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W h atis it be awoman?

To be contained, © be a\esse I?
Topreferawindow to adoor?
ApoolD ariner?. ..

- Theodore Roet ke

he point of tis reniew is going 1 be

tatThe BIndfoli is areal good book .

The fistneat ting aboutitis tatte
Jcketcopy and b lirbs are inkresting. Don
DeLilb is arguab ¥ te best INing fiction
wrier in te Unitd Staks, and he rare ¥
b birbs anybody excepthis good friend Paull
Austr, and so DeLi Bb% endorsem entcarries
weight and on te back cover he call tis
nowe I “comp e ¥ urban and modem but
working atte readers em otions wit te un-
distanced intimacy of a traditonal k"
Whats cunning about tis b Lirb is tat Siri
Hustedts "al,” which is realy four iner-
conneckd noe s, is "“traditional on¥ in a
\ery specificsense.

Though features of The BIndfoll w i Blre-
mind readers of any number of now kstic
touch stones - Becketts Mo by, Sartres Naus-
gaand Camus" The Fall Fow Bs" The Magus
and Austrs New York Tribgy - H ustwedts
accompbhmentis hard © appreciak ful
wit outreference © a bopy phibsophicalra-
dition tatruns from Descares © R.D. La-
ing and ten back t Bishop BerkeBy.
Because te most impressive ting about
tis nowe bis it ingenious distaff inversion
of tatm osth aunting preoccupation ofm od-
emn artfiction, tie prob Im of phibsophical
skepticism .

The prob Bm of skepticism is Cartsian
and phalbcentric and presum es t e onto bgic-
allpriority of e Subgct I know IexistOK,
buthow can I trustmy perceptions enough
1 be equall sure B atany oftie non-me Ob-
pctive stuffl seem 1 see around me exist,
etc. Since your tinking man awids sol
ipsism at justaboutany cost tis skepticall
Sub gctive insecurity - inwhich te inkegrity
of tie se Fdepends on an efferent re Btion
between te Subpctas active perceiver and
worB a relabk Obgct - sit brooding
astride te whol canon of Angb-Am erican
20t -century Bt from E Botand Dbyce © Be l
bw and Larkin.

A defining charackristic of tiis century’s
im portant m inistfictions, tough, has been
it obwersion of tie skepticaldiBmma. The
best feminist It has co-optd ideas such
asquantum teorys axiom thatany obsene-
tion affect it obfct, poststructurablsm s re-
wkagainst e "metaphysics of presence,”
and exisentiablsm 5 (H eideggers, Sartre s, La-

ings) idea tatte real significantonto b-
gicall insecurity is tat of te selF about
ite I, allo aler te skepticallangstdynam ic
in teir bestfictions from Subpctive © Ob-
ECti\e.

Instad of a secure Subjct brooding
Cartsianish b over tie re labi ly ofan Exer-
iors appearance, most inkeresting fminist
nove I involle te onto bgicallinsecurity of
a femall whose sense ofher own autentic
existnce is bound up wit how she herse F
is perceived by oter (mal) Subfct. The
phibsophical ouchstone of im portant now
e B such as 2an Rhys* Good Moming, Mid-
nightor Katy Ackers The Chill ke Life of
te B hck Tarantu his notDescares butBish -
op BerkeBy, whose ulra-em piricist €net
tatexisence consist alland on¥ in being
perceined is way more congeniallto a gender
whose sense of autenticity has for a bng
time been dependenton an afferentre ktion
between tie selFas aliring Obpctand te
worl a a mal Subgct whose atention
defines her sexual(te equinvalint, for tese
fem inist, ofonto bgicaBsecurity.

The BIndfoll is te bestnowe BHI\e e\er
read in tis Berke ByAaing mode. In con-
tfrast Rhys, whose portrait of disinegrat
ing fem alk se Les were prescientbutsortof
simphstic and freightd with a passive se [F
pity, and Acker, who% up on allkinds ofcut
ting-edge Fench tieory butis crippld by
easy anger and a penchant for cuk, easy
form altricks Bke renderingher m alls*onto-
bgica Hragm entation © rough sharp uxtapos-
itions of different narratives and enraged
autobiography, H ustedts protagonist Iris
(her name bot an inwersion of tie aut ors
"Siri" and, HNerall, a perceiving eye)
struggls © estab ksh an actuallse F Ieraly
tomake herse Fup - in tie face of re Entlss
and surreallob pctification by tie malls she’
drawn 1. Here tie books jacketcopy is not
on¥ accurak butincisive: Itdescribes The
BiIndfoll a "a story particu br © our time,
when awoman no bnger expeck © mow
from parent  husband butm ustforge asep-
arak identity © hol athay tatwhich ot-
ers im pose upon her."

Writen in se IFconscious ¥ simp ¥ Eng-
kh, tis intricak nowe b best com p Exity is
te neurastienic Iris* am bivallnce abouther
obpctification by Otiers - alofwhom bot
atiractand repe Iher - so tatshes spltnot
onb exisentall but emotional. This
seems real And her am binvalince is ustified
by tie hypnotic power with which H ustedt
construct Iris* manipu bhtive Oters: te
weird oM hack writrwho hires lIris to com -
pose descriptions ofam urdered girlk person-
alleflect; te dementd, "disinkegratd” ol
womanwho sees inan invallded Iris a reflic-
tion ofher own shatered identity; e gifed
photographer whose tuncatd portraitof Iris
becomes a triangu lr b ird charackr and des-
troys her re ktion wit a bwver who prefers
tephototote realwoman;te academicsu-
perstar whose trans htion of a fake ()

nowe B calld The BrutalBoy plinges Iris
intb a schizoid transsexual identification
wit te story's sadistic protagonist

None oftiese synopses does te gwe Br-
fine com p bxity of tie four narratives' p bt
Justice. Its not surprising tata coup b of
tem won greatpraise and BestOfantob-
gizing when tey were publshed as short
stories in Herary magazines: each of te
nowe Bk ends up a mowuing, troub Ing story
about metaphysicallerasure: In her strugg
© construct a seF in a re htionship wit
malls and e Bers (raber tan insome cruder,
Ackerish opposition © tiem), Iris ends up
dism antling ot ers"psyches  te precise ex-
Enttatshe presenes te inegrity of her
own. Whatis remarkab k is te haunting ef
fect of +tese now Bks" combination.
Hustwedthas creatd in Iris bot a stunning
synecdoche of fem all skepticism - a fecund,
sym bollc exp bration of tie question whet -
er a distinctine ¥ emall charackr is ewen
possib k - and a com pe Ming, uter¥ tree-di-
mensional fictionall ch arackr, a heroine in
enery ol and some new senses oftie worl.

The Bindfoll bot intrigues and annoys
init effors © allgn ite Fwit anoter tradi-
tion, ©o. Its not surprising tat Don De-
Li % praise adorns tie jacket, because The
BiIndfoll is char¥ a feministreworking of
some of e centraltemes of DeLilb and
his Herary compadre, Paull Auser. Lines
ke "What you\e forgoten is tat some
tings are unspeakab k. . .. Words m ay cowv
eritup forawhill, butten itcomes how i
ing back™ and "There is no end © such
discussions. They wind in on temse Les™
sound ahost straight out of Great Jbnes
Streetor Whit Noise.

Hustedts preoccupation wit silince
and te unt b E, inaninak obpct and
teir spatialarrangem ent, te m odalpotncy
of names, te geometric expansion of im -
ages, een tie urban-b Igh®d surreabksm of
te nowve b seting are onerwhe bhingl re-
miniscentofDeLi b and Austr. And so are
her prose mytms, dewe bped careful¥ \ia
short sentnces and obMque repetitions. A
prob Bm is tatThe BIndfo s prose Hhcks
bot DeLilb% witand ear for speech and
Auser's Bpidary com pression and Micidity.

B lirbers praise tis nove kb "brainw ave-
alkering prose,” but | tink tey confuse
sty here wit tone. The narrative tone is
maserl - atonce fhtand sharp, disassoci-
akd and intmat - but tie prose ite Fis
sometimes so clinky itseems as if ithas
been poor¥ trans ked from some foreign
Bnguage. Besides diabgue tat ofen
sounds stiled and writen, The BIndfol is
allo pocked wit ponderous bit of exposi-
tion Kke "The connection seemed rife wit
meaning, and yetitspawned noting inside
me buta fee Ing akin © gui k' and "I didn't
know what te words meant but tey
seem ed © identify an am orph ous trut ."

It seems fair © point out te ways
Hustwedtis inferior o DeLilb and Auser,
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since she seems t try so hard 0 associat
herwork wit teirs. Besides te DeLi Bbish
meditations, The BIndfol is dedicaktd 1
Austr, has charackrs eating in restaurant
named afer Ausernove I lke Moon Pakee,
and is studded wit weird trow-aways ke
"l heard, someone shout te name Paull |
waitd for an answer. None came." Since
H ustvedtis Austrs spouse, I guess some of
tese are at Bastexp hinab k. Buta Itth of
tis stffgoes a bng way. Atcertain poink
te reader get tie sense tatThe BiIndfol
is in some ways a roman a chf, excepta
cozy inkr-autor roman a cBf, wit inside
pkes and references from which tose out
side asm aMcirck are conscious ¥ exclided.

I an giving tese fhws so much aten-
tion because tey're justaboutte onl ones
I coull find. I don'tknow tatld calltis
nowe Hun 1 read, butits \ery powerfull and
avfull smart and we Mcrafed, a char
brightsign tatte fministand postm od-
emn traditions in America are far from ex-
haustd. For it  sensitive, surreal
i lim ination of te Obgctified psyche, The
Bindfoli is ke ¥ © end up recognized as
one oftie more im portantfirstnowve I © ap-
pearin tis decade.
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