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By D.F. Wallace

Sardonic cultural parody is  so h ot th at 
w e 're  now  im porting m ore  of it it from  
abroad. If you lik e  ultra-ironic contem po- 
rary fiction - m ordant s endups  of consum - 

e rism , celebrity, pretens ion and vanity, laced w ith  
arty sw irls  of surrealism  and m yth  - -  th en th e  
Sw is s  auth or J. F. Federspiel's  "Laura's  Sk in" is  a 
novel you'll w ant to read.

Th e  first h alf is  s et in M ilan. Prim o Antonio 
Robtusti Is  a rich  old sugar daddy and art collector 
w h o collects  w om en and k e eps  h is  paintings  lined 
up s idew ays  lik e  book s  on s h elves; h e 's  a h ard-rage  
capitalist so laden w ith  neuros e s  th at h e  doe s  
th ings  lik e  m ak e  "th e  s ign of th e  cros s  th re e  tim e s  
over th e  safe  w h ich  w as  h idden be h ind a toilet 
bow l." H e  covets  one  Laura Granati, a gorgeous  
barracuda-naïf from  th e  province s  w h o is  cruis ing 
M ilan's  fast lane . Laura's  m ost flaw les s  feature  is  
h e r bottom , and Robusti decide s  to m ak e  th at 
bottom  h is  fine st art acq uis ition. H e  offers  h e r all 
h is  dead m om 's  jew elry if s h e 'll let h im  h ave th e  
w orld's  pre -em inent tattoo artist, th e  New  Age 
Am erican O m al O 'H ara, place h is  m agnum  opus on 
h e r buttock s . Th e  tattoo is  a very pretty m ap of th e  
w orld from  w h ich  Vivaldi's  "Four Seasons" em a- 
nate s  - - apparently becaus e  of m agically m us ical 
ink .

After som e  interm inable ne edle s e s s ions , both  
Robusti and O 'H ara fall in love w ith  Laura-as -
m asterpiece , and both  prom ptly exit th e  novel after 
grisly coital m is h aps . Laura flee s  w ith  h e r loot and 
Robusti's  m aid, Lucia, to th e  United State s , w h e re , 
becaus e  O 'H ara is  apparently such  an im portant 
artist th at New sw e e k  devote s  its  cover story to h is  
obituary, Laura's  rear end is  apprais ed in th e  
m inions , and s h e  tours  th e  nation lik e  a m us eum  
s h ow , displaying h e r posterior to various  profe s - 
s ional and civic organizations , cosm ologists  and 
Japane s e  gangsters  for m eaty fe e s , all th e  w h ile 
fe eling appropriate  rations  of s exual degradation, 
existential confus ion and fiscal glee .

M r. Federspiel, th e  auth or of th e  novel "Th e  
Ballad of Typh oid M ary," is . im m une to th e  criti- 
cism  th at h is  ch aracters  in no w ay re s em ble real 
people. Th is  is  becaus e  h is  novel pre s ents  its elf as  
a satiric fable. Its  diction (as sum ing Breon M itch - 
ell's  translation from  th e  Germ an is  faith ful) is  
s im ple and gentle. Its  plot s e em s  purpos ely stagy, 
its  scene s  brief and episodic, w ith  disotienting 
trans itions  and abrupt auth orial as ide s . And th e  
ch aracters  h ave to be  s e en as  intentional stereo- 
type s .

Robusti, th e  arch etypal art patron, is  "lonely in 
th e  m idst of h is  rich e s ," as h am ed of h is  peasant 
h e ritage  and as  relentles s  in  h is  exploitation of 
w om en as  h e  is  h aunted by h is  dead m oth er. Lucia, 
th e  earth y clubfooted m aid w h o becom e s  Laura's  
bus ine s s  agent, is  a baw dy s ide k ick  righ t out of 
Ch aucer. O 'H ara, a caricature  of th e  m odern artist 
as  narcis s istic m ystic, sports  s ilver m ak eup and 
disposable eyebrow s , com m une s  w ith  "th e  angels 
of th e  -m oon" (angels repeatedly intervene  in th e  
book 's  action) and gets  e rections  from  flexing h is  
m uscles  in th e  bath room  m irror. Laura is  th e  m ost 
com plex ch aracter becaus e  s h e  is  th e  least cons is - 
tent. Sh e  m oves  w ith out m uch  traum a from  be ing 
coveted as  an erotic object to be ing fam ous  and 

venerated as  th e  m edium  on w h ich  is  projected a 
great m ale artist's  vis ion of th e  w orld. H e r occa- 
s ional angst is  rom antically re solved by a blind 
New  York  stre et person nam ed David, a parody of 
a w ounded h ealer w h o can really love th e  spoiled 
h e roine  becaus e  h e  can't s e e  O 'H ara's  transcendent 
w ork .

If th e s e  ch aracters  s e em  s h allow  and unengag- 
ing, it's  becaus e  th ey are . But w e 're  not as k ed to 
fe el anyth ing for th em , just to sm ile k now ingly at 
th e ir allegorical s ignificance and adm ire  M r. Fe - 
derspiel's  ironic com m entarie s  on th e  rotations  
betw e en property/pow er/display and ph allus/le - 
ce s/firm am ent, re spectively.

M ore  com pelling are  th e  angels from  various  
religions w h o pop dow n e x m ach ina in th e m iddle of 
scene s , disch arge  som e  intricate duty according to 
exh austively de scribed cele stial regulations  and 
th en vanis h . It's  com pletely unclear w h eth e r th e  
h um an ch aracters  k now  th ey are  th e re . A lot of th e  
angels' m is s ions  s e rve no discernible purpos e - -as  
w h en O erth a, "angel of th e  North  and of glaciers ," 
Freeze -drie s  and th en th aw s M anh attan--but som e  
w ork  yeom anlik e  to advance th e  plot. Anoth er rea- 
son th e  book 's  h um an ch aracters  s e em  so flat is  
th at w h atever developm ent th ey undergo isn't 
caus ed by w h at th ey learn or decide , it's  s im ply 
zapped into th em  by angelic decree : it's  w h en a nice  
angel bles s e s  Laura "w ith  th e  gift of be ing able to 
love" th at s h e  falls for th e  blind David, and th is  

allow s th e re st of h er em otional story to be re solved 
along de sperately conventional line s .

M r. Federspiel's  surreal flouris h e s  and com - 
m entarie s  s traddle  th e  line  betw e en inte re sting 
and otios e . M ost of th e  surrealism  is  pretty but 
pointles s . And th e  auth orial as ide s - -usually in th e  
s e rvice  of som e  fuzzy th em e  about spatiotem poral 
relativity--start out som e h ow  incongruous  and 
appos ite  at th e  sam e  tim e  but q uick ly becom e 
annoying. Th e  narrator is  such  a breath y pre s ence  
th at h e  finally em erge s  as  a k ind of arch angelic 
m aster of cerem onie s , orch e strating th e  w h ole s illy 
plot and inviting us  to laugh  at every pratfall. Yet 
M r. Fede rspiel h as  a near-m ate rnal com pas s ion 
for h is  path etic stick  figure s , and th e  gentle ch arity 
h e  extends  th em  offers  a w elcom e contrast to th e  
cynical m anipulations  th ey suffer at th e  h ands  of 
one  anoth er, of th e  angelic puppete ers  and of th e  
novelists  unsubtle th em atics .

"Laura's  Sk in" is  least intere sting in its  tired, 
derivative re h as h ing of th e  contem porary corre - 
spondence  betw e en art and property, love and 
consum ption. But th e  novel doe s  a s e rvice  in sug- 
ge sting th at our m odern h abit of reducing one  
anoth er to com m oditie s  h as  its  origins  nor in gre ed 
or lust but in plain old fear.

D.F. Wallace's  m ost recent book s  are  "Girl 
W ith  Curious  H air" and "Signifying Rappers" 
(w ritten w ith  M ark  Costello).

Th e M illion-Dollar Tattoo

An ob s e s s ive  art colle ctor,
a b e vy of angels  and a
tattoo artis t tran s form
Lau ra from  naïf into a
ve ne rate d w ork  of art.




