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T e  Nature  o i  t e  Fun

l l

⌠

D AVID  FO STE R  W A LLA CE

TH E  BEST M ETAPH O R I k now  of for be ing a fiction w riter is  in 

Don DeLillo's "Mao II," w h ere h e describes a book -in-progres s as a 

k ind of h ideously dam aged infant th at follow s  th e  w riter around, 

forever craw ling after th e w riter (dragging itself across th e floor of 

re staurants w h ere th e w riter's  trying to eat, appearing at th e foot of 

th e  bed first th ing in th e  m orning, etc.), h ideously defective, h y-

droceph alic and nos ele s s  and flipper-arm ed and incontinent and 

retarded and dribbling cerebo-spinal fluid out of its  m outh  as  it 

m ew ls and blurbles  and crie s  out to th e  w riter, w anting love, 

w anting th e  very th ing its  h ideousne s s  guarantee s  it'll get: th e  

w riter's  com plete attention.

Th e  dam aged-infant trope is  perfect becaus e  it capture s  th e  

m ix of repuls ion and love th e  fiction w riter fe els for som eth ing 

h e 's  w ork ing on. Th e  fiction alw ays  com e s  out so h orrifically de -

fective, so h ideous a betrayal of all your h opes  for it –  a cruel and 

repellent caricature  of th e  perfection of its  conception –  ye s , un-
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derstand: grote s q ue  becaus e  im pe rfe ct. And yet it's  yours , th e  in-

fant is , it's  you, and you love it and dandle it and w ipe th e cerebro-

spinal fluid off its  slack  ch in w ith  th e  cuff of th e  only clean s h irt 

you h ave left (you h ave only one clean s h irt left becaus e  you 

h aven't done laundry in lik e  th re e  w e e k s  becaus e  finally th is  one  

ch apter or ch aracter s e em s  lik e  it's  finally trem bling on th e  edge  

of com ing togeth er and w ork ing and you're terrified to spend any 

tim e  on anyth ing oth er th an w ork ing on it becaus e  if you look  

aw ay for a s econd you'll lose  it, doom ing th e  w h ole infant to con-

tinued h ideousne s s). And so you love th e dam aged infant and pity 

it and care  for it; but also you h ate  it –  h ate  it –  becaus e  it's  de -

form ed, repellent, becaus e  som eth ing grote s q ue  h as  h appened to 

it in th e  parturition from  h ead to page; h ate  it becaus e  its  defor-

m ity is  your deform ity (s ince  if you w ere  a better fiction w riter 

your infant w ould of cours e  look  lik e  one  of th os e  babie s  in cata-

logue ads for infant w ear, perfect and pink  and cerebro-spinally con-

tinent) and its  every h ideous  incontinent breath  is  a devastating 

indictm ent of you, on all levels ...and so you w ant it dead, even 

as you dote on it and w ipe it and dandle it and som etim e s  even ap-

ply CPR w h en it s e em s  lik e its  ow n grotes q uene s s  h as  block ed its  

breath  and it m igh t die  altogeth er.

Th e  w h ole th ing's  all very m e s s ed up and sad, but s im ultane -

ously it's  also tender and m oving and noble and cool –  it's  a 

genuine  re lations h ip, of a sort –  and even at th e  h e igh t of its  

h ideousne s s  th e  dam aged infant som e h ow  touch e s  and aw ak ens  

w h at you suspect are som e of th e very be st parts of you: m aternal 

parts , dark  one s . You love your infant very m uch . And you w ant 

oth ers  to love it, too, w h en th e tim e finally com es  for th e dam aged 

infant to go out and face th e  w orld.

So you're in a bit of a dicey position: you love th e infant and you 

w ant oth ers  to love it but th at m eans  th at you h ope  oth ers  w on't 
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s e e  it corre ctly. You w ant to sort of fool people; you w ant th em  to 

s e e  as  perfect w h at you in your h eart k now  is  a betrayal of all per-

fection.

O r else  you don't w ant to fool th e s e  people; w h at you w ant is  

you w ant th em  to s e e  and love a lovely, m iraculous , perfect, ad-

ready infant and to be righ t, corre ct, in w h at w h at th ey see and feel. You 

w ant to be  terribly w rong, you w ant th e  dam aged infant's  h ideous -

ne s s  to turn out to h ave  be en noth ing but your ow n w e ird delu-

s ion or h allucination. But th at'd m ean you w ere  crazy; you h ave 

s e en, be en stalk ed by, and recoiled from  h ideous  deform itie s  th at 

in fact (oth ers  persuade  you) aren't th e re  at all. M eaning you're  at 

least a couple of frie s  s h ort of a H appy M eal, surely. But w orse : it'd 

also m ean you s e e  and de spis e  h ideousne s s  in a th ing you m ade  

(and love), in your spaw n and in certain w ays  you. And th is  last, 

be st h ope , th is 'd repre s ent som eth ing w ay w ors e  th an just very bad 

parenting; it'd be  a terrible k ind of s elf-as sault, alm ost s elf-torture . 

But th at's  still w h at you m ost w ant: to be  com pletely, insanely, sui-

cidally w rong.

But it's  s till a lot of fun. Don't get m e  w rong. As  to th e  na-

ture  of th at fun, I k e ep rem em be ring th is  s trange  little story I 

h eard in Sunday sch ool w h en I w as  about th e  s ize  of a fire  h y-

drant. It tak e s  place in Ch ina or Korea or som eplace lik e  th at. It 

s e em s  th e re  w as  th is  old farm er outs ide  a village in th e  h ill country 

w h o w ork ed h is  farm  w ith  only h is  son and h is  beloved h ors e . O ne  

day th e  h ors e , w h o w as  not only beloved but vital to th e  labor-

intens ive w ork  on th e  farm , pick ed th e  lock  on h is  corral or w h at-

ever and ran off into th e  h ills . All th e  old farm er's  friends  cam e 

around to exclaim  w h at bad luck  th is  w as . Th e  farm er only 

s h rugged and said, "Good luck , bad luck , w h o k now s?" A couple 

days  later th e  beloved h ors e  returned from  th e  h ills in th e  com -

pany of a w h ole pricele s s  h e rd of w ild h ors e s , and th e  farm er's  
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friends  all com e  around to congratulate  h im  on w h at good luck  

th e  h ors e 's  e scape  turned out to be . "Good luck , bad luck , w h o 

k now s?" is  all th e  farm er says  in reply, s h rugging. Th e  farm er now  

strik e s  m e  as  a bit Yiddis h - s ounding for an old Ch ine s e  farm e r, 

but th is  is  h ow  I rem em ber it. But so th e  farm er and h is  son s et 

about break ing th e  w ild h ors e s , and one  of th e  h ors e s  buck s  th e  

son off h is  back  w ith  such  w ild force  th at th e  son break s  h is  leg. 

And h e re  com e th e  friends  to com m is e rate  w ith  th e  farm er and 

curs e  th e  bad luck  th at h ad ever brough t th e s e  accurs ed w ild h ors e s  

onto th e  farm . Th e  old farm er just s h rugs  and says , "Good luck , 

bad luck , w h o k now s?" A few  days  later th e  Im perial Sino-Korean 

Arm y or som eth ing lik e  th at com e s  m arch ing th rough  th e  village, 

conscripting every able -bodied m ale betw e en lik e  ten and s ixty for 

cannon-fodder for som e  h ideously bloody conflict th at's  appar-

ently brew ing, but w h en th e y s e e  th e  s on's  brok en leg, th e y let 

h im  off on som e  sort of feudal 4F, and instead of getting s h ang-

h aied th e  son stays  on th e  farm  w ith  th e  old farm er. Good luck ? 

Bad luck ?

Th is  is  th e  sort of parabolic straw  you cling to as  you struggle 

w ith  th e  is sue  of fun, as  a w riter. In th e  beginning, w h en you first 

start out trying to w rite  fiction, th e  w h ole endeavor's  about fun. 

You don't expect anybody else  to read it. You're  w riting alm ost 

w h olly to get yours elf off. To enable your ow n fantas ie s  and de -

viant logics  and to e scape  or transform  parts  of yours elf you don't 

lik e . And it w ork s  –  and it's  terrific fun. Th en, if you h ave good 

luck  and people s e em  to lik e  w h at you do, and you actually start 

to get paid for it, and get to s e e  your stuff profes s ionally types et and 

bound and blurbed and review ed and even (once) be ing read on 

th e  A.M . subw ay by a pretty girl you don't even k now  it s e em s  to 

m ak e  it even m ore  fun. For a w h ile . Th en th ings  start to get com -

plicated and confus ing, not to m ention scary. Now  you fe el lik e  
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you're  w riting for oth er people, or at least you h ope  so. You're  no 

longer w riting just to get yours elf off, w h ich  –  s ince  any k ind of 

m asturbation is  lonely and h ollow  –  is  probably good. But w h at 

replace s  th e  onanistic m otive? You've found you very m uch  enjoy 

h aving your w riting lik ed by people, and you find you're  ex-

trem ely k e en to h ave people lik e  th e  new  stuff you're  doing. Th e  

m otive of pure  personal fun starts  to get supplanted by th e  m otive 

of be ing lik ed, of h aving pretty people you don't k now  lik e  you 

and adm ire  you and th ink  you're  a good w rite r. O nanism  give s  

w ay to attem pted s eduction, as  a m otive . Now , attem pted s educ-

tion is  h ard w ork , and its  fun is  offs et by a terrible fear of rejection. 

W h atever "ego" m eans , your ego h as  now  gotten into th e  gam e . 

O r m aybe  "vanity" is  a better w ord. Becaus e  you notice  th at a 

good deal of your w riting h as  now  becom e bas ically s h ow ing off, 

trying to get people to th ink  you're  good. Th is  is  understandable. 

You h ave a great deal of yours elf on th e  line , now , w riting –  your 

vanity is  at stak e . You discover a trick y th ing about fiction w riting; 

a certain am ount of vanity is  nece s sary to be  able to do it all, but 

any vanity above th at certain am ount is  leth al. At som e  point you 

find th at 9 0-plus  percent of th e  stuff you're  w riting is  m otivated 

and inform ed by an overw h elm ing ne ed to be  lik e d. Th is  re s ults  

in s h itty fiction. And th e  s h itty w ork  m ust get fed to th e  w astebas -

k et, le s s  becaus e  of any sort of artistic integrity th an s im ply be -

caus e  s h itty w ork  w ill caus e  you to be  dislik ed. At th is  point in th e  

evolution of w riterly fun, th e  very th ing th at's  alw ays  m otivated 

you to w rite  is  now  also w h at's  m otivating you to fe ed your w riting 

to th e  w astebas k et. Th is  is  a paradox and a k ind of double bind, 

and it can k e ep you stuck  ins ide  yous elf for m onth s  or even years , 

during w h ich  pe riod you w ail and gnas h  and rue  your bad luck  

and w onde r bitte rly w h e re  all th e  fun of th e  th ing could h ave 

gone .
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Th e  sm art th ing to say, I th ink , is  th at th e  w ay out of th is  bind 

is  to w ork  your w ay s om e h ow  back  to your original m otiva-

tion –  fun. And, if you can find your w ay back  to fun, you w ill find 

th at th e  h ideously unfortunate double bind of th e  late vain period 

turns  out really to h ave be en good luck  for you. Becaus e  th e  fun 

you w ork  back  to h as  be en transfigured by th e  extrem e  unpleas -

antne s s  of vanity and fear, an unpleasantne s s  you're  now  so anx-

ious  to avoid th at th e  fun you rediscover is  a w ay fuller and m ore  

large -h earted k ind of fun. It h as  som eth ing to do w ith  Work  as  

Play. O r w ith  th e  discovery th at disciplined fun is  m ore  th an 

im puls ive or h edonistic fun. O r w ith  figuring out th at not all para-

doxe s  h ave to be  paralyzing. Under fun's  new  adm inistration, 

w riting fiction becom e s  a w ay to go de ep ins ide  yours elf and 

illum inate precis ely th e  stuff you don't w ant to s e e  or let anyone 

else  s e e , and th is  stuff usually turns  out (paradoxically) to be  pre -

cis ely th e  stuff all w riters  and readers  everyw h ere  s h are  and re -

spond to, fe el. Fiction becom e s  a w e ird w ay to countenance 

yours elf and to tell th e  truth  instead of be ing a w ay to e scape  your-

s elf or pre s ent yours elf in a w ay you figure  you w ill be  m axim ally 

lik able. Th is  proce s s  is  com plicated and confus ing and scary, and 

also h ard w ork , but it turns  out to be  th e  be st fun th e re  is .

Th e  fact th at you can now  sustain th e  fun of w riting only by 

confronting th e  very sam e  unfun parts  of yours elf you'd first us ed 

w riting to avoid or disguis e  is  anoth er paradox, but th is  one  isn't 

any k ind of bind at all. W h at it is  is  a gift, a k ind of m iracle, and 

com pared to it th e  rew ards  of strangers ' affection is  as  dust, lint.




