “extreme individualist”)
but nonetheless provides the basis for Marechera’s humanist
impulse which informs his indiscriminate compassion.
If no human being is free from the chains of an arbitrary
totality, and if all such totalities are equally false, then
no human being is more sanctified in their beliefs
than another; this being the case, Marechera espouses
unqualified empathy for all members of the species, not
through shared experience but through shared entrapment
within experience. Right and wrong, good and bad, better
and worse; these ideas cease to apply because their bases are
mercurial, indefinable and hence unjustifiable.
Marechera celebrates it with a compassion which is at once
melancholic and cynical, but also sincere and profound.
He is cynical about his cynicism, and that can be a very
dangerous game.
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This is the fundamental crisis of any intelligent rebel;
they will always be at the wrong time, in the wrong place.
Because however sincere their intentions, any action is
immediately rendered counter-productive to freedom. “The
way to hell paved by good intentions.”
The point is that even the most “good intentioned” of
humanitarian beliefs is necessarily flawed because, as we
found with Otto’s idealism, it presumes to be endowed
with sufficient objectivity to speak on behalf of all
humanity.
A theorical humanity or a theoretical utopia.
Which by this flawed premise is destined to at best fail or,
more likely, become corrupt.
Anarchy begins as an ideal which frees the individual from
the trappings and restrictions of society, which provides
them with a logical escape from oppressive forces, but
which can lead, ultimately, to a dogma as oppressive as
that which it began by rejecting.
Buddy suffers from the burgeoning knowledge that in
actual fact this refusal of his in itself constitutes a belief in
an order—the order of disorder—and even if he ruthlessly
and continuously applies disorder to his life and art, this,
perhaps disordered, disorder still rests upon and exists
by a medium which must be labelled, and consequently
ordered—life or art.
As Marechera himself has said, “freedom is itself a type of
prison, and...ultimately there’s no way out.”
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Undermining his own position, both as author and as
human being.
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As Christian’s doppelgänger tells him, “In a sense I am the
fiction I choose to be. At the same time I am the ghoul
or the harmless young man others take me for. I am what
the rock dropping on my head makes me. I am my lungs
breathing. My memory remembering. My desires reaching.
My audience reacting with an impatient sneer. I am all
those things. Are these illusions? I do not know. And I
think that is the point.”
Desperate, frantic insight into infinite subjective existence
which must of necessity be confined, concomitant with
its revelation, within the constructs of totality from which
it has intuitively flown—the constructs of language and
communication, of culture and tradition, of expectation
and assumption.
Precisely what all these slightly sinister details imply about
characters, narrators, doppelgängers and authors, across
the spectrum of these stories, is thankfully left to the
imagination’s leisure.
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The logic seems irrefutable: nothing can be wrong,
therefore there is not anything wrong.
None of them are “right,” none of them “true,” but all of
them, certainly familiar.
He does not relish this position necessarily but it is all that
is open to him.
As Marechera tells us of this tactic, it “made anything
possible and everything impossible.”
So too indeed is everyone.

——

This was bricolage was built by the mysterious Geoff
Downton using lines from Creon Upton’s thesis “Beyond
Knowledge: A Reading of Dambudzo Marechera.”
DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

Marechera’s doubles, whom we have to date identified by
their sharing of a certain characteristics with their author,
roam the pages of Marechera’s fiction and are endowed
with an autonomy which often confounds their authorial
“identification” and creates a multi-faceted literary
ambiguity in which lies their significance.

The possibilities are limitless; and this analysis intends only
to expose the openings into these possibilities, not to beat
out of them redundant conclusions.
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He realises that human identity, even at the greatest
extremes of human perception, is impossible to verify and
impossible to refute; that the mask is invariably necessary
at the level of the individual because there is no other
reality to which one can cling.
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When all are mad, where all are like opprest,
Who can discern one madman from the rest?
—Horace

There is a passage that appears early on in the title story
of The House of Hunger that serves as a sign that the
book is more than the howl of rage it appears to be on
a superficial reading. The passage deftly includes several
motifs—dehumanization as a consequence of colonization,
Rhodesia’s need for black heroes, the significance of a
Western education—and ties them to the generalized
feelings of despair and anger in the book to pose the
question that Dambudzo Marechera seems most intent on
answering; namely, what role or responsibility the artist has
in Rhodesia’s unjust society.
The narrator is about to share a drink with Harry, an
old school friend who the reader will discover later is the
principal antagonist in the book:
“All my life I’ve been in the kraal slaughtering
cattle like Ajax,” I said.
“Who?”
“In Homer,” I said. “The Iliad.”
“Ah, ancient Greece,” Harry concluded for the
benefit of the barman, who was staring fixedly into
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my incredible face.
When the drinks were ready we lingered at the
counter.
“You literary chaps are our only hope,” Harry
began.
I choked politely on my drink. Then we are sunk,
I thought.
While a nod to The Iliad is entirely apt for a book so
characterized by anger, it is the specific allusion to
Sophocles’ Ajax that is doing most of the work here.
Recall that Ajax, after losing out on the divine armor
of Achilles to Odysseus, resolves to slaughter the Greek
generals and their hosts. Athena descends and addles his
wits, so Ajax slaughters the host’s herds of cattle instead,
thereby bringing shame to his heroic name. The use of
“kraal” is particularly significant, as it is an Afrikaans
word that denotes a cattle pen, but was often used
pejoratively to indicate a traditional African village. It is
clear that Marechera’s narrator is confessing to some grave
error, one that he is on the verge of understanding and
addressing, and the statement raises the question of who
the cattle are, and who the narrator, in his madness, has
confused them for.
That the narrator states this to Harry is a clue. Harry is
defined by his allegiance to the country’s white minority; as
a student, Harry served as a spy for the police, infiltrating
student organizations; in the story, Harry will ultimately
give the narrator up to the police. Harry’s sympathy for the
white minority is expressed in disdain for black culture,
his pretension of being “civilized” compared to his black
brethren, and, finally, his preference for white women
(“Nigger girls are just meat,” he says. “And I don’t like my
meat raw.”). Yet the narrator does not seem to view Harry
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He kept talking about the bloody whites; that
phrase “bloody whites” seemed to be roasting
his mind and he got into fights which terrified
everyone so much that no one in their right mind
dared cross him. And Peter walked about raging
and spoiling for a fight which just was not there.
And because he hungered for the fight everyone
saw it in his eyes and liked him for it.
Peter embodies a rage that, having no other recourse,
expresses itself in generalized violence against all others
around him, even though it is inspired by the injustice
imposed upon the black population by the white minority.
And yet, even though it finds its expression most readily
in the violence he visits upon his blameless wife, there is
something ennobling about that rage—“everyone… liked
him for it.”
With both Peter and Harry, the narrator sets himself
apart. It is clear that he sympathizes with them even
though the violence they both subject him to illustrates
their errors. Yet Marechera does not spare the narrator
his unflinching analysis, and the peril of the position that
lies between assimilation and resistance is made clear
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in a passage in which the narrator recalls a schoolyard
fight between a meek, bookish boy named Edmund and
Stephen, a boy described as “a typical African bully in an
ordinary African school.” The narrator says, significantly,
“The Edmund-Stephen fight was the most talked-about
event the year it happened. It even outclassed Smith’s
UDI.” The two boys are set up in opposition to one
another, and Edmund is in many ways a double of the
narrator: he loves Russian and English literature, Western
culture, and has an interest in writing.
He had actually written dozens of novels (all
unfinished) and short stories (all unfinished)
whose plots alternated between the painstaking
exploration of the effects of poverty and
destitution on the “psyche” and the higher themes
of grand drama and heroic epics…
Stephen, on the other hand, despises the West, hates
Christianity, detests classical music, firmly believes “there
was something peculiarly African in anything written
by an African and said that therefore European tools of
criticism should not be used in the analysis of ‘African
literature.’” If the sympathy of the narrator is not clearly
discerned in his descriptions of the two boys, it is plainly
evident when he goes to Edmund’s aid after Stephen
returns from the fight with blood on his shirt, blood that
has formed a stain that “seemed in outline to be a map of
Rhodesia.”
He was on his hands and knees in a pool of blood.
His face was unrecognizable. And he was whining;
jabbering distractedly like an animal. I almost
cried when I finally understood what it was he was
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with any judgment; at worst, he holds a kind of pity for
Harry, as if his error is perfectly understandable.
A similar lack of judgment is evident in the narrator’s
presentation of all of the book’s characters, as if to present
them as they are shows that their failings and trespasses
are entirely the result of the grim reality of the ghettos in
which they have been consigned to live. The narrator gives
his brother Peter a similar treatment. Peter is introduced
by way of his rage at being jailed for bribing a police spy.
When he is released, the narrator recalls,
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The narrator says of Edmund’s refrain, which he repeats
continuously as they make their way to a clinic, “I
understood it only too well.”
Here we see a recurrence of the idea of
dehumanization, one that is echoed in other stories in the
book, such as in “Burning in the Rain” where the narrator
sees an ape in his reflection. The self-hatred that Edmund
displays is in keeping with the consequences of the anger
and rage expressed by the Harrys and Peters and Stephens
of the book, namely in that it is the result of error, and
it is significant that the description of Edmund’s stories
and plays tracks closely with the book that Marechera has
written.
The characters the narrator introduces, then, are the
cattle he has been slaughtering in the kraal, and it is as if,
in the way he withholds judgment of them, he is atoning
for the many years he defined their errors and held those
errors against them. But Marechera does not make the case
for correcting these errors so that his black brethren will
work as one against the unjust white minority—the true
enemy, one would assume—that has inflicted upon the
native population a litany of indignities, not to mention
poverty and destitution. Rather, it is by illustrating
the failings of all four positions—Harry’s assimilation,
Peter’s aimless rage, Stephen’s fervent black nationalism,
Edmund’s escape into Western literature—that Marechera
makes a case for the moral imperative of an artist in any
society, a role that is even more important in a society as
addled by anger as the one in which he was raised.
At the story’s beginning the narrator says,
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The human face in close-up is quite incredible—
Swift was right. And what of the house inside it?
And the thing inside the house? And the thing
inside the thing inside the thing inside the thing?...
I found a seed, a little seed, the smallest in the
world. And its name was Hate. I buried it in my
mind and watered it with tears. No seed ever had
a better gardener. As it swelled and cracked into
green life I felt my nation tremble, tremble in the
throes of birth—and burst out bloom and branch.
The question of what exists within the house of his face is
answered towards the end of the story, when the narrator
enters a house to look for aid after having been beaten up
quite brutally, and finds it utterly empty, so empty that
he flees in terror “like a madman who has seen the inside
of his own ravings.” In the end, it is that nothing, that
absence, that is the ultimate truth that Marechera arrives
at, the product that is left after stripping away error after
error, looking underneath the anger that is everywhere
and in every character. The final, devastating critique of
Rhodesian society is that it has forced its black majority
to define itself solely through the lens of opposition to
the white minority’s culture, resulting in a society-wide
madness that pits, literally, brother against brother. And
Marechera seems to say, echoing the narrator’s view that
the nation is sunk if its only hope lies in literary men like
himself, that the artist’s role is merely to strip away all
error and unflinchingly diagnose society’s problems. And
the despairing conclusion of the book, entirely appropriate
given that at the time of publication Zimbabwe was still
a dream in the bush, is that it is up to those black heroes
that the narrator laments no longer exist to address those
problems.
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saying; he was saying over and over “I’m a monkey,
I’m a baboon, I’m a monkey, I’m a baboon.”
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By virtue of an having unconventional higher education,
I missed out on studying—in a formal way—modern
literary theory, deconstructionism, or how to read
literature through the lens of something. Perhaps to
compensate for the lack, or to feel in-the-know, I enjoyed
those categorizing phrases we use to talk about art. In this
case, the case of Dambudzo Marechera, I discovered he
was not only “post-colonial,” but deeply “post-modern”
as well. Perhaps “post-mortem” would be another phrase
to use, since he died far too young, at 35 in 1987. His
work, fortunately, continues to draw readers thanks to the
efforts of writers like Helon Habila. I had the pleasure of
exchanging emails about Marechera and his work with
Habila, whose own books I also loved reading (but was
perhaps to shy to say at the time). Habila’s Oil on Water
and Waiting for an Angel were a beautiful counterpoint to
Marechera’s The House of Hunger and Black Sunlight in my
reading this fall while preparing for our conversation.
MD: Dambudzo Marechera remains obscure in the
United States, while translated and relatively wellknown in Europe. The hope, of course, is that this issue
of The Scofield will introduce him to new audiences.
How have you experienced the reception of your work
internationally, and within Nigeria? Obviously you
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now live and teach in the United States.
HH: Yes, Marechera was published briefly in the US,
in 1978, by Pantheon Books. This is The House of Hunger,
his first book. He didn’t get many reviews and the book
never really took off like it did in the UK, where he was
championed by writers like Doris Lessing and Angela
Carter. There were plans to publish the second book, Black
Sunlight, in the US, but the plan fell through, I believe.
As for me, well, this is a new age, authors like
Marechera and Achebe and Nadine Gordimer have opened
the doors for African literature. African literature is now
in the mainstream. There are African studies departments
in almost all major universities around the world, most
undergraduates are taking courses and writing papers on
post-colonial literature. I get letters regularly from students
around the world writing their thesis on my books. Of
course, I am best known in Nigeria because that is where I
came from.
MD: Writers throughout Africa in the past 40
years have often seen their work banned in their native
countries, as well as elsewhere on the continent. Wole
Soyinka, Bessie Head, Njabulo Ndebele, N’gugi wa
Thiong’o—too many examples to list. What sense do
you have that these unfortunately embattled writers,
like Marechera, were writing for their countrymen
or writing for an audience abroad? To the extent that
Marechera spent a long time in England and elsewhere,
but then returned and wrote again in Zimbabwe,
though disillusioned with Mugabe’s regime. I wonder
what readers he sought within Zimbabwe and without.
HH: The term “writing back to the centre” became
popular in reference to post-colonial literature. In one
sense that is what all these writers you mentioned did,
write back in answer to colonial writers like Conrad, Rider
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in Zimbabwean literature. The country’s history is bleak
with despoliation and dispossession, starting from the
founding of the country by Rhodes and his cohorts, who
forced local kings to sign away entire kingdoms and sent
people off their farms to be confined in sterile townships.
Then came the war of independence and its heavy toll
on the population, and after independence the new
politicians turned against their own people in moments
like Operation Gukurahundi, where thousands of
opposition party members and families were killed. And
so Zimbabwean literature uses metaphors of drought,
flood, etc, to reflect what is happening to the people.
One of the best of such illustrations is the passage in
The House of Hunger describing a torrential rainfall, you
can actually feel the pain as the rain beats down on all
beneath it—this deluge of almost biblical proportions
captures so well the violence people confront everyday in
Zimbabwe.
It is worth noting that this use of natural phenomena
as metaphor for political violence isn’t just restricted to
literature. It is also used by politicians. “Gukurahundi”
loosely means “The early spring rain that clears away the
trash.” The “trash” here refers to the opponents of the
ruling party.
In my work, in Oil on Water, I am being specific to
one particular kind of despoliation, the one caused by the
oil extracting industry, and its impact on the land and on
ordinary people. The book doesn’t pretend to give answers,
it just raises important questions through the use of visual
imagery of geographic and demographic devastation.
Questions like: what kind of land will our children and
their children inherit if we keep on destroying the rivers
and the swamps and the waterlands at the rate we are
doing now? Whose responsibility is it to stop it? Why is
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Haggard, and the Joyce Carys of this world. Writers who
painted a very dismal and derogatory picture of life in the
colonized countries. After colonialism the focus turned
to the new indigenous political class, who are basically
a continuation of the colonial regime, these are the neocolonial leaders, the ones that are intolerant of criticism
and quick to arrest, banish, or even kill writers deemed
too critical of the new governments. Ngugi was in exile
for over 25 years. Soyinka was jailed during the civil war
in Nigeria, and of course Marechera’s Black Sunlight was
banned in 1980 on the eve of his return to Zimbabwe.
The general belief is that the book was banned because it
was critical of Mugabe or other such political reasons—
actually I discovered later that the reason given by the
censors is that of religious profanity. There is a passage
where Marechera makes really irreverent comments
regarding Jesus Christ. The narrator is in a church
staring at the figure of Jesus on a cross and he makes the
comment. That is really the offensive passage. Arbitrary it
may seem on the surface, but all censorship is systematic,
it is a tool of control and suppression. It doesn’t matter
where Marechera lived or whom he wrote for, the bottom
line is that he refused to be controlled, that is his power.
MD: I’m fascinated by the allegories of natural
devastation, like drought, present in the work of
Zimbabwean writers ... in addition to Marechera,
Charles Mungoshi comes to mind. In your novel Oil
on Water, we see the exploitation of a natural resource
causing further devastation to the environment in
Nigeria. Can you say a few words about what the
natural world/the environmental devastation in
Nigeria means to you and to your work?
HH: Man is perhaps the most important agent of
devastation, don’t forget, and this is captured very well
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the government so powerless against the multinational
corporations?
MD: Marechera seems an anomaly amongst his
peers—his work reminds me strongly of the Beats, of
Joyce. If we enjoy stringing together descriptors, we
could say “post-colonial, post-modern.”
HH: His work is redolent of the Beats and the
European modernists—he set out deliberately to study
them and to model his work on them. He was a widely
read man, you have to read his essay, “An African Writer’s
Experience of European Literature” to appreciate just
how widely he had studied the European modernists. He
was particularly fascinated by the idea of the Menippean
novel as propounded by Bakhtin, a work that is satirical
in nature and makes fun of traditional and folkloric
traditions, also fragmented and making use of complex
styles and multiple viewpoints. He wanted, he said, to
be just a writer, not African, not just Zimbabwean, just
a writer, period, free to draw influence from where ever
he wished. Of course that got him into trouble with the
more nationalist minded African critics, they saw his work
as obscurantist and decadent. They didn’t get what he
was trying to achieve. So, yes, post-modern in his irony
and complexity and playfulness, and post-colonial in his
obsession with identity and racial politics and themes of
exile and alienation.
MD: “If an artist is anything he is a human being
with heightened sensitivities; he must be aware of
the faintest nuances of injustice in human relations.
The African writer cannot therefore be unaware of,
or indifferent to, the monumental injustice which his
people suffer.” Achebe said this in 1968. I’m reminded
a bit of the protagonist of your novel Waiting for
an Angel. The question of whether art must address

political issues or justice is a perennial question; we
have everyone from Wallace Stevens to Achebe, above,
weighing in. Would you care to?
HH: Gladly. The artist is one who carries the pains
and the sufferings of society; because he sees more and
understands more he necessarily suffers more. He sees
himself in the homeless person, the widowed wife, the
hungry orphan, even the murderer and the thief; he or
she can only create convincingly because of this empathy.
In fact, the degree of success of his work is in proportion
to how much he empathizes. Dickens didn’t just see the
chimney sweeps and orphans of his time in London, he
suffered with them. So, the artist is a sort of scapegoat,
a sacrificial, Christ-like figure who, through his art, is
capable of showing society the road to redemption and
salvation. This is of course regardless of whether the artist
is aware or not of his function. And so, to see that much
suffering, to understand that much injustice, one cannot
keep quiet. Silence is not an option.
MD: And, of course, bringing the issue of injustice
around to Marechera. His first work, The House of
Hunger, is deeply autobiographical. By the time he’s
returned to Zimbabwe, his work becomes politically
scathing, in Mindblast, when he’s observed what black
majority rule looks like.
HH: All his works are very autobiographical in nature,
he is that kind of writer. As a black Zimbabwean or
Rhodesian he belonged to the lowest of the lowest strata
of society, in his own country. And so his autobiographical
narrative becomes the story of others like him, every
Zimbabwean of his time and place would see himself in
those narratives. Of course with independence the focus
of his satire and criticism changed, but the substance
remained the same. His conclusion is that nothing in terms
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of power and powerlessness had changed—the powerless
and poor were still as wretched as they were under
colonialism; he refused to join the ruling elite—one could
say he was temperamentally incapable of joining them. As
an artist he believed his job was to be perpetually in the
opposition, it was the only honorable position for him.
MD: In your essay on Marechera in VQR, you
write, “Marechera’s life reads like a picaresque novel,
with its unexpected and often bewildering turns of
fortune.” Many people have noted that Marechera’s
wild life has overshadowed the brilliance of his writing.
Do you think this is true to some extent?
HH: Perhaps what they should ask is: would there have
been the writing without the riotous life style? Who knows
what inspire and drive artists? You have to read his work
to realize most of his material came from the crazy life he
led. He was who he was, and we are grateful for what he
was able to achieve while he was with us. One thing is for
certain though: he realized the importance of hype and
self-promotion long before the age of the celebrity artist.
To call him an extrovert would be an understatement.
There is a school of thought that believes Marechera was
actually mentally unstable—if he was, it was a necessary
madness, one for which we remain grateful.
MD: Elsewhere in your essay in VQR, you quote
this line from The House of Hunger—“Insist upon
your right to insist upon your right to insist on the
importance, the great importance of whim.” Why is
whim so important to you and why do you think it was
so important to Marechera?
HH: Whim is freedom from censorship and
control. It is self-expression. Without whim there is only
regimentation and boring uniformity. Without whim there
is no art.

MD: You’ve been an advocate and evangelizer for
Marechera for years. The Scofield is borne out of the
idea that we each have a list of writers whose books we
press upon friends, who we buy copies of and just give
them away.
HH: Yes, I have been a Marechera fan from the first
time I read The House of Hunger. It is the kind of work
that evokes what I can only call “recognition”. Recognition
almost in the Aristotlean sense. After that recognition
there is no going back. Everything else next to it seems
unoriginal and puny. It is uncompromising in language
and imagery and message. And to know that it was written
by another African writer makes it especially dear and
important to me.
MD: Finally, what are you currently working on?
HH: I am working on two things at the moment: one
is a novel that I have been battling with for a few years
now, and the other is a book of non-fiction. I can’t say
more than that.
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The Mexican novelist Daniel Sada passed away in 2011,
aged 58. He was the author of numerous novels, most
notably 1999’s magnum opus, Porque parece mentira la
verdad nunca se sabe (Because It Seems to Be A Lie The
Truth is Never Known) and 2008’s Casi nunca (Almost
Never). Sada is a figure of almost Joycean stature in the
Hispanic literary world. His work has been celebrated for
its expressive rendering of Mexican folk culture, its riotous
reveling in word play and earthy patois. In an obituary
piece in The Paris Review, the novelist and journalist
Francisco Goldman acclaimed Sada’s oeuvre as “a
polyphonic parade of voices, a Mexican cacophony: shouts,
laughter, violent, lewd curses, sweet whispers, song.” The
Minnesota publishing house Graywolf Press introduced
Sada to Anglophone readers with Katherine Silver’s 2012
translation of Almost Never, which had won the prestigious
Premio Herralde prize for Spanish-language literature in
2008.
Encouraged by its warm critical reception in North
America, Graywolf and Silver have in short order come
back with another Sada: One Out of Two, the second of his
books to be translated into English, tells the story of the
Gamal sisters, Gloria and Constitución, a pair of spinsters
in their early forties. We meet them plodding contentedly
through a joyless existence in the dreary provincial town
of Ocampo, eking out a living as seamstresses, their
tranquility disturbed only by the occasional letter from a

PAGE 62

solicitous aunt. One missive ends with a subtle suggestion:
“GET MARRIED SOON, YOU IDIOTS.” She is that
kind of aunt. Unprepossessing in appearance and modest
in their expectations from life, the sisters have acquired the
status of local eccentrics by virtue of being identical twins:
“their sole importance has only ever been this similitude.”
Such is small-town life.
When one of the women meets a man, an eligible
bachelor by the name of Oscar, the two sisters are plunged
into a crisis. Convinced that the suitor will run a mile
if he learns of the existence of a twin, and, resolved, out
of sisterly solidarity, to jointly share in the delights of
courtship, the twins decide to take it in turns to date
Oscar. The ruse works, and things proceed apace. But the
deception cannot be maintained indefinitely, so the sisters
face a dilemma: forego their hermetic closeness in order
that one of them may live a conventionally normal life, or
both remain spinsters forever more. Each sister vacillates
between loyalty to the other and the yearning to strike
out on her own; this is, notes Sada’s narrator, “intimacy
as an idea that unravels.” Gloria and Constitución are
torn between the visceral pull of romance and a niggling
suspicion, bordering on unshakeable dread, that the
sacrifice would not be worth it, that “in the long run, love
would cease to be what dreams dictate and turn instead
into insipid bread, insipid monotony, and in the end and
forever more: subjugated love.” One Out of Two is thus
both a ribald rom-com and, at the same time, a sober and
astute commentary on the inexorability of patriarchy.
Anthea Bell, who is best known for her translations
of W.G. Sebald, has likened the process of translation to
the effect of viewing something through a glass with a
distorting flaw. The translator is essentially engaged in
a conjuring trick, fashioning an illusion that what she
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sometimes fours and even fives. They serve to mark out
a meter, imbuing the text with a chopping, rhythmic
sonority:
The beau was riding up front: perfumed to a
noxious extent and decked out in green, with his
hair parted down the middle, to perfection: in his
own way, he called attention to himself.
Aside from his novels and short stories, Sada published
three volumes of poetry in his lifetime. In these moments
One Out of Two melts into something like prose poetry,
pulsating with a brisk pitter-patter:
About the wedding: say no more; about the toss of
the coin: not that either; about luck: maybe….
At other times commas perform the same role. The
break is softer but the sense of rhythm and momentum
remains. This, when the girls are invited to a party: “But
only one would go, because both, they couldn’t, no way.”
Elsewhere, this précis:
But, let’s get to the point: currents ran between the
Gamal sisters even when they were sleeping, yes,
indeed, they were twins, to the nth degree, and
proud of it…
Reading One Out of Two one is reminded of the
story of June and Jennifer Gibbons, the identical twins
who grew up in Wales in the 1970s and 80s. The sisters,
who became catatonic if separated, communicated with
one another in a secret language and isolated themselves
from their peers. After committing a spate of petty crimes
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has produced is not the distorted image, but the original
thing. This would seem to be an apt description for the
challenge faced by Katherine Silver with regard to Daniel
Sada’s text: so steeped is his style in the vernacular argot of
provincial Mexico that it is all but impossible to faithfully
transpose its distinctive texture into an Anglo-Saxon
register. But Silver has taken care to give us a sense of the
original’s idiosyncratic flavor, peppering her text with
North American slang; a “nary a peep” here, a “getting
all in a tizzy” there; a woman gets “all gussied up” and,
later on, “all spiffed up”, in preparation for a tryst; the
very ruse itself described as “the switcheroo”. (If some of
these expressions strike the reader as a little quaint, we
must admit that the translator would likely have met with
criticism if she had opted for a more contemporary idiom
replete with ‘likes’ and millennial internet slang. It is an
exceedingly difficult balance to strike.)
Sada’s storytelling style is very much that of the
folk yarn, redolent of the genial bar-room raconteur
spinning an anecdote to a gaggle of buddies. There is easy
insouciance on the finer details – “some local ham bought
who knows where”; a breakfast casually dismissed as “a
bite of whatever” – alongside wry asides and audience
prompts: a parenthetical “we could’ve guessed” connotes
a scampish wink to the audience; later on, as if to focus
the minds of some listeners who might have zoned out,
the story’s denouement is helpfully signposted with a
declaration: “Herein lies the drama, the underbelly of the
plot.”
More distinctive still is Sada’s idiosyncratic use of
syntax and punctuation. We encounter, with remarkable
frequency, passages made up of successive clauses marked
out by colons. Often these clauses appear in threes (“But:
it had to happen: the door finally opened a crack.”),
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they were committed to Broadmoor Prison, a psychiatric
hospital, where they were placed on antipsychotic
medications. The girls had an unspoken agreement that if
one of them were to die, the other would break her silence
and live a normal life; when Jennifer died in 1993, June
began speaking with other people. Their extraordinary
story is documented in Marjorie Wallace’s book, The
Silent Twins (1986). Such extreme cases aside, there is
undoubtedly something a little backward about the folkish
fascination with the weirdness of twins. This is precisely
what makes the subject matter of One Out of Two so apt:
Sada’s Ocampo is an indictment of the claustrophobia
of small-town pettiness, an oppressive little cauldron of
scurrilously prying eyes and provincial chauvinism, against
which the Gamal sisters’ stubborn eccentricity is nothing
short of heroic.

HEINRICH HEINE

Untitled (The
Doppelgänger)
The night is quiet, the streets are calm,
In this house my beloved once lived:
She has long since left the town,
But the house still stands, here in the same place.
A man stands there also and looks to the sky,
And wrings his hands overwhelmed by pain:
Upon seeing his face, I am terrified—
The moon shows me my own form!
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O you Doppelgänger! you pale comrade!
Why do you ape the pain of my love
Which tormented me upon this spot
So many a night, so long ago?

THE SCOFIELD

Included in The House of Hunger, Dambudzo Marechera’s
first book, the short story “Burning in the Rain”
encompasses many of Marechera’s key thematic concerns.
In the story an unnamed young man looks in the mirror
only to see his reflection given back as an “ape.” The
mirror is a dual object that both distorts and reflects, since
the ape represents racist stereotypes about Africans on the
one hand, and the man’s animalistic primal self on the
other. In a pivotal scene, the man blacks out (most likely
after drinking himself senseless) then awakens to find that
he is wearing an European wig and “that he had painted
himself with white-wash” (“Burning in the Rain” 87).
This fear lurks at the heart of Marechera’s quest for an
authentic self, the fear that he, Marechera, will never be
anything other than what the white man sees him as. “The
ape in the mirror seemed excited; excitable; it seemed to be
treasuring a huge but secret joke at his expense” (86). How
to cleanse himself of this affliction? An ancient river holds
out the possibility of a baptismal purging, but water in this
story carries a genocidal force: “And the pattering of the
rain sounded like the microscopic commotion of six little
PAGE 65

people fleeing a national catastrophe” (87). Experience is
always a dead end in Marechera’s fiction.
Marechera privileges language over experience. He
has much to say about his approach to language in a selfinterview published in 1983, three years before his death.
He traces his origins as a writer to his student days in Form
One, when he had a problem with stuttering. He writes, “I
was learning to distrust language, a distrust necessary for
a writer” (“An Interview with Himself” 6). Importantly,
he goes on to say that this stutter “perhaps is in the
undergrowth of my experimental use of English, standing
it on its head, brutalizing it into a more malleable shape for
my own purposes” (7). Marechera sees this experimentation
as necessary for a black writer because the “language is very
racist; you have to have harrowing fights and hair-raising
panga duels with the language before you can make it do
all that you want it to do…For me this is the impossible,
the exciting, the voluptuous blackening image that commits
me totally to writing” (7). Let us not miss the point. Here,
Marechera gives little credence to Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s wellknown and contentious call for African writers to write in
the original languages of the continent; instead he wants
African writers to embrace experimentation and find ways
to blacken the English language.
The mouth is the source of the blackening image in
the novella The House of Hunger. The literal house is a
ghetto building in colonial Rhodesia where the narrator (a
Marechera stand-in) lives. The hunger is poverty, but it is
also the longing for independence, freedom. That longing
is physical and concrete:
The freedom we craved for…was so alive in
our breath and in our fingers that one became
intoxicated by it even before one had actually
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This visceral feeling manifests in the book’s iconography
with numerous images that focus on the mouth, eating
and drinking, digestion, the stomach, the anus, and shit.
Marechera’s narrator immerses himself in this imagery,
making it clear that only by such means can one tell an
honest and gritty story about certain horrific realities of
life during colonial Rhodesia.
In fact, the narrator literally immerses himself in shit
as related in one passage of the novella that starts off with
him reading poems by a young poet that “expressed forms
of discontent, disillusionment and outage” (58). One poem
called “Something Rotten” reminds him of the “time
when I was writing an article about shantytown and while
inspecting the pit-latrines there I fell into the filthy hole…
It was a necessary baptism” (58). This baptism in shit
echoes one of Marechera’s ideas in the self-interview:
Everything about language, the obscene, the
sublime, the gibberish, the pontificatory, the purely
narrative, the verbally threatening, the adjectivally
nauseating—they are all part of the chiseling art at
the heart of my art. (“Interview with Himself” 7)
Of course, language is an extension of the mind.
In this sense, then, the house of hunger represents
Marechera’s longing for a black language; the house of
hunger serves as a metaphor for the mind, Marechera’s
mind. “And the picture of my skull has since blended into
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the memory of that empty but strangely terrifying house”
(77). Interesting how in the self-interview Marechera notes
that feminist novelists share his experimental concerns, see
language as a tool for liberation, since women are at the
center of much that happens in this “strangely terrifying
house.” At one point, the narrator sees a prostitute with
“splotches and stains of semen that were dripping down
her as she walked,” a woman he tells us that he later wrote
a story about with her as a “symbol of Rhodesia” (49). So
Marechera is making clear here that a free Zimbabwe must
mean the freedom of women. Little surprise then that the
novella opens with a man (a friend of the narrator) beating
a woman named Immaculate, the first of many scenes of
abuse afflicted on women. In a later passage, the narrator
tells us that the “older generation too was learning. It still
believed that if one did not beat up one’s wife it meant
that one did not love her at all” (49–50). However, we
also learn that the younger revolutionaries share these
sentiments. In one powerful scene, a revolutionary makes
a statement about the morals of the opposing party, then
proceeds to rape “his wife right there in the thick of the
excited crowd. He was cursing all the women to hell as he
did so. And he seemed to screw her forever” (50).
Women are not simply victims in this novella. Some
women beat their would-be male victimizers. As well, in
one passage Marcechera invokes the 1896–1897 revolt
in colonial Rhodesia that was led by women. Still, the
suggestion is that women have a long road ahead. We
get an illustration of the idea when Marechera’s narrator
chances upon a female symbol of Zimbabwe in a bar; he
“collided with two massive breasts that were straining
angrily against a thin T-shirt upon which was written the
legend ZIMBABWE” (19). The clothes here represent male
efforts at restraint.
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found it. It was like the way a man licks his lips in
his dream of a feast; the way a woman dances in
her dream of a carnival; the way the old man ran
like a gazelle in his yearning for the funeral games
of his youth. (3)
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world of such novels…is complex, unstable,
comic, satirical, fantastic, poetical and committed
to the pursuit of truth…. Genres are mixed.
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Stories, speeches, dramatic sketches, poetry and
parody exist side by side. (101)
Boccacio’s Decameron is the Menippean text that
Marechera uses as the backdrop for his setting in some
unnamed country in Africa where seven characters are
holed up in a defunct university’s former Faculty Center,
safe for the time being against plague-ridden cities and
a country torn apart by civil war. Indeed, the war for
independence has devolved into factional fighting:
All I know is that at one stage it was us blacks
against whites. But somehow or other things
had suddenly become complicated and it was
no longer a black and white chess game. It was
more like a kaleidoscope in which every little
chink of color in the shaken picture was fighting
every other little chink. News agencies could not
keep track of alliances and counter-alliances, the
neutrals and the non-aligned, the ferocious and
the hyperferal, etc… (24)
Marechera juxtaposes a number of flashbacks against
the present conflict, mostly digressions about the narrator’s
experiences in the United Kingdom, incidents that feel as
if they are based on Marechera’s own experiences in the
UK. Marechera wrote both this novel and the subsequent
Black Sunlight (along with a fourth novel manuscript
that has been lost) while he was living down and out in
a squatter community at Tolmers Square in London.
Marechera spoke about that time of his life in a February
1986 interview with Flora Veit-Wild:
I was the only black person there. Most of these
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The novel relates many incidents of this sort in a
loose approach where narrative stutters take the form of
jumps in time and place. Near the end of the text, the
narrator suggests that he learned this discursive style from
his deceased father: “What he loved best was for me to
listen attentively while he told stories that were oblique,
rambling, and fragmentary” (79). That said, the paternal
source is not a convincing justification for the book’s
lack or organization. Even a non-linear narrative needs
structure. The House of Hunger reads more like a working
draft than a thought-out and finished book, since it lacks
movement, development, and a sense of overall pattern
and design. The book simply starts one place and ends at
another. Language never truly finds a form in Marechera’s
first full-length work of fiction.
Written a year or so after the publication of The House
of Hunger but published posthumously, Marechera’s second
novel, The Black Insider, has a more definite structure.
Ideas that Marechera expressed in a 1986 speech entitled
“The African Writer’s Experience of European Literature”
provide some indication about what Marechera was
aiming for in this book. In his talk Marechera builds on
certain arguments that critic Neil McEwan puts forward
in his study Africa and the Novel, where McEwan applies
Mikhail Bakhtin’s notions of the carnival to contemporary
African fiction. Marechera boldly states that it “is no
longer necessary to speak of the African novel or the
European novel: there is only the Menippean novel” (“The
African Writer’s Experience of European Literature” 101).
For him the
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people were totally unemployed or they were
self-employed, doing odd jobs, smoking dope,
meditating; it was like living within a hospital of
people whom society had rejected. That was the
first time that I was living with people for whom
there were no fixed standards, whether moral
or political or metaphysical, no fixed standards
whatsoever. Everybody was allowed to be whatever
he wanted to be. (14)

The most cutting aspect of the novel is Marechera’s
critique of received notions of the African identity, those
romanticized (and racist) images about the African self
that stand-in the place of true consciousness, interiority:
“Certainly, the machine of the nation-state gave the citizen
a prefabricated identity and consciousness made up of
the rouge and lipstick of the struggle and the revolution”
(105). Marechera lays bare the essentialist basis of these
reductive and constrictive notions:

Fiction mirrors reality in that the cast of characters
who have sought refuge in the Faculty Center, seven men
and women, some black other white, are all bohemian
eccentrics, oddballs.
That said, this is not so much a book about character
as it is a book where characters talk and talk, where people
pontificate and philosophize in a sanctuary of the text
that the real world will eventually intrude upon by novel’s
end. Put differently, in the Decameron, the characters
tell stories; in Black Sunlight they take the soapbox to
demonstrate their book learning. Time and again, the
novel makes clear that for Marechera books are a way
of making sense of the world. Books give meaning to
experience. The many literary allusions in the novel involve
Marechera’s (the narrator’s) efforts to use literature to
understand life, define it. However, too often Marechera
wears his learning on his sleeve like a precocious high
school student or undergraduate. Then too, at times the
novel is derivative, as in this passage that borrows notions
about love as expressed by Proust in Swann’s Way: “It has
always struck me that men and women are only ideas in
each other’s heads. Even when the hatred or the love is so
strong it could melt steel, we still continue to hate and love
the idea and not the flesh…” (52).

It is the ruin and not the original which moves
men; our Zimbabwe Ruins must have looked
really shit and hideous when they were brand-new.
But now their ruin imposes itself upon the grand
imagination of even thousands who have never
actually seen them.” (91–92)

The wind had whipped up the waves into a
tumultuous frenzy of leap and spray...There was
nothing out there or inside me which I could see
was the wire between the life inside me and the
actual geography of living...There was something
more which did not...come to the fore of my
consciousness but only stirred and bristled when
in the presence of deep and faraway things...This
was the tearing cloth of exile, and of the sense of
being in a world in which one yearned to leap out
of one’s mind… (61)
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The narrator expresses a deep existential longing
for connection to a true mind, self. In one of the book’s
central passages, he recalls a time in Wales when he looks
with introspection out at the sea:
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The narrator finds a concrete way to figuratively
leap out of his mind by means of an alter ego, one of his
fellow occupants at the Faculty Center, an unnamed black
African who time and again critiques false constructions
about African identity.

a mural of a stylized African jungle, while Helen cannot
capture what she wants in her drawings. She says, “There’s
so much missing inside where things ought not to be
missing” (102) and asks the narrator if he feels the same
way. He responds,

I ponder every day where I should stay; whether,
solidly in my own mind or in the real Africa of
give and take. To burn incense at the shrine of
dread seems at best…the activity of an insane
sanity. But to play their game to the grimy end of
definitions and counter-definitions of Africanness
requires a zest and stamina I do not have. Only
one path remains, insider, through the hardy
water of faceless oases toward the harsh and arid
aurora where love and hope are dimmed only to
their unrefusing core. (75)

I could have said I felt like that all the time. I
could have said that’s how everything seems to
be most of the time. The ghastly emptiness that
was always there when I awoke and when I was
dreaming. The feeling of having died and yet not
really died, of how one had been subtracted from
all that makes life a living experience. (102)

African art fails because it is unable to represent the
true “black insider,” the self in all of its psychological and
emotional complexity. The painter Owen can only render

Each time I saw her, talked to her, listened to her,
it was as if she was a phantom and creation of my
imagination rather than a person in herself. (108)
He goes on to say:
It was a mistake to have married the African
Dream. I do not think it was any kind of dream
to her, but a nightmare of neuroses which she
finally could do without. (112)
For him she was only an extension of his art: “in
marrying her I was trying to marry a part of Owen, and
not anything about her” (113). As noted previously, the
narrator uses books to illuminate experience; however,
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The idea of personality molded by cultural
artifacts outside us and the sense of identity with
a specific time and place, as though the human
being is rooted in his own kind of soil as any weed,
is what created for us the emperor’s new clothes.
And it is quite easy inflexibly to deceive ourselves
that we are fully clothed and not naked. (81)

The reduction of self that is at the source of the failed
art of Owen and Helen is also at the heart of the narrator’s
own failures as a writer. And that failure is mirrored in the
breakdown of his marriage to Tsitsi.
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Through this alter ego we learn that a “psychology of
clothes,” which has “much to do with notions of history
and identity” (81), has masked a true analysis of the
psyche, consciousness:
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Here a chasm is exposed within the African
image; our roots have become so many banners
in the wind, with no meaningful connection with
the deep-seated voice within us. But they have at
the same time strengthened their grip on us: a new
kind of fascism based on the ‘traditional’ African
image has arisen. (82)
He goes on to speak highly of Gogol and the Russians:
Africa needs him desperately, otherwise we will
choke in self-disgust. I have found in nineteenth
century Russian literature an empathy with the
breath and experience of Africa which I have not
found in literature. (83)
In the absence of such a literature, the narrator tells us, there
is “nothing left except the self-consciousness that could only
give, and give unreservedly, in novels like this” (107).
Along with the “African image,” Marechera blames
rationality and realism for the failures in art and culture.
The tyranny of straightforward things is more
oppressive and more degrading than such idle
monstrosities as life and death, apartheid and
beer drinking, a stamp album and Jew-baiting.
One plus one equals two is so irrefutably
straightforward that the unborn child can see that
even if man wiped off the face of the earth one
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plus one would always and forever equal two. (37)
Indeed, the “English language has certainly taken over
more than the geography of the African image” (49).
The suggestion here is that the English language (and
rationalism and realism) has taken over the African mind,
thought itself.
The Black Insider never reads like a realistic novel.
Marechera’s interest lay elsewhere. Employing a
mennipean strategy, an early scene in the novel takes the
form of a play to mock the political hypocrisies that were
occurring at the time in Zimbabwe during the transition
from colonial governance to independence. However, the
narrative as a whole feels more like a play than a novel
with its present action confined to one setting and the
privileging of extended monologues and dialogues over
action and interiority. Certainly Marechera chooses this
dramatic form to stress the dominance of role playing and
false identity on the continent:
We live as though we were rehearsing our roles
in a misty womb where we cannot see the text
clearly but as it were remember vaguely the
general theme of it. Which is everything to do
with the history of this continent. A continent of
wounds which no longer knows what it is to be
whole and healthy. (79)
Marechera offers a theory about the construction
of plays that could very well serve as a description of his
linguistic strategies in this novel:
A great deal of our plays derive their strength from
what I call ‘The Act of Summing Up’ whereby the
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Marechera’s suggests that the African writer has failed to
give full expression to African experience.
Towards this end, the narrator’s alter-ego offers his
thoughts about the poet Gabriel Okara:

JEFFERY RENARD ALLEN

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

JEFFERY RENARD ALLEN

THE SCOFIELD

While this may be true, Marechera fails to recognize
that ultimately this summing up approach comes off as
flat and limiting in a novelistic form. One passage in his
narrative tells us that the Decameron and Canterbury Tales
represent a “genre which unlike the novel is most suited
to the oral tradition here in Africa” (89), but never truly
uses Boccacio’s and Chaucer’s multiple-story form. Where
The House of Hunger was structure-less and meandering,
The Black Insider is static in the lack of movement. The
characters simply talk and do little else.
It is not surprising then that the narrator is never
able to fully work through his aesthetic and psychological
ideas. War enters his world as paratroopers land outside
the Faculty Center. He must take up a gun.
For the first time in my life I knew I would give
myself and give myself unreservedly not to an idea
of humanity but to a girl called Helen. (98)
Let us not miss the point. Marechera wants us to
understand that one political exigency or another always
seems to come between an African and self-knowledge and
the advancement of art.
In his third novel Black Sunlight Marechera leaves
behind this quest for an authentic African self for a
much bolder goal: to leap beyond the African altogether.
The facts suggest that Marechera was fed up with the
publishing industry. Heinemann had rejected The Black
Insider, in large part because the book did not meet certain
condescending assumptions that its internal reviewers
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held about African literature. One reviewer wrote in his
memo that the novel is “very much overlaid with classical
allusions” that are of
no interest to the general reader and this is what
we as publishers have to bear in mind: that we have
to publish books that people will enjoy reading and
will not cost them too much in terms of time and
effort! (Introduction to The Black Insider 12)
Although the setting of this novel is unspecified,
the text is full of references to customs, practices, and
events that tackle African realities head on, all in an
effort for the narrator (another Marechera stand-in) to
escape the ‘paranoia of black sunlight” (Black Sunlight 7).
For example, in one tongue-in-cheek passage, someone
says, “I heard that there is a country where girls are also
circumcised. I wonder what it is they actually cut out?
Do you think it’s the clitoris?” (52). Such customs are
linked to the first representation of African paranoia
that we encounter in the text, a traditional African chief
who threatens to kill the narrator if he does not perform
fellatio. The narrator asks, “Was there a difference between
the chief on his skull-carpentered throne and the general
who even now had grappled all power to himself in our
new and twentieth-century image?” (15). The narrator
is a member of a violent political group whose goals are
not clear—they blow up cathedrals—but writing is the
narrator’s true weapon: “I can only perform as chronicler,
subversive jester and teller of tales” (15).
That subversion demands the destruction of
conventional icons such as African chiefs and Christ on
the cross. In one scene the narrator stands before Christ on
an altar, a strange act of doubling that defines Christ in a
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playwright deliberately sums up in entightened
dramatic syntax, the language and signs of his day
and age. (45)
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I stood looking at the crucified Christ. He
looked like He needed a stiff drink. He looked
as if he had just had a woman from behind. He
looked like He had not been to the toilet for two
thousand years. He looked like I felt. (32)
Interestingly enough, the crucifix falls off the altar
and almost crushes the narrator, a comic gesture that
underlines the very real danger of Christianity and all
forms of religion.
The narrator soon finds that much of what he knows
and thinks is false. A photojournalist who makes a living
getting the world on film, he comes to learn that his camera
and his eyes can’t be trusted. This idea is most effectively
illustrated in a long stream of consciousness sequence
that begins when the narrator arrives at Devil’s End, the
headquarters of his political group. He begins taking
photographs of the dramatic events he witnesses there, only
to find that he has actually witnessed nothing. “I lowered
the camera…The hall was empty. There were no multitude,
no guillotine, no electric chair, no hangman’s noose…I had
been filming eerie teeth of stalagmites and stalactites” (68).
Indeed, the narrator wishes to obliterate sight
altogether for something true and substantive. His
longings find expression in Marie, his blind wife, who
represents a person who exists in the realm of instinct and
feeling instead of thinking (as in D.H. Lawrence’s story
“The Blind Man”):
There were days when I knew that all my feeling
for her was bound up with that fragile shell of
blindness, that fragile, unseeing and self-contained
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dome. And I knew then that were I to wake up
and find myself at last in that dark rotunda,
crucified, dangling from chains and chords fixed
to the uppermost sightlessness in her, then—I
would be free. Free of the sunlight and the nights,
free of all the senses, free of all the thoughts, the
visions of a visceral fate. (41)
The optical longings and illusions find embodiment in
other doubles, including Christian, a writer who resembles
the narrator:
The likeness was astonishing. I was looking at
myself: the hair, the mouth, the chin, the black
shirt, the black jacket, the black trousers, the black
socks, the black shoes. (69)
This “twin” hands the narrator an unfinished manuscript,
a meta-fictional shift that blurs the boundary between fact
and invention. “You see, there is a point in that manuscript
when my double walks in and as it were takes over or is
taken over” (71). He goes on to say, “I have been in this
room for as long as I can remember inventing you from
the first page of the manuscript. Or is it the other way
round?” (71–72).
Through such meta-fictional devices Marechera goes
on to confront the limited expectations that readers have
for African writing. Political writing need not be defined
in simplistic terms: “There is violence in the very attempt
to write in such a way that the writing is beyond thought
and feeling” (75). And realism need not be the only
approach: “To write as though only one kind of reality
subsists in the world is to act out a mentally retarded
mime, for a mentally deficient audience” (79). Nor should
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Because his poems were in English and not in
our own language his detractors—and there
were many—associated him with an intellectual
conservatism in spite of his revolutionary
subjects. (127)
But Marechera also engages in a form of selfquestioning since the novel suggests that ultimately
language has its limitations, that words are not the most
immediate vehicle to experience. The novel ends with
Marie playing a song on her ukulele, music that inspires
a long meditation (mixed with memory). The narrator
muses,
It is the not-being-there which appeals to me in
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music; yet when it is powerful enough it inspires us
with the deep and opposite thereness of everything
that is human. The force is so akin to the strange
glue that holds and that sticks everything together,
remote from understanding. (133)
Indeed, the book ends with a longing for something
beyond words, language. The narrator stands in the mirror
naked: “And the mirror reveals me, a naked and vulnerable
fact” (134).
Whatever the limitations of language, Marechera
would have us believe that the extended hallucinations
at Devil’s End are honest and naked self-expression since
they are unrestrained. But is honesty, nakedness, enough
for great literature, great art? Honesty aside, some of
these passages of stream of consciousness feel meandering
and redundant. The novel never truly embodies them in
a structure that involves movement and development.
Structure was not Marechera’s strength.
Marechera wrote four book-length manuscripts in a
period of less than four years from late 1976 through 1979
when he in his early and mid-twenties, a developmental
stage for most writers. All of the books give us some
wonderful prose, interesting scenes, and comedic
movements, and all of the books succeed in Marechera’s
efforts to blacken the English language to deconstruct
simplistic notions about what it means to be African. Still,
for all of his genius Marechera never developed his own
psychology of form that would forever stand as his unique
contribution to letters. That said, Marechera was ahead
of his time in recognizing that it was important for the
African writer to experiment and push the language, in
recognizing a potential for innovation that African fiction
has yet to be realized.
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the writer be forced to commit to a cause or only explore
certain themes. “To evangelise the red hot magma that
bubbles within man is not my purpose in writing. Indeed
I have no purpose. I merely see things in a certain way”
(76). Marechera here is speaking to anyone who wants to
confine the writer in a political or aesthetic box. Indeed, in
his speech “The African Writer’s Experience of European
Literature,” Marechera argues that the “writer has no duty,
no responsibility, other than to his art. Art is higher than
reality” (103).
The poet Nick also serves as a stand-in for Marechera.
Fellow Africans have attacked Nick for his poems much
in the way that Marechera suffered criticism for his
unorthodox, anti-realist and scatological fiction. “His first
public poetry reading was his last” because the students at
the Institute of Technology “objected to the ‘vulgar words,’
the unintelligibility, and they asserted that ‘workers did
not understand him and his modernistic manner’” (126).
Moreover,
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THE SCOFIELD

The files continued, endless. She input 140, 150, 160 a day,
experiencing at times a small feeling of accomplishment—
and then the next morning there would be another pile
of 147 or 153 or 164 awaiting her. She never knew who
delivered them in the morning or who took them away
in the evening. It irked her to think of the people to
whom the names belonged. To know that while she was
stuck in this office, they were very likely out and about
in the world, strolling down tree-lined blocks or sipping
coffee or taking their children to school. Handling all
that paperwork dried out her hands; they became so raw
with paper-cuts that she couldn’t squeeze a slice of lemon.
Her forearms ached, her jaw was permanently clenched,
her eyes felt dusty. Yet she did what she had to do. She
hurried down the hallway, tried to ignore the typewriters’
drone. She didn’t lose herself in the contemplation of the
fingerprinted walls, nor in speculation about the dizzying
boxes of text on the forms. For nineteen unemployed
months, she had sworn that if she ever managed to get
another job, she would never complain.
And there was a certain satisfaction in it, in making
her way through the piles of gray files, in noting the odder
or more colorful names, in observing the small yet striking
coincidences (a triumvirate of surnames that ended with
X, someone with the initials S.O.B., a pair of Michael
Jacksons), in sliding the files one by one into Outgoing.
She pictured herself building a wall. Stone by stone by
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stone. She was precise and rigorous. Occasionally she’d
catch a minuscule error (exchange the Database’s MARY
for the form’s MARIE, insert the space in the surname
DEL SOL).
Still, the distance between four o’clock and five
o’clock, between 148 files and 166 files, often felt
interminable. Sometimes, in the depths of the afternoon,
Josephine would have a thought. An intense, riveting
thought, incongruous with her current task and location—
something she ought to share with Joseph, a hint of a scene
from a dream or a forgotten memory from when she was
a kid, a complicated pun or a new conviction about how
they ought to live their lives; then the moment would pass
and the thought would be lost, trapped forever between
the horizontal and vertical lines of the Database. She’d
spend the rest of the workday mourning the loss, resenting
the jail cell from which her thought would never escape. In
the late afternoon, frantic for respite of any sort, she might
pull a yogurt and spoon out of her bag and peel back the
foil and shut her eyes and begin to eat it blind.
It was of course at precisely such moments that The
Person With Bad Breath always happened to open the
door. Instinctively, Josephine would hide her food beneath
her desk, not so much to conceal the fact that she was
pausing to eat but rather so that no molecule of The Person
With Bad Breath’s breath might approach her spoon.
“Remember, you need the Database as much as the
Database needs you!” The Person With Bad Breath might
say, or some other similar platitude, slipping a mint
between dry lips.
Josephine would respond with the all-purpose
hinterland grin of her childhood, and as soon as the door
swung shut behind The Person With Bad Breath, a wave of
relief would carry her through the remaining files.
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When five o’clock arrived at long last, Josephine
rapidly gathered her things, almost tripping over herself,
dying to be outside, to see what color the sun was. She
half-ran down the hallway, only to find herself back in that
same hallway sixteen hours later, trudging toward 9997.

she looked into his eyes and smiled her kindest smile. She
extended her hand to him but he chose not to notice.
“I’m new,” she said. His anxiety was contagious. “So
that’s why. I don’t know, you know, where things are.”
He was still shaking his head. Perhaps he was deaf.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Please forgive the disturbance.”
“Indeed,” he may or may not have muttered as he
closed his door.
It no longer felt like the right thing to do, to knock on
each door she passed. But she refused to eat in her office.
She remembered the strip of grass outside the building.
She could sit there for five minutes, feel a little sun on her
face. She hurried to the elevator and soon was pressing
through the door labeled Z into the generous light of
September. If she sat cross-legged she could fit on the grass;
her cheese sandwich was reborn from a pitiful meal into
a pleasant one. She was about to eat the final bite when a
lean, elegant bureaucrat exited the building and stood on
the steps above her.
Victorious, bolstered by her new tactic for making
the workday more bearable, Josephine beamed up at the
woman.
“Nice day, right?” she said.
“Sure,” the woman said, “but we all eat at our desks.”

On Friday, as she pulled her cheese sandwich out of
her bag at noon, the prospect of eating another solitary
lunch in her windowless office became intolerable. Surely
somewhere in this massive compound there was a cafeteria
of sorts, at least a room with tables and chairs. Maybe even
a window.
Invigorated by the possibility, she put the sandwich
back in her bag, slung the bag over her shoulder, and
headed out into the hallway. She’d simply ask someone.
But the hallway was vacant, no bureaucrats as far as she
could see in either direction, not even the distant tap of
footsteps, and every door was sealed.
She turned right, away from the office of The Person
With Bad Breath, and knocked softly on each door as
she went. All the doors remained closed, though once or
twice she thought she heard the rustle of human activity
beyond. She was startled when a door finally opened,
eight back from where she stood; it had taken the room’s
inhabitant several minutes to respond to her knock. Now
the bureaucrat was sticking his head out into the hallway.
“Over here!” Josephine said, rushing toward him.
The bureaucrat turned to her and shook his head. He
looked like Abraham Lincoln but without the conviction.
“Excuse me,” she said. “Pardon me,” she embellished
when she noted the anxiety tightening his forehead. “I’m
wondering—I’m looking for—do you know—is there a
cafeteria or break room or anything here?”
He continued the slow shake of his head. Determined,
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At least in the evenings there was always Joseph in
the light of seven Virgin Mary candles. They managed to
disguise the original sublet, its gloomy grime, overlaying
it with a home of their own, never mind the mildew ever
expanding in the shower stall (just shut your eyes, turn
the water up to near-burning), never mind the grayish
sheets (toss them into the corner, share the single blanket
spared from storage). After that first night, he never asked
about her job. She was grateful to him for this. And for
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zeroes. The fours. It suits you.” She was feeling happy
again. An exchange of secrets always helped.
On the second Monday of her employment, she
was darting out of the bathroom, scurrying back to her
files, when she heard the welcome sound of laughter. The
laughing bureaucrat was walking down the hallway in the
opposite direction of Josephine’s office, but she couldn’t
resist following.
The woman turned in response to Josephine’s
footsteps. A rhinestone gecko held her orange silk neck
scarf in place.
“Hey!” the woman said, waving a sheet of paper in the
air. “Check this out!”
Josephine hurried to her side.
“Look!” The bureaucrat pointed at the paper.
It was a memo about an upcoming processing
deadline. A piece of bureaucratic paperwork like any other.
“Look,” the bureaucrat commanded. “Use your eyes.”
Whenever Josephine heard the word “eyes” these
days, her eyes felt even drier. “Come on,” the bureaucrat
said, growing impatient, pointing at the emboldened
DEADLINE at the top of the page.
But it read DEADLING rather than DEADLINE.
Josephine released a small “ha,” relieved to be in on
the joke. DEADLING. What an awful word: it sounded
like dead babies.
“A typo, I guess,” she said.
“Yes.” The bureaucrat was displeased by the mildness
of Josephine’s amusement. “But what a typo! What a typo!”
The woman continued on down the hallway, laughing
to herself. The sound of it haunted Josephine all the way
back to 9997.
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maintaining the companionable silence of their shared
morning commute. And for having the candles lit each
night before she came in the door, though he usually only
beat her home by ten or fifteen minutes. And for making
fun of the irrepressible shudder that passed through her
whenever the neighbor’s three-headed dog snarled in the
hallway.
Yet even so she carried the Database around inside her;
it floated in her brain like a net for catching and killing
any glistening idea that came along. Sitting on the blanket
on the floor, looking deep into the heart of the cheap
white wine in the plastic cup, she confessed to Joseph: “I’m
becoming a bureaucrat.”
“Drink some water,” he said. “Eat some vegetables.”
He stood up and went to the kitchenette.
“89805242381!” she whispered to herself. It felt
almost good.
“We still have those carrots I think.”
“Doesn’t my voice sound like the voice of a
bureaucrat?”
“Actually they’re slimy now,” he said, slamming the
door of the mini-fridge. He returned to the blanket and
handed her a coffee-stained mug filled with water. “Drink
up, bureau rat.”
“What’s your social security number?” It scared her
that she’d never learned this basic fact about him.
“041-74-3400.”
She repeated it until she’d memorized it.
“Do you want to know mine?” she asked, almost coy.
“I’ll just forget it,” he said.
Still, she said it for him three times in a row, slowly.
“Your social security number has real harmony,”
she complimented him. Now her head was resting on
his stomach, moving up and down as he breathed. “The
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That evening, she arrived at the sublet to find the
overhead lights on and the candles unlit. Joseph was
standing by the single window, gazing out at the train
track like a man in a novel.
“Hey,” she said, hitting the light switch, killing the
pale glare. Realizing, chillingly, how much she took it for
granted that he would always buoy her. He was not the
type to gaze wistfully out of windows.
She was almost surprised when he said “Hey” in a
normal voice, when he turned around and his face looked
the same as ever, not bruised or blanched.
“You okay?” she said. The room turned from yellow to
red as the traffic light changed below.
“Hey,” he said again. There was something different
about his appearance—it was in his eyes. An extra gleam.
Maybe a fever.
“Are you sick?” She crossed over to him.
“I’m fine!” he said. “I’m fine!” That was strange, the
exclamation marks, the insistence; he never exclaimed. The
rest of the night proceeded normally, though, and by the
time they went to sleep, she had forgotten the uncanny
first two minutes of their evening.

she would wear if a stranger knocked on her door when
she was deep in the files.
“Hello?” the bureaucrat said again, her tone courteous
and weary.
It took Josephine a moment to locate the words: “Do
you know where I might find a vending machine?”
“I heard a rumor there was one on the sixth floor,” the
bureaucrat replied. “I always just bring a cheese sandwich
from home.”
“Me too!” Josephine said, filled with hope.
But the bureaucrat was preoccupied, in no state for
camaraderie. “I’m sorry,” she said, gesturing inward at her
office, beginning to close the door. “I have so much to do.
Good luck, okay!”
Overcome by nebulous longing, Josephine rode
the elevator down to the sixth floor. The elevator doors
remained shut. She pounded the DOORS OPEN button.
Nothing happened. She accidentally pounded the seven.
The elevator rose and deposited her on the seventh floor,
which was identical to her own floor. She began knocking
on doors. The third was opened by a relatively young
female bureaucrat of average height and weight, with an
ordinary face and a humble brown skirt.
Josephine was astonished, uneasy.
“Yes, can I help you?” the woman said with the
clipped civility of a kind yet overwhelmed bureaucrat.
Josephine asked her second doppelgänger about the
vending machine.
“Fifth floor,” the woman replied with confidence
before excusing herself back into her office. “Enjoy!”
Josephine distractedly wandered the empty hallway of
the fifth floor twice before concluding that she had been
misled.
She hesitated a moment before knocking on a door

If not a cafeteria, then at least a vending machine.
Josephine set out with a sense of resolve on Wednesday
afternoon. She had only knocked on a couple of doors
when one of them opened abruptly.
“Hello?” the bureaucrat said.
Josephine’s initial surprise was followed immediately
by shock. Because this bureaucrat reminded her so
much of herself: the same sagging cardigan and sensible
shoes, the same average height and average weight and
unremarkable face, the same capillaries showing in the
eyes, the same polite yet exhausted expression she knew
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on the fifth floor. This door was opened by a third
bureaucrat: another polite young woman remarkable in
her averageness. She assured Josephine that the vending
machine was on the third floor. The skin around the
woman’s eyes was flushed, as though she had recently been
crying, or maybe just rubbing her eyes too hard.
Josephine shivered several times as she re-entered the
elevator and descended to the third floor. Already the
women’s faces and forms were fading. Perhaps they hadn’t
resembled her so very much after all. But—hadn’t they?
There she found it, at the far end of the hallway on
the third floor. The vending machine was dusty with
disuse. Most of the candy looked vintage, the bold colors
and elaborate fonts of an earlier era. The rest of it looked
brand new, newer than new, candies she’d never heard
of, futuristic white and silver packaging. She was grateful
to recognize one item, the Mars Bar—never her favorite,
but at least familiar. She slipped her quarters into the slot
and punched the correct number. When she reached into
the bin to retrieve the Mars Bar, what she pulled out was
a pack of lavender mints that looked like something her
grandmother would have eaten as a child. She had no more
quarters.
“Screw you,” she whispered at the vending machine.
On her way up to the ninth floor in the elevator, she
unwrapped the lavender candies. By the time she arrived
back at her office, she was addicted to their perfumed
taste, the sharp edges of each pale purple square.
Halfway through the pack, her tongue started to
bleed, cut by the candy as it disintegrated in her mouth,
sharp as bird bones. But all afternoon she kept eating
lavender candies, inputting data, eating lavender candies,
inputting data.

UNKNOWN

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

HELEN PHILLIPS

THE SCOFIELD

A pair of white shoes walks into the movie theater, already
darkened, with trailers playing. The trailers promote old
movies which were released long ago, but which will play
again at this revival theater soon. There is to be a double
feature of Mulholland Drive and Lost Highway tomorrow,
for example, in the same vein as today’s double feature of
Strangers on a Train and Vertigo. The white shoes carry
a man who is holding an oversized carton of popcorn
buttered excessively with numerous squirts of the theater’s
fake butter, that metonym of the movie-going experience.
They walk down the theater aisle to the third row and turn
away from the screen, looking back to the projector and
the audience. There is no audience, save a pair of black
shoes about three-quarters of the way toward the back of
the theater, hanging over a seat.
“Strange there’s no one here,” the white shoes say,
speaking loudly, to make sure they’re heard over the sound
of the trailer.
The black shoes shush the white shoes.
“I’m just surprised. I imagined a Hitchcock double
feature would draw a crowd.”
PAGE 80

“Everybody’s already seen them.”
“I haven’t,” the white shoes admit.
“Well, then shhh and watch,” say the black shoes,
and point to the screen with a hand with one finger
outstretched and the others curling underneath, holding
some popcorn. The black shoes place the popcorn from
those curled fingers into their mouth.
Likewise, the white shoes fill their mouth with
popcorn just as the first frames project onto the screen.
—
The credits roll.
The black shoes quickly walk out into the lobby and
out of the lobby and into an alley behind the theater. They
light a cigarette and pace in the cold of the darkening
evening, taking deep, full drags of the cigarette between
their yellowed fingers.
The white shoes aren’t far behind.
“Got an extra cigarette?”
“Sure.”
The black shoes pull out a cigarette from a pack
emblazoned with the words “Pall Mall.”
The white shoes put the butt of the cigarette between
their lips as the black shoes light the other end by quickly
rubbing a match against the side of an old matchbox and
lifting it up to the face.
“What’d you think?” ask the white shoes.
“I love the film. I’ve seen it a million times.”
“Ever in a theater?”
“Yeah, once or twice, old revival theaters like this. Is it
really your first time? What’d you think?”
“Well, I’d heard that Hitchcock had a weird foot fetish
thing. Is that true? Because those opening shots of shoes
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seem all Freudian foot fetish to me.”
“It’s a great opening, isn’t it? The shoes walking in
opposite directions. One character has white shoes and
one has black shoes—so they’re already opposites, and
yet you know nothing else about them. In that opening,
they’re barely characters, they’re the wisps of characters,
they’re nothing more than disembodied feet. But even
in that, it’s enough to set up this juxtaposition of these
two men. And yet, while they’re juxtaposed, they’re also
doing the same action—exiting a car and walking toward
something, a train station, a train. They’re opposites, but
they’re also the same—which is the epitome of the double,
the doppelgänger.”
“How so?”
“Well, the doppelgänger is neither solely the opposite
of the being it doubles nor is it the same as the being it
doubles. By nature of it existing outside of the original
being, it is other, and therefore not exactly the being
itself, and yet, its similarity to the original being is what is
horrifying. Opposites that don’t double aren’t horrifying,
they’re just opposites, but opposites which somehow mirror
one another and thus displace one another in some way
bring forth feelings of true terror. In our reflection in the
mirror, we see ourselves but we also see the other. There’s
nothing more terrifying than seeing yourself in the other
and the other in yourself.”
“But isn’t there also something seductive about seeing
the self othered?”
“Sure. We’re drawn to our doubles definitely, but
we’re also off-put by them. It’s a constantly mutating
relationship that copies, then mirrors, then opposes, but in
no particular order. What do we see immediately after the
shoes?”
The white shoes are silent, trying to remember.

“The traintracks,” the black shoes say, “and what are
the traintracks doing?”
The white shoes remain silent.
“They’re crisscrossing. It’s this beautiful shot of
intersecting lines. Is there any greater embodiment of the
thematic underpinning of the film than that image?”
“I suppose not.”
“Well, there are other images certainly that hold equal
thematic weight: the strangling in the eyeglasses, for one,
or the popping of the balloon.”
“The popping of the balloon? I don’t even remember
that.”
“When Bruno pops the kid’s balloon at the fair.”
“Oh yeah, yeah. I forgot that. Why do you think that’s
important?”
“It’s the destruction of the circle. And what’s a circle?
An unimpeded whole. The balloon gets popped, the lens
in the glasses get cracked, the merry-go-round flies off its
tracks—all circles get destroyed. There is no perfect whole
in the entire movie. Circles invite destruction. They’re
where chaos lives. Where does the fight between Guy and
his wife take place? A record store.”
“But what about the Freudian stuff? I think there’s so
much of that swirling around underneath.”
“Clearly.”
“Bruno’s projecting the Oedipal drive to kill the father
onto Guy, right? He wants Guy to be the one to kill the
father. But in the more traditional Freudian sense, Guy
represents the Superego, whereas Bruno then would be the
Id, with all its unconscious drives and prejudices, acted out
quite literally in the heavy-handed Oedipal relationships
he has with both his mother and his father. Whereas,
guilt-ridden Superego, of course, has to call his wife on the
phone. Right?”
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“Sure, I guess Guy can be Superego and Bruno
can be Id, but they’re also everything: good and evil,
love and hate, chaos and order, thought and action,
sanity and madness, straight and gay, patriarchal and
patricidal, conscious and unconscious, all-American and
un-American—but with all these binaries, you may have
an initial thought on who’s the one and who’s the other,
but at different parts of the movie they’re inverting and
subverting those initial positions, flip-flopping.”
“Crisscrossing, like the tracks.”
“Exactly.”
“But is there anything you can say they don’t flipflop
on? Isn’t Bruno sort of always the effeminate one?”
“No, I don’t think so. For much of the movie it
seems that way, right? But what do you make of the
strength-test game with the bell and the hammer at the
carnival? Suddenly, when these other guys can’t prove their
manhood and win a stuffed animal for the girl, Bruno
is the most manly of all, undermining what we might
originally think of him. The one guy who gets his hands
manicured by his mother is also the guy who wins the
strength-test. It’s strange. It’s a really weird moment. The
carnival is full of weird moments, actually.”
“The carnival is full of weird moments, I think you’re
right. I think Freud would have a field day with that. A
carnival is a place where transgressive stuff can happen.”
“Yes, Freud, Freud, Freud, but more importantly
Plato. Look at the Tunnel of Love. Plato’s “Allegory of the
Cave,” where shadows, as in the scene, are projected on a
wall. The shadows on the wall don’t make up reality at all
of course. In the shadows, the implication is that she gets
murdered in the cave (and we even hear her bloodcurdling
scream). But the scream turns out to be a giggle of joy.
What we thought was happening in the cave is not

actually happening. And yet a minute or two later, the
murder does take place. That’s a perfect definition of the
doppelgänger—it’s the slightly off-putting shadow, that
both is and isn’t the thing we think it is.”
“Seems like you can turn anything in the film into
some twist on the theme of doubling.”
“Well, it’s true. It’s all there. I don’t think I’m making
any of this shit up. The film is double after double and
doubles doubling themselves. It’s full of playful double
puns—both linguistic and visual. For example, you know
Hitchcock makes a cameo in every one of his films, right?”
“No, I didn’t know that. Where was he in this film?”
“The guy carrying the instrument.”
“I don’t even remember a guy with an instrument.”
“So you don’t know what instrument he carries, then?”
“No.”
“Well, get this: It’s a double bass.”
The white shoes laugh. “You’re kidding,” they say.
“No. Everything is driving the viewer toward reading
the movie through the lens of the double.”
“Like tennis too.”
“Precisely. It’s too fantastic. Tennis is not even in
the book. Did you know that? The movie is based on a
book by Patricia Highsmith. Guy’s an architect in her
version. So Hitchcock chose to use tennis—it wasn’t there
originally. I’m sure there were a number of reasons for the
choice, but especially, I think, because it allowed him to
pun on the idea of “doubles” even more. What’s Bruno
say at the beginning? He’s ordering drinks and he has him
make a double: ‘The only doubles I play.’ That’s a tennis
joke, certainly, though it’s a sex joke too, maybe, but
besides that simple word pun, there’s the visual puns—for
the back and forth of a tennis match is a metaphorical
representation of crisscrossing. In tennis, you serve to
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the other side of the court. And Guy’s lighter has those
crisscrossed tennis rackets like the bones of a Jolly Roger.”
“But I guess I’m trying to figure out what he’s doing
with the doubles though. What’s his objective? If there is
an objective...”
“Well, the crisscrossing is what fascinates me in
relation to the double. Because what does it say about the
double if the original itself is unstable or keeps changing
in relation to its double? Stable identity is a myth, a lie, a
clever fiction, a bal—.”
“A balloon that needs popping,” the white shoes say,
stealing the words from the black shoes’ mouth.
“Exactly right—a balloon that needs popping.
Nothing is anything in and of itself. The shadows in the
cave aren’t the things themselves, but maybe Plato had it
wrong, maybe the shadows tell you as much as the reality,
maybe the reflection is as important as the reality. The
murder, you’ll remember, takes place in the—.”
“The strangling in the eyeglasses.”
The black shoes give an odd look toward the white
shoes. There’s a pause, and then: “Yes. Just after the fake
murder that doesn’t take place in the shadows on the cave.
The movie is a lot about representation and whether any
representation can adequately express reality. Can a thing
be a thing in and of itself? What’s the guy, the drunk guy,
Collins, say to Guy on the train? What’s he talking about?”
“Isn’t it calculus or something?”
“Yes. He says, ‘In differential calculus, a function is
given and the differential is obtained.’ The film is all about
recognizing that the only way to understand a thing is not
in some recognition of Platonic ideal forms, but through
differentials, through comparison, through understanding
how one thing functions in relation to all other things.
That’s what a doppelgänger is. It’s a thing, that is a little

too alike and a little too different, and in the likeness and
the difference, the thing itself becomes a little clearer.
We get a picture of Guy, of his self, of his identity, only
through these differentials we experience through Bruno
and his plans and his crimes. Our identity depends on
otherness to define its own singularity.”
As they say this, the black shoes look to the watch on
the wrist.
“We better get back in, intermission’s over. The second
film is about to start.”
They walk into the empty theater and take their seats.
The screen splashes color on their faces as they watch
Vertigo.

The white shoes walk out of the theater. The black shoes
run to catch up.
They shout to the shoes ahead of them: “Where you
going?”
“Home.”
“Mind if I walk with you for a bit?”
The white shoes extend an arm in front of them,
extending an invitation.
“What’d you think of the movie?”
“It was messier than Strangers on a Train.”
“You think?”
“Well, when Hitchcock talked to Truffaut, he talked
about the intricate design of Strangers on a Train. I’m not
sure Vertigo has the same sort of intricate design—it’s
much more chaotic, which doesn’t make it worse.”
The black shoes are skeptical: “You seem to suddenly
know a lot about Hitchcock for a guy who hadn’t seen
either of these films before.”
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“It’s definitely messier, though probably better, or
certainly more representative of the problem of identityformation. Even the opening shots of the spirographs,
there’s almost no greater image of the abyss of identity
than a geometric shape ever-circling the void at its
core. And the fact that these spirals appear in an eye in
that credit sequence is perfect. Absolutely perfect. It’s
reminiscent of what Hitchcock will revisit in Psycho
two years later, where the terrifying image of the blood
spiraling down the drain dissolves into the even more
terrifying image of an eye. In fact, the whole of Vertigo in
a way, takes place within the eye, within the gaze. It’s as
though the entire film is the scene in Strangers on a Train
of the strangling in those glasses.”
“I suppose, but I would say the greatest, most fertile
image in this film is—.”
“The timeline in the sequoia cross-section?”
“Yes,” admit the black shoes, surprised the white shoes
guessed correctly.
“I have a lot to say on that sequoia.”
“So do I,” announce the black shoes.
“Chris Marker reuses the image in La Jetée because it’s
a scene that’s so pregnant with potential meanings. The
white rings indicate the width of the tree when the various
events took place. Madeleine, pretending to channel
Carlotta, says, ‘Somewhere in here I was born...and here
I died...and it was only a moment for you...you took no
notice...’ Ever read Joyce?”
“Joyce?”
“James Joyce. Ulysses? Ever read it?” But the white
shoes don’t wait for a response, they continue: “In it,
Stephen Dedalus claims that history is a nightmare from
which he is trying to awake. Madeleine seems to be unable
to awake from the nightmare of history as well. Can

any of us? MAGNA CARTA SIGNED, DISCOVERY
OF AMERICA, the arrows point to major moments in
history, but the funny thing about history is that it only
exists in the way it affects us in the present. All we have
is the current moment and this thing, memory, which
we assume to be honest and consistent and reliable. The
rest of the world, like the sequoias, takes no notice. But
our memories haunt us, our history a nightmare. Why?
Because it reminds us we have to die, as these trees
remind Madeleine. And yet we’re drawn to our memories
because—.”
“Of the death drive?”
“Well, sure, but also because they’re how we construct
our identity. They make us who we are, keep us from being
a blank slate.”
The black shoes want to add something, but all they
want to add has seemingly already been said. Instead, they
say, “There are other scenes too, equally worth discussing,
great images, pregnant with potential meanings, like
the—.”
“The dream sequence?”
“Yes, I thought you’d appreciate that because it feels so
Freudian to me that the...” Suddenly the words fade into
silence. A cloud comes into the eyes of the black shoes and
they go blank.
“I guess,” say the white shoes, “the death drive is there
as you mention. There’s wish-fulfillment in the whole
notion of ‘vertigo’ as a psychopathology because as you
look down, there’s the horror of the heights and the fear
of the fall, but more importantly, there’s also a calling to
the void, it addresses you, it seduces you like a Siren’s song.
And that’s there in the dream.”
The black shoes want to respond but nothing comes
out. They want to say something about dreams and desires
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but instead the white shoes, after a brief pause, resume
their talking: “Our dreams are an avenue for us to live out
our desires, even and especially our unconscious desires,
the ones we don’t know we have. Dreams are wishes, even
if they’re a wish we don’t know we want.”
The black shoes’ blank eyes widen. The words they
want to say won’t come, or rather they do come, but not
from their mouth. Instead, from the mouth of the white
shoes: “The only way for Scotty to get over his vertigo
is for him to face his fears by following the unattainable
object of his desire, his objet petit a, in this case Madeleine,
and going up the stairs and confronting the terror of
vertigo by experiencing it again from the belltower. But
when he does do this, when he completes the ascension
of those stairs (the second time, he can’t the first time),
this destroys both his fear but also his desire. He thinks
he finally sees the real Judy after he has turned her back
into Madeleine. He has figured out the crime, solved
the mystery, but this is no epiphany that brings any sort
of enlightenment. Instead, it only destroys all that was.
It makes Judy as a being, as an ‘identity,’ both more
clear and more obscure. The second he thinks he has an
understanding, that’s when it escapes him in the most
radical way.”
“The unattainable objet petit a,” the black shoes
sputter. Then they struggle to say, “What about...the idea
of the doppelgänger...here? I’m trying to...figure out...
what he’s doing with doubles...in Vertigo...as opposed to
Strangers...”
“Well, the characters have their doppelgängers,
sure—it’s a trope that’s here as much as in the previous
film. Certainly, Madeleine and Carlotta Valdez are
doppelgängers. Madeleine is also a doppelgänger of Midge.
And, of course, she is a doppelgänger with Judy, her own

supposedly true self. And that’s where the interesting bit
lies for me. Here, doppelgängers exist less outside yourself
and more within. It’s a movie of struggling with one’s
own alternate selves. And how we perform or are forced
to perform a stable identity when no such thing actually
exists. We struggle with our history, with our desires,
with the void at our core, trying to put forth some sort
of whole. But we can’t. The whole never exists. When we
discussed Strangers on a Train, you spoke of the balloon
popping as a destruction of the seemingly perfect whole of
identity, but here the circle of identity is reversed. Instead
of the world constantly popping your identity-balloon,
identity is never cohesive and we as humans try to shape
them into a perfect circle but never can. The balloon of
identity in Vertigo remains deflated. It can’t be popped if it
never has any air.”
The black shoes want to speak but can’t and so they
walk in silence next to the white shoes until the white
shoes awkwardly stop at the corner and say, “Goodbye,
it was nice to talk to you,” effectively ending the
conversation.
The black shoes try to think of something to keep
the conversation going, but can only muster a defeated,
“Goodbye.”
The white shoes cross the street. The black shoes watch
the white shoes stroll down a side street and disappear into
the night. They then proceed to walk without any urgency
in the direction of their home. They walk and walk and
they wonder: Do they walk differently than normal? They
wonder: Do they hold their head in a way they don’t
know? They think about Vertigo and think about what
they think about when they think about Vertigo. Their
thoughts are jumbled. Nothing seems to make sense.
The street seems to be a long corridor, dark and shadowy.
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They think if they could find the key, they might be able
to begin to put it together. But then suddenly they stop
with a shudder. They are not, they realize, walking toward
their home, but to the home of another. They look down
at themselves and all they see are ghostly whiteness—the
laces, the eyelets, the tongue, the vamp...alabaster...

THE SCOFIELD

Men have before hired bravos to transact their crimes,
while their own person and reputation sat under shelter.
I was the first that ever did so for his pleasures. I was the
first that could thus plod in the public eye with a load of
genial respectability, and in a moment, like a schoolboy,
strip off these lendings and spring headlong into the sea of
liberty. But for me, in my impenetrable mantle, the safety
was complete. Think of it—I did not even exist! Let me
but escape into my laboratory door, give me but a second
or two to mix and swallow the draught that I had always
standing ready; and whatever he had done, Edward Hyde
would pass away like the stain of breath upon a mirror;
and there in his stead, quietly at home, trimming the
midnight lamp in his study, a man who could afford to
laugh at suspicion, would be Henry Jekyll.
The pleasures which I made haste to seek in my
disguise were, as I have said, undignified; I would scarce
use a harder term. But in the hands of Edward Hyde, they
soon began to turn toward the monstrous. When I would
come back from these excursions, I was often plunged into
a kind of wonder at my vicarious depravity. This familiar
that I called out of my own soul, and sent forth alone to
do his good pleasure, was a being inherently malign and
villainous; his every act and thought centered on self;
drinking pleasure with bestial avidity from any degree of
torture to another; relentless like a man of stone. Henry
Jekyll stood at times aghast before the acts of Edward
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Hyde; but the situation was apart from ordinary laws, and
insidiously relaxed the grasp of conscience. It was Hyde,
after all, and Hyde alone, that was guilty. Jekyll was no
worse; he woke again to his good qualities seemingly
unimpaired; he would even make haste, where it was
possible, to undo the evil done by Hyde. And thus his
conscience slumbered.
Into the details of the infamy at which I thus connived
(for even now I can scarce grant that I committed it)
I have no design of entering; I mean but to point out
the warnings and the successive steps with which my
chastisement approached. I met with one accident which,
as it brought on no consequence, I shall no more than
mention. An act of cruelty to a child aroused against me
the anger of a passer-by, whom I recognised the other
day in the person of your kinsman; the doctor and the
child’s family joined him; there were moments when I
feared for my life; and at last, in order to pacify their too
just resentment, Edward Hyde had to bring them to the
door, and pay them in a cheque drawn in the name of
Henry Jekyll. But this danger was easily eliminated from
the future, by opening an account at another bank in the
name of Edward Hyde himself; and when, by sloping my
own hand backward, I had supplied my double with a
signature, I thought I sat beyond the reach of fate.
Some two months before the murder of Sir Danvers,
I had been out for one of my adventures, had returned at
a late hour, and woke the next day in bed with somewhat
odd sensations. It was in vain I looked about me; in vain I
saw the decent furniture and tall proportions of my room
in the square; in vain that I recognised the pattern of
the bed-curtains and the design of the mahogany frame;
something still kept insisting that I was not where I was,
that I had not wakened where I seemed to be, but in the
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little room in Soho where I was accustomed to sleep in
the body of Edward Hyde. I smiled to myself, and, in my
psychological way began lazily to inquire into the elements
of this illusion, occasionally, even as I did so, dropping
back into a comfortable morning doze. I was still so
engaged when, in one of my more wakeful moments, my
eyes fell upon my hand. Now the hand of Henry Jekyll (as
you have often remarked) was professional in shape and
size: it was large, firm, white, and comely. But the hand
which I now saw, clearly enough, in the yellow light of a
mid-London morning, lying half shut on the bed-clothes,
was lean, corded, knuckly, of a dusky pallor and thickly
shaded with a swart growth of hair. It was the hand of
Edward Hyde.
I must have stared upon it for near half a minute,
sunk as I was in the mere stupidity of wonder, before
terror woke up in my breast as sudden and startling as the
crash of cymbals; and bounding from my bed, I rushed to
the mirror. At the sight that met my eyes, my blood was
changed into something exquisitely thin and icy. Yes, I had
gone to bed Henry Jekyll, I had awakened Edward Hyde.
How was this to be explained? I asked myself, and then,
with another bound of terror—how was it to be remedied?
It was well on in the morning; the servants were up; all my
drugs were in the cabinet—a long journey down two pairs
of stairs, through the back passage, across the open court
and through the anatomical theatre, from where I was
then standing horror-struck. It might indeed be possible to
cover my face; but of what use was that, when I was unable
to conceal the alteration in my stature? And then with an
overpowering sweetness of relief, it came back upon my
mind that the servants were already used to the coming
and going of my second self. I had soon dressed, as well
as I was able, in clothes of my own size: had soon passed

through the house, where Bradshaw stared and drew back
at seeing Mr. Hyde at such an hour and in such a strange
array; and ten minutes later, Dr. Jekyll had returned to his
own shape and was sitting down, with a darkened brow, to
make a feint of breakfasting.
Small indeed was my appetite. This inexplicable
incident, this reversal of my previous experience, seemed,
like the Babylonian finger on the wall, to be spelling out
the letters of my judgment; and I began to reflect more
seriously than ever before on the issues and possibilities
of my double existence. That part of me which I had the
power of projecting, had lately been much exercised and
nourished; it had seemed to me of late as though the body
of Edward Hyde had grown in stature, as though (when I
wore that form) I were conscious of a more generous tide of
blood; and I began to spy a danger that, if this were much
prolonged, the balance of my nature might be permanently
overthrown, the power of voluntary change be forfeited,
and the character of Edward Hyde become irrevocably
mine. The power of the drug had not been always equally
displayed. Once, very early in my career, it had totally
failed me; since then I had been obliged on more than one
occasion to double, and once, with infinite risk of death,
to treble the amount; and these rare uncertainties had
cast hitherto the sole shadow on my contentment. Now,
however, and in the light of that morning’s accident, I was
led to remark that whereas, in the beginning, the difficulty
had been to throw off the body of Jekyll, it had of late
gradually but decidedly transferred itself to the other
side. All things therefore seemed to point to this: that I
was slowly losing hold of my original and better self, and
becoming slowly incorporated with my second and worse.
Between these two, I now felt I had to choose. My
two natures had memory in common, but all other
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faculties were most unequally shared between them.
Jekyll (who was composite) now with the most sensitive
apprehensions, now with a greedy gusto, projected
and shared in the pleasures and adventures of Hyde;
but Hyde was indifferent to Jekyll, or but remembered
him as the mountain bandit remembers the cavern in
which he conceals himself from pursuit. Jekyll had more
than a father’s interest; Hyde had more than a son’s
indifference. To cast in my lot with Jekyll, was to die to
those appetites which I had long secretly indulged and
had of late begun to pamper. To cast it in with Hyde,
was to die to a thousand interests and aspirations, and to
become, at a blow and for ever, despised and friendless.
The bargain might appear unequal; but there was still
another consideration in the scales; for while Jekyll would
suffer smartingly in the fires of abstinence, Hyde would be
not even conscious of all that he had lost. Strange as my
circumstances were, the terms of this debate are as old and
commonplace as man; much the same inducements and
alarms cast the die for any tempted and trembling sinner;
and it fell out with me, as it falls with so vast a majority
of my fellows, that I chose the better part and was found
wanting in the strength to keep to it.
Yes, I preferred the elderly and discontented doctor,
surrounded by friends and cherishing honest hopes; and
bade a resolute farewell to the liberty, the comparative
youth, the light step, leaping impulses and secret pleasures,
that I had enjoyed in the disguise of Hyde. I made this
choice perhaps with some unconscious reservation,
for I neither gave up the house in Soho, nor destroyed
the clothes of Edward Hyde, which still lay ready in
my cabinet. For two months, however, I was true to
my determination; for two months I led a life of such
severity as I had never before attained to, and enjoyed

the compensations of an approving conscience. But time
began at last to obliterate the freshness of my alarm; the
praises of conscience began to grow into a thing of course;
I began to be tortured with throes and longings, as of
Hyde struggling after freedom; and at last, in an hour of
moral weakness, I once again compounded and swallowed
the transforming draught.
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“I feel as if I had seen my doppelgänger.” A character in a
Henry James story remarks.
In Joseph Conrad, a character inquires: “Had my double
vanished as he had come?”
Robert Louis Stevenson wrote of “that strong sense of
man’s double being which must at times come in upon and
overwhelm the mind of every thinking creature.”
“This dual series of experiences, this access to apparently
separate worlds, is repeated in my nature in every respect:
I am a doppelgänger, I have a ‘second’ face in addition to
the first.” Confessed Friedrich Nietzsche.
Anne Sexton in a poem: “I am your dwarf. I am the enemy
within. I am the boss of your dreams. See. Your hand
shakes. It is not palsy or booze. It is your doppelgänger
trying to get out. Beware...Beware...”
Jorge Luis Borges explained: “The ancient Egyptians believed
that the double, the ka, was a man’s exact counterpart,
having his same walk and his same dress. Not only men,
but gods and beasts, stones and trees, chairs and knives had
their ka, which was invisible except to certain priests who
could see the doubles of the gods and were granted by them
a knowledge of things past and things to come.”
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Paul Coates argued: “When the self’s disintegration is
resolved in the emergence of the monster, the self’s own
complicity in evil is repressed; when it brings forth the
double, however, there is no clear resolution but rather a
crisis within a self understood as part of a problem that
may in fact never go away.”
David Bowie admitted: “It became easier and easier for me
to blur the lines between reality and the blessed creature
that I’d created, my doppelgänger. The doppelgänger and
myself were starting to become one and the same person.”
“That man, especially when he slept, when his features
were motionless, showed me my own face, my mask, the
flawlessly pure image of my corpse—I used the latter term
merely because I wish to express with the utmost clarity—
express what? Namely this: that we had identical features,
and that,in a state of perfect repose, this resemblance
was strikingly evident, and what is death, if not a face
at peace—its artistic perfection? Life only marred my
double; thus a breeze dims the bliss of Narcissus; thus,
in the painter’s absence, there comes his pupil and by the
superfluous flush of unbidden tints disfigures the portrait
painted by the master.”
—Vladimir Nabokov, Despair.
“The hero’s consciousness of his guilt causes him to
transfer the responsibility for certain deeds of the self to
another self, the double; his tremendous fear of death leads
to a transference to the double.” So sayeth Otto Rank.
“The ‘double’ was originally an insurance against
destruction of the ego.” Theorized Sigmund Freud.
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Conrad Aiken in his novel The Great Circle: “This is my
bright little doppelgänger, my alter ego, who stands before
you and screeches with laughter.”
Heinrich Heine questioned: “You spirit double, you specter
with my face, why do you mock my love-pain so, that
tortured me here, here in this place, so many nights, so
long ago?”
According to Fyodor Dostoevsky: “Good folks live
honestly, good folks live without falsity, and they never
have doubles.”
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“Every man has his double somewhere.” Wrote Paul
Auster.

THE SCOFIELD

I think it was the Saturday after my illness, while yet
unable to walk, I was confined to my bed—in the
middle of the night I was awoke by hearing him scream
and come rushing into my room; I was sure that he was
asleep, and tried to waken him by calling on him, but he
continued to scream, which inspired me with such a panic
that I jumped out of bed and ran across the hall to Mrs.
Williams’ room, where I fell through weakness, though
I was so frightened that I got up again immediately. She
let me in, and Williams went to Shelley, who had been
wakened by my getting out of bed—he said that he had
not been asleep, and that it was a vision that he saw that
had frightened him. But as he declared that he had not
screamed, it was certainly a dream, and no waking vision.
What had frightened him was this. He dreamt that, lying
as he did in bed, Edward and Jane came in to him; they
were in the most horrible condition; their bodies lacerated,
their bones starting through their skin, their faces pale yet
stained with blood; they could hardly walk, but Edward
was the weakest, and Jane was supporting him. Edward
said, “Get up, Shelley, the sea is flooding the house, and
it is all coming down.” Shelley got up, he thought, and
went to his window that looked on the terrace and the
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sea, and thought he saw the sea rushing in. Suddenly his
vision changed, and he saw the figure of himself strangling
me that had made him rush into my room, yet, fearful of
frightening me, he dared not approach the bed, when my
jumping out awoke him, or, as he phrased it, caused his
vision to vanish. All this was frightful enough, and talking
it over the next morning, he told me that he had had many
visions lately; he had seen the figure of himself, which
met him as he walked on the terrace and said to him,
“How long do you mean to be content? “ No very terrific
words, and certainly not prophetic of what has occurred.
But Shelley had often seen these figures when ill; but the
strangest thing is that Mrs. Williams saw him. Now Jane,
though a woman of sensibility has not much imagination
& is not in the slightest degree nervous, neither in dreams
or otherwise. She was standing one day, the day before
I was taken ill, at a window that looked on the Terrace
with Trelawny. It was day. She saw as she thought Shelley
pass by the window, as he often was then, without a coat
or jacket; he passed again. Now, as he passed both times
the same way, and as from the side towards which he went
each time there was no way to get back except past the
window again (except over a wall twenty feet from the
ground), she was struck at seeing him pass twice thus &
looked out & seeing him no more she cried, “Good God
can Shelley have leapt from the wall? Where can he be
gone?” “Shelley?” said Trelawny, “no Shelley has passed.
What do you mean?” Trelawny says that she trembled
exceedingly when she heard this, and it proved, indeed,
that Shelley had never been on the terrace, and was far off
at the time she saw him.
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When I was twelve years old I saw a young man get beaten
to death. I don’t know how old he was, maybe sixteen,
seventeen. I didn’t know his name and had no idea why he
was killed. I don’t remember what he looked like. I didn’t
even know he was dead until later, much later, when the
local evening news ran the story. I recognized the scene.
The killing happened on a street just a few blocks from
my junior high. Virgil I. Grissom. P.S. 226. Rockaway
Boulevard. Queens, New York. I was on my way home
from school.
What I do remember: I was walking with my
headphones on, probably listening to The Cure. I was
obsessed. I remember brittle orange leaves on the sidewalk.
I remember walking by a bus stop and a bodega. I walked
toward the corner, graffiti, fire escapes, and the great brick
wall of stores and apartments on my left.
The young man came running past me. Was he
Hispanic? I think so. The neighborhood and school
was mostly Hispanic. I’m half-Hispanic (my mother is
Chilean), but no one believed me because I spoke no
Spanish and had the pale skin of a shaved piglet. He swept
by me so fast (I remember immaculate white sneakers) I
was made electrically aware that something was wrong. He
was in trouble. He was not chasing. He was being chased.
He quickly disappeared around the corner. I remember a
wave of tension rippling through the other pedestrians. We
all locked on each other, and then turned to see a group
of young men following, the chasers running full speed.
I remember no weapons. I remember thinking this guy’s
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about to get his ass kicked. I remember running to the
corner—we all ran to the corner—my backpack bouncing,
headphones dangling from my neck.
When I turned the corner he was there, on his knees,
he hadn’t gotten far, and the other young men—in my
mind it was three, but maybe it was four, maybe five;
memory is ruthlessly fickle—they were holding him down
and encircling him so he couldn’t escape, as someone
repeatedly slammed his head against the wall. There came
an explosion of sirens. The chasers froze, and then let the
young man’s body slump and fall. They ran. I remember
his body on the floor, head fleshy and broken. I remember
blood on the wall. I found out later he was dead.
I hadn’t thought about that for years. I had simply,
easily forgotten. It’s not like I was traumatized. It wasn’t
even especially unique. New York in the 1980s was a
violent place. A few incidents immediately come to mind:
When I was thirteen, there was the Howard Beach killing
of 23-year-old Michael Griffith, a black man not welcome
in a very white neighborhood, and the several young men
who were beaten after that death, in retaliation by other
teenagers chanting Howard Beach, Howard Beach… I
was chased, too, that summer, and hopped fences. I took
refuge in convenience stores. When I was fifteen, one of
my close friends, a girl I’d grown up with was viciously
beaten to death not five blocks from my home. When I
was sixteen, the guy who sat next to me in homeroom
was stabbed to death in a fight right outside of school.
As a class, we watched the action from levered reinforced
windows a few floors up. Newtown High School.
Elmhurst, Queens. That one never made the news, and
memory mostly, usually spares me. I forget.
Not so, lately. Such memories have been sparked,
ignited, fired because of yet more U.S. mass shootings,
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With each mind-wrenching day I could not tell
illusion from reality. More than ever I sought
out Fred and Jill night and day and, with them, I
roamed the town in search of stories and drunken
oblivion.
Sometimes the meetings are purely happenstance, and
Marechera complains of patrons demanding they teach
them how to write. From “A Description of the Universe”:
The guys want to talk to me about books, about
how they can write their own. They all want to
know the “tricks.” They think there is a formula
floating about in the jacaranda-scented air and
that I have the key to it.
I usually say, “You got to have a plot see? And
the plot has got to have situations. Circumstances.
And the situations have got to have characters.
And the characters have got to be bound up in a
theme. See?”
“What’s a plot?”
“A plot is what happens. But it can also be about
itself, see?”
“You mean a plot about a plot?”
“Ad infinitum, yes.”
“What about the situations, the circumstances?”
“Sort of moods, atmospheres. In the head or
outside there.”
“I don’t get it.”
“That makes two of us. Like Tony over there,” I
point.
“There’s nobody over there.”
I look squinting. This is no one there.
“That’s what a character is.”
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blood spilled on public streets, in churches, and schools,
during traffic stops, at a holiday office party, and because
I’ve been reading Dambudzo Marechera’s Scrapiron Blues,
the last collection of his posthumously published work.
It’s a book drenched with blood, nearly always violent,
glaringly preoccupied with “walls,” walls stained with
blood, and all this by a writer obsessed with and haunted
by memory. The connection is not forced. When I first
read “Dreams Wash Walls,” the second piece in the
collection, and came across the following line: “Tony
is trying to wash all the blood from the inside walls of
his flat,” I swear I fell back in time to 1985 and saw that
young man’s body on the sidewalk. I hadn’t thought of
him in years and Marechera will not let me soon again
forget. Tony is “scrubbing loyally away the blood and gore
of history,” “trying to wash invisible blood from perfectly
clean walls,” and “scrubbing and washing the blood from
the dead skin of time.” I call “Dreams Wash Walls” a
“piece” because it doesn’t exactly work like a story, per se;
most of the pieces in the collection do not. Instead, they
work by accumulation. They acquire meaning in tandem,
as Scrapiron Blues is comprised of fragments, dreams,
poems, anecdotes that seem transcribed from last night’s
wadded up bar napkins, unfinished pieces, a novella, short
plays, “stories for children” accompanied by drawings done
by a six-year old boy, and the occasional “proper” story. It’s
terrifying, bewildering, surreal, rough-edged, seductive,
cynical, and powerful. Scraps of iron.
The collection largely centers on a small cast of
recurring characters and one writer—let’s call him
Marechera. They talk in bars, apartments, and restaurants,
but mostly bars. Sometimes, Marechera seeks them out.
From “Decline and Fall”:
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The brief scene makes for a good lens through which
to read the whole collection, as it too is filled with booze,
and writers, non-writers wanting to be writers, barroom
storytellers, and fictional characters that magically live
both within story and without, confusing any dependable
sense of reality. Not to mention Marechera’s work does
to some extent follow these instructions, but also ignores
them in favor of a language that rushes and breaks from its
prescribed banks, like a flooding river. Which brings us back
to theme and the blood-drenched walls of this strange book.
Marechera’a life was marked by violent personal
loss and the violent military history of Zimbabwe, most
recently for him The Rhodesian Bush War, or as it’s locally
known “The Second Chimurenga,” which was finished by
1980. His novels The House of Hunger and Black Sunlight
unflinchingly portray a brutal daily existence in a wartorn country, and formally reflect that fractured existence
in their style. His third novel, posthumously published,
Mindblast; or the Definitive Buddy goes even further with
an explicitly fragmented style and more unorthodox format,
comprised of plays, long narratives, short narratives, poems,
and a diary. Perhaps this was due to his state of mind while
writing, I can’t say for sure. Though he was exhibiting
increasingly erratic behavior, was told he might have been
schizophrenic, and openly admitted to his paranoiac
tendencies. I can say this: Scrapiron Blues, while essentially
a ragged hodge-podge of literary B-sides, incomplete
projects, and unpublished work, a kind of literary
Rauschenbergian combine, it seems uncannily the logical
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next step after Mindblast. It feels (almost) whole—definitely
due to Flora Veit-Wild, the book’s compiler and editor, who
also provides a helpful introduction—and it makes for a
formally daring “novel,” but is also the splintered document
of a mad and terrified mind. By the time of this writing he
was living in a dying body (an AIDS-related illness would
kill him soon at thirty-five), recovering from waves of
paranoia, isolation, and homelessness in a city ravaged by
apartheid and civil war. For Marechera, it was a landscape
haunted, its walls bursting with invisible blood.
In “The Power” we find out Tony works out his
muscles every morning so he will be strong enough to
wash those walls:
Tony does not look at the walls when he wakes
up. Tony does not see the walls when he does
his exercises. The walls—or at least the horrible
gore—does not exists when Tony is eating his
eggs and toast. And when he is working, the walls
might never have existed… The gory detail of the
walls hits him. He clutches his chest. The ants are
scurrying about, nibbling bits of the inside of his
chest. The size of the task confronting him from
all the inside walls of the flat seizes his brain. He
hurries into the bathroom for his stiff brush, the
soap and bucket.
He washes the walls all morning.
For lunch he grills two sausages and three strips
of bacon. He smoothes it all down with yoghurt.
Then it is back to his work. The walls are his
lifetime’s epic. His Iliad. His Paradise Lost. His
Age of Reason. It is a superhuman task, trying to
wash away all that blood.
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“Okay. What about the theme?”
“That’s a sort of current that sweeps everything
along, like a river in a flood.”
“Waiter, another round of draught, please.”
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Rhodes: …When I have to slink out into the street
and heaven’s people stare right through me as if I
wasn’t there. All those hundreds of people staring
through me. And I begin to question my own
existence, like maybe I’d faded away during my
sleep. I mean if they can all look right through me,
who am I to insist that I’m still there—something
solid in their direct line of vision? Don’t they say
only a lunatic insists on his sanity when everyone
else has confirmed he’s bonkers, conked out, round
the bend, mentally kaput, ironed out his thoughts,
greased out of his imagination… Oh quit it Robin,
there’s nothing there. Just a wall.
Later, after Robin strikes that wall with his fists, even
shoots it with a gun, and stains it with his own blood,
Rhodes announces:
I am your wall, and you are my wall. And the
game we tried during the war of mounting each
other like dogs in severe heat has not yet been
settled. Maybe that is the matter of what is going
on in your mind.
The wall is a rich and revisited image for Marechera.
Two more related examples—from The House of Hunger:
A doorway yawned blankly into me: it led to a
smaller room: numb, dark and also utterly empty. I
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could not bring myself to touch the walls to prove
that they were really there… For some reason I
began to wonder if I was really in there; perhaps
I was a mere creation of the rooms themselves.
Another doorway brooded just ahead of me.
And from the end of his unnerving poem “Amelia”:
…Gatling guns’ white-hot bullets
Still tear night’s writhing veil to shred.
And my Amelia in luminous white nightdress
Her small fists pounding my bared chest,
Gasps, lies still. The walls shake to the rhythm of
my sobs!
The “wall,” for Marechera, is porous, but a veil of
reality, just seemingly surface. It is bi-dimensional, wholly
liminal, within and without. It is the wall; it is the hand
that strikes the wall; and it is the bone and blood within
the striking hand. It is the ghost of violence, and all the
world, every surface, is haunted.
There is a fascinating pseudo-scientific theory called
Stone Tape Theory that claims “ghosts” and “hauntings”
are in fact not supernatural at all, but merely replays. Visual
echoes. Events, especially highly dramatic and violent events
are recorded, stored, and sometimes made visibly accessible.
Some say the events are recorded in light, some say magnetic
fields, some say “energy.” Some say don’t be ridiculous. I
have never seen a ghost, but I have been to places that felt
scarred. I have stood on the train tracks where my friend
was murdered in 1985, shuddered, and left soon after. Later
that week, I was trying to write a story about her and while
I was writing, I had an eerie feeling someone was in the
room. I was being watched. I looked up and saw my friend’s
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That blood of course is imagined.
In the short play The Alley, two vagrant war veterans,
Rhodes and Robin, discuss the metaphysical properties of
a wall:
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face on the television news. Her smiling class photo. The
case was being reopened. My eyes pooled. I thought I was
losing my mind. In retrospect, I can’t help but feel like I had
somehow conversed with the memory of the physical world.
I asked questions of that particular dirt, of those rails, and
to my shock, the dirt spoke back. I had never experienced
anything like it before and I have not experienced anything
quite like it again. It remains a singular moment of my life.
While reading Marechera, I became convinced he was
someone who daily experienced that sort of metaphysical
traffic. He saw ghosts. The walls and stones cried out.
More, Marechera’s ghosts are not content with talk. They
take. The ghost of a suicide in “Black Damascus Road,”
takes “to the grave with him [the] more sentimental
pictures of humanity,” and the two ghosts of “Killwatch,”
another short play, want to kill you. Marechera’s
Zimbabwe is a predatorily haunted place.
I like the idea of Stone Tape Theory, regardless of how
“pseudo.” It’s poetic, dreamy, and moving. I like the notion
of place and existence somehow inextricably bound, that
memory can remain like an ethereal etching. One might
even say literature depends on it. Without it we would
certainly have no flâneur, and no W. G. Sebald, no Annie
Dillard, no Marechera. It also might (almost…) literally be
how memory works. Recent studies in psychology tell us
that memory is in fact dependent on place. A process called
“episodic memory formation” hypothesizes that the part
of the brain known as the retrosplenial cortex specifically
records and ties physical place to the more memorable
events in our lives. Which means Stone Tape Theory has
it at least conversely right. Place etches on us. Alas, we do
not etch on it. According to science, anyway, but not for
Marechera (and, if I’m honest, not for me). The stories in
the second half of this collection display a more formal

control but are no less disturbing and place-obsessed.
Children are forced to navigate alone a world ruined by
the nightmare of history and riddled with corpses. In “The
Concentration Camp,” the longest piece in the collection,
a young girl lives a “hard and harsh” life in “huts made of
sticks and grass, plastered with mud to keep out the cold”:

In the short play “The Breakdown Scrapiron Blues”
the idea of family is rendered utterly meaningless in a
morass of incest, adultery, and violence in a suburban
sitting room.
In “Babel” the streets force Jane to remember “weird
violence” and “queer dreams”:
These were not her dreams. These were other
people’s dreams. When she stopped to buy a
paper, the white newsvendor’s dream hit her
squarely in the jaw. She reeled about to faint. Very
high above her head, as she walked to the school,
the brilliant blue morning burred softly with the
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Once there had been a big village with more
than two hundred families; but the Rhodesian
soldiers came with guns and bombs and most
of the villagers were killed. The rest were taken
to concentration camps many miles away… The
guards at the gate had rifles. They were Africans.
These guards always searched Rudo’s mother very
carefully whenever she and Rudo were going or
returning from the river. Rudo did not like it
because the men would put their hands inside
her mother’s dress. Though there was nothing she
could do, Rudo was learning something important
about the world in which she lived.
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Marechera’s world is a hostile affront and history,
memory, is a killer. He cannot escape and it’s driving him
mad. Again, from “Dreams Wash Walls”:
I try not to listen. I try hard not to. Because I
am trying to pounce on my own story too. I am
trying to grasp the kind of story that will take in
the swimming-pool skin of the Harare skies, the
slightly mocking darkness that underlies sunset’s
briefly glowing coals, before the hand of anxiety
clenches its darkness around the city. In the mind
the roof rattles. The plaster comes down.
And again from The Alley:
Robin: …Know what’s behind that wall? It’s
something that wants me.Something that has
always wanted me from the very beginning of
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human life. It’s there and it’s not there. Sometimes
I took it for my own desires, my own needs…You
said it yourself. It can be anything behind that
wall. Do you think it’s a crematorium? Or one
of those secret offices where germicidal decisions
are made? A conspirator’s den, perhaps? There is a
funny smell—can’t make it out.
Rhodes: …Thousands died like animals to
the slaughter during that war. You’ve seen the
photographs of hundreds of skulls and ribs dug
up from those mass graves. Did you use them for
target shooting? Do you want to hear them? They
are right behind that wall. You just strike the wall
like last time and you’ll hear about reconciliation.
Want to try?
What I find so terrifying and desperately sad in
Marechera’s vision is how alien it is to my experience. The
walls of his Zimbabwe, a nation then rent by war, racism,
fear, and bloodlust, hide an undying thirst for human
violence. Marechera cannot forget. The land will not allow
it. Regrettably, this is very un-American.
A few days after I finished Scrapiron Blues fourteen
people were killed in a mass shooting in Southern
California. A tragedy. A disgrace. What I found so very
frightening was how so many of us quickly displaced and
forgot the more than three hundred mass shootings of the
very same year that preceded it. How so many of us forgot
a significant portion of those shootings were perpetrated
by white men, too often in support of radical extremist
Christian values. How so many forgot that terror, as a
method, does not discriminate. Muslims do it. Christians
do it. Worst of all, by now, we have effectively forgotten it
happened at all. No policy change or media coverage proves
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dream of a Boeing 747 which was also carrying
the dreams of the minds and passions inside it.
It was right, was it not, to live only your dream
and no one else’s? It saved time, terror and trouble.
There had been a time when everyone tried to live
everyone else’s dream. The history textbooks called
it the Struggle. Called the Chimurenga. It was
death, living someone else’s dream. She had seen
the pictures. The massacres. The atrocities. The
dying sons and slogans. The vivid hatreds. Minds
exchanging nightmares of blood and mutilation.
The streets always forced her to remember weird
things like that. There was something terrible and
tangible about such a past. It lurked in wait. It set
its wire snares. It lay in ambush.
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otherwise. We are a nation afraid. But we are not haunted.
We conveniently ignore and forget about our ghosts.
I cannot help but wonder if this is partly due to the
particular place we inhabit. The U.S. is big, very big.
Savannah, Georgia is haunted (I’m told). It is also small. The
south is haunted, in part, and there are trees still standing
from which hung and swayed the bodies of murdered black
men, women, and children. But there are also Formula One
Races, Kentucky Derbies, and Real Housewives (I, too, am
a fan.). We are distracted, and so we forget. San Bernardino
is haunted. I’m sure Sandy Hook is still haunted. I wonder
if one can say the same for Oklahoma City. Place names
themselves become metonyms and stand for the violence
committed on their grounds, but only for so long. There is
no such memory, no such event, associated with the U. S. as
a nation, certainly not since The Civil War. Even “9/11” has
escaped the traditional place-based-traumatic memory, as if
to refuse geography and embrace time. Month. Year. And
yet the slogan most associated with 9/11 is “Never Forget.”
But we do forget. We have forgotten. War, xenophobia, and
ignorance blossomed like choking weeds in those days, not
just courage, nobility, and unity. Just days after, 9/12, or
9/13, I personally pulled a man, a regular at the bar where I
poured drinks, away from a polite Sikh gentleman wearing
a turban who was enjoying a tall light beer. I tried to
explain to the regular that Sikhs and Muslims do not share
a religion even remotely similar. He said he should get a
bomb, and “blow the towelhead up.” The police were called.
Meanwhile, I read just today that a young woman wearing a
head covering in a coffee shop in Texas was threatened and
abused. She was driven to tears. When her friend arrived
the manager was asked to explain his lack of action, and
the others present were asked to please explain their silence
and apathy. A patron then asked both women to go ahead

already and leave the country.
I should also say, for all its nightmarish poetic
power, Scrapiron Blues suggests a kind of ugly insulated
aggression, an unquestioned misogynistic reflex, and a sort
of self-obsessed personal mythmaking I find troublesome,
but most terrifying of all is Marechera’s cynicism. Scrapiron
Blues paints a beaten portrait of humanity, one that claims
the only way out of violence is through violence—not ours,
but theirs, the war-makers, and perpetrators, the killers.
The land itself must fill with blood until the walls and
stones cry out for vengeance. Only through that deathly
fear might we remember what it is to be human.
I want to believe he is wrong.
I’m reminded of Roberto Bolaño, another writer
haunted by memory and violence, and of a particularly
haunting piece of his work, the novel-long section of his
masterpiece, 2666, and its infamously overwhelming and
brutal section called “The Part About the Crimes.” There
has been much debate over the purpose of those nearly
300 pages, based on real crimes, and Bolaño’s unflinching
poetic reportage on the bloody murders of several hundred
women. For me, at their core, those pages simply insist we
remember, that we do not forget. Every ghost has a face, a
family, and a name. They haunt.
I’m reminded of Claudia Rankine’s Citizen.
I’m reminded of Jasmyn Ward’s Men We Reaped, all
of these being gauntlets, and testimony, provocations that
dare us to forget.
There are some 321 million Americans on some 3.8
million square miles of land. Talk about a lot of “place.”
Maybe there’s a book out there yet that will spare us
from obscenely spilling enough blood to fill up all that
acreage, a book that will etch on all of us, a book that will
sufficiently haunt us, everyone.
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In Destruction and Sorrow Beneath the Heavens (Seagull,
2016, trans. Ottilie Mulzet), László Krasznahorkai, in
characteristically sweeping, ecstatic prose as recursive and
dilute as the story itself, chronicles his 2002 journey in
search of the “classical China” he hopes may yet persist
beneath the alternating gloss and deterioration of a “New
China” seeking to establish itself within an increasingly
global (read: Westernized) economy. As the story opens,
László Stein, as Krasznahorkai calls himself as narrator,
sets out on a bus ride, along with his unnamed interpreter,
bound for the Buddhist monasteries of the remote
Jiuhuashan Mountain, and “Stein observes the passing
of time on his watch and he can feel that this is going
to last for a very long time yet, for so long that it will no
longer matter how long, really, if it will be four or four
and a half hours, because none of this means anything
in terms of time.” This casual observation sets the tone
for a prolonged and wandering quest: even when László
seemingly lacks a sense of urgency on his pilgrimage, he
never lacks in resolution.
László Stein’s fascination with, and near devotion
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to, Chinese culture reads as sincere and deeply felt. He
admires at once the physical, objective beauty of ancient
culture—its temples and sculptures and art and gardens—
and the revered springs of the natural world. At the same
time, he values equally the metaphysical beauty of classical
religious and moral teachings—primarily, Confucian
philosophies and the teachings of the Buddha. His search
is self-aware, named and declared directly in the scores
of conversations that unfold throughout the narrative. A
Hungarian poet and himself a fairly well-read—at least
by Western standards—scholar of classical Chinese works
(even if, as one young professor points out, he isn’t reading
them in Chinese), Stein admires the old China’s wellordered culture of morality and harmony, a culture which,
first under siege by Mao, now finds its last vestiges slipping
to the stronghold of Western influence and the global
economy.
The narrative may take its shape from the pursuit
of abstract philosophical concerns, but Krasznahorkai
still delivers a physical world rich in sharp detail and
spare, efficacious description. The landscape is rooted
and grounding as László Stein and his interpreter wander
gardens, ponds, sculptures, and architectural structures
that arise from the fog of the mountains and the ether of
the quest, bridging abstraction and realism. This China is
as real on the page in its breathtaking natural beauty as in
its glossy modernizing falsifications and its degeneration in
the name of progress.
Destination by destination, as routes are rewritten
and plans are recast when new acquaintances offer fresh
advice, Stein suffers flashes of delight in his surety that
he’s found the real, original China at last, only to have his
hopes dashed. A journey brings them to an ancient spring,
a lifespring from which water could be drawn to brew the
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finest tea—but the ancient spring has not aged so well,
and the attempts to preserve it as a monument have been
callous, half-hearted, and ineffectual. By wrapping the
dirty water in a drab, fake marble wall and installing a
Disney-esque playground across the river, New China has
preserved nothing of the spring but its location on the map
as a destination for visitors like László Stein himself. Later,
when they arrive around sunset in the quiet village of
Zhouzhuang, with rows of quaint houses along the canal,
they can scarcely believe what they’ve found and vow to
tell no one—until the next morning dawns and brings
with it buses full of tourists and tables full of kitschy
wares.
László Stein finds himself a guest of honor seated in a
Ming-era chair last occupied by President of the Romanian
Parliament in a seemingly perfectly preserved library. The
library is concerned with not only the artifacts themselves,
the physical record of that classical China, but the respect
for wisdom and teaching that Stein seeks. The books,
though—books that have weathered centuries of the rainy
season and survived its attendant mildews through the
hard work of hand-fanning and the strategic placement
of medicinal leaves between the books’ pages—are kept
in another separate and modernized building where they
can be properly climate-controlled. And here again, Stein
is defeated: “But Mr. Gong, says Stein, that isn’t the same
thing: a library is where the books are in their places, you
understand, Mr. Gong, in their places.”
László Stein is a tourist mad at tourists. From the
start, his quest is an intellectually, if not a morally,
tenuous one, rooted in a fetishization of classical Chinese
culture—the Western reader, though aligned with Stein’s
perspective in this foreign land, can’t help but distrust
his insistence on a China that no Chinese people—at

least, none of the Chinese intelligentsia he consults—are
even offering him. It’s hard to believe that anyone, László
Stein included, truly believes he’ll find the “real” China:
pure and untouched. The further he pursues his goal, the
more unattainable it becomes—an ever-receding mirage,
recursive and unmappable, with elision and misdirection
as thickly fogged as Jiuhuashan Mountain.
Krasznahorkai’s labyrinthine prose style enacts a
similar disorientation, with subordinating clauses that
crawl across whole pages and trains of thought that would
read like run-on sentences without the sense of forward
motion that eschews grammar and syntax perhaps by
force of sheer necessity. At once energetic and dense, the
style risks distancing readers, but in Krasznahorkai’s (and
Mulzet’s) hands, this estrangement is productive: The rush
of language reads just foreign enough to assert its existence
outside the reader’s mind, as distinctly and uniquely
László Stein’s thoughts, offering a seemingly unfiltered
and almost confidential perspective. If not wholly streamof-consciousness, then this onslaught of impressions
and considerations is skillfully intimate, breeding a sort
of empathy within the reader. The very language of the
narrative demands a dual contemplation—not only of the
China László Stein shares, but also of the mind of the man
himself.
In stark contrast to László Stein’s own line of thinking
comes a section of interviews, presented almost as
wholesale transcriptions of conversations he conducts with
various cultural elites: professors, poets, artists, librarians,
a stage manager, a fashion designer. The primacy of the
physical landscape gives way to human voices, finally the
first real presence of characters, of the people populating
Stein’s liminal China. The shift is disorienting, but what
the narrative loses in momentum to the cyclical interviews
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it gains in perspective, as new voices, often in conflict,
take up real space on the page. In these conversations,
the experts’ comments are formatted as long monologues
in their voices, with László Stein’s own comments
interstitial and rendered in summary. Less counterpoints
in an embodied conversation than a sort of disembodied
insistence on the question at hand, Stein’s questions are
doubly abstract by comparison with these eloquent and
thoughtful cultural authorities. His bodily presence
recedes, too, leaving him ghostlike in their shadow,
beheaded by headiness. The interviews open windows onto
the greater world of modern China, and, strikingly, their
voices stand alone, lithe, nuanced, and fully formed—not
filtered, like so much of the rest of it, through Stein’s grim
perspective.
As his interviews come to a close, László Stein finds
Master Ji, an eccentric man he’d been advised to contact
only if he had some practical problem that needed solving.
Instead, Ji’s infectious energy proves irresistible, and László
Stein cancels all other plans to follow instead the path
of Ji’s whims. At a teahouse—to which Ji brings his own
stock of tea—he introduces László Stein to Wu Xianweng,
“a marvelously handsome man, a little younger than
Stein yet simultaneously seeming somewhat ageless.” The
conversation is enlightened from the start, and it goes on
even after the staff goes home leaving the small group to
lock up after themselves. In a moment of transcendence,
language again takes primacy in the narrative, when
deep into the conversation, the question driving Stein’s
quest becomes literally unanswerable. As Wu arrives at
an ecstatic loss for words in his conversation, he turns to
written language, scratching loose concepts onto a piece of
paper, which the interpreter finds incoherent, protesting:
“It makes no sense at all, he speaks in undertones, as if

Wu could understand anything which he could whisper
to Stein in Hungarian. No problem—Stein motions to
him—just translate.” As he works out the characters set
randomly across the page, surrounded in whitespace,
phrases emerge: “Time// Poetry/ recite/ painting// We
grow old/ We die.”
As they make to leave, László Stein whispers to Wu
in a Hungarian he instructs his interpreter not to translate
at all; consequently, it is a comment the reader can’t hear
either. It is here, in this moment of pure breakdown
of communication that László Stein finally taps into
something bigger, finding his joy in the unanswerable,
and this is where the reader’s pleasure lives too—in
the impossibility of a neat ending, in the inevitable
ongoingness of the search.
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Of course, theoretically, I could do what I liked, with
no one to say nay to me within the whole circle of the
horizon; but to lock my cabin door and take the key away I
did not dare. Directly I put my head out of the companion
I saw the group of my two officers, the second mate
barefooted, the chief mate in long India-rubber boots, near
the break of the poop, and the steward halfway down the
poop ladder talking to them eagerly. He happened to catch
sight of me and dived, the second ran down on the maindeck shouting some order or other, and the chief mate
came to meet me, touching his cap.
There was a sort of curiosity in his eye that I did not
like. I don’t know whether the steward had told them
that I was “queer” only, or downright drunk, but I know
the man meant to have a good look at me. I watched him
coming with a smile which, as he got into point-blank
range, took effect and froze his very whiskers. I did not
give him time to open his lips.
“Square the yards by lifts and braces before the hands
go to breakfast.”
It was the first particular order I had given on board
that ship; and I stayed on deck to see it executed, too. I
had felt the need of asserting myself without loss of time.
That sneering young cub got taken down a peg or two on
that occasion, and I also seized the opportunity of having
a good look at the face of every foremast man as they filed
past me to go to the after braces. At breakfast time, eating

PAGE 104

nothing myself, I presided with such frigid dignity that
the two mates were only too glad to escape from the cabin
as soon as decency permitted; and all the time the dual
working of my mind distracted me almost to the point
of insanity. I was constantly watching myself, my secret
self, as dependent on my actions as my own personality,
sleeping in that bed, behind that door which faced me as
I sat at the head of the table. It was very much like being
mad, only it was worse because one was aware of it.
I had to shake him for a solid minute, but when at
last he opened his eyes it was in the full possession of his
senses, with an inquiring look.
“All’s well so far,” I whispered. “Now you must vanish
into the bathroom.”
He did so, as noiseless as a ghost, and then I
rang for the steward, and facing him boldly, directed
him to tidy up my stateroom while I was having my
bath—”and be quick about it.” As my tone admitted of
no excuses, he said, “Yes, sir,” and ran off to fetch his
dustpan and brushes. I took a bath and did most of my
dressing, splashing, and whistling softly for the steward’s
edification, while the secret sharer of my life stood drawn
up bolt upright in that little space, his face looking very
sunken in daylight, his eyelids lowered under the stern,
dark line of his eyebrows drawn together by a slight frown.
When I left him there to go back to my room the
steward was finishing dusting. I sent for the mate and
engaged him in some insignificant conversation. It was, as
it were, trifling with the terrific character of his whiskers;
but my object was to give him an opportunity for a good
look at my cabin. And then I could at last shut, with a
clear conscience, the door of my stateroom and get my
double back into the recessed part. There was nothing
else for it. He had to sit still on a small folding stool, half
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smothered by the heavy coats hanging there. We listened
to the steward going into the bathroom out of the saloon,
filling the water bottles there, scrubbing the bath, setting
things to rights, whisk, bang, clatter—out again into the
saloon—turn the key—click. Such was my scheme for
keeping my second self invisible. Nothing better could be
contrived under the circumstances. And there we sat; I at
my writing desk ready to appear busy with some papers,
he behind me out of sight of the door. It would not have
been prudent to talk in daytime; and I could not have
stood the excitement of that queer sense of whispering to
myself. Now and then, glancing over my shoulder, I saw
him far back there, sitting rigidly on the low stool, his bare
feet close together, his arms folded, his head hanging on
his breast—and perfectly still. Anybody would have taken
him for me.
I was fascinated by it myself. Every moment I had
to glance over my shoulder. I was looking at him when a
voice outside the door said:
“Beg pardon, sir.”
“Well! ... I kept my eyes on him, and so when the
voice outside the door announced, “There’s a ship’s boat
coming our way, sir,” I saw him give a start—the first
movement he had made for hours. But he did not raise his
bowed head.
“All right. Get the ladder over.”
I hesitated. Should I whisper something to him? But
what? His immobility seemed to have been never disturbed.
What could I tell him he did not know already? ...
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Petina Gappah’s second book, and first novel, The Book
of Memory, opens a discussion surrounding the slippery
nature of recollection. Memory, the protagonist, is the
only woman on death row in a Zimbabwean prison. She is
charged with the murder of a white man, and the narrative
reads as an account of her life addressed to a foreign
journalist. Though the book explores the intersections
between identity and race (Memory is an albino, African
woman), Gappah’s text comes to readers at a time when
faith in institutions is at an all-time low. This certainly is a
reflection of the political climate in Gappah’s Zimbabwe,
but it is also a theme that is at the forefront of the minds
of readers throughout the world. Crime and memory have
a troubled relationship, and many of us once relied on
institutions to provide meaning. We yearn for a guilty or
a not guilty. We yearn for a trial, a complete timeline. We
yearn for an answer. That’s why Gappah is important: she
knows it’s more complicated than that.
While Gappah explores the relationship between
crime, truth, and justice, she recognizes that there is a
subjective dimension to these intersections that “true”
crime, as a genre, often overlooks. Set in first person, the
text confronts the act that lands Memory on death row,
but also investigates the complexities of how a person’s
racial identity, political context, and history all play a part
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in an event. In accordance with Nietzsche’s famous, “There
are no facts—only interpretations,” we see how the corrupt
nature of Memory’s political situation and her stolen
childhood affect the events that follow.
CH: How did The Book of Memory first appear to you?
How do you think your own memories shaped the
writing process?
PG: A number of things that I read, remembered and
experienced came together to inspire the novel. First was a
news story that I read about eight years ago that there was
only one woman on Death Row in Zimbabwe. I thought
how incredibly lonely and terrifying that must be, to be
the only woman in the whole country on Death Row. I
wondered what might have brought that woman to that
place.
The second thing was a jumbled collection of my own
memories of township life in the 1980s, particularly being
uprooted from that life and being transplanted in the
suburbs where I became one of the first group of black kids
to integrate a formerly all-white school. I was an unwitting
pawn in the social transition from Rhodesia to Zimbabwe,
I was part of that whole integration project.
I wanted to explore in fiction the experience of that
dislocation. So I created a character who had, as part of
her childhood, gone though some of the experiences that
I had had as a child in addition to an experience that I
hope never to have, namely, being on Death Row. Another
aspect to the novel is that I also wanted to write about
the peculiarities of race in Zimbabwe without actually
writing about race itself, but I don’t think that aspect is as
successful as I had hoped it would be.
CH: What was your research process like regarding
imprisoned women in Zimbabwe?
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PG: I relied heavily on anecdotes from people who
had been in prison. A few of my friends were in opposition
politics and were, at one point or another, arrested on
spurious charges under the Mugabe regime. Particularly
helpful to me was my friend, the lawyer Tendai Biti, who
had been one of my tutors when I was in law school. He
was in the opposition MDC top leadership. In 2008, he
was arrested for announcing the “wrong” election results,
among other ridiculous charges. A year later, he was
Zimbabwe’s Minister of Finance, responsible for stabilizing
the hyperinflationary economy. He gave me a lot of
really great details about life in prison. The scenes of the
prisoners helping each other with their cases, for instance,
came directly from him.
I also read A Tragedy of Lives, a book of short memoir
pieces by women who had been in prison in Zimbabwe,
edited by Irene Staunton, who runs Weaver Press,
the publishing company that distributes my books in
Zimbabwe.
I was also deeply moved by a series of interviews in
the Daily News newspaper by a journalist called Thelma
Chikwanha, who profiled women who were still in
prison. This is really all the research I did. I did have
the opportunity to actually visit Chikurubi prison but I
declined it. It would have required me to sign the Official
Secrets Act, which would have meant I could not write
about what I saw!
CH: Among all of the horror the incarcerated
women endure, Memory says there is still a lot of
laughter in prison. Somehow, the novel manages to
find humor in a world where there is no shortage of
hangmen. Did you expect to find that when you wrote
this book?
PG: I absolutely expected to find humor because

prison reflects the wider society of Zimbabwe. I also
expected to find humor because I am wired to find humor
in the bleakest of places. I think it is the Zimbabwean in
me. It is a difficult and sometimes terribly unhappy place
to live in at the moment, but you still get amazing acts of
kindness and simple humanity, as well as that trademark
Zim humor. Life in Zim is very much a life that is lived
in the moment, and you have these occasional flashes of
lightness and hope, even in the darkness.
CH: We need imagination to survive. The same
can be said for Memory’s relationship with narratives.
Books are part of her breathing and her body. How does
imagination help the reader with an unreliable narrator?
PG: I suppose that with an unreliable narrator,
imagination fills in the gaps where the narration
is unreliable. But I have to quarrel a little with the
description of Memory as an unreliable narrator. I am
not sure that she is one! What she considers to be the
truth about her life turns out not to be the truth, as she
discovers herself, so I suppose she is made unreliable by her
imperfect knowledge, but she is not deliberately setting out
to be mysterious or to mislead. She is made unreliable by
her incomplete knowledge.
CH: In your book, Memory makes allusions to
other narratives; much of her past is a crosswork of
stories from several cultures. In one case, she is not
sure how to directly translate njuzu into an equivalent
the addressee can completely understand. She has to
rely on approximations: a njuzu is a more sinister,
ominous cross between an mermaid and a water-sprite.
How closely linked is mythology to the languages we
learn as children?
PG: The link between mythology and language is one
of the things that fascinates me. A Shona child’s world
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and not by referring to Memory’s narrative itself. There
was definite “forgetting” from me as the writer, active
forgetting in that I had to stretch out the story a great
deal! I learned a big lesson: I will never again write a story
in which the narrative technique requires withholding so
much information from the reader!
CH: I’ve always been fascinated by the relationship
between our sense of smell and our past. Memory
says, “The strongest memory that I have of the speya
is the smell of Mobhi’s urine on the green-and-brown
blankets hanging on the washing line outside our
houses.” I read somewhere that long-term memory is
linked to the left prefrontal lobe in the brain, which
only develops after the age of three. I also read,
perhaps in the same article, that memory is closely
linked with the acquisition of language, that without
verbal ability to articulate experience, there can be no
memory, and this is why our earliest recollections date
from the time we learn to speak.” How do you see smell
and speech interrelate in fiction? Do you think readers
too often follow their eyes and ears but not their nose?
PG: I absolutely do. Perhaps it is because I have a very
keen sense of smell that I find it one of the more neglected
senses in fiction. It is that whole Proust and the madeleines
experience. A scent will immediately take me back to a
moment in my past. I even use a different perfume when I
am in Zim, for instance, so that all I do is sniff the bottle,
and immediately I am back there! I find smell much more
evocative to memory than any other sense. One of the best
books about the sense of smell is of course the German
novel Das Parfum, by Patrick Süskind. Hideously creepy
ending, but I loved it.
CH: As I read, I kept thinking about how Monique
Wittig said that “witchcraft is remembrance.” Would
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view is very different from a Swedish child’s, for instance,
and part of that difference comes from the languages they
speak, and the mythologies attached to those languages. I
certainly found that when I moved from the township to
the suburbs, my mythology changed with my language.
So I left the world of njuzu, and entered the world of
mermaids!
At the same time, for many children now, there is a
global blending that is going on where their mythologies/
languages are crossing the boundaries of their own
nationhood and ethnicity. My son Kush, who is now
twelve, had a different mythology growing up to what I
did. His first formal language was French, which comes
with its own childhood myths. At the same time, he lives
in a very Americanized world, though he has never lived
in the United States, so we had, as part of his childhood,
that whole business with Santa and with Halloween.
He loves American cartoons like Adventure Time and is
obsessed with the Simpsons, and Harry Potter and so on,
which though UK in origin, has become Americanized
through the films. At the same time, there is my personal
mythology that I have passed to him, his love of Dr. Who
for instance, which comes from my Rhodesian childhood
influenced by Britain, and all the books I read that I have
passed on to him, and all the stories I tell him based on
stories that were told to me as a child.
CH: If a child is attacked by a njuzu, but is
forgotten and not mourned by his or her loved ones,
they “emerge after years with gifts of healing and
prophecy.” Forgetting seems to be as much a part
of memory as remembering is. How did active (or
inactive) forgetting shape Memory’s narrative?
PG: This is a great question. I can best answer it by
talking about the technique of telling Memory’s story
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you agree with her? Is witchcraft a creative process?
How else did witchcraft enter the book’s thematic
design or influence your work?
PG: I have not come across Monique Wittig, so I am
not aware of the context in which she said that. Witchcraft
in Zimbabwe is not a metaphorical thing however, it is
considered a real and active and very malevolent power
that affects how people live with each other. To be accused
of witchcraft is to be accused of a shocking anti-social act.
Witchcraft usually stems from feelings of envy and jealousy
and can lead to murder, theft, unlawful sex or other crimes.
It is the ultimate anti-social conduct. I do not believe in
witchcraft at all, but I understand the social context in
which it arises. I feel strongly that I cannot write a book
about Zim without somehow reflecting on witchcraft, it is a
belief that cuts across class and levels of education.
CH: Our first issue of The Scofield was about David
Markson and solitude. Memory’s solitary experience
in prison is a major part of the book’s thematic scope.
Do you see reading and writing as a heavily populated
solitude?
PG: That is lovely way of putting it. I think I will
use it in the future. A heavily populated solitude, that
is exactly what it is. You are on your own, but at the
same time you are not alone because you live with these
creatures of your creation who can seem more real
sometimes that the living people around you!
CH: Our current issue is about Dambudzo
Marechera. How has his influence been felt in
Zimbabwe’s writing community? What sort of stature
would you say he holds in Africa?
PG: He was Zimbabwe’s first literary giant. We have
had other writers, some that I believe were and are better
writers than Marechera but there is no question at all

that in the public imagination in Zimbabwe Marechera
remains the most important writer that Zimbabwe has
ever produced. He was an iconoclast. In many ways, a
staid and conservative country like Zimbabwe absolutely
needed a writer like Marechera to shock everyone out of
their complacency.
CH: You won the Guardian First Book Award
in 2009 for your short story collection An Elegy for
Easterly. Marechera won the Guardian Prize for The
House of Hunger in 1979. This has caused some to
call you the “female Marechera.” Do you see any
comparison between yourself and Marechera besides
that you’re from Zimbabwe and that you’ve both won
prizes from The Guardian?
PG: My family members nicknamed me “Marechera”
because I wanted to write! But that says more about his
place in the public imagination than about any similarities
between us. The only thing that we probably have in
common as writers is that we are both concerned about the
fate of the individual in a highly conservative society, but
that is something we share with other writers, particularly
Charles Mungoshi who is, in my view, the best writer
Zimbabwe has produced. I am extremely cynical about
the way in which Marechera’s mental health issues have
been romanticized. Everyone who knew him well gives a
balanced view of a very gifted man who had shaky mental
health and who was a perennial leech, but those very
mental health issues, and his disordered life, have elevated
him into this sort of Byronic romantic genius. I call it the
Cult of Dambudzo!
CH: You listed Marechera’s The House of Hunger as
one of your top ten books about Zimbabwe in a piece
for The Guardian. Can you talk a bit about what you
love about that book?
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PG: I love that book. It was the first time that the
experience of black people in Rhodesia had been expressed
so realistically in the English language. Dambudzo is of
a generation that was not encouraged to write in English,
and indeed, that was not encouraged to write such
potently political works at all, never mind the language
used. I especially remember the story about the slaughter
of the Christmas goat, such a typical Zimbabwean
tradition, a bit like the American Thanksgiving turkey,
and feeling that he had somehow written about my family
and all other Zimbabwean families. At the same time, he
put these ordinary scenes in the context of this “House
of Hunger” that was Rhodesian injustice and race-based
segregation. And he was unflinching in his extremely raw
examination of dysfunctional family dynamics. And there
is a humor, self-deprecation and affection that is missing
from his subsequent work, which is much more removed
and cold in its tone.
CH: In that piece, you wrote that it is “clearsighted, beautifully observed and far removed from the
sometimes histrionic solipsism that characterized his
subsequent work.” Could you talk a bit about the later
work and why it doesn’t appeal to you as much?
PG: I much prefer the earlier Marechera to the latter.
For one thing, Marechera was a writer in need of a good
editor! The House of Hunger is an excellent book partly
because he had an astute editor in James Currey, who
knew how to bring out the best from his author. With the
subsequent books, Marechera simply refused to be edited.
So there is some unfortunate sloppiness amid what are
undoubted flashes of brilliance. And he became extremely
solipsistic in that he began to examine his own navel to an
unfortunately narcissistic degree.
CH: You wrote an introduction for Marechera’s

Mindblast, and you mentioned there was some
backlash. Can you discuss that?
PG: It wasn’t so much a backlash as consternation
among some of the more hardcore Cult of Dambudzo
members! They were upset that I was approaching a sacred
cow in ways that they did not approve. I said on Facebook
that my introduction would look at an aspect that is
often ignored in the literature on Marechera, namely, his
misogyny. I am deeply troubled by it, particularly as it is
very much directed at black women.
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The Novel
It was the final meeting of his detective fiction class.
Carlos sat down in the back, near the aisle. The professor
was trying to summarize what they’d covered that
semester in a long monologue, replete with authors but
lacking quotes or plotlines. The closed windows and door
made the room’s air unbreathable; Carlos’s head began to
nod with sleepiness. None of the students he knew were
in attendance; there were only four people in that class,
which was the last one of the semester. All of a sudden
a hand touched him on the shoulder. Carlos jumped,
surprised. Without completely waking up, he turned to see
who it was and found the rows behind him empty. A pair
of eyes backed away from the door, eyes belonging to a
face he barely recognized and that he’d forget immediately.
He stood up abruptly, bumped into a desk, someone
timidly told him to be quiet. There was no one in the
hallway. He went to the bathroom, splashed water on his
face, and went back into the classroom just as the professor
was talking about the error of making light of death, the
state from which the story you tell is always a mystery.
Elisa opened the door to Carlos’s house with her copy of
the key. Relieved, she found that her sketch was still on
the table in the middle of the living room. As she was
leaving, a letter that had been slipped under the door
caught her attention. She looked for the mailman on the
street but saw no one. Just seeing the name of the sender
made her want to get out of there, but not before putting
PAGE 112

the envelope in her handbag. On the corner she ran into
Alicia, Carlos’s cousin and housemate, and they talked
about the weather while she racked her brain over and
over, wondering if at some point she and her boyfriend
had been together with Violeta, the girl who’d written the
letter.
Carlos’s mother came into the bedroom and opened the
curtains to wake him up. She told him he shouldn’t sleep
so late and that she was on her way to the store. Putting on
makeup in the bathroom, she asked him if he’d be staying
for breakfast. Either way, he should stick around until she
got back, because his father was at the office and Josefita
shouldn’t be left alone.
Carlos got in the shower. Massaging shampoo into his
scalp, he remembered a forgotten chapter that was saved
on his parent’s computer: the protagonist is supposed to
meet an albino girl at the ticket counter of a movie theater,
but she stands him up. He heard the engine of his mother’s
car fade away in the distance, and the insistent ringing
of the telephone. Dressed now, he peeked into the living
room and greeted Jose, who was talking to a friend on
the phone, but she didn’t respond, as if she hadn’t seen
him. He sat down in front of the computer to review the
chapter and print it out. He’d never asked himself why the
albino girl didn’t show up for the date. The protagonist,
on the other hand, had an immediate hypothesis: she’d
been kidnapped; the stalker had found her at last. There
was no doubt, her message had indicated that particular
theater, not another: the stalker had doubtlessly run into
her randomly on some downtown street, let’s say the
corner of Ahumada and Moneda, where people always sit
and stare at the passersby as if searching for someone, and
all because he’d insisted that they meet. Near the mouth
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on a corner. In which of these tranquil apartments could
Josefita be? How was it possible that she’d not overheard
a single worried conversation, a single knock, a single
shout? When he got home, his mother was waiting for
him, smiling: his father had called while he was out to
see if he should pick something up for lunch, and she’d
told him desperately that Josefa was missing. His father
had laughed, because more than an hour before, he’d
come by to take her clothes shopping. He’d even parked,
come inside, used the bathroom,yelled to Carlos that he
was going out with Josefina and, without waiting for a
response, they’d left.
Kneeling on her bed, Elisa studied the name of the letter’s
sender. It’d be so easy to open the envelope and read the
words Violeta had written for Carlos. But she’d never do it:
opening that letter that didn’t belong to her might unleash
the strange person who over the years she’d managed to
hide away in the cardboard box that now sat open on
the floor, its interior revealing folded, yellow papers, old
notebook pages on which Carlos had written poems and
letters that he’d given her in the most sentimental days of
high school. Elisa threw Violeta’s envelope into the box.
Then she replaced the lid and concealed the box in the
very back of her closet, near the ceiling, next to a motheaten superhero costume and a pink sleeping bag that only
came up to her hip now. She closed her eyes and lay down.
It was more like she was recalling a significant dream than
really falling asleep: fade to black; Carlos’s eyes finding
hers the first time they saw each other, in an elevator in
the apartment building of a mutual friend. The heat of his
shoulder when she’d cried at a party. And him not daring
to touch her. His voice had been different, so serious,
when they walked home together, always following the
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of the metro he rested, fatigued, on one of the benches;
he didn’t see anyone suspicious. He realized, looking
at a clock on top of a post, that it was earlier than he’d
thought. So, he said to himself, one of these people could
be the one who abducted the albino girl; that old man
flipping through the headlines of the afternoon paper, the
kid eating French fries, the guy with the shopping bags
and the sweaty face. But none of them fit the profile he
imagined for the maniac, they weren’t suspicious faces;
in fact, they were intimidated by his scrutinizing eyes,
right then the clock on the corner read two minutes past
seven. He went back to the theater—worried that the
albino girl might already have come and decided to leave,
disappointed that he wasn’t there—in vain: they weren’t
going to meet that night, and he decided to go in and
watch the movie. Fucking public clocks, you never know if
they’re broken or on time.
His mother’s voice interrupted him. She was coming
up the stairs, asking with feigned calm where Josefita was.
In the living room watching TV, he suggested. His mother
searched the house, top to bottom, calling to Josefita over
and over, but the girl had disappeared. She was too old
to be hiding, but not old enough to go out on a walk or
to run off with a friend. None of the neighbors had seen
her leave. When his mother came up to the second floor
for the third time, swearing, asking him where Jose was,
Carlos felt the weight of a hand on his shoulder again,
like someone was watching him from the doorway. His
little sister had been taken while he, lost in thought, read
a chapter on the computer screen. He ran through the
neighborhood’s surrounding blocks, but like always, the
streets were nearly deserted. A nanny was monitoring
some children in the plaza, a nurse was pushing an old
man in a wheelchair, and a few dogs were sniffing around
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same route. She’d loved him in high school. Loved him
like that, young, pretending to be tormented and solitary
but surrounded by a large group of friends. She adored the
game of randomly running into him on any one of the ten
corners that separated their houses just to make him think
about the two of them. They never touched each other,
that was the promise; he gave her obscure poems and she
gave him looks, nothing more, but all that ambiguity got
old, they couldn’t go through life guessing, so the mystery
got boring, she confused him at parties with other guys,
she didn’t want to be alone. They trivialized one another,
Carlos would’ve said at the time; they became best friends,
confidants. Elisa knew that he liked to lie, that he was
lazy. He teased her for taking half-hour showers, for
competing with every girl she encountered, and for acting
like she didn’t know she was beautiful. On the phone,
once a week and once a month face-to-face, that was their
agreement. They discussed the minutia of their lives over
beer, then they’d walk to her house in silence, nostalgic for
something that had not yet happened.
One day Carlos called her and asked if she’d have
any trouble getting a formal dress. She said no, she’d even
put on some makeup. He’d decided to go to his cousin’s
wedding and he wanted her to be his date. They danced
with each other, they had a good time. They talked about
marriage after a few too many drinks. She swore that she’d
never get married, he said he’d heard it a hundred times
before, that love isn’t eternal. They stared at each other.
Remembering that night, Elisa always used whiskey to
justify what they did. But this time she limited herself to
remembering that they’d climbed the stairs holding hands,
gone into a dark bathroom, and that one of them had
locked the door. He asked her to kiss him, she made him
promise something, that they’d stop talking, that they’d

stop being themselves, and the mouth that agreed was a
strange mouth, whose penetrating smell and unknown
moistures lasted until the next day, and when the sun
came up they were no longer best friends. They kissed
again to open their eyes and studied the details of each
other’s features. He said something clever, they laughed
and started talking again. But Elisa had never forgotten
the stranger from that wedding night. She covered her face
again, a large mouth sucked at her until she started losing
air not realizing that it was her own breathing. Violeta’s
letter, in lines not written for Elisa, might be intended
for that intruder—the one who’d bent her over the old
bathtub in that unfamiliar bathroom and stripped off
her clothes—for that man who appeared when she was
sleeping and heard noises, bells, moans that she was sure
were coming from the closet, from the box she’d hidden
behind all of her clothes.
The Recipient

I’ve decided that, for the moment, I’ve said enough. I
should read, read, otherwise my own writing will become
repetitive. Just like Alicia or J when you spend too much
time with them: words begin to become excessive. All
that’s left are the gestures, the looks, the hands, the mouth.
I have a large envelope containing two notebooks
that belong to the albino girl, Violeta. Belonged, I should
say, she was writing in them just before she was killed.
One of the notebooks is green, the other is covered in
wrapping paper. One of them contains paragraphs she calls
“Descriptions of the Sea”; the other, her dreams. Alicia
gave me the envelope so that, in exchange, I’d give her the
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letter from Violeta that was (mistakenly) delivered to my
address. I must read, read.
(A little drunk, Alicia asked me who this Carlos
was that I’d been talking about. I told her that I’d send
her another letter that would endeavor to explain this
inexplicable thing. She told me that I’m evil. In spite of
myself, I came up with a sentence from the intolerable
La nueva novela by the homonymous Carlos Fuentes,
regarding Cortázar, Oliveira, and Traveler: “Confronting
the double incarnation there are only two answers: murder
or madness.” I think about how fond J and I were of
Hopscotch at one time, just like Alicia, who told me that
when she was sixteen she did a sort of pilgrimage through
the streets of Paris where the drama of Oliveira and Maga
unfolded, I don’t want to laugh at such innocence. Talita
and Maga, Oliveira and Traveler. The problem with
doubles is that they must inevitably exterminate each
other. At some point I’ll write about Goytisolo’s State of
Siege, where he claims that everyone has a virtual enemy.
Who am I going to kill if I’m my own enemy! The only
part of Hopscotch that’s worth the effort is the part that
takes place in Buenos Aires. The final schizophrenia.)

what the professor was saying was external, we’re in our
final year of studying literature and in one way or another
we’ve made up our minds to forget that we don’t want
to be here. The book was actually entertaining, like TV,
parties, the cinema. The photocopies had a distinct smell,
we can simulate an analysis of the mythical structure of
One Hundred Years of Solitude, for two hours we drink
down lessons of generative linguistics with our coffee,
the rest of the day we live! We walk around the campus,
holding hands with our girlfriends, we go to a theater
performance, then suddenly a book appears in the display
case. One book. We touch it, it’s a beautiful edition. I
sit down in the plaza and run my eyes over every line,
every letter, I enter that historical world, I’m just another
one of those characters on the edge of the abyss and my
skin is crawling, I convince myself of repulsive human
uncertainty, of suffering, of the declamation, of the verbal
chaos, and of the silence of the last paragraph; ominous,
death. I turn off the light above my head and think in
silence: “If God doesn’t exist then this is all there is:
disappointment, depopulation, the asepsis of the word
end.” You don’t think about the courage of writing a novel
in a Santiago on the brink of collapse, it doesn’t occur to
you that the only valid thing would be to make up poems
in your mind, like Borges, entire verses in your mind, go
over them a couple times before falling asleep, and the
possibility of their publication evaporates forever; you
enjoy yourself for a while fantasizing about how publishers
and critics should be executioners of benevolent smiles;
you don’t think, you just feel. You turn the last page, the
image of the protagonists curled up together, cynical,
afraid to pierce the moment with the word; the question
“how are you, are you still sad?” actually means “I can’t
hold you any longer, we can’t spend our lives holding each

August 18th
In the dining hall at the university I kept repeating
the phrase “this is not a good year” and P got pissed
off, she almost threw her food in my face. During my
thesis seminar, while the professor was talking, making
sterile attempts to provoke some sort of response from
us students, I observed the faces of my colleagues: heads
down, eyes inert, hands hidden. Smug mouths: we’ve
already heard this too many times, this is interesting but
it’s too early in the morning and the sky is very gray;
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other, sheltered from the world”; which actually means
that when you turn off the light above you, you discover
that your body exists and functions on its own, that if at
some point you’re lucky enough to be sleeping with your
wife breathing deeply a few centimeters away, you’ll dream
of another woman, in spite of this you must wake yourself
up, slowly pull her close, and repeat that you love her, that
you live together. (Abuse of “that,” the self-indulgences of
my writing “that,” the colon, and the semicolon. Proof that
I write poorly but that I say something, always with the
same words, yet saying something that matters. I reread
this. My head hurts [abuse of “but”], but for the first time
in many days I’ve been able to recover a passing happiness.
I’m alone, I repeat to myself, and yet there are so many
pages, so many names, so many years.) You lie down with
a book clutched tightly in your hands. The book has done
all of this to you: weeping. Real tears, really. Not like the
ones that you shed during the drunken display in Alicia’s
car, the sea that ran down your face, rupturing the false
desire that was growing between the two of you, too soon,
too forced. I abuse repetitions, I lose plotlines. You wake
up early, the faces stop screaming at you, that hand retracts
from your body, the albino girl from the dream evaporates.
You know that today it is an anxious Carlos. You do
everything quickly; you don’t sing or think about Alicia in
the shower, no breakfast, the micro comes by on the hour
and you find a seat next to the girl with the curly hair, the
really attractive one who’s always talking to people by the
water fountain in the corner of the quad. You show up
to your seminar, still tasting the novel, wanting to open
up to the professor and tell him, with complete respect,
that during the part when the guy and young girl have
their encounter in the middle of the jungle (or was it in
the middle of the dance floor dressed up as beggars or

transvestites?), you got a phone call from Alicia. The funny
thing, you’d tell the professor, is that, for a second, Alicia’s
voice was J’s voice (it’s possible, both voices are deep and
delicate), which made you shiver; the book fell from your
hands and the glass of red powdered juice that you were
drinking slid off the table. The professor might smile at
the anecdote because he’s a good person, you know you’re
not that funny, you’re already tired of playing the fool.
So that’s it, the professor’s smile injects a soft warmth
into your body, tomorrow will be less gray, the time not
so early, the dream will have vanished. Even when the
professor takes attendance, in the moment that he asks if
anyone knows a certain individual who has never attended
class and you suggest that perhaps it’s a pseudonym, you
think you hear a burst of laughter. The professor didn’t get
the joke, the other students keep staring at the floor with
empty expressions though this time they’re firmly griping
their book bags, getting ready to leave as soon as possible.
Someone laughs, but you see that there’s no one left in
the classroom. “Funny,” you think absurdly, walking
and promising yourself to try to write more entertaining
paragraphs; I promise to find out what it is that’s hidden
in my books: the warm slap, the irresistible phrase with
which Alicia wakes my eyes from their lethargy.
The Sender
I want you to know that if I die young I’m going to stick
around.
Like the foam on a wave photographed in black
and white one winter afternoon, a photograph I found
in a library book by one of the Corporalists: gray sky,
white spots from errors in the developing process,
stripes cutting across the photographic paper. And in
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the background, the horizon, black like a thick wall of
water that should still be, should have been, moving,
forming part of time, water that will never be in the same
position again, a faint glimmer and life, or better, each
second’s passing reminding me that I’m going to die. The
distant glimmer—no suggestion of color, just a glimmer
streaking across the black water—is not foam, delicious
foam running toward me without ever wetting my feet,
foam dissolving in the surf that leaves without leaving.
The rocks, another shadow on the sea, I can’t walk on that
beach; to enter that place is to inevitably leave another
place behind; seeing myself sitting on a beach wearing
a black dress and dark sunglasses is to no longer see
myself standing, naked, walking into the sea, bent over
this notebook, dancing with you at a party. I choose one
image, I lose the rest.
I recall, or rather I write, a memory, saying that this
word, this situation, and this place correspond to the exact
moment that I saw you for the first time, coming out
through the university’s main entrance, closer and closer
to death all the time: I saw you coming out in a dozen
different ways, if you want to know; you were you and you
were other, you were a girl who sat next to me in a class;
you took a slight step forward, no, you went down two
stairs, you touched your backpack, your hair, you focused
on me immediately; there were three or more people
between us, you closed your eyes from all the sleepiness,
you saw me blearily out here, in the same position I adopt
every morning, day after day, my eyes absorbing the
slightest variations that have occurred on the university’s
façade during the past two weeks.
To remember something and to write it down is akin
to dying, denying that it could’ve happened another way.
But I’m going to die anyway and I want at least to save one

image, I insist, one token that tells me how I lost you, since
in your gesture of greeting, a slight smile, it was already
stated that in the end you were going to go: the frozen
image has to be broken so you can move, so you can come
close to where I am. Though the night is immobile— like
the black and white photo of the beach landscape I found
in the library of my professor, the only Corporalist I ever
got to know—you are not afraid to come.
And you wonder why what began as an extensive and
well-plotted letter has become a succession of fragments.
Without answering, I say to you: when I no longer
exist—or no longer exist in these pages but in that which
is never lost or burned, that which can’t even be called
word because it lasts, because its meaning never changes,
your reading—please, please look at these fragments
and understand that what I sought in Neutria wasn’t
continuity, but convergence. That from the first to last
page I wrote, I knew that it wasn’t I who initiated contact,
nor would it be you who would complete it, just like
the postman who gives you this envelope will think he’s
done his job, ignoring that with the act of delivering my
correspondence he has helped bring you closer to Neutria
and me closer to Santiago.
I had established a routine through which I was going to
render the ekphrasis, an ancient name for the writing of
the present: ecstatic descriptions of a situation in which
the totality is palpable. My routine, in a few words,
consisted of going to write down my observations—in
the same place, at the same time (eleven-thirty, ten steps
in a straight line past the red kiosk)—of a foreign couple
who often sat down to rest, briefly and in silence, before
continuing their regular morning walk along the black
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the observation of the sea to a simple formula; the couple,
on the other hand, when they came into my picture,
never, not even once, allowed me to repeat the expressions
of my description. So, through months of work, I was
able to establish in my writing what, in your words, is
“my makeshift Manichean vision”: across an immortal
backdrop, the human couple in constant motion. And I
attributed the capacity to fix those two bodies that didn’t
want to linger in my picture to a noun: benevolence.
In the last days of summer, the beach was no longer the
same as in my descriptions. Maybe writing erodes too, in
the end it’s ink on paper, matter on matter, you know this
better than I: a body tends to displace any other body that
occupies its space, words end up crushing the silence, and
that’s why I write you; in the end I’ll make that which
has no body triumph over that which does, and that is
the story, the ostentatious sentences that prevent me from
immediately beginning to tell you about my last weeks in
Neutria.
I hate your foul-smelling flesh and love remembering
when you supported the full weight of your body on top
of mine. But no. The night extends outside, in the ugly
Santiago streets that resound louder and louder, telling
me: you’ll never say anything to anyone, your words will
be cups, but not cups full of water for the thirsty—your
time is running out and the night is long—but cups
that slip from your hands and begin their fateful fall;
this notebook transcribes the precise instant that the
cup is suspended in the air before turning to dust on the
ground. It won’t be transcendence I attain but silence,
because I can’t comprehend the way I scratched out, the
slaps you put up with in the name of our love—while I
wept, begging your forgiveness on a dark and disappeared
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beach. Of course, many times they—the centerpiece of
this, my first picture—did not appear. On those occasions
I tried to keep the order intact: I’d begin, moving left
to right, in one paragraph, naming every detail my
eyes touched, from the sand sticking to my foot to the
impassable line of the sea in the background. The idea was
to arrive at a description that was undisturbed except at
the exact point where the amorous bodies, his and hers,
with their tender and gentle—if not weary—movements,
interrupted the recursive vision of the ocean waves. Each
one of her fingers on his face, traveling slowly down
to his neck, completing a movement I might never see
again. And three days later, when the couple reappeared,
walking, in different clothes and a detail in the expression
on their faces acquired from the weight, I mean, the
passing of the days, when she asked that they rest for a
while and he lay down beside her on the sand, the caress
would invariably be distinct, the woman’s skin other, the
approach of his fingernails different, foreign the wrinkles,
the shine, the dryness, the position of a single hair growing
at the base of the ring finger that disappeared within two
weeks, blending in with the stain on his hand—was he a
painter?—maybe a shadow her nose projected onto those
knuckles that were touching her, their edges diffuse on
that cloudy day.
I was seeking to prove that the shapes their bodies
could take in my picture were infinite, unlike the
background of the beach which I deliberately tried to
describe in the same number of crystallized sentences
every time, such that if there were two or three days that
the couple didn’t appear, the paragraphs in my notebook
would necessarily be identical: if the sand on the beach
was immutable, the waves changed so much that it was
always the same wave. And this way I was able to reduce
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Neutrian street, bending down to unbutton your pants,
but you took a quick step backwards and I, humiliated,
mocked your pseudo-Corporalism—the brevity of that
memory that in my notebook takes up no more than
three words—blow, tears, insult (and before it had been
so lovely, when you brought me home in a taxi, we were
coming from the university, we’d had our first kiss in the
library, a one-second kiss, just lips, I was scared and I felt
a wave of blood in my neck, a powerful heartbeat, but a
heartbeat)—stays with me so I live it over and over again,
breaking up.
Will a wondrous thing that occurred only once—and
all too quickly—make sense again when it’s repeated ad
infinitum? You decide, you’ve already received these pages,
if I am now in eternity or simply in the lines of a novel, as
a person, as a persona, as a model; you decide if I die with
you in the moment you stop reading me. Who more than
you, the Corporalist, would long for our bodies to stay,
touching each other, in these pages. Fleetingly me, because
I can’t write you letters from the beyond or the rottenness,
I prefer to call it the triumph of silence—not eternity—so
that you forget what I’m saying and stay with my body, so
that you put what there is to put where it is missing.

yielded and there appeared multiple glimmers I’d never
seen before, and would never see again: the shape of the
wave—breaking in dozens of movements that I could
scarcely individuate, much less reduce to the word ocean,
because they came and went—disappearing like all the
water that falls on you when you go under.
I went home shivering. The experiment had exploded
in front of my face, the ekphrasis had revealed itself and
I’d been unable to write it. Alicia consoled me when she
said my tears confused her, that there was no way to know
if my writing had succeeded or failed. Looking me in the
eyes, she asked me to let her do a final session, that, in her
schoolgirl handwriting, I let her do a final description of
the black beach, and then I could keep the results if they
seemed useful. I accepted.

In the last days of summer, the beach was no longer the
same as in my descriptions. Maybe writing erodes too—
you tell me, you’re the one who writes. The couple who
had come to occupy the center of my picture stopped
appearing, walking right to left across the sand, their
movements slowing down before they disappeared
altogether, and then my sentences could only repeat the
landscape, a wave breaking over a wave breaking over a
wave breaking over a wave breaking over a wave breaking.
The ekphrasis retreated like the undertow, the picture
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The next day, Alicia walked eleven steps in a straight line
past the kiosk toward the ocean, she sat down and did
her best to find the exact words to describe each wave
until they came to form a single wall of water that broke
without ever ceasing to break, immobile in the moment
that the foreign couple approached, walking along the
beach. They looked exhausted; he rolled up his pants and
she sat down and looked out at the sea without saying
anything. Behind them, Alicia—dressed in a black dress
and dark sunglasses as if acting out the joke she’d made:
this seems like a job for a private detective—started
unsuccessfully to write down every gesture the couple
made: she lifts her hand and touches his mouth, brushing
away a stain on his face that looked like sand, but then it’s
darker—her finger’s shadow, I suggested, but Alicia raised
her voice to tell me no; it’s a minute drawing in black
pencil—and he’s unfazed when she skillfully draws lines
on his face, so quickly that he doesn’t even discover the
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pencil against his cheek until she stops, she kisses him and
says something in his ear.
You know, Alicia says to me, the two of us trying
to fix movement using words and she, the cunt, adds a
drawing to our picture, three lines—the sand, the waves,
and the horizon—and two points—the sun high on
his face and an unknown figure moving off down the
beach. That slut ruins our chance to halt what’s spinning
in circles, vibrating, shaking, ending up on the page
convincing us that, nevertheless, the world that falls on
top of us can also be suspended. Sky, sand, sea, wave cease
falling; they stay still around us and we’re able to sit on the
sand, dive into the sea, ride the wave, never lose sight of
the stars that begin appearing in the sky, and in this way
we save Neutria. You know, yells Alicia: that little bitch
isn’t stupid like us; she draws, tattoos, marks the body she
adores with a figure that doesn’t change, and no one will
ever even turn these pages. Then the couple heard our
voices. Their eyes turned curiously toward me, and I could
clearly make out their faces; perhaps you can guess whom
they resembled. Every morning you went with me to walk
on that beach, that day you heard a shout behind us, you
saw me walking toward the kiosk and also returning home
with the notebook under my arm, looking calm, though
in truth we ran at full speed, Alicia and I, laughing. She
chided me in a low voice: but that’s the boy from the
university, the one writing the novel, the one who stares at
you in class. You were with him every morning, you little
minx. I’m jealous, why didn’t you tell me?
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He had then lain, beyond the vestibule, very much as
he was lying now—quite, that is, as he appeared to have
fallen, but all so wondrously without bruise or gash; only
in a depth of stupor. What he most took in, however,
at present, with the steadier clearance, was that Alice
Staverton had for a long unspeakable moment not doubted
he was dead.
“It must have been that I was.” He made it out as she
held him. “Yes—I can only have died. You brought me
literally to life. Only,” he wondered, his eyes rising to her,
“only, in the name of all the benedictions, how?”
It took her but an instant to bend her face and kiss
him, and something in the manner of it, and in the way
her hands clasped and locked his head while he felt the
cool charity and virtue of her lips, something in all this
beatitude somehow answered everything.
“And now I keep you,” she said.
“Oh keep me, keep me!” he pleaded while her face
still hung over him: in response to which it dropped
again and stayed close, clingingly close. It was the seal of
their situation—of which he tasted the impress for a long
blissful moment in silence. But he came back. “Yet how
did you know—?”
“I was uneasy. You were to have come, you
remember—and you had sent no word.”
“Yes, I remember—I was to have gone to you at one
to-day.” It caught on to their “old” life and relation—
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which were so near and so far. “I was still out there in my
strange darkness—where was it, what was it? I must have
stayed there so long.” He could but wonder at the depth
and the duration of his swoon.
“Since last night?” she asked with a shade of fear for
her possible indiscretion.
“Since this morning—it must have been: the cold dim
dawn of to-day. Where have I been,” he vaguely wailed,
“where have I been?” He felt her hold him close, and it was
as if this helped him now to make in all security his mild
moan. “What a long dark day!”
All in her tenderness she had waited a moment. “In
the cold dim dawn?” she quavered.
But he had already gone on piecing together the
parts of the whole prodigy. “As I didn’t turn up you came
straight—?”
She barely cast about. “I went first to your hotel—
where they told me of your absence. You had dined out last
evening and hadn’t been back since. But they appeared to
know you had been at your club.”
“So you had the idea of this—?”
“Of what?” she asked in a moment.
“Well—of what has happened.”
“I believed at least you’d have been here. I’ve known,
all along,” she said, “that you’ve been coming.”
“‘Known’ it—?”
“Well, I’ve believed it. I said nothing to you after that
talk we had a month ago—but I felt sure. I knew you
would,” she declared.
“That I’d persist, you mean?”
“That you’d see him.”
“Ah but I didn’t!” cried Brydon with his long wail.
“There’s somebody—an awful beast; whom I brought, too
horribly, to bay. But it’s not me.”
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At this she bent over him again, and her eyes were in
his eyes. “No—it’s not you.” And it was as if, while her
face hovered, he might have made out in it, hadn’t it been
so near, some particular meaning blurred by a smile. “No,
thank heaven,” she repeated, “it’s not you! Of course it
wasn’t to have been.”
“Ah but it was,” he gently insisted. And he stared
before him now as he had been staring for so many weeks.
“I was to have known myself.”

THE SCOFIELD

1.
In past years, Hovell had simply not bothered to vacation
away, but the arrival of Miss Pickaver had changed that.
Her arrival had, in fact, changed a lot of things. In the
past, Hovell’s idea of vacationing had been sitting around
in his ratty sweater and khakis in his bedroom, reading
the newspaper very slowly, savoring it even, letting his
cigarette ash fall where it would, each day like the next
until he had to return to work. But then Miss Pickaver
had swept into his life and into his bed, taken him to
hand and slowly taken him to task, and now, yes, he’d
been made to understand that, as a vacation, this simply
wouldn’t do.
“But where would I go?” he pleaded.
“We, you mean,” said Miss Pickaver, “where would we
go? Because it isn’t just you anymore.”
But Hovell didn’t care to go anywhere. A man of
regular habits, he was an incurious person. He did not care
to learn about new things. Even the old things he already
knew about he often thought it was better to forget. He
still lived in the house he’d been born in, the house he’d
inherited when his mother died. He had some difficulty
understanding how it was that Miss Pickaver had suddenly
jimmied her way into his life, coming in a matter of weeks
to have so much of a say in everything.
“To Europe,” Miss Pickaver said decisively.
“Europe?” he repeated, as if confused.
“You have the money. You’ve never been to Europe. It
has to be Europe, James.”
PAGE 123

It made Hovell wince when she called him by his first
name—nobody called him by his first name, and even
to himself he was simply Hovell, but he had given up
correcting her. Miss Pickaver had a first name she used,
but he suspected he would always think of her as Miss
Pickaver.
And so, Europe. He did not, he was surprised to
find, immediately give in. He had the presence of mind
to at least let her know that if he had to go to Europe, he
wanted to stay put, to stay in one place. And once he told
her that if she wanted, she was welcome to do one of those
tours—six countries in four days or some such—as long as
he could go somewhere and stay put, she agreed. She’d stay
with him for a few days on either end of the trip, she told
him, get him established at the beginning and help him
pack at the end, but in the middle he’d be on his own. She
couldn’t help it if he didn’t want to make the most of the
trip. But no worries, she said: she would be sure to tell him
all about everything he missed.
The flight alone all but killed him. Though Miss Pickaver
had managed to sleep for most of it, Hovell had hardly
even blinked. When they landed in Paris, Miss Pickaver
had delicately stretched and given a little yawn, exposing
what had always looked to Hovell like too many teeth,
as if she had an extra row, then proceeded to lead Hovell
implacably through the nightmare that was French
customs. Did monsieur have anything to declare? No,
monsieur did not. Was monsieur sure? Would monsieur
please open his bags? The sight of the officers fingering
their way through his carefully folded underthings while
Miss Pickaver tittered was too much for him, and when
he lost his temper it was only Miss Pickaver’s quick action
and heartfelt apologies on his behalf that kept him from
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ending up detained in a back room for hours. When he
tried to sleep later, on the train to the seaside town whose
name even the French themselves were apparently unsure
how to pronounce, she told him no, considering what time
it was, he would be better off staying awake until night
came. Thus, every time he began to nod off, she would
nudge him awake.
He arrived at the seaside town disoriented and half
blind with fatigue. There were no taxis waiting at the train
station, and Miss Pickaver wasn’t willing to wait while
they figured out how to call one, so they walked along
the road and into town, him pulling both bags while she
turned the map over and about, trying to figure out where
they were heading.
“But I thought you’d been here before,” complained
Hovell.
“I have been,” said Miss Pickaver. “With that German
gentleman I used to know. But he was the one who knew
the place. I just followed along in his tracks.”
“German gentleman?” he asked. “I’m staying in a
house you stayed at with some previous lover?”
“Surely I told you about him,” she said. “It was years
before you and I met. Well, months anyway.” She frowned,
smoothed the map over her belly. “And I can’t imagine
what objection you could possibly have to me taking
you to a place I’ve been to before and can vouch for,” she
added, as if the whole reason for her taking a German
lover had been entirely for his benefit here, now.
Sighing, he trudged on.

courtyard between buildings seemed deserted—no sign of
habitation visible through the windows and no people out
walking on the compound grounds.
Miss Pickaver found the right building, managed to
extract a key from the concierge despite Miss Pickaver
having no French and the concierge having no English.
They were on the third floor, room 306. The tiny elevator
was too small for him to ride in with the suitcases, and so
she went up first, and he sent the bags up one at a time to
her. When, finally, he climbed in, he found it to be even
smaller on the inside than it looked from the outside, a
kind of lacquered wooden box with a sliding grate for a
door. He felt as if he were riding in a coffin.
As the elevator slowly trundled up, creaking, he felt
panic beginning to rise. By the time he reached the third
floor, he was a nervous wreck.
“Don’t be so dramatic,” she said. “It’s just an elevator.”
And true, yes, it was just an elevator, but he had lived
fifty years of his life to this point never having to ride in
such an elevator as this. Why should he have to ride in one
now?
She had already turned away, was looking for their
apartment. There was one long, dingy hallway stretching
away, apartment doors dotted to either side of it, odd on
one side, even on the other. They ran out at 305. There was
no 306.
“Are you sure the concierge said 306?” he asked.
But the look she threw him made him wish he hadn’t
asked. Yes, of course she was sure—she was always sure.
Even though there was no number on the key fob, she still
claimed to be sure.
“It’s simply not here,” he said.
Stubbornly she went down the hall again, scrutinizing
each door in turn with such intensity that Hovell wouldn’t

The place was part of a gated community, a little triangle
of buildings full of apartments, some of which had
motorized metal shutters that could be brought down
at night, sealing you in like a tin of preserved meat. The
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have been surprised if 306 did suddenly appear. But, of
course, it didn’t.
“There must be another third floor,” she said.
“Another third floor,” he repeated dully.
“Sure,” she said. “That you can’t get to from this
elevator. That you have to get to from another elevator.”
He was dispatched to question the concierge, but he
refused to take the elevator this time, trudging instead
down the tight winding stairs that circled the elevator
shaft. The light in the stairwell was dim, and he had
to grope, but it was better, even if just a little, than the
elevator.
He reached the bottom to find the concierge’s lodge
locked, and nobody answered when he rang the buzzer. He
waited as long as he dared, then trudged back up to deliver
the bad news to Miss Pickaver. Miss Pickaver, he knew
from experience, did not take bad news well. But when he
arrived on the third floor, he found only the pile of their
bags; Miss Pickaver was nowhere to be seen.

“Where have you been?” she said. “I’ve been calling for
you.”
“I was just...” he started, then took off his glasses and
rubbed his eyes. He didn’t want to fight. But he wasn’t
sure he could help himself. “Where were you?” he asked,
trying not to sound accusatory.
“I,” she said, drawing herself up, “was busy finding our
place.” And then she led him up the dim stairs, up halfway
between the third floor and the fourth, where, in the
round wall of the stairwell, off one tread, was a small door.
He leaned in close, peered at it in the dim light. He
had to squint to read the numbers.
“It says 309,” Hovell said.
“That’s a mistake,” Miss Pickaver said. “It has to be.
You saw the hall only went to 305, and there are no other
halls.”
“I thought you said there had to be another elevator,”
he said. “Another third floor.”
“Don’t be difficult, James,” said Miss Pickaver. “This is
the right room.”
But there had been no rooms in the stairwell between
the first and second floor, or in the stairwell between the
second and third floor. Why would there be a room here?
Maybe it was just that he was tired, but it didn’t seem right
to him.
“It says 309,” he insisted.
“Someone must have taken the 6 out and put it in
upside down, as a joke.”
“What kind of joke is that?” he asked.
She ignored this. Instead she pushed past him, jostling
so that he almost slipped and tumbled down the stairs. A
moment later the door swung open.
“The key works,” she said. “It has to be the right
place.”

He trudged nervously up the hall and back. He
opened the elevator and looked in. And then, quietly, and
somewhat hesitantly, he called her name. There was no
answer. Maybe she had gotten tired of waiting and taken
the elevator down to find him. But surely, if that had been
the case, he would have heard the elevator, would likely
have even seen her in it when he crossed the first- and
second-floor landings on his way back up. Or at least seen
the cable moving. He knocked again on the concierge’s
door for good measure. Still no answer. He poked his head
out of the building, but it was still just as deserted outside
the building as it had been before.
When he finally headed back upstairs, she was there,
arms crossed, waiting.
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But even after that, as he hauled the suitcases one
by one up the stairs and inside, as he ducked down and
shouldered his own way in, as he watched Miss Pickaver
opening the windows and airing out the apartment, he still
wondered if they were in the right place.

they stared out across the courtyard and through the gap
in the buildings to the sea beyond.
He followed their gaze. The light, he had to admit,
was beautiful, just as Miss Pickaver had suggested it would
be, and if he sat at just the right angle, he had a glimpse
of the beach. It was littered with bodies. Mostly Eastern
Europeans or Germans, he guessed, based on the gold
chains they wore and the fact that the women were blonde
and seemingly topless. The men, he noticed now, mostly
wore nothing at all, lying baking nude in the sun, their
flesh leathery, as if being cured.
“Is it a nude beach?” he asked.
But Miss Pickaver, in front of the bathroom mirror
plucking her eyebrows, humming softly to herself, didn’t
seem to hear. He couldn’t bring himself to repeat the
question. He did not want to be accused by Miss Pickaver
of staring at the nudes on the beach. That seemed a
humiliation.
When he looked back down at the balcony, the couple
was no longer there. He shifted his chair. In the courtyard
below, a couple crossed back and forth, their heads bent
toward one another. Was it the same couple? He didn’t
know. The man was about his age, the woman, roughly
the age of Miss Pickaver. There was, now that he thought
about it, a physical resemblance as well, both to him and
to Miss Pickaver, but they were in the long shadow cast by
the building, and their faces were turned away, so perhaps
that was partly imagined. But when he realized from the
cloying smell of her perfume that Miss Pickaver had left
the mirror and was standing behind him, he pointed them
out to her.
“Like us, no?” he said, smiling.
She leaned forward and squinted, then drew slowly
back. “I don’t see the resemblance,” she said. Then she

2.
From the window, the courtyard looked not busy exactly,
but at least not deserted like it had when they had come
in. At a distance, he could hear the sound of the waves. He
watched people come and go.
He had slept for hours, had awoken disoriented with
no clear idea of what time it was. Miss Pickaver looked
refreshed and relaxed, the exact opposite, he supposed,
of how he looked. She had been out to purchase some
groceries: olives in a reddish goo, strange tubs of pureed
meat, cheese pastes, drinkable yogurts, boxed milk, tins
depicting sauerkraut and tiny sausages, dried packets that
apparently could be reconstituted into soup or, at least,
broth. He stared at it all as if stunned.
“Feeling better?” she asked brightly.
He nodded weakly. She had done her hair, he noticed
now, and had applied a thick, unnaturally dark shade of
lipstick. “Are we going out?” he asked.
She gave a peal of laughter. “I’ve been out, darling.
There’s no point in your going out, especially not now. It’s
nearly night again. You slept the sleep of the dead.”
The sleep of the dead, he thought now, nursing a bowl
of tepid tea as he sat at the window, staring out. The
other apartments, the ones on the real third floor, all had
balconies, but all theirs had was the window. He watched,
on one of the balconies below, the backs of a man and a
woman, the man holding the woman around the waist as
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kissed him on the top of his head. He imagined the dark
stain the lipstick must have left there. “Will you help me
carry down my bag?” she asked.
“Your bag?”
“I catch the train in an hour,” she said. “For my little
tour.” “You’re leaving already?” he said, beginning to panic
a little. She crossed her arms, stared at him. “This is what
you wanted,” she said in a clipped voice. “You wanted to
stay put. This is what we agreed on.”
But had it been? They’d barely arrived and already she
was going. He didn’t know the place, he hardly knew how
to get to town, but when he voiced these complaints, she
opened the fridge and gestured at its contents.
“You needn’t go to town,” she said. “You have
everything you need right here.” She patiently batted away
his objections until, fifteen minutes later, a plain white car
pulled into the courtyard below and honked.
“There’s my ride,” she said.
“But it’s not a taxi,” he said. “It’s just someone’s car.”
“That’s how taxis are here,” she claimed.
“But—”
“Who’s been here before?” she asked. “You or I?”
Confused, he hauled her bag down the stairs and to
the elevator and sent it down. “No point in you coming
down. I’ll have the driver come in and get it,” she said.
“You don’t need to bother.”

silence. After a while, he closed the window and went to
bed.
But he couldn’t sleep. His body had no idea what
time it was, and he had slept too long during the day, and
so he lay in the dark staring up at the ceiling. Perhaps he
should have gone with Miss Pickaver. Perhaps he should
have done twelve countries in ten days or whatever it
was, expanded his horizons a little—no, this was only
nervousness about being left alone. He did not want to see
twelve countries. He did not want to see even one country,
but now that he was here in this one, there was little he
could do.
He lay in bed obsessing, tossing and turning until
quite late, one or two in the morning, before he got up
and found a book. He tried to read, but the words weren’t
sticking with him, and after a few pages he had no idea
what he’d read. So he turned off the light and went back to
the window, resting his elbows on the sill.
There was a moon out now, pale and nearly bitten
through but still casting a fair amount of grayish light.
If he leaned far enough out, he could see, below and to
the left, the pale, white glow of the balcony for the room
closest to him on the real third floor. There was a dark
shape on it, large, though difficult to say whether it was
the man or the woman. From time to time it moved a little
or settled in a different way.
Down below, on the paving of the courtyard, a dark
blotch of some sort, largish, much bigger than a man.
Hard to say exactly what it was, however, and it was in any
case motionless. Maybe it wasn’t anything at all, a trick of
the light. But if it wasn’t a trick of the light, what could it
be?
He stayed there staring down, eyes flicking from the
shape in the courtyard to the shape on the balcony, until,

He lingered at the window until darkness and then
lingered a little longer. Long after dark, there was the noise
of the couple walking around below, the gentle murmur
of their voices. Though, over time, that murmur became
less and less gentle, finally concluding in a shriek from one
or the other of them. He kept listening, wondering if he
should go down and check on them, but there was only
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after a while, close to morning, he began to feel sleepy and
went to bed.

back to the window. By the time he arrived there, the
phone had started ringing again.
It might be Miss Pickaver, he told himself this time,
less because he believed it and more because the idea
of hearing the phone ring over and over again seemed
impossible. Maybe it is for me after all.
But when he picked the phone up, the connection was
odd, thick with static. “Hello?” he said. When he had no
response, he added, “Miss Pickaver?”
A voice that sounded very distant said something in
another language, maybe French, maybe not. Or maybe
it was just the distorted echo of what Hovell had said.
He waited a long moment for the voice to say something
else. When nothing was forthcoming, he hung up the
telephone.

3.
When he stumbled awake it was well past noon. He
poured out something pink from a jug in the fridge, found
it to be slightly sour, but whether it was supposed to be
like that or not he was at a loss to determine. He put it
away, poured himself a glass of rusty water from the tap.
Before he knew it, he was back at the window, looking
down. Whatever had been in the courtyard the night
before had left no sign of its presence. When he leaned out
he could see the balcony below, but it was bare, no drink
glasses or shoes or bits of clothing to indicate who had
been there.
What would he do today? He could find the town,
wander through it, just to expend a few hours. Or he could
stay here, up in the apartment, read a little, relax, stare out
the window.
There was a buzzing sound, unfamiliar but insistent.
At first he thought it must be the door, but then it
continued and he realized it wasn’t coming from the door,
but from the kitchen, from the telephone on the wall there.
Why bother to answer it? he wondered. It wouldn’t be for
him—nobody knew he was here, at least nobody who
mattered. He would just ignore it.
But it was hard to ignore. It just kept ringing and
ringing. After a while, he got up and went into the kitchen
and stayed there, staring at it. Each time it rang, it shook
slightly in its cradle. No, he wouldn’t answer it. But it was
all he could do not to answer it.
It rang perhaps thirty more times and then stopped.
He took a deep breath and slowly let it out, then headed
PAGE 128

Late in the afternoon, he managed to make it downstairs.
The concierge was there now, sitting in the lodge just
beside the door. It wasn’t the same man as yesterday, or at
least he didn’t look the same. Maybe it was a job shared by
two different people, or maybe it was just one person who,
depending on what he wore and his mood, could look very
different.
Hovell tried to make the man understand what he
wanted. Town he repeated, again and again, then the
actual name of the town, with both pronunciations he had
heard, but the concierge just looked blank. The concierge
said something back in French, a question judging by the
intonation, but Hovell couldn’t understand a word of it.
After a while he gave up and went toward the front
door. But quickly the concierge was in front of him,
between him and the door, gesticulating, pushing him
back.
“What’s wrong?” asked Hovell. “I just want to go

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

BRIAN EVENSON

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

THE SCOFIELD

BRIAN EVENSON

outside.”
But when he reached for the door again, the concierge
knocked his hand away.
Under normal circumstances this would have been
enough to turn Hovell around, send him back up the
stairs, but with everything else that had gone on, he was
not himself. He reached out and grasped the concierge by
both shoulders and moved him out of the way, then went
out the door. This time, the man did not try to stop him.
He crossed the courtyard to find the gate he had originally
come through locked, so he circled around the edges of
the compound until he found a place where the fence met
a wall and he was able to climb up and over. Nothing on
the other side looked familiar. Immediately he was lost,
and when he started out in what he thought might be the
direction of the town center, he found himself squirreling
around small little streets that gradually became larger
and emptier, the houses sparser and sparser. He’d been
too tired to pay any attention when Miss Pickaver had
led them from the train station. He should have paid
attention. He tried to work his way back to the complex,
but the streets seemed different going the other way on
them, and quickly he was off course. There were streets
and houses, but no town center. And then, suddenly, he
was at the beach.
He felt immediately conspicuous, dressed as he was
in the same khaki trousers, ratty sweater, and worn, gumbottomed shoes he wore to putter around the garden at
home. He was overdressed. The most anyone on the beach
was wearing was a thin strip of fabric over their fork, if
fork was the right word, and the majority were not wearing
even that. Most were nude, scattered in clusters here and
there on the beach, and in the few moments he looked out
over them none of them moved, as if the sun had reduced

them to a sort of paralysis.
“Please?” said a voice behind him in a thick, guttural
accent. Russian, maybe.
He turned to see a tall, bronzed man who was
completely bald and completely nude, greased from head
to toe with some sort of oil. A gold watch glinted on his
wrist. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of goggles with
dark protective lenses.
“I seem to have gotten lost,” said Hovell. It was
disconcerting, he realized, to talk to a man naked except
for a watch and goggles. He felt as if some sort of rule of
etiquette was being violated but wasn’t sure whether he or
the bronzed man was the one violating it.
“This you can say,” said the bronzed man, crossing his
arms. “This they all say.”
“But it’s true,” protested Hovell.
“If you care to have your look, we shall have our
look too,” the man said, and he reached out to take hold
of Hovell’s sweater. Hovell recoiled, stepping rapidly
backwards. For a moment the man held on tight and then
he suddenly let go. Hovell stumbled and almost went
down in the sand. He rushed quickly away, the giddy
laughter of the bronzed man ringing loudly behind him.
It was nearly dark by the time he found the complex
again, which revealed itself to him just at the moment
when he’d finally given up looking for it. The gate was still
locked, and though he rang the buzzer, the concierge never
came to open it. He circled the complex until he found the
place he had climbed over and climbed back in that way. It
was more difficult coming back in than going out, and he
tore open the knee of his trousers.
In the twilight he crossed the courtyard. The same
couple, or a couple very much like them, were there once
again tonight, walking arm in arm, heads inclined toward
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from seeing him through the window, but though the
mechanism made a humming sound, the shutters did not
come down. Eventually, he took a blanket and a pillow
and locked himself in the bathroom to wait for morning.
There had been no need to leave the apartment—why had
he done it? He would not, he promised himself, leave the
apartment again until Miss Pickaver returned.

He was awoken by a narrow strip of light coming under
the bathroom door and shining into his eye. He was sore
all over from the hardness of the bathroom floor, from
having to prop his feet on the bidet as he slept. No, in the
light of day, it seemed foolish to have panicked. He hadn’t
done anything wrong, there was no reason the police
would have come for him. He had let his imagination run
away from him.
But still, he did not leave the apartment. He moved
from room to room, reading, looking idly out the window.
He sampled more of the unfamiliar tins Miss Pickaver had
bought, and though he wasn’t fully taken with any of it,
some of it was at least slightly better than edible. It was
good to relax, he told himself. Before long, he would feel
like himself again.
Twilight found him at the window watching for the
couple, but tonight they were nowhere to be seen. Or,
rather, now there was only the man, walking and pacing
the courtyard all on his own, in a seemingly agitated
state. Perhaps Hovell had started watching for them too
late, after the woman had already gone in. Or perhaps the
woman was elsewhere tonight. Or perhaps—but no, what
other reasonable possibilities were there? No point letting
his imagination run away with him.
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one another, and he thought again of the resemblance
of the middle-aged man to himself and of the younger
woman to Miss Pickaver. He was tempted to approach
them, and indeed had started toward them. But as he
came closer, he realized that something was happening
between them, that what he had taken to be a genial armin-arm was the man holding the woman’s arm so tightly
she couldn’t release it. He was pulling her forward, and the
reason her head was so inclined was because it was hard for
her to do otherwise. And yet, the woman did not cry out.
Surely if she was in trouble, if she needed him, she would
cry out.
Unsure, he drifted toward them anyway until, with a
sudden burst of speed, they darted away. He stayed there
for a moment confused, looking after them, before he went
inside. The concierge was there, waiting, and immediately
began to wag his finger at him, but whether for climbing
the fence or for some other reason, Hovell was at a loss to
say. Hovell pushed past him and climbed the stairs.
By the time he reached his own window and was
looking out of it, the couple had gone. There were however
two men wearing what looked, in the growing darkness,
like uniforms. Police perhaps, or people dressed to look
like police. What did the police over here dress like
anyway? He watched them walk in a unified step across
the courtyard and enter his building.
The next hour he spent waiting for them to knock at
his door. They did not knock, but knowing they could at
any moment was enough to keep him agitated and upset.
In his head he imagined what he would tell them about
climbing the fence, about accidentally wandering onto
the beach. He found his hands moving, gesticulating his
innocence to the empty air. He tried for the first time to
close the metal shutters over the window, to keep them
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He would read and then fall asleep, Hovell told
himself. No late night for him. Not tonight. But instead
he found himself still at the window, the lights of the
apartment extinguished behind him so as to see better.
How much time went by, he wasn’t sure. An hour maybe,
or maybe more. And then, suddenly, he noticed again
the shape on the balcony, the man there—he was almost
sure now it was the man—visible in the moonlight and in
contrast to the pale metal of the balcony. Another watcher,
much like himself, unable to sleep. But what was there to
see at night?
And then the clouds shifted, and he realized it was
there again, on the paving stones of the courtyard: the
large black shape, the heap or mound of something. One
moment it hadn’t been and then now, suddenly, it was.
What was it? He felt the hair rising on the back of his neck
as his mind darted from terror to terror, offering each as a
way to fill the mystery.
But no, it was ridiculous to think this way. He was
letting his imagination escape him again. There must be
an explanation. If he went down, he’d find what it was.
He did not move from the window.
The figure on the balcony, he noticed, didn’t move
either. It must be staring down at the same black heap,
just like me. Unless, he suddenly realized with a start, it’s
staring up at me.
It was as if the figure had taken this thought of his
as its cue. He watched as it clambered onto the rail of the
balcony, and then, before Hovell could do anything or
even cry out, it jumped.

figure was sprawled on the pavement below the balcony.
But wasn’t the fall enough to kill it? Or him, rather?
Maybe he had crawled away.
He moved farther out into the courtyard and thought
for a moment he’d glimpsed it, but no, what he saw was
too big to be a human figure—it was instead a large, dark
heap.
He almost turned and went back but he just couldn’t.
Now, so close to it, he wanted to know.
He moved forward, wishing he had a tiny flashlight.
When he came quite close, he could feel the warmth rising
off it, and he thought for a moment it was a compost heap
or some other form of refuse. But then he came closer still
and touched it and felt fur and realized it was a horse.
It was dead, or seemed to be. The body was still warm,
but cooling rapidly. It must have been black, or a very dark
brown, or he would have been able to see it better from
above. But even close to it, even touching it, he had a hard
time making it out clearly.
It wasn’t possible. It was immense in the darkness, the
biggest horse he had ever seen. Where had it come from?
And what had the heap been on the earlier night? Surely it
couldn’t have been the same dead horse on both nights.
But what about the man who had leapt from the
window?
He pulled back his hand as if stung and stood up.
There, near the door now, between him and the door,
stood a figure, apparently a man. At first he thought it was
the concierge, but when it began to move toward him with
a stuttered, broken stride, he was no longer so sure. For
a moment he hesitated, wanting to understand what was
happening, to give it a logical explanation. This turned out
to be his undoing.

He clattered his way down the stairs, heart pounding, and
rushed past the closed concierge’s box and out into the
courtyard. The body was nowhere to be seen, no human
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When Miss Pickaver returned, she had seen four countries
in four days, but since they were not new countries to
her, not countries she had not seen before, they hardly
counted. What did count was that she had seen them in
the company of the German gentleman she used to know,
who had footed the bill. She would not tell Hovell about
that—he wouldn’t be likely to understand, not in the way
he should. But she would tell him about the four countries
and what she had seen over the course of those four days.
Or, to be honest—which she would not be—two days,
since she and the German had not left his room in town
for the first two days. After all, she had told herself at the
time, she was a Miss, not a Mrs. What she did with her
leisure time was nobody’s business but her own.
The concierge greeted her with a torrent of French and
gestures she could not understand. She just shrugged and
nodded until he either thought he’d gotten his point across
or decided to give up—with the French, how could you
know what they were thinking?
Upstairs, she found a man in grubby overalls, a
maintenance man of some sort, at the door of their
apartment, nailing the 6 in 306 back in place, the right
way up, so it no longer could be read as a 9. Inside, Hovell
was at the same window he’d been at when she’d left, still
staring out into that deserted little courtyard.
“Hello, darling,” she said. “Have a nice time?”
He grunted in reply, turned just long enough to
give her a wan smile and pat her arm. Same old James,
she thought. And then, suddenly, he did something that
surprised her.
He turned fully toward her. “Shall we take a walk?” he
asked, in a voice so confident it seemed hardly his own. “A

turn arm in arm in the twilight?” And then he smiled in a
way that seemed to her not like him at all. “Come on,” he
said. “It’ll be fun. Nothing to be afraid of.”
He stood and put his arm around her and began
tugging her toward the door.
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They are happier than us, certainly. Lives more polished,
glinting at the edges. In more stable relationships.
Traveling to the Maldives. Eating sea-salted kale. Suffused
with inspiration. Driven. They buy locally-sourced produce
but somehow eschew pomposity. Reading large Russian
novels. At work on a memoir. An easy facility with memes.
Impossibly fine taste in music. A rich and fulfilling family
life. Appreciated at work. At home on a grill. Spiritually
seeking. Loyal to a fault. Likely taking night courses.
They are confident but not arrogant, intelligent but not
pedantic. Pink sunsets gather round their cameras like soft
animals. Craft beer confidently paired with seasonal fish.
Baby is doing very well, thank you.
I’m speaking, of course, about your social media
manifestations, the tanned, grinning specters perched
weightless like bats in the darkness of your feeds. When
the lights come on, they spring to action, brandishing
steel-cut oatmeal replete with delicate wedges of fruit, deep
Rilke quotes, funny asides whose tossed-off nature belie
their labored construction. They are you, only better: more
supple, more present, the ruddy-cheeked conquerors of a
life you barely recognize. In their assurance and serenity,
they assume the grace of fictions, a grace that leaves your
tired flesh possessed of a keen, mellow longing. From a
seaside photograph, the succubus-self gazes at you, its
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teeth like clean white stones. “Living so close to the beach
is terrible,” the caption says. You hang your head, bowing
before its awful majesty.
Surrounded as we are by these figures coalescing
dimly, gaining heft and density at our expense, it is
perhaps unsurprising how easy we come to fear and
despise them. For the first time, individuals are proactively
building their own phantoms, willfully constructing
the doppelgängers that set about, almost instantly, to
surmount the primacy of the creator’s existence. This is
worthy of consideration.
It is, I think, fair to say that the doppelgänger, as a
frequent haunter of the arts, has established itself as a
largely unwanted presence for the victim of said doubling,
an often ominous figure on the margins of the story spied
across a smoky bar, or intuited in the chemical fog of a
neon alley. They are creatures of anxiety—psychological,
sexual, social—and their initial appearance often marks
a kind of metaphysical rift for the protagonist. They are
neither summoned nor channeled in any active sense—
indeed, their inscrutable birthing is no small part of the
dread they induce—and if they can be said to be created,
it is only in an unconscious sense, a bubbling over of some
primeval repression.
With the advent of social media, though, the
doppelgänger phenomenon experienced a profound
evolution; no longer a sinister, liminal being, it became a
creature of pure representation, a performative nightmare
that yoked its flesh-and-blood counterpart to an addictive
and infinitely complex form of creative labor. We no longer
run from our doppelgängers; their presence no longer
compels existential interrogation; rather, we construct them
ourselves, and gladly, too, with a wide variety of lifestyle
accoutrements of increasing intricacy. To what do we owe
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such a seismic shift?
The anemic culture of late capitalism has proven to
be a fertile loam for the modern doppelgänger, a readymade environment of boutique identities and conspicuous
statuses redolent with exotic significance. The thrust
of one’s life, or at least the representation of it, can be
profoundly altered with a “vintage” filter, a pair of hornrimmed spectacles, the stare just above the camera frame,
the perfect cafe shot (with just a corner of Ulysses showing).
The churn and glare of physical existence is rendered
heavy and animalistic in such gorgeously curated light.
Our capacities for sorrow, regret, grief, apathy become
unmentionable, or, worse, merely additional ironic gambits
with which to signify another facet of performance.
Much of the work of Continental philosophy, from
Freud to Foucault, has worked to cast considerable doubt
on the existence of a fixed, stable identity. This has always
struck me as both an elegant intellectual scaffolding as
well as a deeply compromised conception of the weirdly
layered, densely subjective strata that make a person who,
or what, she is. Perhaps naively, I have always considered
myself more than a shifting matrix of intersecting
information and experience, a being that outpaces the
existential analytics of any given theory. There is a core
of memory and desire, a dark animating flame, that
underpins all of these supposedly “different” versions of
myself. If this is unprovable, it seems also, to me, selfevident. The doppelgänger, then, is the shell without the
core; and its social media equivalent is the creature who
cares not for the core, who has traded the core for mere
content.
This is all to say that the new doppelgänger, the
lovingly fashioned double, is a being devoid of time, of
tradition. Despite its creepy memory farming (“Share what

you were doing 4 years ago...again!”), Facebook remains a
platform concerned with the now. Our doppelgängers live
on the bleeding edge of time: it is this meal, it is this drink,
it is this moon that is of any importance. Memory, the
connective tissue of the incorruptible self, is debased unless
it, too, can cloak itself in some refreshed social value. I can
feel this happening to me at times, a hyperbolic chamber
of social existence, a shared life comprised of moments
glimpsed through a sweaty train window.
This fragmented sharing, though, marred as it is by
an inarticulate loneliness, may be the place where we find
our ravenous double at its weakest, as even its parasitic
gamesmanship cannot completely obscure the pith of
human communication. It is a kind of flaw in the design,
a tic, an impulse: the doppelgänger desires to desire to say
something. It wants to want to communicate. It reaches
out across the cold digital wastes, a spectral hand, an
already fading voice. This might be the us that is leftover,
the chink in the double’s armor, the light in the cracks that
is trying—amidst the likes, the brags, the curation, the
petty performance—to signal, to speak. It is what I like
best about our shared networks: the unexpected warmth,
the glimmer in the machine.
It is not that I hate social media itself; rather, I find
myself wary of what it does to me. And so I remain on
my guard, careful to limit my doppelgänger’s power. He
lurks, even now, at the periphery of this screen, a dare, a
dopamine drip. For now, I’ll resist. The truth is I am not
polished, stable, or beautiful. I do not love my job. I swim
through anxiety and despair like foaming black water. I
don’t like your inspirational quotes. I am consumed by
literary art, the long, profoundly unglamorous sessions of
working on half a page. I cannot share this experience. I
fucking hate kale. I am not fulfilled, though I am seeking.
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Dambudzo
no more spirited gigs
on the cerebral platform
oh my gosh
where has styx the muse
left for
with his sentences
unfinished
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Sunsets do almost nothing for me. There is no God, and
your child is a mess.
But there, in that resistance by way of negativity, I can
perhaps hold onto what Virginia Woolf called a “wedgeshaped core of darkness.” A darkness which, strangely,
absurdly, becomes illumined at its edges when the double
is unwittingly rejoined.
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INT. FARMHOUSE SITTING ROOM—NIGHT

Two men sit watching a scene unfold on a sheet
pinned to a wall as a makeshift screen. On-screen, two
other men—identical to the two viewers in the farmhouse
sitting room—occupy a bare kitchen.
INT. FARMHOUSE KITCHEN—NIGHT
ONE looks out of the window into a dark wooden
space. ANOTHER pours himself a drink and stares down
at the crackling ice cubes as the drink settles. After a
moment of silent contemplation, One speaks…
ONE
I…it’s interesting. I first have to go on the record
saying that I definitely appreciated it a lot more than the
first time I saw it, which was thirteen years ago…
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ANOTHER
Thirteen years ago!
One laughs.
ONE
So I mean, I think that it begs the question of where
“the doppelgänger” resides in this movie and I think that
our understanding of where it lies is actually different now,
having finished it, than it was in the beginning.
ANOTHER
So we’ll clear some things up and say that probably
the most popular interpretation of the movie is that the
“real world” is the world where Diane…
INT. FARMHOUSE SITTING ROOM
On the sheet/screen, a black and white negative image
of actress Naomi Watts appears. The reversed image
appears phantasmagoric, but the viewers in the sitting
room begin to laugh hysterically.
ANOTHER
…is sort of this burnt out, mess of a…
ONE
Wannabe actress…
ANOTHER
Yeah…but one whose interpersonal relationship
with…
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The negative image of Naomi Watts is replaced with
a negative image of actress Laura Haring. The viewers
continue to laugh, tears streaming down their faces.
ANOTHER
…this other actress Camilla, yeah, is falling apart.
ONE
It’s a falling apart, but it’s a falling apart after having
hit such an apex where apparently they were almost one
person. They were in love. Or at least that’s the way it
seemed to Diane.
ANOTHER
Right. But, what I am interested in…I don’t want to
take any of the film as obvious or anything, but the idea of
the blue box and the demon figure of the guy behind the
diner and the idea of the diner as some sort of weird…
ONE
Like a nexus?
ANOTHER
It’s like a nexus, right? It’s like some sort of liminal
maze or liminal purgatory space or something like that.
ONE
Considering that we’re…the thing that I was trying to
parse through was the idea of there being…and there might
be even more levels than this, but I was like “Oh good!
There are three different states that we’re seeing here. We’re
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seeing them in reverse chronological order—or in kind of
non-linear order. Remember I was talking of the idea of a
loop, the whole movie being on a loop and Lynch kind of
picking a place to cut? So we’re not seeing the film at the
beginning of the story. We’re seeing it toward the end?
ANOTHER
Mmm, right…
Another downs his drink in one gulp, fishes the ice
out and crunches it between his teeth. One watches the
process and, after Another finishes, takes his glass from
him. The two men shake hands and exit the kitchen from
doors on opposite sides of the room.
INT. SITTING ROOM
The two alternate versions of One and Another, squeal
out their last bits of laughter before abruptly ceasing their
noise. They stand up from their seats and exit the sitting
room from doors on opposite sides of the room. Just as
they exit the sitting room, the version of the two from the
kitchen enters the sitting room and sits down. They look at
each other and burst into hysterical laughter.
INT. KITCHEN
The two men from the sitting room have now
entered the kitchen. Instead of taking the places of their
counterparts, the two switch positions taking places at the
window and the bar. The man at the bar looks into the ice
bucket, grimacing before pouring three fingers of bourbon
into a fresh glass. The new man at the window takes a deep
breath before speaking.
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ANOTHER
Right.
ONE
What I’m trying to figure out is…we see at the end
of the film that it seems like Diane’s obsession drove her
to hire a hit man to kill the object of her obsession and
her resulting guilt—which I guess was personified in the
form of her parents—harkening back to a simpler, more
innocent time perhaps?—drove her to kill herself, which
leads into her being the dead body and… again, I don’t
know if it is her hell or a nightmare at the end of her life
or something… but we see her occupying the “Betty”
archetype, representing pure innocence—at least at first—
and the “Rita” archetype, who is damaged, broken, she
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doesn’t know who she is.
ANOTHER
Yeah, and to me, the ending was a lot more nefarious
or existentially terrifying than simply being driven solely
by guilt. I think that…and this is definitely a Lynchism,
but it’s sort of up for interpretation…but there is genuinely
something much more supernatural going on with the
idea of the beginning scene, in which the guy at the diner
is talking to…I don’t know, his psychiatrist? In any case,
someone trying to help him conquer through his fear…but
we’re seeing a very supernaturally heavy fear, the darkest
fear that you can muster. Evident of maybe, from what you
are talking about, this continuum, evident of having to be
in this fear-driven hell forever.
ONE
Yeah, it’s perpetual. The thing that really kind of
threw me for second…I’m not sure if I am still playing
with this theory…but for a second I was thinking that the
guy at the diner dies after seeing the demonic creature—
and before that says fearfully that he never wants to see
that demonic face again—is that that demon we see—the
basest evil or personification of death—is actually Diane/
Betty. Or the personification of her worst impulses and/
or instincts. I’m not sure if there is enough that lends
credence to that theory but we only see the man at the
diner one other time in the film: when he sees Diane at the
diner and there is a moment of recognition. And I feel like
it has to do with the power of her baser instincts and the
fact that they led her to potentially kill herself, I guess?
ANOTHER
Hmm…
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ONE
So I think there is the “Land of What Happened”—
which we’re seeing at the very end of the movie. There is
the “Doppelgänger Land” or the land of Diane’s fantasy
or waking nightmare—her hell, maybe—where we see
the “Rita” character and the “Betty” character and where
they occupy more distinct and opposite ends of the
spectrum. And then we see the land of the film set in the
movie, which is its own little world that announces what
is going on with these ingénues that appear on the scene
and are visually corrupted by the whole process of there
being…well, the film, the producers, the gatekeepers,
the directors, all of that being a corrupting influence. I
think that one world bleeds into the next for the specific
purpose of saying that there is no distinct world amongst
these aspects. You have the personal life, which corrupts
the dream state, which is affected by the film industry…I
think they all play amongst each other.

RANDALL WINSTON & ALEX BACHA

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

RANDALL WINSTON & ALEX BACHA

THE SCOFIELD

ANOTHER
And I wonder what the blue box and the two blue
keys—the one that visually seems to be an element
of a more fantastical world and the other key that has
a hard realism to it…I made a joke about it, but the
notorious scene from the movie, the scene of Naomi
Watts masturbating, kind of makes sense now as a kind
of pathetic depiction because it is not in the world of her
dreams. It is a sad, diffused shot of a ceiling.
ONE
Yeah, seen through a haze of her tears.
ANOTHER
Right.
ONE
There are also these weird POV shots that aren’t POV
shots, like at the party when Adam announces—but
doesn’t really announce—that he and Camilla are going to
be together.
INT. FARMHOUSE SITTING ROOM
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ADAM, played by Justin Theroux, enters the sitting
room. He sits down between the two. He begins to make
an announcement, but his words devolve into giggling.
The two on the couch join him, slapping him on the back
violently in their zeal.
INT. KITCHEN
One and Another are also laughing as they consider
the laughing of Adam they were just speaking about.
ANOTHER
I don’t know…I was thinking about the keys, what
each one represents. Obviously they have a connection—
the blue color…it began to beg the question of what the
box is. Is it a Pandora’s box kind of thing? When the
demon, or whatever it is, dropped the box and the only
thing that came out were the two little weird demonic
versions of Diane’s parents…it goes back to something
you said when we first started watching when the demon
kills the man at the diner. You asked, “Is it his worst
fears realized?” That would actually make sense in terms
of Diane’s fate, with the Diner Demon holding the box
that holds the demon version of Diane’s parents, which
represent her worst fears realized and drive her to kill
herself. Is it her worst fear realized—her killing of the
person she was ostensibly in love with or, at least, obsessed
with…
ONE
Right, but then why…the scene that sort of turns
over or switches the movie…from the fantasy realm or
“recording” to use the language of the surreal orchestra
performance at Club Silencio…after they get back from
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ONE
I mean, I don’t know, but I’m just trying to parse
through that too. Maybe the monster is some kind of
diffuse evil behind the diner that is just evil and has
nothing to do with any character in particular. It has been
there and it will always be there. I’m not really sure but I
was like “Why is it that he recognizes her as Diane? He
sees her. And the only other time we see that man is when
the monster scares him to death?”
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ANOTHER
That was a pivotal moment, when they went to the
club. It was the climax of the dream state. It was an
ideation. But speaking of ideations, that moment was
pivotal because they both go into Betty’s room to grab
Rita’s purse, but when Rita retrieves the box, Betty is
gone. Almost as if the Betty or Rita—maybe both—has
idealized her self past the point of no return as this person
that Diane loved: Rita/Camilla. At that point, she had
incorporated so much of herself into Camilla and vice
versa. It was the almost Sisyphean task of trying to realize
something and being forced to begin again over and over.
That’s why I think it was great to show the downfall of
their relationship at the end of the film, because you begin
to see how much Diane was obsessed with Camilla and
how much she wanted to incorporate her into her own
life and her own personality. It makes sense that Diane
would create a doppelgänger based on the person that
she was obsessed with and trying to incorporate. I’m not
saying that is a satisfactory explanation of the connection
between Diane and Camilla…
ONE
Okay, and it may not be as straightforward as this—
not in terms of what you’re saying—but if the first two
acts that start the movie, if those were straightforwardish
enough to say that those portions were some kind of
dream…
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Suddenly the conversation is interrupted by a highpitched squeaking, like a dog’s chew toy. Both parties—
the pair in the kitchen and the pair with Adam in the
sitting room—stop what they are doing and look up into
the air, searching for the source of the sound.
The man finishing his drink in the kitchen puts down
his glass and looks directly at the camera.
ANOTHER
Why don’t we stop for a second. Stay tuned for a
message from our sponsor.
INT. FARMHOUSE SITTING ROOM
On the sheet/screen, a commercial begins to play
with a jaunty tune. Two dogs enter a bedroom, bounding
up to the edge of the bed, where the pale, still foot of a
woman is visible. After the dogs receive no response from
the woman, they hear the angelic sound of a choir as they
make their way over to the open closet.
COMMERCIAL ANNOUNCER
Even when you’re not feeling your best, your pups
have to eat. On those days when you’re dead on your feet,
go for the puppy chow that takes all of the guesswork out
of great tasting, healthy dog food—Blue Key Premium.
The dogs voraciously eat dog food with the pale, still
foot visible in the foreground.
COMMERCIAL ANNOUNCER
Blue Key. Unlock the secret of health and great taste.
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that performance, which absolutely has to mean something
very critical to the film…Rita opens the box with the key
that was in her bag and then we turn over into the harsh
light of reality.
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The man with the glass of bourbon is searching
through the refrigerator for something to eat but all he sees
inside are dozens of cans of Blue Key Premium dog food.
He shuts the door with a sigh, before taking his drink off
of its resting place on top of the fridge. He walks back over
the the man by the window, who laughs before speaking
again.
ANOTHER
No, but if it is as simple as the first two acts as like a
sort of dream or ideal or something like that, that Diane is
imagining her purest self being Betty and then saving this
woman, this concept of a woman that she loves…
ONE
That’s what I mean, and then from that point they
begin to express their love for each other—after going on
a quest. After Diane helping Rita find this…helping her
unravel the mystery of her life, and then all of the sudden,
it is like a pure love that they’ve discovered and they’re
starting to look like each other and act like each other
and…there is one thing that I’ve been…Why would she
choose that diner waitress? What is it about the waitress
that is so significant to Diane? Was it that she represents
something? Maybe it is just a case of “I saw this person’s
name and I thought it was cool”? Or was it a matter of
looking at that name tag and imagining herself from a
simpler, innocent time?
ANOTHER
I mean, I think think there is something weird
about…
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Both groups, Kitchen and Sitting Room, look to the
sky and shout.
ALL
The Diner!
INT. KITCHEN
ANOTHER
The diner as a space. That it has some kind of
supernatural…
ONE
Kind of portent.
ANOTHER
Yeah.
ONE
Besides—well let me jump back and try to remember
how many threads within the story Justin Theroux’s
character follows… because he was pretty integral to the
story, integral to Diane/Betty and Camilla/Rita’s story,
but I am trying to figure out what the purpose of Lynch
showing more of him was. Kind of his own dealing with
the power structures—him dealing with the Cowboy and
going to the production meeting and being shut down—I
don’t know. I don’t know…
ANOTHER
To be fair, I think a lot of this is not supposed to—
there’s no real answer.
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ONE
No, of course, of course! I wouldn’t want to be so
reductive as to say that “Oh no, this all fits together this
way and here is why. But it was just something I was
thinking about. Down to the little decisions like “Why did
Adam pour pink paint into his girlfriend’s jewelry box?”

a drink but One’s hands stop him from touching the glass.
A struggle between hands begins…

One laughs. The camera zooms in on Another’s hands
as he is speaking.
ANOTHER
Yeah…there is something weird with hands, too.
There is something strange with hands. There is often a
cut or a close up of a hand, sort of making a decision to
do something. Whether it is Naomi Watts in that one
audition scene we were talking about, the one of the test
run with the dopey, Silver Fox actor…
Another’s hands reach over to the bar to pour himself
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ANOTHER
Or the goon that comes to Justin Theroux’s house and
the wife jumps on his back and the camera cuts to a shot
of his hand balling into a fist before he punches her in the
face.
ONE
There is something about hands! There was that one—
well I was going to say the tender moment between Diane
and Coco, the character played by Shirley Temple…
INT. FARMHOUSE SITTING ROOM
On the sheet/screen:
Actually, she was played by the late Ann Miller…
INT. KITCHEN
ONE
Where once I thought she was supposed to represent
a certain innocence or detachment from the world of
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ONE
Because he is looking around to figure out what to do
to essentially destroy her jewelry. He looks up at the oils,
the cooking oils, and he’s like “No, no…” and then he gets
the pink paint and pours it into the box and she’s like “No!
Stop it, stop it!!” and he could have done anything—he
could have flushed it down the toilet, but he chooses to use
this garish color on it to try to ruin it. But she could easily
wash the paint off, right? I guess I was just trying to figure
out what that moment meant, so…And the whole Billy
Ray Cyrus moment…

The hand struggle continues with plenty of slaps and
pinches. Finally, Another prevails by grabbing the bottle
and smashing One’s hand against the bar. His hands then
calmly pour a drink.
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ANOTHER
I know!

ONE
Or the guy with the espresso. He is so delicate with
the cup and the people in the meeting are so precise about
giving him the right kind of espresso…
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ANOTHER
Right. And one of the first shots in the movie is the
red, crumpled sheets of the bed that she shot herself on…
ONE
Shot herself on, yeah, when they find her body…
Yeah…and the fact that Camilla or Rita discovered…I
guess her dead body?
ANOTHER
Yeah.
ONE
That actually makes sense because Diane wanted
sympathy, she wanted to see that Camilla cares and she
wanted to care for herself, in a way. Even in the dream
state. If we’re still rolling on the assumption that Diane is
Betty is Rita is Camilla…
ANOTHER
It was weird—was that a fifth person? Because the
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body was rotted, but it certainly wasn’t Naomi Watts…
ONE
It wasn’t Naomi Watts but it was also unidentifiable. I
think it was supposed to be a rotted…
ANOTHER
Purposefully.
ONE
Yeah, a purposefully rotted representation of reality,
the sadness of reality.
ANOTHER
Yeah, a shell of an identity.
ONE
Right. Especially if she was trying to slough off the
Diane identity…I don’t know. It’s a fascinating idea of a
doppelgänger because it is the notion of doppelgänger as a
type of continuum. You know, a person trying to recreate
themselves in certain ways. This notion of how much
of yourself is real, how much of yourself is constructed,
how much of yourself is meant to be a presentation to
people. And of course this idea of the performance and of
the performance not being real, that ties into the idea of
doppelgänger in this movie.
ANOTHER
And, you know, to bring it back and mull this
over, it makes sense that this is the David Lynch way
of approaching doppelgängers and the nightmare of
reinvention. In his work, I think he deals with these
kinds of often anodyne, American themes and motifs of
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the supernatural, she turned out to be—she wasn’t evil
or anything, but she turned out to not be as benign as
she seemed when the movie started. She does something
where you see her old, wizened hand comfort Diane at
the announcement dinner near the end and—I don’t
know—there is a lot in the movie. This is almost a separate
discussion from the doppelgängers, but there is so much,
when it comes to the symbolism in the film. There is a
great use of color that is always in David Lynch films. He
always uses red, which symbolized nefarious dream states,
as you described them. You definitely see that in Club
Silencio, with the red curtains…to the guy’s suit.

RANDALL WINSTON & ALEX BACHA

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

RANDALL WINSTON & ALEX BACHA

THE SCOFIELD

RANDALL WINSTON & ALEX BACHA

ADOLPH SCHRODTER

American life and he turns them into horrific nightmares
of reinventing yourself. Like you were saying before, he
turns it into a kind of loop, perhaps in a Nietzschean
eternal reoccurrence and perhaps always seeking to
reinvent, never able to do it.
ONE
Right, or never being able to do it in a satisfactory
way. I completely cosign that.
INT. KITCHEN—NIGHT
Another smiles at One. One smiles back at Another.
Slowly their smiles fade. One turns his face to the darkness
outside the window.
EXT. KITCHEN—NIGHT

DIGITAL IMAGE COURTESY OF JAR MUSCHEK + PARTNER
GALLERY, BERLIN WWW.JAR MUSCHEK.DE/EN/
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Outside, a dirty, demonic figure stands next to a tree
watching the two men standing at the kitchen window. Its
lips curl into a grin of irrepressible glee.
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“The Tree of Life” first appeared in Passages: Africa, a
chapbook published by PEN American Center in May
2015.
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First, it is important to visualise as far as is possible the
street that runs in front of my house. I live in a quiet
neighbourhood, home to a bunch of stuck-up bourgeoisie
counting down their meaningless lives behind brick walls
and hedges and lawns. Acacia, young and robust, line
up beside the street, which sweeps out a gentle arc before
stretching out to join the highway into the city, their leafy
crowns casting shifting shadows on the light grey of the
road.
Stepping out of my house one bright Saturday
morning, I saw a man standing at the junction at the far
end of the street. His arms were pressed to his sides, his
gaze was fixed on some point far away, and he did not
move. He looked decrepit and emaciated. I passed by
without a word.
On my way back home he was still standing there. I
went up to him.
“Is anything the matter?” I asked.
“It is here,” he declared.
“What is here?”
“I have found it, at last, this spot. I’ve spent the whole
of my life looking. At this very spot is the spiritual source
that nourishes life.”
“Very good,” I said. “But you cannot stand here
forever.”
“Ah, but I can,” he insisted, and there was no arguing
with that.
He was still there the next morning.
“My dear friend,” I said to him. “Will you not eat?”

“This is the source of life,” he returned. “I need no
more food.”
In the evening he was still there. He seemed bigger
and stronger, and looked well fed indeed. His voice was
rich and resounding.
“You are looking good,” I commented.
“Assuredly,” he replied.
The days went by. I spoke to him whenever I passed
and each time he had increased in stature. He had much
to say, and I found his words wise and engaging. So it was
that one day whilst thus engaged in conversation, a third
person came up and asked me:
“My good man, why are you speaking to the tree?”
I replied without hesitation, “Here at this very spot is
the spiritual force that nourishes life.”
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If you’ve read Dambudzo Marechera, and you’re looking
for books by other authors who write in a similar style to
Marechera, here are some recommendations for you from
readers of Marechera and the Marecheraesque.
Chris Power on “Spinning Gears” by Ryūnosuke
Akutagawa
Follow one of the crooked pathways running into and
out of Dambudzo Marechera’s work, and you might just
find yourself in a room of Tokyo’s Imperial Hotel in 1927.
That’s the setting for Ryūnosuke Akutagawa’s “Spinning
Gears” (sometimes translated as “Cogwheels”), the last
story he wrote before killing himself aged 35. Having
suffered from mental illness for a number of years, the
final phase of Akutagawa’s writing career consists of a
series of harrowing autofictional pieces that chronicle his
unravelling. As with Marechera, you can never be sure
what is hallucination and what is not. Reality is unstable:
is the narrator being pursued by a ghost? Are those really
maggots crawling on his plate? Is a rat rearranging his
possessions in the night? In “Spinning Gears” the narrator
overhears two Frenchmen discussing hell, while in The
House of Hunger children are heard outside a window
muttering the words, “Break its neck.” In both cases, these
apparently chance events seem to be clues to a deeper,
malignant process shaping the world we find ourselves
adrift in. It is Akutagawa who wrote, “Politics, business,
art, science: all seemed just a mottled layer of enamel
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covering over this life in all its horror,” but the line might
just as easily belong to Marechera.
David Buuck on Heads on Fire: Rants/Notes/Poems
2001–2011 by Lesego Rampolokeng
Lesego Rampolokeng has been one of South Africa’s
most important writers for decades, though he remains
relatively unknown internationally and incredibly difficult
to categorize within the West’s limited understanding (i.e.,
marketing logics) of African writing. While very much a
performance poet, for whom sound and music underpin
the rhythms and rhymes of his verse, on the page his
writing lives and breathes with just as much verve and
immediacy as a live performance. Heads on Fire collects
poems from the first decade of the century, presenting
us with over 160 pages of unrelenting, rapid-fire poetry,
slicing through pieties of South African politics as well as
its cultural representatives. Rampolokeng has no interest in
celebrating the ANC or continuing the tradition of South
African poetry forged in the anti-apartheid movements;
his is a 21st century poetry as concerned with the selling
out of the revolution as it is with overturning the stolid
legacies of ‘literature’ itself. The work featured here is only
a small fraction of Rampolokeng’s production over the last
several years, including novels, plays, and spoken word/
dub albums. (His CD “The H.A.L.F. Ranthology” might
best sum up his poetics, given that H.A.L.F. stands for
“High Art, Low Fart.”) In this sense (as well as in his antiestablishment attitudes and his take-no-prisoners style),
Rampolokeng is perhaps the only living writer so heavily
influenced by Marechera, though he is in no way prone
to mere imitation. Of course, Rampolokeng’s influences
are much more wide-ranging, not only in terms of South
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Stephen Sparks on Radiance of the King by Camara
Laye
In her introduction to Guinean writer Camara Laye’s
Radiance of the King (NYRB), Toni Morrison writes
that throughout much of the 20th century, “Literary
Africa… was an inexhaustible playground for tourists
and foreigners.” It was a continent “accommodatingly
mute [and] conveniently blank” that Western writers used
as a stage set—a dash of weather, perhaps a jungle, and
local color that more often than not made the light these
writers cast all the brighter—to further their blinkered,
even if occasionally well-intentioned, ideologies. When the
generation of African writers that included Chinua Achebe
and Wole Soyinka came of age in the 1960s, “Literary
Africa” as it had been conceived by the West was proven
to be a fraud: no longer a continent solely populated by
servants and big game, these native writers challenged
the assumptions and motifs situating Africa as an Other,
a place where Europeans came to grow rich, purify
themselves, or suffer for their foolishness. Like Marechera’s
Black Sunlight, Camara Laye’s novel challenged this idea
by inverting the narrative of conquest: in it, Clarence,
a deeply indebted white man, finds himself after many
misadventures sold into slavery in a king’s harem. The
journey he undertakes mirrors that seen in many Western
PAGE 147

novels, as Laye (like Marechera later) plays with the
shifting nature of sight to present a complex and elaborate
parable that culminates in one of the most confounding
scenes in modern literature.
Brian Patrick Eha on The Scar by China Miéville
The Scar, China Miéville’s second of three novels set in the
fictional world of Bas-Lag, opens with an epigraph from
Black Sunlight, announcing the arena of its action: “the
wide blue sea where broken hearts are wrecked out of their
wounds.” What follows owes much to the rich tradition of
British fantasy, in particular the authors M. John Harrison
and Mervyn Peake, but that is not all. A bonafide Marxist
intellectual—as Marechera studied at Oxford, so Miéville
graduated from Cambridge—the author of The Scar
is similarly interested in revolutions and uprisings; his
hallucinatory narrative, on the surface a sea-quest, is
shaped by power struggles and sedition aboard a floating
pirate city. Marechara’s long digressions become Miéville’s
enthralling info-dumps clueing us in to the complex
history, geography, and politics of his invented world. And
just as Black Sunlight’s photographer-protagonist “does
not take sides, he just takes the press photographs,” so The
Scar’s central character, a hard-bitten translator named
Bellis Coldwine, finds herself caught up in a conflict
from whose outcome she is detached, or is at best deeply
ambivalent about. A crucial moment comes when, on the
verge of bloody battle, she can no longer see herself as a
mere bystander or witness: “All her certainty left her. She,
too, should be afraid.” I can think of no better tribute to
Marechera’s paranoid legacy.
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African poetry but also South African jazz and dub music,
street slang, political history, and the tangled webs of what
it means to be a “political poet” in post-apartheid South
Africa. Anyone interested in what the future of African
writing might look like, well into the post-post-postcolonial moment and beyond, needs to check out Lesego
Rampolokeng.
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The House of Hunger ’s psychological acuity recalls a great
many other great books and authors, and the reader will
find echoes of Dostoevsky’s underground man and the
nightmare aura that envelopes all of Kafka’s befuddled
heroes. But the title story of the book is, in the end,
a stellar example of the bar-room story, a class that
includes Under the Volcano and At-Swim-Two-Birds in its
distinguished ranks. The setting of the bar, coupled with
the way the stories in the book as a whole bleed into one
another, recalled, for me, Locos, Felipe Alfau’s so-called
comedy of gestures, which takes place in the appropriately
named Café de los Locos in Toledo, Spain, where authors
are wont to go to find characters with which to people
their stories. Just like in The House of Hunger, familiar
characters crop up in the varied stories, although slightly
altered from tale to tale, and the two books also share
a thematic depth and structural elegance that rewards
repeated readings. Most of all, though, the two books
successfully chart unexpected paths for fiction as a mode,
with similarly remarkable, and inimitable, results.
Andrew Mason on The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet
Born by Ayi Kwei Armah
Much as Marechera’s work is full of existential angst,
scathing critique, and absurd laughter, so too is the work
of Ayi Kwei Armah, especially The Beautyful Ones Are Not
Yet Born. The novel is set in Ghana post-independence,
under the country’s first president Kwame Nkrumah—it’s
a place seen by the unnamed protagonist of the novel as
full of “rot.” As Stephanie Newell wrote, in discussing
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both Marechera’s The House of Hunger and Armah’s The
Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, “An aesthetic of excess
can be found in these texts, which show a preoccupation
with dirt, odours, vermin, disease, and bodily excretions.”
Rot is everywhere, both literal rot and metaphorical rot.
The only thing that is not rotted in The Beautyful Ones Are
Not Yet Born is the prose—which is vibrant, full of life and
movement.
Amy Bauer on An Elegy for Easterly by Petina Gappah
This collection of stories shows various people living and
loving, grieving and dying, struggling and surviving, in
Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe. From the political to the
personal, from the public to the private, these stories
explore what it means to be human not just in this
particular place and time, but also, yes, in this particular
place and time. In 2009, the collection won The Guardian
First Fiction Award. That award replaced The Guardian
Fiction Prize in 1999, which had been awarded since
1965. Petina Gappah was the first Zimbabwean woman
to win an award from The Guardian, and the second
Zimbabwean writer. Who was the other winner? In 1979,
Dambudzo Marechera won the Fiction Prize for The
House of Hunger. This has led to Petina Gappah being
called by some “the female Marechera.” Of course, she
says, “Maybe I am not the new Yvonne Vera or the female
Marechera. Maybe I am the first Petina Gappah. I am
happy just to be me.” I think she’s right. One can see
glimpses of Marechera (and others) in her writing, but
this impressive debut shows Gappah as a writer entirely
her own.
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Sho Spaeth on Locos: A Comedy of Gestures by Felipe
Alfau
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Petina Gappah on Butterfly Burning by Yvonne Vera
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The Zimbabwean writer Yvonne Vera has the same
sort of dreamlike, uncertain but controlled stream of
consciousness and very self-aware style that calls attention
to itself in the way that Marechera’s does, combined
with his high intelligence. But Vera brings to her books a
genuine liking and empathy for all her characters in a way
that Marechera does not. I cannot recommend her highly
enough. Readers should consider starting with Butterfly
Burning, which is wonderful.

THE SCOFIELD

No, have this one on me. Ah, cheers. I did not, after all,
kill myself. You understand. After all, things had been
done. And I had done my fair share too. But that night I
sat at my desk seeing nothing of the book I had picked up
at random from my shelves. I was mechanically drawing
all sort of circles and squares on my blotting-pad—you
should have seen the map of it! Little circles eaten or
eating the big circles and everything in everything else, so
much so I still wonder how on earth I found my way out
of that labyrinth. Dark spots danced madly about at a
point between my two eyes. And my hands were shaking.
Trembling. When I looked at them they were covered with
round white sores with pus pressing out of them. And my
right hand went on drawing mechanically. Drawing. Have
you ever seen a face imprinted in empty air? Those dark
spots multiplied and swarmed about, and swooped into
my face and shot out suddenly with the very matter of my
brains. And when the pain of that flashing cleared a little I
looked and saw my own face staring coldly at me. I started
involuntarily. It was insane, but I pulled myself together
and put out my hand to touch it. And drew back with
horror! That horrible discovery! It pulled the skin of my
face out, clear out, by the roots. It revealed me to myself.
And before I knew it I had heaved the table onto its side,
dragged all the books from their shelves onto the floor and
begun to hammer my fists on the walls. I heard myself
screaming and the very veins were pulsing hotly through
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that voice. I was cold. A band of ice had wound itself
tightly around my loins and around my chest and around
my neck. Strangulation. Or drowning. Both, I suppose,
but they were infinitely preferable to that invisible band of
ice. Anything but that again. And through it all the
person, I mean my face, was coldly observing me as
though I was distant, slightly interesting experiment. And
there was something funny going on on the floor where
the blotting-pad had fallen. You see when it fell, the—they
seemed to come alive. Like the dark spots. The circles and
the squares, they shot upward like a little explosion, and
slammed on the ceiling leaving a sooty imprint on it, and
then fell slowly back to the ground like a fine black dust.
And they were my thoughts, too, those fine black grains.
They were my life. I spread my large handkerchief on the
floor to try to catch some of it. And I did. Here, in my
handkerchief. Where on earth did I put it? Ah. Now.
Hmm. Look, do you see that? Well, it is rather like ground
charcoal, I admit, but this is it, I tell you. I took them to
my friend at the Institute and when he tried to examine
them with a microscope and then with an electronic
photo-thing and then finally made a series of elimination
tests, well it was all…negative. At first he though I was
making some sort of practical joke, and then he saw
himself I was not that sort at all—rather the reverse. I
looked a wreck. Negative. It was all negative. I asked him
what he meant by that and he said “Take a look yourself,”
and I looked and squinted into the microscope. There was
nothing there! Nothing! But the sample was there on the
little sheet of transparent glass. When I looked again
through the microscope, there was nothing there. The
same thing happened with the electronic photographs.
Nothing registered. Absolutely nothing. The same negative
result cropped up with the series of elimination tests. By
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this time I was no longer sure whether I myself was there
in the laboratory or not. I mean I felt as though if
someone close by sneezed they would blow me into little
dark spots and finally sneeze me out of existence. I had
never felt so wretched before. And it was—humiliating.
That’s the word. Humiliating. I didn’t know where to
look. I mean, I felt like a fraud. The powder was there and
it was not there. Was it then an act of desperate faith? My
friend was casting oblique glances at me as though any
minute he would slam a straitjacket over my head. Finally,
he said, “Leave the dust with me,” but I couldn’t very well
leave my soul in a laboratory, could I? I refused him even a
sample. But since he was my friend and I knew him well, I
went off to the toilet leaving the handkerchief on one of
the tables and I’m sure—I know him well—he helped
himself to a little of those grains of my life. He’s welcome
to them. When I closed the door softly behind me and
walked down the steps towards Baker Street below, he
was, I mean my face, the other one who had come the
night before, he was waiting for me at the bottom of the
steps. The blood pounded in my head and I just stood
there rooted into the concrete steps like pillar and staring
foolishly down at him. At the point a tennis ball hit me
and I almost yelled when its owner, a rude pimply boy,
suddenly stamped on my toes, Squash! and then Squash!
quite deliberately looking me straight in the eye. I don’t
know what the world is coming to when children behave
like that. Savages, that’s what the lot of them are. It’s
always Give and Give and Give and they don’t even know
the exact nature of what they are asking for. Anyway it
roused me from my, er, trance and I fled back into the
Institute where I almost talked my friend out of his ears.
Fortunately he didn’t have much to do that day and we
were soon walking down the steps together. You can

imagine my relief at finding that my elemental twin had
disappeared. He was nowhere in sight. My mood
immediately changed—I became quite jovial, and as luck
would have it my friend was that day holding a party in
honour of—I forgot the reason—do parties have to have a
reason?—and he had not known I was in town and now
invited me. You see, I had become rather something of a
recluse, shall we say, busy with my writing. There had
been difficulties. Not insurmountable. Problems. My wife
had run off with a student whom I had helped very much.
A student with the peculiar name Marechera. Carrying on
with my wife behind my back. And I was in the middle of
a rather harrowing court case. I had been sued for libel.
One of my books. There was nothing for it but to brace up
my shoulders for some rather distasteful soul-searching.
And Clara, my only child, was having a hard time too
with her boyfriend and she left him and came back to
keep me company. And then she asked me to help her. She
was pregnant. Her boyfriend had wanted the baby. But she
didn’t want any baby. I knew someone—a chap I was at
university with—and he got rid of it. She got through it
all right, I hope. It was the fist time I had done anything
positive. But was that positive, I wonder? The court case
was going against me, And the neighbours and all had
begun to talk quite openly about the student and about
my wife’s adventures. You see she had as usual helped
herself to all the money in the house. Yes, it had happened
before. With another student. In exactly the same way.
Who had professed an interest in my creative writing
course and then proceeded to create behind my back with
my wife. But I could still write. I don’t know how, but
nothing short of death had ever really stopped me writing.
I supposed that means there’s something wrong
somewhere. As I said, I had become something of a

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

PAGE 151

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

THE SCOFIELD

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA

recluse. Receiving no one. Actually there was no one to
receive. Nobody came. Except my lawyer. And of course
he wasn’t any good news. The case was going badly. Only
a miracle would save me. And of course miracles only
occur in unimaginative environments. Mine was too
colourful, even for my liking. My house—you have to see
it to believe it and even then you’ll insist on more concrete
proofs. In fact it belongs to my wife. She gave it to me as a
Christmas present years ago, but she forgot to put my
name onto the papers so that it still belongs to her. Clara,
now Clara. She’s the spitting image of her mother.
Sometimes when I am absent-minded I find myself talking
to her as though I was talking to her mother. It only
confuses the issue of course. But she understands. God
help me!—she understands. Ah, youth, youth! She
understands only too well. She dropped out of art school
and for a while tramped about the world with nothing in
her pockets but her boyfriend and her sketching pad and
some pencils. I wish I had time for that sort of thing
myself. I haven’t, thanks to my ever watchful devil. He
puts me up to so many tricks that half the time I don’t
know exactly what it is he wants me to do. Don’t laugh.
It’s serious, you know. I don’t mean the devil really, but
something more palpable in us, which makes us frantic
and anxious and…I don’t want to be all negative, you
understand. The thing that empties us in our very
fulfilling…all rather vague. Will you have another? Good.
What was it? Ah. Your very good health, sir. Madam.
Whatever the case is. You understand, of course. I can
never tell which is which nowadays. It’s these newfangled
fashions. And things. All very confusing. And what’s
worst, it’s extremely negative. Good lord, I keep using that
word. Which brings me back to my laboratory friend. The
room suddenly seemed too small, too narrow for me when

I relealized that it was full of no one but my old college
friends. There was no escape. I would have to survive it
somehow. There was lots of wine, most of it South
African. Rather bad. But it was all or nothing. And of
course my phantom double was constantly intruding into
my thoughts and making everything so disagreeable it
seemed it was I who—I drank. And conversed quite
pleasantly with the other guests. They were all rather
curious about the court case and about my wife and of
course one of them was the one who had done the
abortion on Clara. I had never been popular among them.
Rather the reverse. At college they had all been bent on
making life intolerable for me but I had somehow kept my
end up and of course when I became worth knowing they
occasionally invited me out for a glass of grape poison.
Poisons are quire fascinating things, aren’t they? Poisons.
There’s something lethal about the very name itself.
Poison. Are human secretions poisonous to other forms of
life, I wonder? Is our smell fatal to some species of insect? I
would like to think that when the boil of human guilt
erupts mountains will crack, valleys rise, and rivers flow
uphill. Grape poison in our veins brings out into the open
what one is usually cautious about. I don’t know. Our
usually mildly poisonous relationship began to boil after
the first few bottles had been drunk, And then someone
brought out dope and I shamelessly partook more heartily
than the others. The wine had shot to my head. The drug
struck to the roots, and began to open out everything. I
had not talked to a friendly face for quite a time. Ah,
Clara…someone put on some music, Flute de Pan et
Orgue. That flute for once spiked me where it hurt. I
cannot explain it. It plucked my single hairs to the root. It
picked at my lips. It waxed my ears till I began to doubt
that it was outside me. It filled my nostrils with the
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pungent smells of something bitter, something cruel,
something imminent. I closed my eyes and immediately it
revealed itself to me. He was in it. I could feel him
coming. I could smell him coldly observing me. I could
see that my life was being sucked into his breath and being
swept away before my very eyes. And I couldn’t even
protest. But why should I want to protest? Does the corpse
protest the thick black flies that are laying their horrid
eggs in his eyes? Flies fascinate me. Their six legs. Their
silver scissors of wings. Their huge compound eyes.
Vomiting upon the food we eat. And calmly washing their
forelegs. The way they fall into your soup and calmly
pierce you with an upward stare as you debate what to do.
They prise open the unguarded cracks of our soul. And
they didn’t even try to hide their glee at my misfortunes.
Rather the reverse. And someone had quite maliciously
told them that I was cracking up. The dope helped at first.
And then it began to hurt, splitting my head
systematically like a housewife calmly slicing up a
cucumber. I could see quite clearly the various segments of
my head, of my life, being flicked onto a plate ready to be
eaten, ready to be thrown to the dogs so to speak. And I
watched it all happening in the music. Creeping up the
stairs and listening through the keyhole shamelessly.
Someone was talking quite volubly about Defoe’s Moll
Flanders. Hard poverty. The bitter necessity of hard
poverty. I laughed. Something in my laughter startled
them and they stared at me as though I was a housefly
that had learnt to speak and to laugh. They prised open
the unguarded crack of it and began to suck with their
collective proboscis the marrow of my being. Drinking.
Drawing deep into the lungs the intoxicating fumes of my
disintegration. It had all happened before. I ought to have
known better. And the room began to move, to spin, at

first slowly. And then faster and faster till the wine rose up
into my throat and I was going to be sick and I jumped for
the door but it suddenly opened and the shock of who it
was suddenly confronting me paralyzed me. I could only
stare. It was him. Him. And that acted like a spring inside
me: I could not have held it back had I wanted to. My guts
just heaved and retched out into his face. I pushed past
him and fled into the toilet. But before I could lock the
door he had rushed in after me and was silently splashing
water all over his face and head. I was stooped over the
toilet bowl. Retching my broken soul out. It was a full ten
minutes before I trusted myself enough to straighten up
and turn round to face him. He had finished cleaning
himself up, and had done an efficient job of it. I rinsed my
mouth and turned to go. But he grasped my shoulder and
then quite deliberately pinched my right cheek viciously.
Before I could do anything, he said—his voice was highpitched and sounded like something coming out of a radio
when the batteries are running out—he said: “I am real.” I
could only stare at him. All this violence…He pinched me
again on the other cheek, but this time quite playfully,
and said again “I am real.” I went out. He followed at my
heels. The room felt smaller and narrower than ever. A
gasp of astonishment and incomprehension greeted us. I
said nothing. He said nothing; indeed he looked as though
he had nothing at all particular to say. He simply took my
seat and my glass and my still-smoking stub of dope,
taking over from exactly where I had left off. I on the
other hand was standing there by the small glass case
clenching and unclenching my fists and feeling sordid.
Yes, that’s the word: sordid. He flicked ash in my direction
and introduced me as his twin brother. And then he said:
“He’s a bit of fun, not quite all right in the head.” I
accepted a glass of South African and sat down as far away
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from him as possible. I drank glass after glass. I did not
even have the strength to feel sorry for myself. It had all
been so sudden; it had overwhelmed me. I needed time to
rally myself together. After all I still had those fine black
grains in my pocket and I suspected that as long as I had
that I could at least control him some.Though how, I did
not know exactly. Those grains, could they be a poison of
some sort? Or an antidote? Or were they, those grains,
nothing, completely useless? But it was something to
clutch at. Something palpable. The only secretest part of
me that was somehow significant. I don’t know. If this was
his idea of a game then by all means I was going to see it
through. In a way it was, I suppose, a diabolical
experiment. With prisms. Lenses. And somehow the
refraction and projection of the image had suddenly leapt
up to confront me and I was not prepared for such an
awkward accident. But was it an accident? I have never
been able to find out. I have an inkling though that it was
capable of straightforward explanation, I mean it was
something one could understand if one tried. I couldn’t
take my eyes off his face. How like me were his features!
Was he a long-lost twin brother of whose existence my
parents had never for some reason told me? Or was he a
perfect stranger who had taken advantage of his likeness
to me and studied me and my acquaintances carefully and
then somehow dared to supplant me? What is the range of
facial variation among men and women? And why, for
heaven’s sake, why me? Why me? Out of all the millions of
people out there, why had this happened to me? And not
to so-and-so? But these were unprofitable thoughts. The
shameless rascal was saying something about my wife.
“We thrashed it all out today and I expect her back any
moment,” he was saying. “Marriage isn’t what it used to
be, you know, you have to allow for these things, and after

all she is quite a woman and a woman of independent
character too. I explained everything to her and she
understood.” I could not utter a word. He went on: “I
rather like headstrong women, the kind you have to fight
every minute. Of course, while she’s been running around
with my student I have been quite busy too. And I picked
out the very woman who would make her rage and come
storming back. That actress with the molluscous name of
Melinda. Women of character, like men of character,
cannot stand each other. She and Melinda will soon be at
each others’ throats. And I will sit back to pick up what’s
left. It doesn’t really matter to me one way or the other.
Every woman is a stain on a sheet. There’s no real
difference. It’s just like men—all erection and, hopefully,
ejaculation. To split hairs about it is an art which
fascinates mere students.” I refilled my glass three times in
as many minutes. I still could not utter a word. My throat
seemed packed with cement, and he was ramming it
down. And then I laughed, long and loud, like a record
that’s stuck in a single groove. I laughed until tears of pain
began to trickle down my cheeks. And my false teeth were
clacking and making quite an odd racket; my false teeth
went on laughing minutes after I myself had stopped and
everyone was staring sympathetically at my “twin
brother.” I shut my mouth firmly, but my false teeth
cackled even louder. I thought they would simply slide
down my throat with the helplessness of a practical joker. I
hastily drowned them with wine, but that only made me
choke and splutter and the false teeth crackled even
louder, until my gums hurt maddeningly. “Shut up!” he
shouted. They immediately sprang shut like a mousetrap
springing sharply down on my tongue. The effect was to
make everybody roar helplessly with laughter and roll
about slapping each other’s backs and pointing hilariously
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at my mouth. I stared down at my drink and tried to grit
my teeth but they refused to budge and it only made them
laugh all the more. Suddenly, a small flame lit up inside
me. Its burning lip seared up my spine and cleared my
throat and made my nostrils flare like those of an ass. I
don’t know exactly what it was that came over me, but I—
well, I brayed and brayed just like a donkey, if not even
better. That reduced the room to a violent fit of
merriment. I could not stop myself. I brayed and brayed
and brayed until the tears stung down my cheeks and I
went down on all fours braying and looking about like a
pack-ass that’s lost in a desert. Braying still, I walked on
all fours up to him and he climbed on to my back and I
circled the room once, twice. On the third run, when he
was most sure of himself and was pinching my ears and
digging his shoes into my sides, I suddenly stood up. He
crashed into the glass case, and was very lucky not to have
hurt himself more than he did. He flung a black oath to
the ceiling and would have done me in there and then but
the others intervened on my behalf: after all, brothers are
brothers and any tricks must be taken with a pinch of
brotherly understanding. I of course immediately paid for
the damage and bid everyone goodnight and fled down
the rickety stairs. The street was deserted. It was cold and
the strong bitter wind blew full in my face as though it
would break my neck. I knew where my wife and the
student were staying and I wanted to get there as quickly
as possible. To do what? I didn’t know. To warn her. But
would she understand? Just to see her. But would she not
just have me thrown out? Why was I abasing myself like
this? It was all his fault. It was all her fault. And that
bloody student! I was running blindly, my head stinging
with a thousand scorpions of thought. I bumped into
something hard and fell onto my knees. It was a

policeman. He picked me up by the shirtfront and drew
me a good six inches into the air and scowled straight into
my eyes. His eyes were just like an owl’s—without the
wisdom, of course. I counted up to fifteen before he set me
down with a crash that jolted all my bones. But I was
thinking of her and of him and of the student and not of
street encounters with policemen. I ran as fast as my legs
would carry me. But as I passed a dark sidestreet I was
yanked from behind by something powerful, and before I
could gather my fast-dwindling wits together I discovered
that I was being robbed. I gave them all I had on me and
promised them more if they would let me go unhurt. But
my suggestion only seemed to make the fat one angry and
before I knew it something hard knocked me out. When I
finally came to I was talking to myself out loud. A
mongrel was licking my face and sniffling me with its wet
black nose. Its eyes were large and clear and black and
hesitant like a child who knows that the world can hurt.
Up to this point in my life I had always hated dogs. And
all animals, really. Not so much hated them—because
that may imply a “reason”—as been afraid of them. There
is something in every animal which is also in us and, I
felt, to know it too closely was to court the disaster of a
morbid fascination which only the devil knows. How can
I express myself to you? When I saw my first horror films I
was tormented for years by the secret thinking that one
day I would find myself turning into a werewolf or into a
vampire and actually gorging myself on my mother’s neck.
On my sister’s neck. On my own neck. It seemed there
was no end to the morbid possibilities of such an
eventuality. Any time therefore I came into contact with
animals I was always surprised that they actually liked
me—an unvampirish thing— and would suspect them of
all sorts of motives. One day I went up to my room late
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and drunk. There was a strange cat on my bed. It had
fixed its eyes on my own. It was only half-grown; with
white fur gilded here and there and long thin white
whiskers. Its eyes were green, and the transparent green
was brilliantly shot through by a terrible apprehension of
its position. I locked the door behind me. It was not a very
big room and there was nowhere for the cat to hide. I
could easily turn the bed onto its side. The single chair
offered it no protection. And my many books would not at
all help it. Rather I could use the books as missiles. What
had brought that cat into my room? And why my room
out of all the other rooms in the world? Why me? In an
instant I had lifted the bed and smashed it onto its side,
the cat leaping clear just in time. It really was just a kitten,
and it was crying, not at all spitting, crying, and that—it
was so weirdly human—only made me kick out viciously
at its head. I missed and instead kicked the wall behind it.
I howled with pain and rage. I picked up an armful of
heavy hardbacks—a complete Shakespeare, a complete
Oscar Wilde, the Variorum edition of Yeats’ plays, a
Concise Oxford Dictionary, and Thomas Hardy’s Collected
Poems—and stood in the center of the room, my eyes
glued on the cat’s. Bloody cats used to vicious white racist
cunts! Shakespeare dazed it. Wilde was wide off the mark.
Yeats stunned it. Hardy made it scream like an innocent
being tortured. And the Concise Oxford drugged it enough
for me to raise my foot and crash it once, twice, three
times. But it was still alive; blood had spurted out of its
mouth; and the dirty thing had defecated a rash of blood
and guts too. I couldn’t decide to which author or poet to
give the privilege of finishing the little shit. But as I ticked
them off one by one the blood-stained twit actually began
to drag itself towards the door. I watched it in amazement.
I wondered who it thought would open the door for it.

These feline shits are so used to being treated better than
we blacks are treated it probably thought…Why should I
care what it thought? I picked up a volume of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica and bashed the shit to death and
then flung it out through the window, flung it to the far
side of the street. Animals. Animals were a steak on a
plate, a lamb chop, a gammon, roast chicken…And one
was supposed to eat them correctly with a knife and fork
and with the correct manners and correct conversation.
Cattle, sheep, pigs, chickens…And the only ones who
could afford them were the bloody whites. And the bloody
animals looked and sounded and behaved as though they
liked to be eaten only by whites. Not niggers, bleated the
sheep. Not niggers. And of course my wife always chose to
put things differently, as though I was unnaturally
obsessed with a perfectly natural occurrence. Most of our
arguments—when she deigned to call my statements
arguments—were about my “too much” protest which she
saw was a sure sign that I was cracking up. I did try to tell
her something of what was oppressing my mind: more
than half of all English words directly or indirectly slur
blackness—and I was teaching the bloody language and
the bloody literature and also actually writing my novels
in it. When I was still a student I had discovered late that
however much I tried to be “objective” in my criticism of
such eyesores as Kipling, Faulkner, Melville, Conrad,
Shakespeare (in Titus Andronicus, Othello, The Tempest)—
apart from some of the more obvious “anthropological”
novels such as Defoe’s Crusoe—there was always at the
back of my mind a smouldering discontent which one day
would erupt. If this is cracking up, then Jesus! let the
whole world erupt. The thing that happened to the Jews
has never been unleashed against animals. And the things
which bloody whites—among them Jews—are doing to
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my family, to my countrymen, to black people everywhere,
have never been done to animals. What is done to the
animals is nothing compared to the grisly history of man’s
appetite for inflicting misery on other men. And the
colourful nature of that grisly appetite is surely horrifying
enough for every man and woman to seriously confront
the question of just how much are human beings humane?
And those of the victims who survive—what becomes of
them? They get psychoanalyzed by doctors who say, Well
the Nazis did you a favour by solving your Oedipus
complex for you and solving your latent capacity for
infanticide and kleptomania so that now you are a man
without complexes. And look up “nigger” and “Jew” in the
Oxford Dictionary and tell me if the Nazis were the only
one doing their thing. But I am digressing. No, not really,
because I was on the subject of the animals in oneself. And
that mongrel was licking my face and sniffing me with his
cold nose and swishing his stumpy tail softly to and fro,
but somewhat uncertainly. It seemed I had been talking to
him while I was unconscious. I know I woke up telling
him about how my parents starved themselves to give me
education and to make me what I am now. I was saying:
“Never under any circumstances consent to be
blackmailed by hard-suffering parents to be made the
sacrificial investment for their old age. Usually that means
they have decided to sell you mind and soul to the bloody
whites.” The dog regarded me pensively for a few seconds
and then nodded his head. He licked his lips and in a sad
gravel voice he said: “What you have been saying is indeed
very true. Very true, indeed. But do you get up, or else
someone will think I attacked you: not that I mean
anything at all about your fighting spirit or my own, but
merely that men are so quick to draw wrong conclusions
all the time: you ought to hear them at the Law Courts

where I usually sleep. You are of course different, because
you can understand me and I can easily follow your
reasoning. But the others. Ah, the others. Ow, the others,
bow, wow.” I stood up and felt my head; there was a big
lump at the back of it. My right elbow felt wet with blood
where I had grazed it in my fall. The dog looked up
critically at my lips and said: “Lick your lips and you will
feel much much better, and we will go wherever you were
going before.” But however hard I tried to remember I
could not think where it was I was going before.” But
however hard I tried to remember I could not think where
it was I was going. I looked down hopefully at the dog.
“Perhaps I told you my destination while I was
unconscious?” I leaned against the lamp-post while he
scratched himself behind the ear and thought hard. I
could see the effort of his thinking in his ears and in his
eyes and in the way his nose and tail were twitching hard.
At last he frowned and said: “Something about a cat you
killed called Melinda the Bloody White.” It came back to
me slowly like the flashing of a mirror from a hilltop down
into a valley. Suddenly it all blazed through my mind as
though my mind had been burnt by the concentration of
the sun’s rays through a broken piece of glass. I clutched
the lamp-post for support. “Am I him or is he me or am I
myself and is he himself?” But the dog suddenly looked
embarrassed. He did try to work his jaws into giving me
an answer, but then clamped them shut so suddenly that I
thought he had torn away a sizeable chunk of my reason.
After a long moment he regarded me sorrowfully and said:
“You are thinking that I may be from him, aren’t you?” I
could not look him straight in the eye. “What am I
supposed to think when everything is so startling and
violent and unbelievable?” I asked. But I was speaking to
empty air, because the dog had quietly vanished from my
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faithlessness. But I felt sure I would see him again. My
head was now throbbing rapidly. I quickened my step; the
thought of my new friend the dog gave me wings and I
began to fly swiftly towards I know not what. The student
answered the door. He uttered a little cry of disgust when
he saw me: “How many are there of you?” he said
contemptuously. “Has the brave new world indeed arrived?
In any case, wipe your boots.” I tried to push past him
without wiping my boots. He grabbed me by the throat
and began to apply pressure to his tabacco-stained
thumbs. This was too much! I struggled violently. I had
had enough of violence. But before I could really do
anything something furry and full of fangs crashed into
him and, growling fiercely, began to bite and tear into him
with an admirable fury. With a fearful yell he let go my
throat and as I fell back I recognised by old friend the
mongrel. I left them at it and hurried up the stairs. I burst
into the room, expecting to see my wife in that devil’s
embrace. My horrid suggestion was immediately translated
into fact before my very eyes. The shamelessness of it! They
were naked and sweaty and puffing away at it like mad
and disarranged bedclothes told me everything about how
they had in the heat of passion fallen from the four-poster
without pausing in their white-hot work. I just stood there
scratching my nose absently and wriggling the toes in my
boots. Something tugged at my trousers: it was the dog.
He looked at me meaningfully and I knew exactly what he
meant. He bawled “NOW!” and we both flung ourselves
at the lovers, the dog biting into legs at random and I
lashing out with my fists in a blind fury. The dog was
growling like nothing on earth; he first sunk his teeth into
a left leg and then held on while the powerful leg kicked
out into the air waving the dog like a flag. Meanwhile I
was with my fists grinding any face I saw and digging in

with my knees and feet and grinding in. They were too
surprised to do anything much. And then the poor
student, having recovered somewhat from his wounds,
hurled himself into the fighting mass. My wife was
scratching and clawing at anything and for an agonising
ten minutes she found my balls and squeezed and tugged
and squeezed until I thought I was going to die. And
someone was driving their elbow into my belly. The dog
saw my predicament clearly and came to my rescue. Dogs
know the importance of balls; at least, that one did. He bit
her in the rump. He bit her breasts. He bit her throat. But
she held on tight and it felt as though all the worthwhile
juices of this world had been squeezed out of me. And
then the dog dived in between her legs and took a sharp
bite. Her scream seemed to crack the very foundations of
the house: the ceiling reached at any rate and showered us
with cement dust. As soon as she let go my balls—she was
frantically writhing about as the dog gave her a taste of her
own medicine—I raised my hand to strike her, but she
looked so much in pain that I bent down to kiss her and
was rewarded by a hefty clout in the eye, the right eye,
and I gave back as good if not better a clout and showered
him—the dog and I seemed to be concentrating our fury
on her while the poor student (a rugby type) was flattening
him out and bashing his head onto the floor. I yelled! She
had bitten my balls and sunk her teeth in them. The dog
was still doing things between her thighs and so could not
help me. But then the poor student and his opponent
happened to glance round at us and you would have
thought the sound they produced was not unlike the still
distant but approaching noise of floodwaters that are
sweeping everything before them. The impact of it threw
the dog crashing into the ceiling and flung me a good yard
into the air, though I was more fortunate than the dog
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taxi and with the good dog drove as fast as possible back
to my house. I wanted to get back there before my fake
twin brother did—if he dared. I also wanted to talk to
Clara, before he did. Good Lord! It’s closing time already!
It’s been nice talking to you. Goodbye.

——

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA
THE DOPPELGÄNGER

From The House of Hunger. Copyright 1978 by Dambudzo
Marechera.
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since the dog fell straight into the fire and for once like a
sailor before rejoining the battle and scorching everyone
with flames that were licking up from its fur, while I fell
squarely onto my twin brother’s head and straddled his
neck in a lethal hold. The student was trying to mount my
wife, but the dog had set fire to his vest and his vest had
set fire to the curtains and the dog was frantically trying
to protect its private parts from my wife’s vengeful hands.
The carpet soon caught fire, the curtains were blazing, the
student’s books had been set alight by a malicious spark
and the bedclothes were merrily lighting up like a torch.
The smoke was thickening, and even the dog was
coughing and wheezing between growls. Soon the smoke
was so thick that you couldn’t see an inch in front of your
face. But I had determined not to let my twin brother go: I
would straddle him like that till Hades cooled. Which
wasn’t likely, though jets of water from the fire engines
outside were adding to the confusion inside. I couldn’t see
a thing. I could hear the dog and the student getting on
quite well with my wife. But suddenly a giant hand
grabbed me and—I tightened my scissors hold around
him—swung me and my twin brother across its shoulder
and quite suddenly we are on a fireman’s ladder being
taken down, I don’t know how but he was carrying the
two of us. As soon as we got to the ground my twin began
to holler for help but of course he was stark naked and I
put in a word about how I had seen the fire and my dog
and I had rushed in to warn the occupants, some of whom
were even at that time of day naked and passionate.
Meanwhile, my wife (stark naked), my dog (with its balls
tightly clenched in my wife’s teeth) and the poor student
(who was howling something about test-tube babies and
brave new worlds) were all brought down safely. As soon as
my dog was released and photographed I hailed a passing
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“I have been an outsider in my own biography,
in my country’s history, in the world’s terrifying
possibilities.”
—Dambudzo Marechera, “The African Writer’s
Experience of European Literature”
The first time I read The House of Hunger, my first contact
with Dambudzo Marechera’s writing, I immediately
recognized the voice. Dambudzo Marechera explores,
among other themes, those feelings that I, as a black man
of African origin living in Europe, and as a black actor of
African origin working in Britain, instantly identify with.
He expresses that duality of feeling at home everywhere
but not fitting anywhere. And he does it powerfully and
eloquently. Be it in Zimbabwe or in Britain, Marechera
was always searching for his individual self, never feeling
he belonged to any one community.
“…to insist upon…your right to refuse to be labelled
and to insist on your right to behave like anything
other than anyone expects. Your right to simply say
no for the pleasure of it. Insist upon your right to
insist on the importance, the great importance, of
whim.”
— Dambudzo Marechera,
The House of Hunger
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I was born in Belgium, moved to Rwanda at the age of
seven, came back to Belgium at the age of seventeen, and
moved to Britain ten years later. My cultural sensibility is
as much European as it is African, and so the consensus
is that I’m an African who lives in Europe and that I
should just get on with it. But I’m an actor, and actors
are constantly confronted with how others see them. So I
haven’t been able to just get on with it. Whether I like it or
not, I’m pigeonholed as an African actor or a Black actor.
Most of the times I’m hired to play an African or at least a
Black character. when all I want is to play a character. And
in Marechera I discovered someone who was expressing
this predicament in his work as well as in his daily life. To
me, Marechera’s body of work and his entire life have been
about searching for and expressing who he is.
“I am what I am not because I am an African or
whatever but because it is the basic nature of a
maker of descriptions, a writer.”
— Dambudzo Marechera, Mindblast
Now I’m playing Marechera in a film. During my research
for the film, I interviewed Stanley Nyamfukudza, who
was a contemporary and good friend of his. I realised
he’d had a very similar route: he too had come to Oxford
University at about the same time as Marechera (though
the difference is he graduated), and he too became a
published writer and also returned to Zimbabwe. As I
listened to Nyamfukudza, I suddenly realised I could
have been listening to my father: they’re both of the same
generation and also got scholarships to study in Europe (in
his case, Belgium) in the same year, 1973. So, at the same
time that Marechera and Nyamfukudza were travelling
from Rhodesia to Britain, a thousand miles away my father
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was travelling from Rwanda to Belgium. A generation
later, I made a similar journey. Despite the generations,
Marechera, Nyamfukudza, my father, and I experience
the battle between being who we are and being who they
expect us to be, whether it be in Europe or back home. In
exploring Marechera’s journey, I’m exploring my father’s as
well as my own.

THE SCOFIELD

Tom Hanks: “Stephen, what really scares you?”

Stephen Colbert: “Knowing that every time I
move there’s a spooky skeleton inside my body
doing exactly the same thing… It’s following my
movements wherever I go.”
—The Late Show with Stephen Colbert,
September 30th, 2015
Hollywood has long been in the business of
manufacturing stunning likenesses. A movie star’s life
teems with them. The doppelgänger, in a way, is the movie
star’s cherished other, the one for whom the living person
devotes so much attention and care. It is birthed, and the
living person breaks free, goes onward, upward, or aspires
to, and an audience attends to the images on screen and
to the memories those images instill. Like Hawthorne’s
Wakefield, the movie star’s life appears a drawn-out
divergence from the habitual and expected; unordinary,
by definition. In the wake of such a life, screen-personas
an actor has willed into existence follow—visual likenesses
that fans, in turn, may adopt as their own.
The famous-person-on-the-go’s apparent ease with
PAGE 162

ghostly doubling, epitomized by the cover art of the
Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club—the fab four
surrounded by figures, living and dead, including, on
their right, their own younger selves—is belied only by
the acting out of those unaccustomed to newfound fame,
recently anointed stars whose dreams have been suddenly
ushered into actuality. A sense of alienation may take root
when a star sees his image used toward ends he doesn’t
recognize or believe in, or when fans acknowledge him for
being something he isn’t. ‘That’s not really me,’ goes the
oft-heard refrain, ‘I’m not that character in the movie.’
Rather than actors playing their parts, the shock of the
doppelgänger phenomenon—a feeling of being mistaken
for a ghostly double—is felt most acutely by a movie’s real
life subjects; that is, by those whose actual lives are given a
Hollywood treatment, if a story is “based on true events,”
or implicitly received as such.
There are, it so happens, historical examples to consult.
First, and most endearingly, three guys who attended
high school with the director Richard Linklater.
As opposed to standard Hollywood fare, Linklater’s
films routinely skirt plotlessness in favor of finely observed
naturalism and overt philosophical inquiry. Not your
typical teen movies, then: Before Sunset, Waking Life,
A Scanner Darkly, and most recently, the conceptually
groundbreaking Boyhood, figure among his best. Linklater
is a brilliant and accomplished filmmaker whose work
speaks powerfully, even definitively, to rebellious and
intellectually engaged youth.
Yet, that’s not how Richard Floyd, Bobby Wooderson,
or Andy Slater saw it in 2004, when they jointly filed a
lawsuit alleging “defamation” and “negligent infliction
of emotional distress” with respect to Linklater’s first
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masterpiece, Dazed and Confused. Maybe because there
are unforgettable characters in that film who go by names
very much like their own, if a little different: Randall
Floyd, David Wooderson, and Ron Slater. To be fair to the
litigants (even if their case was swiftly dismissed), each of
the characters in question is referred to most frequently
by his surname rather than by the name of the actors who
played him.
Linklater’s characters feel real enough to have lives
of their own beyond the film’s frame: “Pink” Floyd,
the conflicted, amiable, and understated small town
Texas high school quarterback; Wooderson, the skeevy
if essentially generous older brother surrogate, already
graduated but still hanging around town, “workin’ for the
city”; and Slater, insuppressible stoner icon (“Behind every
good man there’s a woman, and that woman was Martha
Washington, man”). Well and fine, right? Nostalgia for
youth held in a realistic, decidedly un-phony prism, an
infinitely recallable slice-of-life with a primo soundtrack,
a rare film about teens that actually sports subtlety:
Linklater relays the impending sense of rudderlessness that
will consume his characters’ lives as somehow emblematic
of a decade. And yet it all looks so seductive and fun.
The main complaint for the Huntsville Three was that,
for them, the above surnames aren’t primarily fictive. Said
one lawyer representing their case, “They’re essentially
celebrities against their own will.”
“My wife said, ‘Oh my God! What are we gonna tell
people?’” Richard Floyd told a reporter for The Washington
Post. Once a second-string offensive lineman for the high
school team, Floyd had settled in Hunstville, making a
living as a service manager for a local car dealership. Per
the ritual small town hazing that Dazed so memorably
portrays, Floyd recalled applying a paddle to the rear of

young Linklater. (In the film, “Pink” Floyd is the merciful
spirit, the least sadistic of the graduating senior incrowd, and a primary locus for audience sympathy; what
relationship that portrayal might bear to reality is anyone’s
guess.) And yet since the film has grown to cult classic
status, Floyd has found himself beset by autograph-seekers
and unwanted admiration.
“I have a nephew who was getting married in Bangor,
Maine, so we went up for the wedding,” said Floyd. “My
nephew’s in his late twenties and he has all these friends
and we get out of the car and one of ’em yells, ‘Pink Floyd!’
It was good-natured fun on their part, but I’m there with
my wife and kids and it was rather embarrassing to me,
especially when they go, ‘Man! Dazed and Confused! Love
that movie! Let’s go burn one!’”
The film Dazed and Confused has achieved such
cultural permeation that the names of these men from
small town Texas have taken on unwanted associations,
even in the minds of family members. Many of us would
be embarrassed to find character-judgments drawn from
our teen selves encroaching on our adulthood. Linklater’s
creative ironies don’t translate so well to those among
his fan base who subscribe wholesale to the freewheeling
vision he incarnates on-screen. To be wholeheartedly
possessed by a film’s magic is to cede the ability to think
critically. To a wide swath of Dazed enthusiasts, Floyd
can only be the “Floyd” of Linklater’s film, Wooderson,
“Wooderson,” Slater, “Slater-san.”
However, in real life, Wooderson turns out to be a
computer software engineer—not exactly the road his
filmic doppelgänger seemed set to embark on.
“I was skiing in Colorado one time,” Bobby
Wooderson said, “and I turned in my skis and said,
‘Wooderson,’ and the kid goes, ‘Wooderson? Like in Dazed
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Not that character in the movie: there it is. Inevitably, the
individual who inspires a film will feel the need to voice
those words. Maybe they need to say it because a filmic
character seems to follow them, is perceived by strangers
as akin to them, or may even possess traits and outward
trappings that are, in turn, mimicked, then appropriated,
by strangers.
Do they, thereby, become less strange, these
fans? Fame, based on the dissemination of virtual
doppelgängers, works to encourage doppelgänger-like
behavior among fans. Those seeking escape from the
limits of a too-confining identity assume attributes and
mannerisms of the doppelgängers with whom their
attentions are joined, the on-screen presences they admire.
And this, perhaps, is as it should be—it’s how children
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jump the ramparts of adulthood, how we individually try
on identities and find ourselves, inspired, tantalized, and
impelled forward by feelings the iconic foster in us.
At an extreme of immersion, no doubt, the state of being
beholden to fictional or celebrity avatars—an inevitably
blurred distinction (since at least some element of fiction
goes into the making of any celebrity)—qualifies as a kind
of sickness of the type aptly captured by Sophia Coppola’s
The Bling Ring: a film based on a book based on interviews
with the fans of celebrities whose homes they burgled,
mostly in order to be seen in the sorts of clothes celebrities
wear when posing for the pictures that help sell TV series
and films.
Aside from lightly fictionalizing the story, Coppola
dealt with the myriad-layered irony inherent to her subject
matter in a few different ways. The Bling Ring teems with
surfaces, surfaces on which no judgments are passed,
the stuff of celebrity fetish. Name-brand designers flash
before the viewer’s eyes without any more comment than
those the thieves make in stealing them. You know, the
Louboutins, and other red-carpet-approved accessories,
haute couture that connotes person-of-substance for
entertainers, politicians, and the fashionably wealthy from
coast to coast. The film showcases a sort of depthlessness
to the lives of its subjects, taking its protagonists nearly
at their own words and mostly refraining from sharp
judgments of the kind Coppola might have drawn by
starkly contrasting their behavior with the surrounding
world or by offering greater heft to their character arcs.
Moreover, the teens’ obsession with celebrity homes is
presented as almost totally ordinary. No adult not tacitly
involved in the their activities makes more than a glancing
appearance on screen until the fugitive bubble pops. At
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and Confused?’ I didn’t say anything, but somebody with
me says, ‘Yeah! This is him!’ And the kid says, ‘Dude, you
need to come party with us!’”
Unsolicited invitations to party paired with repeat
mentions of Dazed now seem to follow these guys wherever
they go: In a way, as “celebrities against their will,”
each might have some inkling of what it’s like to be an
attractive woman walking down a city block, subject to
the predictable cat-calls. So goes fame’s mixed blessing, the
widespread perception of accessibility, denaturing the image
of a thing from the underlying substance of what it is.
It isn’t a glossy magazine type of fame, but fame
nevertheless—just not, the Huntsville Three noticed, for
being their actual selves. Said Andy Slater, a building
contractor, “Who knows? I might have said that then. I
said a lot of things… But I was never walking around with
a marijuana leaf on my shirt or handing out joints. I was
not that character in the movie.”

J. T. PRICE

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

J. T. PRICE

J. T. PRICE

the same time, the character of each protagonist is only
minimally developed, the group’s collective behavior
displayed less linearly than episodically. Not until they
have been confronted by their parents, the police, and,
by implication, the celebrities in whose houses they made
themselves at home (the film and the book and the police
interrogation transcript’s most notorious line, delivered
with total earnestness: “What did Lindsay say?”)—does
the episodic presentation of the narrative communicate
serious derangement. Outside the time they spend nabbing
and showing off stolen fashions, these kids felt they had
nothing; that their lives amounted to nothing. In the
first intimate interaction between the group’s central pair,
fictionally named Rebecca and Marc, Coppola shows
how her characters are essentially missing each other, not
fathoming the depths of the other person, content to glide
along the surface. And so, the film, ever mimetic, does
too: skips out on them as the teens lose themselves to their
newly snared outfits.
Coppola’s finest sequence features the pair Rebecca
and Marc breaking-in at the Hollywood Hills house of a
reality TV star, the point of view set at a chilly distance,
encompassing the entire glass-walled-structure of the
burgled house and a nighttime view of the sparkling
lit hills beyond. As the tiny thieves, shown as dark
silhouettes, pass from room-to-room, the camera creeps
forward, making the viewer aware of the narrative vantage
point and of the desire, perhaps, to rejoin the Rebeccaand-Marc-Crime-Hour program up close and in progress.
Yet rather than drastically zoom in or cut to an up-close
shot of the thieves, Coppola keeps the viewer at an
alienating distance, on a nearby hill, the camera’s vantagepoint. Tension builds, but the shot remains remote, only
just continuing to zoom in at a rate so gradual as to be

nearly imperceptible. The sequence is based on actual
security footage taken at Audrina Patridge’s home that
led to the group’s arrest. [That footage, shot from inside
and along the perimeter of the home somewhat less than
artfully, is available to view online.]
The essential doppelgänger-like behavior of the
film’s characters—celebrity enthrallment taken to the
extreme of seeking out and adopting a celebrity’s actual
clothes (such a lot of clothes, such a lot of shoes)—is
mirrored and acknowledged by the film itself, essentially a
doppelgänger reproduction of the teens and their wayward
inclinations, which turn out to be the essential fuel of
celebrity lives. The Bling Ring dips into bald satire only at
the film’s conclusion when Emma Watson, as the character
Nicki, faces a camera for a TV interview and segues
from pleading her innocence to informing viewers with
authority that they “can follow everything about me and
my journey at…”
Even as pointed satire, though, Coppola’s humor
is slyly and sensitively deployed: Are we laughing at
or laughing with? Are we ourselves participants in
this pervasive culture of followers and the followed, of
the certified original and the doppelgängers? Do we
ourselves hope to build a following and clarify our brand,
become magically singular? After the string of celebrity
home break-ins, the film tacitly states, celebrities have
successfully broken into and, with great tact, taken
possession of the most widely known story of these young
people’s lives. It’s a game, after all, that Hollywood long
ago perfected, the art of parading in borrowed finery.
Emma Watson/Nicki facing the camera just happens to
factor as the moment of truth. The credits roll. Coppola’s
poise here is perfect, the film opening out onto our socially
networked lives and the concomitantly eroding notion
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reading. But among the words themselves you can only
guess as to the mystery of the author’s being.
The mystery is most definitive in the instance of an
author’s departure from this mortal coil, and it is the
story of John O’Brien on which these errant reflections
will conclude. Before his tragic death by suicide in 1994,
O’Brien had published just one novel via a small press.
Leaving Las Vegas culminates with the relationship
between a haphazardly noble, terminal alcoholic and a
high-earning, strong-willed prostitute. Its raw, devastating
narrative inspired a film of the same name. The novel is
tough to take; the film otherworldly in its jazzy, haunted
grace. In effect, the film works as a final serious edit of
O’Brien’s fiction: the structural basis of the film, its dark
resonances, along with much of the dialogue, is there on
the page, yet what’s on screen clarifies with gentle touches
some of the novel’s more tangled passages; the principal
actors render more comprehensible and keenly felt their
characters’ star-crossed love. Directed by Mike Figgis,
and starring Nicolas Cage in his most defining role, and
Elizabeth Shue, who brings intelligence, vulnerability, and
bravura to her performance, Leaving Las Vegas came into
being with a shadow cast over its production.
When producer Stuart Regan met with John O’Brien
about optioning the novel, he noted in retrospect how the
novelist “didn’t seem happy, just skeptical. He seemed
wary of a stranger, and he was afraid we’d put on a happy
ending.” O’Brien, at work on what turned out to be his
fourth and final manuscript, subsequently embarked on
one more bender. Even after a hospital-stay and some time
with his father, who flew out to Los Angeles from Ohio
to take care of him, the younger O’Brien’s self-destructive
intent could not be held in check. Two weeks later, just
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of the celeb with universal appeal—as we feed ourselves,
our images, our clever asides, our constructive insights,
our personal mantras, into an attention-quantifying
matrix whose underlying attractions are essentially that of
celebrity life: PLEASE YOUR ATTENTION HERE!
Consider the spectrum of fan-like behavior:
Zombies—doppelgängers—enthusiasts—aficionados—
epigones—Kenneth Goldsmith. It’s a slippery slope, not
entirely clear which way up, which down, and one, all
the more frequently, we find ourselves on as would-be
cultural foci. The desire for recognition of any kind puts
us there, so that we might eventually nod along, with
whatever degree of irony, to the character Marc’s beachside statement at the beginning of The Bling Ring, pre-any
kind of break-in: “I’d like to have my own lifestyle.” Vapid,
yes, but oh widely felt, widely felt. Literary types aren’t
usually gauche enough to call it a lifestyle, but you can bet
that it is a part of the package deal (e.g., Hemingway and
safaris, the Algonquin Round Table and fancy cocktails,
Jack Kerouac and car motors, Susan Sontag and skewering
looks, James Baldwin and expatriated living, Joan Didion
bidding goodbye to New York, returning to New York,
etc., etc.).
The quasi-fame encountered by Floyd, Wooderson
and Slater and the members of the all-true Bling Ring
turns out to be a kind of anti-celebrity, or unfame, a state
of being forever on the periphery of celebrated living.
Consisting principally of words, unfame happens to be
a condition the literary minded can relate to with great
readiness, as weavers of stories and verbal filigree from
which they themselves are ultimately excluded.
How is that? Stories told in words belie the presence of
the person behind the screen; yes, go look at the author’s
photo if you like, or cue up a live interview, or attend a
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as the film went into production, he shot himself at his
writing desk.
On learning this news, Figgis is said to have
considered shelving the project. However, O’Brien’s family
encouraged the filmmakers to continue. Eventually, in
one way or another—perhaps due to a letter from Erin
O’Brien, John’s sister, to Nicholas Cage—Figgis & co.
embraced the notion that the book Leaving Las Vegas
was intended as the novelist’s suicide note. Meaning that
when the film took shape it was in a consciously goosebumpy way an almost textbook doppelgänger for O’Brien’s
troubled life and artistry. Erin and other family members
visited the production; Cage wore John’s own Rolex for
the role of Ben Sanderson, among the few personal effects
mailed to the family from Los Angeles. Like his character,
O’Brien had burned, given away, or trashed most of his
personal possessions immediately prior to ending his life.
“So separated from him and each other,” O’Brien wrote in
Leaving Las Vegas, “his possessions no longer have a story
to tell. They are reduced to elements, building blocks of
a modern American existence. No longer parts summing
into a whole, they are without collective meaning, an
eraser mark on the page of his life.”
Looking like “a 1950s rock ’n roller,” as producer
Regan said to a reporter for EW, John O’Brien appears
in his author photo for Leaving Las Vegas as a sui generis
man, hailing from nowhere and everywhere, representative
Americana in a vest. He’s wearing sunglasses, head at
a tilt. Rather than signification by the possessions he
owned, John O’Brien’s life passed into the stuff of his art, a
“possession” he could not erase even if he wanted to.
The theme of the doppelgänger, or double, recurs
throughout his novel: the two male principals, Ben, and a
pimp named Al in the novel and Yuri in the film, seem to

represent a bifurcated conception of masculine identity:
On the one side, Al/Yuri as overbearing, abusive, violent,
possessive, and controlling; on the other, Ben as sweet,
empathetic, generous, resolute, self-aware, and doomed.
If Al/Yuri is representative of the ugly necessities of
adult survival, Ben is said in the novel to relish a sense
of return to adolescent consciousness, the kind happy
beyond measure for the companionship of a girl. It is Ben’s
commitment to his own dissolution that frees him from
having to make compromises—the very serious catch
being that his freedom is bound to a crippling addiction.
Mirrors and mirrored images manifest time and
again in both the novel and film: As O’Brien wrote, “To
him there is nothing more beautiful than the relationship
between the reflection of a woman and the woman who
creates it. The opportunity to stare at this phenomenon
is the best part of a strip club for even these hardened
exhibitionists, these visual prostitutes, cannot escape
betraying their fascination with themselves.” When Sera
tells Ben the spelling of her name, O’Brien notes that
she feels as if “momentarily beheld by a doppelgänger.” It
is Ben who is the other person in the car with her, Ben,
in effect, who is the doppelgänger. When he returns to
his hotel room alone and begins packing his remaining
things for a move to Sera’s apartment, or at least packing
his liquor supply, (“Yes, I’m crazy about you,” says Cage
in the movie to apparently nobody; we don’t even see the
mirror he’s addressing, because the mirror is our vantage
point)—O’Brien writes: “He got dressed to the music,
sometimes dancing with himself in the mirror: will you
go out with me?” Ben, apparently, intoxicated with the
potential of Sera’s attentions, asks for his own hand in the
mirror, girlishly taken, just like his projected notion of a
stripper’s consciousness, with his own image. Despite a
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devastating self-awareness regarding his alcoholic bearing,
this is a facet of himself that Ben seems less than fully
conscious of. At the conclusion of the narrative, when
Ben expires with Sera at his side, she stares at the window
beside the deathbed. In the film, she has turned from him,
as in a painting by Vermeer, preferring not to fixate on his
corpse. In the novel, described as looking in the window,
Sera weirdly sees Ben’s eyes.
“The reality was a gunshot,” Erin O’Brien recently
told a reporter for Esquire. “He couldn’t drink himself
to death… A violent suicide was the reality at the end
of John’s life. Leaving Las Vegas was the highly stylized
romantic fantasy.” Her brother’s dark choice—if it can
be said to have been a choice at all—functioned as a
motivating force for Erin: following his death, she left
behind a corporate job to become a writer herself.
The author of one novel and one collection of nonfiction, as well as a regularly appearing newspaper column
in her native Cleveland, Erin O’Brien is there to be found
on the internet, specifically through her blog, “The Erin
O’Brien Owners Manual For Human Beings.” In an
affecting essay called “Leaving Las Vegas: Rearview,” a
visitor will discover photographs of the siblings together;
can read of John’s enchantment with Bob Dylan, CocaCola, and airplane food; and his stormy relationship
with his father, particularly during adolescence. Erin
recalls John once fleeing the house after an argument over
whether he was allowed to read the novel Deliverance,
and she sees a teenager’s sense of the power of obscenity
and trespass that once motivated his running away as
pervading her brother’s literary endeavors.
This is something more than communicated by the
author photo John chose for his first published novel: a
humanizing touch, a sense for who he was at heart, the

origins from which John had grown estranged in Los
Angeles. Complementing the steady output of her own
work, Erin O’Brien provides a depth of understanding
regarding the tragedy of her brother’s life: a sense for his
project that without her might have remained obscure. It is
a very sad thing to contemplate and yet beautiful too, how
one sibling’s literary consciousness effectively transmuted
to the other.
In a most definitive and final fashion, John O’Brien
captured his own sort of unfame, a recognition premised
on his absence, his actual life succeeded by a fictive
doppelgänger. What is essentially comic in the case of
the Huntsville Three and unfortunate with respect to the
Bling Ring registers for the author of Leaving Las Vegas as
distinct tragedy. With the deep resonance of its premise
and lasting consort with archetypes, the novel encompasses
the heady good times and aimless pull of Dazed and
Confused and the materialistic ambivalence of The Bling
Ring. More than just a tragedy about alcoholism, the film
resonates as a love story between the addicted and the sick;
insofar as our conceptions of married love are intended to
last, “in both sickness and in health,” Leaving Las Vegas
turns out to be the romantic comedy to end all romantic
comedies: the meet-cute story that captures what it means
to love someone to the end—in other words, what it means
to really love someone. In its legacy, we might hear echoes
of current literary ghost par excellence, David Foster
Wallace, whose breakthrough novel, Infinite Jest, was in the
throes of creation when Mike Figgis’s film released.
Wallace, unlike O’Brien, lived in the wake of his
own novel’s emergence: He was a very real presence
before students and before photographic lenses—at
least for a while. While there is undoubtedly something
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universalizing, or self-abdicating, in committing a life
to language, the mechanism of literary fame is often
enough analogous to that employed by Hollywood
publicists: a well-oiled rotation of public appearances and
publicity stills, maintaining perceptions of availability.
Wallace himself famously rejected the image-based
dissemination of his work, while, at the same time, not
so subtly communicating an advanced understanding of
its inevitability. In the author’s mortal absence, the actor
Jason Segel recently walked the neighborhood block of a
quasi-Illinois in Wallace-doppelgänger fashion. It seems
safe to say there will be others.

THE SCOFIELD

There is a lineage of surreal fiction cities, places that ring
true yet occupy a shifting geography, a strange reflection
of streets we know and sidewalks we’ve traversed. Samuel
R. Delany’s Dhalgren looms large here, with its fragment
of an opening sentence: “to wound this autumnal city.”
Delany’s surreal metropolis can be seen most significantly
in Jonathan Lethem’s early novel Amnesia Moon, which
begins in relatively straightforward terrain—that of the
post-apocalyptic—and turns more and more dreamlike
as the narrative progresses. And part of Catherynne M.
Valente’s Palimpsest is set in a city that can only be accessed
after sleeping with someone who’s been there, an encounter
that leaves a tattoo of part of the city on one’s body.
If Delany, Valente, and Lethem tap into a kind of
ecstatic emotional truth about the way that cities can shift,
bewilder, and turn on their inhabitants at a moment’s
notice, the cityscape setting of William Gibson’s first three
novels bridges the present day with a more traditionally
science fictional approach. The Boston-Atlanta
Metropolitan Axis, otherwise known as The Sprawl, is
the near-future setting of Gibson’s Neuromancer and its
successors. The Eastern Seaboard as one de facto urban
area? It’s the kind of thing that would send certain urbanPAGE 170

planning-minded friends of mine into joyous convulsions.
But here, too, there are dangers, and the loss of something
innate to the spaces that comprise The Sprawl.
Head over the Atlantic from The Sprawl and go
north, and you’ll find a differently surreal take on the
shifting city. Michal Ajvaz’s The Other City takes the
reader through an expanded, delirious version of Prague,
while Sam Thompson’s Communion Town is set in a city
where different neighborhoods can channel different
genres, from the hard-boiled to the mythical. Though not
set specifically in Europe, or even on a planet we’d call
familiar, Jeff VanderMeer’s trio of books that are set in the
city of Ambergris—City of Saints and Madmen, Shriek:
An Afterword, and Finch collectively and individually
establish one of the most fascinating fictional cities in
recent memory, one that juxtaposes the long reach of
history and the atrocities that can come along with it; one
that channels the alienness of the best fantasy with the
familiarity of the best history; and allows for a disparate
array of stories to be told. Some strange cities don’t even
need much space in order to tell effective stories: China
Miéville’s The City & The City is set in two micronations,
each occupying the same geographic space. Here, the
inhabitants have learned to ignore one another, and a
strange sort of order is kept. Cue both a terribly resonant
metaphor and an impressively compelling mystery
investigation.
The City-State, setting of Fiston Mwanza Mujila’s
novel Tram 83, is another surreally resonant micronation,
this one set in an undisclosed location somewhere
in Africa. Read one way, Tram 83 feels like a wideranging work of satire, featuring societal unrest, political
corruption, and a few digs at Hergé’s 1931 Tintin in the
Congo, a book with a take on race and colonialism that
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hasn’t aged well. On the other hand, it can also be read
as a companion piece to the likes of Gibson and Miéville:
the City-State is a stylized, at times magnificently surreal
location, boasting (among others) a neighborhood called
Vampiretown. One reader might find this to be a stylized
take on a real-world situation; another might find it to
head into the realm of speculative fiction.
The bulk of the novel focuses on two men, estranged
friends, named Requiem and Lucien. Requiem is involved
in a host of illegal activities, while Lucien is an ethicallyminded literary type; not surprisingly, it’s Requiem
who proves to be the more compelling of the two, and
his contempt for Lucien pops up at various spots in the
narrative. At one point, Requiem confesses to a potential
publisher of Lucien’s work that “[a]s long as I live, I will
strive to ridicule him, to belittle him, to destroy him.” It’s
the give-and-take between the two men, and between their
past falling-out and their forced closeness in the present,
that drive the novel forward.
Mujila’s prose is prone to a kind of ecstatic repetition:
for all the tried-and-true plot elements Tram 83 includes—
estranged friends, political convulsions, totalitarian
violence—the novel’s execution is where it truly excels. A
list of Requiem’s aliases, each one evocative on its own,
takes up most of a page: “Requiem for a New World alias
Local Boy alias Man and His Destiny alias Al Pacino
alias The Myth of Sisyphus alias The Founder alias The
Authorized Signatory…” There’s an unpredictable joy in
encountering these–just how, for instance, did Requiem
end up with the nickname “The Myth of Sisyphus”? It’s
a kind of literary daring that also serves as ambiguous
exposition.
Alternately: Mujila’s confidence in his own narrative
is manifest here in how the action pauses and proceeds.

It isn’t simply about filling in characters’ backstories
or establishing a sense of place; instead, it’s a constant
reminder of the unpredictability of this novel’s setting,
and of the novel itself. And in Tram 83, the two are closely
connected. In one sequence, in which Requiem and
Lucien journey to a mine controlled by the head of the
City-State, the narration approaches metafictional levels.
“It was the main bone of contention between the various
protagonists,” Mujila writes, and in that moment it’s easy
to imagine Tram 83 as one of a nearly infinite number of
novels, each one following the lives of a small group of the
City-State’s residents.
In the midst of all of this fantastic use of language,
there’s also one eyebrow-raising description, for less
impressive reasons, early in the novel. In a description
of a crowd scene, readers will find a mention of “former
transsexuals” located between “casual laborers” and
“polka dancers.” That phrase seems much more politically
weighted than the overall point of the scene—which is,
more or less, an evocation of an especially large, diverse,
and chaotic crowd. Translator Roland Glasser has written
an in-depth piece about his process translating Mujila’s
novel from French into English—a process further
complicated by the need to find colloquial expressions that
would be understood by readers in both the United States
and England. But it’s unclear if “former transsexuals” is
intended to add a political subtext to the scene in question,
or if it’s more a case of a phrase that’s been embraced by
some arch-conservatives in the United States but lacks that
baggage elsewhere.
Late in the novel, Lucien expounds on his love of
writing and literature, while the text undercuts each
statement of devotion. “So whenever I write, it feels like
my age is reduced by half, or even fifteen, seventeen,
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perhaps thirty-five years,” Lucien says. The following
paragraph, addressed to Lucien directly, knowingly
debunks each over-the-top declaration, concluding with a
twofold burn: “You’ve never been yourself since you trod
the ground of the City-State! You’ve never been yourself
since always!” That moment distills many of the strengths
of Tram 83. It’s a work that allows for both an idealistic
embrace of capital-A Art and a more cynical take on
things. Also nestled in there is a nod to the City-State
itself, and its transformative properties. Whether character
or reader, the City-State leaves a mark on those who
encounter it, offering a view of different horizons and a
new perspective on cities closer to home.
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Dambudzo Marechera was brilliant and infuriating.
The mythology that has been built around Marechera
has created a monster and misunderstood genius. In his
lifetime he was never married, but his interactions with
children were significant though understated. In the
1980s, Marechera was basically “the black uncle” to the
children of scholar Flora Veit-Wild, Max and Franz. I
spoke with Max Wild, now a celebrated jazz saxophonist
about his childhood with Dambudzo Marechera.
TM: Let’s start off with a description of your
childhood...
MW: Very carefree. I went to Lewisham Primary
School, then Hartman House, then Speciss College before
leaving for Germany. I was into sports and was sports
captain for my house at Hartman. I did all the things kids
did in those days, always playing outside, riding bikes,
chasing chickens, and generally causing a ruckus. We
didn’t own a TV.
TM: What do you remember about life in
Zimbabwe in the 1980s?
MW: It was great, I didn’t have a single worry in
the world. Zimbabwe was considered the bread basket
PAGE 173

of Africa. Mugabe was considered to be doing great
things for Zimbabwe at that time, setting an example for
neighbouring countries. The schools were good and the
economy was strong—back then the Zimbabwean dollar
was stronger than the Deutsch Mark and I got 50c pocket
money a week. Since my family came from Germany,
we were well off in Zimbabwean terms, even though
I integrated into my school’s social network without
a second thought, and never felt foreign. In fact, I felt
foreign when I later returned to Germany when I was 15.
TM: Tell me about your musical career: When did
you start? Who are your influences? What genre do you
practice in? Is there any African influence in the music?
MW: My first musical instrument was the saxophone,
which I started playing when I was twelve. I took lessons
from Rick van Heerden, who led an established band,
Mudzimu, at the time. Rick was a jazz musician, so he
introduced me to jazz early on. My parents listened to
all kinds of music: a lot of classical, German songs, but
my dad brought back a lot of local music too (Mapfumo,
Mtukudzi, etc.). We also listened to Shona ZBC when
our nanny was babysitting us, and I’m sure a lot of that
stuck subconsciously. So when I started composing (much
later on in London in 2000, during my undergrad at
Guildhall School of Music), many of my compositions
where influenced by the soundscape I had been brought up
listening too. In fact, I named one of my songs “Baboons
of the Rainbow,” after one of the stories of Dambudzo’s
that I illustrated as a child. Since then, most of my music
is Zimbabwean influenced in one way or another, and one
of my dreams came true when I was able to perform with
one of my musical heroes: Oliver Mtukudzi.
TM: I have been re-reading the stories you
illustrated for Dambudzo Marechera, “The Magic Cat”
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and “Baboons of the Rainbow.” The stories contain
themes that deal with adult cynicism but in a playful
child’s narrative voice. You were only six when you
illustrated these, did you understand the stories at all?
MW: If I remember, “The Magic Cat” was less
cynical, and I definitely related to it in a very childlike way.
“Baboons of the Rainbow” got a lot darker, especially as the
story went on. I didn’t think twice about the violence, and
thought it was very entertaining, as you can see from my
drawings. I remember not understanding some of the adult
stuff towards the end, like the drinking, cigar smoking,
and listening/playing music. For me it didn’t really make
sense or go with the story at the time and seemed a little
irrelevant. In fact, Dambudzo and I stayed up pretty late
that night, finishing the illustrations, and I remember
getting tired and him helping me with the drawings. The
last couple drawings he did himself, and I had gone to bed.
You should be able to notice the subtle differences.
TM: Besides these stories, are there any other
children’s stories you worked on with Marechera?
MW: After those two stories I remember Dambudzo
talking about a new story about a boy and a bus or
something. I think he finished it, but I’m not sure if it was
published. I think I wanted to illustrate that one too, but it
was too complicated for me to understand, which I was a
little disappointed by.
TM: Did you suggest any of the stories to
Marechera?
MW: I don’t think so. They all came from him. The
way I remember it is he would write a page at a time
painting a picture in words for me, and then I would draw
what I imagined it to be. Dambudzo actually seemed
big on drawing and visual arts. We used to have little
writing and drawing workshops with him—my brother

Franz and I and some other friends, when we were small. I
think I might still have some of the drawings and pictures
in Berlin. Dambudzo was always big on using one’s
imagination. That was the most important thing I learned
from him.
TM: How do you remember Marechera since you
were a very small child and probably not aware of the
media frenzy that was going on about him at the time?
MW: He was very intense and, at the time, I thought
he could act a bit crazy. I think the key is that his mood
could change very quickly. But when he was on form and
focusing. he was very much in the moment, very funny,
and definitely very nice to us kids. He could relate to us
very well and I think he enjoyed it. He was around our
house a lot and sometimes I would think it strange that
he would turn up in the middle of the night. I remember
him having a fiery temper and he seemed to like to get
into arguments with people, which I sometimes thought
was funny, and I think he did too. He liked to get a
reaction from people. Then sometimes I would see from
other people’s reactions to his behaviour that it was maybe
more serious than just funny. I do remember most of the
incidences described in my mother’s source book, like
when he called the police and they came in the middle of
the night. I remember him sleeping in our hammock a lot,
which was cool, because he would always be there hanging
out, ready to get up to mischief with us. I wasn’t aware
of the media at all. To me he was just an eccentric, funny
family friend.
TM: You mention his temper. Marechera was
considered to be an unpredictable person, how did you
relate to each other?
MW: We got on very well. I think he liked me,
and children in general. He could relate to our lack of
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inhibitions and the way life was so uncomplicated and easy
to us. He was always very kind and caring towards me. As
far as his “unpredictability” went, I could tell when he was
in a weird mood and might act “unpredictable” and would
leave him alone.
TM: Looking back at your collaboration with
Marechera now as an adult, what are your personal
reactions to the stories? Do you interpret them
differently?
MW: Well, naturally, I now understand them better,
and see the different layers. Although they went over my
head at the time, I suspected that Dambudzo was up
to something, hinting at something beyond the actual
script—I knew his critical personality and that he liked to
say things with a hidden meaning. Reading them now, I
recognize the pain and violence in them, but I remember
that this was never an issue for me back then as a child,
because Dambudzo made it sound so natural and almost
comical. It seems to me that’s how he might have viewed
his own life—detached, and through the eyes of a child
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It was striking midnight from all the clock towers in
Petersburg when Mr. Golyadkin, beside himself, ran out
on the Fontanka Quay, close to the Ismailovsky Bridge,
fleeing from his foes, from persecution, from a hailstorm of
nips and pinches aimed at him, from the shrieks of excited
old ladies, from the Ohs and Ahs of women and from the
murderous eyes of Andrey Filippovitch. Mr. Golyadkin
was killed—killed entirely, in the full sense of the word,
and if he still preserved the power of running, it was simply
through some sort of miracle, a miracle in which at last
he refused himself to believe. It was an awful November
night—wet, foggy, rainy, snowy, teeming with colds in
the head, fevers, swollen faces, quinseys, inflammations
of all kinds and descriptions—teeming, in fact, with all
the gifts of a Petersburg November. The wind howled in
the deserted streets, lifting up the black water of the canal
above the rings on the bank, and irritably brushing against
the lean lamp-posts which chimed in with its howling in a
thin, shrill creak, keeping up the endless squeaky, jangling
concert with which every inhabitant of Petersburg is so
familiar. Snow and rain were falling both at once. Lashed
by the wind, the streams of rainwater spurted almost
horizontally, as though from a fireman’s hose, pricking
and stinging the face of the luckless Mr. Golyadkin like
a thousand pins and needles. In the stillness of the night,
broken only by the distant rumbling of carriages, the howl
of the wind and the creaking of the lamp-posts, there

PAGE 177

was the dismal sound of the splash and gurgle of water,
rushing from every roof, every porch, every pipe and every
cornice, on to the granite of the pavement. There was not
a soul, near or far, and, indeed, it seemed there could not
be at such an hour and in such weather. And so only Mr.
Golyadkin, alone with his despair, was fleeing in terror
along the pavement of Fontanka, with his usual rapid little
step, in haste to get home as soon as possible to his flat on
the fourth storey in Shestilavotchny Street.
Though the snow, the rain, and all the nameless
horrors of a raging snowstorm and fog, under a Petersburg
November sky, were attacking Mr. Golyadkin, already
shattered by misfortunes, were showing him no mercy,
giving him no rest, drenching him to the bone, glueing
up his eyelids, blowing right through him from all
sides, baffling and perplexing him—though conspiring
and combining with all his enemies to make a grand
day, evening, and night for him, in spite of all this Mr.
Golyadkin was almost insensible to this final proof of
the persecution of destiny: so violent had been the shock
and the impression made upon him a few minutes before
at the civil councillor Berendyev’s! If any disinterested
spectator could have glanced casually at Mr. Golyadkin’s
painful progress, he would certainly have said that Mr.
Golyadkin looked as though he wanted to hide from
himself, as though he were trying to run away from
himself! Yes! It was really so. One may say more: Mr.
Golyadkin did not want only to run away from himself,
but to be obliterated, to cease to be, to return to dust.
At the moment he took in nothing surrounding him,
understood nothing of what was going on about him, and
looked as though the miseries of the stormy night, of the
long tramp, the rain, the snow, the wind, all the cruelty
of the weather, did not exist for him. The golosh slipping
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off the boot on Mr. Golyadkin’s right foot was left behind
in the snow and slush on the pavement of Fontanka,
and Mr. Golyadkin did not think of turning back to get
it, did not, in fact, notice that he had lost it. He was so
perplexed that, in spite of everything surrounding him,
he stood several times stock still in the middle of the
pavement, completely possessed by the thought of his
recent horrible humiliation; at that instant he was dying,
disappearing; then he suddenly set off again like mad
and ran and ran without looking back, as though he were
pursued, as though he were fleeing from some still more
awful calamity.... The position was truly awful! ... At
last Mr. Golyadkin halted in exhaustion, leaned on the
railing in the attitude of a man whose nose has suddenly
begun to bleed, and began looking intently at the black
and troubled waters of the canal. All that is known is that
at that instant Mr. Golyadkin reached such a pitch of
despair, was so harassed, so tortured, so exhausted, and
so weakened in what feeble faculties were left him that he
forgot everything, forgot the Ismailovsky Bridge, forgot
Shestilavotchny Street, forgot his present plight .... After
all, what did it matter to him? The thing was done. The
decision was affirmed and ratified; what could he do? All
at once ... all at once he started and involuntarily skipped
a couple of paces aside. With unaccountable uneasiness he
began gazing about him; but no one was there, nothing
special had happened, and yet ... and yet he fancied that
just now, that very minute, some one was standing near
him, beside him, also leaning on the railing, and—
marvellous to relate!—had even said something to him,
said something quickly, abruptly, not quite intelligibly, but
something quite private, something concerning himself.
“Why, was it my fancy?” said Mr. Golyadkin, looking
round once more. “But where am I standing? ... Ech, ech,”

he thought finally, shaking his head, though he began
gazing with an uneasy, miserable feeling into the damp,
murky distance, straining his sight and doing his utmost
to pierce with his short-sighted eyes the wet darkness
that stretched all round him. There was nothing new,
however, nothing special caught the eye of Mr. Golyadkin.
Everything seemed to be all right, as it should be, that is,
the snow was falling more violently, more thickly and in
larger flakes, nothing could be seen twenty paces away, the
lamp-posts creaked more shrilly than ever and the wind
seemed to intone its melancholy song even more tearfully,
more piteously, like an importunate beggar whining for
a copper to get a crust of bread. At the same time a new
sensation took possession of Mr. Golyadkin’s whole being:
agony upon agony, terror upon terror ... a feverish tremor
ran through his veins. The moment was insufferably
unpleasant! “Well, no matter; perhaps it’s no matter at all,
and there’s no stain on any one’s honour. Perhaps it’s as it
should be,” he went on, without understanding what he
was saying. “Perhaps it will all be for the best in the end,
and there will be nothing to complain of, and every one
will be justified.”
Talking like this and comforting himself with words,
Mr. Golyadkin shook himself a little, shook off the snow
which had drifted in thick layers on his hat, his collar, his
overcoat, his tie, his boots and everything—but his strange
feeling, his strange obscure misery he could not get rid of,
could not shake off. Somewhere in the distance there was
the boom of a cannon shot. “Ach, what weather!” thought
our hero. “Tchoo! isn’t there going to be a flood? It seems
as though the water has risen so violently.”
Mr. Golyadkin had hardly said or thought this when
he saw a person coming towards him, belated, no doubt,
like him, through some accident. An unimportant, casual
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incident, one might suppose, but for some unknown
reason Mr. Golyadkin was troubled, even scared, and
rather flurried. It was not that he was exactly afraid of
some ill-intentioned man, but just that “perhaps ... after
all, who knows, this belated individual,” flashed through
Mr. Golyadkin’s mind, “maybe he’s that very thing,
maybe he’s the very principal thing in it, and isn’t here for
nothing, but is here with an object, crossing my path and
provoking me.” Possibly, however, he did not think this
precisely, but only had a passing feeling of something like
it—and very unpleasant. There was no time, however, for
thinking and feeling. The stranger was already within two
paces. Mr. Golyadkin, as he invariably did, hastened to
assume a quite peculiar air, an air that expressed clearly
that he, Golyadkin, kept himself to himself, that he was
“all right,” that the road was wide enough for all, and that
he, Golyadkin, was not interfering with any one. Suddenly
he stopped short as though petrified, as though struck by
lightning, and quickly turned round after the figure which
had only just passed him—turned as though some one
had given him a tug from behind, as though the wind had
turned him like a weathercock. The passer-by vanished
quickly in the snowstorm. He, too, walked quickly; he was
dressed like Mr. Golyadkin and, like him, too, wrapped
up from head to foot, and he, too, tripped and trotted
along the pavement of Fontanka with rapid little steps that
suggested that he was a little scared.
“What—what is it?” whispered Mr. Golyadkin,
smiling mistrustfully, though he trembled all over. An icy
shiver ran down his back. Meanwhile, the stranger had
vanished completely; there was no sound of his step, while
Mr. Golyadkin still stood and gazed after him. At last,
however, he gradually came to himself.
“Why, what’s the meaning of it?” he thought with

vexation. “Why, have I really gone out of my mind,
or what?” He turned and went on his way, making his
footsteps more rapid and frequent, and doing his best
not to think of anything at all. He even closed his eyes at
last with the same object. Suddenly, through the howling
of the wind and the uproar of the storm, the sound of
steps very close at hand reached his ears again. He started
and opened his eyes. Again a rapidly approaching figure
stood out black before him, some twenty paces away.
This little figure was hastening, tripping along, hurrying
nervously; the distance between them grew rapidly less.
Mr. Golyadkin could by now get a full view of the second
belated companion. He looked full at him and cried out
with amazement and horror; his legs gave way under
him. It was the same individual who had passed him ten
minutes before, and who now quite unexpectedly turned
up facing him again. But this was not the only marvel
that struck Mr. Golyadkin. He was so amazed that he
stood still, cried out, tried to say something, and rushed
to overtake the stranger, even shouted something to him,
probably anxious to stop him as quickly as possible. The
stranger did, in fact, stop ten paces from Mr. Golyadkin,
so that the light from the lamp-post that stood near fell
full upon his whole figure—stood still, turned to Mr.
Golyadkin, and with impatient and anxious face waited to
hear what he would say.
“Excuse me, possibly I’m mistaken,” our hero brought
out in a quavering voice.
The stranger in silence, and with an air of annoyance,
turned and rapidly went on his way, as though in haste
to make up for the two seconds he had wasted on Mr.
Golyadkin. As for the latter, he was quivering in every
nerve, his knees shook and gave way under him, and
with a moan he squatted on a stone at the edge of the
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pavement. There really was reason, however, for his being
so overwhelmed. The fact is that this stranger seemed to
him somehow familiar. That would have been nothing,
though. But he recognised, almost certainly recognised
this man. He had often seen him, that man, had seen him
some time, and very lately too; where could it have been?
Surely not yesterday? But, again, that was not the chief
thing that Mr. Golyadkin had often seen him before; there
was hardly anything special about the man; the man at
first sight would not have aroused any special attention.
He was just a man like any one else, a gentleman like all
other gentlemen, of course, and perhaps he had some good
qualities and very valuable one too—in fact, he was a man
who was quite himself. Mr. Golyadkin cherished no sort of
hatred or enmity, not even the slightest hostility towards
this man—quite the contrary, it would seem, indeed—
and yet (and this was the real point) he would not for any
treasure on earth have been willing to meet that man, and
especially to meet him as he had done now, for instance.
We may say more: Mr. Golyadkin knew that man
perfectly well: he even knew what he was called, what his
name was; and yet nothing would have induced him, and
again, for no treasure on earth would he have consented
to name him, to consent to acknowledge that he was
called so-and-so, that his father’s name was this and his
surname was that. Whether Mr. Golyadkin’s stupefaction
lasted a short time or a long time, whether he was sitting
for a long time on the stone of the pavement I cannot say;
but, recovering himself a little at last, he suddenly fell to
running, without looking round, as fast as his legs could
carry him; his mind was preoccupied, twice he stumbled
and almost fell—and through this circumstance his other
boot was also bereaved of its golosh. At last Mr. Golyadkin
slackened his pace a little to get breath, looked hurriedly

round and saw that he had already, without being aware
of it, run passed part of the Nevsky Prospect and was now
standing at the turning into Liteyny Street. Mr. Golyadkin
turned into Liteyny Street. His position at that instant
was like that of a man standing at the edge of a fearful
precipice, while the earth is bursting open under him, is
already shaking, moving, rocking for the last time, falling,
drawing him into the abyss, and yet, the luckless wretch
has not the strength, nor the resolution, to leap back, to
avert his eyes from the yawning gulf below; the abyss
draws him and at last he leaps into it of himself, himself
hastening the moment of destruction. Mr. Golyadkin
knew, felt and was firmly convinced that some other
evil would certainly befall him on the way, that some
unpleasantness would overtake him, that he would, for
instance, meet his stranger once more: but—strange to say,
he positively desired this meeting, considered it inevitable,
and all he asked was that it might all be quickly over,
that he should be relieved from his position in one way or
another, but as soon as possible. And meanwhile he ran
on and on, as though moved by some external force, for
he felt a weakness and numbness in his whole being: he
could not think of anything, though his thoughts caught
at everything like brambles. A little lost dog, soaked and
shivering, attached itself to Mr. Golyadkin, and ran beside
him, scurrying along with tail and ears drooping, looking
at him from time to time with timid comprehension. Some
remote, long-forgotten idea—some memory of something
that had happened long ago—came back into his mind
now, kept knocking at his brain as with a hammer, vexing
him and refusing to be shaken off.
“Ech, that horrid little cur!” whispered Mr.
Golyadkin, not understanding himself.
At last he saw his stranger at the turning into
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Italyansky Street. But this time the stranger was not
coming to meet him, but was running in the same
direction as he was, and he, too, was running, a few steps
in front. At last they turned into Shestilavotchny Street.
Mr. Golyadkin caught his breath. The stranger
stopped exactly before the house in which Mr. Golyadkin
lodged. He heard a ring at the bell and almost at the same
time the grating of the iron bolt. The gate opened, the
stranger stooped, darted in and disappeared. Almost at
the same instant Mr. Golyadkin reached the spot and like
an arrow flew in at the gate. Heedless of the grumbling
porter, he ran, gasping for breath, into the yard, and
immediately saw his interesting companion, whom he had
lost sight of for a moment.
The stranger darted towards the staircase which led
to Mr. Golyadkin’s flat. Mr. Golyadkin rushed after him.
The stairs were dark, damp and dirt. At every turning
there were heaped-up masses of refuse from the flats, so
that any unaccustomed stranger who found himself on the
stairs in the dark was forced to travel to and fro for half
an hour in danger of breaking his legs, cursing the stairs
as well as the friends who lived in such an inconvenient
place. But Mr. Golyadkin’s companion seemed as though
familiar with it, as though at home; he ran up lightly,
without difficulty, showing a perfect knowledge of his
surroundings. Mr. Golyadkin had almost caught him
up; in fact, once or twice the stranger’s coat flicked him
on the nose. His heart stood still. The stranger stopped
before the door of Mr. Golyadkin’s flat, knocked on it, and
(which would, however, have surprised Mr. Golyadkin at
any other time) Petrushka, as though he had been sitting
up in expectation, opened the door at once and, with a
candle in his hand, followed the strange as the latter went
in. The hero of our story dashed into his lodging beside

himself; without taking off his hat or coat he crossed the
little passage and stood still in the doorway of his room,
as though thunderstruck. All his presentiments had come
true. All that he had dreaded and surmised was coming
to pass in reality. His breath failed him, his head was in
a whirl. The stranger, also in his coat and hat, was sitting
before him on his bed, and with a faint smile, screwing up
his eyes, nodded to him in a friendly way. Mr. Golyadkin
wanted to scream, but could not—to protest in some
way, but his strength failed him. His hair stood on end,
and he almost fell down with horror. And, indeed, there
was good reason. He recognised his nocturnal visitor.
The nocturnal visitor was no other than himself—Mr.
Golyadkin himself, another Mr. Golyadkin, but absolutely
the same as himself—in fact, what is called a double in
every respect...

——
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Translated by Constance Garnett.
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Greg Pardlo on Bright Dead Things by Ada Limón

Eileen Myles on Soap by Francis Ponge
This small book was begun in France in the forties during
the war when there was no soap or a poor excuse, but
Frances Ponge finished it in the early seventies when he
was a great man of French literature. Generally speaking,
Ponge picks up the object and roils it, thereby defining
it and turning it into language both as subject and
demonstration. Soap is like a stone that becomes excited.
If you leave soap alone in a basin of water, it becomes
confused; it ceases. Soap is social. It takes from you what
is not you, it takes it away, it prepares you for the social.
Always he performs his object. As a piece of writing, I read
this forty years earlier in my reading thinking life, and rereading it I now feel it is everything. He shows by lightly
touching everything and demonstrating how voluble soap
is, how perfect, how ridiculous, how inexhaustible (and
exhaustible!) the perfect subject is, and if you stay with it,
it will give you everything, as soap does, and allow you to
consume it entirely through your interest. Soap allows us
entry to the world: Our paradise in short: will it not have
been the others?
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Phil Klay on Beer in the Snooker Club by Waguih
Ghali
I wish Beer in the Snooker Club wasn’t as relevant as it
is today. This deceptive little novel, short, deliciously
funny, the sort you can plow through in an afternoon,
carries with it a long-lasting sting. The main character
is essentially an Egyptian hipster in the time of the
Suez Crisis. Intellectual, from an upper-class family
though with no money himself, he considers himself
more cosmopolitan than Egyptian. In one of the more
memorable scenes, he takes a trip to London with a friend,
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If you’re looking for interesting books to read, here are
some recommendations for you from writers, artists, and
intellectuals that we know and trust.
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Any poet who, like Ada Limon, can capture a lavish
and robust range of emotion in spite of the fear of
sentimentality that pervades literary culture—that poet
is a superhero in my eyes. In one poem, for example,
Limon describes spring as having “pushed out every tizzytongued/ flower known to the valley’s bosom of light.”
In another poem, she describes an apology stuck in her
mind “like a cockroach under a glass.” I want to read
such images as her righteous recuperation of sentiment,
but of course, she doesn’t intend to recuperate anything.
There is no such agenda in her work. I also want to read
such images as an effort to return contemporary poetry
to an uncomplicated sincerity. That is, until I suss out the
erotic complexity of the images; or the dark impulse of
the creative energy Lorca called duende; or the knowing
and wry transgressions so deftly executed I’m at a loss to
say precisely which taboo is under attack. In Bright Dead
Things, Ada Limon cuts through the white noise of cliché
and replaces it with vital music.

THE SCOFIELD

Elliott Holt on Old Filth by Jane Gardam
When my friend Lauren Groff mentioned that Jane
Gardam’s Old Filth trilogy was an influence on Fates and
Furies (Groff’s exquisite novel), I knew I had to read Old
Filth at once. Old Filth (Filth is an acronym, short for
“Failed in London, Try Hong Kong”) is about Sir Edward
Feathers, a Raj Orphan who grows up to have a successful
legal career in the Far East, and his wife, Betty. Old
Filth focuses on Edward’s story; the second book in the
trilogy, The Man in the Wooden Hat, gives readers Betty’s
perspective. Old Filth is a wonderful character study: an
insightful portrait of a marriage and a brilliant look at the
way the U.K. changed over the course of the 20th century.
And Gardam’s writing is so good—so sharp, so elegant—
that I immediately devoured the other two books in the
trilogy.
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Mira Jacob on Youngblood by Matt Gallagher
Right now, I am reading Matt Gallagher’s debut novel
Youngblood, which will be available to the rest of the world
this February. Full disclosure: I met Gallagher a few years
back when he took the stage at Pete’s Reading Series, a bimonthly event I founded and ran with Alison Hart. We
decided to host a night featuring the veterans of the Iraq
and Afghanistan wars when we realized that we had no
idea what was happening to those soldiers. Where were
their stories? Did they have stories? They did, it turned
out, and over the years, everyone from Phil Klay to Roy
Scranton to Gallagher came to tell them to us. That night,
as Gallagher read, the entire room held its breath, not
knowing whether to laugh or gasp or do both at once. I
did the same thing reading this novel. Gallagher makes a
mean pivot between the hilarious and the harrowing, and
yet it never feels manipulative—it just feels human and
true. I can’t wait to see what other readers make of it.
Chad Post on Target in the Night by Ricardo Piglia
Ricardo Piglia first came to my attention with The Absent
City, an homage to Macedonio Fernandez and his Museum
of Eterna’s Novel (The First Good Novel)—two of the
craziest, most mind-blowing books I’ve ever read. Target in
the Night, which won the Rómulo Gallegos Prize in 2011,
is more Roberto Arlt than Macedonio, focusing on an
idiosyncratic investigator and a lot of small-town intrigues.
The plot centers around the murder of Tony Durán, “an
adventurer and a professional gambler” from New York
who comes to this small town in the pampas with the
beautiful Belladona twins. This isn’t a straightforward
murder mystery though, and as the book progresses and
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encounters a British soldier who served in Suez but “never
got to know the natives there, wot with army rules and all
that.” The lower-class, poorly educated soldier is excited to
meet Egyptians, oblivious of any source of possible tension,
and he unwittingly delivers racist insults to the narrator
and his friend. Feeling justified in striking back, they
begin to take a sadistic delight in tormenting him. It’s at
once hilarious and painful. Later the narrator returns and
faces a choice of settling into the complacent, comfortable
life offered him by his social class, or continuing a
probably futile struggle against the increasingly repressive
domestic policies of the government. Ghali committed
suicide not long after completing the novel, depriving the
world of an incredible voice.

VARIOUS AUTHORS
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Lauren Cerand on About Women: Conversations
Between a Writer and a Painter by Lisa Alther &
Françoise Gilot
The book I recommend is the one that I have been
carrying in three countries this week, by a woman who,
so much more than a muse, has inspired me since I first
heard her name on a flight to New Orleans in the spring,
when the passenger next to me told me that she collected
the work of “the only woman who ever left Picasso,
and an extraordinary artist in her own right.” Francoise
Gilot is in her nineties now, although, like Diana Athill,
seems decades younger. I went to the opening the next
night in the French Quarter and was moved, by the work
and Gilot’s presence. Luck would have it that her About
Women: Conversations Between a Writer and a Painter, has
been published this month by Nan A. Talese/Doubleday,
and seems to be intended in the style of Marguerite Duras
and Xavière Gauthier’s Woman to Woman, a blend of
the personal, philosophical and intellectual. I’m writing
this in Paris, and I went to the Picasso Museum this
afternoon. There wasn’t much about Francoise there. I’m
so glad that she has written her own story.
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Scott Beauchamp on The Sailor Who Fell from Grace
by Yukio Mishima
It would be too easy to view Yukio Mishima’s The Sailor
Who Fell From Grace with the Sea through a Freudian lens:
Noburu, a young adolescent living in Yokohama, finds
a peephole into his mother’s bedroom through which he
spies her having sex with a sailor named Ryuji Tsukazaki.
The young group of nihilists to which Noburu belongs
eventually murders Ryuji in a sort of acte gratuit. But
what makes The Sailor, and really all of Mishima’s work,
interesting is that it refuses modern analysis. It’s more
rewarding to read Mishima with older eyes. I go to Book
VIII of The Republic for help. Plato writes that in the
democratic family “the father habitually tries to resemble
the child and is afraid of his sons, and the son likens
himself to the father and feels no awe or fear of his parents,
so that he may be forsooth a free man.” The Sailor is a
phantasmagoric dream of democracy at its worst—nihilist
children, unfettered by feelings of awe or reverence,
brutally asserting power. It’s a Lord of the Flies government,
only not relegated to a remote island, but here and now
and dangerously present.
Helena Fitzgerald on Dead Ladies Project by Jessa
Crispin
I read Jessa Crispin’s Dead Ladies Project in one fast and
addictive rush, and when it was over felt bereft not the
way one feels when a book ends so much as the way one
feels when a close friend who has come to visit briefly
departs back into their own life. The book is a memoir
and a literary exploration—Crispin travels through
Europe confronting her literary heroes and adversaries,
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more characters and intrigues are introduced, it transforms
into a socio-political book loaded with dark family secrets
and rivalries. “Paranoid fiction” is the term Piglia applied
to this book, which is both accurate and the means for the
narration to spiral outward from focusing on Inspector
Croce to centering around the journalist Renzi, to coming
to rest on the Belladona family. Piglia and Waisman’s prose
is brilliant and captivating, as are the structural games that
drive the plot forward. I highly recommend this to anyone
interested in noir and/or Argentine literature.

VARIOUS AUTHORS
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women written out of history or known only for their
associations with more famous male counterparts. The
book is a grappling with ghosts: literary, historical, and
personal. Crispin weaves together cultural histories with
her own personal narrative, illuminating both in the
process. The result is a book that feels like a conversation
with an incredibly intelligent and slightly unsettling close
friend, the kind you have until you’re the last two people
in a restaurant and the waiters put the chairs on the tables
around you. Crispin is an intoxicating narrator, and the
book’s travelogue is as fascinating as its histories. I told
a friend that Dead Ladies Project is like “the grand tour
by way of grown-up Rayanne Graff,” which is maybe the
highest recommendation I know how to give anything.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

My Shadow
I have a little shadow that goes in and out with me,
And what can be the use of him is more than I can see.
He is very, very like me from the heels up to the head;
And I see him jump before me, when I jump into my bed.
The funniest thing about him is the way he likes to
grow—
Not at all like proper children, which is always very slow;
For he sometimes shoots up taller like an india-rubber ball,
And he sometimes gets so little that there’s none of him at
all.
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One morning, very early, before the sun was up,
I rose and found the shining dew on every buttercup;
But my lazy little shadow, like an arrant sleepy-head,
Had stayed at home behind me and was fast asleep in bed.
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He hasn’t got a notion of how children ought to play,
And can only make a fool of me in every sort of way.
He stays so close beside me, he’s a coward you can see;
I’d think shame to stick to nursie as that shadow sticks to
me!

THE SCOFIELD

1 ounce rum (something robust, like Smith and Cross)
1 ounce Campari
1 ounce sweet vermouth
Mix well with ice, strain over ice into a rocks glass. Garnish
with an orange peel.
When I was asked to come up with a cocktail based on a
story by some writer whom I didn’t know on the theme
of “The Doppelgänger,” naturally it was the theme I
glommed onto. Instantly, one cocktail came to mind:
The Boulevardier. You know the Boulevardier even if
you don’t: it’s the Negroni with a Frenchified name and
whiskey instead of gin. It’s a cocktail with literary roots,
named, according to cocktailing mastermind Gary Regan
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in his book The Negroni, after a French literary magazine.
And what is a boulevardier—a flâneur, a man-abouttown—if not the essence of the doppelgänger, for his stroll
would be hardly complete without his counter-party, the
world around him generally, and the objects of his desires
that he encounters specifically, the latter point seemingly
emphasized by the Boulevardier’s substitution of darker
spirits over clear ones.
With the outlines of the story fully contoured by
that one instantly brilliant thought, like all good writers,
I promptly set the assignment aside and turned to more
pressing concerns, like cocktailing.
Then I read “Burning in the Rain.” There’s no flâneur
in there. Not really. It’s sultry. Sordid. A piece well-versed
in the faded memories and mysterious bumps that come
from a style of drinking a flâneur would likely not let
himself get caught up in (and with which Dambudzo
Marechera, who was believed to be a heavy drinker,
would presumably be well acquainted). Then there is the
character of Margaret, a key agent, trying to temper the
dual personalities of her paramour.
The truth about the Negroni and all its Campari/
vermouth/assorted spirits progeny, however, is that it is
an equally conflicted ménage à trois. What makes the
Negroni a perfect drink is that there is no such thing as a
prefect Negroni. Like our man and his doppelgänger and
Margaret, all three ingredients are fighting each other for
their agency.
So where does that leave the cocktail?
Dambudzo Marechera was from Zimbabwe, born
when the country was still known as Southern Rhodesia,
a name given in honor of Cecil Rhodes, the founder of
the British colony from which the country would later be
carved. Cocktails and spirits are interesting in part because
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Burning in the Rum

BRYCE BAUER
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BRYCE BAUER

“Critchley” from ABC of
Impossibility

——

Courtesy of Simon Critchley and Univocal Publishing.
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Here I am, struggling to make sense at the University
of the West Indies, in Barbados, speaking about some
book of mine that the people who invited me wanted to
discuss. I am doing my best, which is not that good. I am
asked a question, a rather long and ponderous question
about the relation of my work to Christianity. Inwardly,
I sigh. The man who asks the question is then introduced
as Dean Critchley, a black Barbadian. I begin to dissolve
inwardly. Critchley is obviously this man’s slave name.
Now, Critchley is a place name, and a relatively small
place name, from Lancashire, the corner of some hamlet
between Bolton and Preston. It is therefore highly likely
that one of my ancestors or near ancestors was a plantation
owner or some minion in Barbados. The room begins to
fill with blood.
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they are supposed to be cultural expressions. But there is
little of Zimbabwe’s drink culture accessible to Americans
(though neighboring South Africa, in addition to a great
wine industry, also produces a few good whiskies and
liquors available in the states).
But if we want to represent colonialism, there is a
catch-all spirit: rum. Born of, or at least popularized
by, European imperialism, rum played a key role in the
expansion of colonialism around the world. It also happens
to fit, as a boisterous party, into the Negroni trifecta. Try
it—as Joaquín Simó of the New York City bar Pouring
Ribbons did in a recipe published in PUNCH—with
Smith and Cross rum (it’s a burly rum with London
associations). Start with equal parts, but as the night wears
on, adjust the bitter, sweet, and sultry as you see fit.

SIMON CRITCHLEY

THE SCOFIELD

A Selection from
The Uncanny
The motif of the doppelgänger has been assessed in
detail by Otto Rank. He has explored the connections
that link the doppelgänger with reflections in mirrors,
shadows, guardian spirits, the belief in the soul, and the
fear of death, but he also shines light on the surprising
evolution of the subject itself. For the doppelgänger was
originally an insurance against the destruction of the
ego—as Rank wrote, an “energetic denial of the power
of death”—and it can be assumed that the “immortal”
soul was the first doppelgänger of the body. The creation
of such a doubling as a defense against destruction has its
counterpart illustrated in the language of dreams, which
loves to express castration by doubling or duplicating
the genital symbol; this same desire spurred artists in
ancient Egypt to create images of the dead in more durable
material. These ideas, however, have arisen from the soil
of boundless self-love, from the primary narcissism that
dominates the mental life of the child and the primitive
man, and overcoming this phase changes the meaning of
the doppelgänger, from an insurance of immortality to the
uncanny harbinger of death.

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY

Ozymandias
I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown
And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed.
And on the pedestal these words appear:
‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,
The lone and level sands stretch far away.”
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SIGMUND FREUD

Translated by James E. Smith
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Felipe Alfau was a Spanishborn American novelist and
poet. He is considered a
forerunner of later postmodern
writers such as Vladimir
Nabokov, Thomas Pynchon,
and Donald Barthelme. In this
issue, Sho Spaeth recommends
his novel Locos: A Comedy of
Gestures for our Marecheraesque section.
Jeffery Renard Allen is the
author of the novel Rails
Under My Back, the story
collection Holding Pattern, and
two collections of poetry. Raised
in Chicago and now living in
New York, he teaches at Queens
College and in the writing
program at the New School. This issue features his essay
“From the Stutter to the Gutter: Dambudzo Marechera
and the ‘Voluptuous Blackening Image.’”
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Lisa Alther is an American
author and novelist. In
this issue, Lauren Cerand
recommends her book About
Women: Conversations
Between a Writer and
a Painter, co-written by
Françoise Gilot, for our On
Our Nightstand section.
Ayi Kwei Armah is a
Ghanaian writer and essayist.
In this issue, Andrew Mason
recommends his novel The
Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet
Born for our Marecheraesque
section.

Alex Bacha is a premedical
student and aspiring hobby
farmer. He was formerly a
university lecturer and formerlyformerly a student of film. He
created a dialogue concerning
David Lynch’s Mulholland
Drive for this issue, co-written
by Randall Winston.
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Ryūnosuke Akutagawa was
a Japanese writer active in
the Taishō period in Japan.
He is regarded as the father
of the Japanese short story.
In this issue, Chris Power
recommends his short story
“Spinning Gears” for our
Marecheraesque section.
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Amy Bauer is a writer and
translator. In this issue, she
recommends Petina Gappah’s
An Elegy for Easterly for our
Marecheraesque section.

Bryce Bauer is a writer,
documentary filmmaker, and
curious drinker. Recently he
published Gentlemen Bootleggers,
a history of Prohibition-era
rye whiskey bootleggers in
western Iowa. He lives in
Queens, New York, and Chafee
County, Colorado. He created
the Burning in the Rum cocktail recipe based on
Dambuzdo Marechera’s story, “Burning in the Rain,”
for this issue.
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Scott Beauchamp is a writer
and infantry veteran. His work
has appeared in The Atlantic, The
Paris Review, Bookforum, and
The Washington Post, among
other places. In this issue, he
recommends Yukio Mishima’s
novel The Sailor Who Fell from
Grace with the Sea for our On
Our Nightstand section.
David Buuck is a writer and
adjunct professor who lives
in Oakland, CA. He is the
founder of BARGE, the Bay
Area Research Group in Enviroaesthetics, and co-founder and
editor of Tripwire, a journal
of poetics, and author of SITE
CITE CITY (Futurepoem, 2015)
and An Army of Lovers, co-written with Juliana Spahr
(City Lights, 2013), among other publications. In this
issue, he recommends Dambudzo Marechera’s book
The Black Insider for our Ports of Entry section. He
also recommends Lesego Rampolokeng’s collection
Heads on Fire: Rants/Notes/Poems 2001–2011 for our
Marecheraesque section.
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Houman Barekat is a writer
and critic based in London, and
founding editor of Review 31. He
has written for the Times Literary
Supplement, the Spectator, the
Tablet, The New Inquiry, Full
Stop, The New Internationalist, and
others. In this issue, he reviewed
Daniel Sada’s One Out of Two.
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Lauren Cerand last wrote about
wanderlust for Faerie Magazine. She
lives in New York. In this issue,
she recommends Lisa Alther &
Françoise Gilot’s book About
Women: Conversations Between a
Writer and a Painter for our On
Our Nightstand section.
Scott Cheshire is the author
of the novel High as the Horses’
Bridles. His work has been
published in AGNI, Electric
Literature, Guernica, Harper’s,
One Story, and the Picador Book
of Men. He is a Managing Editor
at The Scofield and lives in Los
Angeles. This issue features
his essay “Blood on the Wall.” He also recommends
Dambuzdo Marechera’s book Scrapiron Blues for our
Marecheraesque section.
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Joseph Conrad was a PolishBritish author, who is now
thought to be one of the greatest
and most influential novelists to
write in the English language. He
is considered to be one of the first
modernist authors, though his
work is reflective of the realism
that permeated nineteenth
century literature. His most notable works include Heart
of Darkness, Typhoon, and Nostromo. An excerpt from his
short story “The Secret Sharer” appears in this issue.
Jessa Crispin is a critic and the
editor-in-chief of Bookslut. In
this issue, Helena Fitzgerald
recommends her book The
Dead Ladies Project for our
On Our Nighstand section.

Simon Critchley is an English
philosopher and teacher, who
writes primarily on the history
of philosophy, political theory,
religion, ethics, and aesthetics.
An excerpt from his book ABC
of Impossibility appears in this
issue.
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Tobias Carroll is the managing
editor of Vol.1 Brooklyn. His
collection TRANSITORY will
be released by Civil Coping
Mechanisms in 2016. In this
issue, he reviewed Fiston
Mwanza Mujila’s Tram 83.
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Geoff Downton is the
doppelgänger of Creon Upton.
Like his double Creon, he has
also written on the works of
Dambudzo Marechera and
Thomas Pynchon. This issue
features his essay “Beyond
‘Beyond Knowledge’: Fragments
from a Thesis” co-written by Creon Upton.
Mary Duffy is a writer, editor,
and genealogist at work on a
book about the Jewish refugee
crisis prior to America’s entry
into the Second World War. She
is an editor at The Scofield. She
interviewed Helon Habila for
this issue.
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Martin Egblewogbe is from
Ghana. He is the author of the
short story collection Mr Happy
and The Hammer of God & Other
Stories (Ayebia, 2012). He also
co-edited the collection of poetry,
Look Where You Have Gone to Sit
(Woeli Publications, 2010). He
is a co-founder and director of
the Writers Project of Ghana. His story “The Gonjon Pin”
appeared in the 2014 Caine Prize anthology. This issue
features his story “The Tree of Life.”
Brian Patrick Eha is a writer
of journalism, fiction, poetry,
and critical essays whose work
has been published by outlets
as varied as The New Yorker
and The Classical Outlook. He
holds a degree from Columbia
Journalism School and recently
completed a nonfiction book
about a group of visionary entrepreneurs who are working
to build the future of finance. He lives in Manhattan,
though all young writers are supposed to live in Brooklyn
nowadays. In this issue, he recommends China
Miéville’s novel The Scar for our Marecheraesque
section.
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Fyodor Dostoevsky was a
nineteenth-century Russian
novelist, philosopher, essayist, and
short story writer. Dostoevsky’s
literary works scrutinize the human
psyche in the troubled atmosphere
of nineteenth-century Russia. His
major works include Crime and
Punishment, The Idiot, Demons, and
The Brothers Karamazov. An excerpt from his novella
“The Double” appears in this issue.
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Helena Fitzgerald is a former editor
of, and frequent contributor to, The
New Inquiry. In addition, she has
published fiction and nonfiction
in Vice, Refinery29, Bookslut, The
Rumpus, The Nervous Breakdown,
Midnight Breakfast, Brooklyn Based,
The Brooklyn Rail, and The Notre
Dame Review, among others. She is currently at work on
a novel about the 1977 New York City blackout, and she
can usually be found talking out loud to herself on twitter
@helfitzgerald. In this issue, she recommends Jessa
Crispin’s book Dead Ladies Project for our On Our
Nightstand section.
Sigmund Freud was an Austrian
neurologist who is now considered
to be the father of psychoanalysis.
His theories, including the Oedipus
Complex and dream interpretation,
have helped shape modern psychology,
and have been both criticized and
utilized as psychology has evolved.
An excerpt from his essay “The Uncanny” appears in
this issue.
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Matt Gallagher is an American
author, former U.S. Army
captain, and a veteran of the
Iraq War. In this issue, Mira
Jacob recommends his novel
Youngblood for our On Our
Nighstand section.
Petina Gappah is a Zimbabwean
writer and legal counsel. Her
first book, An Elegy for Easterly, a
collection of short stories, won
the Guardian First Book Award
in 2009. Her latest (and first)
novel, The Book of Memory, was
released earlier this year. Conor
Higgins interviewed her for
this issue. She also recommends Yvonna Vera’s book
Butterfly Burning for our Marecheraesque section.
Additionally, Amy Bauer recommends her book An
Elegy for Easterly for our Marecheraesque section.
Jane Gardam is an English writer
of children’s and adult fiction.
She has won numerous literary
awards, including the Whitbread
Award twice. In this issue,
Elliott Holt recommends her
novel Old Filth for our On Our
Nightstand section.
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Brian Evenson, also known as B.
K. Evenson, is an American writer,
professor, and translator. Most
recently, Evenson accepted a position
at CalArts, after a twelve-year tenure
at Brown University. This issue
features his short story “Seaside
Town.”
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Waguih Ghali was an Egyptian
writer, best known for his novel
Beer in the Snooker Club. In this
issue, Phil Klay recommends
his novel Beer in the Snooker
Club for our On Our
Nightstand section.

Françoise Gilot is a French
painter and bestselling author.
She is also known as the lover
and muse of Pablo Picasso from
1944 to 1953, and the mother
of his children, Claude and
Paloma. In this issue, Lauren
Cerand recommends her book
About Women: Conversations
Between a Writer and a Painter, co-written by Lisa
Alther, for our On Our Nighstand section.
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Kaitlyn Greenidge lives in
Brooklyn. Her first novel We Love
You, Charlie Freeman is out now
from Algonquin. She interviewed
Flora Veit-Wild for this issue.

Helon Habila is a Nigerian
novelist and poet. His work
includes the award-winning novel,
Waiting for an Angel, Measuring
Time, and Oil on Water. He is
a founding member of African
Writers Trust, a non-profit
organization that unites African
writers on the continent and in
the Diaspora to create a community between the two
groups. Mary Duffy interviewed him for this issue.
Jack Hanson is contributing
editor to Partisan and a graduate
student at the University of
Chicago. His work has appeared
in Bookslut, Full Stop, Open
Letters Monthly, The Quarterly
Conversation, and elsewhere. He
lives in Chicago. This issue
features his essay “Doubling
Over and Again: A Brief Literary History of the
Doppelgänger.”
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Gerald Gaylard is a Professor in
the English Department at the
University of the Witwatersrand.
Author of After Colonialism:
African Postmodernism and
Magical Realism (2006) and
editor of Marginal Spaces: Reading
Ivan Vladislavić (2011), he has
published primarily in the area
of postcolonial aesthetics. In this issue, he recommends
Dambuzdo Marechera’s book Cemetery of Mind for
our Ports of Entry section.
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Conor Higgins is a writer and
professor. He is also an editor
at The Scofield. He interviewed
Petina Gappah for this issue.
He also created a dialogue
concerning Alfred Hitchcock’s
Strangers on a Train and
Vertigo for this issue, co-written
by Tyler Malone.
Alfred Hitchcock was an English
film director and producer, often
referred to as “The Master of
Suspense.” His career in thrilling
television and film spanned over
half a century, with programs
that transcended cultural and
geographical boundaries. He is
considered by some to be the most
influential filmmaker of our time. In this issue, he is the
subject of a dialogue created by Tyler Malone & Conor
Higgins.
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Elliott Holt was born and raised
in Washington, D.C. Her writing
has been published in the New
York Times, Slate, Time, Virginia
Quarterly Review, Guernica,
Kenyon Review online, The Millions,
The Pushcart Prize XXXV (2011
anthology) and elsewhere. She was
the runner-up of the 2011 PEN
Emerging Writers Award. Her first novel You Are One of
Them was a New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice,
longlisted for the Flaherty-Dunnan first novel prize from
the Center for Fiction, and a finalist for the National Book
Critics Circle’s inaugural John Leonard Award for a first
book. In this issue, she recommends Jane Gardam’s
novel Old Filth for our On Our Nightstand issue.
Tendai Huchu is the author
of the books The Hairdresser
of Harare and The Maestro, the
Magistrate and the Mathematician.
In this issue, he recommends
Dambudzo Marechera’s book
The House of Hunger for our
Marecheraesque section.
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Heinrich Heine was a
nineteenth century German
poet, journalist, essayist, and
literary critic. He is best
known for his lyrical poetry,
and for his later work, which
was known for its satirical wit
and implementation of irony.
This issue features his poem
“Untitled (The Doppelgänger).”

MASTHEAD & DRAMATIS PERSONAE

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

MASTHEAD & DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE SCOFIELD

Mira Jacob is the author of the
critically acclaimed novel, The
Sleepwalker’s Guide to Dancing.
She is currently working on a
graphic memoir called Good Talk:
Conversations I’m Still Confused
About. She is also an Editor-at-Large
for The Scofield. In this issue, she
recommends Matt Gallagher’s novel Youngblood for
our On Our Nightstand section.
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Henry James was an American
author, considered to be one of
the key figures in nineteenthcentury literary realism. His work
reflected his own experiences as
an American living in Europe
(James lived primarily in Britain
over the course of his life), with a
concurrent theme of Americans
and Europeans encountering one another for the first time.
His usage of point of view, unreliable narrators, and inner
monologues brought forth a new style of narrative fiction.
James’ most notable works include The Turn of the Screw,
The American, and The Portrait of a Lady. An excerpt from
his short story “The Jolly Corner” appears in this issue.
Phil Klay is a graduate of
Dartmouth College and a veteran
of the U.S. Marine Corps. He
served in Iraq’s Anbar Province
from January 2007 to February
2008 as a Public Affairs Officer.
In 2014 Klay’s short story
collection Redeployment won the
National Book Award for Fiction.
He was also shortlisted for the Frank O’Connor Prize
and named a National Book Foundation “5 Under 35”
honoree. His writing has appeared in The New York Times,
Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Newsweek, Granta,
Tin House, and elsewhere. In this issue, he recommends
Waguih Ghali’s novel Beer in the Snooker Club for our
On Our Nightstand section.
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Dustin Illingworth is a
managing editor at The Scofield.
His work has appeared or is
forthcoming in the Times Literary
Supplement, LA Review of Books,
The Millions, Electric Literature,
and Georgia Review. He is a staff
writer for Literary Hub, and a
contributing editor at 3:AM
Magazine. This issue features his essay SuccubusSelves:: On the Doppelgängers of Social Media.” In
addition, his comic strip “Yellowed Archives” appears
in each issue of The Scofield.
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Carlos Labbé is a Chilean author,
screenwriter, and musician, born
in Santiago, Chile. An excerpt
from his novel Loquella appears
in this issue.

Gaston Lachaise was an
American sculptor of French
birth whose female nudes helped
to redefine the form. His bust of
Scofield Thayer appears on the
title page of this issue.
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Camara Laye was an African
writer from Guinea. In this issue,
Stephen Sparks recommends
his novel The Radiance of the
King for our Marecheraesque
section.

Ada Limón is an American
poet. In this issue, Greg Pardlo
recommends her book Bright
Dead Things for our On Our
Nighstand section.

Richard Littler is a writer and
graphic artist who was born in
Manchester, England. He is also
the “Mayor” of Scarfolk town,
the council of which releases
documents from its archive via the
popular blog, Scarfolk Council
(www.scarfolk.blogspot.com).
Scarfolk has been featured in The Independent, Creative
Review, The Telegraph, as well as many online sites, and
was described by GQ as one of “The 100 funniest things
in the history of the internet.” It has since been adapted
into a book called Discovering Scarfolk, published by Ebury
Press. His artwork is featured throughout this issue.
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appears in this issue.

László Krasznahorkai is a
Hungarian postmodernist novelist
and screenwriter. His most notable
works include Satantango and The
Melancholy of Resistance, which
have both been adapted into films
by Hungarian director, Béla Tarr.
A review of his Destruction and
Sorrow Beneath the Heavens
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Taylor Malone is the doppelgänger
of Tyler Malone. He wrote the
Letter from the Editor for this
issue, co-written with Tyler
Malone.

Tyler Malone is a writer and
professor of English. He is
the Founder and Editor-inChief of The Scofield. He is a
Contributing Editor to Literary
Hub. His writing has appeared
in The Huffington Post, The
Millions, Full Stop, The Offing, and
elsewhere. He wrote the Letter
from the Editor for this issue, co-written with Taylor
Malone. He also created a dialogue concerning Alfred
Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train and Vertigo for this
issue, co-written by Conor Higgins.
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Dambudzo Marechera was a
Zimbabwean novelist and poet.
His career, while short-lived,
produced two novels, a book of
stories, a posthumously published
collection of poetry, and a book
of plays. He famously claimed,
“I think I am the doppelgänger
whom, until I appeared, African
literature had not yet met.” This issue is based around
his work.
Andrew Mason is a Brooklynbased reader and writer. In this
issue, he recommends Ayi Kwei
Armah’s novel The Beautyful
Ones Are Not Yet Born for our
Marecheraesque section.

Charlie Meyard is a guy who
likes to draw the funnies. His
comic strip “The Panel of Dead
Authors” appears in each issue
of The Scofield.
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David Lynch is an American
director, writer, musician, and
actor. He is perhaps best known
for his surrealist films, which
showcase his unique and
oftentimes disturbing cinematic
style. His most prominent work
to date is the television series,
Twin Peaks. In this issue, he is
the subject of a dialogue created by Randall Winston
and Alex Bacha.

MASTHEAD & DRAMATIS PERSONAE

ISSUE 1.3
WINTER 2016

MASTHEAD & DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE SCOFIELD

China Miéville is an English
fantasy fiction writer, comic
book writer, and academic. He
belongs to a group of writers
known as the “New Weird.” His
works include the Bas-Lag series,
Embassytown, and Kraken. In this
issue, he recommends Dambudzo
Marechera’s book Mindblast for
our Ports of Entry Section. In this issue, he recommends
Dambudzo Marechera’s book Mindblast for our Ports
of Entry section.
Yukio Mishima was a Japanese
author, poet, playwright, actor,
and film director. He was
nominated three times for the
Nobel Prize in Literature. In
this issue, Scott Beauchamp
recommends his novel The
Sailor Who Fell from Grace for
our On Our Nighstand section.
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Fiston Mwanza Mujila is a
Congolese writer. His most
notable works include The Night
and the bestselling novel, Tram 83.
A review of his novel Tram 83
appears in this issue.

Tinashe Mushakavanhu
is a writer and researcher of
Zimbabwean literature and
anarchism. He has written
extensively on Dambudzo
Marechera, and his essays, short
fiction, and poetry have been
published in numerous journals.
In this issue, he recommends
Dambudzo Marechera’s book Black Sunlight for our
Ports of Entry section. He also interviewed Max Wild
for this issue.
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Nhamo Mhiripiri, a
Zimbabwean author and
journalist, is a Senior Lecturer in
the Media and Society Studies
department at the Midlands
State University in Zimbabwe.
This issue features his poem
“Dambuzdo.”
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Ery Nzaramba is a Rwandan actor
living and working in the UK. This
issue features his essay “Why I
Want to Tell Dambudzo’s Story.”

Oluseye is a Toronto-based visual
artist from Lagos, Nigeria. His
practice is informed by popular
culture narratives, complicated
by ideas of outsider cultures, and
executed with an awareness of
human- digitized tension, scarcity,
and desirability. He has exhibited
at Gallery 151 in New York and in Toronto, at the Art
Gallery of Ontario. His artwork is featured throughout
this issue.
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Gregory Pardlo is a poet. His
collection Digest won the 2015
Pulitzer Prize in Poetry. His other
honors include fellowships from the
National Endowment for the Arts
and the New York Foundation for
the Arts. His poems appear in The
Nation, Ploughshares, Tin House,
The Norton Anthology of Contemporary African American
Poetry, Best American Poetry, and elsewhere. He lives in
Brooklyn with his family. In this issue, he recommends
Ada Limón’s book Bright Dead Things for our On Our
Nighstand section.
Helen Phillips is the author of
the novel The Beautiful Bureaucrat
and the collection And Yet They
Were Happy. She is the recipient of
a Rona Jaffe Foundation Writer’s
Award and the Italo Calvino Prize
in Fabulist Fiction, and her work
has been featured on Selected
Shorts and in Tin House. An excerpt from her novel The
Beautiful Bureaucrat appears in this issue.
Ricardo Piglia is one of the
foremost contemporary Argentine
writers. He teaches Latin American
literature at Princeton University. In
this issue, Chad Post recommends
his novel Target in the Night for
our On Our Nightstand section.
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Eileen Myles is the author of nineteen
books including I Must Be Living
Twice: New & Selected Poems, and a
reissue of Chelsea Girls, both out in
fall 2015, from Ecco/Harper Collins.
She is the recipient of a Guggenheim
Fellowship in non-fiction, an Andy
Warhol/Creative Capital art writers’
grant, a Lambda Book Award, the Shelley Prize from The
Poetry Society of America, as well as being named to the
Slate/Whiting Second Novel List. Currently she teaches
at NYU and Naropa University and lives in Marfa TX
and New York. In this issue, she recommends Francis
Ponge’s book Soap for our On Our Nightstand section.
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Francis Ponge was a French essayist
and poet. Influenced by Surrealism,
he developed a form of prose poem
that minutely examined everyday
objects. In this issue, Eileen Myles
recommends his collection Soap
for our On Our Nightstand section.
Chad Post is the publisher
of Open Letter Books at the
University of Rochester, a press
dedicated to publishing literature
in translation, which he founded
in 2007. In addition, he runs
the Three Percent website,
which receives more than threequarters of a million visits per year and is home to the
Translation Database, the Three Percent Podcast, and the
Best Translated Book Awards (BTBAs). In this issue, he
recommends Ricardo Piglia’s book Target in the Night
for our On our Nightstand section.
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Chris Power’s “Brief Survey of
the Short Story” has appeared
in The Guardian since 2007.
His fiction has appeared in The
White Review and Stinging Fly.
In this issue, he recommends
Ryūnosuke Akutagawa’s short
story “Spinning Gears” for our
Marecheraesque section.
J. T. Price has lived in Brooklyn
since 2001. Excerpts from his first
novel, The Unfamous, have appeared
in The New England Review and The
Brooklyn Rail. More here: www.jtprice.com. This issue features his
essay “I’m Not That Character in
the Movie: Doppelgängers and
Fame, an Exploration.”
Lesego Rampolokeng is a South
African writer, playwright, and
performance poet. In this issue,
David Buuck recommends his
book Heads on Fire: Rants/
Notes/Poems 2001–2011 for our
Marecheraesque section.
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Edgar Allan Poe was an American
writer, editor, and literary critic.
He is best known for his poetry
and short stories, particularly those
with a focus on the macabre and
mysterious. He is credited as being
the inventor of the detective novel,
while also having an enormous
influence on the ever-growing
science fiction genre of the nineteenth century. This issue
features his short story “William Wilson.”
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Robert Russell is an artist living
and working in Los Angeles. He
earned a BFA from Rhode Island
School of Design followed by an
MFA from CalArts in 2006. His
series of paintings titled Men Who
Are Named Robert Russell consists
of portraits of various other
Robert Russells found online. A
photograph of his series of paintings appears in this
issue.
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Daniel Sada was a Mexican poet,
journalist, and writer. A review of
his novel One Out of Two appears
in this issue.

Adolf Schrödter was a German
painter and illustrator. His etching
Peter Schlemihl Chasing His
Shadow appears in this issue.

Mary Shelley was an English
novelist, short story writer, essayist,
and dramatist, best known for her
novel Frankenstein: or, The Modern
Prometheus, published in 1918. In
this issue, an excerpt from one of
her letters appears.
Percy Shelley was one of the major
English Romantic poets, and is
regarded by some as among the
finest lyric, as well as epic, poets in
the English language. This issue
features his poem “Ozymandias.”
Additionally, he is the subject of
a letter written by Mary Shelley
which is excerpted in this issue.
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Duncan Regehr is a Royal
Canadian Artist and holds a
Doctorate of Fine Arts from
University of Victoria. His
paintings are found in collections
and galleries worldwide. Also
a classically trained actor, he
performs and directs for stage
and film. Among his published
works, The Dragon’s Eye, Corvus Rex, Chrysalid, and
Scarecrow combine prose, poetry, and visual imagery.
He lives and works from studios in Victoria, Canada,
and London, England. His paintings are featured
throughout this issue.
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Stephen Sparks is a writer and
bookseller in San Francisco. In
this issue, he recommends
Camara Laye’s novel
Radiance of the King for our
Marecheraesque section.

Robert Louis Stevenson was
a Scottish novelist, poet, and
essayist. He is ranked as the 26th
most translated author in the
world. His most notable works
include Treasure Island, Kidnapped,
and Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and
Mr. Hyde. An excerpt from Dr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde appears in this issue.
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Ashley Strosnider is a writer
and editor living in Nebraska,
where she is the Managing
Editor at Prairie Schooner. In
this issue, she reviewed László
Krasznahorkai’s Destruction
and Sorrow Beneath the
Heavens.
Scofield Thayer was the publisher
and editor of The Dial from 1920
to 1926. He is the namesake of
The Scofield.

Creon Upton, before training
as a lawyer, once wrote an MA
thesis on the works of Dambudzo
Marechera, and later a Ph.D
on Thomas Pynchon’s Mason &
Dixon. He now practices primarily
in the Waitangi Tribunal, a
specialist New Zealand
jurisdiction where the indigenous
Maori population pursues claims against the Crown. He
continues to write on art and literature when he finds the
time. This issue features his essay “Beyond ‘Beyond
Knowledge’: Fragments from a Thesis” co-written by
Geoff Downton.
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Sho Spaeth lives in New York.
This issue features his essay “The
Thing Inside the Thing: The
House of Hunger.” In this issue,
he also recommends Felipe
Alfau’s novel Locos: A Comedy of
Gestures for our Marecheraesque
section.
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Yvonna Vera was an awardwinning Zimbabwean author
whose novels are known for their
poetic prose and strong female
characters. In this issue, Petina
Gappah recommends her book
Butterfly Burning for our
Marecheraesque section.
Max Wild is a Zimbabwean
musician. Tinashe
Mushakavanhu interviewed
him for this issue.
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Randall Winston is a filmmaker,
photographer, and doctoral
researcher based in Brooklyn. He
enjoys ginger beer and gingerly
approaching strange people/
animals. He created a dialogue
concerning David Lynch’s
Mulholland Drive for this issue,
co-written by Alex Bacha.
Majla Zeneli is an artist and
curator. Her artwork is featured
throughout this issue. She
also created all the Dramatis
Personae portraits for this issue.
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Flora Veit-Wild is the premier
Dambudzo Marechera scholar. She
co-edited Emerging Perspectives on
Dambudzo Marechera. She was a
professor of African literature at
Humboldt University in Berlin. This
issue features her essay, “Me and
Dambuzdo.” In addition, Kaitlyn
Greenidge interviewed her for this issue.
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