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AN HourR WwWITH IONESCO

Gabriel d’Aubarede *

FroM His Tor-FLOOR BaLcony in one of the first houses of the
Rue de Rivoli, the imaginative author of THE CHAIRS was
pointing out to me the near part of the Faubourg St. Antoine,
where the street of the same name loops and runs into the
Place de la Bastille:

Tt looks like the Grand Canal of Venice, doesn’t it! Only
dry.’

In effect, the double row of majestic, ancient buildings did
make you think of the Italian palazzi and their facades,
covered with a patina of age. Eugéne Ionesco, one of the
leading figures of avant-garde theatre, lives in the heart of
the oldest part of Paris.

We went inside. His livingroom is elegant, in a
middle-class way, and could easily belong to one of the
voguish auteurs des Boulevards. All the same, it is hung
with a few abstracts, and amiable rhinoceri adorn the top of
a glass cabinet. Then, his study: a very small room with
candy-green walls, much of the surfaces of which are hidden
by an army of books. In a prominent place on one shelf I saw
Plato’s complete works, Lautréamont’s SONGS OF MALDOROR,
and a book on Klee. Ionesco sat down at his small, cluttered
work-table. Behind him stood a filing cabinet; on top of it,
partially obscuring a still life of the most figurative oranges
imaginable, lay an ancient and gilded fireman’s helmet: good
surrealism note.

‘Oh no, that’s not the fireman’s in THE BALD Soprano. This
helmet comes from Avranches, in Normandy.’

He wasn’t smiling then. And he scarcely ever did during
our interview. Sadness and concern seem to have taken up
permanent residence in the fifty-year-old writer’s
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fresh-colored features, especially in his eyes, dark and
shining with intelligence. His very high forehead often clouds
with a frown. His plays may be irresistibly funny, but he
himself is by no means bursting with glee. Of course, such a
contrast is traditional in theatre.

Ionesco was born of a French mother in Bucharest in
1912 and came to France a year later. He spent his
childhood in the Vaugirard section of Paris, but returned to
Rumania at the age of thirteen. His first language having
been French, he continued with it and ultimately taught
French in a Bucharest lycée. In 1938, he returned to France
where he has lived since.

*Translated by Christopher Waters. The interview first appeared
in NOUVELLES LITTERAIRES, one of a series by the author, under the
rubric of ‘Une heure avec...’

Spellbound by literature from the start, during his youth he
was able to place his poems in the little magazines, but never
could get a publisher to accept his novels and essays that
kept accumulating in his drawers. Until that day, which took
a long time coming, when he discovered the theatre.

The anti-theatre, rather; for he was exasperated by the
conventional aspects of everything he saw onstage. Thus, it
was via the cruel route of parody that he entered upon his
career of dramatist. THE BALD SoPRANO was first played in
1950, on the minute stage of the Noctambules theatre. He
admitted that his religious admiration for Alfred Jarry’s UBu
Ro1 was in part responsible for the genesis of this ‘anti-play,’
which he had first conceived as a ‘tragedy of language,’ but
which he ultimately treated as a farce on the extreme limits
of burlesque.

‘UBu Rol, along with my discovery of surrealism, provided
one of the great intellectual shocks of my youth. And I still
think that when you sweep away all the ideological trash of
the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries, UBU is one of
the few theatrical works you've got left. It, and Paul Claudel’s
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theatre — which, however, is a far cry from it!’

‘How was the play such a miraculous accomplishment?’

It was an anti-literary work. Theatre and literature are
two different things.’

Is that a fact?’

Tm personally convinced of it. Theatre is no more
literature than are painting and music. A few contemporary
painters have refound the essence of painting, but at what
effort! And in writing his farce — a true work of genius —
Jarry reestablished connections with primitive theatre;
which doesn’t mean at all elementary or easy theatre, as I've
often said. He rediscovered the essence of the dramatic art,
and that’s what I've tried to do in his wake.’

The scandal caused by THE BALD SOPRANO was nothing
compared with the difficulties of keeping it alive. It was no
easier for THE LEssON or for JACQUES, nor for THE CHAIRS,
which a critique by Anouilh resuscitated from death-throes
at the Lancry Theatre. But everything happens in this
strange century; even the bold meet with success. Already
THE BALD SopraNO — still playing at the Huchette — has had
thousands of performances. Most recently, RHINOCEROS was
put on at the Théatre de France, the newly-inaugurated
national theatre, from which it quickly spread to a worldwide
audience. The fact that he had reached the general public
displeased Ionesco’s first admirers, who reproached their
vulgarized deity for having compromised himself, even if his
message to the masses concerned the perils of
‘massification.’

I naturall asked him to try to define that essence of true
theatre which, in Jarry’s footsteps, he was trying to
rediscover. He smiled hastily and sadly.

It’s easier to say what theatre isn’t than what it
essentially is. I was just saying it isn’t literature. It isn’t a
story told on stage, either. Nor is it copy of reality, nor epic,
nor sermon, nor thesis. Basically, let’s say it’s tennis . . .
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Rugby, if you like that better; or perhaps it’s architecture on
the move. It's a living construction, a game where
fundamental antagonisms are set against each other.’

You were surprised that your own work, which you had
originally planned as a tragedy of language, became
something that could make people laugh. But aren’t you
perilously trying to combine the tragic and comic? Isn’t this
one of the principal characteristics of your art?’

1 really don’t see any basic difference between the two. I'd
even say that the comic seems a more desperate element
than the other. Tragedy is the logical expression of life’s
necessities, of its objective laws. Comedy has recourse to the
absurd, and thus represents hopelessness. But I've talked
about this at length in my NoTEs ET CONTRENOTES, which has
just come out, and I don'’t like to repeat myself.’

‘In that book, you often mention your dislike of any sort of
messianic attitude onstage. Being a confirmed partisan of
the completely-free work of art, you often inveigh against all
forms of demonstrative theatre, whether its level is moral,
social, or political. In this respect, you mention Sartre,
Miller, and especially Brecht. That seems to make you a
declared adversary of théatre engagé.’

The head of the avant-garde theatre suddenly seemed to
arm himself with prudence: T’'m for and against a committed
theatre. Every dramatist should be committed, simply
because he’s a human being. But, in my eyes, he achieves
greatness to the extent that he surpasses, in exercising his
art, all ephemeral involvements. The best authors are those
who don’t limit themselves to having their characters spout
propaganda. They are those who, while speaking about their
age, have risen above it. The playwright should deal with
certain conditions common to all times; that is, he should be
concerned with the permanence of the major human
conflicts. In this way he unifies what is true in any age—the
extra-historical. For instance, Brecht did this in MOTHER
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CourAaGE. Why is this such a good play? Because he shows in
it how the human qualities are wasted in war. No particular
war, but war of all times. In its essence, theatre is
extra-historical. Really, I wonder if its true dimension is
spatial, rather than temporal.’

Instead of venturing into the metaphysical, can we
broach some of your arcana, as artist?’

‘All my works have been experiments. Consequently, my
“experimentation” or practice of my craft — my dozen plays —
is making my task continually harder rather than easier. The
more | write for the theatre, the more trouble I have creating
new works. I live in fear of falling back upon my own cliches.
My life is a perpetual battle against that danger.’

This certainly sounds like the profession of faith of an
avant-garde author!’

‘Probably. The ambition of the so-called avant-garde
theatre — a bad term; personally I'd prefer “art theatre” —
our ambition is, basically, to liberate theatrical art from the
chains of tradition. Usually, dramatic literature isn’t even a
copy of reality. It’s a copy of copies, a link on an endless
chain of reciprocal imitations. What we of the so-called
avant-garde theatre are trying to do is break from such
shackles and return to the living sources, forgetting about
culture. For, culture has reached the point where it conceals
the fundamental questions that man cannot and must not
keep from asking.’

‘What are your sources?’

They’re difficult to retrace afterward. I often borrow the
central idea from one of my own short stories. For example,
my next play, THE FLYING PEDESTRIAN, stems from a short
story published by the NOUVELLE REVUE FRANCAISE.
Jean-Louis Barrault has the lead and Jacques Maucclair is
the producer.

‘But where do you get your short-story subjects from?’
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‘Usually from my dreams. So, really what I do is introduce
audiences into my oniric universe. In THE KILLER (this
character); the empty seats accumulating in THE CHAIRS; the
rapidly-growing corpse in AMEDEE OR How To GET RID OF IT:
These all are dream images.’

‘Here’s plainly an area where surrealism has left its mark
on you.’

‘There’s no denying it. And so did German Romanticism.
As you know, in dreams we’re much more keenly aware of
certain things than we are during the day. What is called
daytime lucidity engenders a mental lethargy that has a
much more dulling effect on the mind than sleep has. “Sleep
on it” is a very sound piece of advice!’

Is it as easy to apply your writer's craft to these
usually-nocturnal themes as it is to dream them?’ ‘Oh, no! I
sometimes carry my subjects around with me for months or
years. I'll sketch a scene, let it lie awhile, take it up again,
destroy it . . . Sometimes a sort of psychic refusal keeps me
stationary . . . Then, suddenly, I'm off again!’

‘Do the critics influence you?’

‘No. They disconcert and disorient me—a lot more than
the public, which isn’t so surprising, I guess—but they don’t
teach me anything and they don’t guide me. Perhaps it’s a
shortcoming: I don’t like to be defined. It makes me feel I've
been coagulated, or that I've been arrested and imprisoned
during the course of my necessary evolution. My work is a
struggle against every attempt to define it or explain me.
Once that’s said, I do admit that critics have a very difficult
job, at least as difficult as an author’s. There are really some
very great critics: Apollinaire, Baudelaire, Thibaudet, and of
course Boileau. Their own modesty keeps me from naming a
few admirable contemporaries.’

Your plays are produced a great deal outside of France.
RHINOCEROS was a great success in Germany, where the
public knows something about the mental crimes of
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totalitarianism. I've been told THE BALD SopPraNO is played an
average of twenty times a day in American colleges and
universities! It would be interesting to know if spectator
reaction varies markedly from country to country.’

‘Here, too, it’s the critics who differ. A lot more than the
rest of the public. And yet there’s a great deal of diversity in
the individual interpretations and styles of production. Just
to speak of THE BALD SopraNO—in Germany, they play it
gravely; in England, seriously; and in the United States, it’s
loaded with gags and lunacies.’

‘What about RHINOCEROS, which puts on trial the various
types of modern collective hysteria?’

‘Oh, RHINOCEROS! I attended the rehearsals of the New
York production. The day before first-night, I beat it. There’s
one point on which I and the Americans will probably never
see eye to eye completely. They avoid ambiguity like the
plague, and I can’t do without it. They want a yes-or-no
answer on every question. Whereas my reaction to every
question is yes, and again, no.’

10
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WHEN WiLL You UNDERSTAND THAT
IN so FAR As PRESENT UsE Is
CONCERNED, THE NovEL As WE Now
Know IT Is DEAD? © ARLENE
ZEKOWSKI & STANLEY BERNE 1962

Arlene Zekowski and Stanley Berne

CULTURALLY SPEAKING, AMERICA is no farther in development
than Neanderthal Man. Beyond the products of
commercialism, there is no attempt at other satisfaction of
human needs in America.

What has never been satisfied is at the source of our
American  loneliness—the recognition of what is
non-material—-what we call the needs of the soul. For
example: communication in words has broken down. The
root of the matter lies in the fact that we no longer speak or
use a language on which our own communication has for
centuries been founded—Latin.

The sentence today is dead because it is founded on a
dead language, Latin.

In Art, the dead sentence cannot be revived. It must be
destroyed, so that words once more become vehicles of
communication—counters for today’s thoughts, meanings,
expressions, experiences. ‘Words are of monstrous
importance . . . because they are actually electrical in the
sense that words stimulate the brain of the reader and set off
charges and reactions in the form of thought.”

The novel today, like everything else in our lives, is the
tool of commercialism. As a result, the novel is
magnificent ruin, plundered by all, being excavated, being
torn, being degraded.’

Cs

11

11
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Those writing novels today, write them only and
exclusively for approval and for money. (These are our
Neanderthal society’s values.)

The novel today ‘presents itself as a whore, open-legged,
begging for attention and business . . . inviting the
measurement of the grossest eye, being loved by a mass,
contracting the fatal disease of whoredom, and what is
worse, passing it on!” We have become dead to the sense and
purpose of literature, of art, of creativity, from the results of
a too long immersion in this debauchery and pandering to a
species of diseased communication.

(1) All quotations (herein) are taken from CARDINALS & SAINTS, On
the Aims and Purposes of the Arts in Our Time, by Arlene
Zekowski and Stanley Berne. (Croton-on-Hudson, N.Y., 1958:
distributed by GEORGE WITTEN-BORN, Inc., New York 21, N.Y.)

The inbreeding of the same and the same and more of the
same, has led us to the impasse which publishers and others
refuse to recognize but which is with us—sterility of ideas,
degeneration of soul, loneliness, frustration spreading out
from what we read to what we think.

All forms of communication are expressions of thought. If
we kill communication in the strait-jacket of dead forms,
thought is stifled, and in fact, we cease to think. That is what
has happened.

In America today, creativity is measured by super-market
standards. Will it sell? Can it be advertised?

Because of this, we are more in danger, today, of losing
our souls than of losing our lives. Challenge, idealism, faith,
excitement from the unfamiliar, and the true and the
new—all of this experience in being alive which art
provides—is denied us by the dead centers of our society,
which proclaim deafeningly into the ears of all-that the
human being is an object of manipulation, to be bought and
sold like the very objects it is told to buy and sell.

This is not life—nor is it art.

12
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The NEO-NARRATIVE,2 we feel, in its departure from
naturalism and symbolism, marks the end of two centuries
of conformity, stultification and tradition in the novel.

If it professes any principle at all, it is this: Thought is its
own excuse for being.

Existence or being, in language, exists through the
multiplicity of combination and inter-action which words
convey. There is no more finiteness to a word or words than
to the evocations of its effects in the sensibility of the reader.
Words will travel as far as the farthest imagination will
reach. ‘Today, the work produced is a thinking out and
erasure all at once . . . an erasure of waste, to bridge thought
to thought, experience to experience, only with the necessary
links, the bare sack suit, the excitement making the
excitement, the love making love, the word not made flesh,
but the word as flesh because it is.’

(2) This term describes the New Novel, as we see it. By
way of application see CONCRETIONS by Arlene Zekowski
(illustrated by Milton Avery) and THE DIALOGUES by Stanley
Berne (illustrated by Matta). These volumes appeared
September 1st, from GEORGE WITTENBORN.

13
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TOWARDS PRINT (THE WORD — ) BY
CURTIS ZAHN

‘Who killed it?’
Killed what?
‘The Word was Latin!’
‘Then, who killed Latin?’

It was those Gree x in the Brothers Broox suits.
‘Whatever happened to the gt. U.S. Novel?’
Television.

‘Greek Television or Latin?’

Western Television. You know, psychological...

IN THE PRECEDING PAGES, Authors Zekowski & Berne have set
about performing as a team of coroners to investigate the
curious circumstances relative to the death of the American
novel. Their autopsy suggests that it was murder all right —
and, in fact, committed by some Slick operators working out
of a Madison Ave. hideaway. And while the authors haven'’t
yet made a citizen’s arrest, they've got informers who say it’s
the same gang whose members dress like the hoods who
(according to K. Rexroth) did away with Dylan Thomas a few
years back.

For a coroner — or even a mortician — to order the final
rites, would be quite an, er, Undertaking; as yet, no one has
found the body. By that I mean that the novel is only
half-dead anyway, and I should like to explore the possibility
of suicide. It’s true that some authors have committed
suicide — and shouldn’t have. On the other hand, a great
number of novels of crime and sex have murdered the
literary artist’s chances of getting read. Which suggests that
now is as good a time as any to wrap up the whole case with
: Td Rather Be Read Than Dead.’

Berne & Zekowski, however, have fingered ‘Latin’ as the
accomplice in this alleged homicide. ‘Latin is dead,” they

14
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reason; and the novel depends upon Latin. Therefore...

But whereas the authors can be acquitted for using Greek
in their own innovations, I cannot but disagree when they
indict Latin as the ... root of all ill-literature. Seems to me
that there are at least three word-sources from which the
pundit can work to erect a ‘living literature;” and J. Walter
Thompson can’t do much about it: (1) words in the
dictionary; (2) those not yet in the dictionary — slang, new
terms ... ; (3) nonexistent words that ‘suggest’ or compel the
reader through phonetic sounds or eroto-aesthetic
association. Language then (even English, in which a
surprising number of U.S. novels are written) provides an
almost inexhaustible supply of  them. Words.
Unfortunately—because of the Reader, and not the man in
the Suit—a small percentage of first-class, inexpensive,
easily-available words crop up. Although the late Gary
Cooper knew how to say Yup’ in a thousand convincing
ways, his dialogue would have somewhat limited
Shakespeare or Herman Melville. Even today, it is indeed
rare when we read of a heroine who, although
dolichocephalic, and apparently suffering from
xerophthalmia, had a canorous voice which caused men to
bicomfirtulate frequently. Few are the writers who phullph
their arcked prows into the spome and snade of critical
literary escophilliation—being what they are, indeed: snedged
whapps whose only Snock is shaddled fame. Novelists for too
long have copied, refined, emulated, oscillated, imitated,
illuminated, and pittersnaded in public with moaned feggs of
stylized malconfuggmentation.

The fault, I think, lies in the fact that for perhaps twenty
years before any one of us Writes, we have had to Read.
Reading preforms—mo, even predetermines syntactical
regimens—our manners of linking words.
Jack-'n’-the-Beanstalk killed the novel long before Herman
Wouk got to it. The ‘pure’ creative writer does not exist: he

15
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would have to be isolated from all language (printed &
spoken) from birth. And then, with a dictionary and an
instruction-book on parts of speech, he could—by the only
method exempt from cliché or readymade
phraseology—invent his own brand of communication.
Result? The novel would still be dead. His readers would put
him aside as confusing, dull, obtuse, friddled, snoggish, or
unsnapped. The critics would fagle in the trinneled scowp of
meandering thud. Publishers would reject future works with
xenorabianitholofical smee. And Berne & Zekowski would
have proven their fillking point; i.e., Latin is lousy, even if it’s
Greek tome . . .

But, to get back to creative originality or, in my own
words, Bivissectional Eskullunge and the Literary
Pinggggg—I am also indicting several other John Doe’s:
painters, dancers, film-makers, composers, et al. Scarcely
any of them are actually Snague (free of influence). What
artist hasn’t seen a thousand canvases, before he thrusts his
libicidus pithorectus into a smear of Rose Matter?
Or—Madder? What composer (musicallus theftius) hasn’t
heard 1, 498, 398, 398 notes strung together out of the
utterly frapped 12-tone scale in exactly as many
formulae-plops as exist in International
bibliophiagraphianana? In as-yet unpublished and
unwritten essay tentatively titled DAU, I plan to go squarely
into the entire, scandalous history of the word
‘Plunk’—exploring its numerous Jungian astronations as well
as the asexologic Strubbs of a bi-fartician sublectic when
applied to prohibitive conspiracy.

However, before closing, I'd like to say a few words for
outboard motors.

As everyone knows, the commercial aspect is, well—let’s
face it—the commercial aspect. Pants wear out faster than
novels—sell better. Why do they sell better? Censorship. You
can walk down the street without your novel. However, latest

16
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statistics show that outboard motors are outselling
pants—especially in the low, wet countries. My advice to
writers, therefore, is to get out of the pants business. And
should any reader suspect me of snoggery, I suggest he see
my The Novel As a Kerouaciatic Study of Ginziphelian
Hoaxagraph : As Eternal As The Day Before Yesterday. (Two
pages, large type, unexpurgated.) If he still thinks the Novel
is dead—hell, who am [ to pass judgment on the
connivathinkarmianus of others?

cuM. M. M. ings. E. E. e. e. e. his) His soFtlyslippered rhy
-tHMS sLiP in, and. out of heARTbrainWomb , conceiving
and be -getting thE elfin genes of tWI -light (.dreams

by Dorothy Ellin Flax

17
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SCAN PP. 17-39, 102-104

THE CHRONICLE

The Chronicle — the running trade directory of little magazines
and presses that TRACE carried in every issue, a supplement to
THE INTERNATIONAL GUIDE TO LITERARY AND ART PERIODICALS —

runs to twenty-three pages here and records some 480
magazines and presses. It is omitted, with the capsule notices: it
is a working address list rather than reading matter, and the
GUIDE itself supersedes it. It breaks off at TROBAR and resumes at
the back of the issue, on scan pp. 102-104, running _from TRICON
to YounG PoETs TENTACLE; both parts go. What follows is a note of
what this instalment holds.

It is a good year to have caught. The entry for City LIGHTS carries
RED CATsS, the Pocket Poets gathering of new Russian work;
Locus SoLus is running from Majorca; KULCHUR, ORIGIN, THE
OUTSIDER _from New Orleans and Big TABLE’s successors are all
here, and so is EL CorNO EMPLUMADO, the Mexico City review
printing in both languages. BURNING DECK appears in its first
years, as does TisH out of Vancouver. From Scotland there is
Poor OLD TIRED HORSE and, listed under it, GLASGOW BEASTS, AN
A BURD. SEMINA is recorded, and MIGRANT, and NEwW DEPARTURES.

Of local interest to anyone following the Los Angeles magazines:
CoASTLINES, NOMAD, OLIVANT, INFERNO, GALLINAS PRESS and GALLEY
SaIL are all in this instalment, with addresses, and the Chronicle
is often the only place a run of them was ever recorded.

The rest is the trade: university quarterlies from KENYON,
SEWANEE, HUDSON, PRAIRIE SCHOONER and MASSACHUSETTS; the
English magazines AMBIT, STAND, OUTPOSTS, LISTEN, ENCOUNTER
and ANARCHY; MEANJIN, OVERLAND and SOUTHERLY from Australia;
ALPHABET, CANADIAN LITERATURE, DELTA, FIDDLEHEAD, PRISM and
TaMARACK from Canada; BLack ORPHEUS from Nigeria and
KYK-OVER-AL from Guyana. The full list of names is kept in
Trace_47_1962_chronicle_names.txt beside the transcript. — ED.

18
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THE SEDUCTION OF MR. MEEKER

Mr. Meeker is seated before the plant again. The chair tilts
precariously as he sacrifices, with a tweezers, a captured
cockroach to one of the opened traps. The lobes, poised in
anticipation, shut at once with a  sensuous,
barely-perceptible, clap. His fingers upon the stalks can feel
the quiver as the fluids spring into motion from the darkness
of the digestive system to slowly penetrate and dissolve the
prey so that it may be consumed. Tomorrow, or the next day,
the trap will reopen and there will be no trace of the roach.
The lower portion of Mr. Meeker’s slight body sways in a
tremor of sweet enervation.

Mrs. Meeker does not share her husband’s new
preoccupation. In fact she is disturbed by it, though she
keeps a nettled silence. Now, watching television, she would
seem not to care very much about what he is doing. Earlier,
however, at supper, Mr. Meeker had provoked a reaction.
With no small effort he had lugged the plant from the
living-room into the kitchen and poked bits of food at it as
though it were a pet dog.

‘The smell of green — it’s getting into the food —
everything.’ Mrs. Meeker had finally slammed her
fork against her meal. For an instant her
exclamation charged Mr. Meeker’s nerves with a
small rage and it seemed to him that he would burst
into tears if he did not immediately strike out and
kill her. But there is not enough love left in him to
sustain such an emotion; and with silent obedience
he had carried the plant back to its place on top of
the livingroom bookcase.

At the table again, the plate gone cold, his appetite
burned away in the dead heat of his frustration and Mrs.
Meeker’s small, weak eyes behind her rimless spectacles
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averted to a daydream, Mr. Meeker indulged a dreary hope of
communication.
T want to tell you about it, about what it does to me.’

His hand touched upon a piece of cutlery and he
experienced an unexpected wave of perception. But
in his new enthusiasm, his knees bumped clumsily
against the table as he stood up, and the sharp pain
jarred his insight. He felt it slip from him. His words
struck the air in a blind rush as though he would
retrieve and recapture what, for a moment, he had
known about himself.

‘When I'm near it, I feel a strange breeze blowing inside
my head, from way back in my head, blowing so
softly toward me. And it has a very sweet and wispy
scent, the scent the air has when the season is

ROBERT LEVIN

changing. It makes me feel . . . elated, I don’t know — alive!’
Mr. Meeker finished his statement with a quick, effeminate
wave of his hands, and astonishment at its brevity. He had
lost it. He had not said it all; and he had not said it right. He
sat back down and nudged his food.

‘Maybe I should get rid of it,” he said. ‘You think I should.’

Mrs. Meeker squeezed her face in revulsion. 1 don’t want
to even know you like this, Benjamin.” Her head swayed back
and forth as if she would shake thought from it. T don’t want
to know about what you do with it.” She had begun to gather
the dishes.

Television serves to turn Mrs. Meeker’s unease and she
watches it with an air of determination. The set is an early,
small-screened Motorola. It sits in a corner of the tiny,
cluttered livingroom, a room that resembles a neglected
garden. Too many colors; one chair, one ornate lamp too
many and, as the time is not so good for the Meekers, most
everything has turned, with age, the shade of dead leaves.
There are two bright spots: a pale wall is splashed with
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blatantly colored postcards which Mrs. Meeker received from
her spinster sister Edna, who once spent a month abroad.
On the opposite wall, where the bookcase stands, the plant
has sprouted white flowers.

Mrs. Meeker is unaware of Mr. Meeker’s sudden presence
behind her this night, until his hand crosses her breasts and
the gray bristles of his moustache nuzzle her cheek. She can
smell his warm breath. He startles her, for at that moment
she is running from the ranch-house steps to the embrace of
her lover who has just dismounted and who does not wear a
moustache at all.

‘Elaine, it’s late,” Mr. Meeker urges. ‘Come to bed.’

Mrs. Meeker is at a loss and says nothing. But Mr.
Meeker has found a knee beneath her housedress and she
gasps at the heated moistness of his fingertips. Mr. Meeker
has not coveted his wife in more than a year. Her reaction
now is to brush his hand away, not too quickly, not too
harshly. Who knows what evil, what violence, lurks behind
her now? Finally she hears him retreat to the bedroom. She
will remain in the livingroom until she is sure that he is
asleep.

In the bedroom, Mr. Meeker has found a magazine. He
leafs through it impatiently and then takes it into the
bathroom with him where he stays for some time.
Afterwards, he goes directly to bed and is asleep when Mrs.
Meeker enters, the top sheet pulled over his head as is his
habit. He sleeps soundlessly, though occasionally he will
start and quiver as if recoiling from some secret adversity in
his dream.

Mrs. Meeker undresses very quietly. She would not know
what to do
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should he suddenly come awake. She watches his head
buried beneath the sheet, his tiny mouth blowing air
through the small space he has left himself with which to
breathe. He is no more than a wisp of a man; his flesh is the
color of Winter. Still she would confess to fear of him. Lately
there is a real madness in him. She presses the lightswitch
slowly and tightly.

But the groan of the bed and the springs’ shift to
accommodate Mrs. Meeker’s cautious entrance, and the
quick swish of sheets and blanket, do awaken Mr. Meeker
and for an instant he cannot recall where he is. His heart is
beating with a terrible violence and he moves to encircle his
body with his arms so that he will not feel his fleshless ribs
and the mortal thump of his heart against the mattress. How
he hates his body. He is contemptuous of its slightness, its
vulnerability. But in fact he is contemptuous of his entire
being. How often it has come to him in these, his middle
years, that he is a product of his weaknesses rather than his
strengths. Now it is his burden to live with the cognizance of
his self-betrayals. The memories which he dislikes the most
are those which will return most frequently; and always, he
has come to anticipate them in the worst of hours.

His ambition had been to become a concert violinist; and
now to remember again that he was not without talent,
warms him briefly. But he had been quick to abandon
ambition at the earliest awareness that success might
require a larger gift than he was sure he owned. In
conversation, he will sooner blame economics than
self-distrust; though he knows it had been his nerve,
undermined by a dread of the competition he would face,
that had failed him. So now, in bed, he tries to avert his
thoughts; but they will not be turned away. Rather, they
reshape in fantasy. Against his will, his eyes fall shut and he
is on a large stage at the completion of a performance. A
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massive audience of those who know what is good and sense
greatness is applauding wildly. This image abruptly
transforms. Now he is a Bohemian, living from day to day.
He works when he needs the money. More often he is playing
an old, out-of-tune upright piano and composing, in a dismal
cold-water flat. There are weird paintings on the wall. A dark,
faceless girl is watching and listening from the sofa. Mr.
Meeker opens his eyes and faces the darkness again. He has
a vehement hatred for Bohemians. He envies their contempt
for the compromises he has bound himself to, and despises
them for their ability to deviate from those compromises.

He turns restlessly to his side and inadvertently faces the
clock on the night-table. A tension grips his loins. He is
reminded of the coming morning and his own special
compromise, a phonograph-record store.

ROBERT LEVIN

Tomorrow he will return to the small shop, inherited from his
father, which he has managed to sustain for nearly twenty
years though he has no real interest in it. Fifteen feet by
thirty feet, he spends ten hours a day there, six days a week.
It is the size of his world. In the early days it did not do so
badly, but the new chains have nearly ruined it. The air is
heavy with dust and the oppressive scents of cardboard and
old wood. The only happiness with which it can provide him
is in the occasional musician who will stop in to chat or
make a purchase. He is obsequious in the presence of
musicians and always gives them a discount. The thought
makes him cringe. At other times, he has the singular
irritation of an old candy-store owner harrassed with
requests for glasses of water from little boys.

Since he got the plant, the store has become even more
difficult to bear. He resents the store now. He will think of
the plant and the sweet honeyed scent, that deceives and
lures the insects, will come to his nostrils. Then, even the
few customers are an intrusion.
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Now he is thinking about the plant completely. It has
returned to his consciousness as though out of the shadows
of his deeper mind; an illusive, floating semi-presence that is
suddenly grasped. To think about it now, with his
sleep-warm body under his pajamas so intimate, flushes him
with excitement, an excitement which has come to have a
pleasurably-familiar, if ineffable, taste for him and which will
work its way to his sex and turn to desire. Sometimes, as in
this moment, he will wish that he were a woman. He would
love to spread his frailty beneath a force that would
overwhelm and devour it, rather than suffer the overbearing
responsibility of being a man and the deadening anguish of
not being what is expected of him. What the world has done
to a man, how he has coped, or failed to cope, with its
constraints, will inevitably center in and shape the
expression of his sex.

He turns in bed to face Mrs. Meeker, and a faint odor of
urine rises from under the sheet. Apparently she has already
fallen asleep. She lies with her back to him, her thinning hair
brushes his lips; an impenetrable wall of white flesh trussed
in a charmless gown of cloth for which, even in this new
moment of arousal, as earlier, he must coax a personal
feeling. He would like to be sure that she is really asleep. He
leans over on an elbow and peeks at her face. The oblique
light from the street-lamp outside is unkind. Her face seems
so small, grotesquely small. His eyes fasten in a sleep-heavy
stare and it becomes the face of an absurd and horrible doll
which, unwittingly rediscovered in this improbable corner of
the night, has somehow, unspeakably, aged.

Mr. Meeker experiences a moment of fright. He shulffles
beneath the
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bed for slippers, squeezes them on and finds himself
hurrying to the livingroom. There he gropes through
furniture to the bookcase upon which the plant is seated,
and switches on a lamp. The plant springs from the
darkness in front of him, its massive stalks, drooping traps,
and full white flowers are trembling gently with the
vibrations his movements have caused. This sudden
confrontation suspends his anxious animation. The plant is
an exceptional specimen. It is African and fully three times
the size of the domestic variety. He can smell the jungle in it.
There are eight traps, shaped like butterfly-wings; and from
the edges of each protrude rows of multiple curved spikes.
The slightest pressure, the weight of the tiniest fly, and the
traps will clamp shut, the spikes interlock. Mr. Meeker
recalls the exquisite sensation of a knot bursting loose in his
loins upon first seeing the plant in the Sunday magazine.

There is nothing left in the house with which to feed it,
and he thinks to buy several packages of dead flies at the
tropical fish shop in the morning. Then, disinclined to return
to bed, he pulls a chair in front of the bookcase and takes a
volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica from the shelf. With
the exception of several Western and mystery paperbacks,
the encyclopaedia is the only set of books he owns — 1943
edition. Mr. Meeker discovered too late to withdraw his
deposit in that first year of his marriage that he would be
unable to have children.

He opens the book and reads: Venus’ Fly Trap is a
perennial herb with a rosette of leaves bearing tall scapes.’
The book is heavy and his eyes are weighted with a day’s
fatigue, so that he must keep the book on his lap and bend
forward in order to see. The cover cuts between his ribs and
the discomfort turns his attention again to the frailty of his
body.
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For a long while he has believed that he is dying. He
would not talk about it, but he is convinced that he is in the
early stages of a fatal disease. Mysterious, undiagnosable
pains twist through his chest and he is so tired every day
and so weak. One by one, his cells are dying within him.
Most times the sensation is fearful. At other times it is
almost pleasant. Now, in the late hour, a drowsiness comes
and, his guard down, it is a pleasant feeling. He gives himself
to it, and meteors of thought bombard his receding
consciousness. How he would like to get out of the store . . .
but better to scratch for a minimum of comfort than risk no
comfort at all. He will take refuge in the thought that few
men will trade their security, no matter how dreary, for the
hazards of change. A baby is crying from the other side of the
wall. The nagging call tears at his reverie. Even their
suburban home is a compromise; not entirely their own, but
attached and bound to the small trials of another family.

ROBERT LEVIN

To meet even this, is a weekly tension and there is the
wearying travel from suburbs to city and back, which he
must manage daily on the subway. A woman'’s life is not so
difficult . . . a woman need not prove anything . . . he would
like to strip himself completely of what physical male
characteristics he can still claim . . . they are no more than
deceptions . . . cut them away so that he may reveal what he
really is. He wonders what is happening to himself and
thinks again of the desirability of getting rid of the plant.
With the last of his energy he reaches to turn off the lamp,
and the book falls from his lap. He feels content in the quick
darkness and would like it to come upon him and swallow
him up.

Mrs. Meeker finds him asleep on the chair in the
morning.

Tm not going in today,” Mr. Meeker says as he comes
awake.
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You're not going in today,” Mrs. Meeker repeats as though
she must hear such unfamiliar words twice in order to
believe them.

Mr. Meeker’s neck is soaked with perspiration and his
pajama-top clings. A dream — he cannot recall what it was
about — has left him at ends.

T don’t feel well, he anticipates Mrs. Meeker’s
disapproval. ‘A day closed won’t ruin us.’

T have shopping to do today.’ There is a strain of immense
frustration in her voice. T1l be out of the house most of the
day.

‘Please,” Mr. Meeker groans with such a sudden pitiable
urgency that Mrs. Meeker is taken aback. Let me talk to
you.’

Mrs. Meeker seats herself tentatively at the opposite end
of the room.

T'm frightened,” he says, looking away from her now. T’'m
very frightened.” He has begun to shake and clasps his

2

hands between his knees.

‘Go to the doctor,” Mrs. Meeker says sharply.

‘Elaine . . .

‘Just promise me you’ll go to the doctor. I'm going to call
him now, myself.” She remains on the edge of her seat.

‘No,” Mr. Meeker says, 111 call him in a little while. You go
and shop.’

Mrs. Meeker stands and looks at him strangely. ‘Don’t
forget,” she says firmly. She has done what she can; she
leaves. He hears her puttering somewhere in the house, then
the clump of the front door as it shuts behind her.

The house is very still and for a long while Mr. Meeker
remains in the chair, watching the weather through the
window. Finally he gets up and goes to the bedroom. There
he dresses and, without design, walks to
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the kitchen. Mrs. Meeker does not make him breakfast on
weekdays; he usually eats in the city, so there is nothing
prepared for him. He starts to boil water for coffee, but
quickly turns off the stove and wanders back through the
shadowed foyer to the livingroom where he stands for
moments at its threshold. His eyes light on each object but
evade the plant. He turns and goes again to the bedroom and
lets himself fall across the unmade bed. Mrs. Meeker’s
nightgown is lying twisted on the floor at his side and he
picks it up and throws it across a chair. There is a magazine
on the night table. He thumbs it, pauses briefly at an article
on the growing influx and significance of the supermarket in
modern society, then tosses the magazine to the floor. He is
counting the knobs on Mrs. Meeker’s dresser when he hears
the front door open and shut. It is Edna, Mrs. Meeker’s
sister. He hears her call Elaine. The sound of the voice jolts
him, but he makes no answer. He waits; for minutes there is
no further sound.

With caution he eases himself from the bed and walks
noiselessly to the entrance of the livingroom. Edna has
settled herself with a newspaper. Though she is wearing
glasses (Mrs. Meeker and Edna have both often remarked, as
if with pride, that their eyeglasses are interchangeable), she
holds the newspaper only several inches from her face. She
cannot see him. Mr. Meeker watches her as if transfixed. Her
breasts, he notices with some astonishment, never having
really seen Edna like this before, are not so large as Mrs.
Meeker’s, but project more firmly. His body begins to feel
weak; he realizes that his knees are trembling. It seems to
him that he can discern the tiny circles of her nipples
through her blouse. His gaze moves across her chest to the
curve of her shoulder where a tuft of steely hair protrudes
like a miniature, leafless bush. Suddenly everything about
Edna is sensual. He is having difficulty breathing. He
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continues to move his eyes. Her skirt is quite long, but he
can see her ankles, a shock of indoors whiteness just below
the hem. For perhaps a minute he stares.

‘Edna,’ he says abruptly; and she starts at the sound.

‘Oh. Benjamin. I didn’t know anyone was here.” She does
not smile.

T'm waiting for Elaine.’

Mr. Meeker doesn’t answer and his expression
disconcerts her. She folds the paper, unfolds it, glances at it,
looks again at Mr. Meeker.

‘Edna,’ he bursts, ‘do you think we could?’

Edna’s response is only a querulous stare.

Mr. Meeker is swaying in the entrance like an uncertain
pendulum.

Tve always wanted you, Edna.’ He begins to move toward
her.

As she understands, the newspaper falls from Edna’s lap.
A word

ROBERT LEVIN

catches in her throat and only a vulgar gurgle escapes her
lips.

Mr. Meeker puts his hand on her shoulder and at once
feels the convulsions. He steps away abruptly and watches
with a terrible awe. Suddenly, as if waiting the opportunity,
Edna bounds from the chair and rushes out the door.

)J( Overwhelmed with mortification, Mr. Meeker strides
about the vacant room in blind self-rage. What will he say to
Elaine? There is no doubt in his mind but that Edna will tell
her. As though by rote, he staggers to the bathroom, strips
off all clothing and starts the shower. Under the steaming
water he begins to soap himself with a violent urgency; but
as he comes to the lower part of his body, his movements
ease and he feels desire return. He stops the shower and
dries rapidly. His body is flushed. There is a terrifying drive
in him now and his breath is coming in gasps. The steamed
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room makes him weak. He moans and hugs his swaying
shoulders fiercely. No,” he spits into the hot air. He tries to
dress, but his clothes have come to have a strange weight. It
is a trial to lift them from the floor, to put them on. His
hands fumble with the buttons, but his shirt keeps slipping
open, he cannot zip his fly. Finally, after great effort he
succeeds and bursts from the bathroom. The cool air makes
him reel. He feels about to faint and braces himself against a
wall. There is a sweetness in the air and swift, chilling
breezes are blowing at him from each of the rooms off the
foyer. Bubbles of moisture appear at the corners of his
mouth. He staggers to the livingroom. He is aware that
hands are ripping at his shirt. Quickly they are at his pants,
his shoes. Only his underwear remains. He feels them being
slipped off and shudders in his nudity as he carries his sex,
like an offering, to the plant.
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ISSUE P. 297 - SCAN P. 47
A. FREDRIC FRANKLYN

THE PARTY IN THE HOLE IN THE
GROUND

PART I : THE GUESTS

In the summer Mrs. Tranquility gave these little parties and,
weather permitting, they were always held in the garden;
‘brunch’ affairs some called them, except that they were
really too elaborate.

I came as Observer; I was a satellite without any fixed
orbit, circulating largely anonymously among the tea-takers;
and though I held a cup or a glass of something, for
appearances don’t you know, I did not take tea with those
others. Oh, if you didn’t know me, you might have thought
for all the world that I was free. . .

And then I saw that Sebastian Baseball, too, was among
those present and for a while I hid in the solarium trying to
catch my breath; it was a desperate surprise, after all that
loving, to take tea together like this; it was unnerving. God!
Don’t you know.

But I recovered quickly and resumed my role, taking a
more anxious interest in the recent lotus eaters; and I
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soon observed others in costume; it became apparent I was
not the only actor. Well, good, I thought; they can all share
the burden.

Anne Boleyn came as Jayne Mansfield; that first Palladio
had the effrontery to appear as Gary Cooper; I was simply
delighted; it was delicious! So much depravity; and there
were others: Death expressed itself as a kind of caring. I
thought that in pointed bad taste. Ponchielli came as
Faubus; that was absurd, of course, no logic. Logic! Oh,
Lord. . .

PART It : AT TABLE

Later I joined a few deep breathers at one of the larger tables
for luncheon . . . brunch . . . whatever, some cold turkey and
ham and the most marvelous potato salad, oh . . . my head
aches. Some remark secured my attention and when I
opened my mouth as if to say something of importance . . . to
remind them all of . . . of another engagement perhaps . . .
the stupidest . . . the oddest . . . well, the silliest thing
happened. It occurred just as my lips parted: A . . . well, to
be blunt . . . a fat, brown roach issued from my mouth,

A. FREDRIC FRANKLYN

spilled out and down into my plate; leaped from my mouth, I
believe, because if it had simply crawled from between my
lips and down my chin, on to my neck and intrepidly and
brainlessly onward, into my clothes, I should have giggled
and supposed that probably I was dribbling, some juicy
morsel let from between an insouciant smile and distichous
white teeth setting off that dirt-brown life more awfully for
anyone looking at me. Oh, and my hair is yellow, too.

But it was a cockroach, that much is certain; and it
bolted directly outward for a moment of free fall and a soft
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landing in the turkey and ham; and so I knew, right away,
what I had done, you see. All the same, it was not the
cruelest thing nor the ugliest thing that had ever issued from
that orifice. I was remarkably composed. I fixed my hat, and
someone near me changed the subject. They were all so nice
... I hate to be hurt!

But how did that roach approach; where did it come from
in the beginning? As I see it, this is our main problem; and
the rest is History, as the famous man said!
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Sebastian told me the dark man with the white turban was a
Guru, and Mrs. Tranquility had keen hopes of bagging him
for Monday evenings. Sebastian had stopped at our table for
a minute. He said the little cotton print thing I was wearing
was lovely. These little tables were everywhere in Mrs.
Tranquility’s garden, and there were Chinese lanterns if it
got dark; everything had been done over for the summer, and
the leitmotif was all Hawaiian. Sebastian whispered
something in my ear and I didn’t want to say I hadn’t
understood; he was smiling and a moment later he left us.
Everyone was circulating and mixing again. And I wanted to
meet this Guru.
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PART It : THE GROTTO

I am ill! The conviction that I am suffering has always been
with me; but this is more serious . . . From time to time I am
suddenly separated from those others; only for a moment
perhaps; but it is at such times, when I am unexpectedly
isolated and I have aimlessly and unthinkingly wandered off
to some secluded corner of Mrs. Tranquility’s garden, that I
seem to see these things . . .

A. FREDRIC FRANKLYN

I remember

a blood-red waterfall! I am

certain there is a little grotto

tucked away in some obscure nook

of Mrs. Tranquility’s garden;

and there is something else,

something waiting there

by prearrangement . . .

I saw the little cascade of vermilion there,
coming upon it quite by accident

and remaining only the briefest instant;
then there was a moment

of the most frightening silence

and I knew there was something watching,
something not quite nice, I think . . .
staring at me . . .

and then, all at once, the sounds,
hundreds of them and all so normal,
seemed to rush back in to fill the void
and I fled incontinently

until I heard voices. I. . .1

needed people again;

activity!

A few laughs . . .
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PART Iv : AT NIGHTFALL

The night is gathering

with very little ceremony and too much mystery
here in Mrs. Tranquility’s garden;

nearly all the others

have removed to the house

and the lights are coming on there

as I watch,

cubing all the downstairs rooms,

and there are whirling shadows

across the curtains and blinds

and the strains of three-four harmonies
pouring their distraction across hardwood floors
and over Italian busts and hairstyles. I am
again almost alone out here.

This relentless sensuality

is an emptying process;

and I have sometimes thought,

if my life and every hope of happiness
depended upon my capacity

to parry one more conversational gambit,
the stones of all that narrow religion

might prevail for all of me

and mark my own grave with the rest. I .. .1
should just like to breathe!

Still, that activity fills the silences

that I hate I think most of all,

and I can’t bear the thought

of remaining here by myself.

Sebastian will come! I just know it.
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ISSUE P. 303 - SCAN P. 53
SIDNEY SHAPIRO

LETTER NO. 10 (EXCERPTS)

Sometimes it dives down, over the sea, the wandering bird,
following a pattern somebody handed it a long time ago.
Wandering up over the moon, with the willow stick in its
hand, nobody following it, nobody telling it what to do. Head
angular, caught in the wheel part of the time, but all the
same it flies. Wooden tongue slopping up the nose-cones
flying through the air.... I heard the talking stick speak to
me: ‘Go away,’ it said. I used to fly like that, rolling over and
over, sometimes robbing the hickory mill. but no more; now
I'm hurdling over the fence, not looking in any direction but
straight ahead. It’s floating time now. Wooden spikes
speaking to me. Noses slipping up under the window sill,
and the spikes turning to silver. .... This was World War II
when the trucks had seams, and didn’t always make it. Iron
men, and wooden trucks. I used to like that. Tires smelling of
rubber fire, and the rubber hose stuck to the bottom of the
wheels, siphoning off the smoke. Listen to the whoosh of the
finely-ground motor.... Time is getting on, you are getting on,
and I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have a few things in mind.
I've got a few things in mind. Just the same old dogs slipping
through the fence, in slow motion, one leg out and then the
other. Isn’t that right? I'm just joking about all these things,
actually I went off the deep end a few weeks ago, and I don’t
ever expect to be the same. Roses and robins flew down and
captured me, and I don’t ever expect to be the same. How
about you? Are you the same—does the robin in his nest
intrigue you? .... What do you think about? You tell me, and
I'll call you a liar, we’re all liars under the wood, under the
tree tops, under the lion’s tail. I heard the tailor say he
couldn’t do it right, because it wouldn’t be right if he did.
Have you heard about the wooden nose, dug in a few feet
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deep, and the howitzer spreading up and high rising down
and falling over while everybody looked around? Who
wouldn’t come back to hear you tell it. Smile, now, smile!
Wooden teeth sharpening on the stone. I want to get on with
it. Somebody is coming n