MA Thesis by Kevin McMorrow

When David Foster Wallace publishidinite Jestin 1996, critics began uttering his
name in the same breath as Thomas Pynchon andWWiiaddis. The novel catapulted
Wallace to near-legendary status, and reviewershraongh adjectives until no more
could be heaped upon the book. The “grandly amistid'sprawling piece of intellectual
wizardry” is a “work of genius”that left the literary world puzzling over the b
classification, given its intriguing blend of van® literary aesthetics and aims. While the
novel deserves every bit of praise that’s plastewrdss its cover and opening pages, it is
at heart an attempt to emphasize the importaneenotion in contemporary literature.

At just over 1,000 pages—100 of which feature 38@®tes—the most difficult
thing about the novel seems to be its size. Oregers crack the spine, however, more
difficulties arise: Wallace’s sentences often rondeveral pages, he liberally employs
arcane words, and radical jumps between time aadhcter take place from section to
section. And for 200+ pages loffinite Jestreaders simply don’t knowhencertain
events actually take place. The novel spans maefifty years, but most of the action is
set during Subsidized Time, a nine-year periodhictv corporations bid on the rights to
endorse a given year. And don’t forget about trevsinotes. It's all emblematic of
Wallace’s belief that serious art should “force yowork hard to access its pleasures,
the same way that in real life true pleasure isrothe by-product of hard work and
discomfort.” Still, events begin to géleforeSubsidized Time is laid out. Striking
connections between character and time—reminisdfdynchon and Gaddis—begin to
cohere in the reader’s mind fairly early in the @lpowhich is surprising givemmfinite
Jest’'simmensity.

The novel features three main storylines, onelatwvrevolves around the
Incandenza family. Hal Incandenza is a tennis amgistic prodigy who attends the
Enfield Tennis Academy. Dr. James Incandenza, Hallser, started the academy but
retired after running it after a few years in orttefocus on filmmaking. Hal's father

committed suicide after making a film entitledinite Jest Hal’'s mother Avril runs the
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academy with her half-brother during the novel'sac Hal’s brother Orin attended
E.T.A., but his horribly crippled brother Mario dorot, even though he lives on-campus.

The second storyline revolves around Don Gatetyeaty-nine-year-old ex-con,
recovering from drug addiction down the hill fromTEA. at the Ennet House Drug and
Alcohol Recovery House (sic).

The third storyline follows the quest for the filnfinite Jest which is so
addictive it’s actually lethal—anyone who seesftime wants nothing more than to
watch it over and over, uninterrupted, forever.idas Canadian terrorist cells hunt for
the film throughout the novel in order to unleasbn an unsuspecting American
populace. The quest is sparked after Gately actatlgmurders an important Canadian
official during a bungled burglary attempt. In aduh, several complex connections
between the three main narrative strands surfaceighout the novel.

Wallace’s intentions infinite Jestare best understood in conjunction with two
of his previous pieces: the novella “Westward tloaiGe of Empire Takes Its Way,” and
the essay “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.Stiéfc’ In the novella, Wallace
critiques the kind of metafiction popularized bywddarth, demonstrating the form’s
inherent solipsism. Barth’s work had a big impatigallace, so understanding
“Westward” and its influence dmfinite Jestrequires at least a basic understanding of
Barth. An essay entitled “The Literature of Exha&ust forms the core of Barth’s
argument against realist and modernist techniquiee his short story “Lost in the
Funhouse” is emblematic of his attempt to subvett titerary traditions. Wallace
continued his critique of postmodernism in “E Ursldieluram,” an essay declaring that
television has exploited postmodern literary tegbhes and, artistically speaking,
rendered them useless. The essay incorporatesasp&tiallace’s novella and reads like
his own “Literature of Exhaustion.” Thus, in a bdozontext,Infinite Jestcan be seen as
an attempt to depict and respond to pop culturéevavioiding the essential emptiness, or
exhaustion, of postmodernism.

“E Unibus Pluram” and “Westward” are cornerstont$vallace’s theories and
diaries about his goals as a writer. Measuhnimite Jestagainst them provides ample
evidence as to whether or not the novel succeefisl®in its attempt to rescue emotion

from the jaws of a detrimental brand of postmodeony.



John Barth Builds a Funhouse

It Tolls For Thee

In 1967 John Barth published an essay entitled ‘Oitexature of Exhaustion,” which
many students and scholars received as a eulodlyganodernist novel. But | agree with
Barth when he succinctly replied, “It isni.It did however raise some curious questions
about the direction in which literature was headpogistions that would eventually be
considered by David Foster Wallace.

“The literature of exhaustion” is a phrase Bartlesiin order to emphasize “the
used-upness of certain forms or the felt exhaustfarertain possibilities”in the
modernist novel. This basic thesis seems to bedbece of the many misunderstandings
and misreadings that have plagued Barth’s emires#yesince its publication. Careful
reading reveals that Barth’s essay is not death koediagnosis, said diagnosis being
that modernist fiction has thoroughly exhaustedvis methods and modes of inquiry
and can no longer stand in meaningful oppositionineteenth century realism. Barth’s
essay portrays modernism as a kind of backlasmsigagalism, so a brief survey of
realist techniques is necessary.

Pam Morris, in her booRealism reminds us that realism is connected with the
ideas formed during the Enlightenment; hence thkste’ emphasis on “using language
predominantly as a means of communication,” antetofg rational, secular
explanations for all the happenings of the worldeqwresented> These emphases appear
in realist novels as stylistic shticks like lingdot development and characterization
through objective detail: plots develop along arpeital cause-and-effect arc, while
characters are formed by class status and physsaliption. Morris also points out that

realism rose to popularity “alongside the othercily popularized representational
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practice of photography’’and indeed, many realist novels see their auttting like
literary cameramen. They seem to capture a sirgleesof reality on film by faithfully
recording physical detail. That faithful record waso intended to render every aspect of
the human condition—from gutter to mansion, wotikeowner, peasant to bourgeoisie—
allowing some realists to attack authority and wecaorruption.

Realism’sraison d'étre—to accurately portray people in every sphere of
society—was criticized by the early modernistsistitally speaking, the modernists
condemned the idea that pedantic physical desmniind cause-and-effect plot lines
were equivalent to reality, insisting instead tiety simply ignored the subjective and

failed to capture the way people actually expereife.

Is it not possible that the accent falls a littiéfedently, that the moment of

importance came before or after, that, if one viexe and could set down what
one chose, there would be no plot, little probahiland a vague general
confusion in which the clear-cut features of ttagic, the comic, the passionate,
and the lyrical were dissolved beyond the pos$biif separate recognition?
The mind, exposed to the ordinary course of lisgeives upon its surface a
myriad impressions—trivial fantastic, evanescent, engraved with the

sharpness of steél.

The above passage is from “Modern Novels,” the veofudly eloquent essay by Virginia
Woolf. In it are the seeds of several modernigtnepues—anti-linear narration, plot
disruption, subjective characterization—that wél lssed to produce fiction that
challenges realism’s staples and creates a neagti@labout literature’s ability to

imitate life.
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Misreading Mr. Barth

In 1979 John Barth published another essay, tiis &éntitled “The Literature of
Replenishment,” in which he explains “The Literatof Exhaustion” was really about
“the effective ‘exhaustion’ not of language or ibétature, but of the aesthetic of high
modernism.? Modernism, in other words, is ndéad it's simply no longer a viable
means for making literature more realistic. Thetagtic and stylistic methods employed
by the modernists were undoubtedly groundbreakiogthey've become as stale as
realism.Exhausted

But fear not, for Barth has an antidote.

Considering Barth’s essays as companion pieceslethat his targets are both
modernismandrealism, meaning higostmodern ideas actually form a broadly
envisioned solution to the representational problémat have faced literature since its
emergence as a popular artistic medium. If thestsalelied on linearity and cause-and-
effect plotlines, and the modernists on anti-liftgaand plot disruption, then according to
Barth, perhaps “a worthy program for postmodertidit... is the synthesis or
transcension of these antithes@A&nd how does one synthesize such elements? By
writing a linear narrative that self-consciouslyrmaents on its own process as it
progresses towards its end. Barth does exactlyriitas seminal short story “Lost in the
Funhouse,” in which the main character, Ambroseh@es the author himself), literally

gets lost in a funhouse at the Ocean City amusepakt Here’s a passage:

He has come to the seashore with his family forhbkday, the occasion of
their visit is Independence Day, the most importaetular holiday of the
United States of Americd single straight underline is the manuscript miark

italic type,which in turnis the printed equivalent to oral emphasis of wadd

8 John Barth, “The Literature of Replenishmefttie Friday Book: Essays and Other
Nonfiction Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984206.
® Ibid., p. 203.



phrases as well as the customary type for titlescahplete work, not to

mention®

It's calledmetafiction and though it has existed in some form or ancthrere the days

of Don Quixote Barth'’s plan is to use it on a massive scale a&erfiction conscious of
itself as fiction Metafiction seeks to reveal exactly what givdgetand sustains it by
acknowledging its own status as an imitation ofitygavhich means “not just thierm of
the story but théact of the story is symbolic; the medium is (part® message'® If
realist fiction objectively tried to reflect realitike a mirror, and modernist fiction to
examine subjectively everything that mirror coutit properly reflect, then Barth’s intent
is to replenish both exhausted forms by inquirmig the nature of the mirr@ven as he
uses it.By doing so Barth discovers the mirror is an infpermedium for accurate
duplication, and as John O. Stark points out, les asirrors symbolically in “Lost in the

Funhouse” to mock “realism’s claim that it can mirreality.”™?

In the funhouse mirror-room you can’t see yourgglfon forever, because no
matter how you stand, your head gets in the wayenE¥ you had a glass
periscope, the image of your eye would cover upthiieg you really wanted to

see®®

Barth believes that realist writing cannot functlde@ a mirror because any realist author
who attempts to accurately describe the refledti®sees must perforce be part of that
reflection.

Hence the transition to modernism, in which sufpjecexperience takes primacy
over objective hypotyposis, or the pedantic listrfigletail. Once again, Virginia Woolf

on the modernist method:

19 John Barth, “Lost in the Funhousé@st in the Funhouse: Fiction for Print, Tape, Live
Voice New York: Anchor Books, 1988, p. 72.

1 John Barth, “The Literature of Exhaustion,” p. 71.

12 John O. StarkThe Literature of Exhaustion: Borges, Nabokov, Badh,
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13 John Barth, “Lost in the Funhouse,” p. 85.
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From all sides they come, an incessant shower olnerable atoms,
composing in their sum what we might venture td lfa; ... Let us record the
atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order incWwhhey fall, let us trace the
pattern, however disconnected and incoherent peaance, which each sight

or incident scores upon the consciousréss.

To trace disconnected and incoherent patterns, mstie often wrote stream-of-
conscious narratives that took place entirely withie minds of their characters. Telling
storiesthroughcharacters—naboutthem—made it possible for authors like Virginia
Woolf, William Faulkner and James Joyce to imitiéie fragmentary and protean nature
of experience. In fact, every modernist technigas wtended to trace the way conscious
minds perceive reality’

But despite the necessity and importance of theemsts’ innovations, by the
1960s Barth believed they were nothing more theallaction of literary conventions,
“neither more nor less ‘accurate’ than bourgeagdisen and only slightly more

current.”®

To subvert modernism’s focus on the subjectivitgansciousness, Barth uses
metafiction to turn that subjectivity against tierrative consciousness, which allows

him to explore the complications of literary regmestion even as he constructs stories
right before the reader’s eyes. Here’s anothergagsgom “Lost in the Funhouse,” in

which the narrative consciousness interrupts tbe pl

Description of physical appearance and mannerisnmé of several standard
methods of characterization used by writers ofiditt It is also important to
‘keep the senses operating’; when a detail from oh¢he five senses, say
visual, is ‘crossed’ with a detail from anothery sauditory, the reader’'s

imagination is oriented to the scene, perhaps wswonsly:’

4 Virginia Woolf, “Modern Novels,” p. 33.

15 Marshall BoswellUnderstanding David Foster Wallac8outh Caorlina: University of
South Carolina Press, 2003, p. 10.

% Ibid., p. 12.

7 John Barth, “Lost in the Funhouse,” pp. 73-74.
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These interruptions occur several times per padeamge from brainstorming on the
story’s action to lectures on literary theory. Thest radical advance made by this kind
of metafiction is the sense okharedreality between author and reader. The reader is
includedin the story’s construction, experiencing the ‘egtogression like the author.
Gone is the realist tendency toward objective dupgrand inane detail; gone is
modernist access to the thought processes of \&actvaracters; in their place Barth puts
the narrative consciousness center-stage andrpitgopsly exhausted conventions
against themselves by openly acknowledging thatusas conventions. The above
passage is a perfect example of something Barth hoeughout “Lost in the Funhouse,”
but he goes a step further by italicizing all thesndard methods of characterization,
e.g., “he moved and spoke witlkliberate calm*® and “The boy’s mother pushed his
shoulderin mock annoyance™ Certainly stock phrases in the world of literaturet by
drawing the reader’s attention to them throughdsadnd narrative interruptions, Barth
makes their use reflexive—a way to tap the readehe shoulder and say, “Join me and
we’ll create the illusion of reality.”

18 |bid., p. 72.
9 Ibid., p. 79.
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Toward the Infinite

What's More Fun Than a Funhouse?

It is strange—metafiction seems like it's goinged you exactly how the magician pulls
a rabbit out of his hat. Seems likely to bleedditare of all its magic. But it doesn't,
because the reader is never actually in on thie. tde’s more like a member of the
audience that has been called up on stage to #ssistagician—a part of the trickbut
still not quite sure how it is done. That is thalmmagic of metafiction.

Of course, no magician can make a living peddlirsg one illusion. Barth
shattered the old mirrors used only to reflect aratted a funhouse atop their scattered
shards. It became his metaphor for metafictiorind &f literature the reader experienced
from theinside helping to create the reality it produced. Radicaay have been, but, as
Barth says, “the forms and modes of art live in harhistory and are therefore subject to
used-upness, at least in the minds of significamivers of artists in particular times and
places.?® In 1989 David Foster Wallace published a novaiittled “Westward the
Course of Empire Takes Its Way,” which, he claimas intended “to get the
Armageddon-explosion, the goal metafiction’s alwhgen about ... over with, and then
out of the rubble reaffirm the idea of art beiniving transaction between humarfs.”
“Westward” is not about that transaction—it’s abexposing metafiction’s flaws.
Wallace targets Barth as the patriarch for hisigde and openly declares the story is
“written in the margins® of “Lost in the Funhouse.”

Briefly, “Westward” is about four twenty-somethegn their way to the filming
of a McDonald’s commercial in Collision, lllinoiwo of them, Drew-Lynn Eberhardt
and Mark Nechtr, are students in a collegiate mgitourse taught by one Professor
Ambrose, author of the famous piece of metaficéatitled “Lost in the Funhouse.”

29 John Barth, “The Literature of Replenishment,2f5.

2L Larry McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster &llace,” p. 142.

22 publishing information cited in front matter of D& Foster WallaceGirl With
Curious Hair, New York: Norton, 1989.
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J.D. Steelritter, head of J.D. Steelritter Adventis is handling the MacDonald’s
commercial and opening a national chain of funhsimsesed on Prof. Ambrose’s short
story. Marshall Boswell notes the funhouse chaWalace’s first and most critical
reference to Barthian metafiction—it has becomeveational through over-use and co-
opted by popular culturé.But that's description, not examination. Throughihe
novella narrative interruptions condemn metafictidrile making the novella

metafictional:

Again, the preceding generation of cripplingly sadhscious writers, obsessed
with their own interpretation, would mention atghgoint, just as we’re possibly
getting somewhere, that the story isn’t gettingvamgre, isn’t progressing in the
seamless Freitagian upsweep we should have scgldush mss. p. 35, time.
They'd trust, though, a la their hierophant C—Ambrose, that this explicit
internal acknowledgmenof their failure to start the show would releakent
somehow from the obligation to start the show (269)

It has been said often enough in this essay thdhBanically used metafiction to
expose outdated literary conventions, but in “Westi Wallace uses metafiction to call
attentionto metafiction(l won’t even call it meta-metafiction), ironicglexposingts
recursive and self-conscious nature. His argumerd is that if metafiction isn’t in
service to anything but itself then it “worshipg tharrative consciousness, makedbe
subject of the text®* Theoretically Barthian metaficticshoulddraw the reader inside
the text and establish an unprecedented intimatwyeam reader and author. Instead, as
Wallace claims, the reader is left outside the b®dause that relationship becomes one-
sided, focused only on a narrative consciousnessssied with its own interpretation.
The symbolic representation Wallace chooses ®liithrature he wants to write
is something entirely new: the archer’s arrow. Midchtr, protagonist of “Westward”

and Wallace surrogate, dreams of writing sometlomgeday “that stabs you in the

23 Marshall BoswellUnderstanding David Foster Wallacg. 108.
24 Larry McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster &llace,” p. 144.
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heart” (332). (Not surprisingly, Mark also carriggh him throughout the story a Dexter
Aluminum target arrow.) Wallace’s literature/archanalogy begins like this:

the point of your arrow, at full draw, is somewhdretween three and nine
centimeters to the left of the true straight linghe bull's-eye, even though the
arrow’s nock, fucked by the string, as that line. The bow gets in the way, see.
So logically it seems like if your sight and aine d@ruly true, the arrow should
always land just to the left of target-center ...320.

However, the physics acting upon an arrow in midxahich Wallace explains) cause it
to “stab the center, right in the heart, every tif@94). The conclusion Wallace draws
from this analogy is that what matters most isthetperson who shoots the arrow, or
even the target the arrow stabs, but what happethetarrow tvhile it's travelingto the
waiting target” (294)Thatis the experience the reader and the author knalfes
Extending the analogy makes self-obsessed metafituinction like an archer who has
aimed his arrow at the waiting target, but instegfiring he spends his time thinking
about the nature of the bow and theorizing abcaiatiow’s path through the air. The
arrow never gets a chance to travel, and certaeiyot stab the reader in the heart.
Again, “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Wayot about creating a
living transaction between reader and author. fibisabout creating a shared reality. It is
not about the traveling arrow. Its purpose is @natize the one-sidedness and closed-
circuit quality of Barthian metafiction in order togger that Armageddon-explosion

Wallace was after. And out of the rubble, he crekltinite Jest

More Metafiction

Wallace does not simply dismiss the value of metiafn as a literary aesthetic, though,

and insists in an interview that it “helped writbreak free of some long-standing flat-
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earth-type taboos?® and more importantly, “helps reveal fiction as ediated
experience®® The emphasis here is arediated suggesting fiction’s function as a
transaction between reader and author—number oiéatiace’s list of priorities.

In order to avoid the solipsism of Barthian metidic, Wallace mostly limits his
use of metafiction to the endnotedmfinite Jest... all 388 of them. The endnotes range
from one word to one paragraph, one page to sewraérve as references to other

endnotes:

Those younger staffers who double as academicthietia instructors are, by
convention at North American tennis academies, knasv‘prorectors’ (983n4).

They provide definitions for off-the-wall wordsatrslations of foreign phrases, or the

chemical breakdowns of various pharmaceuticals:

Low Bavarian for something like ‘wandering alone liasted disorienting

territory beyond all charted limits and orientinguiers,’ supposedly (994n36).

The information they provide is sometimes vital aothetimes extraneous, and by turns

entertaining and grueling:

Freer's ‘'The Viking’ moniker is his own inventiomnd nobody else uses it,
instead referring to him as just ‘Freer,” and relyay it as a classic pathetic
Freer-type move that he goes around trying to geple to refer to him as ‘The
Viking’ (998n68).

But they always, as Boswell notes, disrupt theatae®’ and remind the reader that

Infinite Jestis a mediated construtt.

25 Larry McCaffrey, “An Interview with David Foster &llace,” p. 134.
2% |bid., p. 142.

27 Like so.

28 Marshall BoswellUnderstanding David Foster Wallacg. 120.

16



Despite commenting on the main textwfinite Jest the endnotes rarely address
the narrative consciousness. In fact, there sed tily two verifiable instances in
which they do—endnotes 117 and 119—although balvary brief: “over shot the
place to mention ...” and “also overshot the spahttude ...” (1022). These moments
almost seem like mistakes, but their inclusiorhia text does not detract from
downplaying metafiction. Wallace endeavors to renldemin serviceto the main
narrative since what happedhsring the novel (while the arrow is traveling to itsget)
is intended to take precedence over the nopetsess Oddly enough, the endnotes
almost feel more real than the main text—they er@atonsciousness that is already
thoroughly familiar with the world constructedlinfinite Jest Confined strictly to
metafictional expression, these endnotes experigmceextalong withthe reader and
“enhance the reader’s intimacy with the text evethay highlight the story’s

artificiality.”%°

A Postmodern Environment

There is no denying the obvious but striking lirdtdeeen literature and cultural taste.
John Barth acknowledged it in 1979:

art lives in human time and history, and generanges in its modes and
materials and concerns, even when not obviouslatedl to changes in
technology, are doubtless as significant as thexgd® in a culture’s general

attitudes, which its arts may both inspire andefl’

And in 1993, David Foster Wallace wrote about thk itself in an essay entitled “E

Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction”:

29 |bid., p. 121.
%0 John Barth, “The Literature of Replenishment,2f0.
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[Metafiction], in other words, was deeply informdxsy the emergence of
television and the metastasis of self-consciouschiuag. And (I claim)
American fiction is still deeply informed by telsion ... especially those
strains of fiction with roots in postmodernism, walhieven at its rebellious

Metafictional zenith was less a “response to” thdand of abiding-in-TV (34).

Television has been popular culture’s preferrediomdilmost since its inception.
TV is the kind of art that seeks little more thaying customers, but just because most
TV is not engaged in “serious” art doesn’t meashibuld not be taken seriously “as both
a disseminator and a definer of the cultural atrhespwe breathe and process” (24).
Barth was right about literature reflecting andpinsg pop culture, but Wallace proves
that television haabsorbedhe techniques of postmodern metafiction and reflects
and inspirest instead. “It will take a while,” Wallace writesh(it I'm going to prove to
you that the nexus where television and fictionvawse and consort is self-conscious
irony” (35). Recall that Barthian metafiction usslf-conscious narrative to call
attention to its own attempts at narration. It oftenctioned ironically because it used
exhausted literary conventions while openly ackmalging their overuse. What the early
postmodernists ended up creating were ironic pasodi literature that sought to
investigate the very nature of literary represeomtatHowever, as Wallace argues,
television has co-opted that technique and creamtgdole slew of new problems for
fictionists.

TV was not so academic when it first began dolingimny in massive doses. It was
simply an unparalleled medium for irony (and ss§jt “Since the tension between what'’s
said and what's seen is irony’s whole sales tewrita [it] works via the conflicting
juxtaposition of pictures and sound” (35). Andid dot take long for television, like
postmodern metafiction, to self-consciously tuony against its own medium: talk show
hosts that talk about being on TV; sketch-show giaoof those talk show hosts; shows
that parody commercials; shows that parody andeeéeother TV shows. Television’s
ironic exploitation of its own medium and methodfpetly mimicked postmodern

metafiction’s shift to the same technique.
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Even though “E Unibus Pluram” examines the moreasive effects television has
on pop culture, Wallace doest believe it is “some malignancy visited on an ingric
populace, sapping IQs and compromising SAT scotelewe all sit there on ever fatter
bottoms with little mesmerized spirals revolvingoiar eyes” (36). After all, it is not
television’s fault that we watch so much televisiahhas just “become so terribly
successful at its acknowledged job of ensuringigrods amounts of watching” (38). No
one can argue against the fact that televisionigeswnear-perpetual stimulation. Sitcoms
are too short to bore; cop dramas are filled whibag-outs and car chases; reality TV is
interspersed with interviews and voice-overs; sav&iows have abandoned the use of
steady shots, opting instead for wobbly camerassthatt create constant on-screen
movement; and commercials have appropriated forsrfuten the programs they
interrupt. More importantly, though, TV provideasystimulation, much easier than the
kind provided by, say, other human beings. Andahsgike “Must See TV” and “Stay
Off Task” assure the audience that it is all righkeep watching. TV asks very little:
only that you “assume, inside, a sort of fetal posj a pose of passive reception to
comfort, escape, reassurance” (41). But insofauwoasne is being forced to watch all this
TV, the fault rests heavily with the viewers.

In 2004, the average American watched about fodraaimalf hours of television per
day3! In 2005, the average Australian watched over tfré®f course if there were
more channels it might be a different story.) “Hbuwmans who absorb such high doses
understand themselves,” Wallace writes, “will natlyrchange, become vastly more
spectatorial, self-conscious” (34). For televisisyclical—pop culture takes its hints
from television, and television simply re-presehts way in which pop culture sees
itself. Wallace draws a simple conclusion: it ipwssible to spend so many hours
passively consuming television without adoptingdkttéude it espouses so often: self-

conscious irony. Shows likgeinfeld, The Simpsons, Everybody Loves Rayraaddhe

31 U.S. Census Bureau, “S8GAnniversary of ‘The Wonderful World of Color’ TV,”
March 11, 2004, <http://www.census.gov/Press-Releagw/releases/archives/
facts_for_features/001702.html> Last accessed i62007.

32 pustralian Film Commission, 2005, <http://www.afov.au/GTP/wftvfast.html> Last
accessed 16 July 2007.
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Idols and their ilk milk irony for all it's worth becaa irony is amusing and entertaining.

But eventually it becomes detrimental:

And to the extent that [these shows] can train em®wto laugh at characters’
unending put-downs of one another, to view ridicaseboth the mode of social
intercourse and the ultimate art-form, televisiaan aeinforce its own queer
ontology of appearance: the most frightening prosder the well-conditioned
viewer, becomes leaving oneself open to otherstuld by betraying passé
expressions of value, emotion, or vulnerabilityn€@tpeople become judges; the

crime is naiveté (63).

According to Wallace, TV created a culture-wide iemvment in which the only
defense against irony seems tanb@reirony, resulting in a “contemporary mood of
jaded weltschmerz, self-mocking materialism, blartkfference, and the delusion that
cynicism and naiveté are mutually exclusive” (8ake no mistake—cynicism is the
acidic offspring of irony in Wallace’s philosophgyr “cynicism announces that one
knows the score, was last naive about somethingagbe like age four” (64). They are a
particularly volatile combination that can produrv insights into art and new
commentaries on society ... when used correctly. iBhise root of the problem facing
fictionists: if television uses irony to such artex that it becomes the preferred mode of
entertainment, protection against critique and eomaiation, then irony is useless against

artistic stasis.

The Solution?

The diagnosis Wallace sets forth in “E Unibus Riurés quite convincing. After all,
who can deny the contemporary mood of jaded iramy@ynicism when nearly every
new show on television is rooted in the ironic agdical judgment of its contestants?
When reality TV celebrates exactly that? When consttoms are predicated on the

idea that ridicule is the only way to relate toestpeople?
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Of course, pop culture has been pervasive fong time, and according to
Wallace, the proof is also in the literature:

One of the most recognizable things about thiswgist postmodern fiction has
always been the movement’s strategic deploymepioptcultural references—
brand names, celebrities, television programs—ianeits loftiest High Art
projects (41).

Postmodern legends like Pynchon and Delillo andiBane guilty of using this
technique, as well Bret Easton Ellis and his Baatkposse, whose characters are often
defined by the brand names they wear. Even Watladees use of pop-cultural
references in his fictionleopardys Alex Trebeck is a character in “Little Expressess
Animals,” and ininfinite Jest references to pop culture abound. These refesence
Wallace writes, were initially used ironically tmphasize the emptiness of pop culture
(42-43). Thanks to TV’s own system of referenceyéwer, that strategy is no longer
useful since TV ironically draws attention to @&nemptinesandthe emptiness of the

products it peddles twenty-four hours a day. Shd@uld come as no surprise that:

What distinguishes another, later wave of postmotiggrature is a further shift
from television-images as valid objects of literalusion to television and
metawatching as themselves vafidbjects By this | mean certain literature
beginning to locate its raison in its commentaryr@sponse to a U.S. culture
more and more of and for watching, illusion, anel ¥ideo image (46).

Wallace mocks this shift imfinite Jest in which a video cartridge of the same name is
S0 entertaining and addictive it is actually letl&alt the shift is also prominent in
metafiction, which is, again, fiction about its oyprocess.

The point, though, is that artistic stasis pergqo@ culture because the early
postmodern innovations—metafiction, self-consci@ssnreference, irony—have all
been co-opted by TV and exploited to a much gresggree. Serious fiction writers

today face a perplexing problem: “how to rebel agallV’'s aesthetic of rebellion, how
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to snap readers awake to the fact that our telav@uture has become a cynical,
narcissistic, essentially empty phenomenon, whiewiteon regularlycelebrategust
these features in itself and its viewers?” (69). teday’s fiction, Wallace writes, is
“doomed to shallowness by its desire to ridiculBvaculture whose mockery of itself
and all value already absorbs all ridicule” (81).

In the final paragraph of the essay Wallace deslarhat seems like his solution
to postmodern stasis. It is certainly a suggestitis.conclusion contains the kernels of
his techniques and the content-oriented trendBdtisn follows. But it is also somewhat

strange:

The next real literary “rebels” in this country rhigwvell emerge as some weird
bunch ofanti-rebels, born oglers who dare somehow to back dveay ironic
watching, who have the childish gall actually talerse and instantiate single-
entendre principles. Who treat of plain old untgentuman troubles and
emotions in U.S. life with reverence and convictioho eschew self-
consciousness and hip-fatigue. ... The new rebelftbig artists willing to risk
the yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile, the eddgbs, the parody of gifted
ironists, the “Oh howbanal” To risk accusations of sentimentality, melodrama
Of overcredulity. Of softness. Of willingness to backered by a world of
lurkers and starers who fear gaze and ridicule @abayprisonment without law
(81).

This chunk of text is reprinted here in order tptage its full effect, for this is nothing
less than a serious and sensitive artist passignaeading for a change in the way art is
being created. And while the argument for combaitiogy with everything it seeks to
hide and/or devalue instead of combating it with@y moreirony is compelling, it is
also moralistic. Wallace calls for bravery, forexolution in thought, for the willingness
to undergo ridicule for the sake of one’s work.$¢ems concerned with nothing more
than content; nowhere in “E Unibus Pluram” doe$dnmulate a new style of writing or
even come close to suggesting a Barthian syntbégiast traditions. He certainly shows

how exhausted and defunct postmodernism is du&'® Jovereignty over its once
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revolutionary techniques, but what he suggests séess anoving beyondhan an
alteration of those techniques. Even so, these alteratiolyshange produced a new kind

of literature. The question is, have they? The @&mnssvwaiting ininfinite Jest
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Some Characters in nfinite Jest

The Wallace canon thus far calls for a new kindrtif one that eschews the solipsistic
webs metafiction spins; one that eschews hiply stighted irony and the emptiness it
tries to hide; one that responds to pop culturbeut using the postmodern methods pop
culture has long since absorbed. His program ihénrcomplicated by the call for an
artist with renewed faith in untrendy human trosbken artist unafraid to render emotion
with a deep sense of reverence. This content-@decll to arms means the focus must
shift from form to character, since charactersligggature’s life-blood when it comes to
portraying emotion and sentiment. Although sevehalracters imnfinite Jestplay out
Wallace’s postmodern theories on paper, four goea@ally emblematic of his concerns:

James Incandenza, his two sons Mario and Hal, esalering drug addict Don Gately.

Dr. James Incandenza

Incandenza—the dipsomaniacal patriarch of the meathel dysfunctional Incandenza
family—is one of the characters Wallace uses totersize the emptiness of certain
aesthetic techniques and demonstrate the dangposthodern irony.

There are two flashback sequencebifimite Jestthat provide insight into
Incandenza’s childhood. Boswell correctly idensfleoth as having profound impact on
the boy and explaining the psychology behind th&trpodern projects he created as an

adult®

One sequence in particular provides Wallace witlo@portunity to flesh out
Incandenza’s character by utilizing the detachgle stf realism. The sequence—
Incandenza and his father fixing a mattress frangerarrated by Incandenza and free of
all feeling. In fact, Incandenza’s internal monaledgunctions more like a mirror than an

actual thought process:

33 Marshall BoswelllUnderstanding David Foster Wallace. 161.
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My father was bent over my parents’ large bed, Whi@s stripped of bedding
all the way down to the mattress protector. He &t over, pushing down on
the bed’s mattress with the heels of his hands.bEus sheets and pillows and

powder-blue coverlets were all in a pile on thgpeainext to the bed (491).

This section is typical of the whole sequence: dfidletail, devoid of emotion. The
repetition here suggests pure reflection, a miwoim Incandenza’s case, a camera, that
continues to see only the surfaces that lie befoEeven the structuring of the sentences,
which proceed quite logically from one to the newimic the careful ordering of details
in realist writing. The narrative does not evenmd&when Incandenza’s father, also an

alcoholic, blacks out in a pile of his own bloodymit:

My father lay facedown in the mixture of the regt’s thick dust and the
material he’d brought up from his upset stomache dhst his collapse raised
was very thick, and as the new dust rose and spteattenuated the master
bedroom’s daylight as decisively as if a cloud maolved over the sun in the
window. ... The stomach material appeared to be magstktric blood until |

recalled the tomato juice my father had been dnigk{500-01).

Once again Incandenza narrates and responds &atiba in the sequence using what
Pam Morris has described as “the meticulous, inguetisobjectivity of the scientist?
(Interestingly enough, Incandenza does becomeeatsst, one who specializesaptics

no less.) Wallace’s use of realism in this sequdmgilights how effective the form can
be: rendering Incandenza’s interior monologue—aemnadt method—in realist writing
captures the cold and disconnected nature of timsrmpayche. Of course, the
predominance of realism’s negative aspects is glet®e here—on objectivity, lack of
interior emotion, pedantic ordering and listingdetail—but Wallace turns those flaws
into psychological characteristics and capturefeptly the mind of a man obsessed with

watching.

34 pam MorrisRealism p. 64.
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And Incandenza is certainly obsessed with watchitegspent several years as an
elite optics technician, made his fortune patenteayview mirrors and other optical
devices, then spent the last twelve years of fagniaking films. One thing Wallace
points out in “E Unibus Pluram” is that obsessiveahing eventually turns against itself
to investigate the very nature of watching. Henegatiction’s self-conscious concern
with its own medium as a kind of “abiding-in-TV fidandenza is Wallace’s example of
that process imnfinite Jestbecause the man’s flmography “reads like an ededn
parody of the postmodern canofi.His films, in other words, parody postmodern
techniques that writers have exploited to exhansto@r example, Incandenza’s films
were often made “in certain commercial-type genoeles that so grotesquely
exaggerated the formulaic shticks of the genretsthiey became ironic metacinematic
parodies on the genres” (703). That is, word fordya succinct description of Barthian
metafiction. But it's also applicable to “Westwdarthe Wallace novella in which he
purposely exaggerates the metafictional formulad,/as Wallace claims about Barth’s
fiction, Incandenza “always seemed to get sedugdatidovery commercial formulae he
was trying to invert” (703-04). Even Wallace adnisghis in “Westward 3

More important issues lie deeply imbedded in Inleanza’s films, though, which
recall both “E Unibus Pluram” and the difficultizs/olved in metafiction. Remember
that “Westward” used metafiction to achieve an Ageddon-explosion that returned
literature to a kind of ground zero. Afterwardswewer, Wallace abandoned that kind of
literature because it's what he calls an “absttiaetry issue.” Irinfinite Jest
Incandenza’s films are condemned because “abgtraoty issues seemed to provide an
escape from the far more wrenching creative wonkaking humanly true or
entertaining cartridges” (703). His work is desedlas “Technically gorgeous,” but
“oddly hollow, empty ... no sense of dramatevardness—no narrative movement
toward a real story; no emotional movement towardwdience” (740). The same could
be said of “Lost in the Funhouse,” a short stogt icknowledges itswnlack of
narrative movement: “And a long time has gone lbgaaly without anything happening

% Marshall BoswelllUnderstanding David Foster Wallace. 162.
3% | arry McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster &llace,” p. 142.
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... we will never get out of the funhous¥.Clearly, Wallace is setting up Incandenza as
another postmodern figure to topple, just as hendlild Barth in “Westward.”

To that end, Wallace invents for Incandenza asef theories and meta-
techniques that parody postmodern literature’syeadination toward abstract-theory
issues. One glaring exampleTise Jokea “film” in which Incandenza and his son Mario
filmed the audience at each premiere and projdbia on-screen. The audience
watched itself on-screen for the duration of thm fwhich lasted as long as one viewer
remained to watch himself up on-screen. The titleoorse comes from “the theater
audience watching itself watch itself get the olgigoke’ and become increasingly self-
conscious and uncomfortable and hostile” (989)amaienza’s abstract-theory issues,
which are dependent upon a relationship to theesedi actually alienate the audience,
and remove the human element from his work. A fike The Joke-whose main
character ishe audience-becomes ironically inhuman because the projectisvirp
being about its own reception. A relationship isrfed with the audience but it's queer,
one-sided: they’re rendered in service to the 8lmledium. AJokethe audience is
obviously the victim of. And the absurdity of theest lone viewer, invariably an art critic
studiously taking notes about what it means to vatmself studiously take notes about
what it means, clearly echoes Wallace’s belief #testract-theory issues like metafiction
must be in service to the greater story. Otherwisgy become hiply ironic theoretical
exercises whose only intentions are to be seeipbgitonic theoretical exercises.

The emphasis here is on irony, of course, for @gaen, Wallace is not so much
concerned with form as with content. In “E UnibusrBm” Wallace argues that irony
“serves an almost exclusively negative functiontdaese it is “critical and destructive, a
ground-clearing” (67). The kind of irony that pagtare extracted from postmodern
literature and exhausted no longer serves anyitmbeyond entertainment. Irony, in
other words, has been devalued through over- asds®j but what it parodies and
trivializes has become devalued too, to such aengéxhat sentiment equals weakness, or
worse, naiveté. There is not so much a postmodemsian to feeling and emotion as an
inclination to conceal it with irony. The resultibg, of course, that any move toward the

un-ironic, toward sentiment, toward sincerity armdveté, is ripe for ridicule.

37 John Barth, “Lost in the Funhouse,” p. 77.
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Incandenza’s inability to address human issuessinvbrk is described like this: “It was
like he couldn’t help putting human flashes in, batwanted to get them in as quickly
and unstudyably as possible, as if they comprontisedsomehow” (741). One character
even gets a grizzly image of him speeding up tamés that feature people (741).
Whatever the psychological, cultural, or theorétieasons behind Incandenza’s films,
the fact remains that he’s exemplary of what Wallel@aims so many postmodern writers
are producing: fiction that is somehow afraid tdr@ds “what it is to be a fuckirguman

n38

being

Mario Incandenza

When Mario Incandenza—the middle child in the Ird@mza family—has trouble
sleeping at night he often walks down the hill B.Tis perched atop and past Ennet
House Drug and Alcohol Recovery House [sic]. Soigéts he even totters inside.

Mario is well aware that a lot of Ennet’s residefasiee damaged or askew and lean hard
to one side or are twisted into themselves” (5B0),he likes being inside Ennet House
“because it's very real” (591Yery realhere comprises everything irony tries to hide. In
Mario’s mind it refers to the recognition and exgsien of feelings and emotions,
whatever they may be. Inside Ennet “people arengrgnd making noise and getting less
unhappy, and once he heard somebody&Eajwith a straight face and nobody looked at
them or looked down or smiled in any sort of wayewhyou could tell they were worried
inside” (591). Thesgery realexamples also correspond to the ones Wallace nismEs
Unibus Pluram”: sentiment, overcredulity, melodraiario doesn’t understand why
everybody at E.T.A. “finds stuff that’s really raahicomfortable” (592) because it
crystallizes what it means to be human for him. &UE.T.A. “It's like there’s some rule
that real stuff can only get mentioned if everyboolgs their eyes or laughs in a way that
isn’t happy” (592). The old familiar eye-roll angirecal laughter of the ironist,

obviously.

3 Larry McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster &llace,” p. 131.
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Mario is clearly an example of the anti-rebel, pfeeson courageous enough to
treat human sentiment with a deep sense of reverdns no surprise then that he is also
the character who commits artistic patricide agaispostmodern father, James
Incandenza. This kind of patricide has occurredvelere in Wallace’s work, most
notably in “Westward,” but innfinite Jestt is focused more on content, not form.
Incandenza’s films were mostly exercises in posenodheory. They were disconnected
from humanness, so much so that it's clear whatdeereally after was “Freedom from
one’s own head, one’s inescapable P.O.V.” (742at Téct is made more tragic given his
method of suicide—exploding his head in a microwmawven. Mario, on the other hand,
films his subjects throughleead-mounte@olex H64 camera. (Note also that the camera
was a gift from Incandenza to Mario, the subtldtyhbich is quite rich, for just as
Wallace took up the pen left him by his literaryrachs, so Mario’s artistic career was
handed down to him. He thus commits a kindespectfulpatricide, as Wallace did.
Mario also remains Incandenza’s staunchest supgbraughout the novel.) Unlike his
father’s films, Mario’s feature a deliberate viénom the artist—no attempt to escape
whatsoever—which in turn forms a seamless link \wh#h subject, and, by proxy, the
audience. Even more unlike his father’s films, Mariare incredibly stripped-down: he
doesn't carefully monitor film speed, he doesnitecabout changing light conditions, he
eschews technological innovations, and most oioik doesn’t even contain credits.
The cult favorite at the Academy is a political gy played out by puppets. His final
film in the novel is listed as a work-in-progressdmentary about E.T.A. that consists
of him “just walking around different parts of tAeademy with the Bolex H64 strapped
to his head” (755). Mario’s films capture life, iags, however it looks. That does not
mean his films are a throwback to realism, tholario’s subjects are encouraged to
interact with both camera and artist, creatingréag® metacinematic quality that is
perhaps his one concession to form. Form, agaist beirendered in service to subject,
as Wallace so often reminds his readers.

Despite Mario’s clear-cut faith in the “very reaind his artistic inclination
toward capturing it on film, he is a complicatecidcter from a theoretical standpoint
because he is complexly deformed. His height isrilgsd as “somewhere between elf

and jockey”; his arms are “withered-looking anddyauxetic”; he has “not so much club
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feet as more likblockfeet: not only flat but perfectly square”; onehig eyelids hangs
down “like an ill-tempered windowshade”; and hignsis an “odd dead gray-green”
(313-14). Mario requires a police lock—a kind ostv&om which a steel pole extends to
the ground at a 40° angle—just to stand up. Hiwldte hands can hardly grip
doorknobs or hold utensils at the dinner table, tendis isvay out of the question. And
due to yet another defect, Mario cannot feel ptatpain, but as stated above he is very
sensitive to emotional pain: i.e. sadness, angebaerassment, etc. He is also slow, “but
not, verifiably not, retarded or cognitively damaged” (314).

The complexity of Mario’s character clearly ari$esn the fact that he is
arguably the most admirable andmancharacter innfinite Jest—sentimental,
empathetic, sympathetic, honest—but also horrielpaned, ugly, even gruesome.
Boswell argues that Mario’s deformities are emblegenaf sentiment, which in a
postmodern environment of irony and cynicism israllof deformity in itself®
Although he is probably right, that assessmentlitsl@ too simple. His real insight into
Mario’s character is that he is “one more instaofc@/allace parodying what he is
embarrassed about, but still committed to, loving affirming.”° Of course if that's
true, it might mean Wallace is unable to swallow ¢nvn medicine—"E Unibus

Pluram™s prescription for sentiment and the coersgportray it is hardly held aloft and
celebrated when couched in a character like M&gohaps that's the point. Mario is a
character that practically invites eye-rolls arahic laughter, invites the indictment of
the reader’s own ironic and cynical response to Iviario may not have the mental
capacity to see the world other than he does,esorly logical conclusion is again
strangely moralistic: those guilty of hip irony acghicism should work up the courage
to see the world through Mario’s sentimental ey#suld braving the resulting ridicule

will be like living with horribly crippling defornties?

39 Marshall BoswelllUnderstanding David Foster Wallace. 158.
“%Ibid., p. 158.
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Hal Incandenza

Hal Incandenza is the youngest Incandenza chiiddiéametric opposite of his older
brother Mario. Athletic and attractive, Hal is éeldblooming tennis phenomenon ranked
#2 in singles at E.T.A., and “sleek, sort of ratliadark ... eyes blue but darkly so, and
unburnable even w/o sunscreen” (101). Hal is alsmeelligent, linguistic prodigy with
an eidetic memory—he can recite entire pages flrem@iford English Dictionary

While Mario was the solution to his father’s posttam exhaustion, Hal is an
example of the sad products a postmodern environmewvitably churns out. He
recognizes that “most of the arts here are prodbgaslorld-weary and sophisticated
older people and then consumed by younger peoptenehonly consume art but study
it for clues on how to be cool, hip” (694). In tlugpacity he is merely a mouthpiece for
Wallace, reiterating one of the theses from “E WsiPluram.” Hal even reminds readers
to remember “for kids and younger people, to beamg cool is the same as to be
admired and accepted and included and so Unal@®&)(None of this is really new,

but Wallace’s theories are compounded by Hal'sresitens of them:

We enter a spiritual puberty where we snap todloethat the great transcendent
horror is loneliness, excluded encagement in tife @ace we’ve hit this age,
we will now give or take anything, wear any maskfit, to be part-of, not be
Alone, we young. The U.S. arts are our guide tdusion. A how-to. We are
shown how to fashion masks of ennui and jaded iatrgy young age where the

face is fictile enough to assume the shape of wieatewears (694).

Marshall Boswell makes a referenceFar Common Thingsa treatise on irony in
America by Jedediah Purdy. Purdy astutely obsef\t@she ironic view, each individual
is essentially alone® Postmodern irony makes us “suspect that our fgglieven those

we would like to think most intimate, are somehoie tbefore we express them,

“1 Jedediah Purdyor Common Things: Irony, Trust, and Commitmerfinerica
Today New York: Vintage Books, 2000. p. 20.
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sometimes even before we experience th&m®rdy draws the conclusion Wallace

implied in “E Unibus Pluram,” but iinfinite JestHal is an example of that conclusion:

Hal himself hasn’'t had a bona fide intensity-ofemor-life-type emotion since
he was tiny; he finds terms likeie andvalueto be like so many variables in
rarefied equations, and he can manipulate thememelugh to satisfy everyone
but himself that he’s in there, inside his own halt a human being ... in fact
inside Hal there’s pretty much nothing at all, mows. His Moms Avril hears
her own echoes inside him and thinks what she hednisn, and this makes Hal
feel the one thing he feels to the limit, latelg: ik lonely (694).

Hal is not so much a practitioner of postmodernyras a victim of its detrimental
effects. His mask of jaded irony is frozen to lsisd because he must wear it to relieve
his loneliness. Perversely, the mask that gramtsif¢lusion is what keeps him lonely
because it “treat[s] anhedonia and internal empsiras hip and cool” (694).

Hal further typifies what it’s like to live in aggstmodern environment because he
knows—deep down inside himself realiyows—that “what passes for hip cynical
transcendence of sentiment is really some kin@af 6f really being human” (695).

Irony has made that fear encompassing and reakeédb be really human (at least as he
conceptualizes it) is probably to be unavoidabhtiseental and naive and goo-prone and
generally pathetic” (695). Here Wallace uses aatie technique called the “Uncle
Charles Principle,” a term coined by Hugh Kennejagice’s VoicesAccording to

Kenner, the principle occurs when “the normally tn@unarrative vocabulary [is]
pervaded by a little cloud of idioms which a chéeaenight use if he were managing the
narrative.*® So Wallace writesentimentahndnaive but adds Hal's irony-tinged term
goo-proneto really capture irony’s hold on pop culture Hal's words these ideas and
emotions are not just unsavory but downright ugly.

At one point in the novel, Hal attempts to attarglibstance abuse meeting after

suspecting he might be addicted to marijuana. Wamgleervously into what he thinks

“21bid., p. 12.
*3 Hugh KennerJoyce’s VoicesLondon: Faber and Faber Limited, 1978, p. 17.
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is a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, Hal instead finidsself at “one of those men’s-
issues-Men’s-Movement-type meetings” (804), in wHigine or ten adult middle-class
males” (799) are clustered about in a circle, daattling a small teddy bear and opining

about all the parental love and affection they negeeived as children:

Hal now starts scrolling through an alphabeticstl df the faraway places he’d
rather be right now. He’s not even up to Addis Adbalhen Kevin Bain
acquiesces and begins very softly and hesitankiypgshe mild-faced Jim,
who'’s put aside his yogurt but not the bear, t@agéecome up and love him and
hold him. By the time Hal’'s envisioned himself tumly over American Falls at
the Concavity’s southwest rim in a rusty old noxeuvaste-displacement drum,
Kevin Bain has asked Jim eleven progressively lotidees to come nurture and
hold him, to no avail. The older guy just sits therlutching his yogurt-tongued

bear, his expression somewhere between mild amé (896).

Given what we know about Hal—he attends an eliteiseacademy, he’s a linguistic
prodigy, and he’s been pulled so taut he’s aboshp—this passage is clearly tainted
by his perspective and his idioms. The potencyefliincle Charles Principle is really on
display here, since “it requires a knowledge ofcharacter at which no one could arrive
by ‘observation.”* We are thus given admission to Hal’s psyche, added wdeelhis

dread several times throughout the men-who-werantdred-enough meeting:

The back of Kevin Bain’s head doesn’t move. Hallsoke digestive tract
spasms at the prospect of watching two bearded adés in sweaters and
socks engage in surrogate Infant-hugging. He begiask himself why he
doesn't just fake a hideous coughing fit and fleR.Q.-32A with his fist over
his face (805).

The principle enables Wallace to create episodescdn be experienceadong withhis
characters. But instead of trapping readers exaisivithin Hal’'s mind, the principle’s

*“Ibid., p. 21.
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“application to the character seems as externebsisime,* and Wallace can report on
the entire uncomfortable meeting while occasionallgwing glimpses into the
grotesquerie Hal witnesses.

The Uncle Charles Principle purposely generatsnapelling conflict between
character and situation in this section. On Novemiie Year of the Depend Adult
Undergarment, Hal's internal monologue holds fatout his feelings toward irony and
sentiment: he feels that sentiment is somethidg truman, but since it's pathetic and
goo-prone—again, Hal's term—people use irony toecatvup. However, Hal attends the
men-with-teddy-bears meetiisg days lateland is repelled by it, as the meeting fairly
drips with sentiment. So despite his previous maeponderings, he remains unable to
countenance sentiment when confronted by it. Walleses Hal'’s “little cloud of idioms”
to highlight the way the teenager’s psyche dealslgesnotdeal) with this situation.
That is, what Hal does and does not notice is siath@ortant as thenguagehe uses
when noticing anything. While the main narrativeghtibe inclined to report on the
prospect of two adults hugging, Hal sees the vanyesprospect as two bearded adult
males engaging in surrogate infant-hugging, whéety, way you slice it, sounasuch
worse. The point, though, is that pop culture’s efsieony has trained Hal to distrust and
downplay such emotions. His language actually s@erhsseparatinghim from the
situation instead of making him a part of it. Sale/ive experience the absurd meeting
along with him, we also experience his active widlveal from it, his refusal to engage
with sentiment, his abhorrence of goo.

Not surprisingly, Hal envisions a goo-prone andptctally sentimental person
as “some sort of not-quite-right-looking infant dggng itself anaclitically around the
map, with big wet eyes and froggy-soft skin, huk@lsgooey drool” (695). In other
words: Mario. It's a distinctively postmodern prebi, according to Wallace; Hal has
been trained to ridicule and distrust what he yealnts, what he really needs. His
predicament is tragic: be accepted but empty amsl linely, or be goo-prone and exiled
by mask-wearers into still more loneliness?

Hal broods over questions like this when engageahat Wallace calls

“marijuana thinking.” Hal smokes a lot of pot thghout the novel, but the term is

*Ibid., p. 21.
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actually applicable to his intense and far-reaclsi@lfrconsciousness. It's the same self-
consciousness made popular by metafiction and pedeasive by pop culture. Among
other things, “Hal worries secretly that he lookdffieminine” (101). He often wonders
why he’s more attached to the secrecy of gettigb than to just getting high, but
“Beyond that it all gets too abstract and twinedafead to anything” (54). He lies to his
older brother Orin about “meaningless details” dgnphone conversations but hardly
wonders whether Orin does the same thing, whiatoafse creates “spell[s] of
marijuana-type thinking that [lead] quickly, agaio,Hal’'s questioning whether or not he
[is] really all that intelligent” (136). He wondetahether he might deep down be a snob
about collar-color issues ... then whether the faat be’s capable of wondering whether
he’s a snob attenuates the possibility that heilyra snob” (335). This kind of thinking

is another instance of Wallace parodying the proklef postmodern irony. Hal is lonely
for the “hideous internal self, incontinent of serent and need, that pulses and writhes
just under the hip empty mask” (695) but his selfisciousness bars him from accessing
it. Mario, clearly incapable of a thought procdss tomplex, is quite familiar with this
internal self, but Hal's thinking is “designed tbfoscate what it is actually determined to
reveal.”® What he thinks is blurred by what he thinks ahobiat he thinks, then by what
he thinks about what he thinks about what he thiakd so onad infinitum Just as
metafiction’s self-consciousness keeps the reddsyg here, enacted in Hal, it
ceaselessly reminds him to keep his distance frigrmternal self, to keep it masked and

safe from ridicule. But it also ensures his ongdorngliness.

Don Gately

Like James and Mario Incandenza—problem and saolu@spectively—big Don Gately

supplies the solution to Hal's postmodern problefssa resident/live-in staffer at Ennet
House Drug and Alcohol Recovery House [sic] Gatelyst abide by a strict set of rules
lest he be sent back to jail. Wallace makes it sidexdrugs are easier to get in the

slammer than on the street, but that does not bgtetch of the imagination make jail a

¢ Marshall BoswelllUnderstanding David Foster Wallace. 140.
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pleasant place to be, and Gately certainly hasitemiion of going back. One of Ennet
House's rules decrees that Gately attend sometsubstance-dependency meeting
every night of the week. He often goes to AA, boinmatter the meeting he must, as part
of his treatment, stand up in front of the groud ahare deeply personal issues involving
weakness, embarrassment, pain, etc. He must, én witrds, expose his hideous internal
self in the company of (mostly) strangers on a thygbasis.

Gately’'s time at Ennet House was court-ordereplaisof his burglary sentence.
Naturally, in the early days of his enforced sayriee wanted out of Ennet House
because he was withdrawing and eager to get baokitoa street and into other people’s
homes. So he found a loophole in the legal systarsaught to exploit it—get kicked
out without breaking any rules. At Beginner Meesirtgately would tell the AAs how
much he hated them and how much he hated the whadgam:

... hew Gately sitting there spraying vitriol, weped and red-earettying to
get kicked out, purposelyying to outrage the AAs into giving him the boot so
he could quick-march back to Ennet House and tglpted Pat Montesian and
his counselor Gene M. how he’d been given the Bo&A, how they'd pleaded
for honest sharing of innermost feelings and OKdhbbnestly shared his
deepest feelings on the mattertbémand the grinning hypocrites had shaken
their fists and told him to screw ... (353).

But a peculiar thing happened: the more Gatelydstddhe podium and shouted about
the “limp smug moronic self-satisfied shit-eatifgAs, the more he shouted about their
“lobotomized smiles and goopy sentiment,” the mureshouted that AA was just “limp
drivel about gratitude and humility and miracle3538), the more the AAs applauded
him. Instead of giving Gately the boot the AAs aleeehim at high volume and made
him feel “like some sort of AA hero” (353). It pdeped and unnerved Gately for a while
until he discovered what garnered him all the ayg#ahonesty.

“It's got to be the truth” (369) Gately finds. ‘@an’t be a calculated crowd-
pleaser” (369). Even more importantly, what anybsdys up at the podium must be

“maximally unironic” (369):
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An ironist in a Boston AA meeting is a witch in cbhb. Irony-free zone. Same
with sly disingenuous manipulative pseudo-sincer@ncerity with an ulterior
motive is something these tough ravaged people kaod fear, all of them
trained to remember the coyly sincere, ironic, -pedfsenting fortifications
they'd had to construct in order to carry on Ouef®) under the ceaseless neon
bottle (369).

A cleverly crafted and surprising twist of theolgre, as Wallace equates the irony pop
culture is, in a sense, addicted to, with the irthvat addicts like Gately use to hide their
addictions. This isn’t just teenaged Hal tearingiatironic mask; this irony masks
something truly terrifying, something capable oftdeying a human being. And this
irony ties right back into self-consciousness,Hal's self-conscious thinking, like the
marijuana he smokes, keeps him hidden from him&elfely knows, however, that self-
consciousness and irony are forms of self-decepiiahcan even cover up addiction. At
421 days sober, he now “tries to be just aboutalsally honest as possible at almost all
times ... without too much calculation about howstelner’s going to feel about what he
says” (370).

It is not simply that honesty equals inclusion iA,Ahough, because honesty only
makes the audience listen. No, the real inclusmnes from what honestgveals not
the hopeless personal struggles with substancasbstance-related issues re work,
family, school, etc., but how unalone the AAs ngalte: “You are not unique, they’ll say:
this hopelessness unites every soul” (349) in AA.eider AA even tells Gately early on
in his enforced sobriety: “just simply sit downmaéetings and relax and take the cotton
out of your ears and put it in your mouth and ghatfuck up and just listen, for the first
time perhaps in your life reallisten, and maybe you’ll end up OK” (353). From then on
Gately dutifully sits front-row at every meetingdafinds with every speaker “how
fucking similar the way [they] felt and the wayeltfwere, Out There, at the Bottom,
before we each Came In” (365). And AAs are ableok past the very unhipness of AA
because itvorks
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And so this unites them, nervously, this tentatassemblage of possible
glimmers of something like hope, this grudging mot@wvard maybe
acknowledging that this unromantic, unhip, clich®l thing—so unlikely and
unpromising, so much the inverse of what they’'d edao much to love—might
really be able to keep the [substance’s] toothy ratbay (350).

AA is the Wallace equivalent to an irony-free we#d place where honesty reigns and
people are free to connect with each other in geemplotional ways. The idea here is that
irony itself is like an addiction: it devours thean while it seems to provide a release
from being devoured. What's really being devoutbdugh, is the internal self,
incontinent of sentiment and need. So while AA suBately’s addictions it also instills
in him the value of honesty and other such unhipisents.

Furthermore, Gately’s complete confusion over AAicrucial part of his
character:

Publicly, in front of a very tough and hard-asskiog AA crowd, he sort of
simultaneously confesses and complains that he li&ela rat that's learned one
route in the maze to the cheese and travels thé& o a ratty-type fashion and
whatnot. W/ the God thing being the cheese in thephor. Gately still feels
like he has no access to the Big spiritual Pic{dde!).

This passage certainly conveys the simplicity ofeyés speech, but more importantly, it
captures Gately’s inclination toward honesty. Coraddo Hal’s tightly constructed
sections, Gately’s are loose and conversationdlk&rlal’'s, Gately’s idioms seem
communicative, candid. Gately is utterly incapatfldissembling. His speech is intended
to expressHal’s only seems tobserve Wallace allows his readers to see Gately’'s

confusion arising from his attempts to understand:
He says when he tries to pray he gets this likegema his mind’s eye of the

brainwaves or whatever of his prayers going out@utdwith nothing to stop

them, going, going, radiating out into like spaod autliving him and still
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going and never hitting Anything out there, mucésl&omething with an ear.
Much muchless Something with an ear that could possiblg givat's ass
(444).

Wallace incorporates Gately’s personality intoitie@n narrative, obscuring the narrative
authority so that he can maintain a surprisinglle?eympathy toward the ex-con. Just
as Hal's dread could be felt at the men’s-issuestimg, so Gately’s confusion and
vulnerability can be felt at AA. But the differeniseagain a little moralistic. Gately turns
vulnerability into bravery and confusion into caténce, while Hal merely recoils from
both in horror. And here’s something even moreagning: Hal dreads the Inner Infant,
but Gately actually resembles one. He’s confusedvaimerable, and angry about what
he doesn’'t understand. He’s even started havinglveetms again, at the age of twenty-
nine (478). By the end of the novel—after beinggditadized by a gunshot wound—
Gately, like Hal, is unable to speak, but also um#éd move, and unable to wash or wipe.

Wallace’s theories are convoluted as ever hereusec@ately, like Mario, is an
unlikely choice with which to wage war against postlern irony and pop culture.

Again, why make the anti-rebel not just unattraetwutunlikely? Even though Gately

has come to trust exposing his inner self, Walkagely does not expect his readers to
forget that Gately was initiallfjorcedto do so. And even though Gately now risks that
exposure by choice, it seems easier to do in AA thahe pop cultural theater—far less
risk of ridicule in AA. It would be way too simpte say Gately represents the process by
which one comes to value sentiment because hesdo@sder extreme circumstances, the
kind sane people would not want to emulate.

More than likely, Gately’s story is an example o&Msce’s “meta-ironic®’
methods. It's ironic that Mario, a horribly cripplé®oy, and Gately, an ex-con and
recovering drug addict, possess the qualities \&aka® highly prizes. But the
exaggeration of their characters—Mario’s gruesoefencies and Gately’s long-time
commitment to deceiving himself and others—turmyragainst itself and “disclose what

irony has been hidind’® These two characters function like Incandenzazggerated

%" Marshall BoswelllUnderstanding David Foster Wallace. 15.
8 bid., p. 15.
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parodies; but instead of revealing exhaustionneanidenza’s metacinema does,
Wallace’s meta-irony reveals the qualities thahyrdas long been ridiculing.

Infinite Jests exhaustive use of AA slogans functions the saag Gately's
speech is fairly peppered with them—Analysis PaialyTurn It Over, Keep Coming
Back. Several characters in the novel complaintti@slogans are empty clichés, and the
over-deployment of them becomes comic, even ird@ut, as Gately and the other
hardened AA members ceaselessly remind the redderyapider the AA cliché, the
sharper the canines of the real truth it coverd6j§4After all, a slogan only becomes
clichéd or ironic if it's true. Their ironically eggerated overuse reveals the truths they
speak. So “this goofy slapdash anarchic systeravefrent gatherings and corny slogans
and saccharine grins” (350) unites these despsoals. The corny slogans become
support beams, words to live by. These unhip ctighéducethose saccharine grins,
which perversely turn out to be saccharine-free paint is, irony may be capable of
exposing the emptiness of its targets, but Wallaakes irony itself the target, revealing

how empty and clichéd it has become.
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Does Wallace Succeed Withnfinite Jest?

There is ample evidence to support Wallace’s idéasit pop culture’s particular brand
of irony and the detrimental effects it's had osipeodern literature. Plus, the theory he
formulates in “E Unibus Pluram” certainly seemlik plausible solution to irony’s
emptiness and exhaustion. Again, that theory isdatmost entirely on content, not
form—by downplaying postmodernism’s famous fornmadavations, Wallace can be
certain that the content bifinite Jest'sstory remains prevalent on its pages, that its
characters take precedence over its narrator. Metaf plays an auxiliary role in the
novel, confined mostly to endnotes that provideptempentary information where
necessary, and increase the reader’s understaofling text. The most visible emblem
of the novel’s form is its complicated structurghaugh it never seems to encroach on
the novel’'s gargantuan yarn. So if one of Wallaeé’ss is indeed to remain focused on
the events ilnfinite Jest then he definitely succeeds.

For various reasons, the same cannot be sai@ ahtiracters—at least, not with
any degree of certainty. But denouncing them dsr&s would be an equally egregious
mistake. Dr. James Incandenza, for example, i€eessful parody of postmodern
literary techniques, but he is just that: a parddgandenza is seen through the eyes of
others throughout the novel—which seems more trthgic the sadness that already
surrounds his life—and the only real sense of haza&cter is found in his films. He
receives more narrative attention near the entlehovel, but even then he speaks
through an incapacitated Don Gately, and as akynad less. Still, Incandenza remains a
compelling character throughouiffinite Jest and his filmography is usually entertaining
and/or amusing, despite its postmodern pitfallsisTie works quite well as &teato be
subverted, but mostly functions like the wraithdeeomes: Incandenza casts a haunting
shadow over the novel, endlessly cited as a sylmptiiose meant to succeed him.

The obvious candidate for that succession isriyppled son Mario, the aspiring
filmmaker. Mario’s honesty, as unfaltering as loigdided smile, is admirable infinite
Jest likewise his respect for emotion and untrendy aaortroubles. But once again, he’s
such a strange choice for that role. Perhaps Imefdegnatic of Wallace’s ideas about his

own work:
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The best metaphor | know of for being a fictionterriis in Don DeLillo's "Mao
II," where he describes a book-in-progress as d &frhideously damaged
infant that follows the writer around, forever ctang after the writer ...
hideously defective, hydrocephalic and noselesdlgper-armed and
incontinent and retarded and dribbling cerebo-ggina out of its mouth as it
mewls and blurbles and cries out to the writer, tmgnlove, wanting the very
thing its hideousness guarantees it'll get: théewsi complete attenticfi.

This passage certainly resonates with Boswell'ebtiat Mario allows Wallace to
openly discuss what he’s embarrassed about. Ankg whvould be incorrect to claim
that Mario gets most of Wallace’s attention, thergion he does get is different than that
accorded the other characters. While readers ntgyairio, feel sorry for him, even be
disgusted by him, the narrative never treats hith anything less than reverence. In
fact, several sections serve only to illuminatedhppled boy’s inherent goodness. He
encapsulates everything Wallace deems necessaayniavel attempting to overcome
irony’s peculiar solipsism, but the special circt@amges in which Mario plays out these
ideas cannot be denied.

The same goes for Don Gately. The ex-con/recogehing addict is obviously
the novel’s other hero: he tries to be as honepbasible as at all times; he counsels
other Ennet residents when they have trouble gjaglzan; he seems to be regaining a
certain innocence his past had erased; and he aaieiet in the line of duty as Ennet’s
live-in staffer—for someone he doesn’t eVi&e. But Gately is like Mario because he
plays out unhip sentiments in such extreme circant®s. There’s a slight difference,
however, because Mario doesn’t know any betterel@abn the other hand, goes
through a process in which learnsthe value of untrendy human emotions. Readers
may not find themselves in situations similar ta€bas, but, ideally, they can still
experience that process along with him.

9 David Foster Wallace, “The Nature of the FuRi¢tion Writer MagazineSept. 1998,
<http://www.ptwi.com/~bobkat/naturefun.html>
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Hal is, for the most part, a successful chardmeause he’s exemplary of
postmodernism’s irony-induced predicament. Hal ustaéeds why people downplay
their emotions, but engages in it himself throudttba novel. Despite being armed with
that understanding, he still finds it nearly impbksto everentertainthe idea of
displaying his emotions, and by the end of the htheepoor boy’s gone mute, which is
ironic given his knowledge and command over langudgere are a few theories about
the cause of his aphasia, but the real issue ighyisical inability to communicate, which
of course mirrors his emotional inability to dodwring the rest of the novel. There’s an
interesting distinction between Hal and Gately’baga here. Gately, through no fault of
his own, ends up not only mute, but in a statelamid infancy. He literalljpecomeshe
hideous internal self that needs to be nurturedtakeh care of by others, a state that
mirrors his confusion and dependence on AA. Hathenother hand, is trained to hide
his internal self, and he does it so well thatdse$ the ability to connect with others,
even to communicate with them in terms of simpl&ables. If Hal, like Incandenza, is
intended to be a caricature of Wallace’s concelres) he plays out hisroleto a T. If
readers are meant fieel his inner turmoil, then he fails as a charactdth@ugh, perhaps
not—we are given very few glimpses of Hal’s innée,Ibut the teenager affirms that

there’s not much inside him anyway.

The Jest Ends

Wallace is dead-on in his assessment of TV-irord/the corrosive effects it's had on
postmodern literature, particularly the kind proediby people like Bret Easton Ellis and
Mark Leyner. Among his more prodigious peers, havegmotion is alive and well,
warring with irony on every page in novels by aushitke Richard Powers, William T.
Vollmann, and Jonathan Franzen. Wallace has notdalpeed any of the innovations
commonly attributed to postmodernism. For examjple metafictional endnotes in
Infinite Jestare nothing new in literature—one thinks espegiafliMark Z.
Danielewski’'sHouse of Leaveand William T Vollmann’sSeven Dreamseries.

Vollmann’sSeven Dreamseries even features massive glossaries and dogie®in
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every book. Wallace’s endnotes osemrmew because they've never been used so
extensively.

Wallace also seems committed to a modernist reptason of subjective
consciousness. Hal’'s narrative in particular flatéis between first and third person and
creates an overwhelming sense of the prodigy’saciier (even if, as stated earlier,
there’s not much to it). Most of the incidental ders in the novel get a few pages’
worth of narrative filtered through their individyzerspectives. And the occasional use
of the Uncle Charles Principle—created by a mod¢rnemember—gives us glimpses
into the internal workings of various charactersrewhile the main narrative remains
detached and simply reports on the action.

Furthermore Wallace’s sentences often read like throwbacksatism. Here is
an exemplary passage frdnfinite Jest necessarily lengthy bstill abridged, about a
recovering addict named Bruce Green, who once edaatbeach-themed college party

and promptly embarrassed himself:

Green and Mildred Bonk [Green’s girlfriend] and thteer couple they’'d shared
a trailer with T. Doocy with had gone through a gghane time where they'd
crash various collegiate parties and mix with thpear-scale collegiates, and
once in one February Green found himself at a Hdrda dorm where they
were having like a Beach-Theme Party ... and Gredmgb#en so
uncomfortably fascinated and repelled and paralymeithe Polynesian tunes
that he’d set up a cabana-chair right by the kegshad sat there overworking
the pump on the kegs and downing one plastic clyeef-foam after another
until he got so blind drunk his sphincter had fiésnd he’d not only pissed but
actuallyshit his pants, for only the second time ever, anditeepublic time
ever, and was mortified with complexly layered sbaand had to ease very
gingerly into the nearest-by head and remove higspand wipe himself off like
a fucking baby, having to shut one eye to make whieh him he saw was him
... (584-585).
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This sentence, so typical infinite Jest continues for about another half-page. The
overall effect almost buries the reader in inforigrat The amount of objective
description in this passage almost assumes thistreedering of detail, but something
fascinating happens within these sentences: theecsational tone and awkward syntax

seems almost like a stream-of-consciousness. ABairce Green:

then there’d been nothing to do with the fouledgepants but crack the
bathroom door and reach a tattooed arm out witlp#mts and bury them in the
living room’s sand like a housecat’s litterbox, ahdn of course what was he
supposed to put on if he ever wanted to leavehbatl or dorm again, to get
home, so he’'d had to hold one eye shut and reaelawn out again and like
strain to reach the pile of grass skirts and bit@ps and snatch a grass skirt,
and put it on, and slip out of the Hawaiian dorm@side door without letting
anybody see him, and then ride the Red Line andé&&ite and then a bus all
the way home in February in a cheap leather jemkdtasphalt spreader’s boots
and a grass skirt, the grass of which rode upemtbst horrifying way, and
he’d spent the next three days not leaving théetran the Spur, in a paralyzing
depression of unknown etiology, lying on Tommy [ktasty-stained sofa and
drinking Southern Comfort straight out of the bettl. (585).

The sentencstill isn’t over (1), but again, the overwhelming mirasrative is delivered
in what seems like a stream-of-consciousness. Alamgling of realist, modernist, and
postmodernist techniques is perhaps what's “newtualVallace’s work, and Marshall
Boswell is probably right when he calls Wallacax@ember of some still-unnamed (and
perhaps unnamed-able) third wave of moderni¥id indeed, Wallace uses aesthetics
from all three schools imfinite Jestto tackle what postmodern irony has deemed
“traditional” and “out-dated.”

Modernism reacted against the moralistic objettiof realism by emphasizing
subjective consciousness and skewing plot and ologg in ways that more accurately
mirrored an individual's experience of the outsid®ld. Postmodern metafiction shifted

>Y Marshall BoswellUnderstanding David Foster Wallacg. 1.
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focus to the narrative consciousness, laying beessential artificiality of literature and
guestioning the methods of literary representatfdthough Wallace never directly
suggests a synthesis of these three traditiafisjte Jestnonetheless presents readers
with just that. Its third person objective narratie highly reminiscent of realism in
passages like Bruce Green'’s (above), which is agilyedetailed its sheer physicality is
impossible to miss. But Wallace also shifts intstfperson narration with Hal, which
grants readers access to the troubled teen’s sivigi@xperiences and rounds out his
character more fully than either modernist or stadiriting could do alone. These
switches between narrative levels also allow Wealkacremain faithful to traditional
narrative techniques while emphasizing the impaeanf individual experience. What's
more, the metafictional endnoteslininite Jestplay up the artificiality of the text while
expanding the scope of the novel. And by explaitnérgs, providing extraneous
information, and detailing characters’ additiongpleits, the endnotes create an intimate
connection between the reader and the novel's tngrauthority.

This synthesis of realism, modernism, and postmusierisn’t actually new to
literature, and neither are the ends toward whictlate directs them. Powers, Franzen
and Vollmann come to mind once again, but none alidfe’s contemporaries have
provided so complete a diagnosis of pop culturd@icion to irony, its distrust of
sentiment and honesty, and its exhaustion of oagehutionary literary techniques.
Wallace’s unique take on these issues and hisragmis insistence on placing emotion
front and center infinite Jestmake the novel seem so much more intimate thasetbb
his peers. That intimacy is due partly to his tecairskill, and partly to his own ideas
about literature. However, the novel’s real sucdiessin its ability to be utterly
believable and uncomfortably recognizablelrfinite JestDavid Foster Wallace
presents his readers with a world they can expegiénom nearly every perspective, no
matter how enjoyable or difficult it might be. & almost overwhelming. Perhaps, then,
this third wave of modernism might more accuratedycalled, in the words of Dr. James

Incandenza, “radical realism” (836).

46



Introduction to

“An Appointment with Dr. Butchell”

| do not wish to emulate David Foster Wallace'sbatior technical prowess, but | am
interested in the theories he formulates in “Westh&E Unibus Pluram,” andnfinite
Jest | decided to work through those theories by wgtmy own short story, which can
stand on its own, but works especially well in eorgtion with my thesis.

The following story, “An Appointment with Dr. Butell”, is about a famous
postmodern author named Malcolm Rainer. Malcolmbees writing for thirty years,
but his new publisher rejects his latest manuscTipé publisher declares that the
manuscript is the same postmodern metafictionNtatolm has been turning out for
years, and demands something new. Malcolm strugglesme up with an idea, but is
blocked until he sees a commercial for Dr. Butchdlentistry on television. The
commercial is cheaply made, and features the awkasd unattractive dentist
throughout. Malcolm ridicules the ad at first, bfter watching it several times, its
peculiar honesty and awkwardness becomes the $ulbjeis new novel. Malcolm’s
agent visits the author’'s Manhattan apartmentlkowéh the blocked novelist. After
discussing Malcolm’s other novels, and some newsddbout literature, Malcolm lets his
agent read the new manuscript.

| believe, along with Wallace, that metafictioraisaluable literary convention
that can be quite effective, if used sparingly:An Appointment with Dr. Butchell”,
metafiction takes the form of a story-within-a-stdvlalcolm and his agent discuss the
new manuscript, which is then presented along thighmain narrative. | believe this
adds a certain depth to Malcolm’s character beceas#ers get to see his thoughts, hear
him speak, and read what he writes. This createsmprehensive picture of Malcolm’s
consciousness, and provides readers with an opptyrto judge his latest work against
the novelist’s own theories and goals. This procefiscts the ways in which | assessed
Wallace’s work in the thesis. | also endeavoredrtsure that the metafictional aspect of

“An Appointment with Dr. Butchell” never interfereglith the story’s progress, never
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called attention to the narrative consciousness naver drew attention away from the
characters. The snippets of Malcolm’s manuscripthe other hand, deal more with
presenting emotion, from the unattractive to adbi@aThe dentist, for example, is naive
and awkward, while the advertising executive hesis smooth and persuasive. This
strand of the story also unfolds within a more ittadal narrative structure—no
metafiction, no detrimental irony, no referencepdp culture.

Taken as a whole, “An Appointment with Dr. Butdhshould be seen as
influenced by David Foster Wallace, not an imitataj him. My goal was to spin my
own tale about irony and emotion. Whether it sudse® fails in terms of emphasis on
each seems moot; it will either exemplify the quiedi Wallace calls for, or else be

emblematic of the difficulties in writing fictiorotay.
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An Appointment with Dr. Butchell

A whiskey bottle stands almost empty on the cofédxe, casting a long shadow. Stains
from other bottles are spiraled about the bashisfdne like confessions of enduring
consumption. In the bottle’s shadow a lone coasteits the return of a long-missed
tumbler. Across from the bottle Malcolm is slumpedone side of his leather couch,
rubbing small circles into his temples and conteatipg his first drink.

“Well.” Vollmann is standing at the window, loolgrdown the steep drop to the
street below. Still trench-coated against the Ndwemnbreeze, he seems a murky
darkness on the apartment’s periphery. “I was expgevorse.” He turns from the
window and waves a casual hand at the apartmeabhdiam. “Empty bottles
everywhere, cigarette burns in the furniture.” delss. “Maybe a little vomit on the
carpet somewhere.”

Malcolm extends an unsteady hand toward the batttespins it label-out,
examines the remaining whiskey. “Is that what thegaying about me now?” he asks,
his smile the curve in the question mark.

Beyond Vollmann the sun is falling slowly behit tcity’s towering skyline. He
shrugs the trench coat from his shoulders andtlstisle down his arms. “No, no. Just the
usual—wondering who you are, where you live, what'ly publish next.” He drapes the
coat over one of the leather recliners situategither end of the coffee table. “Whether
or not you've lost it.”

“You can assure the next person who asks thagliite sane, Jack.”

“You know what | mean.”

Malcolm nods toward the kitchen. “Will you get melass out of the dishwasher,
please?” One of Vollmann’s eyebrows goes up. “Ung for yourself, too.”

Veins of color snake their way through the kitckegranite countertops, which
are spotless. An obsidian-colored stovetop liesndmit under its hood. A stainless steel

fridge hums quietly in one corner, an identicalroaad microwave next to it. Across the
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kitchen, next to the sink, the dishwasher facemtamically, the same stainless steel
surface reflecting itself endlessly. The whole kén is cold, unbearable clarity under the
halogen light.

The dishwasher turns on automatically with a sesfdseeps when Vollmann
slides the top drawer out. A single crystal tumblaits impaled on the dishwasher’s
prongs. “There’s only one glass in here.”

“Guess you're not having any.”

Vollmann slides the top drawer in and the bottoawar out, accompanied by
arpeggiated beeps. “No, | mean ...” He repeats thegss in reverse. “Therensthing
in here but aingleglass.”

Malcolm shrugs. “Different bottles, same glass.”

Vollmann returns to the lounge and sets the tuntiehe coaster, deep in the
bottle’s lengthening shadow. He settles into tledimer nearest Malcolm, legs crossed.
“What about dishes?”

“I order out,” Malcolm says, whiskey splashingartis tumbler with a satisfying
sound. “Ask for extra plastic forks.” The whiskegeg down quick and he pours one
more, then stands the bottle back on the coffde,tabp off.

Vollmann pinches the crease in his suit pants éetvthumb and forefinger and
runs the pinch along the length of his thigh. Hétsvarhile Malcolm drinks, Malcolm’s
hand around the tumbler shaking slightly.

“So have you lost it?”

“Lost what?”

“I don’t know. Creativity, | guess.”

“Excuse me?”

Vollmann leans forward, elbows on knees. “Don’ighit me, Rainer. I'm your
agent ...andyour friend,” he says, leaving no time for laughtde settles back into the
recliner and recrosses his legs. The fading susiawrits crystallizing the unnatural light
in the apartment, making things sharper, more figed. bottle’s shadow is slowly sliding
up under it, chasing the November sunset out tagment’s window. “I'm a little
concerned.”

Malcolm sits up and sets the tumbler on its coaste
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“So have you lost it?”

He upends the bottle over the tumbler and wattteetast few drops of whiskey
fall quietly into it. Practically drops the botttack onto the coffee table. It wobbles about
its base a moment then settles. He’s looking atuhwbdler but his eyes are glazed. “I
don’t know, Jack,” he says. “l don’t know.” He btonce, twice, looks up at his friend.
“Would you mind?”

“Against my better judgment ...” Vollmann rises frahe recliner and crosses the
lounge to the liquor cabinet near the window. Bsstitlink against each other when he
opens the door. “Whiskey?”

“Of course.”

“Whiskey it is.” He reaches again into the cabirieéven found a glass,” he says,
holding one up proudly. He returns to the reclizved stands the bottle on the coffee
table. The cap cracks its plastic case as Vollnsgims it round the bottle’s top. A quiet
ringing accompanies the final twist. “Now.” Thelfbbttle glugs up its contents into both
tumblers. “Talk to me, Rainer.” He slides a tumlaeross the coffee table.

Malcolm takes it and leans back into the coucksegfosed. “I don’'t know.” His
eyes open to the painting above the couch—a fagaweenan in black crossing Central
Park in a blizzard. She’s made it two-quarterhefway so far. His head snaps forward,
eyes on the bottle. “Sometimes | sit at my compfatehoursbefore anything comes.”
Sip. “And when it does ... feels the same as always.”

“That’s good.”

“Therapeutic, intoxicating,” he waves an arm haail the air. “Feels great. But
then ...”

“What?”

“I read what I've written,” shaking his head, “and’

Vollmann inclines his head toward Malcolm. “And ...”

“And he’s right!” Malcolm downs the tumbler. “Fuiclg Wallace is right! It's the
same garbage I've been turning out for the padiytiiears.” He’s on his feet now,
pacing around the lounge. “The same postmodern tafiogonal ...” his shoulders
slump, “garbage I've always written.” He reachestf® bottle, hand no longer shaking
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Vollmann notes. “It's what made me famous. | mean thought the last book was good
right?”

“Well.” He looks across the apartment to the wiwdehere Malcolm is standing.
“Different bottle, same glass.”

Malcolm returns to the couch and sinks heavilg iht“Exactly.”

X—X—X

“| see you got a new computer.” Vollmann gestuoeeard the ivory-colored iMac on the
desk next to the leather couch. “But still nothing.

Malcolm looks at the iMac from the kitchen andlgtmhis head. “Nothing. |
expected the damn thing to write for me, considevihat | paid for it.”

“Nothing even after four years.”

“Well ... I did send you some emails.”

“And even those weren’t well-written.” Vollmanntsénis tumbler on the table,
reaches for the bottle. “I know you Rainer. | kngaur process. You write every day.
You save everything.” The crystal tumbler deepéessound of whiskey being poured
into it.

“I told you,” Malcolm says over the sound of imgbes clinking in a bowl. He
returns to the lounge and mumbles something alwasdters before setting the bowl on
the coffee table. “I haven’t saved anything.” Thiee cubes pile up in his tumbler. “I
haven’t everprinted anything.” Malcolm pours whiskey over them andtwdor the
cracking sound to subside. “Jesus Jack I've haxditgen anything.”

“You're serious.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Have | ever lied to you?”

“Actually yes, you have.” Vollmann gently placéstice cubes in his whiskey to
avoid any splash. “The first time we met. You told you were Rainer’s agent. You had
Lowry written on your coffee cup.”

“So? You hadsaddison yours.”
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“Except there’s no trace of paranoiamyaliases,” Vollmann says around the ice
cube in his mouth. “Just plain fun.”

“You know it's because | don't like being recogeaz” Malcolm shrugs. “Not
many people could recognize me these days, bugtifs habit.”

Vollmann spits the ice cube back into his glaSa you really haven't written
anything? That's hard to believe.”

“Have you ever wondered why | needed a new compute

“No. I didn’t know you got one until just a minuégo. Remember? | said ‘| see
you got a new computer.” You're getting old, Raiher

Malcolm makes a sound likmhinto his tumbler.

“So why did you get one?”

Malcolm sets the tumbler on the coffee table. étk$ at Vollmann and starts
chuckling.

“What?”

“I broke it.”

“Wow, real piece of the puzzle there, Mal.” Vollnrabrings the tumbler to his
lips.

“With a whiskey bottle.”

Vollmann coughs and spits whiskey back into hisliler. “What!”

Malcolm starts laughing loudly now, his voice eiclgparound the apartment.

“A whiskey bottle.”

“Yup.”

“You're serious.”

“Yup.” More laughter.

It's infecting Vollmann now. “What are you, a rostar?” He indicates the room
with his tumbler, whiskey sloshing dangerously elts the tumbler’s lip. “This isn'’t
your dressing room.”

Malcolm shrugs, his laughter dying away. “What taay?”

“Say sorry to your old computer.”

X—X—X
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Sunlight is burning-out in Central Park, from redbtange through the trees, and
receding along the building-faces nearby. It's Méits favorite part of the day—soon
the sun will disappear, every sign that it was aleft in the sky drawn horizonward
behind it. No cause for despair in Manhattan, theutpvers down below steal kisses
against the setting sun while Central Park’s oydesampposts flicker to life.

“I've written a little, actually.”

They're sitting high above the park on Malcolm’sdoay, Vollmann trench-
coated once more, Malcolm wrapped in a robe sd& tigclooks obese. No snow this
November but it’s still quite cold.

They have adjourned to the balcony to smoke cigéykmann is busy lopping
off the end of his with his silver-plated cigarteut “A couple of drinks and the truth
comes out. | knew it.”

Manhattan stands mightily before them, a churneger for culture, commerce,
and politics that remains undeterred by recenttsven

“I don’t know howdifferentany of it is though.” Malcolm takes the cigar eutt
from Vollmann and carefully slices off the end @ higar—it’s his favorite part of the
cigar-smoking routine. “Wallace seemed like he wdrdome kind of ...” He shrugs.

“Progression?”

“Exactly.”

Their words are made physical but fleeting in plarogicy breath that are stirred
by the breeze.

Malcolm strikes a match and brings the flame totihef his cigar, then puffs
dutifully away until the tip pulsates bright reddgnc with his inhalations. He exhales
smoke over the flame and it goes out with thasgatig little soundffp. He drops the
match into the ashtray on the table between tH&hms new stuff seems like more of a
regression to me.”

Vollmann sparks a match off his thumbnail andtghis cigar much faster than
Malcolm. “How so?” He drops the nearly unburnedcghanto the ashtray next to
Malcolm’s charred and spindly one.
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“At first | toyed with the idea of a new kind ofetafiction,” Malcolm says. “Or a
new way to use it, to be more precise. The typmethfiction | used in the first few
books was ... I don’t know . playful. That's what first attracted me to it. So | wanted
recapture that quality.”

Vollmann nods while puffing on his cigar. “I'm vhityou so far,” he says, chilled
breath indistinguishable from smoke now.

“I'll show you.” Malcolm sets his cigar againsethip of the ashtray—crystal,
part of the same set as the tumblers—and disapjesals.

It is well and truly dark now. Vollmann has new&en able to decide which he
likes better—daytime-Manhattan or nighttime-Man&@attThe alcohol is affecting him.
He gets lost in questions like these when left @lafter a few drinks, questions that have
no contextual relevance to the events around him.

Malcolm returns with two books. He holds up the amhis left hand, “Book
three:Untied” and tosses it onto the table. In his right hdBaok nine:The
Awareness which he tosses onto the table next to the.first

Vollmann exhales a few smoke rings.

“Looks like we aren’t going anywhere for a whilé&falcolm says.

Vollmann laughs; the sudden gusts of breath tsasrhoke rings apart.

Malcolm thumbs througbintied “Here we go. Page 104: ‘And in the darkness
her eyes seemed desperate to communicate, to rnmalenare of the danger he was in,
but she shut her lips even tighter, choking anyds@he might accidentally let slip, and
he was left only with that last little glimmer, fad—dying, if you prefer—in those
eyes.” Malcolm snaps the book shut triumphanteé? Only slightlynetafictional.
Yes, it calls attention to its artificiality, butdoesn’t subtract at all from the story.”

“Uh oh, academy-speak.”

“Jack, I've been cooped up in my apartment inffiamy TV, talking to myself
in fragments and slang. Give me a break.”

“All right, all right,” Vollmann says. “So I'm sli with you. Metafiction in small
doses gives the story a kind of playful quality.dAn that passage, it even gives the

reader an entirely different perspective from whizltonsider the novel’s events.”
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“Exactly. Now,” Malcolm picks ug’he Awarenesand thumbs through it. “Here.
Ninth book, page 267: ‘The breeze blew in on thense in the room, the silence
mentioned not three sentences ago, which now skgimsr after being stirred by the
breeze, and overall the feeling is now one of pasdence, instead of awkward silence,
and there is a difference, if you only stop to khabout it, which you should have a little
time to do before this sentence runs into its pketidde looks at Vollmann. “Huh?

Huh?”

“It's a doozie, Mal.”

Malcolm picks up his cigar and puffs heavily orfBut what is it like, compared
to the other one. What stands out?”

Vollmann draws on his cigar for a moment, expelsise. “Language.” He drinks
from his tumbler. “Gloves off, right?”

“Of course.” Malcolm tops off his agent’s glass.

“Well ...” Vollmann leans back, gazing out at théyci'Who caresabout the
silence in the room? The sentence obliteratestlage in a paranoid consideration of
words.”

“Exactly!” Malcolm is excited now, leaning forward his chair. “And what’s
that shit about the sentence running into its oemogl?”

“Clever, Mal, clever.”

“That’s it.” Malcolm points to his friend. “That’the very word.”

X—X—X

“It's like a bomb going off on every page.” A twest line of smoke trailing from
Malcolm’s cigar extends behind him as he pacegethgth of the balcony, then wraps
around him when he turns back toward it and walésgthe railing in the other
direction.

“I know what you mean.” Vollmann is still seatéde puffs on his cigar,
squinting through the smoke accumulating in frdrttion. “A medium’s reflection on

itself.” He exhales forcefully and the smoke billbwaoncentrically outward around his
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breath. “It's kind of unsettling for the reader. k&g them realize fiction isn’t necessarily
confined by its own medium, that narrative can donsich more.”

Malcolm stops and leans back against the railiBgt Yhat happens when a
bomb goe®ff oneverypage,” he says, cigar cherry stabbing the ainipleasize the
word. “Nothing” accompanied by another stab.

“The silence never exists in that room becauseé¢meence never gives it a
chance—it’s too busy telling the reader that treebe makes it a patient silence instead
of an awkward silence.”

Malcolm shakes his head. “Don’t know what | meanthat”

“Me neither,” Vollmann says, “but the sentence aslesreader to think about the
difference between the twiosteadof asking him to think about what's happeninghe
room” He sits back, quite pleased with himself. “At theament, a breeze blows in on
the silence in the room, period.”

“That the breeze can even be noticed emphasizeduuking quiet the room is.”
Malcolm finishes off the whiskey in htsmbler and sits down again. Vollmann leans
across the table and refills thenbler.

Several minutes pass, during which they drink andke in silence, and look out
at the city. Manhattan is blazing with light. CetPark’s paths are brightly defined, like
some chaotic landing strip in the middle of a fard$alcolm recalls that something like
26,000 trees vie for survival in the park, provglshade for nearly 9,000 benches. How
many lampposts light up Central Park each nighaiesa mystery to him.

Vollmann is the first to speak. “I suppose ...” Hep to clear his throat. I
suppose that criticizing your own work so openlg axtensively is a step in the right
direction.”

“I've been thinking about my career a lot latelgick.” Malcolm swirls the
whiskey around his tumbler by rotating his wridtgdt ... cocky. Complacent.”

Vollmann remains reticent.

“I didn’t start out to be any particular kind of iar,” Malcolm continues. “I
didn’t really have any theoretical or critical int@ns.” He looks around suddenly—"“Is
the ice out here?”—and sees the bowl on the cdeéfigle inside.

“You want me to—"
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“Nah. Forget it. They’re going down pretty fast naven’t they?”

“They are.”

“Anyway.” Malcolm lubricates his throat with whiske“After the first few books
were published | started getting this reputatioa @gstmodern ... metafictional ...
master” He smiles. “So | went with it.”

“Sure,” Vollmann says. “Why not?”

“But it went to my head.”

“I wouldn’t exactly say—"

Malcolm waves a dismissive hand at him. “Not to Ineyad as a person; as a
writer.”

Vollmann seems satisfied by this and resumes pu#imay thoughtfully on his
cigar.

“Suddenly I had this reputation, and | felt likedd to defend it. Like | had to stay
on top of the game. So anytime a critic comparedesme to me | would get a little
bristly, you know, feel like it was time to get dffe throne and remind everyone who
was in charge.” Malcolm grinds out his cigar in #shtray. Vollmann pulls another one
out his trench coat but Malcolm shakes his hea&l pstmodern epic that rivals even
Rainer’s techniques.’ Really? ‘Metafictional onexél not even Malcolm Rainer could
achieve.’ Is that so? Well I'll give you metafiati@n a level you nevelreamedof.”

“They’re all good books though.” Vollmann stubs big cigar in the ashtray.
“Don't forget that.”

“May be true,” Malcolm replies, “but how many stsihave | told?”

“I don't follow.”

“Fourteen novels, but how many stories?”

One of Vollmann’s eyebrows arches up. “I don’t knbw

“Four? Maybe five? Certainly not fourteen.” He Isakver at Vollmann. “You
see what I'm getting at, Jack? | haven't writtest@ryin a while. | haven’t written about
characters, developed plots, thought up good di@a@md action. I've been busy writing
stories about stories; narratives about narratimstrupting plots, acknowledging that
I've interrupted plots, then commenting on whathsinterruptions might possibly mean,

medium-wise. No story in a long time.”
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“I don’t know what to tell you, Mal.” Vollmann’s fz is blank. “Except ... write

one.

“I want to show you something,” Malcolm says.

X—X—X

Malcolm fiddles with the Tivo for a minute thenuets to the couch. Vollmann removes
his trench coat and settles once more into thééeaecliner.

“Now,” Malcolm begins, “I've been seeing this aaf some dentist in the West
Side.” He aims the remote at the TV, hits a buttorg the image of Dr. Butchell literally
fills the entire screen.

“That’'s my dentist!” Vollmann shouts.

“Really?”

“No, not really.”

“Very funny,” Malcolm says. “Look, | want you tcay attention to this ad. It's
had a profound effect on me and kind of jolted meas writer’s block.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Vollmann sets his tumbler olnet coffee table and points at
Malcolm. “You said you haven't written anything.”

Malcolm shrugs. “Maybe | lied.” Above him the women the painting is still
floundering through the blizzard in Central Park.

“So when you asked ‘Have | ever lied to you?’ therect answer wages a lot”

Malcolm throws his hands up in defense. “Alrighté’ laughs. “Guilty.”

Vollmann makes a sarcastib-huhsound.

“| felt the need to ... dissemble for reasons thaiudd become clear after you see
this damn commercial. And if they don't, I'll gladéxplain myself.”

Vollmannuh-huls again, and Malcolm hits play.

On-screen Dr. Butchell goes awkwardly about hisiress, chatting
uncomfortably to patients reclined in those depféite chairs. The patients appear only
slightly less uncomfortable than he do@s. Butchell’s, located conveniently on the West

Side the voice-over beging a friendly place to be. With years of experieacd
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technical skill Dr. Butchell goes to extraordinary lengths to tdlke anxiety out of going
to the dentistThe Doctor is shown elbow deep in some unconsqoatient’s mouth

“I'm sorry,” Vollmann interrupts, “but are theyag Dr. Butchef?”

Malcolm shushes him angrily. “Just watch.”

A shot from the ground up of Dr. Butchell runniagilver tooth scraper along a
set of dentures reveals the true breadth of hisde@anustache and some cavernous
nostrils. He’s smiling like only the embarrassed.&fe are here for all of your dental
needsfrom dentures to fillingdrom crowns to cleaning®nother patient is shown
opening wide, then the ad cuts to Dr. Butchell vinisnarm around a large woman his
age, wedding rings gleaming on each other’s lafdsaVith over twenty-five years
experiencewe’ll not only provide you with a friendly atmosphand excellent service,
we’ll give you a mouth you’ll want to put on displ@he shot begins to pan out slowly,
revealing an all-female staff of two, gathered . and Mrs. Butchell, smiling as
widely as possible, grotesquely ev@he picture fades to an exterior shot of the ogd
on the West Side, over which red, bubbly letterthefdoctor’'s name, address, and phone
number materializa/Ve’'ll create a mouth you’'ll want to put on displayrolls along the
bottom of the screen in bright, twinkling whitetess.

Tivo returns to some kind of menu and Malcolm pcadly leaps off the couch.
“See?See? he says, gesturing wildly at the TV, remote stilhand. He’s looking
expectantly at Vollmann, who looks rather confus&ge?” he says again hopefully.

Vollmann swivels in the recliner to look at the ;TAhd then swivels back to look
at Malcolm. He reaches down and takes a sip framumbler without taking his eyes off
the writer. “Are you trying to tell me | need somental work?”

Malcolm sighs, exasperated. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Then tell me how an ad for an overweight deneined Butcher helped jolt you
out of an industrial-grade writer’s block.” He mats Malcolm back to the couch. “I'm
listening.”

“I've been watching a lot of TV recently.”

“Obviously. Who records commercials?” Vollmann S&y no one in particular.

Malcolm tops himself up. “I didn’t record it thadt time | saw it. Irfact, | made

fun of it. Viciously.”
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Vollmann reaches for the bottle. “Not hard to do.”

“Exactly!”

“Look, Mal, I'm getting pretty confused about thiésitcher business, so if you
could get to the point—*

“Butchell.”

“What?”

“Butchell His name iButchell”

“Whatever. If you could get to the point and ek why this commercial is so
important—*

“I wrote a story about it.”

The bottle in Vollmann’s hand freezes over hislileanin mid-pour. “Seriously?”
He sets the bottle on the coffee table and eyesdital “A story?”

Malcolm nods.

“You're not lying?”

“No.”

“So, for all the money, yes or no: have you wrtgenew story?”

“Yes.”

Vollmann leaps out of his chair. “Why the fuck diolu wait until now to tell
me?” he shouts, smiling.

“I don’t know.” Malcolm shrugs. “Drunk.”

“Ha, ha. Seriously, though—why now?”

Malcolm looks out the window at Manhattan and seemmull the question over
for a while. When he finally turns back he seemwmas. “I think it's time | got
someone else’s opinion of it. | need to know # i&ny good.”

Vollmann drops heavily into the recliner. “Why wdn't it be good?”

Malcolm gestures toward the TV. “That’s where toenmercial comes in.”
Malcolm moves to his desk and retrieves what |dikdesa manuscript from the top
drawer. “Here.” He drops the manuscript in Vollmanap. “Take a look.”

Vollmann sets his tumbler on the coffee table wuthtaking his eyes off the

manuscript. “Well it's about time.” He flips to thiest page and begins reading.
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X—X—X

Dr. Butchell is sitting at the desk in his offiggzing at the business card he’s holding
steadily in his right hand. The name on the caadisePERCY ELLIS, and just under it,
LEVY & ELLIS ADVERTISING. Butchell rubs small cirels into his temple with his
other hand, struggling to phrase his next questavrectly. This is the first business
meeting in which Martha is not seated beside himd,reght now Butchell wishes he
could turn to her and ask for advice and/or enagemeent. His ignorance of procedural
etiquette makes him feel helpless and embarraskedever it is his turn to speak. The
meeting is rendered even more complex by Ellisphesence in the office confuses
Butchell—why would a man whose name is part offitm’s name bother to show up for
a meeting about TV spots with a dentist on the \Bes? When asked, the advertising
executive had shrugged and said something aboigral fof a friend being one of
Butchell's patients. Butchell figured the omissmfimames was some kind of
professional courtesy, arcane business etiquette.

Ellis, slicked-back hair resplendent with gel,miasat down since he arrived
forty-five minutes ago. When speaking to Butchblbbat advertising matters, he paces
back and forth in front of Butchell’s desk with sh@apid steps. During lulls in the
discussion he wanders aimlessly about Butchelfis@finspecting and cocking his head
at various dental posters, occasionally asking malad bicuspid-related questions. Ellis
looks to Butchell like he would be comfortable imyasituation. At the moment Ellis is
considering a poster hanging near the window tlsgials the horrors of gum disease.
He laughs softly to himself, which brings Butchalit of deep—if muddled—cogitation.
Butchell knows there is nothing funny about gunedse.

He also knows that there is some kind of elabaws¢em for asking and
answering questions in this kind of business sgtamd has been struggling to figure out
what it is. He’s been mining the depths of his deatdled mind, the places responsible
for social protocol, but has thus far come up witthing. “So, Mr. Ellis ...” Even as the
words leave his mouth, Butchell reaches for a maneeful tone, something infused with
the authority he thinks the situation demands. &eanly manage, “How much are we,

um, talking here? Cost-wise.”
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Ellis, still considering the gum disease posteesian about-face on the heel of
one of his superbly polished black wingtips. Theklof the circling vulture is about him
now, a fact lost on Butchell. He begins to paceelMhat is certainly negotiable Dr.
Butchell and there are many things to consider.”

Perhaps his refusal to sit down is a stage-seftirsiness maneuver, a way to
establish dominance over Butchell, who hasn’t mdvewh his leather desk-chair since
the meeting began.

“I think first we’ll need to discuss how long yewant the spot to be, which really
has nothing to do with Levy& Ellis but the netwgru want the spot aired on and after
we’ve nailed that down we can get on to the nitiytg get down into the trenches as it
were.”

Butchell had attempted—with Martha’s help, of @a#-to dress up for this
meeting. They had aimed for something like busimassial, and had failed. Butchell's
great mass of flat blond hair is always combedichsa way that it's perpetually
mistaken for a toupee, or, when the lighting is, lsmne kind of helmet. His face is
beginning to droop with age, particularly the egad mouth, and gravity exacts a certain
merciless toll from men that have been bending open mouths for more than twenty-
five years. His immense blond mustache twitchasptedictable intervals, though
noticeably more during times of stress, and giveddte the overall look of a toupeed or
hair-helmeted walrus. He’s wearing a massive kbalared sweater, knitted lovingly by
Martha out of somecredibly thick and otherworldly yarn—Butchell has had it fo
nearly thirty years and it has shown no sign ofelesing in size or thickness, despite
being prone to shedding. Hundreds of little yabrefs are sticking out from the sweater
at various angles, creating the illusion that Batihtorso has no definite shape. It looks
as if a giant piece of alien fuzz or lint has sooweltlumped itself about the doctor’'s
corpulent midsection. His slacks were bought oast Week, but the seat has already
suffered considerable abuse, worn smooth and $yinlye little steel stools in the exam
rooms and Butchell’'s ponderous rump. Compareddartipeccable cut of Ellis’s suit,

the razor-sharp creases, Butchell doesn’t look schnunderdressed as absurd.
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Nothing about the man is graceful. Except, of seufor his skilled and steady
hands, a fact Ellis must have noticed immediatdigmvthe doctor had reached out from
the depths of his sweater and shaken Ellis’s hand.

Butchell's brow furrows slightly, and he says, “Nvam, how long do these
kinds of spots usually run?” He clears his thrtlamnean in your experience.”

Ellis has wandered over to a poster near theeotfmor, a poster detailing tooth
decay. He taps a set of jaws displayed in the pasi@ says, “Disgusting,” to himself.

The tap bothers Butchell. The tooth decay postey guite expensive—as dental
posters go—and Butchell had had to endure threeeemteks as patiently as possible
before the poster finally arrived. No fast-talkisglesman should be tapping it so
brazenly.

Ellis does another about-face and returns to gat®pot-length is variable, Dr.
Butchell, variable. Some spots run for thirty setoand others run forrainuteand
thirty seconds. Length is a very tricky thing hetector.”

Butchell's brow furrows again and his mustachegetvitching as Ellis
launches into an exposition about spot-length, ke doctor can only follow if he
concentrates very hard. As far as he can tellpa sipot means the voice-over will
perhaps be a little rushed. According to Ellisyshed voice-over often bludgeons the
viewer with information in such a way that the aidjint seem threatening. Ellis believes
that potential customers need not associate demtigt any more threatening feelings
than they already do. The majority of potentialtousersfear the dentist, Ellis says,
apologizing profusely when Butchell emits a smelpy Furthermore, a “barrage” of
information may leave the potential customer coafuisbout what the ad is actually
about. An “information overload” is never a goothth) Ellis assures Dr. Butchell.

Butchell's brow unfurrows at this point and hegwoes a lovhmmsound.
Suddenly, after understanding most of what Ellgt gaid, Butchell believes that he
might not be so out of place at this meeting. thest, however, Ellis launches into an
exposition about the evils of voice-overs that daohtainenoughinformation, and once

again Butchell’'s mind has to race to keep up withgilver-tongued executive.
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“Too little voice-over can leave the P.C.—that’s potentiatamusr, doctor,” Ellis
says, “—can leave the P.C. in the dark about tbe apwell. After all, the P.C. can’t be
expected to figure the entire spot out all by hilfnsew can he?”

Butchell is a little bothered by Ellis’s belief the ignorance of his potential
customers, but before he can sort through his thisuge’s sent reeling by everything
else Ellis says. Butchell wonders briefly how Itralates back to spot-length, but just
then Ellis says something about “atmosphere,” andgh Butchell has absolutely no
idea how the topic suddenly shifted to atmosphweedinds himself nodding vigorously
along with Ellis’s words.

“More importantly,” Ellis is saying, “the voice-ev represents the atmosphere of
not only the spot but what the satvertises

“Yes!” Butchell says enthusiastically, the wordr&ting from his mouth and
fluttering his immense mustache like a wave. “I'ealty after a certain atmosphere here,
Mr. Ellis. People arstill frightened by the dentist. Even today!” His eyightl up. “Can
you imagine? | mean with all the recent innovationdental technology and
anesthetics—"

“Very good Dr. Butchell,” Ellis says, “you are ast learner. Why did you even
hire me?” Of course Butchell hasn't hired Ellis yait as far as Ellis is concerned, the
deal is already sealed. “Naturally a voice-ovet ggems to bludgeon the potential
customer with information such that it's actualtyeateningwill obviously cause the
P.C. to subconsciously relate Dr. Butchell's Danfiso unpleasant feelings and dare |
saypain.”

This elicits another little yelp from Dr. Butcha@lhd much head shaking, his
mustache making the soft rustling sound of a braomotion.

“But likewise, doctor, a voice-over that is toasge in the narrative department,
the information-relating department, creates aagekind of atmosphere, one in which
the P.C. believes that you are too lax doctor, peahaps you don’t care about your
work.”

Butchell looks like he’s been slapped. “But lwk ...” Whenever somebody says
something negative about him or his professiontiigess uncontrollably. He has never,

in his mind, successfully reacted to untruths, tauor hostility.
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“Now that’s not me | assure you,” Ellis says. fidww how much skill and
attention to detail dentistry requires. How muck talent”

Butchell reddens.

“I know you're the best dentist on the West Sitleat’s why I'm here.”

Butchell reddens more, his mustache made almuestyiblond.

“Spot-length is up to you, Dr. Butchell. But if yavant my opinion, my
professionabpinion, I'd be aiming at a spot that runs for §ifty to sixty seconds.
Enough time for several shots of the building, affece, the waiting room, the staff, the
tools, the dentist in action.” Ellis holds out hiands to Butchell. “And that would also be
plenty of time to have a clear, concise, soothamgl above alinviting voice-over.

Maybe a little jingle. Plenty of time to simply kao the P.C., to let the P.C. know who
Dr. Butchell is, howgoodhe is, how muclalentandskill he has, how nice and
accommodating his staff is, and why the potentist@amer should by God ditch his other
dentist and come see Dr. Butchell on Columbus aedt\&eventy-second on the West
Side today!”

“I love it!” Butchell leaps out his chair, heftings bulk very quickly, sending
hundreds of sweater-fibers spinning into the &s.the first time he’s been out of his

chair during the meeting. “I love it!” he shoutsaag “Let’s do it!”

X—X—X

“I will of course handle everything with the netwand get back to you in a few days
but why not get the ball rolling right now, doctbecause | want you to feel confident in
Levy & Ellis but most importantly in your decisid¢a sign these papers.”

Dr. Butchell scrawls his name on the last pagiefcontract, which Ellis then
whips away and deposits into his briefcase so dyitk almost like sleight-of-hand.

“Where do we begin?” Butchell asks.

“Before we start talking about ...” Ellis shrugs asrdiles at Butchell, “actors and
scripts and lighting and cost, why don’t we staithwvhat's really going to turn those
potential customers intactual customers.”

Butchell, happily ensconced in his desk-chair mgsinakes his head in confusion.
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Ellis spreads his arms and says reverently: “Sidga

“Oh, oh great,” Butchell says. “I have a few innghithat my wife helped me with.
You may have seen her when you arrived earlieratiesnoon—she usually works the
front desk.”

“l did Dr. Butchell and may | say you lucky dog!”

Butchell laughs, feeling more comfortable now.fa@s he’s getting the hang if
this business thing.

Ellis picks up the set of false teeth Butchell pasched on the edge of his desk,
which look to Ellis like they’ll begin hopping arod on wind-up mechanism at any
moment. He opens and closes the teeth repeatedilyags again, “You lucky dog!”
More laughter. “Now doctor,” Ellis says seriousliit me with some of these slogans.”

“Alright.” Butchell sits up straight in his chaigetting into the act with Ellis. “Dr.
Butchell's: We provide relief for your teeth.” Biitell smiles, confident, the teeth in his
lower jaw visible under the great mustache.

Ellis shakes his head. “No good.”

The mustache sweeps down over the smile liketaioutNo good?”

“No good. | don't like it.”

“Well, um ...” Butchell senses imminent stutterifig/hy not?”

Ellis starts pacing. “You're relating pain to dsiry there, Dr. Butchell. You
don’t want the potential customer to think he caly@ome to see you when he’s in
pain.”

Dr. Butchell sinks a little in his chair, his gtdmlk settling. “But | thought, you
know, since, since it'selief from pain—"

“Doc, it's notbad see, it’'s just that you do so much more aroumd.h&llis
spreads his arms to indicate the office. “Am | tijWaymore than simply relieving
pain.”

“Well, yes.”

“Relief from painis a good thing, but you don’t wapain andButchellto form as
part of the same thought in the mind of a potemtigtomer. And since a dentist does so
much more ...”

Butchell starts nodding. “I see what you mean.”
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“So hit me with another one.”

“Alright.” Butchell perks up again. “My wife andreally like this one. Dr.
Butchell's: Where your teeth are our concern.”

Ellis looks up at the ceiling, lost in marketirfgptight. “Concern. That’s good.”

“‘Great!”

“But ...”

Butchell's mustache begins twitching. “But what?”

“Still not right,” Ellis says. He taps the fakesth in his hand, then holds them out
like Hamlet and considers them. “Concern is goaacédagain, though, you haven’ told
the P.C. what yodo.”

“P.C.,” Butchell stutters. “Well, he knows I'm &utist.”

“Right but you need to be very specific about wyai do. We can't let the P.C.
come to his own conclusions. Concern is good bsuinds ... still like pain. Like
‘We’re concernedabout your teettgoncernedecause something is wrong.’ It just
doesn’t sound right.”

Butchell leans back in his chair, brow furrowed.

“A concernedatmospherg Ellis declares. “That’s what we're after. Lefisst
make it lighthearted. Help me out here, doctor.”

Butchell leans forward and laces his fingers gndbhis desk. They both mutter
concernseveral times. “We want to be friendly?” Butchefers.

“That’s it! Friendly!” Ellis holds out his arms ipraise of Butchell. “Dr.
Butchell’s: A friendly place to be!”

“I like it,” Butchell says. Then he frowns. “Budren’t we supposed to, you know,
talk about what | do? Like you said?”

“Ah Butchell, you're very clever! Smarter thanrhabeat me at my own game.”

Butchell’s face goes red; he flatters easily.

Ellis paces slowly back and forth in front of ttesk for a few minutes, running
his fingers across the false teeth’s gum line. 8atdhe stops. “Got it! We’'ll make ‘A
friendly place to be’ the second slogan.”

Butchell's brow furrows again, his forehead’s mamnkles used to the

expression. “Second slogan?”
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Ellis nods. “Second slogan. See during the spovtice-over reads its little bit
and tells the potential customer all about Dr. Betts and how skilled you are and how
long you've been practicing and how convenientlialed you are on the West Side, but
two or three times the voice-over repeats thaBdichell’s is a friendly place to be,
putting a little more emphasis on it each time—anfly place to be, fiendly place to
be a friendly place to beThen at the very end of the spot the voice-oags she real
slogan, which gets written on-screen, and whicHIweaVve printed on your business
cards and written on a little sign at the frontkdés

Butchell is oblivious to the fact that Ellis magJe waltzed into an even bigger
deal involving business cards and little desk signsl probably flyers and magazine ads.
Butchell’'s only concern is coming up with the reklgan. He’s concentrating very hard.
“That’s a great idea,” he says, “but my wife and. we didn’t think of any more. | don't
have another slogan.” For some reason Butcheb fded he’s let Ellis down.

“That’s why you hired me,” Ellis says, triumphatitlow most people don't like
the dentist—most peopleateandfear the dentist. Now don’t look at me like that,
doctor; you don’t need market research to figuet tine out. Besides you should feel
proud of what you dqrivilegedeven, because your practice is a humble one, docto
one which people may fear but one which they nesbd;h they respect, which they
can't live without.” Ellis pauses for emphasis; Bll leans forward in his chair. “One
which you so modestly go about doing, knowing tl&xhanding praise is the worst way
to get it.”

“You're too kind, Mr. Ellis.”

Ellis shrugs. “I merely speak the truth.” He ckdke false teeth’s jaws together a
few times but the sound of tooth against tooth—efaisnot—is a little disturbing, so he
stops, and resumes pacing. “Now, since most pegsieciate the dentist with shall we
saynegativefeelings, we want a slogan that emphasizes thdupte-notwhatyou do,
but what youyroduce Are you with me?”

Butchell nods emphatically, but the hair on hiacdheeemingly remains in place.

“I think we can agree that when people show ugour office for whatever
reason the outcome they desire is better teettBidchell. Cavities, crowns, tooth

pulling, teeth cleaning—all of them lead to ...”
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“Better teeth!”

“So we need a slogan that emphasizes better’tédlis.taps his chin with his left
hand and taps the false teeth with his right. HEepdack and forth while Butchell’'s eyes
follow him anxiously. Suddenly Ellis stops, holt tfalse teeth at eye-level in front of
him. His eyes widen. He sets the teeth back oedge of Butchell’'s desk. He holds out
his hands to the teeth and says: “Dr. Butchell'€'IW¢reate a mouth you’ll want to put

on display.”

X—X—X

Vollmann peers at Malcolm over the manuscripts‘tefinitely different.”

Malcolm leans back in the recliner opposite hisrag“Different how?”

Vollmann flips through a few pages of the manyscfit’s ... linear. And there’s
no meta-anything.”

Malcolm nods. “Well that's the idea.”

“It's not flashy, either, not pretentious. | thimle can agree that some of your
other stuff—"

Malcolm cuts him off. “I know, | know.”

Vollmann sips his whiskey. “It's good, Mal. It i®ne question though.”

“Yes?”

“Why him? Why the doctor? What is it about thisrooercial?”

Malcolm gets out of his recliner and picks up teenote. He plays the
commercial again, freeze-frames a close-up of Bltgolishing dentures halfway
through it.

“Look at this guy.” He gestures toward the TV wille remote. “Overweight,
over-extended, over the hill ... embarrassed, uraivea Absurd, putting this guy on
TV, right? So easy to laugh at, to ridicule.” Mdlnovanders back to his recliner.
“Especially when he’s sandwiched between lingetdi® @and slick car commercials.”

Vollmann marks his place in the manuscript with Ihiisiness card.

“So | thought, why not writa story about this ad?” Malcolm shrugs. “Why not

write a story that uses TV to deliver everythingplar TV denies?”
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Vollmann shakes his head. “I don’t follow.”

“At first the ad’s absolutely ridiculous. But afterwhile, you see how
embarrassed the guy is, how nervous and uncomfertait ... honest, vulnerable. It's
almost heartbreaking. There’s something aboutatlihat’s more real and appealing
than all those ‘hip’ ads. Even if it starts off sof grotesquely appealing.”

Vollmann considers the image on-screen. “Heligla grotesque. But so what?”

“So... society at large takes its cues from TV. Madstuocel looks to pop
culture—mostly TV—for ways to be hip and sophistéeh for what to like, what's in,
what's trendy.” Malcolm’s beginning to speak quigkiiesturing excitedly after every
other word. “TV has this whole doctrine about h@ntess, how to act, what to talk
about—how tdeel even.”

“Easy, Mal.” It sounds terribly moralistic to Vallann, even puritanical. But
Malcolm has never been one to point fingers at [@ypulture. “That might be going a
little overboard.”

They’'ve been working this way for years. Malcoleeds a captive audience to
help him sort through his ideas. Next to reading n&anuscripts, it's Vollmann’s
favorite part of the job.

“How to feel might be harder to prove,” Malcolmntmues, “but the others?
Look outside.” Malcolm gestures toward the wind6@&o down a few floors first, but go
outside and look aroun@he evidence is there: a celebrity wears some bnanak pair
of jeans or sunglasses, drinks a certain kind tiéewr soda, wears their hair a certain
way andbam—trend created.”

“l won't argue with that,” Vollmann nods.

“So going fromhow to be higo how to feeisn’t that big a step. Mass culture
already parrots all the external stuff, so whythetinternal stuff too?” Malcolm’s nearly
gestured all the whiskey out of his glass, andsstopefill. “Think about it—we watch
TV for God knows how many hours a day. It's boundatke a toll.”

Vollmann leans forward in his recliner. “It takasoll, but what toll? What

‘internal stuff’ are you talking about?”
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Malcolm gets out of his recliner and starts pa@ngund the living room.
Vollmann can almost hear the gears whirring in Mbeits head while he ponders the
guestion.

Finally, he says, “When we were talking about riietian earlier we forgot to
mention irony. Metafiction is almost always irotuecause irony is so good at exposing
stasis.”

“l agree. That's not news, but | agree.”

“It's good at exposing absurdity and emptiness, But it only works in small
doses, because it can’'t stand on its own. B4t Malcolm points at the flat-screen, “TV
dependon irony for laughs. It has made irony the drivingece of every single sitcom.
Every single oneBut irony alone has no substance—it's empty, temésting. And all
these shows depend on ridicule and self-deprecatng. ”

Vollmann concedes this point because it's preftyi@us: one character ridicules
another, and in defense, the other character respwith self-deprecating irony, over
and over, for most of the show.

“I see your point,” Vollmann says, “but again,\wsbat? | don’t see a problem.”

“The characters on these shows ...” Malcolm pausagptat his whiskey.
“They're all thoroughly familiar with pop cultureight? Hip to the core.”

“You mean they reference other shows and celebritjuote popular catch
phrases, etc.”

Malcolm nods furiously. “Exactly. But this depemde on irony makes them all
incredibly self-aware and jaded ... weary of the wanl general. Which in turn leaves
them with some strange aversion towagdl emotions.”

“Careful with that word ‘real,” Vollmann interrup. “What do you mean lreal
emotions.”

Malcolm points to the manuscript. “The stuff ireth.”

X—X—X

Dr. Butchell is locked in his office with an upstbmach. He’s been in- and exhaling

slowly and deeply for nearly twenty minutes but feling won’t go away. His face is
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paler than his blonde mustache, tiny red veins ngadiesque against skin gone nearly
translucent. His joints feel somehow inflamed anttle, on the verge of audibly
snapping if he moves too suddenly. His fat-fingdradds won't stop trembling, for
perhaps the first time in his life. He shuts hisegnd begins breathing through his dime-
sized nostrils, cooling the top of his mustache band resting lightly on a bulbous belly
which strains against the buttons of his smock.

There’s a soft knock on his door, and his wifeisfied voice seeps through.
“Honey, are you all right? Mr. Ellis is ready.”

Butchell wonders why in God’s name he agreed tthdo If his office were on
the first floor he’d have jumped out the window aod screaming across the street long
ago. And darn it, he’'d turned down the first-flaffice twenty-seven years ago for this
one! A list of one million places he’d rather baghes through Butchell’s brain, some of
them absurdly more unpleasant than his office baréne West Side. He can’t remember
the last time he did something like this—got ugrant of strangers and, weperformed

A number of voices engaged in discreet discussionbe heard on the other side
of the door. Then Ellis’s voice comes through, soficent it makes Butchell jealous.
“Hey doc it's me, Percy Ellis. Look big guy the ckds running but you just take your
time in there. We can wait.”

Smug fast-talking salesman. He’s spent his enéireer on thetherside of the
camera. Like to see how confident he’d be if oneavaemed ahim. Butchell wanted
actors—attractive, comfortable, confident—but nlisEvanted the doctor himself. For
the sake of “realism” he’'d said. How would the pdit&l customers feel when they saw
Butchell's hands shaking nervously over Mrs. Cdevdelicate seventy-one-year-old
mouth? How did Ellis even talk him in to this! Ey#ring with Ellis is a blur. You're sort
of on the fence about whatever he’s fast-talkingualand suddenly you're nodding and
leaping out of your chair, signing whatever he patsont of you.

“Honey,” his wife’s voice again. “Honey, | know ye nervous, but Mrs. Carver
has a Century Club meeting and, well, she’s yoly appointment today. We cleared the

schedule for the commercial, remember?”

73



“Doc?” Ellis’s voice again. “I'd hate to have tagk it in today without getting
the lovely Mrs. Carver in the spot. Trust me doe'slyoing to be a huge selling point for
all the P.C.s out there. Apple pie and knittingdleg and all that.”

Perhaps Ellis is right. Perhaps the potentialarusts will be more receptive to
the spot if they saw Butchell in action. Yes, sawh.. how skilled he was, how he
made his office friendly place to behow he put Mrs. Carver at ease without any ngrou
oxide and fixed her up with such professionalism &hent that she’d have@mouth
she’d want to put on displayAnd besides, who are they? Those potential custom
However modestly and humbly Butchell did his jobythl still see the uncountable
diplomas and accolades cluttering up the walldsroffice, overlapping each other so
not a single speck of paint is visible behind them.

Butchell slaps his fat-fingered hands down ondésk, stands up and strides like
a man determined to the door of his office, flitgspen, surprising Mrs. Butchell, Mrs.

Carver, his staff, Mr. Ellis and his crew, and geflAction!”

X—X—X

It was short-lived, that burst of confidence. Moktt died down during his hour in make-
up. He’d held thenervousnessagainst the periphery of his mind, where he coed it
slavering and gathering force, but for a while hieégn in control. And then, without
warning, the immense wave had broken like a tsupangulfed his mind, and
extinguished every last spark of confidence.

Now here he is, faced caked with kabuki-level ami®wf make-up, sitting on a
stool next to the reclined Mrs. Carver, shaking sic# to his stomach all over again.

A few feet away, behind a camera and some reatfiblights, Ellis and his crew
stand with Mrs. Butchell, who’s looking at her hasld with so much sympathy it's
almost unbearable.

“Just remember that we’re not even on TV yet,idH8 saying.” This is just a dry
run doc, remember? We might not even use it. | waid run through it without actors,
go for a little realism, try to really connect wil those potential customers out there,
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and save you a bit of cash while we’re at it. lbyaon't like it just say the word and we’ll
bring in some actors. No big deal right?”

Butchell nods, feels powder fall from his facaaifittle cloud.

“And as far as strangers go,” Ellis says, indiogtihe little group around him, “I
don’t see any strangers here. Do you?”

Butchell shakes his head and feels another ptiledery avalanche gathering
speed along the bridge of his nose. At least thdry'tdrouge my cheeks, he thinks. Or
did they?

“The lovely Mrs. Carver, in the chair there, yawkv. Young and beautiful
Martha Butchell you know.” Ellis puts his arm araumer briefly. Then he points to the
crew. “Jerry the lighting guy, Chuck the cameran@iloyria the make-up girl.” He jerks a
thumb over his shoulder in the direction of Buttbedtaff. “Gina and Rachel,” Ellis
smiles. “So everybody knows everybody, right?”

Butchell nods, tries to prepare himself mentafjgia. His cheeks are burning;
they probably didn’t need to put any rouge on him.

Ellis steps away from the camera as Butchell thkeseat next to the reclined
Mrs. Carver. “Don’t worry ma’am we’ll have you ditet Century club in no time. So what
we're after here,” he says, addressing them baghg Simple steady shot of you, | don’t
know, cleaning the plaque off of Mrs. Carver’s ke€do grab that little hooky thing you
use to do it—"

“Periodontal probe,” Butchell croaks.

“Yeah the periodactyl probe and just get to work.”

“You mean, actually clean her teeth?”

“Well that’s up to you. | mean she does have groapment right? Anyway, just
get in there and do what you do best and maybi® texaggerate the movements a
little—"

“Exaggerate?”

“Yeah, so it looks like your really working. Areey” Ellis says on his way back
to the camera, “no talking or even looking at theera in this one so just relax.”

Butchell nods. “This will of course be complemewgiavirs. Carver. Thank you so

much for appearing in our commercial.”
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“I've always wanted to be on television,” Mrs. @ar says in a grandmotherly
voice. “One of my friends in the Century Club useding the Dental Pro Toothpaste
jingle on the radio and | told her last week wetbh do you one better—"

“Uh, Mrs. Carver,” Ellis whispers. “Quiet on thetplease ma’am.”

“Oh, How silly of me. | apologize Mr. Ellis, it’gist that I've never—”"

“Mrs. Carver.” Ellis holds a finger over his lips.

Dr. Butchell tries to catch his breath one mongetwithout hyperventilating.

Ellis yells, “Action!”

Dr. Butchell gently holds the left side of Mrs.r€ars jaw in his left hand and
begins scraping plaque off of her teeth with hghti

“Exaggerate,” Ellis whispers.

Butchell purses his lips and tries to comply. Beflong Mrs. Carver lets out a
little yelp.

“Cut!”

“Oh my, I think you got me there, Dr. Butchell.”

“I'm terribly sorry Mrs. Carver. I've never donkis before. | mean I've dorthis
before,” Butchell points to the periodontal proti®jt I've never done a commercial.
Again, this cleaning is on the house.”

“OK doc, just relax,” Ellis says. “Deep breathtNing to be nervous about,
you've done this a million times. We're not eveméh&Ellis disappears behind a large
black alien-looking camera and two blinding spdttggwith what look like umbrellas
behind them. “And, action!”

Get a hold of yourself, Butchell. Think about dngty except what'’s over there.
You havedone this a million times. Probably more ... Actyafirobably less. A million
is a very large number. Twenty-seven years pragfiand what, ten patients a day?
Although when was the last time | worked a five-aaek? Hmm. I've always admired
Mrs. Carver’s teeth. Pretty nice teeth for a sey@mte year-old. Mine won't be that nice
when I'm her age. | wonder if patients look at ragth and wonder if I've ever been to
the dentist. They're ndiad per se, but I'm a little embarrassed to be onthade

dentists withouperfectteeth. Good thing | have this mus—
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“Cut!” Ellis yells. “That was great, doctor, juskcellent. See? It wasn’t so hard
was it?”

Mrs. Butchell runs over to give her husband a Huigat was wonderful, honey. |
don’t know why you get so nervous in front of pemptou did great!”

“Really? | did?”

“You're a natural doc,” Ellis says. “Ready for thext scene? Finish up with Mrs.
Carver and we’ll shoot you talking to her. Not amemt longer, Mrs. Carver. A quick
cleaning, a little chat with the doctor for our eaand off you go.”

“Well | think | could just stay here forever,” Mr€arver gushes. “This is how
Ginger Rodgers and Mae West must have felt. Ohighge exciting! | can’t wait to tell
the girls down at the Century Clu—"

“Where’s that pterodactyl probe doc?” Ellis says.

X—X—X

Butchell listens as Jerry the lighting guy and Ghilee cameraman come up with various
uses for periodontal probes—not all of them hygienivhile Gloria paints his face for
the second time this shoot. Ellis is over in oneeotalking to Mrs. Butchell about the
finer points of television advertising, while MGarver gazes wide-eyed at the goings-on
around her. Butchell can just tell she wishes gltkdhcamera and one or two of her
rivals from the Century Club here to witness thergvGina and Rachel are in the
waiting room, flipping through old issues BéopleandCosmopolitananswering the
occasional phone call, making the odd appointraard,waiting for their time in the
spotlight later this afternoon.

“OK!" Ellis claps his hands loudly and wanders otemake-up, where he whips
off the little apron around Butchell's neck in adtish. Powdery remnants of make-up
explode into a multi-colored mini-mushroom cloudeV settle lightly on the smock near
his neckline, making it look like he’s been droglimouthwash. “Back to work.”

In this scene, Ellis explains, Butchell is supgbsehave a simple post-dental-
exam chat with Mrs. Carver, during which both arsmile and nod at each other

repeatedly. Ellis has assured Butchell that thermgatl customer will believe such body
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language is indicative of a friendly little chatoaiy, say, Mrs. Carver’s kids, or Dr.
Butchell’'s golf tournaments. Strictly no-businessl mon-teeth related, since, after all,
Dr. Butchell’s is a friendly place to be.

Butchell is considerably less nervous during siwsne, but when Ellis yells
“Action!” he freezes and stares blankly at Mrs. &y mustache spasming. Mrs. Carver
keeps nodding and smiling at Butchell, waitingtian to start the conversation, eyes
growing ever wider in encouragement. Ellis eledsta stop rolling, hoping that
Butchell will eventually come back to earth andtsthatting away, making the scene a
bit more natural and spontaneous. Besides, Butslpaling for the film anyway.

Ellis finally has to write out a little dialoguendhe paper-towel drool-catcher
thing tied around Mrs. Carver’s neck so that Bulloten read off of it whenever he gets
frozen. Mrs. Carver, for her part, just can’t sapegh. And since Ellis didn’t write out

any dialogue for her, her answers to Butchell'ssgjoes spin totally out of control:

“And how are the kids these days, Mrs. Carver?”

“Well, Donald, my grandson, my eldest son Stevenis—you know Steven,
he’s married to that awful Juliette, but that’s o story—anyway Donald, my
grandson, just got accepted to NYU. I'm so proudiiof. You know who else
went to NYU? David Copperfield. The magician! Hadht a course in magic
there when he was 16. Can you believe it? You kwtven Archie was still
alive we went and saw David Copperfield in Las \&d@ah Archie loved Las
Vegas. We used to go every year. It was much betten the mob controlled
though, let me tell you. Sure they were criminalsthey kept crimelown and
now the police can hardly do anything about itc@dirse back then most of the

police were part of the mafia ...”

Finally Ellis decided to stand just behind Mrs. @ar out of the shot, of course, and
wave a handkerchief whenever he thought it was tonButchell to cut her off and ask
the next question.

After that the shoot proceeded smoothly, since¢leof the shots were all

pantomime—Butchell working on Mrs. Carver’s teatbnh a different angle so that she
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looked like a different patient (Ellis didn’t tdBlutchell that the camera was on), Butchell
polishing a pair of newly-made dentures (nine takeaget it right), Gina and Rachel
answering the phone (Ellis called the office angipded the necessary dialogue on the
other end of the line), Butchell shaking hands witbatient (Jerry the lighting guy) and
gesturing him back toward the office, Butchell whils arm around Mrs. Butchell, Gina
and Rachel on either side of them showing off tbein display-worthy mouths, and
finally a shot of the office from across the street

At around six in the evening, after all the gead lheen packed up and Ellis’s
crew had taken off for the night, Ellis shook hamdih everyone on Butchell’s staff and
personally thanked them for doing such tremendaukvButchell is pretty sure Ellis
even got Rachel’s phone number. He’'d shaken hamtis@oken to Dr. Butchell the
longest, of course, promising the doctor that hald/bdead straight for the editing room,
andget his sound guy on the phone. He promised Blititta¢ in a week or so he’d have
a completed copy of the spot, jingle and voice-oneluded, over-nighted to Butchell’'s
office for his perusal. And, Ellis reminded Butdhelpeatedly, if the doctor wasn’t happy
with the rough copy of the spot, for whatever reastowould be scrapped and
professional actors would be brought in. Ellis degghwith a final promise for Butchell

and his staffmore customers

X—X—X

“I'm liking the story, Malcolm.” Vollmann nods ahé manuscript in his lap. “I'm not so
sure about what ‘real’ emotions are coming throdlgbugh.” He marks his place with
the business card and shrugs at Malcolm.

“It's almost more about whatisot coming through.” Malcolm shakes his
tumbler. The ice inside it clinks, sounding oddbllbw. “The writers that seriously try to
write about TV and pop culture and this whole imaititude ...” Malcolm sighs. “The
stuff is entertaining. | believe that. But the wr# that try to expose the emptiness of this
TV-irony, all this pop culture shit—they write altatiwith the same techniques. Using

one technique to expose another renders both e@ptyhat’'s the point?”
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Vollmann ponders this a moment. “So, by eschewnegafiction, irony, pop-
reference—all those well known pomo techniques—tyink you've ... gotten back
down in the trenches. To quote, let's see,” hesfthirough the manuscript. “Ellis.”

“Jack, | was writing this story and | realizedidn’t care about writing anything
‘new’ anymore. Anything ‘different.’ It's about wiing a story that will make the reader
feelsomething.” He gestures lazily with one hand. ‘iBes a headache.”

Vollmann makes a steeple out of his fingers astsriais chin on its apex. “Well,
I got humor, sympathy, a little bit of pity ...”

“That’s good. Those are all good.”

“Alright, well, let’'s see what else.”

X—X—X

And then ... nothing.

A week went by, then two, but no packages arrimgtie mail for Dr. Butchell,
except for a new Lentulo spiral and an updatedigitigyposter. In light of Ellis’s
disappearance, however, even these failed to tl@eBy the middle of the third week
Martha had convinced him to call Ellis’s cellulateégphone, which Butchell had always
considered an invasion of privacy; but given theere circumstances, he’'d acquiesced
to her request. The first day Butchell called Elis left one message, the second day,
three, and exponentially for a few days after. Retvpatients Butchell would sit by the
phone in his office like a teenage girl waiting Faar boyfriend to call on a Friday night.

By the end of the third week Butchell had pouredreevery phone book in the
office, scouring each page for Levy & Ellis adveirig, and, not finding it, had even
checked the phone books in the pay phones onrtet siear the office. He'd then called
the New York City phone directory, but they hadracord of the advertising firm either.
Martha tried to calm Butchell down by telling hitmretnumber was probably unlisted, but
not even Ellis’s business card had the firm’s numbet even a fax, just Ellis’s cellular
telephone number.

Butchell’'s mood deteriorated. Had he been theniicf a scam?

By the fourth week, he’d filed a police report.
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X—X—X

Butchell, draped in yet another absurd Martha-nsdeater, was sitting on the leather
couch in his living room, waiting for the eveningws broadcast to stafthe New York
Timeslay in a pile next to him. So far, the police haxlleads on Ellis. Rachel said the
bastard hadn’t even calléer. Butchell kept imaging an empty office somewhere i
which Ellis’s cellular telephone sat on an unuseskdringing and ringing.

“Are they ready yet?”

“Almost,” Martha called from the kitchen.

Butchell broughiThe New York Timébusiness section back up to his face and
resumed reading, inhaling the smell of chocolatp chokies.

That's when he heard it:

Dr. Butchell's, located conveniently on the WeseSis a friendly place to be

He lowered the newspaper in horror. “Oh my God!”

Martha’s voice rang out in the kitchen. “Whattigiéar?”

“It’s, it's, uh ...” The stuttering turned into apia, while his mustache fluttered
chaotically on his upper lip.

With years of experience and technical skile voice-over continue@r.
Butchell goes to extraordinary lengths to takedhgiety out of going to the dentist.

“Oh my God,” Butchell managed to croak again.

“My goodness, Martin.” Martha entered the livimpm with a plate of steaming
cookies. “What is all the hollering out here?”

Butchell pointed an unsteady hand at the telewisio

With over twenty-five years of experience, we'tlordy provide you with a
friendly atmosphere and excellent service, we#late a mouth you’ll want to put on
display.

“Oh dear,” Martha muttered, nearly dropping thelkses.

Dr. Butchell’'s the voice over concluded, white twinkling lettergolling along

the bottom of the screewg’ll create a mouth you’ll want to put on display
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The evening news’s high-gloss intro replaced #u#g image of Butchell’s
office building on the screen.

Martha turned toward her husband with the pla@mdkie?”

Butchell struggled up from the leather couch—naléfeat—and walked over to
the TV. “Did you see that? Did yseethat? It was, was, it ...” He threw his arms up in
disgust.

Martha set the plate of cookies down on the cafidée and removed her oven
mitts. “I thought you looked adorable.”

“Adorable?” Butchell’'s mustache resembled a cfisthein motion. “My God! |
look like, like,” spittle flew from his lips as retuttered. “Like a ..planet A planet
dressed in a sea-foam green smock!”

“Oh, Martin. Here, have a cookie.”

Butchell waved a hand dismissively at the cookie.

Martha gently placed it back on the pile. “I thbug was wonderful. And Mrs.
Carver looked lovely.”

“She looked like a corpse.”

“Martin!”

“They’ll start calling me ‘Dr. Butcher.”

“Oh they will not.” Martha untied her apron. My @&et Ingredient Is Love was
superimposed on top of a big red heart on the fbiit “I don’t think it's any worse than
all the other commercials on TV.”

Butchell returned to the couch and let his butiksnto it. Martha handed him a
cookie.

“You know how much Ellis got away with?” he askadund a mouthful of
chocolate chips. “That commercial wetseap | bet he kept more than half. At least.”

Martha stood next to him and smoothed his haimeél “Let’s just see what
happens to business before we get upset, okay?”

Butchell nodded, mustache moving independenthi®head.

“Okay,” Martha cooed. “I'll go get you a nice gtasf milk.

X—X—X

82



Television advertising takes time to work, but ee#er almost two months, business
hadn’t quite boomed.

The first patient to commend the commercial wagparse, Mrs. Carver, who,
even with a sickle probe shoved halfway into heuthpcould not stop talking about
how wonderful it was.

“It looked so great, doctor, | mean really, reghgat. Why, | didn’t even
recognize myself the first time | saw it. That malgeartist was amazing. And the
picture! Why | thought | was watching one of th@seviews, you know, for the movies?
| thought it was a movie preview, and even thoutitought it was a movie preview |
thought, now there’s a movie I'd like to see. | insey, Dr. Butchell, I've never had such
a wonderful time in all my li—"

Butchell nodded along while he cleaned her tedtls. Carver was a wonderful
woman with a big heart, but Butchell quite righpiyt absolutely no stock in her
opinions.

After a month of on-air advertising, the practica taken on three new patients.
The first said his grandmother had recommendegldme, but the other two claimed the
commercial got their attention.

“And how did you hear about us, Mr. Mills?” Martkaid to the young man on
the other side of the reception desk.

“Oh, | saw that commercial.”

Martha beamed.

“It's funny, you know,” Mills said. “I mean the ad ridiculous. No offense. But
come on, the dentist looks like a P.E. teacher. ¥®m like good people, though. And
Dr. Butchell doesn’t look like the kind of dentigtu’d be scared of.”

Martha listened while the second new patient eelamuch the same sentiment.

“The first time | saw it | thought it was a jokélhe young woman across the desk
laughed. “I hope you didn’t pay the guy that made i

After a month and a half of on-air advertisingptmore patients had been added
to the practice. But Butchell put the influx of npatients down to word of mouth, or, at

best, curiosity. He'd seen the commercial, and pvalty sure that any potential customer
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who saw it just wanted to meet the sap who wagthikto putting such a ridiculous
thing on TV. His ear had not been tuned to heactmeplex levels of attraction each
patient felt toward the commercial, so he only Hehings like “I thought it was a home
movie, but hey, | needed a new dentist.”

Slowly, though, with Martha’s incessant attemgteanvincing him, Butchell
began to hear what his patients were really saymngather, how they danced around
what they were afraid to say. He'd heard it firetth Ms. Danata, a nineteen-year-old
NYU student studying—of all things—film.

“My wife, up at reception, tells me you saw outidi ad, Ms. Danata.”

She swirled and spit something foamy into théelitiasin next to her chair. “Oh,
yeah. That thing.” She smiled, thick with pity,Baitchell. “Whoever you hired is really
not up to speed with current trends. And | dongrewmearintellectualtrends—
advertising could never aspire to that. | mean henit even up to speed with advertising
trends.”

“How so?”

“Steady-cam shots, that tired old frame-by-fratyéesa voice-over that sounds
like a plot synopsis—all throwbacks Dr. Butch.”

“I see.” Butchell just hates the ad. “You knowd'wever really liked—"

“I do like the bold attempt to capture the humabhjsct, though. | mean, he didn’t
guite succeed, but he’s obviously willing to suffiemmiliation to capture the essence of
normalcy.”

Butchell, brow furrowed, could only nod.

But Ms. Danata wasn'’t the only one who felt thatvabout the commercial. She
just dressed it up in hip film-speak. The patidatt treally got through to Butchell was a
young man named Wallace.

“You got guts doc, I'll give you that.” Wallacediiled with the chain on his bib,
struggling to get his ponytail untangled from Rdn’t quit your day job, am | right?”

Butchell smiled. “So, teeth pulling? Root canal?”

“I couldn’t get up in front of a camera. I'd beotoervous. That's the first thing |
noticed about that commercial.” Wallace leaned lzauk looked up at the ceiling. “It's
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weird—you look totally nervous, but you actuallyldi. It's easy to make fun of, but in a
way, you're immune to ridicule.”

“Ah, | see on the chart here. Just a simple cteqhi

“You were willing to expose yourself, to put yoelfson display for something
you cared about. Not many people can do that. Espeoot on TV.”

“Open wide.”

“I admire you doc.” Wallace opened his mouth, argivoice became cavernous.
“It was nice to see somebody be himself on TV. Nbhf®willing to drop the act these
days. We're all so concerned with being self-awprst, so we never appear vulnerable. |
tell you doc, you surprised me.”

Butchell's hand froze above Wallace’s mouth, bsier gleaming in the light
from the overhead lamp. He considered telling Vallthat he hadn’t had the money for
a better commercial, but decided against it. Na@ndie intent, the commercial was
doing exactly what Ellis promised. Despite his araged humiliation, he felt like
thanking the con artist. Butchell smiled, snappséafoam green facemask over his

mouth and nose, and went about his business.

X—X—X

“Huh.” Vollmann bounces the manuscript on his kadew times, straightening the
pages.

Malcolm splits the last of the whiskey between twmblers and slides one across
the coffee table to Vollmann.

“What?”

“It's just, | felt sorry for the dentist. He’s eralyvassed and awkward when he’s
not practicing. | wanted him to nail the commergiglolimann sips his whiskey. “He
doesn't, then you find out he’s been scammed tsyElis guy.” He shakes his head.
“I'm just glad good things happened in the end.”

“Hal!” Malcolm spreads his arms. “When’s the lastd you ever hoped for an
outcome like that in one of my books?” He finishigs whiskey in his tumbler and

reclines. “So?”
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Vollmann nods at the manuscript. “It's good. kit a lot.” He pauses. “It needs
work.”

“Naturally.”

“Change Butchell’'s name, change Wallace’s, obuipu¥ollmann smiles.
“Learn more about advertising, more closure witlsELl.”

Malcolm laughs. “I know all that. But the writirig.

Vollmann shrugs. “Well, it's all about charactiio irony, no metafiction, no real
narrative distance. It's good, Mal.”

Malcolm calls downstairs to arrange a cab for Malhn. They drink in silence for
a while, exchanges limited to just a few words.

“Different?”

“Worlds away from your other stuff.”

“Wallace?”

“He’ll go for it.”

When the front desk calls to say the cab hasetriMalcolm walks his agent to
the door.

Vollmann, manuscript in hand, says, “I'll takegn on Monday and get back to
you around Wednesday.”

They shake hands. Vollmann exits into the hall.

Malcolm calls after him. “I'm not like that dentjslack. | won’'t wait four weeks.
If I don’t hear from you by Wednesday,” he poirdghe manuscript, “I'm filing a police
report.”
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