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W h at is  it to be  a w om an?
To be  contained, to be  a ve s s el?
To prefer a w indow  to a door?
A pool to a river? . . .
- Th eodore  Roeth k e

Th e  point of th is  review  is  going to be  
th at Th e  Blindfold is  a really good book .

Th e  first neat th ing about it is  th at th e  
jack et copy and blurbs  are  intere sting. Don 
DeLillo is  arguably th e  be st living fiction 
w riter in th e  United State s , and h e  rarely 
blurbs  anybody except h is  good friend Paul 
Auster, and so DeLillo's  endors em ent carrie s  
w e igh t, and on th e  back  cover h e  calls th is  
novel "com pletely urban and m odem  but 
w ork ing at th e  reader's  em otions  w ith  th e  un-
distanced intim acy of a traditional tale." 
W h at's  cunning about th is  blurb is  th at Siri 
H ustvedt's  "tale," w h ich  is  really four inter-
connected novellas, is  "traditional" only in a 
very specific s ens e .

Th ough  feature s  of Th e  Blindfold w ill re -
m ind readers  of any num ber of novelistic 
touch stone s  - Beck ett's  M olloy, Sartre 's  Naus -
ea and Cam us ' Th e  Fall, Fow les ' Th e  M agus  
and Auster's  New  York  Trilogy - H ustvedt's  
accom plis h m ent is  h ard to appreciate  fully 
w ith out reference  to a loopy ph ilosoph ical tra-
dition th at runs  from  De scarte s  to R.D. La-
ing and th en back  to Bis h op Berk eley. 
Becaus e  th e  m ost im pre s s ive th ing about 
th is  novel is  its  ingenious  distaff invers ion 
of th at m ost h aunting preoccupation of m od-
e rn art-fiction, th e  problem  of ph ilosoph ical 
s k epticism .

Th e  problem  of s k epticism  is  Carte s ian 
and ph allocentric and pre sum e s  th e  ontologic-
al priority of th e  Subject: I k now  I exist O K, 
but h ow  can I trust m y perceptions  enough  
to be  e q ually sure  th at any of th e  non-m e  O b-
jective stuff I s e em  to s e e  around m e  exists , 
etc. Since  your th ink ing m an avoids  sol-
ips ism  at just about any cost, th is  s k eptical 
Subjective ins ecurity - in w h ich  th e  integrity 
of th e  s elf depends  on an efferent relation 
betw e en th e  Subject as  active perce iver and 
w orld as  reliable O bject - s its  brooding 
astride  th e  w h ole canon of Anglo-Am erican 
20th -century lit, from  Eliot and Joyce to Bel-
low  and Lark in.

A defining ch aracteristic of th is  century's  
im portant fem inist fictions , th ough , h as  be en 
its  obvers ion of th e  s k eptical dilem m a. Th e  
be st fem inist lit h as  co-opted ideas  such  
as q uantum  th eory's  axiom  th at any obs e rva-
tion affects  its  object, post-structuralism 's  re -
volt against th e  "m etaph ys ics  of pre s ence ," 
and existentialism 's  (H e idegger's , Sartre 's , La-

ing's) idea th at th e  really s ignificant ontolo-
gical ins ecurity is  th at of th e  s elf about 
its elf, all to alter th e  s k eptical angst-dynam ic 
in th e ir be st fictions  from  Subject-ive to O b-
ject-ive .

Instead of a s ecure  Subject brooding 
Carte s ianis h ly over th e  reliability of an Exter-
ior's  appearance, m ost intere sting fem inist 
novels involve th e  ontological ins ecurity of 
a fem ale w h os e  s ens e  of h e r ow n auth entic 
existence  is  bound up w ith  h ow  s h e  h e rs elf 
is  perce ived by oth er (m ale) Subjects . Th e  
ph ilosoph ical touch stone of im portant nov-
els such  as  Jean Rh ys ' Good M orning, M id-
nigh t or Kath y Ack er's  Th e  Ch ildlik e  Life  of 
th e  Black  Tarantula is  not De scarte s  but Bis h -
op Berk eley, w h os e  ultra-em piricist tenet 
th at existence  cons ists  all and only in be ing 
perce ived is  w ay m ore  congenial to a gender 
w h os e  s ens e  of auth enticity h as  for a long 
tim e  be en dependent on an afferent relation 
betw e en th e  s elf as  alluring O bject and th e  
w orld as  a m ale Subject w h os e  attention 
define s  h e r s exual (th e  e q uivalent, for th e s e  
fem inists , of ontological) s ecurity.

Th e  Blindfold is  th e  be st novel I've ever 
read in th is  Berk eley/Laing m ode . In con-
trast to Rh ys , w h os e  portraits  of dis integrat-
ing fem ale s elves  w ere  pre scient but sort of 
s im plistic and fre igh ted w ith  a pas s ive s elf-
pity, and Ack er, w h o's  up on all k inds  of cut-
ting-edge  French  th eory but is  crippled by 
easy anger and a pench ant for cute, easy 
form al trick s  lik e  rendering h e r fem ales ' onto-
logical fragm entation th rough  s h arp juxtapos -
itions  of different narrative s  and enraged 
autobiograph y, H ustvedt's  protagonist Iris  
(h e r nam e both  an invers ion of th e  auth or's  
"Siri" and, literally, a perce iving eye) 
struggles  to e stablis h  an actual s elf literally 
to m ak e  h e rs elf up - in th e  face of relentles s  
and surreal objectification by th e  m ales  s h e 's  
draw n to. H e re  th e  book 's  jack et copy is  not 
only accurate but incis ive : It de scribe s  Th e  
Blindfold as  "a story particular to our tim e , 
w h en a w om an no longer expects  to m ove 
from  parents  to h usband but m ust forge  a s ep-
arate  identity to h old at bay th at w h ich  oth -
e rs  im pos e  upon h e r."

W ritten in s elf-consciously s im ple Eng-
lis h , th is  intricate novel's  be st com plexity is  
th e  neurasth enic Iris ' am bivalence about h e r 
objectification by O th ers  - all of w h om  both  
attract and repel h e r - so th at s h e 's  split not 
only existentially but em otionally. Th is  
s e em s  real. And h e r am bivalence is  justified 
by th e  h ypnotic pow er w ith  w h ich  H ustvedt 
constructs  Iris ' m anipulative O th ers : th e  
w e ird old h ack  w riter w h o h ire s  Iris  to com -
pos e  de scriptions  of a m urdered girl's  person-
al effects; th e  dem ented, "dis integrated" old 
w om an w h o s e e s  in an invalided Iris  a reflec-
tion of h e r ow n s h attered identity; th e  gifted 
ph otograph er w h os e  truncated portrait of Iris  
becom e s  a triangular th ird ch aracter and de s -
troys  h e r relation w ith  a lover w h o prefers  
th e  ph oto to th e  real w om an; th e  academ ic su-
perstar w h os e  translation of a fak e  (?) 

novella called Th e  Brutal Boy plunge s  Iris  
into a sch izoid trans s exual identification 
w ith  th e  story's  sadistic protagonist.

None of th e s e  s ynops e s  doe s  th e  jew eler-
fine  com plexity of th e  four narrative s ' plots  
justice . It's  not surpris ing th at a couple of 
th em  w on great prais e  and Be st-O f anth olo-
gizing w h en th ey w ere  publis h ed as  s h ort 
storie s  in literary m agazine s : each  of th e  
novellas ends  up a m oving, troubling story 
about m etaph ys ical erasure : In h e r struggle 
to construct a s elf in a relations h ip w ith  
m ales  and elders  (rath er th an in som e  cruder, 
Ack eris h  oppos ition to th em ), Iris  ends  up 
dism antling oth ers ' psych e s  to th e  precis e  ex-
tent th at s h e  pre s e rve s  th e  integrity of h e r 
ow n. W h at is  rem ark able is  th e  h aunting ef-
fect of th e s e  novellas' com bination. 
H ustvedt h as  created in Iris  both  a stunning 
synecdoch e  of fem ale s k epticism  - a fecund, 
sym bolic exploration of th e  q ue stion w h eth -
e r a distinctively fem ale ch aracter is  even 
pos s ible - and a com pelling, utterly th re e -di-
m ens ional fictional ch aracter, a h e roine  in 
every old and som e  new  s ens e s  of th e  w orld.

Th e  Blindfold both  intrigue s  and annoys  
in its  efforts  to align its elf w ith  anoth er tradi-
tion, too. It's  not surpris ing th at Don De -
Lillo's  prais e  adorns  th e  jack et, becaus e  Th e  
Blindfold is  clearly a fem inist rew ork ing of 
som e  of th e  central th em e s  of DeLillo and 
h is  literary com padre , Paul Auster. Line s  
lik e  "'W h at you've forgotten is  th at som e  
th ings  are  unspeak able. . . . Words  m ay cov-
er it up for a w h ile, but th en it com e s  h ow l-
ing back "' and "Th ere  is  no end to such  
discus s ions . Th ey w ind in on th em s elves" 
sound alm ost straigh t out of Great Jone s  
Stre et or W h ite  Nois e .

H ustvedt's  preoccupation w ith  s ilence 
and th e  untellable, inanim ate objects  and 
th e ir spatial arrangem ent, th e  m odal potency 
of nam e s , th e  geom etric expans ion of im -
age s , even th e  urban-bligh ted surrealism  of 
th e  novel's  s etting are  overw h elm ingly re -
m iniscent of DeLillo and Auster. And so are  
h e r pros e  rh yth m s , developed carefully via 
s h ort s entence s  and obliq ue  repetitions . A 
problem  is  th at Th e  Blindfold's  pros e  lack s  
both  DeLillo's  w it and ear for spe ech  and 
Auster's  lapidary com pre s s ion and lucidity.

Blurbers  prais e  th is  novel's  "brainw ave -
altering pros e ," but I th ink  th ey confus e  
style h e re  w ith  tone . Th e  narrative tone is  
m asterly - at once flat and s h arp, disas soci-
ated and intim ate - but th e  pros e  its elf is  
som etim e s  so clunk y it s e em s  as  if it h as  
be en poorly translated from  som e  fore ign 
language . Be s ide s  dialogue th at often 
sounds  stilted and w ritten, Th e  Blindfold is  
also pock ed w ith  ponderous  bits  of expos i-
tion lik e  "Th e  connection s e em ed rife  w ith  
m eaning, and yet it spaw ned noth ing ins ide  
m e  but a fe eling ak in to guilt" and "I didn't 
k now  w h at th e  w ords  m eant, but th ey 
s e em ed to identify an am orph ous  truth ."

It s e em s  fair to point out th e  w ays  
H ustvedt is  inferior to DeLillo and Auster, 
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s ince  s h e  s e em s  to try so h ard to as sociate  
h e r w ork  w ith  th e irs . Be s ide s  th e  DeLillois h  
m editations , Th e  Blindfold is  dedicated to 
Auster, h as  ch aracters  eating in re staurants  
nam ed after Auster novels lik e  M oon Palace, 
and is  studded w ith  w e ird th row -aw ays  lik e  
"I h eard, som eone  s h out th e  nam e Paul. I 
w aited for an answ er. None cam e ." Since  
H ustvedt is  Auster's  spous e , I gue s s  som e  of 
th e s e  are  at least explainable. But a little of 
th is  stuff goe s  a long w ay. At certain points  
th e  reader gets  th e  s ens e  th at Th e  Blindfold 
is  in som e  w ays  a rom an a clef, except a 
cozy inter-auth or rom an a clef, w ith  ins ide  
jok e s  and reference s  from  w h ich  th os e  out-
s ide  a sm all circle are  consciously excluded.

I am  giving th e s e  flaw s  so m uch  atten-
tion becaus e  th ey're  just about th e  only one s  
I could find. I don't k now  th at I'd call th is  
novel fun to read, but it's  very pow erful, and 
aw fully sm art and w ell-crafted, a clear 
brigh t s ign th at th e  fem inist and post-m od-
e rn traditions  in Am erica are  far from  ex-
h austed. For its  s ens itive, surreal 
illum ination of th e  O bjectified psych e , Th e  
Blindfold is  lik ely to end up recognized as  
one  of th e  m ore  im portant first novels to ap-
pear in th is  decade .
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