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TEXT prose 
 
 

Dominic Christopher 
 
 

The Ministry of Greater Endeavour 
 
 

After a while, they put me in one of the quieter parts of the building where I 
could concentrate more fully on my work. There weren’t any voices to be 
heard, other than the obvious ones of course, and, anyway, the hum of the air 
vents was company enough. I worked well in that room, producing dozens of 
new stories a week without even a window through which to gaze or from 
which to garner inspiration. 

They’d come for my works at what must have been the end of each day. 
I’d gather them up, each sealed in its own envelope and addressed to the 
Ministry of Greater Endeavour or sometimes, if a piece was long, the Greater 
Ministry of Further Endeavour, and shuffle over to the door and pour them into 
the drop box. The usual remarks of gratitude would sound through the wall 
and then: silence. It was the loneliest part of my day, the aftermath of the 
collection, as though I’d suddenly been separated from someone dear to me. 

 
It went on like that, and on, until one day (or evening – I could never be 

sure which) a letter appeared through the slit in my door. I held it in my hands, 
mesmerised. I’d dispatched countless stories from that room but never before 
had I received a response. 

 
“Congratulations,” it said. “You have reached your first quota. This is 

an achievement of which you may be proud and upon which the Ministry of 
Greater Endeavour, the Greater Ministry of Further Endeavour and all the 
Great Ministries rely for their continued success. Please keep writing (!) and 
one day soon you will find what you’re looking for.” 

 
The note came with an A3 blueprint headed with the words: “In the 

meantime, here’s a gift from the Minister himself.” 
 

I was thrilled! I had no idea what the blueprint represented, yet 
excitement rippled through me. We beat on, here in the Ministries, believing 
what we learnt when we were young: that the act alone is reward, that we 
should be so lucky. But even so, a gift had its effects on one. I returned to my 
desk invigorated, eager to pen more stories and spill them onto the tray. 

 
Time passed. I went on answering their daily knocks with prompt and 

breathless attention. I was never sure how many stories I coughed up – we 
weren’t allowed to count – though I slowly reached my quotas and, to my 
delight, component parts of the Minister’s gift arrived. 

 
At first there were only planks of wood which they carried into my room 

while I slept. Eventually, nails, hammers, saws and tape measures showed up 
and before I knew it I was hunched over the blueprint, figuring out how the 
pieces fit together. I sawed the wood and I sweated, for the first time in as long 
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as I could remember, from labours of the body. Hammering nails through ply. 
Measuring lengths and widths in inches. 

 
Construction of the gift was in no way permitted to encroach on my 

writing so I found myself sleeping much less and working much more. The 
more writing I could produce the sooner I’d receive all the parts and the closer 
I’d come to completing the build. It began to take shape: namely, oblong. Also, 
it had a lid with hinges along one edge. Otherwise, there was no telling what it 
was supposed to be. I received no further letters from the Minister. As for my 
writing, well. It was OK. Not great, but good enough for me. 

 
The day finally came when they delivered the last piece of the gift. I 

nailed it into place and there it was, complete. You’d think I’d have been 
happy. All those quotas met. So much toil and sweat. But no. I felt like a fool. 
Gruelling hours at work, writing then sawing then hammering yet now 
knowing not what I was looking at. I dragged it into a corner, bereft, and left it 
there. 

 

That night I slept badly, without dreams. When I woke I tried to get on 
with my writing. I made some progress but soon ran out of things to say. Or 
ways to say them. Truly. I was empty. Give a character desire, I said to myself. 
Set her on her quest.  This didn’t work. 

 
Each night, before turning into bed, I stood in the dark next to the gift, 

the palm of my hand resting on its surface, my pulse beating against the wood. 
It had a lid, this thing I’d built, did I mention? And hinges. 

 
Around this time, I recalled a story I’d written years before and 

submitted to one of the Ministries. It was about death. A man, roughly my 
age, builds a coffin from household scraps and, seeing what he has created and 
liking it, digs a hole in his backyard. There, in the pale light of moon, he... 

 
I knelt down next to my gift. I thought about the Minister’s letter: 

“Please keep writing (!) and one day soon you will find what you’re looking 
for.” But this hadn’t happened. I was more confused now than I’d ever been. 
I’d always been confused. Loping through the murk of not knowing. But now 
I was really loping. And the murk was thicker than ever. Give a character 
desire? Ha! 

 
I paused, out of hunger for dramatic effect, all the stories I’d ever written 

sluicing through the drain at the edge of my mind. And then, I clambered 
inside the box. The exact length of my body. And the lid opened with ease. And 
I didn’t even have to pull it shut! It snapped to, by magic. Or design. I would 
never know. 

 

Dominic Christopher is a lawyer and writer from Sydney. His short fiction has 
appeared in Seizure, Going Down Swinging and the UTS Writers’ Anthology. 
He was commended in this year's Newcastle Short Story Award. 
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TEXT prose 
 
 

Benjamin Brown 
 
 

Tertiary 
 
 
 

You may ask yourself what choices have been made, what dark paths trod to 
see me here, riding shotgun in a battered Hyundai with mouldering human 
bones rattling in a plastic bag on the back seat. I acquitted myself well in high 
school, went straight to university. I have a Bachelor of Arts in Creative 
Writing and Literature. I had no choice but a life of crime. 

 
Joseph, who earned his Journalism MA in New York, drives with one 

hand on the wheel, the other trailing out the window like a dog’s head catching 
the breeze. Streetlights strobe across his face as we cruise away from the 
bones’ erstwhile graveyard, now a construction site. I envy his resurrectionist 
calm, smelling of cheap cologne and unassailable confidence. Sam, a recent 
graduate with a BA in Communications shares the back seat with the rustling 
bag, leaning hard against the door but grinning with fixed concentration. My 
hands ache from the digging, blisters pushing up out of the skin, some burst 
already from the rough wooden haft. Joseph’s hands aren’t even that dirty. 
Maybe he does this all the time. 

 
“The thing is, right, it’s the popular novel that’s in real trouble,” says 

Joseph, breaking the silence. “When was the last time you saw someone 
reading a book?” 

 
Jesus. He even talks like we don’t have the clinching evidence in a 

fifteen-year-old missing persons case playing a clattering game of corners in 
the back every time he makes a turn. 

 
“Yesterday,” I tell him. “I saw a girl on the train reading House of 

Leaves.” 
 

He snorts. “I said popular novels. The market for challenging, high- 
brow lit-fic remains the same pool of self-congratulatory academics and purple- 
haired undergrads seeking approval from strangers on public transport.” 

 
He makes another turn, a careful kilometre below the limit, and merges 

onto the highway, heading for Tweed. Best to get the bones across the border, 
he said. Conventional wisdom. In my capacity as a criminal, I write press 
releases for an organization of ardent motorcycle enthusiasts. I copy-edit 
official communications and internal newsletters, and liaise with others like 
myself. Sam runs the group’s website and online store. Joseph brought us in. 
There are certainly plenty of us, now. While Joseph wasn’t the first graduate to 
look out at a groaning job market and withering traditional media, and despair 
of ever finding work in his field, he was the most successful at integrating 
himself into the chaotic structure of dedicated criminal enterprise. There are 
thousands of us, hyper-educated with no marketable skills, no trade, no 
experience. Bewildered, we stumble out of University and squint against the 
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harsh light of student debt, a housing crisis and no work, never any work. Then, 
if we’re lucky, we meet someone like Joseph. 

 
There are few enough cars on the road. Red lights like robot eyes in the 

hazy darkness ahead, outside the lancing beams of the Hyundai’s headlamps. 
White flashes in the rear-view as others weave through the midnight lanes. 

 
“We’re losing the need for them,” says Joseph, as if there’d been no 

break in conversation. “We don’t have railway novels or airport reads. We have 
bus tweets and laundromat statuses.” 

 
I can feel a snide comment about newspapers bubbling up my 

oesophagus but I choke it down. Instead, I say, “We’re not losing the need for 
stories, though. We’re intimately connected to these human stories, and able to 
tell our own at the same time.” I glance over my shoulder at Sam. I can’t help 
it. 

 

“I love social media,” he says, leaning forward between us and resting 
his arms on either seat, dirty hands brushing our shoulders. “I’ve been on tinder 
my whole life.” 

 
“That so,” says Joseph, who never even had a MySpace account. “What 

have you learned from that?” 
 

Sam pauses for a moment, then says, “Girls frig in public, man.” He 
takes a breath in and I lean away. He’s got a mouth on him, and I brace myself 
for the speech. The words come tumbling, a cascade. You can’t have a 
conversation with Sam, you attend his monologues. 

 
“I’ve heard so many late-night confessions that I’m starting to think 

there isn’t a girl alive who hasn’t masturbated in the toilets at work. That 
offices and shopping malls and clinics across the world are all lined with rows 
of women diddling away in cubicles. One of those little facts that just accretes 
with experience.” He leans back in the seat, lacing his fingers behind his head. 
“I’ve never jerked it in a toilet. I’ve heard that some guys do – not from guys, 
we don’t talk about that shit – but it strikes me that wanking in public would 
require more planning. At the very least, more caution. Say you step away from 
your desk to blow off a little steam, duck into the toilet and pound away. You 
get lost in the moment, your eyes roll back and then suddenly you’re blasting 
yourself right in the pocket protector. You are fucked, sonny Jim. Fucked.” 

 
“Fucked,” murmurs Joseph, and takes a turn off the highway a little 

harder than he needs to. The bag slides into Sam and he yelps, voice cracking 
like a teenager’s. 

 
Organized crime, whatever your flavour of villain, is quick to smell 

opportunity. Now near enough every gang, triad, family, club has a legal team 
of post-grads who never got to be more than interns, narcotic think-tanks 
staffed with unemployed researchers and their own in-house PR firms, like me 
and Joseph. They don’t make us fight anyone, not yet anyway, but they like to 
keep us dirty, keep us deep enough in that we have to keep their secrets so they 
keep ours. Thus, the bones, a fifteen-year cold case about to be heated right 
back up by a housing development. Crisis averted. 

 
“Facebook. These intimate human stories you’re talking about. They’re 

just that, fictional, or at least creative interpretations of the lives of your 
friends, or shit, people you hardly know at all.” 
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Sets me on edge the way Joseph will jump back onto a train of thought 
after the conversation has gone cold. 

 
“These filtered narratives you engage with, and generate yourself, 

they’re just discontinuous autobiographies, and inaccurate ones at that. You’ve 
democratised fiction, made the novel into a reality TV show.” He continues 
along this line as we peel off the road and along a dirt track through lightless 
trees, heading deep enough into the bush that he’s satisfied we won’t be 
observed. 

 
 

Joseph carries the torch, I carry the bag of bones over my shoulder like a 
nightmare Santa Claus and Sam huffs along behind, the shovels tucked up 
under his arms like ski poles. This is how it always is. Young folks with no 
prospects and a desire for more than the ceaseless treadmill of effort and 
exhaustion until an early grave. Men and women ready to take risks, make 
sacrifices to carve out a little place in the world for ourselves. 

 
Sam and I dig the grave and he complains ceaselessly that this is very 

deep for a bunch of old bones. Joseph leans against a tree and keeps the torch 
on us so we don’t hack each other’s feet off while we dig. Sam’s problem is 
that he hasn’t integrated well into the new structure. He’s still operating on the 
basis that this is all a lot of fun, that it’s safe, it’s not for keeps. He likes to talk, 
to impress people in bars with his connections and his gangster life. He’s not 
done it yet, hasn’t brought any real heat or said more than he really should, but 
Joseph and his employers know the type. Joseph tosses me the bag and I scatter 
the bones on the damp earth floor of the grave. 

 
“Boost me out,” I tell Sam. He cups his hands and I step in, pushing up 

on the side of the grave and scrambling out. He calls after me to pull him up 
but Joseph shoots him in the back of the neck from the other side of the grave. 
He slaps his hand there like he was trying to kill a mosquito and sways around 
to look up at Joseph, who shoots him again in the head. He stumbles, falls on 
his ass in the bone-strewn mud. Joseph raises the pistol but Sam gradually lies 
back against the earth wall, eyes closing, his rapid breath slowing and stopping. 

We bury the bodies, cold case and hot. They don’t ask us to fight, no. 
But they do like to keep us dirty. 

 
“Shit, man,” says Joseph. “When was the last time you even read a 

paperback?” 
 
 
 
 
 

Benjamin Brown is a Gold Coast-based writer and sometime poet. He is genre 
agnostic, enjoying nearly everything in equal measure. He has performed his 
work at the Melbourne Emerging Writers Festival, and worked at the Ubud 
Readers & Writers Festival in Bali. He is currently completing the Honours 
portion of his Creative Writing and Literature Degree at Griffith University. 
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TEXT prose 
 
 

Patrick West 
 

Poetry 
 
 
 

The best dinner parties have something about them. Tonight, there had been 
blood even before the entrée, and late as it was, there was no stopping it. 

 
Lording it over the eastern side of the table, Dillon was getting worked 

up again. Running his fork around the well of his plate had finally produced a 
clump of pasta meeting with his approval. Suddenly, jarringly, raising the 
morsel to his mouth, he froze – glared. Tentacles of spaghetti unfurled in the 
air. “What I can’t understand is why prices go up at all. Why there’s even such 
a thing as inflation. Why can’t everything just stay the same forever?” 

 
Across from Dillon to the west, over the table, Marcus twirled the thin 

stem of his wine glass between finger and thumb, as if it were a dart. The 
piercing part, the point. “You’re joking, right? No! You’re serious!” 

 
Loris knew Dillon’s ways from their working together at the university. 

They were in the same department but different disciplines. She put her hand 
on Marcus’s, her husband’s – disarmed him with her touch … soft, velvety. 
“From a Feminist perspective, I’d say that inflation represents the desire of the 
economy. You might as well ask why our love doesn’t stay the same forever. 
Everything has to change and grow. Why not the economy as well?” 

 
With his wife and daughter absent, Dillon’s best ally the whole evening 

had been Loris. Even so…. It was a line he’d been saving up – vilely, bloodily 
– ever since the entrée: “Where did you read that, Loris? On the back of a 
Routledge book?” 

 
Another sort of husband might have stood up to leave then. Marcus 

didn’t twitch. Once more spinning the stem of his wine glass (only this time, as 
if to coax flame from betwixt fingers) he turned to his wife: “Hasn’t our love 
stayed the same all these years? I don’t see you running into someone else’s 
arms lately.” 

 
Dillon had taken a bite at the worst possible moment. Out he spluttered, 

through a mouthful of half-chewed food: “So that’s your definition of…” 
 

It was the seeming to rise from her chair without actually doing so that 
did it. Dillon halted mid-mouthful. Barely recovered herself from the 
Routledge gibe, Loris saved him once more (again, touched) with “love” left 
hanging, unspoken. 

 
Ever so slightly alighting, re-settling herself now, she turned to her 

husband: “Darling, it’s not a matter of people leaving each other or not leaving 
each other. Love grows within love.” She pursed Marcus’s lips with one finger 
– shush, hush. 

 
Open-mouthed, gaping, suffocating, all the while, Dillon sat before 

them – slowly unfreezing: “Love grows within love… I’ll have to think about 
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that one.” When he spoke, Dillon spoke with a shocking, horrible serenity. 
 

Bread rolls were scattered about like shotgun slugs. Candles bled 
whitely. Patches of red wine glowered between. 

 
 

Tonight, as usual, he’d over catered, overburdening the occasion. To Italian 
music he’d cooked, fussed, sprinkled seasonings. To the tunes of the “boot of 
the north”, eternally punting Sicily into the depths of the Mediterranean. To the 
cacophony of the country to which, last week, Dillon’s wife and daughter had 
fled. 

 

Or so it felt to him. And the more it felt that way, the more Dillon went 
too far, toppling over the edge of the world, the music of himself running to 
seed. 

 

The Wednesday before, he’d invited Loris over for dinner; and through 
her, more distantly, Marcus. He’d been photocopying Proust at the time. He’d 
been lonely. 

 
All four of them, the three at the table and the one in Italy – Dillon’s 

wife, Miriam – were in their upper forties. They could feel the future staring 
them down. 

 
All four of them, also, had children: Loris and Marcus, two younger 

ones; Dillon and Miriam, just the one – a daughter, 18 – destination of all love. 
The trip to Italy was Helene’s reward for completing year 12 at her Selective 
High School. 

 
They were something, these people, and knew it. As a real-estate agent, 

Marcus understood the value of the right question, timely asked. With midnight 
ticking over, he cleared his throat. “Loris tells me you hate journalists Dillon, 
why?” 

 

“Yes, why do you hate journalists, Dillon? Why Dillon why?” 
Flippancy was still possible for Loris, preferring to sip at her wine as if it were 
a sacrament (one drink to every three of the men’s) even as midnight and 
yesterday slipped away. 

 
“I don’t hate them individually. I might even say that some of my best 

friends…” He broke off, went another way: “It’s when they mass together that 
journalists become pests.” 

 
“Maybe it’s the same with people. Individually we’re all all right. 

Collectively we can be monsters. Did you hear about what happened in Ireland 
this morning?” 

 
“That’s the north, Loris. My girls are only going to the south, after 

Rome.” 
 

Sighing, Dillon poured some more Primitivo all round. Gone forever, 
midnight. 

 
“How much would this place be worth, Marcus?” 

 
“You’re joking again, right? I can’t just give you a figure off the top of 

my head. I’m not even sure… Are you in Fitzroy here? Or Clifton Hill?” 

http://www.textjournal.com.au/april16/west_prose.htm


 Patrick West TEXT Vol 20 No 1 

www.textjournal.com.au/april16/west_prose.htm 3/6 

 

 

“We’re borderline here.” 
 

Loris heard Dillon’s reply over again in her head. She didn’t even have 
to think the thought forming there to take delight in it. 

 
“Dillon, what are you working on at the moment?” she asked. 

 
“This and that. I need to take a slash, sorry.” He stared at Marcus while 

getting up, daring him to glance at his watch. 
 

On Dillon’s way down the corridor, he ducked into the small home gym 
he’d recently had installed in the spare room. He shaped up to the punching 
bag. The “Leslie Odell Memorial Punching Bag,” as he’d christened it. 
Swinging at it once, twice, he feinted left and right, paused for a moment. 
“Damn establishment poet,” he whispered, embracing the bag breathlessly. One 
final jab and he was done. 

 
“What’s he doing in there?” Marcus wailed at Loris. “‘Taking a slash’ 

my arse.” For the third time, he looked at his watch. 
 

Meanwhile, Dillon inspected himself in the bathroom mirror. It was 
then that he saw the tear, inconclusively forming, just beneath his left eye. And 
in that tear, in that tear in the mirror, flashed an image of his wife. Of Miriam in 
Italy. Of Miriam staring back at him. The last time he’d been in Rome, as he 
remembered it, the sky had been a puffed-up, bloated blue, as if its colour had 
been poorly applied, slapdashedly, to the undersides of the real sky. A 
Renaissance rush job. That’s where they must be now, his wife and his 
daughter, in Rome. Rather, in Roma, as they’d be saying to themselves, trying 
to fit in. Dillon pulled a face into the glass. 

 
He couldn’t resist detouring once more by the punching bag. Poor 

pathetic Leslie Odell, he thought, as he traced a single finger down its 
glistening black skin. 

 
 

“We should be going.” 
 

Dillon would have been surprised if she hadn’t said it. Still he froze, 
statue-like, pretending; tilted over his glass, the bottle he’d picked up on the 
way back to his chair. A single drop rolled into his goblet, a single tear of red 
wine, Primitivo. 

 
“What happened to the old days, Loris, staying up all night, watching 

the dawn?” 
 

“Do you know you’re sounding more and more like Warwick 
Stonehouse?” 

 
Best served cold, her Routledge-crack payback. 

 
Dillon looked at Marcus. “Say I’m joking again and I’ll flatten you.” 

“You’re joking, right?” 

“Just let me finish doing this, then you’ll see.” Dillon followed up the 
tear of wine with the rest of the bottle. It made a perfect glassful. 

 
Which he shot into the air! “To Marcus ‘How-many-people-can-I-cheat- 

today’ Simons-Wallace.” 
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“Careful, let’s not turn Irish all of a sudden.” Faintly, Loris coloured … 
touched. 

 
“Don’t worry, darling, I’m going to let that go. Too much drink and too 

little love.” 
 

And with that, Marcus and Loris were gone. And Dillon did get to see 
the dawn, amidst the stagnating pasta and Primitivo. And finally he made 
contact. 

 
 

It was still Saturday evening in Rome. 
 

“How’s Roma?” he’d offered, and they’d both laughed. 
 

He’d heard them, and no more, for there was something wrong with 
Skype, and while they could see him, he couldn’t see them. 

 
“Do you want to turn off the camera at your end?” his daughter had 

asked. 
 

“It doesn’t seem fair that we can see you and you can’t see us,” added 
Miriam. 

 
“No, it’s okay. Everything’s okay.” 

“What’s wrong then? What’s happened?” 

He’d opened another browser earlier. Now he typed in a Search 
command: “Nude live girls.” He’d forgotten for a moment that they could see 
him. 

 

“Stop bothering with the Skype, Dad. Just tell us what’s wrong.” 
 

He jumped; collected himself. “I invited Loris and Marcus over for 
dinner.” 

 
“Did you tell him we’re thinking of selling?” 

“Yes.” 

“And?’ 
 

“He said he’ll come back during the week and do a proper inspection in 
the light.” 

 
Helene yawned, as if a little bit of her father’s time zone, some flakes of 

early tomorrow morning, had shaken away from his Melbourne image, crawled 
their way across the blue-hued world, and sprinkled themselves upon her skin. 

 
A new girl looked up, started waving, uncovering her breasts. 

“Where are you?” 

“Darling, we’re still in Rome.” 
 

“I mean where in Rome are you?” 
 

“We’re in our hotel, in the lobby. We’re going out soon.” 
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of.” 

“Soon? So you don’t want to keep talking to me.” 
 

“We wanted you to be here with us. You said you had work.” 

“I can’t just up and leave whenever I want to.” 

“Don’t worry about it. We know you’d be here if you could.” 

“Dad, have you been writing any more poetry?” 

“Have you read the poetry I gave you before you left?” 

“Sure.” 

“You’ve studied poetry at school. Tell me who my poems remind you 
 

“They don’t remind me of anyone, Dad. They remind me of you.” 

The girl on Dillon’s screen had given up by now. 

The terrorist attack in Rome, the one that everyone would be talking 
about, would come later that night. 

 
After it, Dillon would write no more poetry, for a while. 

 
His daughter would come top of the state in English Literature. 

 
“I said they don’t remind me of anyone, Dad. They remind me of you.” 

“I heard you. I just didn’t know what to say.” 

He told them he was tired then, and needed to sleep, and so not much 
more was said – that Saturday night in Rome, that Sunday morning in 
Melbourne. 

 
 

Meanwhile, in the next suburb to the north, Marcus and Loris were already up. 

“Why don’t we take the kids to Mario’s for breakfast?” 

“I can’t. Don’t you remember? I have an OFI.” 

“On Sunday?” 

“It’s in Caulfield. You know the Jews.” 
 

She waited, knowing he’d relent. “I can be back by 11.” 
 

And so, over a late breakfast, Loris told Marcus how her first book was 
almost done. “What do you think of ‘We’re borderline here’ as the title?” 

 
“I like it.” 

 
“Do you want to hear the sub-title?” 

 
Marcus put down the auction results page from the newspaper. 

“Critical subjects of post-modernity.” 
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And with that, the children got restless, and started spilling their orange 
juices, and so they took their little “sticky-facers” to the park to take turns on 
the slide. And while Loris helped them climb the metal, warm-to-the-touch 
ladder, Marcus crouched at the bottom, waiting to sweep his children up in his 
arms after their descent. He loved the electrical charge they gave off then, 
loved its quick sting. 

 
They were alive. 

 
They were dead. 

 
200 people, perhaps more, killed in Rome. 

 
But Loris and Marcus wouldn’t hear about it until they drove home, and 

one of the kids turned on the television, and there it was. 
 

Dillon, they were sure, would still be asleep, after such a night. 

They weren’t at all sure what to do. 

“Do you think we should call him?” 
 
 
 

Patrick West is a Senior Lecturer in Writing and Literature in the School of 
Communication and Creative Arts, Deakin University, Melbourne Campus. He 
has a PhD from The University of Melbourne on the feminist psychoanalysis of 
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short story form. His current major research interest is in the relationships of 
architecture and writing. 
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in which the writer attempts: 
 
o to express the rendering of a novel from research 

o to perform the uncanny in an exegetical text 

o to destabilize the already disordered texts of Freud and Cixous on the 
uncanny and Freud and Cixous 

o to lead/guide (hēgeisthai) the reader out of (ex) the frying pan into the 
fire 
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to render I1 
 
 
I. trans. To express or 
represent. 
 
†1. To recite or repeat 
(something previously learned). 
Obs. 
 
 2.  
 a. To reproduce or express in 
another language; to translate. 
Also with in, into.  
†b. To succeed in reading; to 
decipher, make out. Obs. rare—
1. 
 
 3. 
†a. With out: to relate, 
narrate. Obs. rare—1.  
  

b. To represent or reproduce, 
esp. artistically; to depict, 
portray. 
c. To play or perform (music).  
d. To create or complete (a 
painting, sculpture, or other 
artwork). 
 
†4. With complement. 
 a. To describe as being of a 
certain character or in a 
certain condition. Obs.  
 b. To show or demonstrate (a 
person) to be of a certain 
character. Obs. rare—1. 
 

 
 

                                                             
1 Oxford University Press, 2012, ‘render, v.’ 
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In 2008 I was interviewed in Second Life for an inworld TV program called 

Meet an Author. I had created my avatar several weeks before and named it 

Fiction Spyker. The interview went for one hour. It is still available to 

watch on the internet.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 Treet TV, 2008 
2 Cixous, 1976, p. 526 

CIXOUS: We shall be guided by ambivalence 

and in conformity with the undecidable nature 

of all that touches the Unheimliche: life and 

fiction, life-as-fiction, the Oedipus myth, the 

castration complex, and literary creation. 

Undecided, the analyst, the psychologist, the 

reader, the writer, the multitude of named and 

anonymous subjects which are brought up and 

which disappear into the fabric of the text 

(they have, indeed, been thwarted by Freud 

himself) go along two routes which at least 

lead us back to our dissatisfaction.3 
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am i a monster, or is this what it means to be a person?4 
 
 
I write Fiction. Fiction Spyker is my avatar. I made 

her slim, high-breasted, purple-haired, green-

skinned. She sits in a white upright chair in the 

Second Life TV studio and I sit in the grey worn 

office chair in my office, toes curling in the rose 

pink carpet because I am getting cold. I have been 

waiting. Fiction has been waiting. We are waiting to 

be interviewed. It is spring outside the window of 

my office, late afternoon, and with the sun behind 

the house now, the air is chilling down. No, it is 

chilling up, because the chill seems to rise from the 

ground, pushing the warm air up and away into the 

stratosphere. I am getting cold, but Fiction is not.  

I rendered Fiction Spyker a few weeks ago so 

that she could be interviewed in Second Life. I 

rendered her, the suspect, covertly to a destination where she would be 

interrogated. I rendered her into an artistic form. I rendered her up for 

examination. I rendered her helpless – blind, deaf, insensate.  

We are waiting to be interviewed by another avatar called Jilly. I look 

out through the window. Darkness is coming down to meet the chill outside. 

They encounter each other and intermingle at the flowering cherry, whose 

soft, dusky petals shiver in the deepening twilight. On the screen, Fiction 

occasionally looks up and around at her surroundings as if in wonder. This 

is because I have switched on a control to stop her falling asleep, as an 

                                                                                                                                                           
 
4 Lispector, 1992, p. 15 
5 Freud, 1919, p. 226 
6 Cixous, 1976, p. 532 

FREUD: When we proceed to 
review the things, persons, 
impressions, events and 
situations which are able to 
arouse in us a feeling of the 
uncanny in a particularly 
forcible and definite form, the 
first requirement is obviously to 
select a suitable example to start 
on.5 
CIXOUS: ‘Better than anyone 
else,’ says Freud, it is the writer 
who consents to give birth to the 
Unheimliche. The writer is also 
what Freud wants to be. Freud 
sees in himself the writer, the 
one whom the analyst must 
question concerning the 
literature which psychoanalysis 
must understand in order to 
know itself. 6 
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avatar usually would if left motionless for some time. Jilly is there too, 

seated on her own white chair opposite Fiction, performing the same vacant 

head movements. Somewhere in another place is the other Jilly, whose 

name I don’t know (perhaps it is Jilly?). Jilly is waiting for herself to arrive 

to begin our interview. 

As I watch the screen, Jilly stirs and turns to face Fiction. The other Jilly 

must have arrived. I fumble with the keyboard, trying to switch Fiction back  

on. The room has become dark without me noticing. Just in 

time I find the control and Fiction sits up as the flat mouth 

of Jilly opens and closes. A moment later, a voice issues 

from the computer speakers. It introduces Fiction as Paddy 

O’Reilly, author, here to discuss her books on the show 

Meet an Author, broadcast live in Second Life on SLCN 

TV.  

I am rendered speechless. Fiction is me? I had thought 

we would be talking as avatars. But Jilly is addressing 

Fiction as Paddy, rendering me and Fiction one. And yet 

oddly, the sensation I feel is the opposite. I feel as if I am 

being torn apart. I don’t know which is me, or who is which. 

‘So Paddy,’ a voice says through the headphones that 

tether me to the computer, ‘is the short story a favourite form for you?’ 

The mouth of Jilly onscreen opens and closes as the words come 

through the computer, but the lips of the mute (aphasic?) avatar are unable 

to make the shapes that could form such words. The words are coming from 

another place by ventriloquism. I wonder what name I should use to address 

the ventriloquist and its doll. I am vibrating with anxiety and indecision. If 

she is calling Fiction Paddy, what should I call Jilly? I don’t know her other 

name. Jilly has an other and I do not know the name of the other. Or is Jilly 

                                                             
7 Freud, 1919, pp. 224-5 

FREUD: [A]mong its 

different shades of 

meaning the word 

heimlich exhibits one 

which is identical with its 

opposite, unheimlich. 

What is heimlich thus 

comes to be unheimlich… 

According to [Schelling] 

everything is uncanny 

that ought to have 

remained hidden and 

secret, and yet comes to 

light.7 
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the other? When we are inhabiting different states like this, it is hard to 

know who is colonising whom. Like the writing 

and reading of a novel – does the reader colonise 

the writer? Does the writer colonise the reader? 

Or is it the heimlich developing ‘in the direction 

of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich’8? 

 I think of stories I’ve read where the writer deliberately fails to name a 

character in order to unsettle me. The unnamed character haunts me as a 

phantom double of me as reader. So here I am in a haunted virtual world, 

unsettled by this nameless character, and I decide to take all kinds of risk at 

once. I will try to speak as Fiction Paddy. I will speak through Fiction, 

whom I am writing as I speak as I write myself in the same way, about the 

stories I write. I will not speak the known or unknown name of the other 

person involved in this conversation. 

As the words exit, haltingly, from my mouth and I can hear what I am 

saying inside my head, I can also hear the sound waves that bounce off the 

cream plasterboard walls and are partly absorbed into the carpet and the 

cushions on the low reading chair by the window, followed in a 

microsecond by the faint echo of my voice as it traverses digital space to 

return to me through the headphones. On the screen Fiction moves her 

mouth in a way that looks like she is saying, ‘Maa maa moo maa.’  

She is a(nother) part of me that I can’t control. I chose the shape and 

colour of her lips and fitted them onto her face, but the clumsy way they 

open and close is governed by code written by someone else, somewhere 

else. The sounds of the words we make are created by air passing through 

my larynx, curling around my tongue, whispering through my teeth before 

being metamorphosed into an electronic signal that will be translated back 

into sound by machines in a multitude of locations.  

                                                             
8 Freud ,1919, p. 226 
9 Cixous, 1976, p. 532 

CIXOUS: He is, in his relationship to 

the writer, as the Unheimliche is in 

relation to the Heimliche.9 
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And although I can instruct Fiction to 

walk, the way she walks, her implacable 

jerking motion, was written before I 

rendered her. I write within the existing 

text of the original programmer. First there 

was the code. Then I come to it and use 

this language to move my avatar around, 

to make her speak and respond, to give her 

the opportunity to interact. A mise-en-

abîme of Fiction writing with the author (Author! Author!) crashing around 

blindly in the text. ‘[In Cixous’ terms] Writing functions as a mise-en-

abyme for life while at the same time transcending and defying its laws.’12

                                                             
10 Freud, 1919, p. 229 
11 Cixous, 1976, p. 538 
12 Masschelein, 2011, p. 97 

FREUD: [H]e looks across into Professor 

Spalanzani’s house opposite and there spies 

Spalanzani’s beautiful, but strangely silent and 

motionless daughter, Olympia… But Olympia 

is an automaton whose clock-work has been 

made by Spalanzani, and whose eyes have 

been put in by Coppola, the Sand-Man.10 

CIXOUS: And what if the doll became a 

woman? What if she were alive? What if, in 

looking at her, we animated her?11 
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the	
  blindly	
  intimate	
  text13 
 

 
Today Fiction stands in a different virtual space, her 

arms floating up as they do every now and then, as 

though about to perform a purposeful action, before 

floating back down to her sides. That is one of her 

tics. At the same time my right hand drums my 

fingers on the underside of the desks, and my foot 

jiggles so vigorously that the room starts shaking 

before I realise what I am doing. I move the room. 

The screen itself trembles at my physicality. 

Fiction stands opposite her friend Arlen Kestra. 

At least, I believe they are friends, in the way that 

Jenny and I are friends, even though these days I almost never see Jenny in 

the flesh. She is so caught up in her Second Life, that I must go into Second 

Life to find Jenny’s avatar Arlen Kestra and communicate with Jenny 

through her. With our avatars standing together, about to speak, I assume 

that Jenny is to Arlen as I am to Fiction, and that our doubles reflect some 

of our characteristics, even if they do not display our physical features.  

Fiction and Arlen are in a richly texturised lounge room, where a square 

white couch rests on a Persian rug, and the windows show a strangely static 

view of the Nymphaea Lily Lake in Melbourne’s Royal Botanic Gardens. 

The density of imagery in this scene means the world is slow to render on 

my screen. To enter this place I watched Fiction becoming first a ball of 

                                                             
13 Royle, 2006, p. 238 
14 Cixous, 1976, p. 546 

CIXOUS: The uncanniness of the 

repressed and the uncanniness of 

the surmounted exchange their 

modes of operation and their 

effects in the exchange which takes 

place between life and fiction (to 

such a point that Freud calls to our 

attention the impossibility of 

distinguishing them ‘clearly’ in 

real life). Their limits intermingle. 

Is not the distinction that is made 

itself a product of fiction?14 
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smoke before metamorphosing through various ill-defined grey forms to 

reach her chosen colour and shape, and emerge into the setting of the 

narrative. But still, because the world is image-heavy, everything is re-

rendering whenever Fiction takes a step, so that the world is in constant 

flux. Each time Fiction moves, the world dissolves and reforms around her, 

with her. 

Earlier on this day, I have undergone nine hours of standing behind the 

counter at the bookshop where I work, of inclining my head to listen to 

customers, of reaching out to accept greasy money and hand over books, of 

hauling heavy boxes and bending to low shelves. Parts of my body ache. 

My neck is twisted into a painful question mark by the immovable back of 

my cheap office chair. Nevertheless here I am sitting still in front of my 

machine, so still as to almost seem lifeless, while Fiction moves around 

Second Life, sometimes dancing, sometimes even flying. 

Fiction and Arlen stand facing each other with their floating hands and 

their maa maaing mouths, untired. There are no mirrors in Second Life. 

Fiction has no reflection. Even if she did, she could not see it. Second Life 

is populated by the blind. The blind 

who are also incapable of physical 

sensation. Yet Arlen still offers Fiction 

a seat on the couch she has just 

rendered. 

I consult my page of instructions on 

how to move my avatar, then have 

Fiction jerk over to the couch to sit 

down. While I press the key for sitting 

again and again, my hand moving 

robotically, she stands motionless in 

                                                             
15 Freud, 1919, p. 248 

FREUD: The most remarkable coincidences of 

wish and fulfilment, the most mysterious 

repetition of similar experiences in a particular 

place or on a particular date, the most deceptive 

sights and suspicious noises – none of these 

things will disconcert [anyone who has 

completely and finally rid himself of animistic 

beliefs] or raise the kind of fear which can be 

described as ‘a fear of something uncanny.’ The 

whole thing is purely an affair of ‘reality-testing,’ 

a question of the material reality of the 

phenomena.15 
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front of the couch. Fiction is failing to act, failing to move the story 

forward. I am the writer here. I am to blame for my incompetence in this 

simple act. I apologise but Arlen apologises in return. She has realised that 

she forgot to make the couch sittable. 

Even though my button-stabbing finger has stopped moving, Fiction 

suddenly sits. I can almost feel the leather couch seat connect with my 

buttocks.  

Both the couch and Fiction needed to know what the couch was to do in 

order to meet in action. The couch has learned to be sittable, just as the 

carpet must know to be walkable. It needed the code to enact its own 

‘couchness.’ Even an object with a role that seems passive affects the world 

around it. 

I write Fiction to sit, calling on the code which is already entered, and 

the story moves forward in a series of instructions, some from authors 

unknown. The blind avatar sits, she faces the avatar talking to her, she opens 

and closes her mouth, she tilts her head as if she can hear. 

I think of what Zizek says about cyberspace: ‘This I think is the true 

horror of Cyberspace, that one has this spectral dimension of life beyond 

death, an undead life, which is even true at the most banal, everyday level.’16 

Now Arlen sits too, facing Fiction, and tells her something that 

happened yesterday. This is the reason Fiction has come inworld – because 

Arlen wanted to tell her a story.  

Something stupid and funny happened to Arlen, Jenny told me on the 

phone last night. Come to my studio in Second Life tomorrow and I’ll tell 

you about it. 

So Arlen tells Fiction the story of how this stupid funny thing occurred. 

In Second Life an avatar can fly, can shapeshift, can become a previously 

unknown gender, simply by purchasing extra code. Jenny wanted to try 

                                                             
16 Zizek quoted in Gutmair & Flor, 1998, para. 11 
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Arlen in an invisibility cloak, so she bought the cloak in an inworld shop. 

Things didn’t turn out as she expected. But as Arlen narrates the story, it 

takes on a new tone. What was supposed to be a little embarrassing but 

funny now seems tinged with shame and humiliation. The story gains 

another meaning in its telling. 

Arlen says, ‘I’d bought an invisibility cloak and I went to the square 

outside my house to try it on. Some neighbours were standing around the 

square chatting. I thought it would be fun to put on the cloak and disappear 

in front of them. And then later I’d be able to go out wearing it and be 

places without people knowing I was there.’ 

What did she think she might discover if she was with avatars who 

could not see her? When she made her avatar invisible, was she erasing her 

double or actually doubling it by its invisibility? 

‘Would you still be there?’ Fiction asks. ‘Even though no one could see 

you, Arlen, would you be able to see them?’ 

‘Of course,’ Arlen says. 

But I am still confused. ‘If Arlen is invisible,’ I ask, ‘Can you, Jenny, 

still see Second Life from Arlen’s point of view?’ 

‘Yes, because Arlen is still there. She is just invisible.’ 

So Arlen can move invisibly within the world, and Jenny can see 

through Arlen’s blind eyes. She is almost a subtext. 

 ‘Anyway, I put on the invisibility cloak, but I didn’t disappear. Instead, 

I turned into a gnome. An old, wrinkled, hideously ugly gnome. And when I 

tried to take off the cloak, it wouldn’t come off, so I had to shuffle back into 

my house and figure out what to do. Everyone was laughing at me. It was 

funny, but it was awful. Even though I laughed with them, I felt a little sick 

looking at the gnome shape I had turned into. Someone had interfered with 

my body. I felt violated. It took me ages to get my normal body back.’ 

In attempting to render herself invisible, Jenny is violated in Arlen. 

Today, as she tells the story of her violation, Jenny and Arlen seem to be 
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one. Not always. Jenny moves in and out of range of the Arlen virtual body, 

an accordion stretch between the flesh and the phantom double. She writes 

Arlen or looks at her or inhabits her or does all these things at once.  

Jenny is not to Arlen as I am to Fiction. Jenny moves in Arlen with an 

intensity, an intimacy I cannot yet muster in Fiction. And Arlen crosses 

back over the permeable screen membrane of the digital space to write 

Jenny. Arlen is how Royle describes Cixous’ writing – the ‘strange 

familiarity, the intimacy and the foreignness’17 of Jenny. She is what 

Derrida calls ‘the paradoxes of the double and of repetition, the blurring of 

the boundary lines between “imagination” and “reality,” between the 

“symbol” and the “thing it symbolizes”…(to be continued).’18 Arlen is the 

true fiction. 

                                                             
17 Royle, 2006, p. 240 
18 Derrida, from 'The Double Session' quoted in Royle, 2006, p. 240 
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something	
  savage…	
  a	
  breath	
  or	
  a	
  provocative	
  air19 
 
 
It is 1993. Before the image- and sound-laden 

internet that will soon emerge, 

communication, imagery and narrative in the 

nascent internet is expressed in lines of text 

typed by users at their terminals. Whole 

worlds are created in text, which appears in 

lines rolling up the screen as more text is 

added. The worlds could be read as novels 

written by multiple authors. These worlds are 

called MUDs, Multi-User Dimensions. One of the popular MUDs is 

LambdaMOO, in which users interact using avatars. Early avatars can be 

programmed by their users to perform a limited number of interactions 

automatically. The rest of their interactions and conversations are conducted 

in lines of text in ‘real time’. 

Whatever happens in the virtual world of the LambdaMOO usually stays 

there. So when people are violated in a multi-user dimension chat room, the 

furore initially erupts online.  

The violation is that a ‘voodoo doll’ computer program, manipulated by 

the creator of an avatar dressed as a filthy obscene clown, takes control of 

the avatars of everyone inside the living room of this virtual world. 21 The 

people connected to the avatars can do nothing but read the rolling text 

while their avatars are controlled by this program. It forces them to describe 

the performance of sexual acts on others and themselves, but the text 
                                                             
19 Cixous, 1976, p. 525 
20 Freud, 1919, p. 251 
21 Dibbell, 2008 

FREUD:  [T]he story-teller has a 

peculiarly directive influence over us; 

by means of the states of mind into 

which he can put us and the 

expectations he can rouse in us, he is 

able to guide the current of our 

emotions, dam it up in one direction 

and make it flow in another, and he 

often obtains a great variety of effects 

from the same material.20 
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appears on the screen as though it has been written by the owners of the 

avatars.  One avatar performs fellatio on the voodoo doll. One rapes herself 

anally with a steak knife. Another eats his own pubic hair.  

The people whose avatars have been violated, together with the 

witnesses, react with horror and rage. Some call for the perpetrator to be 

virtually ‘killed’ or ‘castrated.’ News of the attack spreads (textually) via 

the internet through the whole LambdaMOO community and then through 

the communities of other MUDs.  

This cyberspace crime, originally occurring as text on the screen of the 

participants in live time, is written up as a journalism story and published 

nine months later in The Village Voice. Several months after that, the story 

is uploaded to The Village Voice writer’s blog. In the article Julian Dibbell 

asks what it means that the violation of an avatar on the internet can have 

such a powerful effect on the avatar’s owner. 

These particulars, as I said, are unambiguous. But they are far from 

simple, for the simple reason that every set of facts in virtual reality 

(or VR, as the locals abbreviate it) is shadowed by a second, 

complicating set: the ‘real-life’ [RL] facts. And while a certain 

tension invariably buzzes in the gap between the hard, prosaic RL 

facts and their more fluid, dreamy VR counterparts, the dissonance 

in the Bungle case is striking. No hideous clowns or trickster spirits 

appear in the RL version of the incident, no voodoo dolls or wizard 

guns, indeed no rape at all as any RL court of law has yet defined 

it. The actors in the drama were university students for the most 

part, and they sat rather undramatically before computer screens 

the entire time, their only actions a spidery flitting of fingers across 

standard QWERTY keyboards. No bodies touched.22 

                                                             
22 Dibbell, 2008, para. 8 
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The story of the incident which was a sensation in the virtual world 

becomes a sensation in the media. The sensation becomes the focus of other 

works, of different interpretations and questions.24 The story is rewritten, 

will be rewritten again. The story gains in narrative tension and multiplies 

its readings, the 

questions in its 

readings, with each 

rewrite. 

Let’s say that 

Fiction was an actor 

in the room of the 

rape. Let’s say that I was at my computer, sitting, barely moving (seemingly 

less alive than Fiction?) yet engaged in the happenings in cyberspace. Let’s 

say I’m not exactly sure where ‘real life’ happens. Let’s say I am writing 

this story imagining Fiction was there. Or I recreate the text of the incident 

with the text on this page. After all, the rape took place in text. Let’s say I 

write a novel. (There it is again, the ubiquity of Fiction.) 

Here is another story. A single, totally disabled woman goes online 

using the keyboard with the aid of a headstick, makes friends, gives them 

advice, finds herself the centre of a supportive community who celebrate her 

newfound ‘freedom’ in cyberspace. She can move in (cyber)space in ways 

that her physical body would find impossible. Later, she is discovered to be 

an able-bodied male psychiatrist. Her online friends experience ‘feelings of 

real betrayal.’25 Discussing this famous story, Vicki Kirby goes on to say: 

It is strange that these discussions rarely make mention of the 

technology of the book, with its attendant problematic of 

authorship. It isn’t at all apparent why the ambiguous nature of [a 

                                                             
23 Cixous, 1976, p. 546 
24 For example, see Donath, 2002; Boellstorff, 2008 
25 Allequére Roseanne Stone quoted in Kirby, 1997, p. 132 

CIXOUS: Fiction is connected to life’s economy by a link as undeniable 

and ambiguous as that which passes from the Unheimliche to the 

Heimliche: it is not unreal; it is the ‘fictional reality’ and the vibration of 

reality. The Unheimliche in fiction overflows and comprises the 

Unheimliche of real life. But if fiction is another form of reality, it is 

understood that the secret of the Unheimliche does not refer to a secret 

more profound than that of the Unheimliche which envelops the 

Unheimliche, just as death overflows into life.23 
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male psychiatrist who interacted online using the avatar of a 

disabled woman]’s identity should only arise from the electronic 

and not the printed word.26 

Another. James Frey writes the book, A Million Little Pieces, about his 

time of drug addiction and rehabilitation. It is full of fiction rendered as fact 

by the appellation of ‘memoir.’  

Let’s imagine that people all over are rendered distressed by these 

incidents. 

Let’s say again, what does this all mean if I write a book? 

What if, as Kirby says, ‘the body’s vital signs involve the pulse of 

elemental passions, passions whose ubiquity unfolds within a very different 

space/time from which nothing is divorced? Perhaps we can heed the 

challenges of VR and cyberspace technologies if we interrogate the attempt, 

by both its critics and its advocates, to either diagnose or celebrate its lack 

of substance.’27  

In quantum physics, there are no non-participating observers; in Second 

Life there are no non-participating observers; in fiction reading and writing 

there are no non-participating observers. The act of observation, of reading, 

and of the writing itself, renders change in everything. Guillaume and 

Hughes, referring to Deleuze’s approach to the body, discuss how ‘we are 

searching for an image of thought that is capable of explaining complex 

forms of relationality that span the old divide between “mind and matter” or 

“virtual and material.”’28 

                                                             
26 Kirby, 1997, p. 140 
27 Kirby, 1997, p. 149 
28 Guillaume & Hughes, 2011, p. 139 
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to render II29 
 
To give or deliver, to 
present or perform, and 
related senses. 
 
†5. trans. To deliver or 
give up (a person) to a 
religious life. Obs. 
 
 6.  
 a. trans. To give up or 
relinquish (something owned 
or in one's control). Also: 
to surrender (one's life, 
soul, etc.). Freq. with 
up.  
 b. trans. To surrender (a 
town, stronghold, etc.) to 
the enemy. Also with up. 
Now arch. 
 c. trans. (refl.). To give 
oneself up; to surrender. 
Also with up. Now arch.  
†d. intr. in same sense. 
Obs. 
 
 7. 
 a. trans. To hand over or 
deliver (a person or 
thing). Formerly also: †to 
grant (a request) (obs.). 
Also in extended use. Now 
rare.  
†b. intr. To bestow a kiss. 
Obs. rare. 
 
 8. trans.  
 a. To present (a report, 
narrative, answer, etc.); 
to put forward for 
consideration, scrutiny, or 
approval.  
 b. Law. Of a judge, jury, 
etc.: to deliver formally 
(a judgment or verdict). 
Also in extended use. Now 
chiefly U.S. 

                                                             
29 Oxford University Press, 2012, 
‘render, v.’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
†c. To declare, state. Obs. 
rare. 
 d. To provide or submit 
(an account of financial 
transactions or a statement 
of money held, spent, or 
due). 
 
†9. trans. 
 a. To emit, give out, 
discharge; spec. to shed 
(tears). Obs. 
 b. To give birth to 
(offspring). Obs. rare—1. 
 
 10. trans. 
 a. To pay as a tax, rent, 
or tribute. Also fig. and 
occas. intr. Cf. render n.1 
3c.  
 b. To bring in or yield (a 
revenue).  
 
 11. trans.  
 a. To show, pay, or give 
(homage, allegiance, or 
some other thing due to or 
rightfully claimed by the 
recipient). Also fig.  
 b. To perform or carry out 
(a service, duty, etc.).  
 
 12.  
†a. trans. To move or put 
(a thing) into a specified 
place. Obs. rare.  
 b. trans. (refl.). To 
present oneself; to take 
steps to arrive at a 
particular place; to 
appear, turn up. Freq. with 
at. Now rare.  
†c. trans. To present (a 
person) in a particular 
place. Obs. rare.  
†d. intr. Of an attribute: 
to manifest itself; to be 
present. Obs. rare. 
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13. Chiefly Naut.  
 a. intr. Of a rope or 
cable: to pass through a 
sheave or other aperture, 
or round a post, pin, etc., 
esp. freely or without 

restriction. Cf. rendering 
n. 3.  
 b. trans. To pass (a rope 
or cable) through a sheave 
or other aperture, or round 
a post, pin, etc.  
†14. trans. To infuse (a 
quality) into a thing. Obs. 
rare—1. 
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Once I saw an old woman perform in a sideshow in Japan. She must have 

been at least in her seventies. She stood on a low stage in a tent, wearing a 

bra and a half-slip as though we had interrupted her at her toilet. Her act 

consisted of inserting various objects into her nose and pulling them out 

through her mouth: a rubber hose, a string of pearls, a thin green snake the 

length of her forearm. As a finale, she extruded something from her mouth 

that was supposed to be a part of her body. It was salmon pink and glistened 

in the low light of the stage. She stretched it out in a lumpy rope of flesh 

toward the ceiling as far as her arm would reach. It trembled along with the 

trembling of her aged arm. After a moment she pushed it back into her 

mouth and made as if she was swallowing herself back inside. 

 

 

                                                             
30 Dolar, 1991, p. 6 

DOLAR: All the great philosophical conceptual 

pairs – essence/appearance, mind/body, 

subject/object, spirit/matter, etc. – can be seen as just 

so many transcriptions of the division between 

interiority and exteriority. Now the dimension of 

[Lacan’s] extimité blurs this line. It points neither to 

the interior nor to the exterior, but is located there 

where the most intimate interiority coincides with 

the exterior and becomes threatening, provoking 

horror and anxiety. The extimate is simultaneously 

the intimate kernel and the foreign body; in a word, 

it is unheimlich.30 
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man	
  must	
  be	
  nourished	
  on	
  electricity,	
  not	
  just	
  protein31 
 

STELARC: The nude and silent body at 

least in its static suspensions is an image of 

suspended animation. An anesthetized and 

pacified body that is obsolete but not yet 

extinct. That has desires but does not 

express them. That feels pain but remains 

silent and stoic. A body that neither thinks 

nor expresses emotions. The body is 

exposed as obsolete, empty, absent from its 

own agency and performing largely 

involuntarily.  A suspended body is a 

zombie body. It does not think because it 

does not have a mind of it's [sic] own nor 

any mind at all in the traditional 

metaphysical sense. To be suspended is to 

be between states.32 

 

 

His skin is stretched into space, held by hooks through the flesh, the body in 

suspension like a pterodactyl model in a museum. (He always calls it ‘the 

body’ as he is describing what happens when ‘the body’ is performing or 

being performed upon.) He is concentrating with ferocity. Surely he is 

concentrating? Doesn’t pain cause the mind to focus on sensation and little 

else? Bright, sharp, stabbing types of pain are mediated by the Ad nerve 

fibres embedded in the skin and transmitted to the thalamus. Dull, 

                                                             
31 Discussing Stelarc, Virilio quotes Futurist movement founder Marinetti in Lotringer  
    & Virilio, 2005, p. 49 
32 Stelarc, 2012, para. 9 
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throbbing, aching pain is transmitted by C nerve fibres. The piercing by 

hooks would have stimulated the Ad fibres. Now the C fibres, the 

transmitters of slow pain would be speaking to his brain. How does he not 

show this to us all? I believe he is in pain, yet all I see on his face is a frown 

of intense concentration. I cannot read him.  

He talks to the handlers. Earlier he instructed them in how hard to push 

the hooks to pierce the flesh, when to exert pressure on the ropes that lift 

and hold him. It sounded like the instructions a foreman would give the 

crane operator hauling a palette of bricks. ‘The body has become profoundly 

obsolete.’33 He is his own foreman, his own designer, his own author.  

He is his own theorist. 

He is watched in his suffering by an audience of secular attendants 

leaning against the walls of the gallery. The 

work is a rendering of the body in a new form. 

He is the test pilot.  

The body is reshaped by the weight on the 

hooks into stretched wings of skin. He flies, 

painfully, without covering distance. He hangs. 

He is hung, and I am hung – snagged on the 

vision of him and his body and what I believe to be his pain. I cannot read 

him but I am trying to write the pain I am convinced he experiences. As I 

stare, my skin twangs and quivers with what I think he must be feeling. 

Massumi says that for Stelarc, ‘Each present is entirely filled with 

sensation.’35 Yet I cannot know his sensation – there is no language to 

transmit the sensation of pain. For a victim of torture such as Améry, 

‘Qualities of feeling are as incomparable as they are indescribable.’36  

                                                             
33 Atzori & Woolford, 1995, para. 21 
34 Stelarc, 2012, para. 9 
35 Massumi, 2005, p. 143 
36 Améry, 1980, p. 33 

STELARC: To be suspended is to be 

between states. To be neither one nor 

the other. To be in suspense is neither 

being able to participate in the present 

nor able to anticipate the outcome. 

Performing with neither memory nor 

expectation. Performing without a past 

and denying a future.34 
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Stelarc makes me interpret what I watch. He makes me a reader of pain and 

it becomes my own newly and uniquely experienced sensation. 

This event was so long ago that it could have been a dream, or one of 

those memories that wraps the wrinkles of my mind in tremulous 

plausibility, or a memory masquerading as a dream. Did I actually see it? 

Have I reconstructed this spectacle from the horror of imagining having 

seen it? Or have I seen an image of the spectacle from which I grew to 

believe I had borne witness?  

Does it matter? I feel seeing it. 

Spectators line the walls, parts of their bodies pressed against the hard 

cold material of the walls to avoid the terrifying empty space between the 

wall barrier and the apparition of Stelarc. This space, this gap, opens up the 

possibility of visceral connection. The audience members shy away, cower 

against the wall like frightened animals in a zoo, extreme discomfort evident 

in their posture, as though they are no longer the spectators but the 

spectacle. (I think of the shadows of Hiroshima victims seared onto walls. 

Why? These spectators have been seared?) 

In these first few moments of suspension they are silent. There is 

nothing else. No music, no talk, no commentary. It is neither elegant nor 

ugly. Only horrifying. The experience of horror overcomes any aesthetic 

judgement. 

I am permitted, even encouraged, to stare in this arena and yet I feel 

guilty. Staring is wrong, staring at difference is wrong. Mother says so, 

everyone says so. Turn away, they say. 

Stelarc is different and I stare, fascinated, curious. Curiosity killed the 

cat and ruined Eve. I shall be ruined by my staring.  

In her book on staring and disability, Garland-Thomson asks, firstly, 

how we can read the people around us. ‘To navigate the egalitarian, mobile, 
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anonymous social landscape of modern life, we need to read others, to 

properly respond or ignore them.’37   

Yet the happening in this room is illegible so what am I doing – if I 

cannot read him, am I writing or rewriting Stelarc as I stare at his body 

suspended in space, with my stare suspended in time? Zylinska writes 

Stelarc as a ‘prosthetic self’:  

Stelarc's performance of prosthetic selfhood can be described as the 

abandonment of the idea of self-possession and self-mastery. It 

creates a space for an encounter with, even intrusion of, what is 

radically different from the self and yet what remains, 

paradoxically, in some sort of relationship with the self. By 

denying the mastery of the self (of the artist, auteur, creator, 

demiurge), Stelarc does not give up what he previously possessed: 

he rather resigns from a certain idea of not only the performance 

artist but also the human as only singular and autonomous.38 

And yet, I look at him suspended in the room and to me he is singular, 

he is autonomous, because of his pain. I imagine I am feeling his pain, but it 

is a phantom pain I experience.  

There is awe. In the room, in me. I know that later I will write a text to 

render homage to him. Homage from the Old French. Homme – man. I will 

render him man. But he theorises himself.  

This cannot last. The suspension is finite, both mine and his. Our bodies 

are unable to stand any more of this. I can only read this event for twenty, 

perhaps thirty minutes before the body and the stare give out, fold back into 

the everyday. 

But no, I don’t think I was in the room. I experienced it differently. I 

watched video, gazed at photographs, read articles. I experienced the horror 

                                                             
37 Garland-Thomson, 2009, p. 49 
38 Zylinska, 2002, p. 231 
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through my body as I read a text written by a journalist shocked and 

mesmerised by Stelarc’s live perfomance: 

It is [sic] an agonisingly slow process as the skin began to stretch 

and his right hand involuntarily clutched at the sculpture and then, 

in a moment of surreal beauty, The Body was aloft. He floated, 

twisting languidly, at times seemingly guided by a shift of arm 

weight. There was utter silence.39 

Stelarc goes further, deeper into the body that is obsolete and far 

beyond. A mobile hexapod, The Muscle Machine, a ‘hybrid human-machine 

system, pneumatically powered using fluidic muscle agitators’; the 

computer-generated conversational Prosthetic Head; the Partial Head, a 

living cell culture portrait of Stelarc sustained by an incubator and 

circulatory system. More and more he has been breaching the skin that is no 

barrier, transmitting into and out of the body. He erupts mechanically, 

fleshly, cybernetically, and he absorbs as well. He is a new thing, in my 

world, like me but not like me.  

     So now he has an ear growing on his arm, on the inside 

where the skin is thin and tender, and tracked with blue 

veins. The same place where addicts inject their drug, 

where the medical profession takes its blood. Where a 

long sleeve can cover the ear but where Stelarc can, if he 

likes, bend his arm to put his ear up to his ear. Listening 

to himself? The Ear on Arm will have a digital 

microphone. The Ear on Arm will transmit sound 

digitally to mechanical devices. 

When I speak to/of his ear on arm, am I making him into a character as I 

write him into what I am feeling? 

                                                             
39 Crawford, 2012, para. 8 

Figure 1 Ear on Arm 
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He has rendered his body to art. To us. 

There is no boundary to him, to the human. 

Stelarc is the body, the sound waves, the 

silicon implants, the scaffold, the digital 

transmission, the text. 

                                                             
40 Stelarc, 2010, p. 6 

STELARC: [T]he notion of not 

the biological other – but an 

excessive technological other,  

a third other. A remote and 

phantom presence manifested 

by a locally situated body.40 
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let	
  the	
  earth	
  bring	
  forth	
  living	
  creatures	
  after	
  their	
  kind41 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

He was once officially a freak in a freak show. A travelling man.  

Three malformed arms and legs flop uselessly from Rudy Santos’ belly. 

His wife leans over and, with a plastic comb, gently teases out the hair on 

the lump that would have been Rudy Santos’ twin’s head, but is now a hairy 

knob with nostrils protruding from his sternum. She primps the hair with her 

fingers, then sits back and smiles again, as if she has just smoothed down 

the unruly hair of a child.43 

Could I comb the hair of Rudy Santos’ vestigial twin? Is the hair oily? 

Do they wash it with shampoo like the hair on Rudy Santos’ head? 

I wish I could have seen Rudy Santos and his ‘Incredible Syphopagus 

Twin’ travelling the country, charging a fee to be seen, making people wait 

in lines to set eyes upon this wondrous creature. 20,000 pesos in one night! 

Women lined up for him!44 The celebrity Octopus Man! Roll up, roll up for 

the amazing Octoman! 

 Shildrick would say that they lined up because ‘In seeking confirmation 

of our own secure subjecthood in what we are not, what we see mirrored in 

                                                             
41 Genesis 1,24, King James 2000 version 
42 Foucault, Marchetti, Salomoni, & Davidson, 2003, p. 63 
43 My Shocking Story: Octoman, 2008 
44 My Shocking Story: Octoman, 2008 

FOUCAULT: [T]he monster is 

essentially a mixture… of two 

realms… It is the blending, the 

mixture of two species… It is the 

mixture of two individuals… It is 

the mixture of two sexes… It is a 

mixture of life and death… Finally, 

it is a mixture of forms42 
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the monster are the leaks and flows, the vulnerabilities in our own embodied 

being.’45 We queue again and again to be confronted by delicious 

sensational horror.  

 
Figure 2 Rudy Santos poster 

 
They rolled up in the Philippines, now he rolls up on the screen. Mine to 

stare at. This is better than our first world surgically-remediated digitally-

enhanced reality. Better than a plastinated corpse, better than an avatar. I 

want to stare, oh yes. Garland-Thomson knows what staring is about: ‘the 

extraordinary excites but alarms us; the ordinary assures but bores us.’46 

I want to stare and see what I am not. I am human. Rudy Santos is 

human. Of another order. Like Stelarc. A human of another order. The 

‘order’ taxon is higher than a family, but lower than a class. The octopus, of 

course, is of the order octopoda. The human is of the order primate. Rudy 

Santos, primate octopoda? No, that is wrong. Because Rudy Santos is a 

trouble to the ordinary taxonomic order. He breaks the taxonomic category: 

he should have a single head, four limbs with five digits on each limb; 

instead he has two heads and seven limbs. This is not clean and proper. But 

                                                             
45 Shildrick, 2002, p. 4 
46 Garland-Thomson, 2009, p. 19 
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he is a human. He is a story that the taxonomical categories of our species 

cannot narrate, just like Stelarc with his third hand.47 

I rewind. I pause at the full image of the twins that are one Rudy Santos. 

I stare. He cannot see me staring. Is this a perversion, staring (unseen by 

him) at this abject man on screen who carries an unborn man within him, 

who is carrying this child but can never be a mother?  

This dead child, the corpse within, the cadaver, which Kristeva reminds 

us comes from the Latin cadere, to fall, falls from Rudy Santos in a cascade 

of useless limbs. 48  Or is the twin not a corpse, simply the unborn? The 

medical definition of life and death is moving all the time, the two shifting 

together along a gradient of dead and undead. He is greater than medical 

definitions can render.  

He is what Cixous calls ‘death within life, life in death, nonlife in 

nondeath…a bit too much death in life; a bit too much life in death, at the 

merging intersection.’49 

This is a performance. And yet, what I’m watching is not art. The 

visceral pleasure/horror that comes with watching footage of Stelarc or 

Orlan is muted when I switch on My Shocking Story. The volume of 

sensation is turned down, tamped by the form of the spectacle. Not a 

spectacle anymore. I am being forced to read Rudy Santos in a different 

way, a reading first proposed in 1609 by Francis Bacon: 

For what are the sports and frivolities of nature to us? … why in 

the final analysis is it pleasing? Not for the fun of being astonished, 

but because it often reminds Art of its duty to lead nature 

knowingly where it has itself sometimes gone before of its own 

accord.50 

                                                             
47 See Goodall, 2005 
48 Kristeva, 1982, p. 3 
49 Cixous, 1976, p. 545 
50 Bacon, 2010, para. 11 
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Oh, for the fun of being astonished. But Rudy Santos has been 

(sur)rendered unto the medical profession. He has been rendered a 

specimen. He is stripped of his means of making a living, stripped of 

wonder. 

Rudy Santos can speak, does speak, used to run his own show. Here on 

television, the voiceover speaks of him and for him. Stelarc speaks for 

himself; Rudy Santos, former performer and star of his own show, is 

narrated under the auspices of what Foucault, in his work Discipline and 

Punish, termed the ‘clinical gaze,’ a body assessed without reference to the 

person, a medical phenomenon requiring correction.51 The narrator asks 

whether Rudy’s condition can be ‘cured’. His wondrous body is rewritten as 

a disease.  

Still I stare. In awe and wonder. How I wish I could see him on the 

stage. The magnificent Rudy Santos, Octoman, in his strange and uncanny 

glory.  

He would be a physical wonder like Stelarc. He would ask us about 

possibilities. He would invite the stare, and answer the stare. Garland-

Thomson calls it activism: ‘By putting themselves in the public eye, saying 

“look at me” instead of “don’t stare,” people … practice what might be 

called visual activism.’52 He would write himself for us, and rewrite us in 

the process. 

Is it wrong to watch Rudy Santos on the screen? I am of 

two minds. Left and right minds, the double brain. There is 

the uncanniness of the death medicine denies, how I see it 

everywhere, in Second Life, on television, in the surgery 

when the doctor presses the ghostly x-ray of me against the 

lightbox and the darkness and light inside my body is 

                                                             
51 Foucault, 1979 
52 Garland-Thomson, 2009, p. 193 
53 Cixous, 1976, p. 544 

CIXOUS: But in the end, 

the form of a body of 

examples emerges but 

without revealing itself, a 

form of forms, a body 

which returns to its 

dismemberment.53  
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revealed. This brain is frightened by medicine’s technological power over 

the body, over the representation of the body, the stripping of the social life 

of the body. But there is the brain that stares, the dopamine flooded brain 

responding to the pleasure of novelty, staring longer, examining in the way 

Garland-Thomson says ‘surprise that motivates staring produces… an 

expedition in search of information… At the root of our craving for novelty 

is an anxious drive to be rid of it…’.54 Having experienced the uncanny, this 

brain is always anticipating that relieved, forlorn moment when it dissolves. 

So, I rewind the Youtube video and watch again.  

It’s all right if he can’t see you staring. 

It’s all right if you do it alone. 

It’s all right if he’s not being paid to be a freak.  

It’s all right if it’s science.  

It’s all right if you feel uncomfortable. 

It’s all right if you will never meet. 

It’s all right if you find yourself touching parts of your body. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
54 Garland-Thomson, 2009, pp. 18-19 
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the	
  intimate	
  kernel	
  and	
  the	
  foreign	
  body55 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here she is on the operating table again, laid out like a corpse yet alive, 

talking, laughing, performing for the camera. The surgeon has marked her 

skin where he will cut. He has written on her face the work he will do.  

    In Stephan Orlach’s film I 

have seen Orlan’s buttocks 

pushed and prodded and 

drawn with a dot inside a 

circle like a target. 57 A target 

for the needle but also for the 

eye of the spectator. I stare as 

the nurse inserts the 

anaesthetic needle into Orlan’s spine. Orlan is smiling. 

She’s done other work – installations, performance art pieces, sculpture, 

photography, video, mixed media – and here they all are, channelled into 

and through and out of the works for which she is most famous – the Carnal 

Art, the work of the body. Sutured together, the gaps evident. Her body 

rendered into art, her art rendered through her body. By her body. 

                                                             
55 Description of Lacan's extimate by Dolar, 1991, p. 6 
56 Orlan, 2010, p. 104 
57 Orlach, 2001 

ORLAN: I have made sutures so that they can be seen…I 

have highlighted the division between genders, 

generations, eras, cultures, identities: between bodies. I 

have also bridged, sutured those divisions. I have sutured 

to make the stitches, the traces of a gap, critically evident, 

but also to produce new gaps.56 

Figure 3 Operation Opera 
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Later, I have to turn away, to breathe before resuming my task of 

watching Orlan’s work in progress, drawn back, as Parveen Adams 

describes it, ‘hoping to be confronted with the horrifying spectacle of the 

rawness of the passion, of the jouissance of the body as such, the jubilation 

of meat.’58  

My whole body revolts at the sight of a surgeon pushing his finger 

inside the open wound that is Orlan’s chin, searing blood vessels closed 

with a cauterising wand, pushing a thick white tube into the opening and 

forcing it further and further in.59 Here I stop. Here I cannot look any more. 

No one is watching me watch Orlan’s body be violated except my own body 

and it is my own body that quakes. It is my eyes that water. (Now, as I write 

this text, my teeth are clenched.) The pain of experiencing the surgery of 

Orlan is not bounded by time. And yet I turn back and watch more. The 

‘jubilation of meat’ confronts me and enthralls me and, yes, I turn back.  

Adams says the dominant effect of this footage on the viewer is horror:  

The effect of the needles piercing flesh, of the knife severing the 

face, of the blood leaking from incisions. Above all, the treatment 

of the face to the point where we see it is detachable. Finally, the 

horror at seeing this, at not knowing where all this seeing will 

end.60  

I remember Arlen being violated and Jenny’s horror. The doubling of 

spectre and flesh. Where Jenny experienced the horror of being violated in 

Arlen, I experience a horror as Orlan is opened up in front of me. I cannot 

know her sensation, just as I could not know Stelarc’s sensation, just as 

Jenny cannot know the sensation of her avatar Arlen. And yet, I feel this 

opening of the body. Orlan’s sensation is my horror. 

                                                             
58 Adams, 1996, p. 156 
59 From the film by Orlach 2001 
60 Adams, 1996, p. 143 
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Orlan likens herself awake on the operating table during surgery to ‘an 

autopsied corpse that continues to speak, as if detached from its body.’61 

She’s awake, she’s conscious, she is speaking. She is the living dead on the 

table and I am close to falling unconscious. 

Is she so far from Arlen, Jenny’s avatar? Or from the Visible Human 

Project (VHP) described by Waldby, where human corpses are digitalised 

and reassembled ‘anatomically complete and intact’62 for examination in the 

simulational space of the virtual world? Where the ‘subjective and mythical 

significance of death which is so profoundly repressed in medicine’s 

understandings of the body, returns to ghost the medical presentation of the 

project.’63 

On the operating table, Orlan is both the revenant and the abject corpse 

of Kristeva’s work:  

The corpse, seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost 

of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject. It is something 

rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not 

protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real 

threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.64  

Again, is Orlan engulfed? No, it is me, audience member, who is 

engulfed. 

 The surgeries are plastic but not the kind of enhancement that will 

reshape her into a more socially acceptable 

or traditionally beautiful body. They are 

Orlan refiguring her body. She is the 

artwork. The artwork in progress, in 

process. She is a process, unstable, her 

                                                             
61 Orlan, 1998, p. 321 
62 Waldby, 1997, p. 5 
63 Waldby, 1997, p. 11 
64 Kristeva, 1982, p. 4 
65 Orlan, 2011, para. 5 

ORLAN: Carnal Art transforms the 

body into language, reversing the 

biblical idea of the word made flesh; 

the flesh is made word. Only the voice 

of Orlan remains unchanged. The artist 

works on representation.65 
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physical identity in a transformation orchestrated by her, carried out by a 

team of surgeons and nurses and film directors. Her body is a narrative, a 

fiction, a constant becoming. Written and rewritten over and over, 

configured and refigured. As is my body, as is everyone’s body, yet few of 

us have mapped out the narrative before the writing. 

And oh, the face of Orlan! Her face, the place Garland-Thomson calls 

‘the seat of the senses, the place from which we recognise the world,’66 

shines in this moment of exhilaration, trauma, performance. Much of her 

life must be spent in front of the mirror, looking at her double, envisioning 

and planning its next iteration. And yet at this moment, the vital moment in 

the performance of her art, she chooses not to see her own face.  

Still she keeps talking, the voice goes on even as the body 

metamorphoses, even as she renders herself into an écorché, an animated 

version of the medical anatomy trope. She is reading aloud. She is 

medicated against pain and says she feels none. Her art is not about her own 

suffering. It is us, the spectators, the starers, the readers, who suffer the pain 

of Orlan’s surgeries. 

The surgeon cuts around Orlan’s ear. The face is pulled away from the 

body. The face comes away from the body.  

So here is horror, facing me. In my face. 

Which suddenly seems meaningless. So 

easily removed, no longer my mask or an 

expression of me to the world. No barrier to 

anything. That pulling away is the exposure 

of the idea that a secret me lived behind my 

face – inside. When Parveen Adams describes Orlan’s face being pulled 

away, she says:  

                                                             
66 Garland-Thomson, 2009, p. 51 
67 Orlan quoted in Botting & Wilson, 2002, p. 153 

ORLAN: What’s difficult in my work is that it’s 

uncomfortable in every sense. So far as the 

operations are concerned, it is physically 

uncomfortable for me and for those who look at 

the images. But it is also uncomfortable to make 

sense of it.67 
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Something flies off; this something is the security of the relation 

between the inside and the outside. It ceases to exist. There is, 

suddenly, no inside and no outside… It is not that surgery has 

transformed her, but that surgery has changed our experience of the 

image. Of course this is only one instance of emptying the image. The 

space which has opened is radical and has always been there. It is 

savagely inconvenient.68 

Orlan has made a gap that she cannot suture shut. It is the moment of the 

narrative where I fall forward, aghast. This is monstrous art. This is Orlan’s 

‘My Shocking Story’. 

According to Derrida, a monster:  

shows itself [elle se montre] – that is what the word monster means 

– it shows itself in something that is not yet shown and that 

therefore looks like a hallucination…it frightens precisely because 

no anticipation had prepared one to identify this figure.69 

I am a monster. Orlan’s narrative has torn away my face. 

 
 
 

                                                             
68 Adams, 1996, pp. 154, 159 
69 Derrida quoted in Zylinska, 2002, p. 233 
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to	
  set	
  the	
  darkness	
  echoing70 
 
The audience enters a dimly lit room filled with PVC tubes – tall, clean, 

pure – standing evenly-spaced throughout the space. They are white 

soldiers, guards. Each tube has several small openings cut at different 

heights into the material. My eye is drawn to the pockets of darkness. The 

openings are big enough for a hand to pass through. The inside of the tubes 

is completely black: you can see nothing through the holes. It is the 

darkness under the bed, the shadow behind 

the door, night terrors lurking in a tube with 

holes where they can leak out. I can’t see in, 

but they can see me. The monsters can see 

into the light and draw me into the darkness. 

An acousmatic voice tells us to put our 

hands in the holes. We look around. We want to use our eyes to do what our 

hands, our fingers, are afraid to do. Always the eyes, which mislead us so 

often anyway. Is it harder to mislead the sense of touch? 

I long to use my eyes. I lean down and peer, from a safe distance, into 

the darkness of the round hole at rib height. I 

cannot be a voyeur here, not because I don’t 

want to be, but because I can’t see. Yet 

suddenly I feel myself being watched. Is 

someone reading me? I turn. But, as 

Ravenscroft says in her work on places of 

illegibility in reading, ‘there is no one there. 

The Other of the gaze is incomprehensible.’73 

                                                             
70 From the poem 'Personal Helicon' by Seamus Heaney, 1998, p. 14 
71 Freud, 1919, p. 252 
72 Cixous, 1976, p. 527 
73 Ravenscroft, 2012, p. 98 

FREUD: Concerning the factors of silence, 

solitude and darkness, we can only say that 

they are actually elements in the production 

of that infantile morbid anxiety from which 

the majority of human beings have never 

become quite free.71 

CIXOUS: Through the unending series of 

substitutions, the eye becomes multiplied, 

and the familiar work of the eye, in turn, 

becomes the enigmatic production of its 

scattered doubles, sparks of fire, 

lorgnettes, eyeglasses, far- and near-

sighted visions, the theatrical secret 

which the Freudian text brushes up 

against, mimics, and even escapes.72 
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I am not myself. I am shifting, the story is shifting and, as Sartre would have 

it, ‘The Other’s look makes me be beyond my being in this world and puts 

me in the midst of the world which is at once this world and beyond this 

world.’74  

Of course there are human bodies inside the tubes. There must be. Of 

course they are alive. They must be, even if these tubes bear an uncanny 

resemblance to upright coffins. Corpses do belong in coffins, but the coffins 

rarely have holes in them. And if there are humans in there, are they buried 

alive? What happens to the body buried alive? Does it rot and putrefy? Or is 

it the body of a saint, preserved, dry, pure? 

The uncanny memory of 

life in the womb, walled in, not 

knowing when or if one will be 

born. Does Rudy Santos’ 

syphopagus twin dream of 

being born? 

A woman slides her hand into the darkness. ‘Oh my god,’ she whispers. 

But she leaves her hand there for a moment, while she takes a deep breath. 

Another inserts his hand into one of the black holes. The holes where the 

bodies are buried. Then another. I swing around to watch. 

Most recoil, clench and unclench and shake their hands as if to rid them 

of some filth or discomfort. It’s not just what’s in there. It’s the hole, putting 

your hand in the dark hole. Taking a risk like that, reaching into the 

unknown darkness. Like opening a book without knowing what or whom 

you will encounter in there. The dark maw of the novel. Being willing to 

bury yourself in a book.  

                                                             
74 Sartre, 1969, p. 261 
75 Freud, 1919, p. 366-7 

FREUD: To some people the thought of being buried alive by 

mistake is the most uncanny thing of all. And yet 

psychoanalysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is 

only a transformation of another phantasy which had 

originally nothing terrifying about it at all, but was qualified 

by a certain lasciviousness – that phantasy, I mean, of intra-

uterine existence.75 
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I am convinced there are human bodies inside the tubes. I don’t want to 

touch a performer’s naked body in the darkness, without seeing, with them 

helplessly enclosed in a tube while I am free outside. 

I am shaking. What if the thing is damp or moist? What if it touches me 

back? What if it grabs me and holds me? What if it is bleeding? What if I 

am infected? I am inside Kristeva’s abject moment: 

We are no longer within the sphere of the unconscious but at the 

limit of primal repression that, nevertheless, has discovered an 

intrinsically corporeal and already signifying brand, symptom and 

sign: repugnance, disgust, abjection.76 

At my primary school, there was a sole remaining ancient nun highly 

trained in the Catholic art of bodily shame. I was only six when she told me, 

as she told all the members of her class of tiny sinners, that I should wear a 

singlet in the shower in order to avoid seeing my naked body. I was too 

young to ask what consequences might result from the daily sighting of my 

naked body but I did understand that what she was saying was almost too 

shameful to put into words and that I should not discuss this with anyone, 

especially my parents, who had sent me to this school to be educated in 

what was right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable.  

Sister Francesca had inhabited and despised her body for so long that it 

had desiccated. She wanted me to leave my body behind too, to push it 

away, to evolve into a soul lightly tethered to a bony frame, as free as 

possible from the monstrosity of flesh, the secretions and the bleeding, the 

eruptions of flesh in puberty, the sweat and the shit and piss and the pimples 

and the oil and all those wet and slippery carnal appetites. 

But I never wore the singlet. 

I thrust my arm through a hole. My fingertips brush skin, soft flesh, a 

bush of coarse hair in the brief moment before I snatch my hand back out of 

                                                             
76 Kristeva, 1982, p. 11 
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the darkness. I have tendered my hand and met tender flesh. Not moist, not 

leaking. Contained in its coffin in the darkness. Is it human or not? Is it 

alive or dead? Is it in suspended animation – neither alive nor dead? I feel 

nauseous. That could be me in there. There is a thickening of air between 

the tube and the body, my body. 

Again I wonder whether I could stroke Rudy Santos’ parasitic twin’s 

hair as easily as his wife did. It would probably be easier than it was to push 

my hand in through that dark opening.  

It’s all right if you can stare at it. 

It’s all right if you’ve paid to see it. 

It’s all right if you can keep a straight face.  

It’s all right if they’re professionals.  

It’s all right if you feel uncomfortable. 

It’s all right if you don’t put your hand in (but you’ll never know). 

It’s all right if you scream a little. 
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to render III77 
 
 

 
 

                                                             
77 Oxford University Press, 2012, ‘render, v.’ 

To return (something). 
15.  
 a. trans. To give in return.  
 b. trans. spec. To give (thanks) 
in return, esp. for a deed or 
service done, or to a person. 
†c. trans. To make appropriate 
return for; to requite. Obs.  
†d. intr. To make return or 
remuneration. Obs. 
16. trans. 
 a. To restore, return, give back. 
Also in early use: †to hand back 
(obs.). Freq. with back, †again. 
Also intr.  

  
 
 b. Law. Esp. of a cognizee: to 
yield or return property, esp. 
real property, to the cognizor, 
or occas. to a third party, by 
means of a fine (fine n.1 6b). 
Freq. in to grant and render . 
Cf.render n.1 3a. Now hist.  
 c. Chiefly poet. To reflect back 
(a sound, image, etc.). Freq. 
with back. Also fig 
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The twirling ballerina in my music box was a slim pink plastic doll with 

arms raised in a pirouette, badly painted eyes that merged like those of a 

cyclopean monster, and a piece of unevenly cut white tulle attached at the 

waist for a tutu. When I opened the lid of the box the ballerina sprang to a 

vertical position. She began to turn as the machinery underneath her 

unwound and the revolving cylinder plucked the teeth of a comb to the tune 

of Für Elise. Despite the clumsy, poorly made ballerina and the clanking 

sound of the music accompanying her as she turned in jerks and starts 

(although still much more elegant and contained than my off-kilter flailing 

through ballet lessons), the music box seemed like magic to me – that I 

could wind a key and make music happen and a ballerina dance on her own, 

as if she were alive. 

                                                             
78 Cixous, 1976, p. 543 

CIXOUS: In the end, death is never anything 

more than the disturbance of the limits. The 

impossible is to die. If all which has been lost 

returns, as Freud illustrated it in the 

Traumdeuting, nothing is ever lost if 

everything is replaceable, nothing has even 

disappeared and nothing is ever sufficiently 

dead; the relationship of presence to absence 

is in itself an immense system of ‘death,’ a 

fabric riddled by the real and a 

phantomization of the present.78 
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qvi.sim.scies.si.par.opvs.facere.conaberis79 
 
 
The tiny penitent turns his head and looks at a member of the audience. He 

steps slowly, left foot then right foot, towards the one he has chosen, raising 

a crucifix and rosary in his hands. His cloth cassock shifts as he walks. His 

eyes move to look at the crucifix, then back at the one he is approaching. 

His mouth opens. He bends his right arm and strikes his own breast three 

times before lifting the crucifix to his lips and kissing it.80 

The monk is an automaton, forty centimetres tall, built in the sixteenth 

century by Juanelo Turriano, a clockmaker commissioned by King Philip II 

of Spain. The body is carved wood, the iron workings of his animation 

concealed inside the wooden body. Hammered iron balls take the place of 

his eyes. He performs the penitence walk seven times on a single winding of 

his mechanism. 

For sculptor Elizabeth King ‘when this machine heads in my direction 

on a table, my animal flight urge stirs.’81 Her art practice that works through 

‘competing ways of representing human substance and spirit’ drew her to 

the story of the monk. ‘Its uncanny presence separates it immediately from 

later automata: it is not charming, it is not a toy, it is “fearfully and 

wonderfully made,” and it engages even the twentieth-century viewer in a 

complicated and urgent way.’82 

                                                             
79 Inscription on a sixteenth century clock created by Giannelli Turriano in King 2007,  
    p. 27 
80 Hiller, 2008 King, 2007 
81 King, 2007, p. 274 
82 King, 2002, Introduction 
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Later automata, such as Fontana’s fire-breathing she-devil with wings 

that flapped and arms that waved, negotiated a different narrative – was it 

possible to create life?83 The monk’s story, its dance with life and death, is 

about promises from the living to the dead to the living, and ultimately the 

permeability of the two states.  

The life in this automaton is the story written into it, a story rendered 

back to us, the living, through space and time, carried in wood and metal. 

This is the story of the penitent monk: in 1562 King Philip’s son Don Carlos 

had fallen down some stairs in the castle and cracked his head. He had lost 

his sight, his head had swelled to enormous size, and he was comatose. 

Death seemed imminent. The work of the doctors – bleeding him, applying 

poultices and ointments to the wound – had no effect. King Philip made a 

bargain in a prayer. If Carlos could be saved, King Philip would perform a 

miracle in return.  

The miracle occurred. According to King, the ‘mouldering remains’ of a 

fifteenth-century Franciscan monk, Deigo de Alcalá, for whom his order 

had hoped to win sainthood, were brought and laid on the bed of the dying 

son.84 Carlos stretched his weak hand and touched the corpse before rubbing 

his hand on his own face. The headcloth was unwound from the head of the 

corpse and used to bandage Carlos’ suppurating head. 

The next day Carlos regained his sight. Within a 

month he was completely healed. To keep his end of 

the bargain, King Philip commissioned the 

miraculous automaton, the penitent monk, whose face 

was modelled on Diego de Alcalá.  

A story of death in life, doubled by life in death. The boy had been 

considered as good as dead. He was death in life, brought back to life by the 

                                                             
83 For more on Fontana's automaton, see Grafton, 2007 
84 King, 2007, p. 268 

CIXOUS: The strange 

power of death moves in 

the realm of life as the 

Unheimliche in the 

Heimliche, as the void 

fills up the lack.1 
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application of a corpse, life in death. The dead monk’s corpse was rendered 

in wood and iron and (re)animated. Death animating life animating death.  

The maker, Juanelo Turriano, designed and created a number of 

automata and clocks. Inside one of his most elaborate astronomical 

timepieces was written the message: qvi. sim. scies. si. par. opvs. facere. 

conaberis. You will know who I am if you try to make this. 

Some time between 1800 and 1810 in London, Swiss clockmaker and 

engineer Henri Maillardet constructed a mechanical marvel.85 It was an 

exquisite doll, dressed in a French soldier boy’s uniform, kneeling in front 

of a drawing table. Underneath the doll and furniture sat a large brass chest 

containing the motor.  

What happened to the machine during the following hundred years is 

not clear. When it was delivered to the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia in 

1928, it had been dissembled and burned. The doll was wearing an 

eighteenth-century woman’s dress and missing original parts, and no one 

was sure of its origin or its purpose. The machine was dead, a dissembled 

corpse. 

It was brought back to life. In 2007, the automaton was fully repaired 

and finally set in motion. An audience watched in amazement as the 

automaton lowered its head, moved its eyes to the page, placed its pen on 

the paper and started to draw. The automaton rendered four intricate 

drawings and wrote three poems, two in French and one in English. As a 

finale, a spectacular solution to the mystery of the machine, it 

acknowledged its creator by writing in the border of the last poem, ‘Ecrit 

par L’Automate de Maillardet’.  

The author of the automaton, alive centuries later in a machine that 

writes its creator over and over with each winding in an uncanny repetition. 

An uncanny writing machine. (Is that an author?) The automaton renders its 

                                                             
85 Grenville, 2001, pp. 15-17 
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creator to us in a signature. Author of the author’s name, rendering a 

facsimile with each movement, one that may seem to be a true replica, but 

which varies each time with the density of the paper, the wearing of the pen, 

the slow inexorable grinding down of the brass cams in its mechanism. 

Even automata suffer the process of ageing. Even 

machines never truly create a replica, only a double, a 

phantom replica that confounds the original.  

                                                             
86 Freud, 1919, p. 235 

FREUD: From having 

been an assurance of 

immortality, [the double] 

becomes the ghastly 

harbinger of death.86 
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you will know who I am if you try to make this, or, how to 
make an unheimlich pet 

 
 
The first time I see Big Dog is in 2010. The dog is mincing up a hill, its four 

paws tentatively testing each point of ground before taking the weight of the 

body. It is autumn in Big Dog’s world. Dry brown leaves blanket the 

hillside and the branches of the trees are bare. I am watching on YouTube 

and there’s an irritating buzzing sound so I turn down the sound and watch 

in silence. (Later I will realise the buzzing is the petrol-fuelled motor of Big 

Dog. Without the sound of the motor, it is much easier to forget the 

machineness of the dog.) 

The terrain changes to a beach in 

Thailand where our incongruous animal is 

bouncing along the sand, its stubby metal 

paws splashing up seawater. In the next 

scene it slips and slides across black ice in a 

car park. Big Dog’s four legs each have 

three joints: hip, knee, ankle. The legs are 

skinny fragile-looking things, bony 

structures clothed in a thick dark material. 

Unlike a normal dog’s legs, which are 

paired, with front legs a different shape to back legs, Big Dog’s legs are all 

the same except that the doubled pairs of legs face each other. When they 

are in motion, the legs look uncannily like human legs struggling over 

difficult terrain. It is almost funny, and yet it makes me shiver. I look at 

those seemingly vulnerable skinny legs and I feel affection and pity for the 

machine. On screen Big Dog’s owner steps toward the dog and shoves it 
                                                             
87 Freud, 1919, p. 222 

FREUD: In  Daniel Sanders’ Wörterbuch 

der deutschen Sprache (1860, 1, 729), the 

following entry… is to be found under the 

word ‘heimlich’… Of animals: tame, 

companionable to man. As opposed to wild, 

e.g., ‘Animals which are neither wild nor 

heimlich’, etc. ‘Wild animals … that are 

trained to be heimlich and accustomed to 

men.’ ‘If these young creatures are brought 

up from early days among men they become 

quite heimlich, friendly’ etc.87 
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with his boot. Big Dog stumbles, falls to its knees and scrabbles on the 

slippery ice until it can right itself again. As it flounders on the ice, I can’t 

help barracking for it to get up. In her writings on the cyborg in the 1990s, 

Donna Haraway discussed how the development of machines came to affect 

our understanding of how binaries influenced theory: 

Late twentieth-century machines have made thoroughly ambiguous 

the difference between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-

developing and externally designed, and many other distinctions 

that used to apply to organisms and machines. Our machines are 

disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.88 

She could have been describing me watching Big Dog on the internet in 

2012. Big Dog is a load-carrying four-legged robot developed for use in 

combat. It is a companion animal of war. It has no head, only legs and a 

trunk for strapping on equipment or supplies. It is guided by sensors, 

cameras and gyroscopes, and powered by motors and servos. It is simply a 

machine in the form of a four-legged automaton, but I feel for it as if it is 

alive. It is life in death, because when it is weaponised, it will become a true 

machine of death. When it trots behind its master-soldier with a gun cocked, 

will the enemy (about to die) see it and think of the family dog left behind at 

home?  

Must we always make doubles that carry death in them? 

	
  

                                                             
88 Haraway, 1991, p. 152 
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machines of flesh 
 
 
Unlike the dry matter of the automaton, this is a wetware story. In 1951, at 

age 31, a black mother of five called Henrietta Lacks died of cervical cancer 

at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, USA. Her tumour had been so 

aggressive and fast-growing that a researcher took samples of the tumour 

biopsy and cultured them in the laboratory to see if the cells’ astonishing 

reproductive speed would continue in an artificial environment. The cells 

went on to become the world’s first ‘immortal’ cell line: a type of cell which 

continues to reproduce even after mutation or modification. The HeLa cell 

line was commercialised and is now used in most research laboratories 

around the world. The biomass of Henrietta Lacks’ cells in culture is now 

greater than her original weight before death.89  

Henrietta Lacks is immortal. She is both the living being with a demonic 

kernel of death at its centre 

and the dead being or thing 

who is not allowed to die.91 

Yet like the penitent monk, 

the HeLa cells are actually 

the revenants of a corpse, 

not a living body. The cells 

that went on to be immortal were taken from the cancer that killed Henrietta 

Lacks. 

Is a person who has died and been revived the only true revenant? And 

one who has been implanted with the organ of a corpse? People with hearts 

that no longer beat by themselves are kept alive by machines, and hearts that 
                                                             
89 Skloot, 2010, p. 175 
90 Cixous, 1976, p. 543 
91 Kunze, n.d. 

CIXOUS: what renders [the ghost] intolerable is not so much 

that it is an announcement of death nor even the proof that death 

exists… What is intolerable is that the ghost erases the limit 

between the two states, neither alive nor dead; passing through, 

the dead man returns in the manner of the repressed. It is his 

coming back that makes the ghost what he is, just as it is the 

return of the repressed that inscribes the repression.90 
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have stopped beating are chilled and then implanted into other bodies and 

restarted. The intimate kernel of another’s body, a human doubled. Freud 

could know nothing of this when he wrote ‘The Uncanny’. When he speaks 

of doubles, it is never of one human implanted into another, or that every 

day we are breathing in the cells other people have shed. We are all 

cannibals. None more so than writers. 

A year ago I was wheeled into an operating theatre on a trolley, sedated. 

The experience was made more strange by my field of vision being limited 

by my sedated state and my position on a table. While I stared at the ceiling, 

at the droopy faces of people above me covered by masks like actors in a 

medieval pageant, scrapings of cells were taken from my body. The cells 

were sent to a laboratory where an assistant cultured them to multiply into 

an explant colony. I have been rendered into 

multiples. What lives in the laboratory is not 

quite the twitching severed limb, but it is 

me. Perhaps it is never destroyed but is 

treated to keep growing. Perhaps I too am 

immortal. I cannot know.  My departed 

cells’ story writes a different narrative to the 

one I am writing now. It is a fiction that escapes me. 

 

                                                             
92 Orlan, 2010, p. 104 

ORLAN: I turn my body into an 

absorbent substance for external materials 

at the same time as I imprint my organic 

carnality onto those external materials. 

Nothing is fused, nothing is divided. I 

enter into a dialogue. Interior and exterior 

copulate.92 
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all	
  watched	
  over	
  by	
  machines	
  of	
  loving	
  grace93 
 
 

‘Why on earth would you want to see that?’ my friend says when I invite 

her to come along to see the Telenoid, a robot from Japan. 

‘Research,’ I tell her. 

‘Research for what?’ 

‘For a novel.’ 

She looks away. It is that moment again, the one 

where allowing the idea of being a writer to enter the 

conversation causes a sudden rupture. It is the moment 

when both of us know that I am exposed. I am doubled. 

The one who lives the everyday and the writer. ‘The 

other one, the one called Borges, is the one things 

happen to.’95 

She doesn’t ask. Some people can’t help asking, 

can’t stop asking about what it is, what muscles one 

exerts, how things are made in fiction. They have a 

longing for and a terror of what writing does, they seem 

to want to do it themselves although it would clearly 

unmake them. The uncanniness of writing has for them 

an inexorable attraction, even when they are not great 

readers. I have a terror of writing, they have the terror 

of knowing about writing.  Neither of us can stop ourselves.  

My friend shrugs. She is not one of the ones. She will come just to see 

the robot. 

                                                             
93 Title of a poetry collection by Richard Brautigan, 1967 
94 Cixous, 1976, p. 546 
95 Borges, 1964, p. 246 

CIXOUS: Fiction is connected to 

life’s economy by a link as 

undeniable and ambiguous as that 

which passes from the 

Unheimliche to the Heimliche: it is 

not unreal; it is the ‘fictional 

reality’ and the vibration of reality. 

The Unheimliche in fiction 

overflows and comprises the 

Unheimliche of real life. But if 

fiction is another form of reality, it 

is understood that the secret of the 

Unheimliche does not refer to a 

secret more profound than that of 

the Unheimliche which envelops 

the Unheimliche, just as death 

overflows into life.94 
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He is a he, we seem to have agreed, despite the tapering silicon body 

that ends in a soft fold like the top of a soft serve ice-cream and that has no 

sexual organs, no urethra, no anus, no cloaca, no tear ducts, no place for 

anything to get in or out. He is synthetic material. He has no leakages. 

The Telenoid is the size of a young child, perhaps four or five years old. 

He is smooth, ivory coloured, and he sits on a high stool opposite the man 

who is talking about him. The Telenoid is perfectly still. There’s not even a 

twitch of a muscle. There is little human likeness about him at all, except 

perhaps that the head is of vaguely human shape. He is like a doll, but a rag 

doll. He has some human features but he is not trying to imitate the human 

form. He has two arms that end in stumps, smooth skinned and with a face 

of sorts. He is us rendered back to ourselves in a foetal state. 

 
Figure 4 Graph of the Uncanny Valley 

  

In 1970, roboticist Masahiro Mori proposed the existence of an uncanny 

valley of reaction to explain why certain robots, dolls or prostheses with 

close human likeness were seen as ‘creepy’.96 In his theory, those like the 

                                                             
96 Mori, 2012, p. 100 
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Telenoid or a child’s rag doll which have some features that resemble a 

human but are not attempting to imitate a human closely can be cute and 

innocuous. However, when the likeness to humans is further enhanced, 

creations that almost look human but aren’t quite right fall into this uncanny 

valley of perception and engender a feeling of revulsion in the viewer. There 

is death in them, these familiar corpse-like things. When they move by 

mechanical means, the sudden apparent liveliness is alarming, unheimlich. 

The lifelike china dolls that sit watching from the corner of bedrooms, 

that lounge on children’s pillows and slowly close their stiff eyelashes when 

laid down are of a different order again: not primate, not octopoda, not 

automata, but an order of doubles, as yet unclassified because they are not 

living. We have yet to create a taxonomy of death. If we did, those hard-

faced doll-children with the rosy cheeks and the wide blue eyes would 

belong in the class and order of life in death. The Telenoid is different. His 

eerie inchoate human likeness works against the odd sense that this is a 

body that could squirm. 

 
Figure 5 Photograph of the Telenoid 
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The Professor who created the Telenoid stands to the side of the stage, 

presenting a lecture on the future of robots. He shows us an image of his 

replica android, the robot he built in his own image. He tells us he left the 

android behind in Japan so it could do his lectures for him while he was 

away. 

Then the Telenoid moves. Shudders and 

gasps come from the crowd before the 

audience stills, watching, waiting. The 

Telenoid’s head turns and tilts as if he is 

listening. His seal eyes close and open. His 

mouth moves in a speaking motion. Faint 

sounds emerge from the Telenoid body, the 

hint of a voice. Someone behind us whispers, 

‘He is beautiful!’ 

The Professor turns to the Telenoid and 

says, ‘Ah, you’re awake.’ 

We are transfixed by the Telenoid, his ivory 

silicon beauty, his mesmerising black eyes that 

move to take in the whole room as his head turns. 

He is about to speak. We anticipate the mechanical 

voice described by Mladen Dolar: 

There is an uncanniness in the gap which 

enables a machine, by purely mechanical 

means, to produce something so uniquely 

human as voice and speech. It is as if the 

effect could emancipate itself from its mechanical origin, and start 

                                                             
97 Cixous, 1976, p. 526 
98 Jentsch, 1997, p. 11 
99 Freud, 1919, p. 221 

CIXOUS: A text dealing with the nature 

of incertitude is approached by the reader 

with a sense of distrust and fascination, 

for in the exchange which takes place 

between the text itself and its reading, in 

this enticing interplay where the text 

always emerges a step ahead, the doubtful 

elements of the text necessarily engender 

doubt in its reader. This phenomenon may 

account for the reader’s sense of pleasure 

and boldness.97 

JENTSCH: In storytelling, one of 

the most reliable artistic devices 

for producing uncanny effects 

easily is to leave the reader in 

uncertainty as to whether he has a 

human person or rather an 

automaton before him in the case 

of a particular character... 98  

FREUD: It is not difficult to see 

that this definition is incomplete.99 
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functioning as a surplus – indeed, as the ghost in the machine; as if 

there were an effect without a proper cause, an effect surpassing its 

explicable cause.100 

This is the exquisite and terrifying shiver we await, the effect of the 

machine that speaks like a human. But no. Suddenly, the anticipation of this 

uncanny moment is smashed. Banality trumps the uncanny. A true human 

voice with a broad Australian accent is amplified through the Telenoid, 

offering salutations to the Professor. The voice is emitted from the body of 

the Telenoid but it is the wrong voice. This foetal, soft, seal-eyed creature 

should have a voice that is a hum or a tune or a lullaby, not a nasal flat 

drawl. The Telenoid asks an audience member if she is enjoying the night 

and other questions that belong in a stand-up comic’s act. It’s a show now, 

it’s vaudeville. The uncanny has left the building. The Telenoid is a toy 

being tele-operated from behind the 

stage by the Wizard of Oz. The curtain 

has been pulled away and there is the 

trickster for us all to see, hunched over 

the laptop computer. 

Not a double or a doppelganger, not 

even a real doll. There is nothing inside this character except a nervous 

actor. We wanted the thrill of the disembodied uncanny, and were 

disappointed by the ordinary human. 

The narrative is broken. The character of the Telenoid, as I believed it, 

as it was rendered to me in the text of the event flyer, is a fake. It is not a 

cyborg or a proper doll or even a true automaton. It is a large, unwieldy, 

mobile telephone with big black eyes, dry touchable skin and a pleasing 

curve to its soft tail. It is a clunky device. I am the betrayed reader. The 

uncanny can be rendered through fiction but here the fantastic is not 

                                                             
100 Dolar, 2006, p. 7 
101 Freud, 1919, p. 251 

FREUD: …by the time we have seen 

through his trick it is already too late 

and the author has achieved his object; 

but it must be added that his success is 

not unalloyed. We retain a feeling of 

dissatisfaction, a kind of grudge against 

the attempted deceit…101 
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fantastic, and there is no eruption into the everyday, no uncertainty, no 

undecidability.  

We are not in the uncanny valley. 

to render IV102 
trans. To bring into a 
specified condition. 
 
†17.  
 a. To bring (a person) 
into a specified condition; 
to cause (a person or 
thing) to be in a certain 
state. Obs.  
 b. To lead (a person) to a 
certain activity. Obs. 
rare.  
 c. With under. To cause to 
bear a stigma. Obs. rare. 
 
 18. 
 a. With complement. To 
cause to be or become; to 
make (make v.1 34). 
†b. With as. Obs. rare. 
 c. With to be.  
 d. With into. 
  
†19. To instil with 
(courage); to cause, 
produce (a feeling). Obs. 
Rare. 
 
 20. Freq. with down. 
 a. To melt down (fat) in 
order to clarify it. Also: 
to obtain or extract (fat) 
from meat, an animal, etc., 
by heating.  
 b. To process (the carcass 
or remains of an animal) in 
order to obtain fat, animal 
feed, etc. 
 
  
 

                                                             
102 Oxford University Press, 2012, 
‘render, v.’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
21.  
 a. Plastering. To cover 
(stonework, brickwork, 
etc.) with a first coating 
of plaster. Cf. rendern.1 
8a, rendering n. 6a.  
 b. To cover (stonework, 
brickwork, etc.) with 
cement or a similar 
material; spec. (in later 
use) to cover (an external 
wall) with render (render 
n.1 8b). 
 
 22. Computing.  
 a. To create a bitmap 
image of (a real or 
invented object or scene), 
often using a technique 
such as ray-tracing or 
radiosity; to generate 
(such an image) from 
higher-level data. Also in 
extended use.  
 b. Of a web browser or 
other program: to convert 
(HTML text or similar) into 
a formatted web page 
suitable for viewing by a 
user.
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103 Cixous, 1976, p. 548 
104 Freud, 1919, p. 246 

CIXOUS: Neither real nor fictitious, 

‘fiction’ is a secretion of death, an 

anticipation of nonrepresentation, a doll, 

a hybrid body composed of language 

and silence that, in the movement which 

turns it and which it turns, invents 

doubles, and death.103 

 

FREUD: [W]hat is the origin of the 

uncanny effect of silence, darkness and 

solitude?104 

 

ME: It is fiction. 
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the text will find the gaps in you 
 
 

 

 

 

In the early drafts of this text you are reading now, and the drafts of the 

novel twinned with this text, and the drafts of every text I have ever written, 

I embark on a search for the gap, for the space in which the repressed might 

be glimpsed, might be known again if only momentarily. To my dismay, an 

ordinary human voice emerges. The flat drawl of the ordinary human voice. 

Then I must rewrite the text again and again, repeating, unrepeating, trying 

as Cixous does to ‘infiltrate the interstices,’ to displace, to destabilise, to 

prevent closure and yet, to make the text yours (you?). 106 I rewrite until I 

am become the uncanny.  

                                                             
105 Cixous, 1976, p. 525 
106 Cixous, 1976, p. 536 

CIXOUS: We are faced then with a text and 

its hesitating shadow, and their double 

escapade.105 
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a foreign body 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First, I write a novel in which three posthumans stumble into fame. I write a 

narrative skeleton. I interrogate this text in a commentary by another 

character, who is being shadowed (doubled?) by yet another. I break into the 

text as ‘the author’ using factoids and needles of research in order to open 

wounds in the narrative.  

I am aiming for these effects: allusive, elusive, illusive.  

I want the novel to be a tale without a single teller, a trip through an 

uncanny labyrinth, a doubling of me in which my double is the reader 

reading herself. (Isn’t it always though, yes, but how?) 

I render my fiction in layers, like the rendering of an avatar on a screen, 

coded line by line, skin by skin, each skin a revelation and a disguise, a 

moving toward and away. Reader would be aware of me, a writer, she 

would be resisting me, an author. Her reading would never be a repetition 

but a deviation and a displacement, the entry to an abyss of endless enticing 

dissatisfaction. 

A book of fiction is a machine. It is an automaton set in motion when it 

is opened. It is a cyborg – a thing in which Haraway says: 
                                                             
107 Cixous, 2002, p. 407 

CIXOUS: Questions come to us violently, 

take us by surprise, without asking or 

waiting for answers, no, the questions come 

in place of answers, they answer by 

mocking our irresponsibility. A global 

interrogation makes us slip and fall in the 

street, shakes out cliché-beliefs. 

And what is this odd thing, a book?107 
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Fact and fiction, rhetoric and technology, analysis and story-telling 

are all held together by a stronger weld than those who eschew 

taking narrative practice seriously in science – and in all other sorts 

of ‘hard’ explanations – will allow.108 

All very well but the trouble is, my project fails. My text, haunted not 

just by so many other texts but by the reader who is my double, may be 

many things, but it has not coalesced into a novel. Nor an anti-novel. The 

living kernel of it has been buried so deep it is indiscernable. Possibly the 

novel is dead, has died on the operating table, and can no longer speak.  

And so as I must, as we always must, I rewrite to reveal/find/unbury the 

revenant of the novel. I must render the novel down to its fundamentals and 

separate the fat from the meat. 

The narrative mutating as it unfolds, adapting, 

absorbing technology and theory and reworking 

them. The writing of other people in my text, the 

writing of me in language written by me (language, 

the most uncanny doubling of all). The uncanny 

rendered in a multitude of forms infiltrating the text, 

overwhelming the text, doubling back on the text. 

A book of fiction is neither inside nor outside, it is both. 

A book of fiction is the uncanny, the unheimlich double of unheimlich 

life, the cyborg, the posthuman, the human, the biological, the mechanical, 

the digital, the longing, the loss, haunting me even as I write it, perform it, 

become it.  

 

                                                             
108 Haraway, 1995, p. xix 
109 Cixous, 2002, p. 411 

CIXOUS: Suddenly, one 

writes. One writes things, 

which are foreign things 

come forth from our night. 

One writes with a foreign 

body, a child’s-hand-torn 

from our childhood. One 

recognizes nothing.109 
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my	
  hideous	
  progeny110	
  
 

 

 

According to Royle: 

There is a kind of madness or ‘magical thinking’ in literature, and 

in particular in the narrative scenario of being-two-to-speak. The 

uncanny nature of narrative fiction is indissociable from the strange 

telepathic reality of being-two-to-speak or being-two-to-feel: the 

question remains how to countersign this peculiar feature in a 

critical, faithful and productive way.111 

 

In the silences of the text lie… 

The silences of the text lie… 

The silences lie in the text… 

 

 

In the words of Chekhov (or not) as reported after his death by friend 

and fellow author Ivan Bunin and rendered into English by different 

translators: 

 

‘My own experience is that once a story has been written, one has to 

cross out the beginning and the end. It is there that we authors do most of 

our lying.’113 

 

 

                                                             
110 Mary Shelley's description of her novel Frankenstein in Shelley & Rieger, 1982, p. 229 
111 Royle, 2003, p. 272 
112 Cixous, 2002, p. 434 
113 Anton Chekhov quoted in Phillips, 2002, p. 82 

CIXOUS: Books are always traversed by 

that shudder of survival. We shall be dead 

and they will go on shuddering.112 
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‘When one has written a story I believe that one ought to strike out both 

the beginning and the end. That is where we novelists are most inclined to 

lie.’ 114 

 

‘In my opinion, after one finishes a story, he should cross out the 

beginning and the end. It is here that we writers lie most of all.’115  

 

                                                             
114 Anton Chekhov quoted in Bunin, 1921, n.p. 
115 Anton Chekhov Chekhov quoted in Bunin & Marullo, 2007, p. 12 
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Sometimes, a cigar is a just a cigar ~ Sigmund Freud [1] 
 
 

Let’s roll now, man, the shadows have that dull edge 
like nightsticks through phone books on abdomens. 
Let’s forget our poverty, if only for this dawn. 

 
Don’t . . . don’t say it, something terribly hipster like 
at least you’re not the corpse of a refugee rotting on a beach. 
Let’s roll into the neon-night cold of the Monoprix— 
sorry, what do you call it here? Sells powdered husks 
& claims it’s coffee— 

 
The 7-eleven, you mean? 

 
Let’s wander through West End’s ghostly lanes 

& write poems in alleys. 
 

Should I stay or should I roll 
in this place I never know. 

 
What’s this stink on the edge of Brisbane’s mercury 

gaslights? 
 

Benzene, hops from the XXXX brewery & nearby 
mangrove swamps. Fetid wriggler-infested flower pots 
& damp basement car parks. 

 
Trucks on the M7 rumble under our feet here, 

outside Cloudland. 
 

Beneath the Met, north below the show-grounds 
until it joins the dropped spaghetti network of the 
Clem Jones tunnel. It’ll get you to the airport 
in a hurry, man. 

Let’s get out of here! 

We’re not late, let’s scull this shit & have a smoke. 

“Laaa Laaaaaa LAa Laaa Dududududuuuuuu 
J’aime faire des croquettes au chien” (James, 1999). 
[I like to make cakes to the dog] 

 
Everything’s gone to hell here, the whole situtation has 
me wanting to drink through a barrel. Let’s kill some 
wild life, take the edge off, but don’t indulge. 
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Should I stay or should I roll 
in this place I never know. 

 
Fuck it . . . the night is young let’s hit the strippers! 

 
No! Nudity depresses me . . . beautiful women on 
Omegle jilling for credits, self love mostly, a bit of 

lesbian. 
I’d marry them, they’re not professionals they’re 
liberated . . . they do it like men now. 

 
I’m cool with that. 

 
No—they’ll never be equal! As a whole they’re 
soooo much sexier . . . it isn’t fair! 

 
LOL. How about that machine, the poker bling 

as malevolent 
eyes bribe for more explicit & bigger penetrations 
like mermaids drowned in virtual networks. 

 
“The idiot professor says here . . . 

those who still believe in terms” (Walwicz, 2013). 

Eliot était pas un moderniste. [2] 

I’ve never viewed it live, only recordings, 
<therefor they’ll never PM me>. 

 

. . . 
 

So, let’s roll, east to the beach from here & now, ease 
into fifth, outrun 

“Death where she walks her texture 
of eternity & pedestals are matched cries in the winds” 

(Fogarty, 1982). 
 

It’s the strangest thing, like finding a jellyfish 
on a mountain 

or watching a horse kill a lion. I feel their stares, 
I’ve held them all, marked my days with cigarettes 
had a foursome once on film . . . young love becomes 
old devotion. 

 
Who wrote that? Surely some great poet wrote that? 

 
Slow dances to arguments about dishes! “Everything 
is gonna burn we’ll all take turns” (Thompson, 1989). 

 
Should I stay or should I roll 
in this place I never know. 

 
Does the First World have an ultimate curtain call? 

 
Terrorist attack? 

 
Nope . . . it’s an untitled plane crash & witness 
descriptions: We rescued naked guys, dirty 
from oil, death in their eyes. Victims 
still strapped in seats, bodies all bloated & the same. 
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I don’t know, broheim. I think getting blown to shit 
would suck pretty hard. 

 
You’ve got a point, ball bearing under vest 

metal kissing flesh. 
 

I don’t wanna get old, man. Sigh. Look 
at my grey beard; pretty girls used to smile at me, 

now I’m always watching 
this infernal cinema behind my eyes. 

 
Do you believe this shit? Reading the news, once 

informative, now is torture. 
 

WARNING: Disturbing Content. 
 

Sign o’ the times or clickbait? Obviously both. 
 

Don’t you dare listen to me! I’m an Australian, 
Eurotrash with a drunken vernacular, a victim 
of genetics the descendent of soldiers & gypsies. 

I wouldn’t trust me. 
 

I’ll help myself to your Wi-Fi your wallet & your 
wife, given half the chance. 

 
So many who life has mercilessly beaten like timeworn 
cave paintings or faded graffiti, bleach themselves in 
spirits at ten AM, measure their lives out in hits. 
In the human race second is the first loser . . . 
“indeed—our person is a covered entrance to infinity 
choked with the tatters of tradition” (Loy, 1919). 

I heard it on the jungle drums: 
“outskirting anglo-saxon 

. . . you all must get out of our society” (Fogarty, 1995). 
 

Man, I didn’t get a choice where my consciousness 
landed! 

 
There you go again, bloody hippy . . . let me guess 
that’s not a maggot, is a transgressing soul on it’s 
nuptial flight. Nope, it’s a fly larvae . . . disgusting 

thing. 
 

Fetal alcohol syndrome. 
Condoms on the swings. 

 
… 

 
The killer said she’s obsessed with the sexuality 
of teenaged girls. Exactly how self referential can 
the human animal get? 

 
It’s apocalyptic, has serious intent on murdering 
consciousness. 

 
What do you mean, man? 
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You know it works both ways, unless you subscribe 
to the old silent-generation patriarchal lie you won’t 

get far, 
regardless of gender. 

 
Well, she’s like an autoerotic cannibal cheering on her 
own exploitation like some sick emperor or a character 
from that Pasolini film. 

 
This is too heavy, dude. 

 
You wanna talk about something Kim? 

 
I’d rather drown in the Telstra pits; you’ll see skeletons 
of slaves down there, forgotten while building the NBN, 
in grotesque poses like artist’s mannequins or auto- 

fellating swans. 
 

I have developed 
an allergic reaction to the vestiges of authority, 

protocol, system, rules & regulation, control through fear 
& intimidation; it’s a race you know, a silent war 

with quiet weapons, hurricanes in the kitchen 
ripping up the laminate, newlyweds stockpiling tins, 
H5N1 in the headlines again. 

 
Yeah man, I’ll crawl through a sewer on my face 
for another fix, it’s like when 

“Jane says, I’m done with Sergio 
. . . I’m gonna kick tomorrow” (Farrell, 1987). 

 
& now the night, short & orobos vomiting 

in the toilet her BFF holding back her hair, 
heels snapped off in a drain while hailing a cab & 
they’re mad singing some Rhianna tune the only girl 
in the world I think [like two tattered homeless children 
shouting a slogan, selling fairy wings in tins] & this 
Dali dawn that reaches for her friend, says: 
“so boy forget about the world cause it’s gon’ be me 

& you tonight” (Hermansen, 2010). 
 

O, should I stay or should I roll 
in this place I never know. 

 
. . . 

NOTES 

1. Apocryphal ~ perhaps a bastardisation of “After all, as Sigmund Freud once 
said, there are times when a man craves a cigar simply because he wants a 
good smoke.” American Historical Review, 1961 (66: 664–676): This quote, 
from Peter Gay, is also apocryphal. 
http://quoteinvestigator.com/2011/08/12/just-a-cigar/ 

2. Eliot était pas un moderniste – Eliot was not a modernist. 
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