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From the Editor’s Desk

This issue of PCR takes you through time and around the world without 
the bother of coping with airline security. We begin with H. Peter Steeves’s 
brilliant “The Monster at the End of This Essay,” a written version of his 
luncheon speech presentation that brought down the house at this year’s meeting 
of FWPCA/ACA. Calling The Monster at the End of This Book “strange, joyfiil, 
and cerebral,” as well as “one of the finest psychoanalytic, existential, 
postmodern texts ever written,” he goes on in this delightfully “strange, joyful, 
and cerebral” essay to show how the book stands beside “Joyce and Kafka, 
Beckett and Sartre, Freud and Derrida.” We follow with Dennis Rohatyn’s 
“Thinking Things Through: A Meditation on H. Peter Steeves’s The Things 
Themselves: Phenomenology and the Return to the Everyday, "v itself a lively 
popular culture filled excursion into Peter’s world, our world.

Amy Green explores the ways in which Cartoon Network’s Foster's 
Home for Imaginaiy Friends (Foster's Home) “celebrates both the imaginative 
powers and unique qualities of each child who creates an imaginary friend” 
while containing elements of social commentary and satire mercifully appealing 
to the adults who often share television watching with children. In “Pleasing the 
Queen but Preserving Our Past,” James Forse examines popular culture aspects 
of religious cycle plays and difficulties faced by the producers in their attempts 
to both continue production and satisfy Queen Bess’s injunctions.

In “Perpetuating ‘The Big Lie’: Subversive Feminism in Stephen 
Sommers’s Horror/Action films,” John R. Craig takes the position that while the 
heroines in these films appear strong, the films send mixed messages about their 
dependencies. In “Whafs Good for the Goose is Good for the Gander: 
Interpreting Marge Piercy’s He, She and It, Brook Brayman does a masterful job 
of analysis as well as pointing out that women science fiction writers are not rare 
and have been around since the beginning of the genre.

Shaorong Huang shows how the Chinese use television soap operas as 
a way to inculcate values in the primarily female audience in “Telling Stories, 
Saving Families: Media’s Concern with Modernization as a Challenge to 
Traditional Chinese Family Values.”

Other values are explored in frequent contributor Ron Briley’s “‘I 
Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night’: The IWW’s Lost Legacy in American 
Popular Culture,” an article that takes us back a century to the spirit of the 
Wobblies and their role in the labor movement. Kris Kamberbeek also turns 
back the clock in “Parks and Wreck: Amusement and Anxiety at Turn-of-the- 
Century Coney Island,” when amusement parks were first seen as therapeutic. 
Joey Skidmore adds sounds effect in his fascinating essay on the theremin, that 
weird instalment which the provided the sound of the Green Hornefs buzz on 
1930s radio. Also don’t miss the book review section, which is finally beginning
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to take off. Let us know when you publish a book and we will be happy to 
review it.

January marks the twentieth anniversary of FWPCA/ACA and we have 
some wonderful things planned for this meeting, which runs from January 25- 
27, 2008. Peter Steeves will present the keynote which is reason alone to come. 1 
hope you can make it. Send me your abstracts at felicia.campbell@unlv.edu.

Felicia F. Campbell
Editor, Popular Culture Review
felicia.campbell@unlv.edu



The Monster at the End of This Essay

What did that say?! On the title up there, what did that say? Did that 
say that there will be a monster at the end of this essay? I am so scared of 
monsters! But no, it’s impossible. Academic decorum would not allow it. There 
is nothing to fear.'

I was in kindergarten when The Momter at the End of this Boole was 
released. Those were, in retrospect, the finest days of school. I haven’t left 
school for thirty-five years, really, but I think I miss my early public school days 
the most. Kindergarten was school the way school should always be done. We 
only had to go for half of the day. We were read to. We were given snacks by 
charming women in 1970s-print mini-dresses who were all named “Miss”- 
something and hadn’t yet become bitter about anything. We had recess—even 
with two feet of snow outside. Naps were part of the curriculum—not an 
intrusion, not an affront to the teacher or a sign of disrespect, but a scheduled 
part of the pedagogy. (I am thinking about reinstituting naps in my graduate 
seminars these days, especially when we have to read Hegel.) We sang, we ate, 
we slept, and we learned. In fact there was no apparent distinction between 
playing and learning. We came to love books. And when we were too excited or 
too sad or too afraid or too rambunctious or too anything, we were told to dance. 
‘"You gotta dance it out,” Miss Cochran would say, running her fingers through 
her Marlo-Thomas-777i7/-G//V bangs, smiling her Goldie-Hawn-L^zz/g/?-/  ̂ smile 
as she walked to the record player. And she would have us stand up at our desks 
and start gyrating to the music. “Sometimes you just gotta dance it out.” Miss 
Cochran was, in some respects, a Kantian. Distrustful of emotions of any kind, 
willing to do anything at all to curb them if they started to take us over. And 
although dancing is not really comparable to taking recourse to the categorical 
imperative or the synthetic a priori stmetures of the mind—and Miss Cochrane, 
at least in my middle-aged recollections, was much lovelier in a mini-dress than 
I ever picture Kant being—it was strangely joyflil and cerebral back then. 
Sometimes you Just gotta dance it out.

The Momter at the End of this Book is strange, joyful, and cerebral as 
well. And—let me just state it here at the front—I take it to be one of the finest 
psychoanalytic, existential, postmodern texts ever written. To call this twenty- 
four paged children’s book one of the finest works of literature of the last 
century is no small claim, and one I do not make lightly. I want to make a case 
for it, then, striving to see the ways in which the book stands beside Joyce and 
Kafka, Beckett and Sartre, Freud and Derrida—and stands thus on its own 
merits.

The book’s narrative begins with Grover noticing the title of the work 
and recoiling in fear at the possibility that a monster lurks at the conclusion of 
the narrative in which he seems to be the protagonist. On each page Grover tries
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to convince the reader to stop turning pages, to end the narrative flow and avoid 
the inevitable conclusion. When reason and pleading fail to stop the progression 
of the story, he attempts to force the pages together—with rope, wooden boards, 
and bricks—to keep them from being turned; and still the reader, God-like in the 
desire and the will to see this to the end, forces the pages open one by one until 
the conclusion: a conclusion that finds only Grover himself at the end of the 
book, Grover the monster, Grover the beginning and end of the narrative, alone 
with his fear, his embarrassment, and his relief.

Let us consider the possibility that this is a modernist allegory. As a 
metaphorical parable for our confrontation with death, the title of the book 
makes it clear that the finale—our collective shared finale—is set. There is no 
question, no question mark, no possibility of a different outcome. This fear of 
non-being marks our existence: if we refrain from turning the next page can we 
stop the monstrous end from coming? Plead and beg and fight as we might, our 
own death awaits us at the end. Reading allegorically each of Grover’s attempts 
to stop the flow, then, we can see the whole of human history bemoaning our 
mortality. Grover moves from tying rope to nailing boards to laying bricks. Like 
the Three Little Pigs who make their homes of progressively more trustworthy 
materials—at least so it seems—Grover attempts to avoid the Big Bad Monster 
who eventually comes to blow us all down.

He turns to rope. As far back as 17,000 BCE, humans were making 
rope. It is a natural material, a stringing together of the fibers of date palms, flax, 
grass, papyrus, hemp, and animal hair. Such strings and vines and lines exist 
already in nature; rope is just a matter of putting them all together, twisting them 
into something that makes sense to us and is useful to us. And so are all the 
struggles of life and death, of an animate wilderness pulsing with life and with 
meaning. The spirits of animals and plants all around us, their stories and their 
presence intertwined with ours like loose strands of a grander story as we see 
ourselves in relation to them, our being in relation to their being. The pantheists 
look to the world, see the forces of nature at work, and put them together, 
twisting them into a picture that makes sense and is useful. Weaving together the 
fibers of the natural world, a worldview emerges. We will avoid our demise by 
making sense of it all, by using nature to bind us together, by pulling together 
disparate bits of life and death into a grand scheme that reconciles nonexistence 
with existence. In the Incan language a quipu is a knot as well as a collection of 
ropes and strings with bundled knots of various kinds. The Incans tied these 
knots in rope in intricate patterns used to store information and convey 
knowledge. Knots and ideas were tied and untied, leaving a bundle of rope that 
spoke a language meant to be felt as well as seen, whole stories passing over 
ones fingers in what anthropologist Gary Urton calls a “three-dimensional 
binary code.”  ̂Recorded in twisted strands of natural fibers were their desperate 
desires to speak to animal spirits, to their ancestors, to prepare to spend eternity 
with the Sun rather than in the damp ground alone. But the force of history—and 
Spanish conquest—ends the project. The stories make sense and give us
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meaning, give us a place in the grander scheme of things. But the project 
snaps—from the stress of the colonial conquest, from the tension of the real and 
inescapable finality of death. The natural worldview does not save us.

He turns to boards and nails. To the edifice of the Church, the 
crucifixion, the martyred carpenter. Nailing our sins to the cross, the last 
vestiges of Adam’s Fall removed from us—from Christ—and a new covenant 
cast. The monstrous flesh is put under control once and for all, the monstrous 
end of the flesh now avoided. Fashioning His own cross, board upon board—to 
be nailed up, nailed down, nailing together the past and the future, nailing 
together the last page and the page yet to come—Christ builds His Church and 
His story. In preparing for His death—one He wishes He need not face, one He 
fears and begs His father not to bring about, not to turn the page—Christ makes 
himself into that which cannot die. And so we turn to boards and nails; but the 
fear still lingers. The new covenant does not stop the turning of the pages. It 
does not end death so much as explain it away as nothing to worry about 
because the good stuff is really what comes after. But we worry. We know that 
the book has an ending. Our revelations bring things to a close.

He turns to brick. To the mortar and the manufactured stones of science 
and humanism. To the perfect geometry of the rectangle, the angle, a fortress of 
our own techne that can save us from our future. We construct defenses all 
around. We no longer tie together past and present, nail together yesterday and 
tomorrow, but instead build a wall in the here and now, declaring the here and 
now all that matters. We do not use stones, because they are natural and thus 
imperfect. We mix clay and sand and water and bake red bricks in steel molds at 
a thousand degrees Celsius, turning out perfectly identical mass-produced 
building blocks. We burn out the impurities of this world, bum in the strength of 
the fire. We erect monuments to our genius, constmct mausoleums to hide our 
tombs, pave streets to move us. It is the same mentality that gives rise to 
vaccinations, antibiotics, and the quest for eternal life: a wall around us that 
keeps time from passing, a wall constructed by our own science, our own 
ingenuity. And with time, it all inevitably crumbles.

He turns to begging.
This is where we all end up. After nature, after God, after science. We 

face our monstrous death on the next page armed only with a please. And when 
the page is turned, our greatest fear confronted, what do we find?

We find, in T. S. Eliot’s words, that “the end of all our exploring/Will 
be to arrive where we started/And know the place for the first time.”"̂ We find 
the same monster with which we began, the same impossible living and 
impossible death. We find a self-portrait rather than an image of the monster, 
though the two are the same.

It was the self-portrait, too, that fascinated James Joyce. In their 
discussion of Jacques Derrida’s Memoirs of the Blind, Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Michael Naas remind us that
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Joyce, in writing A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, was 
influenced by accounts of Rembrandt doing his self-portraits 
and so tried in his writing to embody this circular or reflective 
structure.. . . Like an artist sitting before his easel drawing a 
self-portrait by means of a mirror, Joyce tried to reproduce the 
AB/BA structure. . . . A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
thus begins with Stephen Dedalus’s father telling Stephen his 
very first story as a child, and it ends with an invocation of 
Dedalus the artificer, who has become Stephen’s patron for 
writing. It begins with Stephen’s father saying “Once upon a 
time and a very good time it was there was a moocow coming 
down along the road,” and it ends with the hero of the novel 
writing “27 April, Old Father, old artificer, stand me now and 
ever in good stead. Dublin 1904/Trieste 1914.”^

This is the same circular structure we find in Derrida’s Memoirs of the 
Blind and Grover’s The Monster at the End of This Book. The story loops back 
on itself, the portrait turns out to be a self-portrait, the monster turns out to be 
Grover, fear (on the first page) turns out to be embarrassment (on the last page), 
and the confrontation with Death—with one’s self as Other—is defused in the 
very act of the confrontation itself, in the myth of the self-portrait. Stephen 
Dedalus looks at himself looking back at himself, just as Rembrandt must have 
done standing before his mirror, but the image we get is not of a man looking 
into a mirror. It is not a painting of one’s self while painting one’s self Instead, 
in such an endeavor we inevitably turn the subject into an object, a flat thing that 
stands still before us and lets us hold it, reduce it, keep it in our consciousness. 
The image of Rembrandt, though he has easel in hand, is not painting. It is 
inanimate and still. One might even say not-alive. And this is the necessary 
consequence of the self-portrait. The subject doing the painting creates an object 
on the canvas. And objects have a curious relationship to death. The object is at 
once apparently dead and yet, since it never was alive, is incapable of truly 
dying.

The book operates in the same way as the painting. Stephen Dedalus 
“lives” for us forever, though James Joyce is gone. But the book, as a collection 
of signs, has an air of death to it as well. The fact that words can point to things 
in their absence means that these things are not eternal and not really needed. 
My own name, Peter, is a marker that mourns. You can see my name in print 
there in the previous sentence and that name will conjure me up—but in a way 
that speaks more to my absence than my presence. The fact that “Peter” can 
keep me in your consciousness indicates that 1 can be gone and still be thought 
of Names hint at the death of the world, at the absence of the things about 
which they speak. As a placeholder for something, a word draws attention to the 
fact that in its absence, the thing can still be meant. In order to think about me, 
you don’t need me present. Our names will far outlive us, and so at the moment, 
of my naming there is my death. At the moment of naming the world—naming
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the things in the world, the things that are done in the world—there is the end of 
the world. At the moment of naming the start of the book, there is the end of the 
book. And the monster is at both ends. All books bemoan this. All language is a 
lament. Every sentence is a eulogy, every paragraph an obituary. All texts, the 
site of our collective grieving, are graveyards cluttered with the solemn marking 
stones of words.

We turn, again, to Derrida and to Rembrandt. In his eulogy for Sarah 
Kofman, Derrida recalls Kofman writing about Rembrandt’s The Anatomy 
Lesson of Doctor Nicolaes Tulp (1632). Derrida inscribes these words:

It is a lesson, she says. . .. Sarah interprets in this painting the 
strange historical relationship between the book and the body, 
between the book and the proper or lived body of the mortal, 
to be sure. . . . We can there follow the narrative of an 
historical fascination with the book when it comes to occupy 
the place of the dead, of the body-cadaver. Actually, I prefer 
the English word corpse here because it incorporates at once 
the body [!e corps], the corpus and the cadaver. . .

If, then, the book is the placeholder for the corpse, filled with words like little 
decaying organs, and if language itself is a body that mourns, constructed of 
letters like little epitaphs, and if the subject of the book is always already an 
object, always already on the way toward death, then it is the wise book that 
accepts this fact and admits its own decay.

In the corpus of Grover we find such volumes as When Grover Moved 
to Sesame Street and Grover Travels All Over, but it is The Monster at the End 
of This Book that truly stands out as a tomb among the tomes. The book is not 
only about the confrontation with death, but is complicit in its own destruction. 
To read the book is to demolish it. If we think of The Monster at the End of This 
Book as the book of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, then it is the book itself that is the thing 
on the examination table, dissected, splayed open, autopsied. Just as the process 
of living is what kills the body, so too does the act of reading destroy the book. 
Each of the pages of this book has drawings of the previous pages in tatters. On 
page seventeen, for instance, we see in the left margin of the text drawings of 
the edges of previous pages with ragged ropes, broken boards, and crumbled 
bricks sandwiched in between. Grover embraces a hermeneutical reading of 
what he is up to, we might say, laying out the past for us on each future page. 
And if it is a past marked by inevitable, inexorable annihilation, then to read the 
book is to destroy it and to move closer to destroying Grover.

One must ask at this point the child’s question: why? Why, in fact, do 
we continue to turn the pages, torturing lovable furry old Grover, ruining the 
book we are apparently enjoying, and bringing all of us closer to the monster 
and thus our doom? After all, Grover has told us that continuing to turn pages 
will harm us all. The title of the book itself, in fact, tells us that once we get to 
the end, we are in big trouble. Why, then, do we continue to turn the pages of a
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book of which we are explicitly told not to turn the pages? It is ‘‘the imperative 
of the book format,” argues Steve Ingeman, “that demands that we get to the end 
and overrides anything that the book might contain as content.”  ̂ What drives a 
book is the force of the book. It is a force that is at work on Grover and on the 
reader.

From his home in Cairo, and later in Paris, Edmond Jabes reflected on 
the status of his own Jewish identity as it stnictured a relation to writing and to 
the book. Arguing, in The Book of Questions, that “you are the one who writes 
and the one who is written,” Jabes proposes that the stranger has a privileged 
role in the structure of a book, and that the very act of writing both creates who 
one is and changes that Self into something Other. “I am. I become. I write,” 
writes Jabes. And in an earlier poem: “1 am searching for a man 1 do not know, 
who has never been more myself than since I have been looking for him.”  ̂This 
is, as well, the claim of a man in search of a monster, a man who creates that 
monster through the very act of searching.

Let us, then, consider a second possibility for understanding this text.
Let us say that The Monster at the End of This Book is an existentialist 

account of what it means to encounter ourselves in a world where we are 
radically free and yet desperately anguished because we are free. Sartrean 
existentialism—the kind Grover would most clearly be modeling under this 
reading—takes as its starting point that there is no God. Think of the difference, 
Sartre would say, between a knife and a human being. The knife maker has an 
idea of how he or she wants the knife to appear and what that knife will be used 
for, what its telos will be. The essence of the knife precedes the existence of the 
knife. First the designer has a plan (the essence), then the knife is constructed 
(the existence). But if there is no God who made humanity, then there is no 
creator to have had a plan in mind for us, no telos to impart to us, no blueprint to 
follow, no essence for humankind. We simply are. And we only become 
something-in-particular by doing things.

This, according to Sartre, gives rise to feelings of abandonment, for 
there is, at least at first glance, nothing that makes us special: God is not there to 
have created us; God is not there to love us; Jesus doesn’t want me for a 
sunbeam. Yet, for Sartre, we are special—special precisely because we can 
choose and thus become whatever we want. Which is not to say that there are no 
restrictions whatsoever on the ethical demands that are attached to our choices, 
for when we choose, we choose for all of humanity. The values we espouse by 
choosing them become the values that we affirm in general as worth choosing. 
Consequently, what we make ourselves into is precisely what we are trying to 
make everyone else into. We thus have a responsibility that goes along with 
every act of choosing that is overwhelming and anxiety-producing. Sartre 
writes:

What do we mean by saying that existence precedes essence?
We mean that man first of all exists, encounters himself,
surges up in the world—and defines himself
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afterwards.. . . [TJhere is no human nature because there is no 
God to have a conception of it. Man simply is. . . . This may 
enable us to understand what is meant by such terms—perhaps 
a little grandiloquent—as anguish, abandonment, and 
despair. . .

As an existential story, the dread that founds Grover’s every action and thought 
thus seems familiar to us—we who have passed through modernity. It is a 
Sartrean nausea, an existential Angst that keeps us worrying about the end and 
also worrying if there is any meaning to this nanative, any meaning other than 
the end of the narrative itself This is, in the end, a book without a plot. Or more 
precisely, the plot of the book is that Grover does not wish to let the book take 
place. It is not a traditional story at the conclusion of which is a monster, but 
instead is a story without a story where the end is the only thing we think about 
throughout. After reading it, we worry about the meaning of it all: nothing really 
happens in this book except for worrying about how it all is going to turn out, 
and even that is not really up for grabs because the title of the book tells us 
exactly how it must conclude.

The Sartrean would say that the reason we turn the page is because we 
choose to do so. Yes, we torture Grover. Yes, we make a terrible mess each time 
we move the narrative along. And yes we are coming closer with each turn of 
the page to the monstrous conclusion. But if we are not to live in bad faith, we 
must admit that we are choosing each time, that we are choosing to turn, 
choosing to confront, choosing to construct ourselves as the-one-tuming. At first 
glance this seems to contradict Jabes privileging of the stranger and the notion 
of the force of the hook—the idea that the book’s bookness is what demands the 
turning of the pages. But we must remember that from the perspective of 
Grover, we are attempting to choose for him, to create him—or uncreate him— 
with our own active choosing. He keeps demanding to stay where he is in the 
story, but you and I, in turning the pages, universalize the turning of pages as a 
choice for him. Following Sartre, this is part of what makes life so infused with 
anxiety. If each action universalizes that action, universalizes the values that 
underlie that action, then two things are clear. First, I have responsibility for 
everything that everyone else is and does. But, second, it is also that case that 
everyone else is choosing and thus trying to make me into something, to force 
me into their choices. This is why other people are such a nuisance, such a 
source of unease. To paraphrase Sartre loosely: Hell is other Muppets.

A good deal of time is spent in this narrative waiting—deciding 
whether or not to go forward, anticipating the end result. That each decision is 
both free and determined is clear. And as the end approaches, Grover struggles 
to maintain his will in a world where the dread of choice is made apparent. From 
this same existentialist standpoint, then, let us note the importance of this dread 
and this waiting. Since The Monster at the End of This Book has no plot per se, 
it is, inevitably, merely about waiting for the monster to show up at the end of 
the book. Does he ever show up?
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ESTRAGON: Let’s go.
VLADIMIR: We can’t.
ESTRAGON: Why not?
VLADIMIR: We’re waiting for Godot.
ESTRAGON: (despairingly) Ah! (Pause.) You’re sure it was 

here?
VLADIMIR: What?
ESTRAGON: That we were to wait?
VLADIMIR: He said by the tree. (They look at the tree.) Do 

you see any others? . . .
ESTRAGON: He should be here.
VLADIMIR: He didn’t say for sure he’d come.
ESTRAGON: And if he doesn’t come?
VLADIMIR: We’ll come back to-morrow.
ESTRAGON: And then the day after to-morrow?
VLADIMIR: Possibly.
ESTRAGON: And so on.
VLADIMIR: The point is—
ESTRAGON: Until he comes.
VLADIMIR; You’re merciless.'"

We are merciless readers. Grover says: “Let’s go. Let’s stop turning pages.” We 
respond: “We can’t.” “Why not?” “We’re waiting for the monster at the end of 
the book.”

What would it mean for Godot to show up in Beckett’s play? The 
drama famously concludes without resolution, without any real sense, even, of 
what is at stake in whether or not Godot shows up in the end (other than the fact 
that the waiting would be over). There are those who see Godot as God; there 
are those who see the waiting as hopelessly in vain. But what interests us is the 
mercilessness of the mundane and the anxiety of living itself Perhaps we share 
with Grover his sense of dread. Perhaps there is the collective feeling that we 
may all be waiting for Godot. But at the end of this particular play, we know that 
the monster will show up in his place—yet not really even “show up,” as he was 
there and not-there all along, for Grover is, after all, afraid of himself. And this 
invites a third reading of the text.

Let us consider the possibility that the best way to understand this book 
is to see it as a psychoanalytic narrative. I do not mean to apply here an 
Linthoughtful armchair Freudian analysis to Sesame Street characters in the way 
that some—especially conservative media critics—have recently tried to do as 
in, for instance, the insistence that Bert and Ernie are a closeted gay couple. 
Sadly, the consequence of this particular critique has been that Sesame Street is 
no longer producing new segments where Bert and Ernie are seen together—as 
if even an unacknowledged possibility of such sexual orientation would 
somehow be bad. It is not, then, some hidden message that I want to pursue. I. 
would not wish to maintain that the Cookie Monster has an eating disorder or
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that what Oscar the Grouch really needs is Paxil. On the contrary, sometimes a 
Snuffleuppagus trunk is just a Snuffleuppagus trunk. However, if we see Grover 
as going through a psychoanalytic struggle where his very identity—his sense of 
self—hangs in the balance, there are parts of the narrative that open up for us in 
a helpful way.

Grover has always been something of an outsider. On Sesame Street he 
is clearly the most sensitive character and the one to whom, at least in the past, 
children most readily bestow their love. In the old television segments in which 
a child interacts with Grover, his gentle way of speaking to and understanding 
children clearly put these kids at ease, and Grover’s self-identification as 
someone who is timid and different and “outside” the normal power relations 
gave children something with which to identify." There is an ineffable sense of 
Otherness to Grover that at once separates him and makes us relate to him. 
Grover is better educated than the rest of the Muppets. His vocabulary is richer; 
his Jokes often more cerebral. Grover never speaks using contractions; and this 
quirk—or perhaps affectation—gives him a distinctive speech pattern that 
separates him from others. Frank Oz, the original operator of the Grover Muppet 
and the creator of Grover’s voice, used a similar voice for his Star Wars 
creation, Yoda. Given their nearly identical vocal patterns, in a dark room it 
would be hard to tell Grover and Yoda apart except for their two rather unique 
senses of grammar and syntax. Never a Jedi Master, Grover would make—but at 
the same time, Yoda does not have any of the vulnerability and complexity that 
Grover possesses. And it is precisely these qualities that separate Grover from 
all of the other Muppets on Sesame Street.

Grover, in general, doesn’t like to play tricks on other people, doesn’t 
poke fun at others, and doesn’t intentionally cause problems. In the classic 
Sesame Street sketches meant to teach children the difference between “near and 
far,” Grover—in his infinite patience—may grow weary of running back and 
forth to illustrate the points, but he never becomes hostile. And in the restaurant 
sketches—recurring scenes in which Grover plays a waiter taking the order of a 
balding blue-skinned man—fainting in exasperation is often the outcome, but 
the problem with the customer’s order is typically either caused by the system 
itself (a system which Grover, as a mere member of the proletariat, is unable to 
alter) or by Grover’s own over-enthusiastic desire to be helpful and efficient. 
Given any Sesame Street scene with Grover in it, there is thus, more often than 
not, a sense of Grover’s guilt, vulnerability, and unease in his own blue fur.

As a psychoanalytic text, then, we see Grover in The Monster at the 
End of This Book as Other to himself, Grover fearing himself—fearing, perhaps, 
a way of being in the world such that there is no longer stable identity. Fear is 
Grover’s main way of encountering himself, an emotion Freud and Heidegger 
remind us is close to shame. And the shame of being, the fear of being Other to 
one’s self, is with all of us always—the necessary implication of our times and 
the death of the simplistic, coherent, modernist subject. Grover, a sort of 
Everyman (or perhaps Everymonster) not so much confronts his fears in this text
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as he is forced past them, left mumbling to himself (even after the declared 
ending of the book) about his embarrassment at having been a part of it all, at 
having been alive.

What is it, after all, that Grover fears? He fears himself, yes. But the 
anxiety is, perhaps, the outward marker of a repressed wish to stifle his superego 
and allow his Id more room to play. The Id—insatiable, ravenous, and without 
restraint—is the monster that is there all along. Some would say that to have 
such a fractured identity and an unbalanced sense of self is the ultimate source 
of Grover’s unease, but the strict Freudian reading would be more complex. 
Anxiety is a manifestation of Grover’s realization that he truly is not so 
fractured, that he truly is beastly and thus should be comfortable being more 
fully libidinous, care-free, and unafraid. But Grover cannot consciously accept 
his own desires (which he can only characterize as monstrous) and so the 
repressed wish to be free manifests itself as fear. The anxiety present in The 
Monster at the End of the Book is thus not really a fear of the monster but a 
secret desire to be the monster.

Consider, for instance, that Grover wishes he could accept his primitive 
instinctive impulses and live, perhaps, like The Cookie Monster. The Cookie 
Monster, whose very name denotes his monstrous being, is pure Id. This is what 
Grover wishes he could be: indulgent of his appetites, wild and carefree, lustful, 
gluttonous, and pleasure-seeking. Grover must see, for instance, his own 
scrawny blue body and arms, and think of The Cookie Monster’s Bacchanalian 
heft. Grover must see the Monster’s black hole of a mouth, the look of insatiable 
hunger and passion on the Monster’s face. Grover must see the way the cookie 
crumbles fly in orgiastic frenzy when the Monster eats, the shards of baked 
goods falling in the thick cerulean fur that covers the Monster’s voluminous 
flesh, the googly eyes swirling in ecstatic orgasmic abandon as he gives himself 
over to his unquenchable craving. Grover’s anxiety, that is, is not a fear of 
monsterhood but a secret and repressed wish to have a little cookie himself.

What is at work on an individual as well as a larger philosophical scale, 
then, is a rejection of the pure logic of the superego, a critique of the project of 
rationality and its failure to capture the lived-experience of the Self In order to 
make this clearer, we turn to one final text of comparison—to a parallel between 
Grover and a different sort of beast, to the tunneling little animal protagonist of 
Franz Kafka’s ‘The Burrow.”

My burrow takes up too much of my thoughts. 1 fled from the 
entrance fast enough, but soon I am back at it again. I seek out 
a good hiding-place and keep watch on the entrance of my 
house—this time from the outside—for whole days and nights.
Call it foolish if you like; it gives me infinite pleasure and 
reassures me. At such times it is as if I were not so much 
looking at my house as at myself sleeping. . . . [True,] it need 
not be any particular enemy that is provoked to pursue 
me. . . . [I]t may be someone of my own kind. . .. Perpetually



The Monster at the End of This Essay 15

obsessed . . .  I no longer attempt even to appear to avoid the 
entrance, but make a hobby of prowling round it; by now it is 
almost is if I were the enemy spying out a suitable opportunity 
for successfully breaking in. .. . [0]ne is never free from 
anxieties [even] inside i t . . . .  [I]t was an almost inaudible 
whistling noise that wakened me. . . . [PJerhaps—this idea 
now insinuates itself—I am concerned here with some animal 
unknown to me. That is possible. .. . The noise seems to have 
become louder, not much louder, of course—here it is always 
a matter of the subtlest shades—but all the same sufficiently 
louder for the ear to recognize it clearly. And his growing- 
louder is like a coming-nearer. . . you can literally see the 
steps that bring it closer to you. You leap back from the wall, 
you try to grasp at once all the possible consequences that this 
discovery will bring with it. . . .  I can find no slightest trace of 
reason in what had seemed so reasonable; once more I lay 
aside my work and even my listening; I have no wish to 
discover any further signs that the noise is growing louder; I 
have had enough of discoveries; 1 let everything slide; 1 would 
be quite content if I could only still the conflict going on 
within me. . . . [But] that consummation . . . cannot, of course, 
be brought about by negotiation, but only by the beast itself, or 
some compulsion exercised from my side.*"

Like Kafka’s animal, Grover sees himself from afar. He sees himself both as 
peacefully sleeping (that is, as lovable, furry, old Grover) and as the beast- 
enemy that prowls around and watches him sleeping (as the monster). To still 
the conflict from the outside would really mean to still it from the inside. And 
this is the point at which logos goes into a crisis.

In the end, this is what both of these works of fiction take as a central 
theme: the impossible project of rationality. Kafka’s burrowing animal is hyper- 
rational. He ponders arguments and evidence for the existence of the beast that 
he senses is getting closer all of the time. He considers hypotheses and proofs, 
examines them premise by premise and manages only to work himself into that 
much more of an anxious frenzy. Ironically, the burrow—like Reason itself— 
was supposed to be the protector, the site of assurance and security, but it has 
become the very source of apprehension, the point of the animal’s potential 
undoing and the reason he feels in danger. Kafka’s short story, like The Monster 
at the End of This Book, is a narrative in which nothing much happens apart 
from dealing with the dread of what might happen. Reason, which was expected 
to make life easier and more secure, has thus emptied life of content so that there 
is nothing really to make easier and more secure. The burrowing animal cannot 
enjoy his earthly hideaway because all he does is worry about the beast that may 
be coming for him there. And Grover cannot accomplish anything in the course 
of his book because all he can think of is how terrible the conclusion might be
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given the beast that may be coming for him in the end. Most importantly, just as 
Kafka illustrates the failure of reason by means of the animal’s inability to use 
rational arguments to solve the problem of his burrow, so we see Grover forever 
stymied by the reader’s insistence on turning pages even when rational 
arguments have been given for why it is illogical to keep doing so. “Maybe you 
do not understand,” Grover says calmly. “You see, turning pages will bring us to 
the end of this book, and there is a monster at the end of this book.” Of course 
we understand. But reason’s power is no match for the force of the book. 
Modernity—with its fear of death, its false brick wall of technology, its fictional 
sense of an impossibly coherent and stable self, its simultaneous invention and 
villainization of the stranger/the Other, its doomed project of rationality that 
creates the monsters from which it promises to protect us—modernity is the true 
beast in our burrow.

But that is fine. For in reality—and in conclusion—we can admit that 
this text is thoroughly po^ftnodem. Indeed, it is only when we consider the 
possibility that this is a postmodern work that the book truly reveals its genius. 
This is, after all, a book that is about itself, a book that (like every other book, 
really) has no other content but its own text, referring to nothing but itself 
because everything is the text.

It is a book where the start and finish are not what they claim to be. 
That is, the first page of the book is not really page one, for it is on the cover of 
the book and on the title page that Grover actually begins the story. We read the 
title and all of the legal information, and Grover declares that it is a dull page. 
“What is on the next page?” he continues, and we see him turning to the next 
page. There are two things we must note about this: first, it is Grover himself 
that starts turning pages in this book (not the reader) and thus it is Grover 
himself that begins the narrative momentum of page-turning that will bring the 
monster at the end; and second, Grover’s first claim to us is a lie, because even 
he, on the next page—on what would be labeled, traditionally, the first page of 
the book—exclaims “What did that say?,” explicitly acknowledging that the title 
page was, in reality, anything but boring. Something similar happens as well at 
the end of the book. We come to page twenty-two and are met with the words 
“The End.” Grover calls this the end of the book, and since it is the end and no 
one is there but Grover himself, he realizes that all along he was the monster that 
was destined to be there. And yet, this page is not really the end of the book, for 
when we turn the page—as the book has repeatedly shown us we must do—we 
find another page and another part of the story: Grover covering his face in 
shame and his exclamation that he is “so embarrassed.” The start is not the start 
and the end is not the end. It is within the margins of this self-referential text 
that we find the most meaning—no surprise, really, given that the book is under 
an imprint the trademark of which is a letter reading a book. This logo, a little 
golden “g” reading a little golden book, found on the front and back covers of 
the book, bookends the story and, as our deconstructive reading would have it, 
participates in the story as well. Language reads itself, the text inflates itself to
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life, the pages themselves demand to be turned, the book books. And Grover, 
fully aware that he is a character in a book, approaches the work as fiction and 
nonfiction at the same time. And we follow suit.

The liminal has been at work in this essay as well, as it always must be. 
Here, at the end, there is an echo of all that has gone unsaid.

Recall that The Monster at the End of This Book has drawings of its 
own pages on its pages—we see in each frame glimpses of the edges of pages 
that have passed and the pages that are yet to come. What always intrigued me, 
even as a child, was the fact that the next-to-last page of the book, the page that 
says ‘The End,” exhibits this same phenomenon, but the drawing in the lower 
right-hand comer indicates that there are clearly two more pages still to come. 
Physically, we can only turn and reveal one last page—the one where Grover is 
embarrassed. There is thus a missing page, a page that is inaccessible to the 
reader apart from its specter, its trace, its ghostly drawn sign on the previous 
page. It is a page the book itself tells us is there and then denies to us. What 
happens on this page? What revelation is meant to occur from which we are now 
excluded? What, I have wondered since 1 was a child, is Grover doing on this 
page I can never find, I can never read, we can never unconceal?

What if the end is not really the end?
The intriguing moment of the encounter, of the realization that the 

monster has always already been within the pages of the essay, of the 
Heideggerian acceptance that unconcealing simultaneously conceals and that the 
tmth is thus never an end, never an end-in-itself, that there never is a full 
conclusion—all of this begs for yet further scholarly analysis. But I fear I would 
only end up embarrassing myself further if 1 tried.

Miss Cochrane was right. Sometimes you just gotta dance it out.

H. Peter SteevesDePaul University 
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Thinking Things Through:
A Meditation on H. Peter Steeves’s 

The Things Themselves: Phenomenology and 
the Return to the Everyday

This paper was given during the “Author Meets Critics" panel 
(chaired by Michael Naas) at the APA Pacific Division Conference in 
San Francisco, California, on April 8, 2007.

Peter Steeves’s The Things Themselves (T3) is a strange book. But 
then, life is strange. And so is the world. As Emerson observed long ago, in his 
prophetic essay on nature, we are strangers in our own house, and estranged 
from one another. If philosophy begins in wonder, then it isn’t so strange that 
someone should write a book about it. For wonder {thanma) is just a synonym 
for strangeness. And philosophy is nothing if not strange. And yet, the strangest 
thing of all is that strangeness is an everyday occurrence—no phenomenology of 
it is necessary, for it is the most familiar thing of all, and, once we’re used to it, 
we greet it as a friend, embrace it as a lover, and make it our own.

Even the word ‘"thing” is both strange and familiar, simultaneously. 
The dictionary (where we find all the words we know, as well as all the ones we 
don’t, along with many we thought we knew, but didn’t) gives ten meanings of 
the teiTn: (i) a separate entity, quality, or concept; (ii) a word, symbol, sign or 
other referent; (iii) an individual object; (iv) whatever can be owned; (v) the 
latest fad or fashion; (vi) clothes, possessions, or equipment; (vii) a unit; (viii) a 
creature; (ix) a problem, dilemma, or complicating factor; and last but not least, 
(x) a slang word for penis [the Yiddish word “schmuck,” so much in the news 
these days, originally meant “Jewel or ornament” but has the same metaphorical 
significance, which must mean something]. Steeves’s book isn’t about any of 
these “things”—for which we may be grateful, or at least relieved. But what’s 
really strange about the word “thing” is its etymology, and one other thing: 
synonyms. For the latter, the dictionary gives “stuff’ (which we could discuss at 
great length, but won’t) and “yoke,” which suggests everything from laying an 
egg to human bondage, with farm labor, breakfast food, and abject suffering as 
uncanny denominators. For the origin, which we ignore at our peril, we have 
“meeting, assembly” (Old English, still used in Scandinavia), and related ideas, 
such as “subject of deliberation” by an assembly, body, court, council or other 
legislative group: in short, an entity that meets to consider an entity (a bill or 
proposal), then votes on it at an appointed time. The law’s the thing—but more 
than the law, the body politic that decides what the law is or shall be. Old 
English, Old Frisian, Old High Gennan, Middle High Gennan, Old Norwegian,



20 Popular Culture Review

and Icelandic are unanimous on this point: the word hustings, which originally 
meant ‘‘general assembly,” is one of the signs of their undeliberate consensus. 
Yet it all goes back to ancient Rome—to the strangely simple Latin word res, 
which has many meanings in its own right, which could occupy us for a lifetime, 
until we found everything about it as strange yet oddly familiar as ourselves.

1 mention all this because I think it offers a clue to Steeves’s subject 
matter. Steeves is full of wonder, of child-like curiosity tempered by scientific 
rigor. The thing he is most interested in is life. What else is there? Well, death— 
alas, they go hand in hand. As Billy Pilgrim says, apropos of Charles Darwin, on 
earth if not in heaven or other planets, “corpses are improvements. And so it 
goes.”* But more gruesome than that, more gnawing than life and death is the 
space-time between them—an infinity of solitude. As Steeves exclaims at the 
very end of the book, while waiting for Godot (aka La Chinita) on a deserted 
Venezuelan street, “1 say her name out loud and I am alone” (219). A cry of the 
heart, the infant separating from the womb, the trauma—or thauma—of birth, as 
well as death. We’ve all been there, or are going soon. There’s the rub. For we 
all have loneliness, fear and trembling, and existential angst in common. That is 
what unites us, even as it divides and conquers us. Hence there must be a way to 
turn solitude into society, to engineer an Aufhebung (self-surpassing) that does 
not leave us even more lonely and depressed than before. What Steeves seeks is 
transcendence: not personal salvation, which is both vain (in Ecclesiastes’s 
sense) and in vain, but genuine community—and the communion with fellow 
travelers that it bespeaks. But genuine community should not be totalitarian, nor 
individualism rugged, or we will fall apart from too much togetherness. “So the 
world is a jumble—let there be chaos” (46). Better chaos than Ordnung muss 
sein, the sacrament of genocide.

When asked what makes black people different from white, Toni 
Morrison, no stranger to suffering, said “we’re not different. We live, we love, 
we die.” If that’s not a universal truth. I’ll resign my commission as a lover of 
wisdom. Yet there’s no unanimity, even among people who ought to know 
better—or just know. Foreshadowing Derrida, a vengeful Lear gmmped “I’ll 
teach you differences.” But if there’s one thing Steeves teaches us, it’s that 
we’re all in it together, we poor, bare, forked animals (20) who huddle in 
Platonic caves for warmth, companionship and the comfort of believing in grand 
illusions. That used to mean religion; today it’s television. A common fate is no 
ground for shared faith. But archetypes arise from alienation, just as Steeves’s 
own loneliness is an echo of the God-forsaken savior on the cross. We need each 
other, not just in the sappy sentimentality of Barbara Streisand’s elevator 
Muzak, but for real. And we need a society that doesn’t drown, disown, or 
suffocate its members. We cringe at the thought of losing our identity yet we are 
so massified and (not so) gently coerced that we have none to cherish or protect. 
We must gather the spiritual strength to burst our invisible bonds or else we will 
chain ourselves to anomie. What democracy demands is citizenship, a reign of 
free spirits, not broken hearts, much less a tyranny of torture (and tortured
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souls), or a totalitarian regime that would make Robespierre or Stalin blush. 
Although Steeves often garbs his political tropes in religious parables, echoing 
reincarnation as he goes, the meaning of his utterances is this-worldly: “from the 
belly is bom new life. It becomes the thought of a cow; it explores death, the 
holes with which death leaves us, the presence of the absence of bodies, our 
interchangeable bodies” (63). Indeed, but it is the body politic that Steeves has 
in mind—of all things. Or at least, that’s how I read him, in the tradition of 
Peirce (community of inquiry), Royce (blessed community), and Dewey 
(participatory democracy governed by scientific method). There is also James to 
reckon with: for it was James who taught us that we are our bodies, that even 
metaphysically fabled consciousness is nought but breath (or behavior), long 
before Merleau-Ponty and company caught up. Indeed, before there was James 
(or Mead, whom Steeves mentions briefly [188]), there was Whitman, who sang 
the body electric—and worshipped democracy, while realizing that it was 
nowhere to be found, except on paper, or in a futile appeal for a slave such as 
Dred Scott.

But Dred Scott gave birth (so to speak) to W.E.B. DuBois, whose 
theory of double consciousness is the model or template for much of Steeves’s 
own anguish at being an American (that is, U.S.) citizen, in an America that we 
inherit, more than we inhabit; where we exist, but rarely dwell, as Frank Lloyd 
Wright proved, without any help from Heidegger (who, as a student of mine 
once put it, is a “space case,” since the notion of aletheia [unhiddenness] has no 
room for subjects OR objects, hence is vacuous). Likewise, one of Steeves’s 
students urged Descartes to go into therapy (233nl9), no doubt because he 
forgot that a thinking thing {res cogitans) cannot exist without being related to 
other thinking things—with language as the silent but permanent bond between 
them. Hence methodic doubt is (like the notion of private language, for 
Wittgenstein) self-refuting. Narramus {et audimns) ergo sum: we talk (and 
listen), therefore we are. But every child knows this, and so does Bigfoot; it is 
only (analytic) philosophers who are or become “like savages,” requiring 
ordinary (language) savages to help them find their way out of a black forest, or 
in more academic terms, to flee from fly-bottles, even if there is no escaping 
ourselves.^

Words have origins; so do ideas. Steeves’s ideas come from many 
sources, and his work resounds with their voices. The pity of it is only that he 
hears echoes of European thought, when thinkers far closer to home (in every 
sense) have already joined the choms. Why chastise Levinas for failing to 
recognize alterity, when every dog knows what Levinas (or Kant) does not? For 
that matter, why talk about the authority of the face (54) in print, when it lends 
itself far better to film? As Gloria Swanson said, summoning her wounded pride 
as an ex-silent screen star, “I am big .. . the pictures got small! Dialogue? Who 
needs dialogue? We had faces, faces!” {Sunset Boulevard, dir. Billy Wilder, 
1950).  ̂And what faces we have—Garbo, Chaplin, Lorre, Chaney, and Swanson 
herself Fortunately, they are immortal, at least on celluloid. And that’s a life-
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world all its own. Moreover, it gives us something to hang on to, even as we 
cling to each other. The more Steeves tells us how desolate he is, the more 1 find 
him in august company, but not the sad company he keeps. Indeed, the more he 
writes about Disneyland and Las Vegas, respectively, the more he reminds me 
of Jack Kerouac in On the Road {\951), putting Cold War America to sleep with 
anxious teddies, as the nuclear tide rolls in."̂  Or Thoreau, determined to be free, 
to free himself if not us from bureaucracy, technology, and conformity, not 
necessarily in that order. Or how about Muck Finn, searching for his lost father 
while ignoring the very savior beside him, rejecting the lures of civilization, 
risking hell to face himself, yet always restless, on the go, lighting out for 
territories as yet virgin, uncolonized, and therefore as innocent as he wishes he 
were—and, underneath it all, still is. Or Whitman, affirming life against death, 
long before Norman O. Brown or even Molly Bloom sang that song. (As Gore 
Vidal aptly observes, “in time, the vulgarity of Whitman was seen for what it is, 
the nation made flesh.”^

Or take the singular genius of Dr. DuBois, whose magisterial, 
astonishingly powerful and haunting The Souls of Black Folk  ̂ is still the best, 
and perhaps the only precedent for T3 itself Genre-busting, unclassifiable 
masterpiece: part lyric, part epic, part Jazz riff, part ode or elegy for lost souls, 
the damned and the doomed, part political treatise, part sociological study, part 
autobiographical confession, part sermon (or jeremiad—another American 
genre), yet in its moral, emotional, and rational phases, all of a spiritual piece: as 
befits a testament to the American genius for combining the One and the Many, 
Du Bois creates and sustains a coherent, organic, satisfying e pliihbus unum, his 
work a cracked, polished mirror of his hopes for an integrated, peaceful, and 
united country (and world). As he prays to God, “thus in Thy good time may 
infinite reason turn the tangle straight, and these crooked marks on a fragile leaf 
be not indeed THE END.”  ̂ Singular yet pluralistic, the unique experience of an 
ecstatic nightmare we call the American Dream.

Such voices in the Puritan wilderness of the imagination (to echo 
Spinoza, who out-Calvined latter-day predestination) are as noble as they are 
rare. It has been over a century since we last had one. So we are overdue, and we 
are fortunate that Steeves has both the breadth and the depth required to do such 
an audacious thing. Like the poet of possibility coupled with the poet of outrage, 
combining both halves of Muriel Rukeyser’s penetrating but false dichotomy, 
Steeves’s inquisitive, wandering intellect crosses landscapes from canines to the 
cosmos, with cities, circuses, science and Cezanne in-between. There’s no sense 
of awkwardness or of forced transitions, either, no grab-bag of miscellaneous 
insights. On the contrary, everything is related to a single, central theme, as old 
as it is new (or in need of restatement): we are what we choose. And 
philosophers have made some bad choices, which we need to reverse or undo 
before it’s too late. In particular, we have worried far too much and too narrowly 
about our alleged existence. “Rock philosophers would never have wasted time 
wondering if they were alone” (141). Methodic doubt isn’t merely wrong, it’s
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self-defeating, since (as Charles Sanders Peirce argued, long ago) the very 
condition for uttering or expressing it makes it impossible—namely, the words 
we use to announce or propose it. As Bertrand Russell wrote to an American 
correspondent who solicited his views on that subject, it’s so nice to meet 
another solipsist—we must get together more often. If Cartesianism (and its 
variants) is a contradiction in terms, then communitarianism is the self-evident 
truth we have so long sought but evaded, thanks to our idolatry of (rugged) 
individualism (again, attacked by Peirce throughout his long and lonely 
intellectual career, from 1871 until his death in 1914.  ̂For Steeves, individuality 
is relative, not absolute: it applies to cells as well as (to) species (136), and it is 
never an unqualified essence.

As Isaiah Berlin put it in one of his inimitable conversations that I was 
privileged to overhear [in 1969], “pigs search for tmffles, so naturally they 
divide the world into truffles and non-truffles.” Likewise, the notion of an 
individual is a tool, handy for some things, but not others. There is no all 
purpose tool or all-embracing idea; the quest for such omniscience or reductive 
omnipotence is both misguided and dangerous. Aristotle held that individuals 
are always members of classes and thus by definition unknowable; whereas, for 
William of Occam, Willard van Onnan Quine, and the redoubtable John Wayne, 
they’re all that is. These extremes betoken the fanaticism that begets them: all or 
nothing usually means nothing. Steeves takes a moderate position on what Duns 
Scotus would call haeccity (thisness); he’s no zealot. For him, individuals are 
neither indispensable nor insidious. Instead, they are useful, fruitful, heuristic 
concepts or ideals, but only up to a certain point—and beyond that, pointless if 
not downright pernicious. Yet it takes an individual of Steeves’s caliber to resist 
and reject entrenched views, and spurn conventional wisdom. If character is 
destiny, then Steeves has plenty, and is not lacking in the very uniqueness that 
his opponents reify, or deify.

That in turn suggests another admirable quality of Steeves’s book, one 
we also find in DuBois, and a handful of other synoptic thinkers who grace the 
annals. Hardly anyone in our country dares to do big picture thinking, theoria in 
the best sense; even Richard Rorty, who comes the closest, has spent most of his 
career explaining why theoria is impossible—or as dead as God has been since 
Pascal, Nietzsche, Hume, Kant, positivism, and Russian anarchists buried him. 
One either masters one’s problems, or one is mastered by them. Likewise, we 
represent our times, yet as one great writer saluted another,̂  ̂ in rare but 
compelling cases, they represent us (the age of Newton, the era of Einstein, the 
minutes of Warhol). Steeves has the right to represent us—and that’s no eulogy. 
But it does commemorate what he has taken from the stream of thought. He has 
anticipated our needs, then met them, so we can see who we are in his eyes— 
and the reflection of our own. This is I/Thou thinking at its finest, and an 
antidote to the nihilism and emptiness of the age of New Age despair. His book 
is an epitome and microcosm of human experience, and of his own soul. He isn’t 
just a theorist, but a witness, a judge of human folly, and a seer. That’s a lot of
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“stuff,” and it takes a lot of courage to write as candidly and openly as he does, 
but as Dewey might say, it has stuff to it—not in it. Yet the only stuff (or thing) 
that’s missing is the voice of the pedant (the antiquarian, as Nietzsche called us) 
who says “we’ve heard it all before,” and supplies all the scholarly details, 
whether we asked for them or not. That’s where 1 come in—I’m happy to play 
that part in our tragi-comedy. And it’s a good thing (for me) that 1 can make 
some contribution to the drama—for after reading Steeves’s book, 1 felt more 
than the usual envy mixed with awe. My anxiety of influence was such that I 
didn’t know what to say, or whether there was anything left to do. No doubt 1 
should have quit while I was behind, but something impelled or inspired me to 
prove 1 wasn’t entirely superfluous, or utterly “de tropp,” as Cole Porter has it. 
So if baby I’m the bottom, you’re the top. But the last shall be first—or that’s 
my line. Borrowed, but then my whole point is that nothing is new under the 
sun. Which may be my sole claim to originality, in the shadows of the 
overpopulated cave.

Records were meant to be broken—and by the same logic, preserved 
and even dusted off every now and then for posterity. It doesn’t matter if we lift 
a finger to acknowledge our debt to history, so long as we don’t deny it. 
Standing on the shoulders of giants, yet squinting to see further afield. To those 
who invent the wheel, or reinvent it after a lapse of collective memory, priority 
claims don’t matter, nor does learning from the past (in order to avoid repeating 
it, or better still, to add to it in some way). We are a cyclical, if not a Sisyphean 
species: we have to keep relearning the same lessons, just to get back to 
whatever heights we once scaled or reached. We might have listened to our 
ancestors, like Hamlet heeding a ghost or two. Or we might pool our collective 
memory (aka history) and distill it in a Proustian moment of nostalgia and 
regret, if not one of Platonic reawakening. It was Emerson who warned us not to 
court (much less wed) the courtly muses of Europe or to succumb to sirens of 
long-decadent cultures, thus sacrificing ourselves at the altar of imitation and 
losing any chance to be ourselves.That’s a strange thing to say, given where 
most of us Yankees come from, but then we’re a strange people—and 
philosophers are the strangest breed of all.

Of course, cultural chauvinism is both narrow and obnoxious; we’ve 
seen too much of it, especially in the last century, to be deceived by claims 
rooted in the rhetoric of blood and soil, or the fanaticism of avocation, 
misplaced zeal, and theocratic absolutes. But claims that aren’t rooted in our 
experience, not just as individuals but as a people, are suspect, even (or 
especially) when they become popular—“the thing,” but not the “real thing.” 
(Camille Paglia has made much of this point, and in this respect she is quite 
right). We have enough home-grown alienation to go around, which is why we 
are so obsessed with aliens—both local, who are indeed strangers in their own 
house, and extra-terrestrial, voices from beyond the grave of our own 
disillusions. Yet there’s a cure, a remedy for what ails us, and we can find it in 
our science,*’ our philosophy (pragmatism, idealism, transcendentalism, all of
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which draw upon European thought, only to recreate it in our own image) and 
above all, in our literature, where the very things that animate Steeves are 
central concerns: the struggle for freedom, for identity, for justice, for self- 
respect, for love, for reciprocity, for compassion, for an end to brutality, 
oppression, racism, greed, exploitation, hunger, and fear, and for the simple yet 
elusive recognition of shared humanity, the sort of thing Shylock wondered, 
when he asked “hath not a Jew eyes?” Or that Caliban meant, when he damned 
Prospero’s profit in teaching him to curse like a thing possessed, or a weird 
sister, with an all too human tongue.

Yes, the play’s the thing—its antic semantics, ontic historionics, and 
subliminal dialogue portray us as who and what we are, on stage and off. 
Steeves often quotes Shakespeare to good effect. (Every section of Chap. II, 17- 
47, has an epigram from the Bard of bards). But he could’ve added several 
names to his list of epigrammatic allies: Baldwin, Ellison, Wright, and 
Morrison; Faulkner, Momaday, and Silko; Melville, Twain and Hawthorne; Dos 
Passos, Dreiser and Didion; Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Cather; Mari Sandoz, 
Mary Austin, and Wallace Stegner; Whitman, Dickinson, Ginsberg, Sandburg, 
Frost, Williams, both Cranes (Hart and Stephen), Frank Norris, Sherwood 
Anderson, Gertrude Stein, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Jack London, Robert Penn 
Warren, Alice Walker, Eudora Welty, Sinclair Lewis, Thornton Wilder, and 
others who have examined the things themselves, fathomed the unfathomable, 
just to forge a lasting bond between words {logos) and the world. Then there is 
Lincoln—but he is a universe unto himself, which is why he is a symbol of 
freedom, as well as of our doubts and hopes and fears, in the everlasting crisis of 
our fragile Union. Who understood the primacy of the body politic, its fevered 
lusts and its tacit imperatives, better than he? Surely we can find solace in his 
words, if not in his and our unfinished tasks, and intemipted deeds.

Amidst all these voices, some speak louder or more clearly than any 
others. They’re the muffled voices behind everything Steeves says, what I hear 
or discern in his words, and what runs through all them like a refrain. There’s a 
warm, maternal voice, calm yet firm, like Mrs. Moore in E.M. Forster’s A 
Passage to I n d i a ,accepting all the paradoxes, rank absurdities and plain 
contradictions of life: like the Vegas Strip (183), whose carnivalesque facades 
the architect Robert Venturi deconstructed in Learning from Las V e g a s ,the 
mythical Ganges is “a terrible river. . .  a wonderfiil river,”'"̂ later in the novel, 
Mrs. Moore dies and is buried at sea, which fiilfills her own prophecies. Truth is 
the incarnation of Shiva, a Bacchanalian revel, a coincidence of opposites, as 
ennobling and exalting as it is humbling and terrifying. It is the voice of the 
author of Genesis: “dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return” (Genesis 
3:19), of Vico’s ‘"corso e ricorso,"' of Hegelian dialectic before the advent of 
He ge l , o r  James Joyce’s last words in Finnegan's Wake (London, 1939), the 
unfinished single sentence, the end that is beginning, and the beginning that 
entails the end. There’s the wry humorous sound of Thomas Carlyle: when told 
that Margaret Fuller had at last (albeit grudgingly) “accepted the universe,” he
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sagely replied “by gad, she’d better.” There’s the solemn old belle of Amherst, 
playful, poignant, dreading, weary: “because I could not stop for death, he 
kindly stopped for me”—the reductio ad absurdum of consumer culture, 
imperialism, and the rat race, along with the rats who n\n (and rig) it, from 
Calvinist faith-plus-good-works start to Weberian iron cage finish.

Finally, it is the voice of Preacher Casy, imparting wisdom in the guise 
of paternal yet egalitarian advice to young Tom Joad, thirsting for both 
righteousness and redemption, plus an end to the endless dust bowl horizon that 
engulfs him and other migrating tenant farmer families and compadres: “maybe 
all men got one big soul ever’body’s a part of,” our common essence, which 
those who enslave others presuppose in the very act of enslaving them. That (as 
Sartre showed, exposing “bad faith” via “the look” and “the other” in Being and 
Nothingness),^ '̂ is what defines us, even as we define and distinguish ourselves, 
struggling to stay alive, and to stave off individual destruction for as long as 
possible.’̂  And that’s the thing, the axiom or principle that makes Tom think, 
and act—and reassure his fretful mother not to worry about him after he’s left 
home and is gone for good (on the lam for killing a man in self-defense, a 
violation of both moral and mosaic law, but necessary to fulfill a higher 
obligation to revolt against unjust authority).

As strange as his predicament sounds (and is), it is one familiar to us, 
not least from the pages of recent (and American) history—if we haven’t 
forgotten that. When Joad repeats Casy’s dictum, “a fellow ain’t got a soul of his 
own, but on’y a piece of a big one,” and is convinced that he will outlive his 
death (or disappearance from the workers’ camp), he is merely echoing Casy’s 
own echoes of Plato and Plotinus, not to mention countless cosmologies, from 
Hindu to Navajo and back. Yet it is Steinbeck’s statement of it that rings true, as 
an affirmation of the Biblical principle (reiterated in all his work) that we are our 
brother’s and sister’s keepers, that we are mutually responsible, even when we 
are driven to use force in order to oppose and overcome force, and that we 
belong to the earth; it’s not matter, to be bought and sold, used and abandoned. 
It’s a public trust, not platted private property (like the broken Coke [soda-pop] 
machine in director Stanley Kubrick’s Swiftian satire on world war and global 
peace. Dr. Strangelove, [1964]). People aren’t things—but neither is land a mere 
object, or sea and sky mere containers of stored desire. What are they really? 
The stuff of life—bits of stars (hydrogen or helium) turned temporarily into 
human form, only to ebb and flow, yet endure as atomic debris and 
thermodynamic waste. What is left (and conserved, like energy) is only memory, 
only if we hang on to it. It’s not the kind of immortality we demand, but it’s all 
we deserve.

Now the plot doesn’t always thicken; sometimes it merely gets thick, or 
thick-headed: especially when those running the show are schmucks, whose 
“thing” is to mess with things, until everyone’s thing is . . .  No wonder they 
called Steinbeck (like many before and since his day) a Communist—which is a 
strange way to pronounce ideals and rituals older than Christ, embodied in
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Royce’s concept of blessed community, building on Rousseau’s notion of civic 
religion, resurrected now by Steeves’s recombinant lamentations: ‘"should I 
return in the muscle of a fish, in the blood of a buzzard, in the toes of a lizard, 
you may not [ever] recognize me” (63, parenthetical added). As Tom Joad 
knows, it won’t matter, if only because “I’ll be all aroun’ in the dark. I’ll be 
ever’where—wherever you look.”^̂ That’s the kind of religion, or (Tillichian) 
ultimate concern you can’t argue with. You just take it on faith, provided you 
can say it with a straight (not poker) face. Maybe once we all learn to say it 
straight, we’ll think straight, see straight, and act straight. Until then, it’s wise to 
remember what Walter Connolly (Mr. Jones) told Barbara Stanwyck (Megan 
Devis) as they roiled from the ravages of the Manchurian invasion on a slow 
boat from (not to) mainland China, casualties, not of war but of their love and 
admiration for the same man:

Maybe the Joke’s on us. [General] Yen was crazy. He said we 
never die—we only change. He was nuts about cherry trees.
Well, maybe he’s a cherry tree now—maybe he’s the wind 
that’s pushing that sail—maybe he’s the wind that’s playing 
around your hair. Ah, it’s all a lot of hooey. I’m drunk. Just 
the same, 1 hope when I cool off, the guy who changes me 
sends me where[ver] Yen is. And I’ll bet I’ll find you there 
too.'^

Peter, when I die. I’ll go looking for you—that is, if you don’t find me first. I 
have a hunch that we’ll end up being (and not being) in the same place at the 
same time. That’s not so strange, is it, Hegel? Once you give up consistency, the 
world suddenly makes complete sense, in all of its chaotic lunacy and utter 
nonsense. As Billy Pilgrim recounted his odyssey, quoting from the Gospel 
according to Vince Lombardi and Soren Kierkegaard, dying isn’t the main thing, 
it’s the only thing. That is, until we decide once and for all to stop killing each 
other. When that happens. I’ll move to Tralfamadore, and you’re coming with 
me. After all, I wouldn’t want to leave you alone. You might end up writing 
another great book—and then what would I do for company? Gloria was 
wrong—faces aren’t enough; we also need dialogue. And a few of those funny 
things we call thinkers to keep talking, till death do us depart. Like Walt (our 
national bard), Peter is large, he contains multitudes. And at this very moment, 
as on the shores of eternity, after all this time, he stops somewhere, waiting for 
me.

University of San Diego Dennis Rohatyn
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What’s Good for the Goose 
is Good for the Gander: 

Interpreting Marge Piercy’s Hê  She and It

For decades now, it has been de rigenr to begin any discussion of 
science fictional texts written by women with some statement that the genre has 
traditionally been the province of men and that women who write within it are 
somehow revolutionary, brave, outsiders, etc. Once this may have been tme, but 
if we begin with the premise that as a full-blown literary movement, science 
fiction began in the 1930s or 1940s, then almost as many years have elapsed 
since the New Wave boom of women writers as preceded it. Authors like James 
Tiptree Jr., Joanna Russ, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Marge Piercy have been 
established figures in the genre for more than thirty years, and their literary 
descendants like Margret Atwood, Pat Cadigan, and Octavia Butler have been 
equally as successful. Science fiction criticism can no longer begin with the 
premise that women’s science fiction is somehow groundbreaking or even 
special. Yet, this position still exists, and many recently published articles still 
begin with some opening maneuver asserting this.

It is true that women often have, and continue to, produce science 
fiction that is distinctly different from the work of men and that science fiction 
writers of color produce work that is different from white writers, but the same 
can be said of any fomi of literature or art; thus, these paeans to female 
authorship have grown extremely tiresome, as have critical studies decrying 
male-authored science fiction, particularly cyberpunk, as lacking or as 
conservatively reactionary because they do not make gender and/or race a 
primary focus. Male authorship does not make a book reactionary, just as female 
authorship does not make a book revolutionary. The ad hominem fallacy applies 
to criticism as well.

Clearing away this critical debris is now an important step in accurately 
reading and interpreting science fictional texts, and such an unfettered view is 
important in examining a book like Marge Piercy’s He, She and It. Piercy’s 
novel is an extremely good one; this is unmistakable. However, it is through its 
reactionary humanism, its use of traditional literary themes and tropes, and 
finally, through its reliance on cyberpunk that He, She and It reaches its greatest 
successes. Despite its use of cyberpunk tropes like post-national corporate 
world-domination, human-machine interfaces, post-human bodies, and maverick 
computer hackers, Piercy’s book has more in common with Frankenstein than 
Neuromancer.

A great many charges have been leveled at cyberpunk over the past 
fifteen years—not all of them undeserved—but in doing so, even to the point of 
declaring the movement dead, critics like Sharon Stockton, June Deery,
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Veronica Hollinger, and Jenny Wolmark have praised women and criticized 
men for using the same generic conventions. This yields the kind of ideological 
reading that results from clinging too tightly to an entrenched, theorized 
position.

One of the primary complaints about the subgenre has been its lack of 
strong female characters who receive any subjectivity or even psychological 
examination. What these critics often miss is that the male characters, while they 
may be the protagonists of the novels, are often psychologically very flat and 
receive only the thinnest characterizations. If this is a problem with the genre, it 
goes both ways. However, it is not a problem because part of the flashy, 
accelerated nature of the postmodern condition is the lack of an opportunity to 
slow down and examine one’s thoughts and motivations. Likewise, the 
movement’s oft-commented-upon focus on surface detail is reflective of 
postmodernity’s reliance on exteriority for detemiining demographics and 
culture. The conventions surrounding the scholarship on women’s science 
fiction are proof of this.

Another common complaint about cyberpunk is that it recreates older 
forms of literature like the detective novel and other literatures that feature 
conquering male adventurer-types. Stockton says it is “cyberpunk’s project to 
remythologize an earlier, powerfully autonomous subject through a literary fonn 
that is, in effect, a latter day version of adventure romance” (Stockton 588). This 
is, as with the above problem of gender and characterization, part of the efficacy 
of the literature. Contemporary culture forces people to grow more 
interdependent with each passing year, so a disconnected protagonist who is 
beholden to no one is an attractive figure to those who yearn for the idea of 
exploration and pioneering. That cyberpunk protagonists are not part of a 
community or a web of relationships is partially an attempt for these writers to 
reinvoke the sense of exploration, expansion, and wonder that was a part of the 
brave new world of science fiction in generations past. The isolation also 
conveys the alienating of technology. However, this push into the frontier of 
cyberspace is another problem for cyberpunk’s detractors. Again, Stockton is 
critical of what she calls

. . .  the rhetoric of phallic projection and passive field— 
encompassing as it does Western paradigms of both gender 
and capitalism—[which] is precisely the structuring base of 
cyberpunk fiction. The protagonist hackers ‘project’ into a 
feminized field; the plot complication consists in the revolt of 
this terrain which should be passive. (591)

This is true to a point, but as will be demonstrated below, Piercy’s cyberpunk is 
Just as guilty of this transgression, but without its attendant fallout from those 
who have analyzed the book. What has obviously been a source of strength for 
the movement—for it has been very successful in terms of attracting readers— 
has brought it critical wrath when written by men.
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If, then, cyberpunk is just to keep the boys happy, as Hollinger asserts, 
or is a vehicle for ‘"the conservative politics” of its “masculinist” writers as Pat 
Cadora writes, then how is it written by women? Or more importantly: is He, 
She and It even cyberpunk? The answers to these questions are that it is done 
very well, but when done by Marge Piercy, it is not quite cyberpunk. Cadora 
claims that “feminist cyberpunk” is distinct from “masculinist cyberpunk” in 
that it “blends the conventions of cyberpunk with the political savvy of feminist 
science fiction” (357), which is true, but in doing so, something cmcial is lost. 
Wolmark’s claim that “the postmodern romances of feminist science fiction 
provided an opportunity for women writers to foreground gender relations and 
to explore the possibilities for redefining them” (231) applies to Piercy and her 
novel, but gender relations are not a focal part of the core group of the original 
writers; thus, while Piercy’s addition of gender exploration to her book makes it 
richer, cyberpunk is no poorer for lack of it. Furthermore, Wolmark praises 
feminist science fiction because it “uses the imagery and metaphors of 
cybernetic systems to challenge unitary definitions of the self and to offer an 
alternative and oppositional account of gender identity in which provisionality 
and multiplicity are emphasized” (“Postmodern Romances” 233), but, again, in 
a world where the self is becoming increasingly fragmented, a literature that 
restabilizes the individual holds a strong appeal for many readers and novels that 
hold on to traditional gender roles and human identities and which privilege 
them are important; this is one of the things that Piercy does very well in He, 
She and It, but for her, there is no blame.

Once some of this critical debris is cleared away, it becomes easier to 
evaluate He, She and It for what it really is. Piercy’s novel is an excellent one, 
and in no small measure because of the way she adopts key cyberpunk tropes 
and hybridizes them with traditional literary forms. The first and most 
immediately arresting of these cyberpunk conventions is the post-national 
corporate state. The rule of the corporation is evident in the custody battle, 
living arrangements, and strict hierarchy within the Yakamura-Stichen enclave 
in the Nebraska desert. Such a social setting was first pioneered by both the 
cyberpunk authors and mainstream science fiction authors in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, an era in which the federal government of the United States was 
retreating into a laissez-faire approach to social Justice and welfare policies. The 
natural result of these policies for cyberpunk was the development of corporate- 
controlled enclaves that represent end-stage privatization. The converse of this 
social construction is also evident in the novel in the form of the “Glop”—a 
shortening of megalopolis—which represents the lawless, anarchic byproduct of 
capital flight from the cities and the abdication of governance in urban spaces. 
Piercy’s Glop stretches from what was once Boston all the way to the former 
Atlanta and is fundamentally similar to the urban spaces of the core cyberpunk 
writers.

Like the Glop, another result of 1980s concerns and politics is the 
destmction of nature and global warming that is at once a cause and effect of the



32 Popular Culture Review

corporatizing of society. He, She and It is permeated by admonitory images of 
what life will be like in a near future where the common fears of the 1980s are 
extrapolated into reality. Piercy presents images like the hazy orange glow under 
the Yakamura-Stichen dome as a dust storm rages across Nebraska, the “wrap,” 
which is a giant sunshade over Tikva to protect it from the ultraviolet light that 
is no longer filtered out by an ozone layer, and the second skins that Shira and 
the others must wear when they leave the protection of their domes and wraps. 
Gibson never focuses as much on this level of environmental destruction, but 
wasteland imagery is key to the cyberpunk ethos.

As good as Piercy’s corporate and anarchic urban spaces and nature- 
wasteland images are, it is her appropriation of the key trope of “jacking-in” to 
cyberspace that first marks He, She and It as a cyberpunk text. What initially 
seems to be another feminine dystopian novel is immediately changed on page 
eight when Shira inserts “the male coupler from the tenninal into the little silver 
socket at her temple, just under the loop of hair that always fell there.” Such 
sexLialized imagery at once recreates the same view of interacting with the 
matrix that Gibson presents in Neuromancer, but here is an interesting twist. 
Feminist scholars have continually attacked Gibson for the way in which his 
hackers act as phallic projectors into the feminized matrix as penetrator and 
penatratee. Here, the cyber-connection penetrates Shira, in effect making the 
matrix phallic and her mind vaginal, but this image is not stable throughout the 
book. Later in the text, Shira imagines herself a drilling machine penetrating the 
Yakamura-Stichen database. Therefore, Piercy is no more radical than Gibson in 
her presentation of the mind-computer interface. She is laudable for looking at it 
from different angles, but she revolutionizes nothing—despite what some critics 
would argue.

Along with handling the human-computer interface, Piercy 
appropriates the key character of cyberpunk, the hacker. As discussed above, it 
is true that the prototypical cyberpunk protagonist, Gibson’s Case, is a decidedly 
flat, disaffected, and emotionally sterile figure, which is part of these characters’ 
appeal and verisimilitude. Piercy’s Malkah provides another reversal of the 
hacker model, but she also upholds one of the fundamental characteristics of the 
hacker that has drawn criticism. First, Malkah is more human than Case. She has 
interpersonal relationships and her emotional states are more evident and varied 
in the novel. More importantly, she embodies desirable aspects of feminist 
doctrine: she is a leader in her community, sexually unfettered, and very talented 
in her non-domestic work. She is self-actualized through building chimeras and 
hacking corporate databases, but this raises a key way in which Malkah is 
virtually identical to Case. After she is ambushed online, Malkah is convalescent 
for a few days and as a result, falls into a depression. After all, her identity is 
built on her role as the lead programmer-hacker in Tikva, and she realizes that 
without that role, her joy in living is gone. Heather Hicks presents a sizeable 
analysis of this aspect of He, She and It in which she points out the ways in 
which Malkah is destroyed, even raped, as a result of her inability to jack-in
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after the attack (98-99). Case goes through a very similar situation in 
Neuromancer when he realizes that he is just meat without the ability to go into 
the matrix and that real life is dull and pales in comparison. For scholars, Case’s 
horror at being stuck in his body is a point of contention because in Gibson’s 
work it signals a fear of corporeality, a loss of hope, and “the romantic trappings 
of the genre at its most conventional” (Hollinger 176-177). This difference in 
the way that the hacker is interpreted in the two novels also extends to the 
cyborg representations in the novels.

Posthumanity and cyberspace vie for the distinction of being the best 
idea that cyberpunk has given to literature and, increasingly, to popular culture. 
With the exception of Avram, every primary character in He, She and It is 
identified as being somehow genetically, prosthetically, or surgically- 
aesthetically altered and therefore posthuman. These alterations are taken 
apropos and treated with no sense of horror or problematization, except for the 
idea of the Yakamura-Stichen children being portrayed as having had plastic 
surgery while apparently still in elementary school. Shira and Malkah’s 
posthuman enhancements are simply part of their character make-ups and do not 
really seem to signify much until Shira compares herself to Yod and argues 
against his despondency at being a cyborg by stating that she has been 
mechanically enhanced with her internet Jack and corneal implant and that 
Malkah has a few artificial organs to replace those that have begun to fail due to 
age. Gadi’s cosmetic alterations are treated with a little more contempt, but this 
is due to Gadi’s ephemeral nature and vanity. Of course, Yod is Piercy’s 
supreme expression of the human-machine interface and as Deery accurately 
points out: “Clearly, both cyborgs and artificial intelligences offer a concrete 
demonstration of that great postmodern theme, the constmction of human 
identity” (91). Piercy does this very well. She portrays Yod as being the 
idealized male lover with an ideal body. He puts Shira’s pleasure first, 
communicates well, and asks her opinion but also intuits her desires—all at the 
perfect moment. Likewise, his body is without blemish or unsightly hair—even 
his ejaculations are Just the right amount to be noticeable but otherwise tidy. For 
Deery, these traits are desirable expressions of women’s fantasy literature and 
are to be commended (95), but Deery, like other commentators on Gibson’s 
novel, takes exception to Molly who is likewise an expression of male 
idealization with her dangerous killing abilities, aggressive sexuality, and 
overall Amazon characterization (96-97). For feminist scholars of cyberpunk, 
Molly is a key example of what is wrong with the genre, which is ironic because 
Molly’s identity as the razor-girl was self-chosen and self constructed; whereas, 
Yod was programmed by Malkah and Shira to fit female fantasy molds and 
ideals. Therefore, Yod, not Molly, is the subordinate object of the gaze.

Clearly then, Piercy uses cyberpunk’s key character types and socio 
cultural milieus to create her near-fliture dystopia, but there are an equal number 
of features that distinguish He, She and It from the core of the cyberpunk
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movement. Again, this is a hybrid text, structurally, stylistically, and 
thematically.

In terms of style, her difference from the mainstream of cyberpunk is 
evident. The novel is presented mainly in straightforward, past-tense structures 
that stay in a third-person limited point of view focused on Shira’s evolution and 
relationships. The rest of the narration consists of Malkah telling Yod a family- 
history of the Golem, Joseph (in Renaissance Prague), which does give some 
metanarrative effect and multiplicity of point of view, but once these chapters 
leave their brief framing introductions and focus in on Joseph or Chava, they 
become as simple as Shira’s chapters. M. Keith Booker, like a few other 
commentators on the novel, states that “Piercy almost seems intentionally to 
present her future in a straightforward, matter-of-fact prose style that avoids 
intruding into the believability of her imaginative vision of the future” (Booker 
342). As with critics’ comments on Piercy’s use of cyberpunk’s features, it is 
interesting to note here that Gibson has been faulted for using a limited, 
protagonist-driven point of view and has been accused of being stuck in the 
literary realism of nineteenth century fiction or of being some latter-day 
Raymond Chandler. However, Piercy’s adoption of some of the same narrative 
techniques has not attracted the same negative criticism. If anything, Piercy’s 
fiction is more nineteenth century-realistic than Gibson’s, which tends to 
employ very flashy, detailed descriptions and active verbs. Likewise, Deery has 
praised Piercy for losing some of the “hard edge attitude” of cyberpunk (89), but 
this attitude has a lot to do with what made cyberpunk so revolutionary in the 
1980s.

Piercy’s retreat from the leading edges of cyberpunk is also seen in the 
way her settings are presented. While she uses the setting-types of the subgenre 
very well, her softer tone and greater attention to character psychology takes 
narrative attention away from the details of the setting. Hollinger writes

It is significant that the ‘average’ Cyberpunk landscape tends 
to be choked with the debris of both language and objects as a 
sign-system, it is overdetermined by a proliferation of surface 
detail which emphasizes the “outside” over the “inside.” (182)

This oft-mentioned focus on surface detail is one of the movement’s strengths. 
Modern society is very much taken up with surface details, for it is in them that 
so much of our culture is conveyed. In modem corporate business, logos, color 
schemes, and rampant branding are as important as products themselves in a 
marketplace where experience and ambiance are part of the transaction. Deery 
applauds Piercy’s turn from the exaltation of the artificial in Gibson by stating

She conveys a deep passion for the natural and the rich 
sensuous pleasure people can derive from food, flowers, and 
animals. Gibson’s characters experience quick thrills through 
drugs or sex or violence. His world includes none of the
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leisurely sensuous enjoyment that characterizes Piercy’s
world. (Deery 100)

As idealistically appealing as sensuality is, it is rapidly leaving contemporary 
American society which every day moves more towards an attitude that the 
natural world is dangerous and unsanitary. Against the destroyed natural world 
of the ‘"raw” and the overprocessed lifestyle of the Yakamura-Stichen enclave, 
Tikva is very appealing, but its appeal is in its romantic, regressive tendencies 
and its idealization of the natural world. Gibson’s settings are the more 
progressive and revolutionary.

Piercy’s characters’ psychologies and their gender roles are also parts 
of the novel that tend towards the traditional. At the novel’s outset, the custody 
battle, which Shira loses, conveys a mother’s horror at losing her child to its 
father due to divorce. To exacerbate this. Josh is portrayed as a bad, neglectful 
father who turns the care of Ari over to a nanny. He, She and It is valorized for 
its lack of horror at technological social changes, but it is hidebound when it 
comes to domestic scenarios. The other parenting situation in the novel is 
equally as conservative. Despite being built as an adult, Yod is essentially the 
child in this novel who must be raised and socialized by his creators and sibling. 
Predictably, Avram is the distant, domineering father who demands total control 
over his biological son and has literally destroyed his previous cyborg sons 
because they have failed to live up to his expectations and desires much in the 
same way he has psychologically rejected his organic son, Gadi, because he is 
too artistic and mercurial. Malkah, as Yod’s mother, sought to make her son 
inquisitive, able to learn, able to be socialized, loyal to people, and desirous of 
forming personal bonds. Finally, Shira is hired by Avram to socialize Yod—a 
beauty to tame the beast.

The resolution of He, She and It also reinforces traditional gender roles 
and has gone unnoted by the critics. Yod’s suicide in defense of Tikva is 
brimming with masculinity’s standard sacrifice: to die so that others may live. In 
effect, this turns him into a classical, tragic hero and is the ultimate way in 
which Piercy’s text is fundamentally regressive. Yod has two of the key aspects 
of the tragic protagonist. First, he is fatally flawed due to his non-human status 
and is ultimately rejected because of it. Second, his death brings catharsis to his 
audience, which cannot help but to have fallen in love with him throughout the 
course of the novel. His death brings down his enemies and frees his people. He 
is Samson bringing down the temple upon the Philistines. He is Hector fighting 
outmatched against Achilles at the gates of Troy. Shira is the bereaved widow 
who must find a way to carry on in the absence of her fallen hero. There is 
nothing wrong with this ending. It is emotionally satisfying for its tragedy. 
However, those critics who want to say that Piercy is hacking Gibson or is 
otherwise pushing some envelope are off base. Piercy is hacking Homer. She is 
hacking Shelley by not allowing the monster to live. The truly revolutionary 
ending would have been for Yod to live and for the novel to have finished with 
an open ending, much in the same way Atwood’s science fiction does. Even
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Gibson’s ending, with its strange lack of closure, is more in keeping with 
postmodernity than Piercy’s standard ending.

Once again, Piercy is faultless for her artistic decisions in He, She and 
It. It is a magnificent book, and a paper as short as this one is inadequate for 
taking in the full scope of the novel, for Piercy’s achievement lies in yoking 
together the finest aspects of cyberpunk with traditional literary motifs to 
achieve an engaging synthesis. At the end of the introduction to her article, 
“Piercy Hacks Gibson,” Deery states: “I am also interested in answering this 
question: Why do I find Gibson’s writing in some ways brilliant but hollow, and 
Piercy’s account more satisfying and real?” (90). The answer to this is simple. 
Gibson’s work is avant garde and as such is difficult to grasp and somewhat 
weakened by the way in which it pushes the limits of science fiction; on the 
other hand, Piercy’s work is a stable synthesis of the best of many genres. For 
these reasons, the two cannot be measured by the same standard. Finally, the 
problem here lies with the critics not with the authors. Once the feminist critical 
framework that has sought to destroy Gibson and all of cyberpunk is lifted and 
the wholesale valorization of all female science fiction authors is halted, a 
clearer exegesis of these, and perhaps many more, novels can occur.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Brook Brayman
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The Subversive Undercurrent to Foster *s Home 
for Imaginary Friends: Blooregard Q. Kazoo 
Decontextualizes American Popular Culture

The Cartoon Network’s Foster's Home for Imaginary Friends 
{Foster's Home) refuses to pander to a young audience. Although very young 
children can view the cartoon without fear of objectionable material, the show 
acknowledges that many of its viewers, including adults, deserve better than 
inane plots, and gloss over substance. The show celebrates both the imaginative 
powers and unique qualities of each child who creates an imaginary friend. The 
episodes range from the deliriously insane, such as when a modified game of 
Simon Says goes horribly wrong in “The Big Cheese,” to the savvy political 
satire of “Emancipation Proclamation.” Since its debut in 2004, Foster's Home 
has been nominated for multiple Emmy awards acknowledging its excellence as 
an animated program, yet critical analysis of the show is at this time all but 
nonexistent. Since recent years have seen cartoons emerge as an area of 
scholarly concern, and “serious consideration of the cartoon seems to have 
indeed come into its own” (Hastings 264), the show will likely enjoy increased 
scholarly focus. The writers of Foster's Home craft episodes which contain an 
undercurrent of social commentary aimed at adults, while refusing to treat 
children as though they lack any intelligence at all. The show especially excels 
at poking fun at the worst examples of American popular culture, rife with 
strings of blockbuster movies which seem to be mimics of one another, 
increasingly insipid movie sequels, superheroes rendered interchangeable with 
one another when made palatable for a “mainstream” audience, or even the new 
Star Wars movies, which glorified special effects above all else. An in-depth 
analysis of the episodes “One False Movie” and “Challenge of the Superfriends” 
reveals the show’s ability to lampoon these hallmarks of American popular 
culture, from the big-budget summer blockbuster, to comic book superheroes, to 
the Star Wars series.

Foster's Home boasts a deceptively simple premise, one which 
celebrates the power of the imagination. When a child reaches the age where he 
or she outgrows the need for an imaginary friend, that friend can take up 
residence at Foster’s Home for Imaginary Friends, an obvious play on the term 
“foster home.” This sanctuary, owned and operated by the elderly Madame 
Foster (Candi Milo), her imaginary friend Mr. Herriman (Tom Kane), and her 
granddaughter Frances “Frankie” Foster (Grey DeLisle), provides room and 
board for imaginary friends while attempting to adopt them out to new homes. 
Each resident of the home possesses unique characteristics bestowed upon them 
by their original creators, features which make that friend a perfect match for his 
or her child. A child who fears the dark, for example, might conjure up a friend
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in the form of a light bulb. Yet the process by which a child creates an 
imaginary friend allows for his or her personal growth as well. Eduardo (Tom 
Kenny), a giant purple monstrosity sprouting two giant horns and dressed in 
wrestling pants, was created by a girl who thought she needed a friend to scare 
off the neighborhood bullies. Yet Eduardo trembles in fear at the slightest hint of 
trauma, whether from spiders or the possibility of injury from using a watering 
can. On a subconscious level, Eduardo’s creator imagined a friend she needed to 
defend at times, allowing her to gain self-confidence.

Blooregard Q. Kazoo (Keith Ferguson), who goes simply by “Bloo,” 
comes to live at Foster’s Home for Imaginary Friends in the first episode, albeit 
under unique circumstances. His creator Mac (Sean Marquette), eight years old 
at the start of the series, must give up Bloo when his mother decides he is now 
too old for an imaginary friend. Mac and Bloo broker a deal with Madame 
Foster whereby Bloo can live at Foster’s without fear of being adopted out to 
another child, so long as Mac visits him every day. Bloo plays the part of the 
quintessential trickster. He whiles away the hours awaiting Mac’s visits looking 
for any way to relieve the threat of impending boredom. He tests the Riles of his 
new home to their upper limits, and at times crosses the line, hurting others in 
his self-centered pursuit of amusement. Bloo’s sometimes thoughtless behavior 
at first stands in direct contrast to the personality traits of his creator. Where 
Mac often demonstrates restraint and introspection, Bloo craves the immediate 
satisfaction of his id. When they are together, however, Mac and Bloo 
complement one another. Mac tends to be shy, but Bloo easily draws him out of 
his shell, even to the point of a bit of mischief-making. Mac reins in Bloo’s 
behavior, acting as Bloo’s conscience when he behaves poorly towards others.

Bloo devours all outlets of popular culture, from television, to video 
games, to blockbuster movies, to bubblegum pop music. Brett Williams argues 
that the explosion of cartoons in the 1980s tied specifically to mass-marketed 
toy lines resulted in a situation whereby “children learned to celebrate and honor 
consumption” (121). His observation continues to hold true to the present day, 
where movies, music, and television shows aimed at the youth market tie in 
seamlessly and deliberately with toys, fast-food chain promotions, and the like. 
Certainly, this marriage of the corporate world with the marketing of popular 
culture not only tends to produce forgettable, bland material, but represents 
commercialism at its worst. Although children may be easily targeted due to 
their naivete about being manipulated into desiring certain products or watching 
certain movies, adults prove Just as susceptible. Adult audiences, for example, 
will often flock to the theaters to see a big-budget film, regardless of the quality 
of its story, its acting, or critical reviews, so long as it provides plenty of sleek 
special effects.

Through Bloo, Foster's Home explores both of these issues in-depth. 
While Bloo may recall in detail the adventures of a movie character or the 
moves utilized by the latest boy band, he does not in any way judge the quality 
of the material he absorbs. If Bloo sees it depicted in the mass media as popular
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culture, it must be perfect already. Furthermore, Bloo does not understand that 
the elements of a blockbuster movie, for example, often depend upon their 
original context to make any sense at all. In the episode “Challenge of the 
Superfriends,” which will be analyzed in detail, Bloo emulates the behavior of 
superheroes he sees in comic books and movies, but ends up letting the villain 
escape. Bloo does not understand why this creates as a problem, as he did it in 
“a very super way.” Another storyline finds Bloo attempting to make Mac 
“cool” by employing every surface transformation he can think of He 
encourages Mac to use the mannerisms of boy band members and spout 
catchphrases from commercials. Bloo’s advice proves disastrous, as he removes 
these behaviors from their contexts without altering them. While Bloo 
wholeheartedly endorses anything slickly packaged and marketed, the show uses 
him to point out the ridiculousness of being too caught up in glossy exteriors. 
Children today face an all-out assault from a “glutted market for adolescent 
obsessions” (Wright 284), and Bloo falls victim to the latest trends nearly every 
time. Bloo’s tendency to mimic popular culture as a means of attempting to 
either connect with others, or prove just how “cool” he is, allows Foster's Home 
to delve into the relationship between Americans and their popular culture.

The episode “One False Movie” finds Bloo hijacking Mac’s film 
project for his elementary class. Mac films various residents of Foster’s Home 
for Imaginary Friends, giving each one the chance to say a few words to the 
camera. Bloo declares the project “boring,” and convinces Mac to let him “fix” 
it. When Mac plays the movie for his class, he finds to his horror that Bloo 
superimposes fart sounds over the initial soundtrack, thus depicting everyone as 
suffering from extreme flatulence. Much to Mac’s surprise, his teacher and 
classmates find the film delightfully funny, and his principal enters Mac in a 
regional filmmaking contest as a result. Bloo once again commandeers the 
creation of Mac’s movie, this time reaching far beyond the oft-used attempt at 
humor derived from someone passing gas. Bloo names his creation T-Rexatron 
Alien Wolfhound III, A Prequel in Time: The Unrelenting. The quality of Bloo’s 
movie becomes obvious just from its title. Indeed, a robotic tyrannosaurus rex, a 
werewolf, and time travel all make appearances at various points in the movie, 
but the result is completely incomprehensible, a mishmash of images stolen 
from various blockbuster films and cobbled together without rhyme or reason. 
Bloo’s movie also incorporates elements of the Lethal Weapon movies, the 
spaghetti western, pirates, and the iconic scene of Elliot flying against the 
silhouette of the moon from E.T., again with no reason other than that Bloo 
believes that if one popular culture reference is good, dozens certainly will result 
in a superior movie. Bloo even provides the voice-over for the movie, which 
sounds like a collection of the quick catchphrases used to capture the audience’s 
attention in movie previews. In fact, such lines as “In a world where chaos 
reigns like cats and dogs” and “A retired cop must settle one last score” could 
almost have come from the previews for any large-budget feature of recent 
years.
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Lee Drummond writes, “The entire movie industry has geared itself to 
the SLipergrosser” (11), and Bloo certainly believes that only a special-effects 
laden “epic” will speak to Mac’s audience. Certainly, it would be unfair to 
equate the blockbuster with poor filmmaking. Indeed, films like the Lord of the 
Rings trilogy went on to gamer critical acclaim, as well as cashing in at the box 
office. However, a dearth of special effects often covers up the lack of an 
original plot, or any hint of character development. Worse still, the straight-to- 
video market thrives, providing an outlet for countless knock-offs of big-budget 
movies which often prove worse then the ones being ripped off Furthermore, 
this market allows for endless sequels to movies which made even a hint of 
money at the box office, nearly always resulting in an increasing decline in 
quality. Although these movies do not enjoy a theatrical run, their prevalence 
suggests some level of profitability, and thus an audience. Bloo goes so far as to 
market his movie as a “prequel,” following in the footsteps of George Lucas’s 
method of revealing the Star Wars plotline.

Unfortunately, Bloo selects the most derivative, over-used plotlines and 
effects in the creation of his movie. An early scene utilizes a special effect made 
famous by the Matrix movies: two characters appear frozen in time while the 
camera pans around them. Moviegoers experiencing this effect for the first time 
were floored by the originality and skill of the result. Since that time, countless 
movies employ the same technique, often just for the sake of including a bit of 
eye candy. The zombie movie House of the Dead from 2003 uses this special 
effect during what can only be described as its carnage-laden showpiece: a 
showdown between zombies and teenagers. Not only does director Uwe Boll, 
himself a constant target of critics who have christened him “Toilet Bowl” due 
to his movies’ dubious quality, use the effect over and over in this scene, he 
does so for no apparent reason. He focuses in on various characters, freezes 
them, spins around them, then repeats this with someone else. The use of the 
effect does not work well the first time, and by the fourth, the movie ends up 
unintentionally hilarious. The inclusion of a flashy effect appears to be Bloo’s 
motivation as well. He “freezes” two characters at the most inane of times, as 
one passes a tuna fish sandwich to the other.

Bloo also latches on to the increasing use of computer-generated 
“characters” who appear side-by-side with human actors. Although moviegoers 
and critics alike hailed Gollum from The Lord of the Rings as an example of a 
computer-created character capable of expressing emotion, George Lucas came 
under fire for introducing the world to Jar Jar Binks. Bloo takes the Jar Jar Binks 
route for his movie. When one of his “actors,” those house members he collars 
into participating in his project, balks at the last minute, Bloo decrees he will be 
replaced by a computer-generated version. He comments that the audience will 
not even realize the difference. Unfortunately, the clearly fake character Bloo 
inserts into the chosen scene lacks any real expression, and comes across as 
patently unreal. Jar Jar perhaps became such a target of disdain due to his 
inability to blend in with the characters around him, even other computer-
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rendered characters like Yoda. His constant bungling and curious dialect amused 
few but perhaps the youngest of viewers. Today’s blockbuster movies enjoy 
budgets large enough to include computer-rendered characters. However, the 
results do not always resonate with audiences. When a character exists for no 
other reason than to attempt to bedazzle the audience by its very existence, 
without thought to how he or she fits into the larger frame of the story, the 
movie suffers.

Bloo’s movie moves inexorably towards its ending, resulting in another 
brutal Jab, not only at the blockbuster, but also children’s television. One of the 
episode’s subplots pokes fun at children’s fare like Dora the Explorer with the 
introduction of the show Lauren Is Explorin ’. The clips of Lauren Is Explorin' 
which play during the episode feature a young girl talking to her audience as if 
they were devoid of all intelligence. She speaks slowly, with long pauses in 
between each of her sentences. As she slowly and painfiilly catalogs a list of 
items which are red, one wonders how any but the smallest of toddlers could 
stand to watch such a program. Children’s programming ought to challenge 
viewers to expand their intellectual capabilities, rather than keep them stunted. 
Since “One False Movie” deals with mindless movies, the inclusion of satire 
featuring overly-simplistic children’s shows fits right in. This element collides 
with Bloo’s filmmaking endeavor, obliterating the movie’s original conclusion. 
Unbeknownst to Bloo until Mac presents the film as his contest entry, one of 
Foster’s residents taped over the ending with a “special” episode of Lauren Is 
Explorin', which provides proper social etiquette for dealing with public 
flatulence. The audience expresses its displeasure with boos and hisses, crushing 
Bloo’s hopes at critical acclaim. A great deal of ambiguity surrounds this scene. 
Up until this point, the viewer sees only Bloo’s movie, without any sign of the 
audience’s reactions to it. The audience may well react negatively due to the 
obvious shift from incomprehensible action film, to advice about flatulence, or 
they may have hated the movie all the way through, with the altered ending 
playing little role in fomenting their disdain. A third, more disturbing possibility 
exists. The audience loved the movie up until this altered ending, and would 
have given it a standing ovation had Bloo’s vision played out to its conclusion. 
Lee Drummond asserts that movies in general “contain and communicate large 
doses of alienation” (3), and it could argued that glossy, but otherwise vacuous 
big-budget movies, exemplify this statement. Bloo’s movie does not encourage 
the audience to care about any of the characters they encounter, or about 
anything but the next explosion or clever effect. “One False Movie” does not set 
out to decry all blockbuster-style movies as the bane of American popular 
culture. Indeed, movies which excel at the box office often exemplify fine 
filmmaking, complete with intelligent plotting, decent acting, and layered 
characters, no matter if the setting is the real world, or a fantasy realm. Bloo’s 
movie, however, reminds the viewer that those films which focus only on 
gratuitous violence, or special effects, or the strangeness of its setting, do 
nothing to advance us as a culture. Instead, they separate us from one another.
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At its worst, “the chief flinction of mass culture is to relieve one of the necessity 
of experiencing one’s life directly” (Warshow 8). While the occasional escape 
into the glossy action film does no lasting harm, the failure to recognize such 
movies as diversions, instead of replacements for real life, deadens one’s 
motivation for dealing with everyday ups and downs.

Although Foster's Home delights in satirizing generic features of 
popular culture, such as the blockbuster movie, the show also narrows its focus 
in “Challenge of the Superfriends.” Star Wars ends up the focus of extended 
satire throughout the latter part of this episode, especially The Empire Strikes 
Back. Star Wars has become thoroughly enmeshed as part of the American pop 
culture experience, with phrases such as “May the Force be with you” often 
quoted by even those who would not claim to be great fans of the films. Derek 
Johnson describes Star Wars as “an all-encompassing entity that everyone 
knows something about: corporate merchandising rather than something from 
childhood memory, something you just cherished yourself’ (38). As the films 
surged in popularity, Darth Vader (David Prowse) and the other residents of the 
Star Wars universe hit the stores in every imaginable form of merchandise, 
creating a scenario where one could own an army of Stormtroopers without ever 
having viewed the films. Kevin Wetmore, Jr. argues that George Lucas 
addresses the issue of commercialism throughout The Phantom Menace. He 
believes that Darth Maul’s name refers both to “maul” and to its homonym 
“mall,” thus depicting the evils of rampant consumerism (98). This meaning of 
this parallel, if intended, proves problematical. Given that George Lucas 
amassed his fortune initially through product licensing of the original trilogy, 
this seems less likely a condemnation of consumerism than Lucas slyly 
acknowledging his success. “Challenge of the Superfriends” forces the viewer to 
examine exactly why these films continue to capture the public’s imagination, 
product tie-ins aside, and who should control the transmission of their stories.

The episode’s storyline revolves around two comic-book style 
imaginary friends, a superhero and villain. Imaginary Man (Daran Norris) and 
Nemesis (Grey DeLisle) respectively. Bloo finds his status as Mac’s best friend 
threatened due to the latter’s fascination with the beefed up Imaginary Man. 
Bloo makes a last-ditch attempt to become a better superhero than Imaginary 
Man, but fails completely, and a disgusted Mac rejects him, although the two are 
reconciled as best friends at the end. At this point, the parallels to Star Wars 
begin, with Bloo assuming the role of a Darth Vader-like villain. As Mac turns 
to leave Bloo, he steps on a tube of hair gel which had fallen to the floor. The 
resulting explosion of gel splatters Bloo’s face in slow-motion, and he falls to 
the floor moaning. While this is a far cry from Anakin Skywalker (Hayden 
Christensen) burning in the fires of Mustafar, it sets up Bloo as isolated from 
those he loves, leaving him susceptible to the “dark side.” The pink-haired 
Nemesis replaces Palpatine (Ian McDiarmid) as the one responsible for Bloo’s 
transformation. She offers Bloo the chance for revenge if he Joins her, which he 
readily agrees to do. Bloo’s new identity is that of Lord Uniscom, a black-clad
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evil-doer replete with a voice which echoes within his helmet. However, Lord 
Uniscorn’s helmet is in the shape of a unicorn’s head, and he wears a small, pink 
heart around his neck. The image of the angry, diminutive Lord Uniscom forces 
the viewer to contemplate why an angry, adult man breathing heavily through a 
helmet transcends to mythic status.

When Bloo as Lord Uniscom faces down Mac, he quotes verbatim 
from the climatic scene from The Empire Strikes Back when Darth Vader 
reveals himself as Luke Skywalker’s (Mark Hamill) father. When this scene 
played out for the first time, it shocked the audience with Vader’s “shattering, 
cmel claim of paternity” (Dmmmond 181). This brilliant plot twist forced the 
audience to reexamine the movie’s events in light of this revelation, and even 
sparked debates as to the veracity of Vader’s claims. Above all else, it 
guaranteed that audiences would return for the final installment of the original 
trilogy to see how it all played out. When Bloo utters the lines “I am your 
father” and “Join me and together we shall rule the galaxy as father and son” the 
words lack any emotional impact. Where Luke, broken and bleeding, cries out 
“No!” in horror, Mac’s response consists of “What are you talking about?” and 
“I don’t even know you!” Once again, Bloo fails to realize that context is 
everything. He tries to re-connect with Mac by aping the lines verbatim from 
The Empire Strikes Back, but the words prove understandably meaningless and 
comedic stripped from the rest of the story. The scene concludes with Bloo 
unmasked, revealing his gel-encmsted head as he laments how “hideous” he 
appears. This contrasts with its sister scene in The Return of the Jedi when Luke 
Skywalker and the audience fully view Vader without his mask. Vader’s 
shriveled, unnaturally pale skin elicits shock and sympathy, for he has redeemed 
himself Yet Bloo’s appearance reminds the viewer that the reveal of Darth 
Vader holds a hint of unintentional humor. The incongruity between Vader’s 
booming, masculine voice and the shriveled, bald man speaking in a completely 
different timber and accent beneath his helmet stand in sharp contrast to one 
another. Only the emotional weight of the moment, and the history of Vader and 
Luke, prevents Vader’s appearance from eliciting a humorous response.

The episode’s mockery of Star Wars addresses deeper issues pertaining 
to the film franchise. George Lucas’s relationship with American popular 
culture proves more tenuous than the hold his movies have over the public at 
large. Bloo decontextualizes one of the most memorable moments of the entire 
Star Wars series in an attempt to win back Mac as a friend, in effect rewriting 
the terms in which the dialogue appears. Yet Lucas himself continually 
“rewrites” the original Star Wars trilogy perhaps to “bring the franchise more in 
line with his original, authorial intenf’ (Johnson 36). Advances in special effects 
and financial resources allow Lucas to enliven many scenes with added effects, 
but he has taken his editing one step further. As an example, the ending of The 
Return of the Jedi contains another iconic scene in its concluding moment where 
Luke sees his father’s Force presence. He sees Vader, once again Anakin 
Skywalker, as he was at the point when he died: an older man. The recent 2004
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DVD release of the film replaces the older version of Anakin with a younger 
version from the newer movies depicted by Hayden Christensen digitally 
inserted in its place. This choice not only alters the scene, but erases one actor’s 
performance completely in favor of another. Certainly, the “Director’s Cut” of a 
given movie is now commonplace. Yet Lucas does not want to simply provide 
audiences with an alternate take on the original films. He systematically 
eliminates previous versions of the movies and limits access as much as possible 
to their former incarnations. It was not until September 12, 2006, that Lucas 
agreed to release the original, unaltered trilogy to DVD, albeit only until 
December 31, 2006.

For Lucas, Star Wars exists as a “never-finished text” (Johnson 42), yet 
he fails to take into account that the films as they were, complete with sparse 
(and sometimes lacking) special effects by today’s standards, enthralled 
moviegoers all over the world. Bloo’s appropriation of Darth Vader’s dialogue 
brings up the question of textual authority and ownership. Star Wars exists as an 
essential component of American popular culture, and as such, the culture which 
brought the films to mythic status feels a sense of ownership over the story. 
Lucas holds all creative reigns over the Star Wars universe, deciding which 
events are “canon,” and changing the story at will. While as author, he certainly 
has the right to amend his own material, he stands on a precipitous point. He 
runs the risk of completely alienating his audience permanently when he tries to 
stifle the ability of the film’s fans to make the films their own, perhaps 
expanding or altering details of their own in their imaginations, by writing fan 
fiction, or creating their own movies. Bloo may completely misuse dialogue 
from Star Wars, but he exerts ownership over the material, making it his own.

“Challenge of the Superfriends,” as the title implies, also takes aim at 
comic book superheroes, who may also be found in cartoon or movie versions, 
and are now “part and parcel of modem pop culture” (Fingeroth 23). Movies 
like the X-Men or Splderman series appeal to a wide audience, no longer strictly 
the domain of a small cadre of fans. Imaginary Man and Nemesis exemplify the 
superhero and the villain. Imaginary Man’s appearance is hyper-masculine, 
complete with bulging muscles and booming voice. He always shows up in the 
nick of time to avert disaster, and especially to thwart the plots of the aptly- 
named Nemesis. He also uses the invented term “awesomerific” as his official 
catchphrase. Nemesis dresses primarily in black, although she sports an 
alarmingly large mane of pink hair, and pink accents on her clothing. She 
constantly seeks to destroy Imaginary Man, primarily by wielding pansies, his 
kryptonite.

The gender stereotyping continues as the episode unfolds. Danny 
Fingeroth writes, “Somehow, the superhero—more than even the ordinary 
fictional hero—has to represent the values of the society that produces him” 
(17). “Challenge of the Superfriends” deftly forces the viewer to question what 
these values might be, and how they relate to both boys and girls. The episode 
blurs the line between Imaginary Man and Nemesis expressing gender
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stereotypes, or enforcing them. Many of the most well-known superheroes have 
an alter-ego, a “non-naf’ identity he or she takes on save for times of crisis. 
Neither Imaginary Man nor Nemesis have an alter-ego, as they are imaginary 
friends, and thus exist in “superhero” or “villain” form in perpetuity. Therefore, 
their “super” forms spring from the imagination of children, replete with their 
gender stereotypes. Imaginary Man’s greatest weapon is the Sonic Belch, and he 
possesses a pathological fear of flowers. Nemesis draws her power from the 
volume of her hair, which leads to her beauty appointment at the Salon de Sisse 
in an attempt to achieve the biggest hair possible. Her plots involve what a 
reporter describes as “crimes against masculinity,” including the involuntary 
makeovers of a hard-core male rock band, and the swapping of prom dresses for 
a football team’s uniforms.

Unquestionably, the lines between exterior expressions of masculinity 
and femininity are clearly drawn in Imaginary Man and Nemesis. Yet the 
episode explores the issue of gender with greater subtlety. Although Nemesis 
favors make-up, pink, and rainbows, she is a far cry from the first incarnations 
of female superheroes, who often did little but play second fiddle to the males. 
Instead, she takes the standard hallmarks of femininity and turns them into 
weapons. She follows in the footsteps of other recent female characters who 
demonstrate courage and strength without sacrificing their femininity. Even 
Biiffy Summers (Sarah Michelle Cellar) from the Vampire Slayer,
arguably a potent icon of female power, “was most concerned with the 
ephemera and trivialities of adolescent life in modem suburbia” (Fingeroth 84) 
before she knew of her destiny. Even then, she stmggles to balance woman and 
warrior. Additionally, with the exception of one plan initiated by Lord Uniscorn, 
Nemesis devises her own plots for aggravating Imaginary Man and males in 
general. Furthermore, she proves an equal opponent to Imaginary Man, despite 
his greater physical size. Where Imaginary Man utilizes physical strength or his 
Sonic Belch, she uses cunning and speed to expose him to his dreaded pansies. 
This works both ways. Although Imaginary Man comes to her aid, in the end the 
pair ends up quickly at odds again when they are adopted out to two cousins, the 
children of their original owners. Nemesis does not give up her ways simply 
because a male saves her and sets her on the right path. Finally, Imaginary Man 
and Nemesis spmng from the minds of children, and therefore do not reflect 
how their creators will behave as they mature. They reflect instead a brief span 
of time wherein boys find girls gross and vice versa.

The revelation that Imaginary Man and Nemesis are really brother and 
sister collapses the idea that the “traditional comic narrative is based on the 
conflict between Good and Evil, both understood in absolute terms” (Robinson 
5). The viewer later learns that their creators were brother and sister, hence the 
relationship between their imaginary friends. When Mac and Bloo stand on the 
verge of defeating Nemesis, with Bloo pulling on her hair. Imaginary Man 
immediately comes to the rescue of his “Nemesis-ter.” He declares that only he 
has the right to pull her hair, and spirits her away from the scene. The popularity
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of any comic book hero with a proper nemesis depends in part upon the conflict 
between them. A superhero, after all, can only be “super” when allowed to 
thwart evil. Imaginary Man specifically saves Nemesis due to their blood ties, 
but no superhero would survive in a world without a proper villain. People 
would not buy comic books or flock to the latest movie adaptation only to watch 
their favorite superhero patrol a world without crime or peril. “Challenge of the 
Superfriends” reminds viewers of this critical point. The episode as a whole 
provides a complicated, layered scheme wherein the cartoon depicts 
superheroes, who are really imaginary friends, who themselves reflect their 
creators’ perceptions of how a male and female superhero/supervillain might 
act.

Foster’s Home for Imaginary Friends rallies against “the corporate 
interest that mass-mediated stories reflect” (Hastings 265). Despite being the 
recipient of multiple award nominations and a success for The Cartoon Network, 
the show refuses to dumb down its material to suit corporate interests. Through 
Bloo’s antics in “One False Movie” and “Challenge of the Superfriends,” the 
viewer questions what goes in to creating a blockbuster movie, why Star Wars 
impacts an audience the way it does, and the interplay between superhero and 
villain, among other things. Even the youngest of children, who increasingly 
pick up on the cartoon’s subtext as they age, see that Bloo’s plans fail when he 
relies too heavily on the excesses of popular culture, rather than on himself 
Bloo serves as the perfect conduit through which popular culture can be 
decontextualized, and thus examined. He parrots what he sees in movies, on 
television, and the like, without questioning the value of such material. In so 
doing, he allows the viewer to make such judgments, and perhaps to challenge 
the hegemony of the American media and corporate interests in determining 
what will become popular culture.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Amy M. Green
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Parks and Wreck: Amusement and Anxiety at 
Turn-of-the-Century Coney Island

In the mid-to-late nineteenth century, it occurred to a number of 
members of the medical and social scientific communities, as well as urban 
planners and entrepreneurs, that Americans weren’t having enough fun. In 1869, 
the neurologist George Miller Beard diagnosed the culture at large with what he 
called neurasthenia or nervous exhaustion, a condition brought on by the body’s 
inability to accommodate the accelerated pace of modem life. Beard posited a 
sort of nervous economy in which the demands of daily industrial life were 
depleting the over-stimulated and over-stressed neurasthenic’s finite reserve of 
nervous energy. With the urban industrial environment thus pathologized, 
recreational spaces became sites for the rehabilitation of the enervated body and 
spirit, a chance to literally re-create oneself by replenishing the vital forces 
sapped by the work day and the general tumult of the urban experience. In New 
York City, Frederick Law Olmstead’s Central Park interrupted the cityscape 
with a pastoral sanctuary equipped with the curative powers of nature. However, 
as the turn of the century approached. New Yorkers began to eschew the 
centrality of Central Park for the more kinetic and tawdry charms of a new breed 
of park emerging out on the margins of the metropole in Coney Island. As an 
alternative to the comparatively sober practices of recreational retreat, the 
immediate sensory feast of the amusement park sought not to elide the 
challenges of a modernizing world but to collide with them.

This does not mean, however, that the amusement park abandoned the 
project of recuperating the nervous subject. Coney impresario George Tilyou 
actively promoted his enterprise’s restorative potential. In an advertisement 
designed to attract patrons to the park, Tilyou claims that “those who desire and 
need rest from the cares and anxieties of their daily avocations can here derive a 
great benefit.”' In keeping with the medical language surrounding the discourses 
of recreation and amusement, this paper proposes that a visit to Coney Island 
was tantamount to an inoculation against the threat posed to the modern body. 
Following Walter Benjamin’s suggestion that “[modem] man’s need to expose 
himself to shock effects is his adjustment to the dangers threatening him,”  ̂ we 
can see what we might call the work of play in the age of mechanical 
reproduction as operating precisely on these terms. An investigation into the 
buffet of amusements offered up at Coney Island reveals the degree to which the 
amusement park approaches a kind of cultural orientation through disorientation 
and stages the dangers of an increasingly technologized environment in a 
contained space in order to mollify its nervous patrons and assure them that will 
get home safely.

As Robert Snow and David Wright point out. Coney Island represented 
“America’s first and . . . most symbolic commitment to mechanized leisure,”^
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and a crucial component of the cultural work of the amusement park was to 
mediate the increasingly anxious relationship between the human and the 
mechanical. If the daily transactions with the machine mandated by industrial 
labor threatened to ‘‘mechanicalize the workman,” as Henry Potter contended in 
The North American Review in 1897,"̂  the turn to mechanized leisure could 
potentially further erode the boundaries between work and play as well as 
between man and machine. Indeed, for some later cultural theorists, leisure time 
and leisure space become mere extensions of work time and work space; work 
essentially devours play. According to Benjamin, ‘‘what the Fun Fair achieves 
with its Dodgem cars and other similar amusements is nothing but a taste of the 
drill to which the unskilled laborer is subjected in the factory.”  ̂For Horkheimer 
and Adorno as well, “amusement. . .  is the prolongation of work . . . what 
happens at work, in the factory, or in the office can only be escaped from by 
approximation to it in one’s leisure time.”^

In service of rescuing the worker from the gloomier implications of 
these theoretical trajectories, we might attempt to salvage the more liberatory 
effects of play in order to locate an “amused” agent whose engagement with 
park technology renders the industrial world more readily navigable. After all, 
the fundamental mode of the amusement park is a sort of comic relief via 
disorientation, as contraptions that appear functional prove dysfunctional and 
technologies ostensibly speeding out of control are very much in it. In the words 
of one fin de siecle journalist, “Coney Island is only another name for Topsy- 
Turvydom,”  ̂ its anarchic veneer offers the fantasy of inverted relations and 
“fluid new possibilities.” The amusement park was littered with trick chairs and 
trick benches that in John Kasson’s words “mocked the world of productive 
devices by being intentionally counterproductive, systematically frustrating 
those who would expect them to fulfill their apparent functions.”  ̂ A certain 
degree of counterproductivity is embedded in the very logic of the “ride” as 
well; having arrived at precisely the same spot from which she departed, the 
rider gains nothing beyond the raw sensory experience of the ride. If amusement 
is doomed to repeat the rhythms of mechanized labor, perhaps it is repetition 
with a difference, or even, as Kasson suggests, a transformative “parody of 
urban experience.” The injection of mechanization into recreation is 
homeopathic rather than toxic, a dose of industrial grade hair of the dog.

In the popular contemporary discourse surrounding the initial decades 
of Coney Island, however, the threat posed to the park patrons’ abstract 
humanity was superseded by the more immediate and legible threat to his 
nervous well-being and general corporeal integrity. The attendant ironies of a 
weekend getaway to Coney Island were not lost on Rollin Lynde Harrt, whose 
caustic critique of the amusement park in The Atlantic Monthly in 1907 asks,

what more ludicrous and what more sad than the spectacle of 
vast hordes of people rushing to the Oceanside, to escape the 
city’s din and crowds and nervous strain, and. .. courting 
worse din, denser crowds, and an infinitely more devastating
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nervous strain inside an enclosure whence the ocean cannot 
possibly be seen? .. . “Never tell me again the Americans are 
a nervous people!” They are, though, and yonder amazing 
institution proves it. Manhattanitis, with its numerous 
congeners, isn’t merely a disease, it’s an obsession. It doesn’t 
ask relief, it only asks aggravation. The sole treatment that it 
welcomes is the counter-irritant—powerful, drastic, and like 
in kind to itself. (“The Amusement Park” 677)

Hartt rightly recognizes the amusement-seeker’s willingness to subject himself 
to the pseudo-perils of what he calls Coney Island’s “whirling death-traps” and 
“mad cyclonic bugaboos” as the very symptom of nervousness rather than the 
absence of it. However, he is not able to appreciate how this specific type of 
aggravation paradoxically provides relief Hartt quotes a park patron who claims 
that

if a man suffered in a trolley car what ten thousand New 
Yorkers pay ten cents to have done to them at Coney Island, 
he would go to a hospital for a month, call himself a nervous 
wreck for the rest of his days, and sue the trolley company for 
$20,000 damages. (674)

Maybe so, but what Coney Island consumers consume is the peculiar alchemy 
that turns trauma into thrill and thrill into reassurance.

The most conspicuous example of how the amusement park works on 
the turn of the century body is the roller coaster. Developed by LaMarcus 
Thompson and debuted at Coney in 1884, the roller coaster, along with that 
other prominent icon of the amusement park landscape, the Ferris Wheel, was 
first and foremost a rideable feat of engineering. If the screams of riders of early 
roller coasters (such as the aptly named “Gravity Pleasure Railway”) signaled 
the simultaneously frightening and titillating kinetic chaos engendered by 
technological innovation, the visible sturdiness of the machine’s manifold 
mechanisms, the soothing aural ebbs that follow the manic aural flows of the 
gears, and the quotidian monotony of waiting in line, all assure the anxious 
spectator of the triumph of American ingenuity over the chaos. But once on the 
coaster, the rider tenders her body to the disorienting effects of the ride. As Bill 
Brown argues, the function of what he calls “the pleasure machine” is to “reduce 
the self to an agentless sensorium” and produce “the dehumanized, fully 
embodied subject, the subject that is all body.”  ̂ The roller coaster distills the 
locus of the train passenger’s neurasthenic anxieties and repackages it, in 
Brown’s terms, as a “post-panoramic,” “non-linear,” and “repetitive” means of 
“intensifying yet framing the time-space compression of modernity” (47).

In this way, the pleasure machine dramatizes the sensory experience of 
bodily abandon and impending collision minus the mortal consequences of 
impact. In the words of one nineteenth century rider, it offers “all the sensations 
of being carried away by a cyclone, without the attendant sacrifice of life and
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limb” (quoted in Brown 46). The more morbid elements of the pleasure derived 
from the machine seem inextricably bound to turn of the century popular 
culture’s curious appetite for staged disaster, as evidenced by W.G. Crush’s 
county fair demonstrations of head-on train collisions and Edison’s 1904 film 
The Railroad Smashiip. In fact, one of the earliest incarnations of the roller 
coaster, the “Leap-Frog Railway,” made its kinship to such entertainments quite 
explicit. The ride sent two cars “each filled with as many as forty people, toward 
one another on the same set of tracks,” only to send one car up a set of curved 
rails over the roof of the other car at the last second.The roller coaster operates 
in a manner that resonates with Benjamin’s discussion of the work of film (and 
notably the amusement park was a venue for the screening of early films), as 
“technology has subjected the human sensorium to a complex kind of training” 
wherein “perception in the form of shocks [is] established as a formal 
principle.”  ̂  ̂ Having simulated the effects of technology gone haywire, 
amusement as recreation reconstitutes the modem subject as adequately 
conditioned to confront the commotion of modernity.

The roller coaster did not have sole dominion over the amusement 
park’s fascination with disaster, which also materialized in the staging of live 
reenactments of a number of natural catastrophes, including the eruption of 
Mount Vesuvius, Pennsylvania’s Johnstown Flood, and even a spectacle called 
“Fire and Flames,” for which a four-story building was set ablaze and actors 
playing building residents leapt out of windows into safety nets. As Kasson 
points out, the staging of these events activates “a horrible delight in the 
apprehension that devastating tragedy had both historically and 
contemporaneously intruded suddenly in daily affairs, even in modern 
technological America” (72). In juxtaposing natural and mechanical disasters 
and christening coasters with names like “The Cyclone,” Coney Island effaces 
the border between nature and the machine within its walls. In so doing, the 
amusement park arguably “naturalizes” technological failure and asserts its 
inevitability while simultaneously assuaging the fear of its implications by 
granting park patrons “the inestimable advantage of allowing them to emerge 
from the performance unharmed” (Kasson 72). For Brown, “disaster [becomes] 
the privileged mode for effecting the recreational sublime,” as “the serial 
reproduction of disastrous destruction marks the moment when the amusement 
industry routinizes the aleatory” (118). In situating the pleasure machine next to 
Vesuvius, the amusement park constructs a historical narrative of catastrophe 
that reminds the amused subject that disaster and contingency are nothing new 
and that although mechanical catastrophe is ever-present as possibility, it is 
nothing to be nervous about.

As suggested by Coney Island’s provocative nickname, “Sodom by the 
Sea,” the park could promise the recuperation of the enervated body by way of a 
calculated sexual coding which infused amusement with a carnival spirit and 
disaster (as the biblical allusion indicates) with a sort of eschatological glee. As 
the buckles burst on Victorian decorum, recreational space became increasingly
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sexually charged. As Kasson contends, “the amusement center suspended 
conventional situational proprieties” (41). Certain attractions—such as a 
pavilion floor equipped with air jets under a metal grating designed propel 
women’s skirts upward and the Love Nest, which sent a cart-built-for-two 
through a series of unlit and publicly private tunnels—overtly appealed to 
patrons’ more pmrient interests. For the purposes of this paper, however, the 
roller coaster again stands as the most compelling example, as it aimed to 
convert nervous energy into sexual energy. An advertisement for the Cannon 
Coaster, which appeared in 1900, invited the prospective rider to 
“imagine . . .  the excitement, the wild thrill of delight, that you will experience 
when you are shot from the cannon’s mouth on to the slide beyond: Will she 
throw her arms around your neck and yell? Well, I guess, yes!”'" The roller 
coaster refigures the threat of collision as the promise of a more agreeable 
collision or even the threat of death with the promise of a “little death.” Under 
the auspices of amusement, these “fully embodied subjects” can eagerly 
abandon themselves to the kinetic force of the pleasure machines; technological 
contingency has been imbued with erotic and restorative potential.

In his 1905 article “Human Need of Coney Island,” Richard La 
Gallienne claims that Coney Island

not only knows itself a fake, but . . .  it makes so little bones 
about the matter. It knows that you know, and it expects you 
to pretend to be taken in, as it pretends to think that it is taking 
you in . . .  1 wonder, if perhaps Coney Island . .. does not 
regard the public as a big baby in need of a noisy, electric- 
lighted rattle.'^

Perhaps what the price of admission bought was a set of comforting fictions 
about mechanized living in the new century—that it was escapable, resistible, 
manageable, pleasurable, or even somehow “natural.” Perhaps, in a somewhat 
Foucauldian sense, the amusement park was in service of producing pliant and 
“docile bodies” rendered all the more efficient and usable upon their return to 
work Monday morning. But for its proponents and detractors, its buyers and 
sellers alike, turn-of-the-century Coney Island was a social crucible in which a 
nervous culture tested the limits of the body in the shadow of the machine. At a 
time when Americans began to take play seriously and charge recreation with 
the responsibility of remedying the deleterious effects of modern life, 
amusement park patrons ignored Beard’s prescription that the neurasthenic seek 
“rest and change” in favor of undergoing Coney’s radical new “shock therapy.”

University of Minnesota 
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“I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night”: 
The IWW’s Lost Legacy in 
American Popular Culture

The centennial of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in 2005 
was not on the American media’s radar screen. But if there is ever a time that we 
needed the Wobblies it is now: American imperialism rages abroad, social 
programs are being cut while the wealthy benefit from large tax reductions, and 
the American labor movement is marginalized. In the past, the IWW once posed 
a threat to capitalism, however, at the same time, the organization opposed 
American entrance into World War I, anfd the patriotic backlash from that war 
was used to cmsh such radical alternatives as the anarchism, the Socialist Party, 
and the IWW. During the Red Scare of 1919-1921, indigenous radical 
alternatives were suppressed, and American radical tradition was largely written 
out of the nation’s history and consciousness. History textbooks tend to dismiss 
the IWW as a violent and radical manifestation of discontent out of the 
mainstream and irrelevant to contemporary America.

There have been, however, some efforts to resurrect the image of the 
IWW, and this paper proposes to examine some of these efforts to gain a 
foothold within American popular culture. During the turbulent 1960s, as the 
post World War II consensus appeared to collapse from its own internal 
contradictions, Joan Baez memorialized the great IWW minstrel Joe Hill in her 
performance at Woodstock. During the 1970s and 1980s, images of Hill and the 
IWW were featured in Hollywood pictures and documentaries, but by the 1990s 
the Wobblies had apparently all but disappeared from an increasingly 
conservative culture dominated by escapist entertainment and a political 
environment in which the Democratic Party abandoned its populist and labor 
roots. This paper will examine the history of how the IWW has been portrayed 
and all too often ignored in American popular culture, denying the radical 
legacy which is part of this nation’s history. Nevertheless, there is, as historian 
Howard Zinn suggests, an adversarial culture of struggle in the United States 
which continuously challenges the conventional wisdom. This adversarial 
culture, especially in the music of protest, keeps the legacy of Joe Hill and the 
IWW alive in the United States.

To celebrate the centennial of the IWW, Paul Buhle and Nicole 
Schulman edited a graphic history of the union, addressing the IWW’s history 
and legacy as well as contemporary organizing campaigns. Buhle and Schulman 
acknowledge that the Wobblie heroes such as Joe Hill are similar to other larger- 
than-life American characters like Johnny Appleseed, John Henry, and Paul 
Bunyan, but the difference is the Wobblie political message which transcends 
the story of individual heroics. Writing for a younger audience, Buhle and
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Schulman describe the Wobblie message as “plain folk running society for their 
own benefit” around the world. They conclude,

That way of looking at freedom makes the IWW seem like a 
lot more than a labor organization, or bigger than all the other 
labor organizations combined. It looks, for instance, like the 
grassroots of the ecological/environmental movement. It looks 
like the Mexicans and Americans who welcomed the 
Zapatistas taking back the land that had been stolen from their 
people. It looks like every antiwar movement. It even looks a 
little like the world John Lennon summed up in the song 
“Imagine,”: no distant god, no country, just us human, all of 
us, and our world. ‘

This description of the IWW is a far different one from what young 
people in the schools and colleges may find in their textbooks. The IWW is 
typically portrayed as a militant, often violent, organization which championed 
the rights of unskilled workers before being crushed by the xenophobic 
patriotism of World War I and the 1919-1921 Red Scare. The Wobblies are 
certainly not perceived as being relevant to the concerns of contemporary 
Americans. In Alan Brinkley’s American Histoty: A Sut^ey, for example, the 
IWW is acknowledged as having strong roots in the American West, 
representing the unskilled, and offering “a home to workers who were otherwise 
largely rootless.” The ideology of the union is described as advocating a single 
union for all workers and abolition of the “wage slave” system. Asserting that 
the Wobblies rejected political solutions in favor of direct action and the general 
strike, Brinkley observes, “The Wobblies were widely believed to have been 
responsible for the dynamiting of railroad lines and power stations, and other 
acts of terror, although the popular image of their use of violence was 
undoubtedly exaggerated.” In the political climate of the United States following 
the attacks of 9/11 on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, the term “terrorist” 
is a loaded word which certainly discredits the IWW. Brinkley argues that a 
1917 strike by IWW timber workers in Washington and Idaho virtually shut 
down production in the industry, bringing the wrath of the federal government 
upon the union and its leaders. The passage concludes, “Federal authorities 
imprisoned the leaders of the union, and state governments between 1917 and 
1919 passed a series of laws that effectively outlawed the IWW. The 
organization survived for a time, but never Rilly recovered.”  ̂ This rendering 
appears to assume that the IWW has no legacy for today even as the union 
continues to organize workers.

The radical and almost un-American nature of the IWW is stressed in 
the Prentice Hall text Making a Nation: The United States and Its People, 
written by Jeanne Boydston, Nick Cullather, Jan Ellen Lewis, Michael McGerr, 
and James Oakes. The authors concluded that when the Wobblies talked about 
revolution, “They meant a war, not an election.” Organizing “rugged
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individuals” in the West and unskilled workers, the IWW’s leader William “Big 
Bill” Haywood “frightened people by calling for sabotage and a general strike.” 
Describing IWW-led strikes at textile plans in Lawrence, Massachusetts, and 
Paterson, New Jersey, the authors of Making a Nation assert, “Strikers clashed 
with police and staged parades in which thousands of marchers carried red flags. 
To sensationalist newspapermen and anxious middle-class readers, these 
activities looked like signs of approaching class warfare.”  ̂ The text describes, 
but fails to condemn, the violation of civil liberties that occurred when the 
Justice Department raided the Chicago offices of the IWW and 96 of the union’s 
leaders were imprisoned on charges of sedition. Such a tame reading of the 
1919-1921 Red Scare does not bode well for the future of American freedom in 
an era where civil liberties are again under assault by draconian pieces of 
legislation such as the Patriot Act.

The ever-popular American Pageant also perpetuates the image of the 
IWW as a violent organization. While observing that during World War I “some 
of the most crippling labor sabotage was engineered by the left-wing IWW 
members,” the text does recognize that during enforced wartime patriotism, 
“violence was done to traditional concepts of free speech, as IWWs and other 
radicals were vigorously persecuted.”*̂ This classic text, however, does omit the 
assaults perpetuated against IWW members and their families in the Ludlow 
Massacre and Bisbee Deportation.

Perhaps one of the most succinct and objective descriptions of the 
IWW found in this brief survey of textbook literature on the Wobblies is from 
The Enduring Vision, In this history from Houghton Mifflin, the IWW is 
portrayed as preaching revolution, but the authors conclude, “The Wobblies had 
a reputation, much exaggerated, for violence and sabotage, and they faced 
unremitting harassment through arrests and prosecution by government officials. 
By 1920 the IWW strength was broken.”  ̂ This passage appears to suggest that 
the IWW be assigned to the dustbin of history.

On the other hand, the IWW and its legacy are celebrated in Howard 
Zinn’s alternative text, A People's History’ of the United States, which is often 
employed as a text by progressive historians and teachers. Zinn proclaims that 
the Wobblies were characterized by a nondiscriminatory approach when it came 
to race, gender, and skills. He admires the Wobblies for being militant, 
courageous, and unafraid to fight back when they were attacked. Nevertheless, 
Zinn downplays the issue of violence, focusing instead upon the Wobblie 
philosophy of anarcho-syndicalism, in which “the workers would take power, 
not by seizing the state machinery in an armed rebellion, but by bringing the 
economic system to a halt in a general strike, then taking it over to use for the 
good of all.” This proved to be a powerful idea, and, although perhaps only a 
hundred thousand actually ever joined the union, the IWW exerted an influence 
far beyond its numbers, terrifying the capitalist establishment of early twentieth- 
century America. Zinn writes, “They were attacked with all the weapons the 
system could put together: the newspapers, the courts, the police, the army, mob
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violence.”  ̂ Zinn, however, concludes that repressive powers of the state were 
unable to silence the voices of the IWW leadership and organizers. The ideas of 
the Wobblies would continue to resonate with Americans during the depression 
era, turbulent 1960s, and the contemporary age dominated by the so-called war 
on terror.

Zinn believes that popular culture has the power to keep the progressive 
Wobblie legacy viable. The historian notes, “Yes, we have in this country, 
dominated by corporate wealth and military power and two antiquated political 
parties, what a fearful conservative characterized as a ‘permanent adversarial 
culture’ challenging the present, demanding a new future.” While neither as 
optimistic nor as partisan as Zinn, Bob Batchelor, in an entry on the Wobblies 
for the St. James Encyclopedia of Popidar Culture, writes, “The heyday of the 
IWW lasted less than twenty years, but in that short span, it took hold of the 
nation’s conscience. Nearly forgotten today, the Wobblie spirit still can be found 
in novels by John Dos Passos and Wallace Stegner, as well as numerous plays 
and movies. By the 1950s and 1960s, IWW songs, collected in the famous Little 
Red Song Book, were rediscovered by a new generation of activists fighting for 
civil rights and an end to the Vietnam War.”^

In a contemporary culture dominated by celebrity, it is difficult for the 
Wobblies to compete for public attention with the likes of Paris Hilton. 
Nevertheless, it is true that history and literature, film, and especially music 
have kept the legacy of the IWW alive through the twentieth and into the 
twenty-first century. In part, this connection between contemporary popular 
culture and the Wobblies is due to the fact that the IWW employed popular 
literature, art, and music to deliver their message to the masses. And they were 
not above exploiting Joe Hill as a martyr to keep the cause before the people. 
Historically, the Wobblies used humor, poetry, songs, and cartoons to inspire 
working people and sustain the dream of a better world. It is a living, popular 
legacy which resonates better with the people than the defeated and 
marginalized IWW of history textbooks. Wobblie historian Franklin Rosemont 
argues, “The reason why Joe Hill and the old-time Wobblies are still so popular 
among young radicals and so profound an influence on so many contemporary 
social movements—from Justice for Janitors to micropower radio, from anti 
globalization to animal rights, from Earth First! to feminism, from gay liberation 
to Critical Mass, and all the various new abolitionisms . . .  is because the 
Wobblies’ dream of a better world, and the means they imagined and 
improvised to realize those dreams, have never ceased to touch the hearts and 
minds of those who value freedom above all, and who are now daring to dream 
revolutionary dreams of their own.”^

Novelist Wallace Stegner, however, found the IWW to be less 
inspiring. In the introduction to his novel The Preacher and the Slave, published 
in 1950, Stegner lamented that “no adequate history of the IWW exists.” In this 
novel focusing upon the story of Joe Hill, the Western writer maintained that the 
IWW was “lacking in the kind of poetic understanding which should invest any
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history of a militant church.And Stegner certainly did a good job of offending 
the Wobblie faithful by suggesting that Hill may have committed the robbery 
and murder for which he was executed by a Utah firing squad on 19 November 
1915. Stegner created a fictional character named Gustave Lund as a confidant 
of Hill, who visited the condemned man on the evening before his execution. 
Hill appears to welcome the opportunity to become a martyr for the cause. Thus, 
his final directive to not waste time in mourning, but continue to organize 
becomes a predetermined course of action rather than simply an inspirational 
refrain produced by adversity and suppression. Challenging Hill’s innocence and 
motivation was, to many Wobblies, the equivalent of questioning the motivation 
of Jesus on the cross for Christians. Stegner’s doubts about Hill’s innocence and 
martyrdom were initially set forth in a 1948 piece for The New Republic. In 
response, Wobblies boycotted the New York City offices of the magazine and 
reasserted that an innocent man was murdered by the Utah authorities.'^  ̂ Even 
during the early years of the Second Red Scare, Wobblie voices of protest were 
not intimidated.

In general, the post World War II years were not a period in which the 
achievements of Joe Hill and the IWW were lauded. Union membership in the 
United States declined as reformers and labor activists were denounced as part 
of the international communist criminal conspiracy. Questions of Hill’s 
innocence or guilt paled beside the reactionary politics of an era characterized 
by McCarthyism and the blacklist.

The IWW, however, would make a comeback during the 1960s when 
the Wobblie spirit of challenging authority and agitating for social and economic 
change was once again in vogue. In 1964, Joyce L. Kombluh edited Rebel 
Voices: An IWW Anthology, introducing the Wobblies to a new generation 
confronting the gender, racial, and economic inequality within America while 
the nation waged a war of aggression in Southeast Asia. Those involved in a 
culture of protest in the 1960s could certainly make common cause with the 
Wobblies, who, in the words of Kombluh, were “one of the first social 
movements in this country to develop an extensive literature and lore of its own. 
The Wobblies sang their songs of savage mockery and sardonic humor. They 
aired their songs, poems, stories, anecdotes, skits, language, and visual 
symbolism to transmit their own values within the structure of a society they 
wished to change.”" Kombluh’s anthology is a rich collection of Wobblie 
speeches, art work, editorials, letters, and, most importantly, music and song 
lyrics.

Kornbluh’s work was followed by Philip S. Foner’s The Industrial 
Workers of the World, 1905-1917 (1965) and English journalist Patrick 
Renshaw’s The Wobblies (1969), but the scholarly volume which legitimized the 
IWW within the academic community was labor historian Melvyn Dubofsky’s 
detailed history of the union. We Shall Be All (1969).'" While Dubofsky 
certainly sympathized with the travails of the IWW, the scholar took pains to not 
romanticize the Wobblies and Joe Hill. Dubofsky’s history, nevertheless, was
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written during a period of social change in which the Wobblie legacy resonated. 
In his preface to the abridged edition of this labor classic, Joseph A. McCartin 
takes note of the cultural milieu, observing, “Dubofsky’s history of the IWW 
appeared at just the moment when proponents of the New Left and the civil 
rights and antiwar struggles, having suffered the disillusionment and defeats of 
1968, began to cast about for models of an authentic American radicalism that 
could sustain them over the long haul and rescue them from encroaching 
despair. In Dubofsky’s IWW, they found joyful champions of what the New 
Left called participatory democracy, ardent visionaries of what the civil rights 
movement called the beloved community, and principled foes of what antiwar 
activists dubbed the military-industrial complex. They also found radicals 
undaunted by crushing defeats, men and women who had come to believe that 
‘in the struggle itself lies the happiness of the fighter,’ as one IWW die-hard 
once put it.”'̂

While cultural protest was influencing the academic community in the 
late 1960s, international cinema also reflected the spirit of rebellion flowing 
through the United States, Latin America, Europe, Asia, and Africa as world 
revolution appeared almost imminent. In 1970, Swedish filmmaker Bo 
Widerberg released Joe Hill with Thommy Berggren in the title role and Wendy 
Geier as Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the inspiration for Hill’s epic song “Rebel 
Girl.” Widerberg’s film tells the story of Swedish immigrant Joseph Hillstrom, 
who was bom Joel Hagglund in his native land, from his arrival in North 
America in 1901 until his death in 1915. The film is clearly sympathetic to the 
union organizer who understood the importance of music as a propaganda 
weapon, and Widerberg does not accept Wallace Stegner’s premise that the 
Wobblie martyr was guilty of murder. The film received generally favorable 
reviews, but some critics, such as Joan Mellen in a piece for Film Quarterly, 
took issue with the film’s conclusion. After Joe’s death, IWW leaders are 
dividing up his ashes to send to every state as the martyr requested. This 
activity, however, is interrupted by dancing in an adjoining room, and the union 
men desert Hill’s remains to dance with younger women. The final shot of the 
film is that of Joe’s abandoned ashes with Joan Baez singing “The Ballad of Joe 
Hill” in the background. Mellen took issue with Widerberg’s suggestion that the 
IWW betrayed Hill’s legacy. And certainly the heroic individual here is being 
privileged at the expense of the mass movement.’"̂

American film audiences in 1971 were also treated to Italian filmmaker 
Giuliano Montaldo’s Sacco and Vanzetti. Although the film does not directly 
deal with the IWW, it did attempt to recreate the oppression of the First Red 
Scare and make connections with the political unrest of the 1960s. The Italian 
anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti also shared the syndicalist philosophy espoused 
by the Wobblies. Montaldo’s film strongly (too vehemently for some critics) 
championed the innocence of Sacco and Vanzet t i . I t  is within this cinematic 
context that director Martin Scorsese released his first Hollywood film. Boxcar 
Bertha (1971), loosely based upon IWW supporter Boxcar Bertha Thompson’s
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autobiography as told to Ben Reitman. In the film, Bertha is portrayed by 
Barbara Hershey, who often plays second fiddle to love interest Big Bill Shelley 
(David Carradine). Shelley’s name is apparently a reference to the IWW’s Big 
Bill Haywood, although the union in the film is simply called The Brotherhood 
of Workers. Union man Shelley is a reluctant participant in the robberies 
engineered by Bertha and her gang in an effort to take from the rich and give to 
the poor. Shelley’s idealism was evidently a greater threat to the establishment 
than Bertha’s criminal activity as the film concludes with Shelley being 
crucified on a boxcar by company thugs. This somewhat over-the-top scenario 
potently captures the exploitive violence and nudity of this film which was 
produced by Roger Corman, the king of exploitive films in the 1960s. Although 
the film is clearly attempting to cash in on the fame of its more illustrious 
predecessor, Bonnie and Clyde (1968), Boxcar Bertha is sympathetic to labor, 
albeit perpetuating the violent image of the IWW found in most history 
textbooks.'^

The embracing of radicalism in these early 1970s films was certainly 
not apparent in director Hal Ashby’s film tribute to Woody Guthrie, Bound for 
Gloty (1976), whose life and career was influenced by the legacy of Joe Hill and 
the Wobblies. Bound for Glory concludes with the folksinger departing 
California for the greener pastures of New York City in the early 1940s. As he 
rides a freight train, Guthrie, portrayed by David Carradine, sings “This Land Is 
Your Land,” which he wrote in February 1940. Under the direction of Ashby 
and the cinematography of Haskell Wexler, the film’s conclusion becomes a 
bicentennial tribute to the resilient spirit of the American people. Film viewers, 
however, would certainly not surmise that Guthrie penned his anthem in angry 
response to the narrow nationalism of Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America.” As 
Bryan K. Garman suggests in A Race of Singers, the problem with Ashby’s film 
“is that it depicted Guthrie as a romantic individualist.” Garman writes, “The 
most important thing about the filmic Guthrie is not that he fought for social and 
economic justice but that he celebrated the American landscape and inspired all 
people to take pride in themselves and their individual accomplishments.” '̂

Despite the deradicalization of Guthrie in Ashby’s film and the anti 
labor onslaught of the 1980s led by Ronald Reagan (the only union leader 
[Screen Actors Guild] to ever be elected President), the Wobblies continued to 
appear on the silver screen. In 1979, documentary filmmakers Stewart Bird, 
Deborah Shaffer, and Dan Georgakas released The Wobblies, weaving together 
archival footage with interviews of former activist Wobblies—most of whom 
were in their eighties or nineties when the film was made. The witnesses 
chronicle the highlights of the IWW history such as the Lawrence and Paterson 
strikes of 1912-1913, as well as the murder of free speech advocates in Everett, 
Washington. While this testimony describes violent encounters between the 
Wobblies and company thugs, there is a cautionary note regarding popular 
conceptions of IWW violence. One witness asserts that sabotage was less about 
destroying the work place than the “conscious withdrawal of efficiency” in
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terms of hours and effort. The film is a labor of love on the part of the 
filmmakers, who, in an oral history companion volume to the film, argued for 
the continuing relevancy of the IWW, proclaiming, “Long regarded as belonging 
to a social movement whose time has come and gone, the IWW may yet prove 
to have been ahead of its time, developing and popularizing ideas very relevant 
to economic and political challenges undreamed of in 1905.”'̂

While the viewing audience for the documentary film was limited, 
Warren Beatty’s Reds (1981), a biopic of John Reed based upon historian 
Robert Rosenstone’s biography of the leftist journalist and author of Ten Days 
That Shook the World {\9\9), earned critical acclaim, box office receipts, and an 
Oscar for Beatty as Best Director. While the film captured Reed’s involvement 
with the IWW in the 1913 Paterson silk workers’ strike, his organizing role in 
the fonnation of the American Communist Party, and his service to the Russian 
Revolution, some critics found that the film subverted its politics to the love 
story between Reed (Warren Beatty) and Louise Bryant (Diane Keaton). Film 
viewers may have missed the point that Reed “passionately argued that the 
industrial unionism of the Industrial Workers of the World was the only viable 
model for revolutionary action in America.” The film attempted to provide 
historical context through interviews with witnesses, such as Roger Baldwin, 
Rebecca West, and Scott Nearing, who provided first-hand accounts of Reed 
and the First Red Scare. Nevertheless, politics tend to remain peripheral for 
much of the film, leading Stanley Kauffmann of The New Republic to observe, 
""Reds is to communism and the Bolshevik Revolution what Hamlet is to Danish 
foreign policy; the work is inconceivable without the political context, but 
context is what it remains.”’̂

Labor and politics, however, were at the core of independent filmmaker 
John Sayles’s Matewan (1987), based upon a post World War I labor war in 
West Virginia’s Mingo County between the United Mine Workers and the Stone 
Mountain Coal Company and its hired guns from the Baldwin-Felts Detective 
Agency. Union organizer Joe Kenihan (Chris Cooper) is a former Wobblie who 
was imprisoned for opposing the First World War. Kenihan attempts to unite 
Appalachian whites, Italian immigrants, and African American strikebreakers 
into a cohesive multiracial union. Preaching nonviolence, Kenihan is, 
nevertheless, unable to prevent the Matewan massacre which takes the 
organizer’s life and provides the authorities with an excuse to dispatch troops 
and crush the strike. Labor film historian Tom Zaniello describes Matewan as 
one of the finest labor films ever made."̂ ^

The most significant connection between the IWW legacy and popular 
culture, however, lies in music rather than film. In a 2004 piece for the Austin 
Chronicle, Jim Caligiuri asserts that the activism of musicians such as Bruce 
Springsteen, Dixie Chicks, and Pearl Jam against the war in Iraq owes a debt of 
gratitude to Joe Hill “as the originator of protest songs.” Caligiuri writes that as 
an opponent of militarism. Hill would identify with popular opposition to the 
Bush administration’s adventure in Iraq. After a brief survey of Hill’s life and
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execution, Caligiuri concludes, “Since then, songs of protest have waxed and 
waned with times of turmoil. Out of the Depression strode Woody Guthrie, who 
followed in Hill’s footsteps, and like-minded folk singers such as Pete Seeger 
and Leadbelly. The 1960s birthed battles over civil rights and the Vietnam War, 
and helped forge the careers of Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, and Joan Baez. The spirit 
of Joe Hill resonated everywhere, particularly in Country Joe & the Fish’s 
Woodstock anthem, ‘1 Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag.’” ’̂

Hill’s musical genius was his ability to take popular tunes and provide 
revolutionary lyrics espousing the political message of the IWW and the 
concerns of working class people. Hill perceived his songs as educational in 
nature, insisting, “A pamphlet, no matter how good, is never read more than 
once, but a song is learned by heart and repeated over and over; and I maintain 
that if a person can put a few cold, common sense facts to a song, and dress 
them up in a cloak of humor to take the dryness off of them, he will succeed to 
reaching a greater number of workers who are too unintelligent or too indifferent 
to read a pamphlet or an editorial on economic science.”'" For example, in 
verses set to the popular tune “Ta-Ra-Ra Boom De-Ay,” Hill tells the story of 
workers laboring sixteen-hour days for little pay on the wheat harvests of the 
Northern Plains. In order to get better pay and conditions, one worker drops his 
pitchfork in the threshing machine, while another loosens the wheel on the 
farmer’s wagon, causing an accident. It is a call to direct action and sabotage, 
concluding,

T a-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
That rube is feeling gay;
He learned his lesson quick.
Just through a simple trick.
For fixing greedy slobs.
This is the only way,
T a-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!

Hill’s most famous composition was “The Preacher and the Slave,” 
sung to the tune of the spiritual “Sweet Bye and Bye.” In the song. Hill 
embraces the Marxist perspective that religion was employed by the ruling class 
to manipulate and keep the working class in place by promising them a reward 
in heaven for toiling without complaint. In his opening verse. Hill proclaimed.

Long-haired preachers come out every night.
Try to tell you what’s wrong and what’s right;
But when asked how ’bout something to eat 
They will answer with voices so sweet:

Chorus:

You will eat, bye and bye.
In that glorious land above the sky;
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Work and pray, live on hay,
You’ll get pie in the sky when you die.

The solution to this religious brainwashing was for the workingmen of all 
countries to unite and take control over the means of production. To the tune of 
the hymn ‘There is Power in the Blood,” Hill wrote “There is Power in a 
Union,” telling workers.

There is pow’r, there is pow’r 
In a band of workingmen.
When they stand hand in hand.
That’s a pow’r, that’s a pow’r 
That must mle in every land—
One Industrial Union Grand.

And this power was not silenced by Hill’s execution, for the musical 
propagandizing of Hill and other Wobblie minstrels was kept current through 
publication of the IWW’s Little Red Song Book. According to Hill’s biographer 
Gibbs M. Smith, “Over the years, the contents of The Little Red Song Book 
dramatized the class conscious philosophy of the IWW and reflected in many of 
the items the spirit, humor, and experiences of migratory and seasonal 
workers.”"̂

With the crisis of capitalism in 1929 and the onset of the Great 
Depression, The Little Red Song Book and the legacy of Joe Hill once again 
resonated within the culture. In 1936, composer Earl Robinson and poet Alfred 
Hayes met at the Communist Party’s Camp Unity in New York and collaborated 
upon “The Ballad of Joe Hill,” or as it is often called “I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill 
Last Night.” Three years later, Bryan Garman writes, Paul Robeson, “the black 
All-American football-player-tumed-communist-cultural worker and civil rights 
leader, popularized the legend among left-wing audiences by making the song 
part of his repertoire.”"̂

Also in 1936, Woody Guthrie left Pampa, Texas, and headed out to 
California in order to ascertain what the great migration of Okies really meant. 
Guthrie was shocked at the prejudice with which many in California greeted the 
Dust Bowl refugees. Traveling by freight, he encountered many former 
members of the IWW, and these old Wobblies introduced Guthrie to Joe Hill’s 
legendary music. Guthrie began to carry around with him a copy of The Little 
Red Song Book. After a sojourn in California and a stint in Oregon working for 
the Bonneville Power Administration, Guthrie joined Pete Seeger, Lee Hayes, 
and Millard Lampell to form the Almanac Singers, who were performing labor 
songs in the tradition of Joe Hill. According to Seeger, “There was a job we 
could do, intellectually and organizationally. We could make a singing labor 
movement, take up where Joe Hill left off, and carry the tradition on. Woody’s 
and Lee’s method of writing songs made sense, taking old tunes and putting new 
words to them, not getting picky about being original all the time.”"̂  Thus, 
Guthrie followed in Hill’s tradition of composing parodies of old standards.
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especially religious songs. In the fall of 1941, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the 
inspiration for Hill’s “Rebel Girl,” visited the Almanac Singers, and, admiring 
Guthrie’s work, she gave the folksinger a collection of Hill’s papers.'^ After 
perusing the Hill materials, Guthrie was inspired to compose “Joe Hillstrom.” 
Assuming the voice of Hill, Guthrie proclaimed his innocence. He could not 
provide an alibi for his whereabouts during the murder of Merlin Morrison 
because it would compromise the. reputation of a lady he was courting. He is 
framed because he is a union organizer and the copper bosses want him dead. 
“Joe Hillstrom” concludes.

Hey Gurley Flynn, 1 wrote you a song 
To the dove of peace. It’s coming along.
I lived like a rebel, like a rebel 1 die.
Forget Me. Organize these copper mines.
They march me out to the baseball park 
Tie me down in a chair, and the Doctor marks my heart 
With a little white rag against the back robe 
Goodbye Joe Hillstrom you done a pretty good job."^

Guthrie would also immortalize aspects of Wobblie history in his 1946 
recording Stmggle for Moses Asch. According to Asch, Guthrie wanted “a 
series of records depicting the struggle of working people in bringing to light 
their fight for a place in the America that they envisioned.” In his introduction to 
“Ludlow Massacre,” commemorating the violent suppression of a Colorado coal 
mining strike under Wobblie leadership, Guthrie wrote,

Ludlow Massacre was one of the hundred of battles fought to 
build trade unions. I want to sing a song to show our soldiers 
that Ludlow Massacre must not ever come back to us or kill 
13 children and a pregnant woman, just to force you to work 
for cheap wages.

In “ 1913 Massacre,” Guthrie tells the story of the death of 73 children in 
Calumet, Michigan, when the IWW was attempting to organize the copper 
mines. In his notes Guthrie writes, “Copper boss thugs yelled ‘fire’ in the door 
and 73 children smothered to death on the stairs.” The song concludes with the 
refrain

The parents they cried and the miners they moaned,
“See what your greed for money has done!” ”̂

Like Joe Hill, Guthrie was a martyr. But rather than the quick death of 
a firing squad, Guthrie’s body wasted away from Huntington’s chorea, a 
degenerative disease of the central nervous system. Guthrie, however, was 
dissimilar to Hill on the topic of religion. Rather than perceiving religion as the 
opiate of the masses, Guthrie believed there was no fundamental conflict 
between Marx and Jesus. Guthrie insisted that communism and Christianity both
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extolled the common ownership of resources and the means of production. In 
“Jesus Was a Man,” the working-class origins of the man from Galilee are 
celebrated. Jesus is a brave carpenter who preaches that the rich should give 
their possessions to the poor. Guthrie writes,

He went to the rich and He went to the poor 
He went to the hungry and the lonely 
He said that the poor would win the world.
So they laid Jesus Christ in His grave

The Jesus envisioned by Guthrie is a revolutionary, who comes with a sword to 
achieve justice for the common people. Guthrie concludes.

When the patience of workers gives away;
Twould be better for you rich if you’d never been born!
For you laid Jesus Christ in His Grave.^‘

As his body deteriorated in a New Jersey hospital, Guthrie refused to denounce 
Marx or Jesus. Although disease stilled his voice before his death in 1967, 
others picked up Guthrie’s legacy. As Jim Caligiuri suggested in his 2004 piece 
for the Austin Chronicle, a direct line of popular protest music links Joe Hill and 
the IWW to Woody Guthrie, Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, Bruce Springsteen, Utah 
Phillips, and Pearl Jam.

Indeed, the legacy of the IWW and Joe Hill are kept alive in the 
Robinson and Hayes ballad “I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night.” This song 
was performed by Joan Baez at Woodstock in 1969 and more recently at Camp 
Sheehan outside President George W. Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, where 
Baez was protesting another war perpetuating death and fostering great 
economic inequality. The song concludes,

“From San Diego up to Maine,
In every mine and mill
Where workers strike and organize,”
Says he, “You’ll find Joe Hill,”
Says he, “You’ll find Joe Hill.”
I dreamed 1 saw Joe Hill last night.
Alive as you or me
Says I, “But Joe, you’re ten years dead,”
“I never died,” says he 
“1 never died,” says he.^“

It is perhaps fitting that an organization which espoused an 
international philosophy based upon an equality of condition for race, gender, 
and class, albeit led in its heyday primarily by white males, had its anthem 
adopted by African American Paul Robeson in the 1940s and 1950s and a Latina 
woman, Joan Baez from the 1960s into the present. The larger culture attempts 
to ignore and escape the suffering of the masses by worshipping celebrities. It is
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our contemporary version of bread and circuses. The history textbooks 
essentially still perceive the IWW as a violent manifestation of an early 
twentieth-century class conflict which has little relevance for today. And the 
establishment media ignored the centennial of the IWW.

Nevertheless, as Howard Zinn suggests, there is an oppositional culture 
which keeps the legacy of the IWW alive. In literature, history, film, and, most 
importantly, music, the dream of the IWW in a common humanity free from the 
dread of war and fear of want in a democratic society remains as alive as Joe 
Hill.

Sandia Preparatory School Ron Briley
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By September of 1938, American listeners had become accustomed to 
new and eerie sounds as they tuned their radios on Thursday nights to follow the 
crime-fighting adventures of the Green Hornet. The mysterious buzz of his 
“Hornet’s sting” that introduced the program was a relatively new sound created 
by the electronic instrument, the Theremin. The announcer followed with a 
declaration that the Hornet “hunts the biggest of all game—public enemies who 
try to destroy our America!”

While the fictional masked Hornet was busy fighting spies, traitors, and 
other criminals, the Theremin’s inventor, Leon Theremin, had completed his 
espionage work in the United States, and was being whisked back to his 
homeland of Russia aboard the ship the Stmy Bolshevik (Glinsky 190).

Theremin’s long and fascinating life was shrouded in mystery. 
Researchers and historians still dispute his motives, and whether certain events 
in his life actually occurred. There is no disagreement, though, that Theremin 
was brilliant, creative, charming, and charismatic. He created not only the 
Theremin—one of the world’s first synthesizers—but also a wide array of 
devices, from wireless alarm systems to surveillance equipment.

Even here, the evidence is murky. Did Theremin invent the first RFID 
(radio frequency identification device)? There is widespread belief that he did, 
as verified by no less an authority than a newsletter of the Information Systems 
Security Association. In December of 2005, the ISSA newsletter of the 
Baltimore chapter said: “In 1945 Leon Theremin invented an espionage tool for 
the Soviet government. Even though this device was a passive covert listening 
device, not an identification tag, it has been attributed as the ‘first known’ 
device and a predecessor to RFID technology” (Dollen 2).

On the other hand, another authority, the RFID Resource Center, has 
said that “although some people think that the first known device may have been 
invented by Leon Theremin as an espionage tool for the Russian Government in 
1945, the first real usage of RFID devices predates that. During World War II 
the United Kingdom used RFID devices to distinguish returning English 
airplanes from inbound German ones” (“History of RFID Tags”). To add to the 
conflision (and there definitely is confusion here—the language is virtually 
identical, although it is unclear which of these Internet sources used the phrase 
first) Kenny Fong of Southern Illinois University’s Computer Science 
Department, also has written of the “Identify Friend or Foe (IFF) systems to 
distinguish returning British airplanes from inbound German ones” (Fong 13). 
Fong, nevertheless, went further to allege that Theremin invented the infamous 
“RFID listening device (‘bug’), which was embedded in a wooden plague [sic] 
and presented to the American ambassador Averell Harriman in Moscow by 
Soviet schoolchildren in 1946.” Harriman hung the plaque on a wall in the
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embassy, where it stayed, presumably broadcasting American diplomats’ 
conversations, until 1952, when embassy officials finally discovered it (Fong 
12). The incident was widely-reported at the time, and was highly significant in 
the history of espionage.

Even though there is no doubt that Theremin was a spy for the Russian 
government—for example, he spent years cleaning up audio tapes for the 
KGB—the evidence is unclear even here. Probably the biggest debate about 
Theremin’s life is whether his heart and soul were in his espionage activity for 
the Soviets, or whether he was forced to do it to survive and to pursue his 
inventions and his love of electronic music. Most Western accounts are 
sympathetic to Theremin’s plight and motives, but author Albert Glinsky claims 
“Theremin had a soul that was Russian to the core,” and that he was very 
dedicated to his Soviet mission—believing in what he did— ând very much in 
control of his own actions. Glinsky claims that while most Western accounts 
depict Theremin as being a victim of Soviet oppression—coerced into espionage 
activities—^Russian accounts simply see him as just doing his duty (Glimsky 2).

Theremin’s own comments when he first emerged from the Soviet 
Union in 1989 lend credence to Glinsky’s assertions. By that time Theremin was 
in his 90s, having been born in St. Petersburg in 1896. In a little-known 
interview with Olivia Mattis—she is a musicologist and scholar of the composer 
Edgard Varese, who was a pioneer in electronic music—^Theremin made some 
fascinating observations (Mattis). Mattis was the first person to interview 
Theremin “after he came out of Soviet seclusion.”

Still, the question of reliability persists. Theremin’s memory was 
certainly unclear on some points, and it is equally unclear whether he was being 
completely accurate on others, but he verified clearly to Mattis that he had been 
“working under the leadership” of the Soviet Consulate while he was in New 
York. In fact, he divorced his first wife after being instructed to do so by Soviet 
officials who were concerned about her alleged Fascist sympathies (Mattis 8). 
The belief that Soviet agents kidnapped him and returned him to the USSR 
seems inconsistent with his simple statements. As indicated below, he claimed 
to have asked for re-assignment to the USSR, and to have repeated his request 
many times. He said to Mattis, “I came here on special assignment.” She asked, 
“Where is here?” to which he replied, “To the Soviet Union” (Mattis 9). He 
spoke of being “not quite a prisoner” there, and of having been arrested. He 
explained, though, that he worked on electronics in a lab, and was not in prison. 
He indicated that at the time it had been “quite accepted for people to be 
detained in such a way” (Mattis 9-10).

Thus, it is difficult to sort out fact from fallacy, especially since the 
Soviet government made a specialty out of historical revisionism—routinely 
rewriting history, and even airbrushing over photos. By the time Theremin was 
politically free enough to tell his own story, age may have taken a toll on his 
memory. Also, he seemed to see a certain sense of romance in his spy claims;, 
and while his life and accomplishments were amazing enough, he had a history
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of spinning great yarns and tales, and exaggerating the truth. In Steven Martin’s 
documentary film, Theremin: an Electronic Odyssey, he even gave a detailed 
description of his own birth—how he was pulled from the womb.

At one point in the 1930s, he boasted to Russian journalists that there 
were “700 registered Theremin players in New York City,” when there were 
really little more than a dozen (Glimsky 4). Whether this was calculated 
propaganda about how America had been infiltrated, or mere hyperbole no one 
can say. Russian biographers have also characterized him as being “an American 
millionaire,” while author Nicolas Slonimsky wrote about his major financial 
problems, and characterized him as being “constantly in debt” during his New 
York years (Slonimsky 153).

Again, Theremin’s life appears to have been filled with paradox. He 
knew the pitfalls of a free-market economy because he had lived through the 
Great Depression, but he also understood the terror of Soviet oppression because 
he had witnessed that first-hand too. Where his real sympathies and loyalties 
were centered is still up for debate.

Theremin was always brilliant. He was bom in 1896, as Lev Termen, 
and by the time he was in his teens he had set up his own observatory in the 
vegetable garden behind his parents’ summer house. At age fifteen he 
discovered a new star and reported it to the Astronomical Society. He was 
already considered a boy genius. But in 1916 his life changed dramatically— ĥe 
was drafted after Germany declared war on Russia (Glimsky 14).

With his Red Army, Vladimir Lenin was waging war in the name of the 
country’s peasants—executing the wealthy, middle class, and even priests left 
and right. He was committing mass murder in the name of social justice. 
Concentration camps were set up for those “lucky” enough not to be killed. 
Lenin was a futurist of sorts, claiming that “electricity would take the place of 
God,” adding that “the central authorities” had more power. He was intent on 
selling the people on this modem idea of electricity and came up with the slogan 
“Socialism equals Soviet power plus electrification” (Slonimsky 150).

By this time Termen’s scientific knowledge had landed him the 
position of Broadcast Supervisor at the most powerful radio station in the 
country. As an early indication of his allegiance, when anti-Bolshevik forces 
moved too close to the station, Termen worked day and night dismantling the 
transmitter and receiver. After loading the pieces on railroad cars and shipping 
them east, he blew up the tower in a grand, defiant gesture. Termen’s 
intelligence and attitude brought him the respect, and favor, of Communist Party 
leaders.

In 1918, he had used his knowledge of basic electromagnetic waves 
and radio principles to invent the musical instmment now known as the 
Theremin. The device’s high frequency oscillators created an electromagnetic 
field that could detect extremely small capacitances in the human hand. It 
contained an oscillator set for an ultrasonic (or inaudible) frequency and a 
variable oscillator connected to the antennae. This oscillator served as one plate
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of the circuit’s capacitor, and the inventor’s hand formed the complementary 
plate. By waving his right hand in front of the device, the capacitance of the 
circuit increased, reducing its pitch, and creating a new difference tone, or “beat 
frequency” between the two oscillators that was within the range of human 
hearing (Glinsky 25).

A second horizontal antenna was added on the left side that created 
minimal interference between the two circuits. Now the instrument’s volume 
could be controlled by waving his left hand, and its pitch adjusted by waving his 
right hand. When the new device—originally called the etherphone— ŵas 
demonstrated in 1920, it sounded, and appeared quite magical. Now he was 
ushered into the inner circle of Soviet Scientists.

Lenin himself seemed fascinated by the etherphone, and by Termen’s 
work. Termen demonstrated it for him personally, and even arranged for him 
play it, showing Lenin how to move his hands properly. He said that Lenin “had 
a very good ear,” and described how he held Lenin’s hands and directed their 
movement to produce sounds from the instrument. “In the middle of this piece,” 
he said, “1 thought that he could himself, independently, move his hands. So I 
took my hands off of his, and he completed the whole thing independently, by 
himself” He remarked that Lenin “was very happy that he could play on this 
instniment all by himself’ (Mattis 2). Lenin was impressed, and Ternien seemed 
quite taken with the dictator and classical music aficionado, remembering him as 
being “a very nice, pleasant person. . . .  he treated me like a son” (Glinsky 29).

In May of 1922, Lenin suffered the first of a series of strokes, and 
Termen would have no further contact with him. But Termen’s talent and 
charisma had left an impression on Lenin. Termen had received an all-access 
rail pass—^assuring him free, safe, and unrestricted travel throughout all of the 
Soviet territories—to spread the propaganda of the marvels of electricity. Lenin 
was not particularly interested in spreading electronic music throughout the 
country—even though he seemed impressed by it. What he wanted was 
modernization, and a lasting impression that only the Communist Party could 
implement these kinds of changes. He thought Termen would be his public 
relations person who could reach the masses.

In 1924 Lenin died and Joseph Stalin managed to seize power. 
Deification of Lenin began to take place in an attempt to turn the mass murderer 
into a decidedly secular saint. During this time Termen began to do a series of 
concerts as relief efforts for the 25 million people starving in the Soviet 
Territories. This was valuable propaganda for the Soviets, since they had 
dismantled all of the bourgeoisie’s hunger relief efforts (Glinsky 33).

Also in 1924, Termen married Katia Constantinova and was granted a 
patent for the etherphone. Although Lenin was dead, other Communist party 
leaders such as Leon Trotsky— ĥe had been founder of the Red Army and 
Lenin’s deputy comrade in anns—envisioned a global socialist revolution. They 
planned a secretive Communist International that would have underground 
Communist governments, loyal to the Soviets, operating illegally in every
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country throughout the world. “Workers of the world unite” was Trotsky’s 
slogan, and Termen was Trotsky’s pawn. With Termen’s talent and charisma he 
could move freely in different circles. Perhaps he was the key to infiltrating the 
western world.

Lev Termen changed his name to Leon Theremin in order to sound 
more western, and met with a group of German businessmen about German 
patent rights. By making business arrangements in Germany, Soviet intelligence 
hoped to gain an open door to American secrets. For a paltry sum of money 
Theremin signed over the rights of one of his inventions to a Gennan company 
that had ties to American industry, engaging in subterfiige so that the Americans 
would think they were dealing strictly with a German company, and have no 
clue that the Soviets were involved. Theremin also registered patents in France 
and Great Britain—other countries that Moscow had staked out for mass 
surveillance (Glinsky 43).

Soon Theremin was a celebrity, playing concerts and showing off his 
marvelous inventions around the world. In 1927 London’s Daily Chromcle said 
Theremin had “received special leave from the Soviet government to travel 
round the world demonstrating his invention to scientists and musicians, and at 
the same time learning of other scientific developments.” The Soviets were 
boldly declaring their purpose, sparking fears of western vulnerability to “the 
Communist threat.” This was just after the Soviets had been expelled from 
Britain because of another espionage threat (Glinsky 63).

Countries such as America and England were thrilled by the prospect of 
free-trade with the Soviet Union—considered a wide-open market. Moscow had 
easily set up “organizations designed to facilitate trade, and business between 
nations.” Arcos was established in London, Wostwag in Germany, and Amtorg 
in America. Of course their real purpose was espionage, and the British 
government became suspicious after Arcos failed to produce any real business 
for England’s failing economy. A search warrant was obtained, and a police raid 
on Arcos resulted in numerous arrests, diplomatic relations with Russia were 
severed, the Soviet Embassy in was London closed, and the Ambassador and his 
staff were expelled (Glinsky 63). Although Amtorg (the American Trading 
Organization) was doing millions of dollars in legitimate business, its purpose 
was the same. Located in New York, it was the command center for all Soviet 
intelligence activities in America.

Theremin finally made it to America, doing a successful concert tour 
and attracting major media attention. Apparently he enjoyed his stay as he 
requested that Moscow allow it to be extended, citing the difficulties of being a 
Russian perfonning intelligence activities on American soil. The Soviet Union 
allowed him to remain, as did the American government, continuously 
extending his temporary visa. His etherphone—now known as the 
Theremin— ŵas marketed as an amazing instrument that anybody could learn to 
play with a simple waving of hands. “A Theremin in every home,” was the 
advertising ploy (Martin documentary).
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In 1934, Theremin and his first wife Katia were divorced (Glinsky 
160). She had given up a promising medical career in Russia to move to the 
United States to be with him, but the relationship had soured—they had lived 
apart for some time— ând the marriage was finally terminated. As indicated 
above, though, Theremin alleged in the Mattis interview that the actual divorce 
resulted from pressure by Soviet officials, who suspected Katia of Fascist 
leanings. The same year, the U.S. had established diplomatic relations with 
Moscow, and a Soviet embassy was established in Washington. This enabled 
them to watch Theremin more closely (Glinsky 158).

The Soviets assigned Theremin the task of investigating the American 
prison system. He also had to report to weekly meetings at a seedy cafe with two 
men from the Russian Consulate. They would immediately order him to drink 
two glasses of vodka so that he would hold nothing back. But Theremin learned 
a secret to help control his own flow of infonnation. Before the covert meetings 
he would eat a large quantity of butter, which he claimed allowed him to 
counteract the effects of the alcohol (Glinsky 162).

In addition to investigating life in the prison system, he also obtained 
aviation secrets. Regardless of Theremin’s true motivation, he was a shrewd and 
adept spy. He claimed he would never ask questions—these would arouse 
suspicions— înstead he would simply volunteer information for the Americans. 
He would demonstrate his own inventions, such as an aviation autopilot, and an 
electronic remote control, and simply allow the Americans to reciprocate, 
supplying whatever he needed to know.

During this period Theremin was becoming renowned in America as an 
inventor. His temporary visa had been extended year after year, and he was 
firmly entrenched in New York’s Russian community. His brilliant inventions 
had led him to become the Vice President of a successful company called 
Teletouch, allowing him to market his inventions throughout America (Glinsky 
153).

He set up an “amazing” new wireless alarm system at Alcatraz, where 
notorious gangsters like A1 Capone were housed, and Teletouch was contracting 
to put in another system at New York’s Sing Sing prison. But the system at 
Alcatraz had numerous problems and was eventually deemed a failure. 
Theremin turned his Teletouch offices into a sort of fun house of electronic 
gizmos, and turned his attention back to more frivolous inventions designed 
purely for fun such as “the magic mirror,” and an electronic “baby guard,” but 
the company— ând Theremin personally were already beginning to have major 
financial problems. These worsened, eventually leading to bankruptcy for the 
once-successful company. Theremin was also far behind in his income taxes 
(Glinsky 167).

During this period Theremin worked with many Western composers 
and other musicians. In his interview with Mattis, he had difficulty remembering 
some of the key figures—^Mattis was especially disappointed that he failed to. 
remember working with Edgar Varese—but he said that he made ten electronic
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instruments for Leopold Stokowski, conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra, 
whose orchestra then performed several concerts using the Theremin (Mattis 4). 
He said that Stokowski was not specifically interested in electronics, “but in 
what new sounds, what new timbres, what new characters of sounds could be 
obtained” (Mattis 6).

He clearly remembered one other notable figure, however, Albert 
Einstein. Einstein’s wife, he said, “played piano very well.” Einstein, a violinist, 
also played the Theremin, but Einstein’s great interest, Theremin said, was “in 
the color of music, the connection between light and music.. . .” Einstein, he 
said, was exploring “the connection between music and geometrical figures: not 
only color, but mostly triangles, hexagons, heptagons, different kinds of 
geometrical figures. He wanted to combine these into drawings.” Theremin 
therefore arranged a studio within his house for the physicist’s use, and secured 
the services of a painter to help him draw sketches. “He was there for a long 
time. All the walls were covered with these paintings, with these drawings,” 
Theremin said (Mattis 4).

Although Theremin seemed to be having legal and financial 
difficulties, he seemed to be happily— âlbeit secretly—remarried, to Lavinia 
Williams, a beautiful black dancer from the American Negro Ballet—a company 
that he had performed his musical scores for (Glinsky 177). Since interracial 
marriage was practically unheard of in the U.S. in 1938, no papers were 
registered with the New York marriage license bureau. However the Soviets 
officially okayed it. Their relationship alienated certain members of Theremin’s 
social community (Glinsky 177). According to Theremin himself, he and 
Lavinia were never divorced. He told Mattis that he had been “on assignment” 
all the years he was in New York, but considered everything he did unimportant 
for military purposes, and asked to be brought back “to the Soviet Union to 
make myself useful.” He said he asked many times to return, and after “a whole 
year,” the authorities finally agreed, “but they did not take my wife” (Mattis 9). 
The marriage, thougli—valid or not—prevented neither party from marrying 
again, and having twin girls, Helena (called Lena) and Natasha (called Natalia) 
(Mattis 9, 11).

The 1930s were a turbulent time for both America and the Soviets. The 
US was reeling from the Great Depression, and the Soviet Union was suffering 
under Joseph Stalin’s bloody purges. In 1930, the US had hoped to establish a 
healthy trade relationship with the USSR, hoping they would be our ally against 
aggressors such as Japan and Germany. But by the late ’30s J. Edgar Hoover and 
the Justice Department were actively investigating “un-American activities,” 
and there was a growing suspicion of the Soviets and Russian espionage. 
Amtorg was being investigated as a possible hot-bed of spies, and even 
Theremin’s future in America might have been compromised.

On September 15, 1938, Theremin disappeared, hustled out of his own 
New York flat by Soviet agents who took him aboard a ship called the Sta/y 
Bolshevik. This was the last time that he and his wife Lavinia would see each
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other. She reported he was kidnapped and that he seemed to fear for her safety. 
During the time that Theremin was missing, Lavinia reportedly died in Haiti of 
food poisoning (Glinsky 190). Natasha, however, participated with Theremin in 
his interview with Mattis. She said that Lavinia and Theremin had stayed in 
touch, and that she still had a dance studio in Hawaii, which Mattis corrected to 
Haiti (Mattis 9).

Theremin’s friend, and disciple, Clara Rockmore tried in vain for years 
and years to find out what had happened to him— t̂hrough her connections in 
Washington—but kept hitting dead ends. Finally she got word that he was dead. 
A German book on modem music reported that Theremin had been executed 
after being brought back to Russia, and that there had been a published obituary. 
Russian articles on electronic music development failed even to mention 
Theremin’s name. Accepting his death, Rockmore continued doing Theremin 
recitals, and became better established than ever as a Theremin virtuoso (Martin 
documentary).

Seven years later Clara Rockmore and her husband journeyed to 
Russia. They happened to encounter a Russian scientist and strike up a 
conversation with him. She asked if he knew anything about what had happened 
to Theremin—since he was also a scientist. They were startled to hear that the 
scientist had Just met Theremin for lunch. He was alive and well. A meeting was 
arranged between Rockmore and Theremin in a subway station, a place too 
noisy for eavesdropping, and Theremin told her that he had been in a prison 
work-camp called Magadan (Martin documentary). In an interview that 
Theremin did later in life, for the film Theremin: an Electronic Odyssey, he 
claimed some people in prison had done something bad, some had stolen 
something, and some were just politically different. This is consistent with the 
comments he had earlier made to Mattis.

Theremin stated that he had officially worked in a special ministry for 
the KGB, “the people that arrange different kinds of political investigation. 
Looking into changes” He said he worked for the Ministry Of Social Affairs, 
and his specialty was cleaning up audio tapes. If a recording wasn’t good 
enough to hear clearly it would have to be cleaned up acoustically. Theremin 
said he invented Buran— t̂he bug, or the RFID (Martin documentary).

The mystery of Theremin’s life and work is further compounded by his 
great niece, Lydia Kavina who claims that Theremin was eavesdropping on 
Joseph Stalin and the Kremlin, and that Stalin was even aware of this. She 
states, on film, that when Theremin was about to win the prestigious second 
level Stalin Award— t̂he highest honor in the country, that Stalin crossed out 
“second level” and wrote in “first level,” a lesser honor, because he was 
suspicious of Theremin. She says the paper is locked up in the most secret vault 
of the KGB. If this were true then the question arises whether the KGB was 
spying on their own man, or whether Theremin was actually a double-agent. The 
story is doubtful, however. Stalin was totally ruthless. He never showed any 
reluctance to destroy anyone about whom he had the slightest suspicion, and he
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is unlikely to have approved an award under suspicious circumstances. Also, 
now that KGB files have been opened, no such infonnation seems to have been 
discovered that would support Kavina’s allegation.

Theremin claims he worked for the KGB from age 42 until age 67 
working on “different bad things.” After working for the KGB, he went to work 
for the Moscow Conservatory of Music—where he remained for ten 
years—making electronic cellos and other instruments. He described one of 
these as a polyphonic version of the Theremin that could create several voices at 
one time, as with a choir or orchestra. He said he used the instniment to 
illustrate his lectures in the Soviet university, until the officials lost interest in 
music. It still existed, he thought, “dismantled and ruined” somewhere at the 
university (Mattis 3). He was a popular teacher with children, and he seemed to 
love his work (Glinsky 310).

By pure chance he was recognized by a correspondent from The New' 
York Times, and some major media coverage followed. According to his niece, 
the Vice President of the Conservatory said “the people don’t need electronic 
music. Electricity is for killing traitors in the electric chair.” Theremin was fired, 
his laboratory was closed, and all of his equipment was hauled out and destroyed 
with an ax (Martin documentary).

Later in life, Theremin was allowed to return to New York, and in the 
1980s he began to retell his story. His history is still shrouded in mystery, and 
some of his statements were inconsistent. For the most part, he admits to having 
spied and done “bad things” for the Russian government. He claims they finally 
imported him back to Russia, where he was thrown in prison. Other western 
accounts tell a similar history: Theremin was intimidated and coerced by the 
KGB, for whom he was forced to work.

But as we have seen, Glinsky tells a different story in Theremin—Ether 
Music and Espionage. He presents Theremin as a loyal, dogmatic Communist 
through and through, who lived and breathed for the Kremlin. Glinsky surmises 
that Theremin longed to return to his native country—despite Stalin’s bloody 
purges— ând that he never really assimilated completely to American culture, 
and was in fact very disdainful of it (Glinsky 180).

Theremin’s work here had ended, Glinsky concludes, and his mounting 
legal and financial problems forced him to abscond from the country in total 
secrecy—not even telling his wife or his closest friends. Glinsky theorizes that 
Theremin orchestrated the “kidnapping” himself, which was really nothing more 
than a hasty exit, or perhaps a daring escape (Glinsky 189).

The truth will probably never be known, and Theremin’s own 
comments support Glinsky’s interpretation, but it seems unlikely that he would 
desert his relatively new wife and friends in such a manner. Theremin’s story is 
fascinating and paradoxical: from the innocence of the Beach Boys’s “Good 
Vibrations” (which features a Theremin), and the zany comedy of Jerry Lewis 
experimenting with a scientist’s Theremin in The Delicate Delinquent, to 
Theremin rubbing shoulders with Lenin and Stalin, wiring Alcatraz, perhaps
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spending prison-time himself, and even planting the Buran—“̂the bug”—in the 
U.S. embassy in Moscow. A recent review of Theremin—Ether Music and 
Espionage in The Instmmentalist says it best. Theremin “helped usher in 
technological warfare between Cold War superpowers years before Fleming 
created fictional superspy James Bond.”

Avila University Joey Skidmore
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Perpetuating “The Big Lie”: 
Subversive Feminism in Stephen Sommers’s 

Horror/Action Films

In their book, Introduction to Film Criticism: Major Critical 
Approaches to Narrative Film, Tim By water and Thomas Sobchack identify the 
feminist film critic as one seeking “to uncover the hidden structuring devices in 
any medium whereby the male maintains dominance and reduces the female to a 
passive position” (183). While such story devices are often simple to track down 
in most films in which they appear, the critic must also be on the lookout for 
what I tenn “subversive feminism.” This narrative trope may be found in plots 
appearing to present one or more of the leading female characters in a strongly 
feminist light. In reality, however, such films place many scenes featuring the 
allegedly strong female character in a context that generally suggests women 
may be more trouble than they are worth. Thus, while these productions purport 
to show the audience strong female characters who are equal to their male 
counterparts, a closer reading reveals that the film’s narrative context actually 
subverts any designs upon equality the nominal storyline suggests.

This storytelling formula has been particularly evident in several 
contemporary fantasy-based films written and directed by Minnesota native, 
Stephen Sommers. Since 1999, Sommers has been the point man for the remake 
of the classic Universal Studios’s horror film. The Mummy, as well as its sequel. 
The Mummy Returns, in 2001. Most recently Sommers wrote and directed Van 
Helsing (2004), his re-visioning of the Universal “monster rallies” of the 1940s. 
Sommers, a graduate of the USC School of Cinema-Television’s Masters 
program, broke into the feature film business with Catch Me If You Can (1989), 
an independently funded production filmed in and around his hometown of St. 
Cloud, Minnesota. He then wrote and directed two live-action features for 
Disney before making the transition to create more action-based material with 
1998’s Deep Rising.

Sommers’s more recent releases find their inspiration in the classic 
Universal Studios horror films of the 1930s and ’40s, albeit with the 
writer/director’s own twists to the material. Heavily laden with computer 
generated imagery to help Sommers realize the fantasy characters imbued in 
these stories, the two Mummy films and Van Helsing also provide examples of 
what Carrol L. Fry has coined “Primal Screams” story traits. Deriving from the 
writings of both socio- and psychobiologists’ studies of human behavior and 
nature. Fry suggests, “Surely one of the most primal of instincts must be fear of 
the predator, an ‘other’ who would consume us” (6). Referencing the plotlines in 
such tales as Dracula, The Thing, The Relic, Alien, and Deep Blue Sea as 
releases fitting into this fonnat. Fry identifies film and fiction that portray a
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predator/prey relationship as a type that is ‘'perennially interesting to readers and 
viewers” (6). Thus, these stories feature a group of adventurers who must fend 
off the “other” while simultaneously protecting the creature’s object of desire. 
Many contemporary films find a degree of audience appeal by experimenting 
with these conventions, particularly by including women as members of the 
protecting group rather than solely as the object of the invader’s desire. This 
trend received a boost ixom Alien's Ripley in 1979 and the female characters in 
such films as The Relic (1996) and the remake of Night of the Living Dead 
(1990) who became interchangeable with a traditional male member of the 
group whose job it is to repel the invader.

This twist of generic conventions appears to be incorporated into 
Stephen Sommers’s remake of The Mummy. In this film, Evelyn Carnahan 
(Rachel Weisz) undergoes a substantial transition from klutzy librarian to strong 
woman as the plot unfolds. This change is underscored by the costuming and 
other cosmetic differences Evie exhibits as Imhotep’s (Arnold Vosloo) presence 
becomes increasingly menacing. Costume designer, John Bloomfield, describes 
the progression this way

She does start off as a librarian .. . looking quite sedate but 
still very beautiflil. Then it’s the classic thing of the glasses 
and the hair in a bun. During the course of the story she lets 
her hair down and she changes from her very pale colors into a 
much more dramatic look. She takes on the black Arab dress 
and then, when we come back to Cairo, we see her in bed and 
she’s in a black nightie. The moment she realizes the full 
danger she’s in, she never has a chance to change again, so 
she’s running through the streets in her black nightie. It’s quite 
logical because she’s terrified and she’s not caring any more 
what she’s wearing. (Cadigan, 38)

Throughout the Sommers-penned story, Evie fulfills the role of the brains of the 
outfit, possessing the knowledge of Egyptology necessary for the group to repel 
Imhotep. This stands out in contrast to the statement by the Egyptologist hired 
by the rival American group when he tells his benefactors not to worry about 
Rick O’Connell (Brendan Fraser) and his motley band because, “They are led by 
a woman. What does a woman know.” But, despite this oxymoron, the film only 
pretends to exhibit a modern feminist viewpoint. A close examination of 
Sommers’s script shows that Evelyn is responsible for most of the major 
problems the adventurers face. Layer on Anck Su Namun’s (Patricia Velasquez) 
provocative “makeup as daywear” undress as she scampers around the palace 
carrying on her unconsummated affair with Imhotep, and we see Sommers 
telling us that women are definitely a problem to have around. For example, 
when the Pharaoh discovers the truth of his mistress’s affair with his high priest
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it is Anck Su Namun who initially stabs the Pharaoh, triggering the events 
culminating in her suicide and Imhotep’s burial alive.

Later, at Hamunaptra, the American party uncovers the box holding the 
book containing the incantation that will bring Imhotep back from the dead. But 
it is Evelyn whose curiosity leads her to steal it and unwittingly read aloud the 
passages that bring Imhotep to life. “It’s just a book,” says Evie. “No harm ever 
came from a book.” This statement proves astonishingly wrong when it is 
discovered that not only has Imhotep been brought back, his curse will unleash a 
variety of plagues upon the descendants of those who tormented him.

The film’s conclusion also casts Evie in an apparently feminist light, 
for she eventually discovers and reads aloud the incantation from the Book of the 
Dead that sends Imhotep back to the afterworld. A close look at the scene, 
however, shows that Sommers is suggesting that Evelyn’s knowledge is of little 
value without men to do the heavy work and get the Job done. Rick is 
responsible for keeping Imhotep occupied, displaying a James Bondian 
threshold of pain as he alternately mugs for the camera and discovers himself 
flying across the funerary room as a result of Imhotep’s inhuman strength. It 
falls upon Evelyn’s lowlife brother, Jonathan (John Hannah), to steal the key to 
the Book of the Dead from Imhotep so his sister may find and read aloud the 
words making the undead priest mortal and allow O’Connell to finish him off 
With the help of the men, Evie has redeemed herself for unleashing Imhotep in 
the first place. Thus, to paraphrase Fry, the invader is repelled and the female 
saved so she may find her man and contribute to the continuation of the species, 
thus affirming the traditional view of the female’s role in society Sommers’s 
script pretends to downplay.

The Mummy became a surprise bonanza for Universal, which had 
released the film before the summer “tentpole” season featuring each studio’s 
major big-budget release began, in part because the studio brass were not certain 
how the film would be received. The box office revenues surpassed expectations 
to the degree that a sequel was hurried into production, once again relying on a 
Sommers script leavened with a substantial dose of special effects technology. 
One thing that had not changed, however, was Sommers’s depiction of his major 
female characters.

The Mummy Returns is set ten years following the first film, with Rick 
and Evie the happily married parents of a son, Alex (Freddie Boath), who shares 
their archeological adventures with them. Evelyn has begun having dreams and 
visions depicting herself in an earlier life as Nefertiri, a member of the 
Pharaoh’s court. The film’s story revolves around attempts by Imhotep’s 
contemporary followers to bring him back from the dead so he can seek and 
subdue the Scorpion King (The Rock), thus taking over the world.

Once again Sommers writes his lead female characters, Evelyn and 
Meela Nais, as women who appear at first glance to be equal to their male 
counterparts, and once again Sommers’s script ultimately subverts these initially
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positive depictions. Perhaps the most notable example in the sequel lies with the 
way Evie repeatedly returns to Rick’s arms whenever the recent threat they have 
faced is repelled. Sommers may intend to show how intensely in love the couple 
is, but by having Evie constantly run to Rick for comfort he undercuts her as an 
independent lady capable of facing up to the crises life throws her way.

It comes as no surprise to anyone familiar with Sommers’s script for 
The Mummy that Evelyn again initiates the conflict when she discovers the 
bracelet of Anubis early in the narrative. In The Mummy Returns, the bracelet 
becomes the relic the bad folks need to obtain in order to gain control of their 
plans for domination. With this in mind, the story portrays Patricia Velasquez’s 
Meela Nais, a latter-day Anck Su Namun, as a major player in the gang seeking 
to restore Imhotep to life.

As the second lead female in the film, Nais is heavily involved with the 
plot hatched by the representatives of evil to eventually gain power, for as 
Ardeth Bey (Oded Fehr) tells us, Meela is the one ‘‘who knows things, things 
that no living person could possibly know. She knew exactly where the creature 
(Imhotep) was buried.” Handy with a variety of weapons, Meela initially plans 
to kill Evie in front of Imhotep as a way to please her lover, although the plan 
fails when Rick and Ardeth show up in the nick of time to foil the goings on. 
Nonetheless, Meela is responsible for several deaths as the story unfolds and 
Imhotep raises Anck Su Namun’s soul to inhabit Meela’s body.

As far as Evie goes, Sommers seems adrift trying to detemiine how he 
wishes to depict her in this film. He appears to want to exhibit an equal male- 
female relationship, evident by the playful banter they repeatedly engage in a la 
Nick and Nora Charles from the Thin Man series. However, Sommers often 
places his heroine in situations in which she merely portrays a typical damsel in 
distress whose forte is screaming at the unearthly creatures that must be fought. 
Evidence of this authorial confusion lies with the fact that several scenes in the 
film show Evie screaming at the challenge presented by the forces of evil, only 
to suddenly take up a weapon and enter the current fray the boys have walked 
into.

Perhaps the seminal scene showing the dichotomy Sommers’s two 
major female characters present in this film takes place during a vision Evelyn 
has on the dirigible when she flashes back to Imhotep’s Egypt and finds herself 
as the King’s daughter, Nefertiri. Here, Evie’s earlier self and Anck Su Namun 
engage each other in what is little more than a “cat fight” for the amusement of 
the dignitaries lining the King’s chamber. While Sommers may have intended to 
allow his actresses a chance to display their skill as action heroines, the scene 
plays more as something from the latest volume of Girls Gone Wild, with the 
men leering like so many drunken frat boys as the women have at each other. 
The women are thus merely objectified as objects of entertainment for the men 
in audience of the spectacle, although the scene establishes a context for the 
climactic fight between these two during the film’s denouement.
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In 2004’s Van Helsing, Sommers attempts to reinvigorate the “monster 
rally” format used by Universal in such 1940s releases as Frankenstein Meets 
the Wolf Man, House of Frankenstein, and House of Dr acid a while creating a 
new mythology for many of the studio’s classic horror icons. The result is yet 
another film in which the lead female characters are equal on the surface to their 
male counterparts, but in reality are little more than generic types we have 
viewed time and time again. Kate Beckinsale co-stars as Anna Valerious, whose 
family has allegedly spent four hundred-plus years “defending the church’s left 
flank” against Count Dracula (Richard Roxburgh) and other supernatural 
creatures. Once again, Sommers tells us he views this character as something 
other than conventional. In Van Helsing: The Making of the Legend, the 
screenwriter/director discusses the difficulty in casting the part. “Casting the 
part of Anna was especially hard because we had to find an actress who was 
incredibly beautiful and talented, but, considering everything that has happened 
to her, she had to be a woman, not a girl” (25). Producer Bob Ducsay also tells 
us, “The part required an actress who was extremely strong both as a vampire 
hunter and as a match for Van Helsing” (25). Beckinsale did not view Anna as a 
woman “. . . who only wears pretty dresses and faints all the time. She definitely 
gets her hands dirty and she has a real mission of revenge against Dracula. She’s 
very single-minded which is both her strength and her weakness. She can’t 
really think outside the box” (25). Once again we have a lead female character 
viewed as something beyond the norm by her creator who does not quite meet 
these publicly professed standards.

One thing the viewer must grant Anna and Van Helsing (Hugh 
Jackman), though, is their amazingly high threshold of pain. One might say they 
suffer beyond anything James Bond ever experienced, as the vampire hunters 
repeatedly find themselves flung against walls, trees, street surfaces, and horse- 
drawn carriages. Much of this flying through the air results from a trait Anna 
and Van Helsing share, their ongoing ineptitude while facing up to the many 
mythic icons they encounter. Indeed, one finds it difficult to believe either 
character has survived against their supernatural enemies for very long if their 
encounters as a team exhibit any sample of their skills. This plotline is 
underscored during the scene when Van Helsing arrives in Transylvania, 
announcing to Anna that he is “here to help you.” Her snappish response, “I 
don’t need any help,” is likely intended to illustrate her independent streak, but 
the reality of the situation is that they sorely need each other’s aid to vanquish 
Dracula and provide for the sappy New Age conclusion Sommers ladles onto the 
film’s afterpiece.

It may appear from this discussion that Anna is, indeed, equal to Van 
Helsing, but once again Sommers appears incapable of writing a female 
character who can stand on her own. While Anna is certainly resilient, upon 
close inspection she is quite often the root of many of the difficulties the hunters 
suffer. For example, neither she nor anyone else has discovered a way to
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effectively repel the ongoing attacks by Dracula’s vampire brides whenever they 
swoop down on the village. Indeed, Anna’s counter is to mn in order to escape 
the bride’s talons, and she is only saved early in the film when the sun 
conveniently peeks out from behind the clouds—a convention Sommers 
incorporates inconsistently throughout the remainder of the film. At other times, 
Anna succumbs to a Van Helsing gas grenade when she intends to stalk down 
her werewolf brother, Velkan (Will Kemp), and later she prevents the hunter 
from shooting her brother in the town’s graveyard by knocking Van Helsing’s 
arm aside. Perhaps more telling, however, is the fact she lacks the toughness to 
kill Velkan when she has the opportunity to eradicate him and the problems 
caused the villagers and the hunters by his lycanthropy.

Admittedly, Anna successfully dispatches the last of Dracula’s brides 
during one of the film’s climactic facedowns, and she saves Van Helsing from 
the curse of the werewolf after he has killed Dracula. Of course, she dies at this 
point, to be cremated as she joins her family beyond the creamy clouds that have 
surfaced in the sky as a result of her and Van Helsing’s cleansing of the land. 
This time, then, Sommers makes certain we recognize the lead female is more 
trouble than she is worth by knocking her off so Van Helsing may ride on to a 
possible sequel without any personal ties distracting him from his job.

Dracula’s three brides also appear as vibrant, independent women at the 
film’s outset, but as the plot progresses we recognize they are totally under the 
Count’s control. Thus, they are little more than replaceable parts to Dracula who 
repeatedly dispatches them to take care of his dirty work while offering little to 
them in return. Any doubt regarding this relationship is taken care of during a 
scene set in Dracula’s castle shortly after Van Helsing arrives in Transylvania as 
the Count and the brides discuss the grand plan to bring their offspring to life. 
There is little confusion about who is in ciiarge here as Dracula alternates from 
bombastic dictator to loving protector in the flick of a phrase, requesting of his 
brides, “No, no, no. Do not fear me, you must not fear me, everyone else fears 
me.” As is the nonn with Sommers’s evil personages, all three brides and Count 
Dracula are done away with by the film’s conclusion.

In From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies, 
Molly Haskell identifies “the big lie,” Western society’s perpetuation of the 
“idea of women’s inferiority, a lie so deeply ingrained in our social behavior that 
merely to recognize it is to risk unraveling the entire fabric of civilization” (1). 
Haskell goes on to note, “In the movie business we have had an industry 
dedicated for the most part to reinforcing the lie” (2). Haskell wrote these words 
in her seminal text in 1973, and one would expect the social, statutory, and legal 
changes that have occurred since then to have resulted in more balanced 
treatment for the distaff side of cinema’s cast of characters. The intervening 
years since Haskell’s publication, however, beg the question of gender equality. 
When a writer/director publicly claims to be creating strong female characters 
equal to their male counterparts, and a close analysis of these women shows the
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opposite, one cannot help but conclude that person is either consciously or 
subconsciously helping perpetuate an age-old problem in the majority of 
Western cinema.

With all of this in mind, what are we to make of how Sommers crafts 
his major female characters? On one hand we might excuse him, for, after all, he 
has decided to work within genre material whose conventions originated long 
before cinema technology was even envisioned. On the other hand, Sommers 
may be faulted for authoring scripts that fail to contribute anything new to 
established generic norms by taking the easy way out. Rather than challenging 
his audience or cast members with female characters who are tRily original, 
strong, and independent, Sommers has chosen to take the path of least 
resistance. As this discussion suggests, the writer-director’s most recent works 
give little for his audience’s female cohort to identify with, and much to suggest 
that men perpetuate the “big lie” by viewing women as little more than 
companions to be undermined whenever possible.

Central Michigan University John R. Craig
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Telling Stories, Saving Families: 
Media’s Concern with 

Modernization as a Challenge to 
Traditional Chinese Family Values

In 1958, China started the so-called Cominunization Campaign in 
which people living in the countryside were put in the newly established 
People’s Commune throughout the country. During its initial period, the 
traditional Chinese family system was under threat. Children were either taken 
care of by nurseries or placed in brigades of Little Red Soldiers. Adults were 
organized to work together in production teams. All the family members had 
their meals in big dining halls. Families were instructed to abandon their 
kitchens, and their cooking utensils were collected as scrap metal to raise steel 
production. During ten years of tunnoil, the Cultural Revolution Movement, 
between 1966 and 1976 (especially from 1966 to 1968), children were 
encouraged to stand firm in exposing their parents’ “evil deeds.” Wives divorced 
their husbands to draw a line of demarcation between the “enemy” and 
themselves. Brothers and sisters debated over the dinner table to defend 
Chairman Mao’s “revolutionary line.” Sometimes they attacked each other 
because they belonged to different factional organizations. Yet, despite the 
destructive impact of the Communization Campaign and the Cultural Revolution 
Movement, the family values of the Chinese people remained largely intact.

However, since China started its economic reform and open-door 
policy in late 1970s, modernization, rapid economic growth, and Western 
influence have posed a tremendous challenge to traditional Chinese family 
values and ethics. A higher divorce rate, extramarital relations, bigamy, 
domestic violence, and premarital sex have become a grave concern for Chinese 
culture where the family is supposed to be the primary social unit. This concern 
has been reflected in literature and cultural products in recent years. One of the 
most popular cultural products during the last two decades in China is the 
multiple-episode television serial, known as TV drama. Focused on storytelling, 
these TV dramas are welcomed by television viewers “not as masterpieces by 
great artists but symptomatically in terms of their reflections of modem society” 
(Thompson 5).

Storytelling researcher Annette Simmons points out, “A good story 
helps you influence the interpretation people give to facts” (51). Good TV 
dramas enable people not only to interpret reality but also to reframe their 
reality. In this essay, I will investigate the Chinese media’s concern with 
declining family values, explain its interpretation of the Chinese cultural norm 
of an ideal family, and analyze its efforts in persuading Chinese people to 
maintain their cultural traditions in family relations while coping with a
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changing world. My analysis is based on three TV dramas from the late 1990s: 
To Live a Good Family Life (haohao guo rizi), Holding Hands {quian shou), and 
Coming and Going {lailai wangwang). 1 will first look at the challenges to 
Chinese families caused by China’s economic development. Then, I will briefly 
outline the storylines of the three TV dramas. Finally, I will explore the moral 
messages from these dramas.

Economic Development and Challenges to the Chinese Families
Since the implementation of economic reform and open-door policy in 

1979, China has made great progress in strengthening the country’s economic 
capacity and in raising its people’s living standards. In the last two decades of 
the 20‘̂  century, the average growth rate of China’s per capita GDP was 8.4 
percent. The total GDP had been doubled twice in twenty years from 1980 to 
2000. With the fast economic growth, the quality of people’s lives also increased 
dramatically. According to the statistics carried in China Information Daily, 
August 30, 2001, Chinese people produced 24.49 billion RMB of wealth a day 
in 2000, 19.41 billion more than that of 1990, or nearly four times increase in 
just 10 years. Also, in 2000, people spent 11.82 billion RMB a day, 9.32 billion 
more than that in 1990. A recent report states that in the five years from 1998 to 
2003, China’s GDP “has grown by more than 60% and its exports by 140%” 
(Clissold 1). These economic achievements have brought progress to the country 
and a happier life to its people. However, serious social problems like bigamy, 
domestic violence, and divorce co-exist with the economic growth just like the 
seemingly inevitable twin. They are the side-effects of China’s economic 
development and reform.

The first side-effect of China’s economic development and reform is 
the higher divorce rate. Statistics show that the divorce rate in China has 
increased nearly three-fold over the past two decades. More than 1.2 million 
Chinese couples divorced in 1999, and among every 1,000 people there are 0.96 
broken families (“Can Law” 23). According to the All-China Women’s 
Federation, since 1999, the number of divorces had remained stable at about 1.2 
million each year until 2003 when it jumped to 1.33 million, while “the number 
of Chinese registering for marriage dropped from 8.92 million couples in 1998 
to 7.86 million in 2002” (“1.33 Million” 1). Although the rate of divorce is still 
very low and the number of broken families is very small in comparison with 
many other countries such as the United States and Germany, the change is 
undoubtedly significant. For example, in 2003, the city of Shanghai “had over 
four couples out of every 1,000 divorced,” with its divorce rate “20 times more 
than 20 years ago” (“Valentine’s Day” 1). Many of these divorces are caused by 
the husbands’ infidelity and third-party individuals’ (the mistresses’) intrusion. 
A research conducted by the Marriage Service Center of west China’s 
Chongqing Municipality found that out of 280 divorce cases “198 were caused 
by one partner having an affair” (“Adultery” 1). As extra-marital affairs have 
become the top marriage killers, some suspicious wives and husbands start to
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hire private investigators to find evidence of their spouses’ extramarital affairs. 
So, a law firm in Hangzhou City, east China’s Zhejaing Province, “saw a peak 
business season’’ several days before Valentine’s Day, originally “a sweet time 
for lovers’’ (“Valentine’s Day’’ 1).

There are still some families that cease to exist except in name though 
no divorce is filed. The victims, usually women, try to save the marriages just 
for the sake of their children. They may somewhat believe the old Chinese 
saying, “If a woman marries a chicken, she should follow the chicken; if a 
woman marries a dog, she should follow the dog (jia Ji sui ji, Jia gou sui gou)'" 
For example, a 56-year-old physician. Dr. Wang, started to go for dance lessons 
while leaving his wife of 30 years at home. There he met his lover, a 44-year-old 
teacher with a husband and a college-age son. The doctor hid the affair for six 
months, acknowledged it when his wife confronted him, but still devotes his free 
time and his money to his mistress. Mrs. Wang continues to share a bed with 
this chicken/dog, but they don’t have any husband-and-wife relations (Pappas 
36).

The second side-effect of China’s economic development and reform is 
the increasing cases of “supporting a mistress.” According to sources from the 
All-China Women’s Federation and local women’s organizations in Shanghai 
and Guangdong Province, the problem of men living with and supporting 
mistresses has been aggravated in recent years. They “provide housing, cars and 
money as living expenses to their non-spouse partners, who live with the men in 
the guise of secretaries or housekeepers,” and some men “even live with their 
spouse and mistresses under one roof’ (Liu 13). This phenomenon has 
undermined the monogamous system, severely comipted social morals, caused 
complicated social problems, and even triggered criminal offenses. For example, 
a 58-year-old professor in Beijing was arrested for producing and selling a 
controlled narcotic. He confessed that he did so because he needed money to 
support a mistress (Liu 12-13). Not only does this phenomenon pollute society 
and destroy families, it also corrupts the government. Most corrupted 
government officials would take mistresses, known as bao er nai, or “carrying a 
second wife.” In order to have enough money to support their mistresses, they 
are willing to accept huge bribes from bribers. The problem of mistress-linked 
corruption had become so serious that in February 2004 the Chinese Communist 
Party’s Central Committee issued a directory to ban its members from adultery 
and involvement with prostitution and pornography. As a part of China’s anti 
corruption campaign, this party document offered “the clearest restrictions on 
members’ behavior ever issued by the CCP” (“Communists” 1). The problem of 
“supporting a mistress” has become a wake-up call for the society and the 
government as well.

The third side-effect of China’s economic development and reform is 
the decline of moral standards in the society. The late Chinese leader Deng 
Xiaoping, the chief engineer of China’s reform, asked the country to “look
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forward (to the front)” instead of living under the shadow of the political past 
such as Mao’s Cultural Revolution Movement in late 1960s and early 1970s. 
This phrase was revised by common people later as “look to money” (“front” 
and “money” in Chinese have the same pronunciation). With the goal-oriented 
notion that whatever makes money goes, people try every means possible to 
become rich, including sex trading. It is estimated that there are 20 million sex 
workers in China, whose job is “three accompaniments” {san hei)—sharing 
meals, sharing entertainment, and sharing a bed with customers (“Communists” 
1). One easy way for beautiful young women to make money is to trade sex with 
rich men. In China today, those who get rich have a nickname of ""dakuan'" 
meaning “big money” in Chinese. Some well-educated, good-looking girls are 
willing to live with those ""dakiiam"" in exchange for money and other profits. 
Their nickname is '"bang dakuan,'" meaning “big money’s companion.” Thus, a 
recent popular saying goes, “A man is sure to become bad as soon as he gets 
rich; and a woman is sure to become rich as soon as she gets bad (willing to 
sell).”

These side-effects of the country’s economic development seriously 
corrode society, government, and especially families. They negatively affect 
people’s daily life, their traditional values, and their moral standards. People 
desire that something must be done to save families and traditional values. The 
three TV dramas in the late 1990s, To Live a Good Family Life, Holding Hands, 
and Coming and Going, appropriately represent such a desire of the Chinese 
people.

The Storyline of the Three TV Dramas
To Live a Good Family Life depicts a family of four that has undergone 

a crisis simply because the husband wants to divorce his wife and marry a 
younger woman. The husband is an architect, and his wife is a factory worker. 
They have an eleven-year-old daughter. The architect’s elderly widowed mother 
lives with them. The architect and his wife were classmates in high school. 
Actually, it was the latter that provided for her husband’s college education and 
raised their daughter alone while he was at college. She is a devoted wife, a 
loving mother, and a filial daughter-in-law. Friends and neighbors all say that 
the architect is a lucky man who has such a wonderful wife. The family is 
definitely a happy one in the eyes of many. She is stunned when her husband 
tells her that he has loved another woman and that now he wants to divorce her.

The architect’s mother is the last person who would allow a divorce in 
her family. She is used to the happy laughter of her granddaughter and the 
harmonious relationships between family members. Moreover, she has always 
treated her daughter-in-law as her own daughter, and she enjoys the unique 
friendship between them. She goes to her son’s company and begs the powerful 
Party Secretary to stop her son from destroying his own family. Then, she hides 
the family’s household register, a document required by the local office handling
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divorce cases. Finally, she announces that she would break off the mother-son 
relationship if he still wants to divorce his wife.

The eleven-year-old daughter is the direct victim of the divorce. She 
puts all the blame on her father and chooses to live with her mother who has just 
lost her Job. Not long after her parents’ divorce, she is diagnosed with leukemia 
and is immediately hospitalized. During daytime, her mother stays in the ward to 
take care of her. At night, she washes clothes for other patients to earn some 
money so that she can buy nutritious food for her daughter. Deeply moved by 
her mother’s love, the little girl fights against the illness bravely, and at the same 
time, she continues to study her lessons in the ward. Fortunately, she gets help 
from society. Her mother’s friends help pay the medical expenses. Her 
classmates come to the ward to help her with the lessons. Both she and her 
mother are interviewed by a local TV station. When her grandma learns about 
her granddaughter’s illness from the TV interview, she loses consciousness. The 
poor old woman looks like a dead person, unable to see, hear, eat, or drink. She 
wakes up only after her daughter-in-law leads her to the hospital and lets her see 
her granddaughter face-in-face.

The architect’s life with his mistress is not happy. He constantly has an 
uneasy conscience towards his ex-wife and his daughter. His mother regards him 
as an unfilial son and refuses to talk to him. Some of his and his ex-wife’s 
friends even plan to beat him up. He is much older than his mistress. So they 
often get cold eyes in public. Because of the age difference, their life is not very 
harmonious. Later, when his mistress learns about his ex-wife’s and his 
daughter’s story from the local TV interview, she goes to the hospital to meet 
them. Realizing that she is partially responsible for the situation, she decides to 
leave the architect for good. The end of the story implies that the architect would 
return to his ex-wife and rebuild the family relationships.

Holding Hands tells about a family of three. Zhong Rui, the husband, is 
an engineer at a computer software company in Beijing. His wife, Xia Xiao- 
Xue, is a reference librarian. They have a five-year-old son. Zhong Rui is a 
talented software engineer who devotes most of his time and energy to his work. 
Xiao-Xue is both a caring mother and a good wife who does all the housework. 
Since Zhong Rui spends too much time in his office, Xiao-Xue complains that 
she and her son are somewhat neglected.

The company has hired a college graduate, who seems quite attractive 
to Zhong Rui. Her name is Wang Xing. Zhong Rui disagrees with his boss 
concerning the future development of the department of which he is in charge. 
So, he chooses to leave the company. Wang Xing also resigns from her Job. To 
his wife’s dismay, Zhong Rui has to move his family out of the spacious 
apartment owned by the company. He finds a small apartment for his unhappy 
wife and rents an old classroom from a primary school to start his own software 
company. One rainy night, he invites Wang Xing to his office and has sex with 
her.
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With a sense of guilt, Zhong Rui starts to shy away from his wife. His 
company becomes profitable, so he buys a nice apartment for his wife and son. 
But he continues to have affair with Wang Xing, and his infidelity finally leads 
to a divorce. Although both Zhong Rui and Xiao-Xue love their five-year-old 
son dearly, the boy is a vulnerable victim of the broken family. One night, he 
wakes up to find nobody at home. So he walks out of the apartment and is 
kidnapped by a child-trader. Fortunately he is saved and sent to the hospital. 
There, his doctor, a married man, falls in love with his mother, Xiao-Xue. The 
doctor has long been caught in an unhappy marriage, and he wants to divorce his 
wife and marry Xiao-Xue. However, Xiao-Xue tells him plainly that she would 
never marry a man who, for whatever reason, divorces his wife.

Zhong Rui and Wang Xing enjoy little excitement and happiness from 
their love affair. When Wang Xing realizes that she is pregnant, she goes for an 
abortion alone. Her doctor is a kind woman who takes very good care of her. 
She learns later that the doctor is Xiao-Xue’s mother. The more she gets to 
know about Xiao-Xue and her family, the more guilty she feels about her affair 
with Zhong Rui. She leaves Beijing for Xiamen, a coastal city in the south 
where her parents reside. When Zhong Rui follows her to Xiamen a few weeks 
later, he finds that Wang Xing is dating a man of her own age. The end of the 
story implies that Zhong Rui desires to return to his wife and his son.

Coming and Going depicts a story very similar to the other two TV 
Dramas. During the early years of the Cultural Revolution Movement, Kang 
Wei-Ye, then a junior high school student, falls in love secretly with an older 
schoolmate. However, the timid boy fails to make love with her when the girl 
tries to seduce him with her half-naked body. Later the girl’s family moves 
away, and Kang Wei-Ye never sees her again. As a grown man, Kang Wei-Ye 
finds his first job as a butcher. He is introduced to Duan Li-Na, a young woman 
officer whose father is a high-ranking military officer. Their dating is not 
romantic at all, but their accidental premarital sex leads to their formal marriage, 
though Kang is somewhat reluctant. Kang gets a promotion because of his 
father-in-law’s influence. The young couple soon has a daughter, and their 
family life is harmonious and stable.

The economic reform brings a great opportunity to Kang Wei-Ye, who 
becomes the owner of a successful apparel company. He falls in love with a 
beautiful young businesswoman, Lin Zhu, who is a representative sent by 
Kang’s parent company to oversee the company business. They truly love each 
other, and Kang enjoys for the first time the romantic sexual love he has been 
dreaming of for a long time. When Kang cannot hide his extramarital affair any 
longer, he asks to divorce his wife and plans to many Lin Zhu. Duan Li-Na tries 
every means possible to save the marriage. Her parents’ family and the city’s 
Women’s Federation all come to help her persuade Kang Wei-Ye to give up the 
idea of divorce. Finally, Duan Li-Na confronts Lin Zhu, telling her that she will
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not give up the family she and her husband have built through years of 
hardships. Lin Zhu leaves the city for good.

Lin Zhu’s departure does not save the marriage. Kang Wei-Ye and 
Duan Li-Na have divorced, and their daughter lives with her mother. By a 
chance encounter, Kang meets a girl who looks exactly like his secret lover in 
his junior high school. The girl is cheerful, lovely, and care-free. She uses his 
money, offers him sex, and cheers him up with coarse Jokes. However, because 
of a large age difference, they do not have common interests. Kang wants to 
establish a family, but the girl Just laughs at his idea of getting married. Being a 
free man, Kang constantly feels empty and often finds himself at a loss. He 
realizes that romantic sexual love is imaginary while a stable family is real. He 
calls Duan Li-Na and begs her to let him return to her and their daughter.

Messages from the Three TV Dramas
The three TV dramas are surprisingly identical to each other. Their 

common message is: save the family and traditional values. To Chinese, family 
is the fundamental structure of the human race. Since family is the primary 
group within Chinese society, family solidarity and family relationships are 
constantly recognized throughout their lives. The Conflician tradition expressed 
in the saying, “one should cultivate moral character and put one’s family in 
order before going on to run the country and bring order to the world,” puts 
family affairs in a very important position (Ma 31).

The Chinese family system has been the most complex and well- 
organized in the world. It served as one of the two roots for the development of 
Chinese humanistic thought. The other one was the concept of Heaven. Since 
China is a continental country, for thousands of years the Chinese people had to 
make their living by agriculture. They had to live on their land and confine 
themselves to the houses where their fathers or grandfathers lived and where 
their children would continue to live. For economic reasons, early Chinese 
families had to live together. Thus, long before Confucius, there developed the 
Chinese family system, which provided Chinese philosophy with “a basis for 
regulating relationship between man and woman” (Wang 7). The complex and 
intimate family relationships were crucial to the Chinese people in pre- 
Confucius time. Yu-lan Fung, a renowned Chinese philosopher, finds that in the 
Erh Ya, the oldest dictionary of the Chinese language dating from before the 
Christian era, there are more than one hundred terms for various family 
relationships (21).

When Confucius started to teach his philosophy, he took the human 
heart as his basic concern. Believing that the human heart was the origin of 
good, he proposed “a three-point program for the individual to follow: Toward 
the self, the moral goal of a person is to be a chim-tzu or gentleman; toward the 
family, to be a well-fitting member working for its prosperity and happiness; 
toward humanity at large, to be an active participant in a world society dedicated 
to the realization of the Golden Rule [Confucian principle of reciprocity]”
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(Wang 17). In order to be a chim-tzu, one must possess jen (benevolence) which 
refers to good-naturedness, cooperativeness, parental love, filial piety, brotherly 
care, and brotherly respect. Thus, a family “with a good husband, a good wife, 
good parents, and good children, who measure up to the jeti standards, may be 
rightly called a jen family” (Chang 184).

Originally, the three families in the three TV dramas were jen families. 
In To Live a Good Family Life, the architect was a good husband, a good son, 
and a good father. His wife thought that she was a lucky woman who had such a 
loving husband, and that her life was happier than one of her former classmates, 
who was a successful lawyer but a single woman. His mother felt very proud to 
have a filial son, a filial daughter-in-law, a lovely granddaughter, and a happy 
family at an old age. His daughter lived a princely life in the harmonious family, 
enjoying love and care from the three adults. Zhong Rui in Holding Hands used 
to be a devoted husband and a loving father. He worked hard to provide both his 
wife and his son with a prosperous life. Xiao-Xue, on the other hand, took a very 
good care of her husband, her son, and the house. Zhong Rui was so spoiled by 
his wife that he even couldn’t find a roll of toilet paper when Xiao-Xue was not 
at home. Needless to say, their son was the happy prince of the family. Although 
Kang Wei-Ye and Duan Li-Na in Coming and Going didn’t have romantic 
dating or a romantic marriage, their family life was stable and harmonious. They 
cared about each other and loved their daughter tremendously. Then, in each 
story, with the intrusion of the third-party individuals, the three originally 
devoted husbands lost their fidelity, and the families were immediately on crisis.

In all three TV dramas, the husbands’ infidelity was the sole bane of 
the family tragedy, and the husbands were the target of all the blame. The 
architect’s mother in To Live a Good Family Life refuses to recognize him as her 
only son. His, and also his wife’s, former high school classmates have even 
planned to beat him up. Zhong Rui in Holding Hands felt that he was in an 
awkward position when facing his family and friends. Kang Wei-Ye in Coming 
and Going was constantly under pressure from the city’s Women’s Federation 
and his angry parents-in-law. For all three, extramarital life was not as happy as 
they had expected. Although they enjoyed sex and love with the younger 
women, their excitement faded quickly with a feeling of emptiness and a sense 
of guilt. They couldn’t avoid missing their past life, especially relations with 
their children.

Chinese parents’ relationships with their children are something more 
than love and care. To Chinese, family is the most important unit in a society. 
Each member should do his or her best to protect, prosper, and continue the 
family. Sociologist Hugh D.R. Baker finds that while Americans see the family 
as an institution that exists to support the individual, Chinese believe that the 
individual should exist in order to continue the family (26). So, a Chinese 
individual has certain responsibilities to the family, and one of the obligations of 
a filial son is to continue the family line. Mencius said, “There are three things
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which are unfilial and to have no posterity is the greatest of them” (quoted in 
Dawson 163). To have posterity is one of the obligations a filial son has to his 
parents because he “has a debt to his parents and his ancestors which demands 
not only his respect to his progenitors both living and dead, but also that he 
transmit that life to other generations who shall perpetuate the family line from 
age to age” (Rudd 119). The family line is just like a rope that began somewhere 
back in the remote past and which stretches into the infinite fliture. Baker calls it 
“Continuum of Descent.” He points out that once the rope is cut in the middle, 
both ends (ancestors and unborn descendants) fall away from the middle, and 
the whole Continuum of Descent no longer exists (26-27). A Chinese Confucian 
scholar explains the importance of having posterity: “To Confucians, one’s 
offspring are the continuation of his own and also of his ancestor’s lives. With 
such continuation, his and his ancestors’ lives are looked upon as being 
immortal. Therefore, anyone who has cut short the flow of his ancestors’ lives 
would be condemned as having committed the gravest sin of being unfilial” 
(Hsieh 181).

Traditionally, only a son could be the heir of a Chinese family. Since 
China is carrying out the one-child-per-family policy, it is now accepted that a 
daughter is equally important as a son in her place of the Continuum of Descent. 
The three children in the three TV dramas are one son and two daughters. They 
were prince and princesses of the original families, and the direct victims of 
their fathers’ infidelity. In Chinese, the word “good” is formed by the 
combination of two other words: “woman” and “children.” With a woman (wife) 
and children (sons and/or daughters) at home, the man will feel good. Without a 
wife and children, the man would feel miserable. In the three TV dramas, when 
the husbands fell in love with other women, they were punished not only by 
their wives’ tears, but also by the suffering of their own children. And the 
second punishment was even severer. The architect’s daughter almost died in the 
hospital while he was living with his mistress. Zhong Rui’s love of a younger 
woman indirectly led to his son’s kidnapping and injury. Kang Wei-Ye’s 
daughter was not physically hurt, but her grades dropped during her father’s 
extramarital affair. The messages from these TV dramas are very clear. 
Extramarital affairs and husbands’ infidelity are the sources of family tragedy. 
The only way for husbands to save the families from being broken, and their 
children from harm, is to end their extramarital affairs and return to their wives 
and their children. That was what all the three husbands did in the TV dramas.

Conclusion
Like double-edged swords, China’s reform and modernization have 

brought both economic prosperity and social problems to the Chinese people. 
Under the threat of the side-effects of the country’s development, such as higher 
rate of divorce, family violence, bigamy, and extramarital affairs, China’s 
popular literature tries to re-educate people by eulogizing the traditional concept 
of Chinese family value. Storytelling scholar Margaret Read MacDonald asserts.
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“Storying is one way of making sense of our lives” (414). In the three TV 
dramas, people are taught to value a stable and harmonious family, to respect 
traditional family relationships, and to save those broken families. One 
interesting thing happened in all these TV dramas is that all the third-party 
individuals (the mistresses) voluntarily left their lovers upon realizing the harm 
their affairs had done to the families, especially the innocent children. It may not 
be tme in real life; however, it at least represents the good intention of the 
popular literature writers of these stories.

University of Cincinnati Shaorong Huang
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Pleasing the Queen but Preserving Our Past: 
Cheshire and Lincolnshire Attempt to 

Continue Their Cycle Plays and Satisfy 
Elizabeth’s Injunctions

Spelling and grammar for most quotations from original sources 
have been modernized.

By the mid-fourteenth century community-based performances of 
religious drama based on stories from the Bible and the lives of saints had 
become a part of the popular culture of many a town and city in England. The 
institution of the feast of Corpus Christi (1311) seems to have spurred this 
phenomenon. The feast of Corpus Christi falls shortly after Pentecost, usually in 
mid-May, and involved an elaborate procession of churchmen, town officials, 
and guildsmen bearing a consecrated wafer through the streets of the 
community. Before long, especially in larger municipalities like York and 
Coventry, plays performed by the laity based on religious themes began to 
become part of the celebrations. In other communities, like Chester, the feast of 
Whitsun (Pentecost) involved similar festivities (Wickham Medieval 62-99, 
Chambers 2: 94-146).

Sources reveal that by the beginning of the fifteenth century, smaller 
communities had developed their own local performances, dramatizing the lives 
of their patron saints, or Bible stories like The Flood, or their own version of a 
Passion play. Many of these community performances were complex and costly. 
The volumes of the University of Toronto’s Records of Early English Drama 
{REED) are flill of entries like those from Devon, Dorset, and Cornwall that 
describe, for example, 17 shillings, 10 pence paid in 1415 for costumes for the 
Corpus Christi celebrations in Exeter {REED. Devon 17, 360, 382). That sum of 
money equaled the cost of 160 chickens or 20 sheep at the time {Reed Bristol 
18), an indication of just how much money communities were willing to lay out 
for their community celebrations. REED volumes show payments made to guild 
members in compensation for the time they, or their apprentices, spent in 
rehearsal, and for the purchase of properties and costumes, like sacks of wheat 
to create the image of Lot’s wife as a pillar of salt, purple satin gowns to 
costume Jesus, crimson vestments, and gloves and devils’ coats. Costume 
expenses alone in New Romney (Kent) for the year 1560 totaled almost £10 
{Malone Kent 207-11), more than a year’s salary for a parish clerk (Hanham 
154), and the total expense that year was almost £50 {Malone Kent 207-11). 
Even the Easter sepulchers set up in small parishes sometimes involved what we 
would call “special effects”—machinery that lowered effigies of angels from
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above to open Jesus’s tomb {REED Dorset, Cornwall 267-8, 471-3, REED. 
Devon 17, 360, 382, Malone Kent 135, 207).

We also must consider the small populations of English cities and 
towns in order to appreciate fully the amount of community involvement in 
these activities. Except for London, the largest cities in pre-modern England— 
Norwich, York, and Bristol—possessed only 12,000 to 15,000 inhabitants. 
Smaller cities like Chester and Lincoln had populations somewhere between 
5,000 to 8,000 people. Most other towns had populations ranging from less than 
400 to a little over 2000 people. The population of New Romney, mentioned 
above, probably was less than 1000 (Bower 146), yet its detailed plans for the 
1560 play include 10 speaking parts, an unspecified number of “tormenters” and 
“devils,” and 62 other people assigned various tasks in what we would call 
“technical” aspects of the production (189-202). A conservative estimate of the 
total number of New Romney inhabitants involved in the play therefore would 
be about 80 to 100. And, conservatively, that suggests that at least 8 to 10 
percent of the town’s population was directly involved in mounting the play. In 
larger cities like York, Lincoln, and Chester it is likely that similar percentages, 
if not even larger ones, contributed to their play cycles. Those cycles lasted over 
two or three days, and involved the city authorities and most of the trade and 
craft guilds combining their efforts and monies to mount their annual 
productions (Wickham, Medieval 62-99, Chambers 2: 113-46). In terms of 
money, time, and effort, then, these religiously based plays put on by the laity 
were deeply embedded in the civic and popular culture of the small towns and 
the larger cities of pre-modern England.

The turmoil begun by Henry VIIl’s religious reforms and carried on 
through the reign of his son Edward VI disrupted these traditions. Even before 
Henry Vlll’s break with Rome, Humanist reformers in England were attempting 
to purge the church of what they considered superstition, sloth, and excess. 
Humanists also attacked what they perceived as the traditional church’s 
propensity to wink at superstitious beliefs and impose itself between the “true” 
meaning of the Gospels and the laity (Marius 83, 89-90, 286-7). As Henry’s 
reforms got underway, some bishops called in the traditional playscripts for 
review and revisions to purge them of superstition or what they considered 
vulgarities. Many were never returned (Wickham, Medieval 207). By 1537 
reformers’ attacks upon medieval Catholicism began in earnest. All traditional 
holidays were abolished—except Christmas, Easter, the Annunciation and the 
feasts of St. John the Baptist, St. Michael, and St. George—and veneration of 
the saints was forbidden (Wickham, Medieval 206-07). Local authorities were 
ordered to punish citizens who abandoned work on traditional holidays, and 
some bishops forbade performances of any plays in churches or churchyards 
(Lancashire 289).

In the 1540s the Scriptural emphases of Protestant reformers intensified 
(Collinson Puritan 23-7, and Birthpangs 95-8). Veneration of Scripture
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approached sanctification, and some reformers began to believe it was sacrilege 
for anyone to portray (‘‘counterfeit” was the word often used) God the Father or 
Christ (Ashton 5, 6). A parliamentary act of 1543 specified that “in no plays nor 
interludes they might make any expositions of Scripture” (Burnett 1: 583).

Early Protestant reformers like John Bale used religious plays 
presenting anti-papal, pro-Protestant messages in the late 1530s (White 12-^1). 
However, when Henry VIII swung back towards a more Catholic stance in the 
1540s, these plays were banned (Collinson Birthpangs 102-04). The shifting 
religious policies of the 1530s and 1540s must have made people fearful of 
presenting any kind of religious theme, whether of Catholic or Protestant bent.

The government of Henry’s son and successor Edward VI was 
pronouncedly Protestant, as was Edward himself For example, Spain’s 
ambassador to England noted that Edward played an active role in the plan to 
name his Protestant cousin Lady Jane Grey as his successor (Taylor 70-1, 
Plowden 147-52). Edward’s government introduced wide-sweeping changes in 
worship. Parishes were ordered to remove and sell off all statues, religious 
images and ornaments, and any other accoutrements that bore “popish” symbols 
including “popish” vestments, and the costumes and properties owned by, or 
stored in, churches, which previously had been used in religious plays—in short, 
anything that represented the old religious order. Further, the libraries of the 
monasteries and other religious establishments were dissolved by Henry VIll 
and Edward VI, and those of several parish churches as well, were sold off. 
Most play scripts used by players in towns and cities now disappeared into 
private hands never to be seen again. In 1549 penalties were enacted to punish 
anyone who performed plays that could be construed as criticisms of the new 
Protestant liturgy and practice (White 57). Two years later, in 1551, a 
proclamation outlawed all players except the King’s Players and a small number 
of troupes under the patronage of Protestant lords (Lancashire 70-72), but even 
the performances and scripts of these “authorized” players needed the prior 
approval of Edward’s Privy Council (White 42-63). All of these measures, and 
more, were reinforced by English bishops, their deputies, and royal officials who 
made frequent parish visitations to ensure local compliance with the mandated 
reforms (Haigh 166-83, 208-11). Hence, the religious policies of Henry VIll 
and Edward VI deprived local, civic-sponsored drama of holidays on which it 
could be performed and of locations for its performance, of its traditionally 
accepted dramatic content, of the costumes and properties necessary for its 
performance, and of its scripts, (Lancashire 63, 68, 203, 205, 289). It is no 
wonder that the parish and civic theatrical activity that had flourished for 200 
years disappeared all over England before the death of Edward VI in 1553.

Recent scholarship argues that with the succession of the Catholic 
Mary most Englishmen returned to the Mass with far more enthusiasm than 
Elizabethan propaganda would admit, but restoring the ruined and scattered 
accoutrements of traditional Catholicism was expensive and time-consuming.
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Churchwardens’ accounts reveal that much had been “scattered abroad,” that 
much had been “spoiled and mangled,” and that individuals had to be taken to 
court to recover the former possessions of some churches. In most parishes the 
Protestant renovations carried out under Edward Vi’s orders necessitated a 
complete re-renovation of church interiors to restore them to Catholic use 
(Haigh 208-18). Given these conditions, attempts to revive traditional parish 
and city drama were tepid. Only three full-scale attempts at revivals of local 
drama in smaller communities have come to light during Mary’s reign—a St. 
Thomas a Becket pageant in Canterbury in 1554, Wakefield’s Corpus Christi 
play in 1555, and plans by New Romney to revive its passion play in the years 
from 1556 to 1560 (Lancashire xxix-xxx).

And with Elizabeth’s succession and her reversion to the Protestantism 
of her brother, for all intents and purposes, by the middle of her reign the local 
cycle plays or passion plays forever disappeared. Such probably was not the 
result of the gleeful acceptance throughout England of Elizabethan 
Protestantism, the “happie time of the gospell,” as Matthew Hutton, Dean of 
York Cathedral labeled his age in 1568 {REED York 353), and as traditional 
historians have asserted (MacCulloch 1-19). Though the small towns like New 
Romney abandoned attempts to resuscitate civic theatre within the first years of 
Elizabeth, larger cities like Chester, Lincoln present us with case studies of how 
municipalities tried to find some means to preserve their dramatic traditions. The 
“popish plays of Chester” {REED Chester 111), Lincoln, and a few other 
English cities were not abandoned willingly; in those municipalities city 
authorities tried to preserve and accommodate to the new “happie time of the 
gospell.”

Whether these attempts to maintain some fonn of traditional civic 
pageantry were due to lingering Catholic sympathies or civic pride and 
prosperity is moot. The traditional plays and the potential for local income were 
entwined. Chester authorities flatly stated that the plays augmented the 
“prosperity of this City” {REED Chester 27). Accounts from York make it clear 
that local merchants increased sales and other inhabitants received rental income 
for lodging and stables when York’s cycle plays were performed {York 
Memorandum, passim). Even in small towns and parishes community 
performances also provided community income. For example, in 1535 Boxford, 
Suffolk, toured its play to several neighboring towns, and earned enough money 
to build a new steeple for the church (Williams 23-30). Nonetheless, by the 
1570s local authorities, it seems, ultimately became convinced that no matter 
how much they tinkered with, altered, or revised their old religiously based 
plays so long dear to their citizenry, civic pride, and “pocketbooks,” Elizabeth’s 
government and church would tolerate no drama too closely based on Biblical 
episodes. The volumes published by the University of Toronto {Records oj Early 
English Drama) and by the Malone Society detailing dramatic activities in 
Chester and Lincolnshire offer us case studies in the failed attempts of English
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municipalities to reach accommodations between their traditional, civic- 
sponsored plays and Elizabeth’s religious settlement.

The city of Chester, whence County Cheshire derives its name, is the 
principal municipality of the county. Located in northwestern England near 
Wales, and bordering on Lancashire, the county was largely agricultural during 
the Tudor era. Its main product for export was salt. The city of Chester, with a 
population of about 5000 (Bower 141), was the county’s principal market town, 
and an episcopal and royal administrative center. Chester’s walls and streets 
preserved the form of the city’s Roman origins. The town wall was roughly 
square and pierced on each side by a gate; the two main streets stretched from 
gate to opposite gate intersecting at the middle of the city in the form of a cross. 
According to David Mills, historian of the Chester Cycle, “ceremonial activities 
concentrated upon these streets, and the central point, the Cross, became the 
administrative centre of the medieval and Tudor town” (Mills 21).

Sources are contradictory regarding the antiquity of the Chester Cycle. 
Antiquarians, writing in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, trace 
the performance of the Whitsun Cycle back to 1268 or 1270. Chester records, 
however, yield no references to the Whitsun plays before 1519, but do mention a 
passion play performed on Corpus Christi Day as early as 1422 {REED Chester 
3, 6-8). In August of 1498, Arthur, Prince of Wales, visited Chester, and “the 
Story of the Assumption of our Lady was played at the abbey gates and at the 
high cross” {REED Chester 21). Whether or not these plays were parts of, or 
ancestors of the Whitsun plays is not clear, but plays of the same matter do 
appear in the Whitsun Cycle. What is clear, however, is that before the religious 
reforms of the sixteenth century Chester had a long-standing tradition of 
performances tied to Corpus Christi Day, St. George’s Day, and Whitsun 
(Pentecost) in which the city’s authorities, guilds, and clergy all were involved 
{REED Chester li-liv).

According to the city’s proclamation of 1532, the Whitsun plays were 
viewed as salutary “not only for the augmentation & increased faith in our 
[Lord] Jesus Christ & to exhort the minds of the common people . . .  but also for 
the commonwealth & prosperity of this City” {REED Chester 27). The city’s 
geography, and playing spaces, is probably alluded to in at least one of the cycle 
plays. The Drapers Playe (the story of the Creation through Cain and Abel), 
when portraying the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden 
places four angels “with sharp swords one every side” to guard the approaches 
to Eden. Genesis 3:24 only states that God “placed at the east of the garden of 
Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way 
of the tree of life.” But Chester, it must be remembered, had four gates piercing 
its square walls, and one playing space for its plays was at the “Great Cross” 
where the main streets leading from each gate intersected. Hence, with such 
close identification made between Chester’s civic identity and its Whitsun cycle 
plays, it is no wonder that city authorities sought to find ways to accommodate
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their plays to the changing religious winds of the English church during its 
several refonnations by successive Tudor monarchs.

In 1532, shortly after Henry VIII dissolved Chester’s monastery, a city 
proclamation noted that the plays had been rewritten, thus divorcing their 
previous connection to a monk of that monastery who was credited with 
authorship of the original plays {REED Chester 27). In 1539, after the break 
with Rome and certain anti-Catholic reforms had been instituted, the manuscript 
of the banns (official announcements advertising the upcoming performances of 
the plays) reveals that earlier references to the Virgin Mary were excised, so as 
to conform to new religious policies forbidding the veneration of saints {REED 
Chester 58-9, Wickham Stages 116). Further revisions to the banns were made 
in 1540 when any references to Corpus Christi Day, the carrying and veneration 
of the Sacrament, papal bulls, and “Italians” were deleted (Wickham Stages 
135-6, 346-7). Nonetheless, guild and civic records from 1539 to 1549 suggest 
that Corpus Christi Day, St. George’s Day, and the Whitsun plays continued to 
be observed, though perhaps not annually. But after 1549, when Edward Vi’s 
Protestant refonns were in full swing, all those activities, including the revised 
Whitsun plays, ceased. The Whitsun plays “were played” again in 1553 after 
Catholic Mary ascended the throne. Though there are no records concerning 
performances of the Whitsun plays again until 1561, references to Corpus 
Christi and St. George celebrations did reappear during Mary’s reign and 
disappeared again after 1554, the first year of Elizabeth’s reign and her 
reversion to the reforms of Edward VI (Brigden 213-17; REED Chester A1-61).

The performance of the Whitsun plays was noted in city records for the 
year 1561, but no further mention of them appeared in official records until 
1567, when the records state that the plays were performed. After 1567 the next 
official reference to the Whitsun plays came five years later in 1572. Then 
official records noted: “the Mayor would needs have the plays . . .  to go forward, 
against the wills of the Bishops of Canterbury, York & Chester.” The Mayors 
List excused the forbidden performances thus: “And an inhibition was sent from 
the Archbishop to stay [stop] them but it came too late” {REED Chester 96-7).

Were the Whitsun plays performed in those years during which they 
were unmentioned in the records? We do know that the city fathers in the past 
considered them vital “for the commonwealth & prosperity of this City” {REED 
Chester 27). Perhaps, then, performances were held, but organized and financed 
“under the table” and without “official” recognition to avoid notice by 
government and ecclesiastical superiors. We know that about the same time the 
city fathers in Norwich sought to divorce their “official” support for the city’s 
St. George’s Day procession by marching in their personal clothes rather than in 
their aldermen’s robes {REED Norwich 47). Perhaps these three gaps in the 
Chester records concerning the plays (1561 to 1567 to 1572) suggest a conscious 
pattern of repeating their performance every five or so years. Perhaps that 
pattern indicates a period of time before financial outlay was again necessary to
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refurbish the festivities. Or perhaps the city fathers were “testing the waters” 
every five or so years to see if their venerable traditions could be made to fit the 
new “happie time of the gospell.” We can never know for sure, but the next 
official reference to the Whitsun plays did appear only three years later, and 
clearly indicated that the city fathers were seeking an accommodation with 
Elizabeth’s official religious stance.

The Mayors List of 1575 states that Mayor John Savage “caused the 
popish plays of Chester to be played the Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and 
Wednesday after Midsummer day in contempt of an Inhibition and letters from 
the primate [archbishop] of York and from the Earl of Huntington [President of 
the Council of the North],” but “leaving others un-played which were thought 
might not be justified for the superstition that was in them” {REED Chester 91, 
96-7, 109-10). Perhaps the mayor believed the omission of patently Catholic 
plays and moving the staging of the plays from Whitsuntide to coincide with the 
annual parade of the civic militia would transform them into a secular activity in 
the eyes of the authorities. Just as the city fathers of Norwich moved its St. 
George’s Day procession to coincide with the inauguration of the new mayor 
{Reed Nonvich 47, 58, 63-102). If that were the case. Mayor Savage was greatly 
mistaken, for “he was served by a pursuivant [legal messenger] from York, the 
same day that the new Mayor was elected,” and “took his way towards London” 
{REED Chester 109).

Ultimately, Savage was exonerated from single blame by a petition sent 
from the aldermen of Chester to the Privy Council. The petition stated that 
Mayor Savage acted “in execution of an order taken by assembly of the said 
City . . . And by and with the consent and assent of his said brethren, the then 
aldermen of the said City and common council of the same” {REED Chester 
115-16). So, it seems. Mayor Savage had not acted on his own, but with the 
urging consent of Chester’s citizenry and aldermen. Yet this incident marked the 
end of performances of Chester’s Whitsun Cycle. Later in 1575 the carriage 
houses owned by the Mercers and Drapers guilds, used heretofore to house their 
pageant wagons, were converted to private use. The Mercers’ house was turned 
into a stable. The Drapers’ house probably was tom down, for its land was 
rented out to one Edward Martyn {REED Chester 101-02).

Like Cheshire, Lincolnshire in the Tudor period was largely an 
agricultural county with towns scattered throughout its countryside. Unlike 
Cheshire, for which Chester was the single urban center, two such centers 
existed in Lincolnshire: Lincoln, the episcopal city, and Boston, a major market 
town. Population figures for the two are not available from the Tudor period 
(Cannon 579-80), but based on figures from other, comparable towns it is 
unlikely they possessed more than 2000 inhabitants (Bower 141-60). In Tudor 
times two major roads ran through the county, one from east to west, the other 
from north to south, making the county a kind of cross-roads for travel in the 
mid-part part of England {Malone Lincoln x).
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The REED project has not yet published dramatic records for 
Lincolnshire, but the earlier compilation of dramatic records published by the 
Malone Society, though less inclusive than most REED volumes, provides much 
infonnation about Lincolnshire performance activities. Those records suggest 
that several Lincolnshire towns staged plays. This can be inferred from 
payments in several town records to bann criers from other towns for which no 
records are extant. While indirect, these references hint that there was a lively 
tradition of town plays in Lincolnshire during the fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries. These payments to bann criers suggest that at least seven Lincolnshire 
towns consistently advertised their plays in other towns, and perhaps took them 
there on tour {Malone Lincoln 1-95).

Extant dramatic records from Boston, Lincolnshire’s second most 
important town, are fragmentary, but they show the town spending money for a 
Noah play as early as 1518. No script of the play, however, survives. The 
records note expenditure for gunpowder in that same year; Richard Proudfoot, 
the editor of the volume, suggests it may have been used to create sound effects 
(thunder) for the play {Malone Lincoln xxii, 3). The Noah play next appears in 
Boston’s records for 1538, when expenses for repairing Noah’s ship are listed 
{Malone Lincoln 4). Though these two scant items are our only extant records of 
Boston’s Noah play, the payment for repairs to Noah’s ship suggests an on 
going production. Due to the fragmentary nature of the records we cannot know 
if the play was performed after that year, for the next reference to a play in 
Boston comes from records dated 1567. That year a schoolmaster was paid for 
his play, but neither the title nor the matter of the schoolmaster’s play is 
described. Whatever the play may have been, and whether it was repeated we do 
not know, and in 1578 Boston ceased producing any plays. That year the town 
council prohibited the performance of plays or “interludes” in the town’s church, 
chancel, guildhall, or schoolhouse {Malone Lincoln 5). What these fragmentary 
records, and their dates, may tell us is that the religious reforms of Henry VIII 
and Edward VI may have led city authorities in Boston to suspend its religious 
play. And the payment to the schoolmaster for a new play in 1567 parallels 
efforts in other towns to find a dramatic vehicle that would meet Elizabeth’s 
injunctions—like York, which in 1578 also hired a schoolmaster to draft a new 
play (REED Tor/: 417-23). The total ban on dramatic performances in Boston in 
1578 suggests that by this time the city fathers decided “to throw in the towel,” 
abandoning any attempt to shape the town’s theatrical traditions into a form 
acceptable to Elizabeth’s government.

Records from the city of Lincoln dating back to 1390 indicate that the 
city had a long tradition of play production. The first reference is to a 
Resurrection play produced by the Cathedral canons. In records from 1397 we 
find the city staged a Pater Noster play {Malone Lincoln xiv, 36-8). Throughout 
the fifteenth century the extant records show a pattern of plays produced 
sometimes by the city, sometimes by the Cathedral, but the surviving records are
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not extensive enough to indicate if there were any pattern of alternating 
responsibilities for plays. Lincoln’s Corpus Christi play first appears in records 
from 1472. Expenses for the Corpus Christi play in 1486 and 1487 are listed as 
459 pence and 267.5 pence, respectively, both substantial sums of money in the 
late fifteenth century. Since the records do not itemize the expenditures, they 
give no hint to the content of the Corpus Christi play {Malone Lincoln 37-8).

Sometime before 1521 St. Anne’s Day became celebrated with a 
pageant cycle {Malone Lincoln xv). An expenditure dating from 1541 suggests 
that the cycle spanned two days. Bearers in the pageant were paid for St. Anne’s 
Day and the morning after {Malone Lincoln 61). According to the limited 
information in the accounts, the cycle included scenes portraying Bethlehem and 
Rome. Other references show that one part of the cycle contained roles for 
shepherds. One list of expenses shows that at least two actors—whoever 
portrayed the Virgin Mary and (probably) the Annunciation angel—received 
stipends of 6 pence each, and the others received refreshment in the form of 
bread and ale. Based on what existing records tell us, expenses for the 
production of the cycle averaged 123 pence per year {Malone Lincoln 47-65). 
Obviously Lincoln’s officials placed great value on producing its cycle plays. A 
stiff penalty of £10 was levied on any guild that failed to fulfill its part in the St 
Anne cycle—a fine that equaled almost a year’s income to a skilled craftsman 
{Malone Lincoln 47).

Like so many other English towns, Lincoln suspended the Saint Anne’s 
Day cycle plays during Edward’s reign, and reinstated them at Mary’s accession 
in 1553, but they disappeared forever from the records shortly after Elizabeth 
succeeded Mary {Malone Lincoln 64). And like Boston and York, Lincoln’s city 
council sought to mount a new play acceptable to Elizabeth’s injunctions. 
Records from 1563 indicate the city council mounted a new play, and like 
Chester the city fathers sought to tie it into the secular Midsummer muster of the 
local militia. Agents for the city were ordered to collect money from the guilds 
and townspeople for a “play of some Story of the Bible [which] shall be played 
two days this Summertime” {Malone Lincoln 67). A list of properties itemized 
in the records suggests the play dramatized the Book of Nehemiah and its story 
of the return of the Israelites from Babylon and the rebuilding of Jerusalem. In 
1565 and 1566, the play was performed again, this time during Whitsuntide. 
After 1566 references to this play disappeared from the records. Like in the 
cities of Chester and Boston, the attempts of the city fathers of Lincoln to craft 
“an acceptable alternative,” as Proudfoot puts it, “were doomed to failure” 
{Malone Lincoln xxi, 67-8).

Elizabeth’s government and the religious reformers in the church 
hierarchy seem to have been determined to stamp out any local religious drama. 
By her reign those reformers who believed it was sacrilege for anyone to 
“counterfeit” Scripture or religious practice were firmly in control of the English 
church and government. In 1572 Archbishop Grindal of York demanded the
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script of the York’s Paternoster play. It was never returned {REED York 365-8). 
In 1576 the diocesan court of York forbade the town of Wakefield to perform 
any of its traditional plays which portrayed “God the Father, God the Son, or 
God the Holy Ghost, or the administration of either the Sacrament of baptism or 
of the Lord’s Supper . . .  or anything which [would lead] to the maintenance of 
superstition and idolatry” (Wickham Stages 115-16). With such sweeping and 
vague injunctions enforced by church and state combined, officials in Chester, 
Boston, and Lincoln must have realized that attempts to slip by Protestant 
objections by presenting “purged” versions of their traditional plays or even new 
plays based on Old Testament or Apocryphal stories was futile.

Bowling Green State University James H. Forse
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Good Night, My Darling
Inger Frimansson 

Caravel Books, 2007

How could she do it?

In Inger Frimansson’s fine novel Good Night, My Darling, published in 
New York by Caravel Books, an imprint of Pleasure Boat Studio, the question is 
not who committed a crime, nor whether the protagonist might meet a horrible 
death. There are no guns, no drug dealers, no gangsters. Instead, crimes are 
committed amid the ordinary lives of ordinary people. With this novel, Inger 
Frimansson won the Swedish Academy of Mystery Authors Award for Best 
Swedish Crime Novel. Newly translated into English by Laura Wideburg, this 
book is a gripping account of Justine who, as a child, was first neglected and 
then persecuted by a self-absorbed stepmother. At school, she was bullied by 
classmates. As we, the readers, squirm with Justine’s victimization, we are 
ahead of her in feeling vindictive. Not until Justine is in her forties does she 
catch up with the readers’ feelings.

Good Night, My Darling follows several threads, each a life of one of 
the novel’s principal characters. Only after the middle of the book do these 
threads start to form a skein. Only then can we look each character in the eye. 
One character is Justine. Another is her stepmother. Flora: not just selfish, but so 
narcissistic that her cruelty makes us gasp. A third character is Justine’s father: 
not a bad person, but neither perceptive nor strong enough to protect his 
daughter from Flora. A fourth character is a former classmate of Justine’s, a 
child bully who grows up to be a nonnal adult. A fifth character is a rather 
characterless man who meets Justine towards the end of the book and becomes 
her lover. As the threads twist together, a growing sense of the ominous makes 
the book hard to put down. All is not well with Justine, but we have no idea 
what will happen. It is not until we are more than three-quarters of the way 
through the book that the first explicit crime occurs, and not until after that does 
anyone in the role of detective appear.

Inger Frimansson enables the reader to enter Justine’s child-thoughts of 
being an almost willing victim who absorbs both the hurt and the methods of 
cruelty used to hurt her. We sympathize with Justine the child, but as she grows 
to maturity we become less sympathetic. Justine the adult has two lovers: there 
are scenes of eroticism and even affection, but the damage we know Justine has 
suffered makes it difficult to believe in their goodness. Will our sympathy carry 
to the point when the victim achieves sufficient power to assert herself?

Crime stories have been adored in popular culture. The inventor of the 
short form was Edgar Allen Poe, with “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” of 
1841. Wilkie Collins is credited with the invention of the full-length version; his 
novel of 1860, The Woman in White, is a thriller with puzzles. Mary Braddon
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acknowledged her debt to it, and wrote the first novel-length detective story, 
Lady Audley's Secret (1862). P.D. James has pointed out that the psychological 
appeal of detective stories is that a crime has torn the fabric of society, and 
repair is needed. Classically, the repair is made by a somewhat other-worldly 
person (already present in Braddon’s novel) who applies mere thought to solve 
the problem. With the perpetrator identified, society can function again. As the 
literary theorist Tzvetan Todorov has proposed, this kind of story is really two 
stories. The first is action, the commission of a crime. The second is the 
investigation. In most whodunits the first story is vestigial. For seventy years, 
part of the other-worldliness of the detective was immunity from injury by the 
criminals. Then, in 1930, the first story, in Todorov’s sense, grew suddenly to 
full size in Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, in which rather than being 
other-worldly the detective is worldly. This puts him in serious danger. There’s 
less cerebration, more action. The thriller had arrived.

Popular as these genres are, has not something been left out: 
exploration of why people commit crimes that tear the fabric of society? It takes 
courage to experiment with a new genre. This is what Inger Frimansson has 
done. Good Night, My Darling is not a whodunit and not a thriller. It’s a how- 
coLild-she-do-it.

Keith Oatley, University of Toronto

China Clipper, Pan American Airways 
and Popular Culture

Larry Weirather 
McFarland & Company, 2006

Larry Weirather’s The China Clipper, Pan American Air Ways and 
Popular Culture is a comprehensive and well-wrought examination of the vital 
role the Clippers played in defining, reflecting, and reinforcing many American 
bedrock beliefs and values, such as manifest destiny, reverence for capitalism, 
and technology as savior.

The author ably explains the powerful influence the whole Clipper 
phenomenon had in holding together a nation threatened by the traumas of the 
1930s and 1940s—the Great Depression and World War 11. And, as the book 
clearly shows, the image of the Clipper as an icon and symbol of American 
values persists to this day.

Mr. Weirather is a superb chronicler of people, places, and events. He 
demonstrates a keen responsibility to scholarly detail but writes in a vernacular 
accessible to the general reader. His book is a successful blend of historical fact, 
complemented by anecdotal embellishment, all lightly seasoned with humor.
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Chifia Clipper is nicely organized into logical chapter headings and 
contains scores of helpful pictorial illustrations. This book will surely have 
broad appeal: for historians and popular culture enthusiasts, for those captured 
by the intriguing fascination that nostalgia holds, for anyone looking for an 
entertaining and satisfying read.

Lee Partain, Clark College

Milton in Popular Culture
Edited by Laura Lunger Knoppers 
and Gregory M. Colon Semenza 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2006

From the postmodern films of Woody Allen to the infinite reaches of 
the World Wide Web, the great seventeenth-century English poet John Milton— 
and, in particular, his unsurpassed epic. Paradise Lost—lives on in what seems, 
at first, an unlikely milieu: that of late twentieth and early twenty-first-century 
American and British popular culture. To wit: in the “Introduction” to their 
fascinating and timely collection of essays, Milton in Popular Culture, editors 
Laura Lunger Knoppers and Gregory M. Colon Semenza reveal that the 
seemingly imposing esoteric nature of Milton’s writing has tended to make this 
author and his works “more difficult to dislodge and appropriate for 
contemporary and popular concerns” while, in addition, “factors in 
contemporary academe seem to drive a wedge between Milton and popular 
culture. Unlike Shakespeare, whose ‘negative capability’ often seemed to 
transcend the culture wars, Milton became a lightning rod in the canon debates 
that rocked and, in some cases, divided English departments in the 1980s and 
1990s. For some,” in fact, “safeguarding Milton against the encroachments of 
cultural studies and theory was tantamount to defending the canon and Western 
tradition itself’ (5). Kjioppers and Colon Semenza, however, contend “that far 
from threatening the Miltonic legacy, popular forms” of entertainment “give 
new currency to Milton, making his works a vital, living part of contemporary 
culture” (6). Thus, in many respects, Milton in Popular Culture functions as a 
significant corrective to the overly highbrow and utterly elitist determinations of 
those who have fashioned themselves (or have attained the title by default) the 
cultural guardians of the West.

Knoppers and Colon Semenza later note that “Milton courses typically 
begin with discussion of the [popular] texts that Milton himself had 
appropriated: Homer’s ///Wand Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, the biblical books of 
Genesis and Revelation,” after which they posit the notion “that it is equally 
useful and important to introduce students to some of the films, books, music.
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and digital materials that adapt and appropriate Milton in our own time” (15). 
They insist, in fact, that “this process of bold adaptation, of appropriating 
canonical texts in surprising new contexts, is itself Miltonic. To neglect 
rewritings of Milton is to neglect Milton as a rewriter and the importance of the 
books, music, film, and graphic arts that make him a vital, living part of today’s 
culture” (16). That said, Knoppers and Colon Semenza divide Milton in Popular 
Culture into five parts that cover topics as diverse as: Milton in Fantasy 
Literature, Milton in Horror Film, Milton in Comedic Film, Milton and Social 
Justice, and Milton in Modem Technologies. A sampling of the discrete pieces 
included within these sections calls attention to: '"His Dark Materials, Paradise 
Lost, and the Common Reader,” “Miltonic Loneliness and Monstrous Desire 
from Paradise Lost to Bride of Frankenstein,'  ̂ "National Lampoon's Animal 
House and the Fraternity of Milton,” “Malcolm X and African-American 
Literary Appropriations of Paradise Lost," and “Milton and the Web.” An 
“Afterward” by the ever-tendentious Milton scholar extraordinaire, Stanley Fish, 
offers an intriguing counterpoint, as well as a suitable complement, to Milton in 
Popular Culture as a whole.

Knoppers and Colon Semenza also write: “As readers, scholars, and 
teachers, we best capture the spirit of Milton’s own artistic enterprise by 
embracing the power of popular appropriations—things attempted yet in prose 
or rhyme, digital or film” (16). Milton in Popular Culture succeeds brilliantly in 
not only exploring, but proving this point. Indeed, this work stands as an 
invaluable resource for anyone seeking a fresh take on Milton and his poetry, 
and/or an effective means of uniting the myriad insights of the literary-historical 
with all the relevance of the contemporary and the popular in a pedagogically, 
and theoretically sound, manner.

Anthony Guy Patricia, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

The Things Themselves: Phenomenology 
and the Return to the Everyday

H. Peter Steeves
State University of New York Press, 2006

Some books tell it like it is; others as it should be. This one does both. 
Steeves is a philosopher, but he doesn’t write like one. Nor is he interested in the 
usual topics that make professionalism as safe as it is boring. Instead, he takes us 
to meet our own bodies, minds, and souls, using Disneyland and the Las Vegas 
Strip to chart undiscovered country. We learn that we are animals, not much 
different from Bigfoot or King Lear; that life on other planets is possible, so 
long as it’s not based on private property, military power, and conspicuous
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consumption; and above all, that we need each other, that interdependence is 
both a fact and a principle, and that true community is a mean between the 
extremes of totalitarian tyranny and rugged individualism. From a dirt road in 
Venezuela to the rain forests of the Amazon, the lesson is the same as it is in a 
country church, staring up at a cmcifix, or in an urban art museum, gazing 
reverently at a Cezanne: whenever we look at the world we see each other, and 
when we look at each other we see ourselves. From jungle to boulevard, across 
ecosystems, between subsistence level economies and hi-tech societies, from 
“primitive” to over-sophisticated, the common denominator is humanity, which 
is both simple, even trite, and utterly baffling, or very hard to understand. We 
are made in our own image, and in an image-saturated epoch, that is the 
immediate, if not ultimate, reality. That, plus a healthy respect for mortality, not 
taking ourselves too seriously: “should I return in the muscle of a fish, in the 
blood of a buzzard, in the toes of a lizzard, you may not recognize me” (63). 
Consciously, unconsciously, cosmically, and tragicomically, we are all “lost 
dogs,” and even when we do find our way home, we are still alone (219): voices 
in the whirlwind, ciying out to God (and fellow-travelers) but hearing no 
answer.

Popular culture serves Steeves’s needs, not because if  s cultured but 
because if s popular. We lose ourselves in the throng, in the mass, hence that is 
where we must find out who we are. Spectacle, even when it is managed, is both 
an escape from the cares of being human and a direct route to revelation. “We 
are the people for whom experience is a commodity,” for whom a magic 
kingdom (or a magical mystery tour) is not Just a packaged vacation (or a 
vicarious acid trip) but a grown-up version of childish make-believe: “we are 
capable of knowing that there is a face behind the mask and at the same time 
taking the mask to be real” (both quotes 164). In the theatre of the mind, every 
performance is cathartic. And every catharsis yields the same result: that the 
world is the same for us all (165), and that despite our obvious differences, we 
are all the same. By suspending disbelief, we become true believers, grounded in 
a common faith in each other as parts of a whole. For all its silliness and sleaze, 
mass culture is a voyage of self-discovery, not just a vehicle to create and 
sustain mass delusions. There is something spiritual about it, even at its dullest, 
dumbest, and greediest. If God is dead, then resurrection is nigh. For even the 
most sinister forms of entertainment (and the industry devoted to it) all rely on 
corporations—and corporations are a warped but unmistakable form of 
community. Thus there is still hope that we may climb out of the abyss—or 
avoid plunging into it.

There’s lots more to explore, but I don’t want to spoil it by giving away 
the details. Steeves writes with courage, candor, and compassion, and he is 
willing to risk ridicule by examining his own warts, while exposing ours. 
Though he is quite worldly, he is an American through and through: his voice is 
reminiscent, now and then, of Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, John Steinbeck,
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Charles Sanders Peirce, William James (especially his insistence on the body as 
the source of all experience), Josiah Royce, and best of all, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
whose ‘'Souls of Black Folk” (1903) is the nearest thing to a precedent and a 
model for the kind of work this is—part lyric, part confession, part learned or 
scientific treatise, part Jeremiad or sermon, and united in all its phases by a large 
conscience that deplores racism, oppression, brutality, and injustice, and is 
saddened by the vast wasteland we sententiously call civilized. Like Hamlet, 
Steeves is tom between two conflicting images: “what a piece of work is man” 
versus “and yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? man delights not me, 
nor woman, either . . .” Ambivalence, thy name is human! Like Don Quixote, he 
has lost his illusions, yet clings fervently to his ideals. And, like George Orwell, 
who described himself (in 1939) in characterizing Charles Dickens, he is 
“generously angry” with us for not being what we should, while still loving us 
for what we are (or aren’t). Like Max Weber, he is disenchanted, but he quests 
for meaning and purpose, not certainty or absolutes, and here in this world, not 
outside or beyond it. He is also tom by the dichotomy between classic and 
romantic archetypes of humanity, but here he effects a sublime synthesis of the 
universal and the particular, the things that unite and the things that divide us, to 
create a wonderful tableau of the One and the Many, of living, breathing e 
pluribus iimim. That may be Steeves’s salvation—and ours. That and a sense of 
humor, to cope with the folly, frailty, and futility of our sorrowful passage 
between two eternities: which is the one gift the gods at play forgot to return, 
when they made the things themselves.

Dennis Rohatyn, University of San Diego
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