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“A proposition is a picture of reality.

A proposition is a model of reality as we imagine it.”

—Ludwig Wittgenstein,
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus




“I don’t think I shall ever forget my first sight of Hercule Poirot. Of course, I got used to him later on, but to begin with it was a shock … I don’t know what I’d imagined … Of course, I knew he was a foreigner, but I hadn’t expected him to be quite as foreign as he was, if you know what I mean. When you saw him you just wanted to laugh! He was like something on the stage or at the pictures.”

—Agatha Christie,
Murder in Mesopotamia




“Writing … is but a different name for conversation. As no one, who knows what he is about in good company, would venture to talk all; so no author, who understands the just boundaries of decorum and good breeding, would presume to think all: The truest respect which you can pay to the reader’s understanding is to halve this matter amicably, and leave him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as yourself.”

—Laurence Sterne,
The Life and Opinions of
Tristram Shandy, Gentleman




“The fancy cannot cheat so well as she is famed to do, deceiving elf.”

—John Keats,
“Ode to a Nightingale”






PICTURING
“PICTURING”

I could begin with Lily Briscoe.

Lily Briscoe—“With her little Chinese eyes and her puckered-up face …”—is a principal character in Virginia Woolf’s novel To the Lighthouse. Lily is a painter. She is painting a picture throughout the course of the narrative—a painting of Mrs. Ramsay sitting by the window reading to her son James. Lily has set up her easel outside on the lawns and she paints while various players flit and charge about the property.

She is nervous about being interrupted, about someone breaking her concentration while she is engaged in this delicate act. The idea that someone would interrogate her about the painting is intolerable.

But kind, acceptable Mr. Bankes wanders up, examines her work, and asks what she wished to indicate “by the triangular purple shape, ‘just there.’ ” (It is meant to be Mrs. Ramsay and her son, though “no one could tell it for a human shape.”)


Mother and child then—objects of universal veneration, and in this case the mother was famous for her beauty—might be reduced, he pondered, to a purple shadow…



Mother and child: reduced.

***

We never see this picture (the picture Lily paints in Virginia Woolf’s novel). We are only told about it.

Lily is painting the scene that we, as readers, are being asked to imagine. (We are asked to imagine both: the scene and its painted likeness.)

***

This might be a good place to begin: with the picture that Lily paints; with its shapes, smudges, and shadows. The painting is Lily’s reading of the tableau in front of her.

I cannot see the scene that Lily is attempting to capture.

I cannot see Lily herself. She is, in my mind, a scarcely perceptible hieroglyph.

The scene and its occupants are blurred.

Strangely, the painting seems more … vivid.

***


FICTIONS

[image: ]

“A world of disorderly notions, picked out of his books, crowded into his imagination.”—Don Quixote in his library

What do we see when we read?

(Other than words on a page.)

What do we picture in our minds?


    [image: there is a story called reading]



The story of reading is a remembered story. When we read, we are immersed. And the more we are immersed, the less we are able, in the moment, to bring our analytic minds to bear upon the experience in which we are absorbed. Thus, when we discuss the feeling of reading we are really talking about the memory of having read.*

    *William James describes the impossible attempt to introspectively examine our own consciousness as “trying to turn up the gas quickly enough to see how the darkness looks.”


And this memory of reading is a false memory.

[image: ]

When we remember the experience of reading a book, we imagine a continuous unfolding of images.



For instance, I remember reading Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina:

“I saw Anna; I saw Anna’s house …”



[image: gesture drawings of Anna and her house]

We imagine that the experience of reading is like that of watching a film.

[image: movie screen]

But this is not what actually happens—this is neither what reading is, nor what reading is like.

If I said to you, “Describe Anna Karenina,” perhaps you’d mention her beauty. If you were reading closely you’d mention her “thick lashes,” her weight, or maybe even her little downy mustache (yes—it’s there). Mathew Arnold remarks upon “Anna’s shoulders, and masses of hair, and half-shut eyes …”

But what does Anna Karenina look like? You may feel intimately acquainted with a character (people like to say, of a brilliantly described character, “it’s like I know her”), but this doesn’t mean you are actually picturing a person. Nothing so fixed—nothing so choate.

***
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Most authors (wittingly, unwittingly) provide their fictional characters with more behavior than physical description. Even if an author excels at physical description, we are left with shambling concoctions of stray body parts and random detail (authors can’t tell us everything). We fill in gaps. We shade them in. We gloss over them. We elide. Anna: her hair, her weight—these are facets only, and do not make up a true image of a person. They make up a body type, a hair color…What does Anna look like? We don’t know—our mental sketches of characters are worse than police composites.

[image: Anna police sketch]

Anna Karenina, rendered by police composite-sketch software based on the descriptions in Tolstoy’s text. (I always imagined her hair as being more tightly curled, and blacker…)


Visualizing seems to require will…

…though at times it may also seem as though an image of a sort appears to us unbidden.

    (It is tenuous, and withdraws shyly upon scrutiny.)

    
[image: diagnoally screened image]


[image: cut-out image showing a face]

I canvass readers. I ask them if they can clearly imagine their favorite characters. To these readers, a beloved character is, to borrow William Shakespeare’s phrase, “bodied forth.”

These readers contend that the success of a work of fiction hinges on the putative authenticity of the characters. Some readers go further and suggest that the only way they can enjoy a novel is if the main characters are easily visible:

“Can you picture, in your mind, what Anna Karenina looks like?” I ask.


“Yes,” they say, “as if she were standing here in front of me.”

“What does her nose look like?”

“I hadn’t thought it out; but now that I think of it, she would be the kind of person who would have a nose like …”

“But wait—how did you picture her before I asked? Noseless?”

“Well …”

“Does she have a heavy brow? Bangs? Where does she hold her weight? Does she slouch? Does she have laugh lines?”



(Only a very tedious writer would tell you this much about a character.*)

***

*Though Tolstoy never tires of mentioning Anna’s slender hands. What does this emblematic description signify for Tolstoy?

[image: ]

Some readers swear they can picture these characters perfectly, but only while they are reading. I doubt this, but I wonder now if our images of characters are vague because our visual memories are vague in general.

***

A thought experiment: Picture your mother. Now picture your favorite literary character. (Or: Picture your home. Then picture Howards End.) The difference between your mother’s afterimage and that of a literary character you love is that the more you concentrate, the more your mother might come into focus. A character will not reveal herself so easily. (The closer you look, the farther away she gets.)

    (Actually, this is a relief. When I impose a face on a fictional character, the effect isn’t one of recognition, but dissonance. I end up imagining someone I know.* And then I think: That isn’t Anna!)

    *I recently had the experience while reading a novel wherein I thought I had clearly “seen” a character, a society woman with “widely spaced eyes.” When I subsequently scrutinized my imagination, I discovered that what I had been imagining was the face of one of my coworkers, grafted onto the body of an elderly friend of my grandmother’s. When brought into focus, this was not a pleasant sight.

    
    [image: little dancers]

Often, when I ask someone to describe the physical appearance of a key character from their favorite book they will tell me how this character moves through space. (Much of what takes place in fiction is choreographic.)

One reader told me Benjy Compson from William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury was “lumbering, uncoordinated …”

But what does he look like?

***

[image: ]

Literary characters are physically vague—they have only a few features, and these features hardly seem to matter—or, rather, these features matter only in that they help to refine a character’s meaning. Character description is a kind of circumscription. A character’s features help to delineate their boundaries—but these features don’t help us truly picture a person.*

    *Or is it that comprehensiveness is not an important factor in the identification of anything?

***

It is precisely what the text does not elucidate that becomes an invitation to our imaginations. So I ask myself: Is it that we imagine the most, or the most vividly, when an author is at his most elliptical or withholding?

(In music, notes and chords define ideas, but so do rests.)

[image: characters are ciphers, and narravies are made richer by omission]
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William Gass, on Mr. Cashmore from Henry James’s The Awkward Age:


We can imagine any number of other sentences about Mr. Cashmore added … now the question is: what is Mr. Cashmore? Here is the answer I shall give: Mr. Cashmore is (1) a noise, (2) a proper name, (3) a complex system of ideas, (4) a controlling perception, (5) an instrument of verbal organization, (6) a pretended mode of referring, and (7) a source of verbal energy.



The same could be said of any character—of Nanda, from the same book, or of Anna Karenina. Of course—isn’t the fact that Anna is ineluctably drawn to Vronsky (and feels trapped in her marriage) more significant than the mere morphological fact of her being, say, “full-figured”?

It is how characters behave, in relation to everyone and everything in their fictional, delineated world, that ultimately matters. (“Lumbering, uncoordinated …”)

Though we may think of characters as visible, they are more like a set of rules that determines a particular outcome. A character’s physical attributes may be ornamental, but their features can also contribute to their meaning.

(What is the difference between seeing and understanding?)
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A = Anna is young and pretty (is in possession of “slender hands”; is pleasingly plump; is pale and blushing; has masses of dark curly hair; etc.)

K = Karenin is old and ugly.

V = Vronsky is young and handsome.

M = Mores: i.e., the condemnation of extramarital affairs (by women) in nineteenth-century Russia

T = Anna will be killed by a train.

“a,” “k,” & “v” = Anna, Karenin, & Vronsky

Take Karenin’s ears…

(Karenin is the cuckolded husband of Anna Karenina.)

Are his ears large or small?


At Petersburg, so soon as the train stopped and she got out, the first person that attracted her attention was her husband. ‘Oh, mercy! Why do his ears look like that?’ she thought, looking at his frigid and imposing figure, and especially the ears that struck her at the moment as propping up the brim of his round hat…




Karenin’s ears grow in proportion to his wife’s disaffection with him. In this way, these ears tell us nothing about how Karenin looks, and a great deal about how Anna feels.

[image: ]
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Ishmael.”

What happens when you read the first line of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick?

You are being addressed, but by whom? Chances are you hear the line (in your mind’s ear) before you picture the speaker. I can hear Ishmael’s words more clearly than I can see his face. (Audition requires different neurological processes than vision, or smell. And I would suggest that we hear more than we see while we are reading.)

If you did manage to summon an image of Ishmael, what did you come up with? A seafaring man of some sort? (Is this a picture or a category?) Do you picture Richard Basehart, the actor in the John Huston adaptation?

[image: ]

(One should watch a film adaptation of a favorite book only after considering, very carefully, the fact that the casting of the film may very well become the permanent casting of the book in one’s mind. This is a very real hazard.)

***

What color is your Ishmael’s hair? Is it curly or straight? Is he taller than you? If you don’t picture him clearly, do you merely set aside a chit, a placeholder that says, “Protagonist, narrator—first person”? Maybe this is enough. Ishmael probably evokes a feeling in you—but this is not the same as seeing him.

Maybe Melville had a specific image in mind for his Ishmael. Maybe Ishmael looked like someone he knew from his years at sea. But Melville’s image is not ours. And no matter how well illustrated Ishmael may or may not be (I can’t remember if Melville describes Ishmael’s physical attributes, and I’ve read the book three times), chances are we will have to constantly revise our image of him as the book progresses. We are ever reviewing and reconsidering our mental portraits of characters in novels: amending them, backtracking to check on them, updating them when new information arises…

[image: anchor, ship wheel]

What kind of face you assign to Ishmael might depend upon what mood you are in on a particular day. Ishmael might look as different from one chapter to the next as, say, Tashtego does from Stubb.

[image: ]

Sometimes, in a play, several actors perform a single role. In these instances, the cognitive dissonance aroused by multiple actors is evident to the theatrical audience. But after reading a novel, we think back on its characters as if they were played by single actors. (In a narrative, multiplicity of “character” is read as psychological complexity.)

***

[image: ]

A question: Emma Bovary’s eye color (famously) changes during the course of Gustave Flaubert’s novel Madame Bovary. Blue, brown, deep black … Does this matter?

It doesn’t appear to.

***

[image: ]


“I feel sorry for novelists when they have to mention women’s eyes: there’s so little choice … Her eyes are blue: innocence and honesty. Her eyes are black: passion and depth. Her eyes are green: wildness and jealousy. Her eyes are brown: reliability and common sense. Her eyes are violet: the novel is by Raymond Chandler.”

—Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot



[image: ]

Another question: As a character develops throughout the course of a novel, does the way this character “looks” to you (their appearance) change … as a result of their inner development? (A real person may become more beautiful to us once we are better acquainted with their nature—and in these cases our increased affection isn’t due to some closer physical observation.)

Are characters complete as soon as they are introduced? Perhaps they are complete, but just out of order; the way a puzzle might be.

***

To the Lighthouse is a novel that is exemplary for, among other merits, its close descriptions of sensory and psychological experience. The raw material of the book isn’t as much character, place, and plot as it is sense data.

The book opens like this:

“ ‘Yes, of course, if it’s fine tomorrow,’ said Mrs. Ramsay.”

I imagine these words echoing in a void. Who is Mrs. Ramsay? Where is she? She is speaking to someone. Two faceless people in a void—inchoate and unconstituted.

As we read on, Mrs. Ramsay becomes a collage, composed of clippings, like the ones in her son James’s book.

***

[image: ]

Mrs. Ramsay is speaking to her son, we are told. Is she, perhaps, seventy—and he fifty? No, we learn that he is only six. Revisions are made. And so on. If fiction were linear we would learn to wait, in order to picture. But we don’t wait. We begin imaging right out of the gate, immediately upon beginning a book.

When we remember reading books, we don’t remember having made these constant little adjustments.

Once again: We simply remember it as if we had watched the movie…

[image: ]


OPENINGS

When I read, I withdraw from the phenomenal world. I turn my attention “inward.” Paradoxically, I turn outward toward the book I am holding, and, as if the book were a mirror, I feel as though I am looking inward. (This idea of a mirror is an analogy for the act of reading. And I can imagine other analogies as well: For instance, I can imagine reading is like withdrawing to a cloister behind my eyes—an open court, hemmed by a covered path; a fountain, a tree—a place of contemplation. But this is not what I see when I read. I don’t see a cloister, or a mirror. What I see when I’m reading is not the act of reading itself, nor do I see analogies for the act of reading.)

When I read, my retirement from the phenomenal world is undertaken too quickly to notice. The world in front of me and the world “inside” me are not merely adjacent, but overlapping; superimposed. A book feels like the intersection of these two domains—or like a conduit; a bridge; a passage between them.

When my eyes are closed, the seen (the aurora borealis of my inner lids) and the imagined (say, an image of Anna Karenina) are never more than a volitional flick away from each other. Reading is like this closed-eye world—and reading takes place behind lids of a sort. An open book acts as a blind—its boards and pages shut out the world’s clamorous stimuli and encourage the imagination.

[image: ]

The openings of To the Lighthouse and Moby-Dick are confusing for the reader—we haven’t yet been given sufficient information to begin processing the narrative and its imagery.

But we are used to such confusion. All books open in doubt and dislocation.




When you first open a book, you enter a liminal space. You are neither in this world, the world wherein you hold a book (say, this book), nor in that world (the metaphysical space the words point toward). To some extent this polydimensionality describes the feeling of reading in general—one is in

[image: ]

Italo Calvino describes this intermediacy…


The novel begins in a railway station, a locomotive huffs, steam from a piston covers the opening of the chapter, a cloud of smoke hides part of the first paragraph.
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[image: bleak house also begins in fog]

Bleak House opens in fog—and this fog is a component part of the world Charles Dickens has written into being.

The fog is also a reference to the “actual” fog of London.

This fog is also a metaphor for the English chancery court system.

I just used this same fog as a visual metaphor for the openings of books in general.

The only one of these fogs that is completely indecipherable to me is the visual effect, in fiction, of fog.


TIME

I read a book aloud to my daughter. I read this passage to her:

[image: ]
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When I performed that scream for my daughter, it was in an uninflected, neutral voice—not because I can’t act (although I can’t), but because I didn’t yet know which character was screaming. When I learned, farther down the page, who the screaming character was, my daughter made me go back and read the passage again—this time with a high, girlish voice appropriate to that particular character…

This is the process through which we visualize characters. We start thinking of them one way—and then lo, fifty pages later, we find out they are different from our mental placeholder in some crucial way, and we readjust.

***

[image: ]

James Joyce’s Ulysses opens like so:

[image: ]

“Stately, plump Buck Mulligan …”

When Buck Mulligan appears, he comes at us adjectives first. His adjectives precede him.

A first reading of Ulysses might generate a series of static images in the reader’s mind; each picture relating to Buck’s descriptors, one by one, as they appear.

These adjectives are asynchronous; they may appear out of time.

[image: ]
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The reading imagination reveals our own dispositions. The book has drawn them out of us.

(Our dispositions are strange…)

[image: ]

The book might later eliminate these in favor of others.

But (of course) we do not apprehend words as we are reading them…

[image: ]
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When we read, we take in whole eyefuls of words. We gulp them like water.

***

[image: ]

A word’s context matters. The significance of a word is contingent on the words that surround it. In this way, words are like musical notes. Imagine a single tone…

[image: ]

It is like a word out of context. You might consider such a single pitch as one might consider a noise (especially if the note is produced by, say, a car horn)—i.e., devoid of meaning.

[image: ]

Add another note and there is now some context with which to consider the first. A chord is now heard, even if one wasn’t intended.

[image: ]

Add a third note and meaning becomes further narrowed. Mood is changed utterly by virtue of context. So it is with words.

Context—not just semantic but narrative context—accumulates only as one reads deeper and deeper into a text.

    [image: ]
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Despite this fact—that our understanding of a narrative develops throughout the course of a story—I’ve noticed that the intensity of my imagination does not increase, as a result, toward the end of a book. The final pages of books are not full of spectacle, but rather, more pregnant with significance.

(I only want to underscore, again, the difference between seeing and understanding.)

***

In order to make sense of a book’s words and phrases we must think ahead when we read—we must anticipate. This is how we readers contend with the cul-de-sacs, hiccups, gaps, and enjambments of our linear, written language.

We are picturing what we are told to see, but also we are picturing what we imagine we will be told to see, farther down the page. If a character rounds a corner, we predict what’s around the bend (even if the author refuses to tell us).

[image: ]

We gulp words and phrases when we read quickly, but we also may choose to savor some texts, and roll them on our tongues.

(Does the speed at which we read affect the vividness of our imagination?)

***

Have you ever walked along the shoulder of a road upon which you normally drive? Details you hadn’t seen at high speed are suddenly revealed. You learn that a road is really two different roads—one for pedestrians and another for passengers. These roads bear only a thin, cartographical relationship to each other. The experiences of these roads are utterly distinct.

If books were roads, some would be made for driving quickly—details are scant, and what details there are appear drab—but the velocity and torque of the narrative is exhilarating. Some books, if seen as roads, would be made for walking—the trajectory of the road mattering far less than the vistas these roads might afford. The best book for me: I drive through it quickly but am forced to stop on occasion, to pull over and marvel. These books are books meant to be reread. (The first time through, I can tear along, as fast as possible, and then later, I’ll enjoy a leisurely stroll—so that I can see what I’ve missed.)

[image: ]
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    I’m reading aloud to my daughter again. (I do this every night.)

I notice that I still read words from the end of a previous page after I’ve already turned to a new page.
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Our eyes and our minds, as I’ve mentioned, read ahead.

[image: ]

I am picturing something from one part of the page as I am gathering information from another.


At once (at a gulp) we readers:


1. Read a sentence…

2. Read several sentences ahead…

3. Maintain consciousness of the content of sentences we have already read…

4. Imagine events down the line.







The “eye-voice span” is the distance between where one’s eyes are looking on a page and where, on the page, one’s (inner) voice is reading.

[image: ]
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Reading is not a sequence of experienced “now”s…

Past, present, and future are interwoven in each conscious moment—and in the performative reading moment as well. Each fluid interval comprises an admixture of: the memory of things read (past), the experience of a consciousness “now” (present), and the anticipation of things to be read (future).

***

“I do not pass through a series of instances of now, the images of which I preserve and which, placed end to end, make a line. With the arrival of every moment, its predecessor undergoes a change: I still have it in hand and it is still there, but already it is sinking away below the level of presents; in order to retain it, I need to reach through a thin layer of time.” —Maurice Merleau-Ponty

[image: ]

Fictional characters do not appear to us all at once; they do not immediately materialize in our imaginations.

James Joyce’s character Buck Mulligan is merely a cipher at the opening of Ulysses, but he becomes more nuanced over time—once we are witness to his interactions with the other actors in Joyce’s novel. Through his dealings with the population of Dublin, Buck’s other facets emerge. Slowly, he becomes complex.

[image: ]

…he says to his roommate Stephen.

(He is a sponger.)

[image: ]



…he says of their absent third roommate, Haines.

(He is disloyal.)

(And so on.)

Buck’s character, like the character of any literary figure, is an emergent phenomenon of action and interaction.

Action: Aristotle claimed that Self is an action, and that we discover something’s nature through knowing its telos (its goals).

A knife becomes a knife through cutting…

[image: ]

An actor friend tells me that, for him, the creation of a character is “more about the adverbs than the adjectives.” I think what he means is that the (necessarily) insufficient facts about a character (provided by the author) don’t matter as much as what a character does, and how that character does it. “Anyway,” my friend continues, playwrights “don’t supply that many adjectives.”

(Are we better at imagining actions than we are at picturing things?)

***

“I like a lot of talk in a book and I don’t like to have nobody tell me what the guy that’s talking looks like. I want to figure out what he looks like from the way he talks … figure out what the guy’s thinking from what he says. I like some description but not too much of that …”

—John Steinbeck, Sweet Thursday

What would an action look like if it didn’t have a clear subject and object?

Can an image be composed solely of actions?

This is no more a possibility than that of building a sentence solely from verbs…

[image: ]

Opening sentences; only the verbs…

“Slandered arrested.” —The Trial
 “Came bearing crossed.” —Ulysses
“See.” —The Sound and the Fury
 “Call.” —Moby-Dick
 “Are is.” —Anna Karenina

[image: ]

Not long ago, I was reading a book when, suddenly, I jumped to attention—startled and embarrassed, like a tired driver drifting out of his lane. I had become conscious of the fact that I had no idea who a particular character I had been reading about was.

Had I not been reading carefully enough?

When a story reaches a confusing juncture—where there is a dislocation in time or space; when an unknown character appears in the text; if we begin to sense that we are ignorant of some seemingly crucial narrative fact—we are then faced with a dilemma: to go backwards and revisit earlier passages, or to press on.

(We make choices about how we choose to imagine, and we make choices about how we choose to read.)

In these cases, we may decide that we missed some key element, an event or explanation that came earlier in the book. And then we turn back the pages in an attempt to find the components of the story we’ve been missing.

Other times, however, it seems better to just continue reading, bracketing our ignorance and suspending resolution. We may wonder if it is the author’s intention to reveal things slowly, and then we will be patient, as we tell ourselves a good reader should be. Or if we have indeed accidentally glossed over some crucial fact earlier in the book, we will decide that it is more important to continue, to remain in the moment, not to take ourselves out of the dramatic flow of the story. We decide that drama takes precedence over information. Especially if we deem that information unimportant.

It requires so little to plow ahead.

Characters can move through empty, undifferentiated spaces; rooms may contain unnamed, faceless, meaningless characters; seemingly purposeless subplots are endured as if read in a foreign language … we read on until we are, once again, oriented.

[image: ]

We can read without seeing, and we can also read without understanding. What happens to our imaginations when we have lost the narrative thread in a story, when we breeze past words we don’t understand, when we read words without knowing to what they refer?

When I am reading a sentence in a book that references something unknown to me (as when I have inadvertently skipped a passage), I feel as though I am reading a syntactically correct but semantically meaningless “nonsense” sentence. The sentence feels meaningful—it has the flavor of meaning—and the structure of its grammar thrusts me forward through the sentence and on to the next, though in truth I understand (and picture) nothing.

How much of our reading takes place in such a suspension of meaning? How much time do we spend reading seemingly meaningful sentences without knowing their referrents? How much of our reading takes place in such a void—propelled by mere syntax?

All good books are, at heart, mysteries. (Authors withhold information. This information may be revealed over time. This is one reason we bother to turn a book’s pages.) A book may be a literal mystery (Murder on the Orient Express, The Brothers Karamazov) or a metaphysical mystery (Moby-Dick, Doctor Faustus) or a mystery of a purely architectonic kind—a chronotopic mystery (Emma, The Odyssey).
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These mysteries are narrative mysteries—but books also defend their pictorial secrets…

***

“Call me Ishmael …”

This statement invites more questions than it answers. We desire that Ishmael’s face be, like the identity of one of Agatha Christie’s murderers:

[image: ]
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Writers of fiction tell us stories, and they also tell us how to read these stories. From a novel I assemble a series of rules—not only a methodology for reading (a suggested hermeneutics) but a manner of cognition, all of which carries me through the text (and sometimes lingers after a book ends). The author teaches me how to imagine, as well as when to imagine, and how much.

***

In a detective mystery I’m reading, a principal character is introduced as “sulky and heavy featured.”

Does this description, “sulky and heavy featured,” add to my sense of this character’s appearance? The author does not seem to set down this picture for such a purpose. Instead of offering a portrayal, she offers up another kind of signification.

In the beginning of a classic detective novel we are introduced (as to a game board) to a bounded location containing limited players. The players correspond roughly to archetypes, which make them easier to remember, as well as easier to use for our mental mystery-solving calculations. Their names will be repeated often, as will a peculiar character trait. A seasoned reader of detective novels will recognize that character description is used here to signify guilt or innocence.

A mustache can be a clue, or even a motive. But more important, it can be a rank and purpose—and it tells the readers whether they are dealing with a pawn, a rook, a bishop, et cetera.

***

In the game that is “reading detective novels,” the rules are codified—but also occasionally counterintuitive to the inexperienced. Such a character who is “sulky and heavy featured,” or “dark,” or “wildly unkempt,” or who is in possession of a “shifting gaze” or a “vulpine mouth,” will certainly, when all is said and done, be revealed to be innocent—a classic red herring. Occasionally, an author will be artless enough to genuinely telegraph a character’s guilt through their appearance; and sometimes, an author will be so artful as to set up a false red herring: the shifty-eyed stranger really is the killer. In these cases, adjectives are feints, parries, moves, and countermoves.

***

(Character traits are also instructions for use.)

***
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In Jane Eyre, the tyrannical Mrs. Reed, a character introduced on page 1, is not fully (physically) described until page 43. When we are finally granted a descriptive account of her, she appears like so:


Mrs. Reed might be at the time some six or seven and thirty; she was a woman of robust frame, square-shouldered and strong-limbed, not tall and, though stout, not obese; she had a somewhat large face, the under-jaw being much developed and very solid; her brow was low, her chin large and prominent, mouth and nose sufficiently regular; under her light eyebrows glimmered an eye devoid of ruth; her skin was dark and opaque, her hair nearly flaxen; her constitution was sound as a bell … she dressed well and had a presence and port calculated to set off handsome attire.



Why does Charlotte Brontë wait so long to illustrate this critical figure? (And what have we been picturing in the interim?)

Mrs. Reed has not been described until page 43 because she hasn’t been fully looked at by the protagonist until that dramatic moment. Brontë is instead attempting to describe Jane Eyre’s experience of Mrs. Reed. While Jane is Mrs. Reed’s captive and tormented ward, little Jane only takes in desperate glimpses of a furious Mrs. Reed. Jane sees Mrs. Reed through clenched eyes—while Jane is in full flinch—so, for Jane, and thus for us, Mrs. Reed is revealed one scary bit at a time: her “formidable gray eye,” her stout frame on the stair speeding two steps at a time.

When, finally, Jane confronts her oppressor and is able to, as it were, look her square in the eye, she is afforded a vista—a view of the whole—and can appraise it. In this case, the description is (almost) irrelevant; what matters is its timing.

[image: ]

As I mentioned, characters are mostly seen in action. We see them as we might see someone we are pursuing, a head above a crowd, a torso rounding corners, a foot there, a blurry leg here … in fiction, this amassing of discrete detail mirrors the way we assimilate people and settings in our daily lives.

[image: silhouette of a leg]

Occasionally I’ll meet someone I’ve heard a lot about, and I might think to myself, You look nothing like what I imagined!

I have the same feeling with characters in novels—when they are active before they are described.

(I had this same feeling with Jane Eyre’s Mrs. Reed.)

***

    [image: Mrs. Reed’s watch]


VIVIDNESS

In his Lectures on Literature, Vladimir Nabokov notes: “The first thing that we notice about the style of Dickens [in Bleak House] is his intensely sensuous imagery …”


When the sun shone through the clouds, making silvery pools in the dark sea…



Nabokov writes:


Let us pause: can we visualize that? Of course we can, and we do so with a greater thrill of recognition because in comparison to the conventional blue sea of literary tradition these silvery pools in the dark sea offer something that Dickens noted for the very first time with the innocent and sensuous eye of the true artist, saw and immediately put into words.



***

Another passage from Dickens:


The welcome light soon shines upon the wall, as Krook … comes up slowly with his green-eyed cat following at his heels.



Nabokov, again:


All cats have green eyes—but notice how green these eyes are owing to the lighted candle…



Nabokov seems to be making the point that the greater the specificity and context for an image, the more evocative it is.

(I’m not so sure.)

Specificity and context add to the meaning and perhaps to the expressiveness of an image, but do not seem to add to the vividness of my experience of an image—that is, all this authorial care, the author’s observation and transcription of the world, does not help me to see. They help me to understand—but not to see. (At least, when I examine my responses to these types of descriptions, I do not perform any better in my attempts to envision the author’s world.)

As a reader I am delighted by the candlelit eyes of the cat; their specificity. But my delight is not due to some more vivid seeing. My delight is my tribute to the author’s having paid close attention to the world.

It is easy to confuse these two sensations.

***
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[image: green cat eyes and candle]

Dickens:


The person … receives his twopence … tosses the money in the air, catches it over-handed, and retires.



Nabokov:


This gesture, this one gesture, with its epithet “over-handed”—a trifle—but the man is alive forever in a good reader’s mind.



But is the character alive? Or is only his hand alive?
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Dickens has conveyed something apparently true about the world, and the feeling of “truth” in this description derives from the description’s specificity.

Writers closely observe the world and record their observations. When we remark that a novel is “finely observed,” we are praising the writer’s ability to bear witness. This bearing witness is composed of two acts: the author’s initial observation in the real world, and then the translation of that observation into prose. The more “finely observed” the text, the better we readers recognize the thing or event in question. (Again—seeing and acknowledging are different activities.)

The author’s specificity allows me, the reader, to acknowledge a dual achievement of my own: 1) I’ve scrutinized the world closely enough to notice such details (silvery pools) myself (I remember them), and 2) I am astute enough to recognize the author’s art in calling out such a finely turned detail. I feel the thrill of recognition, but also the pleasure of self-satisfaction. (It’s buried, but it’s there.) Notice how Nabokov refers to a “good reader” in the previous passage?

***

A thing that is “captured” by an author is taken from its context in the real world, where this event or thing may exist in a state of flux. An author might notice a wave in the ocean (or a “silvery pool”), and merely by remarking upon this wave, the author stabilizes it. It is now removed from the indiscriminate mass of water that surrounds it. By taking this wave and holding it fast in language, it ceases to be fluid. It is now an immobile wave.
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We examine Dickens’s “silvery pools” through his microscope. Dickens has taken this event and placed it, contained, as if a solution on a slide, and enlarged it for us. What we are seeing is, at best, a distortion through that microscope’s lens, and at worst, we are seeing only the microscope’s lens itself. (To borrow a line of reasoning from the philosophy of science: What we are observing is not the thing itself, but the tools we have constructed to observe that thing.)

So when we praise “finely observed” prose, are we praising the evocative efficacy of the ideas, or the beauty of the equipment?

We imagine that it is both.

***

[image: microscope]

Descriptions that are more elaborate and read with greater attention and deliberation are not necessarily more vivid. They may be more explanatory, but they don’t add up to a gestalt—a complete and simultaneous vision.

Read this long passage of Mark Twain’s:


The first thing to see, looking away over the water, was a kind of dull line—that was the woods on t’other side—you couldn’t make nothing else out; then a pale place in the sky; then more paleness, spreading around; then the river softened up, away off, and warn’t black any more, but gray;…sometimes you could hear a sweep screaking; or jumbled up voices, it was so still, and sounds come so far; and by-and-by you could see a streak on the water which you know by the look of the streak that there’s a snag there in the swift current which breaks on it and makes the streak look that way; and you see the mist curl up off of the water, and the east reddens up, and the river, and you make out a log cabin in the edge of the woods, away on the bank on t’other side of the river…



Did you see it all? I read this passage and I saw the dull line, and then the spreading paleness, and then I heard a screaking, and then voices, and then I saw the current…

How much detail an author supplies when describing the appearance of a character or a place will not improve a reader’s mental pictures (it will not bring these pictures into focus); however, the level of detail provided by a writer does determine what kind of reading experience a reader might have. In other words, lists of attributes, in literature, may have rhetorical power, but lack combinatorial power.

We have the idea that a long descriptive passage adds up to something. For example, the city of Zenobia, from Calvino’s Invisible Cities, is described in detail, therefore:
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“For me, the main thing in a narrative is … the order of things … the pattern; the symmetry; the network of images deposited around it …”

—Italo Calvino, Le Monde, August 15, 1970

But description is not additive. Twain’s mist on the water does not carry over while I am seeing the log cabin. By the time I reach the words log cabin, I have forgotten about the mist entirely.*

    * Jorge Luis Borges refers to the disparate elements listed in literary description as disjecta membra, which translates from the Latin as either “scattered (or dismembered) remains,” or “broken pottery shards.”

Vision, however, is additive, and simultaneous.

[image: black and white picture of a chair]

(We don’t see a chair, and then hang around in order to find out what color it is…)

[image: a red color swatch]

(Perhaps if I’m told the chair is red, and then the chair is mentioned again, I’ll think: Oh, the red chair…)

[image: the red chair]

Calvino’s city of Zenobia is detailed. His city of Chloe lacks detail. Here, the author allows—even invites—fantasy.




    [image: ]

    In this case we experience the power of the unsaid.

[image: ]


Invisible Cities again:

    [image: “Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone. ‘But which is the stone that supports the bridge?’ Kublai Khan asks. ‘The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,’ Marco Polo answers, ‘but by the line of the arch that they form.’”]

    We may not see every image (or every word) in a long description…
…but each word (or each image) may be a load-bearing word (or image).

Maybe elaborate descriptions, like colorful descriptions, are misdirection. They seem to tell us something specific and meaningful (about a character, a setting, the world itself), but perhaps such description delights in inverse proportion to what it reveals.

More Colorful
Equals
Less Authentic

The writer Gilbert Sorrentino takes John Updike’s A Month of Sundays to task:


When the aim is “vivid” writing, it seems that anything goes as long as the surface dances … The work buckles and falls apart time after time under the weight of this concatenation of images, often linked together by comparisons that work to conceal the reality they are supposedly revealing: “… newsletters and quarterlies that pour through a minister’s letter slot like urine from a cow’s vulva.”



Such writing is, Sorrentino tells us, “Shiny and meaningless.”

[image: a magician performs sleight-of-hand tricks]

The relationship between a mail slot and a cow’s vulva is confusing. Two objects are compared in order to help focus our mind’s eye, while in fact just the opposite happens—we focus only on the bolder (or in this case more grotesque) of the two images.

By contrast, Jean Giono writes: “Look up there, Orion–Queen Anne’s lace, a little bunch of stars.”

I see the flower, then I see the flowering of stars in the night sky. The flower itself doesn’t appear in the night sky of my mind, but the flower determines how the stars are arrayed.*

    *Giono’s stars are clearer to me than Updike’s mail slot. Maybe that is because Giono would like me to see his stars, whereas Updike would like me to see—what? His prose? Giono’s flower and his stars are held in balance. One image assists the other.

(Giono could have written: “a little cluster of white stars.” But this description doesn’t bloom in quite the same way.)

[image: cluster of shiny stars]

***




PERFORMANCE

Once a reading of a book is under way, and we sink into the experience, a performance of a sort begins…

We perform a book—we perform a reading of a book. We perform a book, and we attend the performance.

(As readers, we are both the conductor and the orchestra, as well as the audience.)
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When we read, it is important that we believe we are seeing everything…

When I play the piano—as opposed to when I am listening to piano music—I don’t hear my mistakes. My mind is too busy imagining an idealized performance to hear what is actually emanating from the instrument. In this sense, the performative aspects of playing the piano inhibit my ability to hear.
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Similarly, when we read, we imagine that we see.

There are radical disjunctures in our readings…

We seem to know—if we are good readers—where in a text to find the information we need.

Though managing and executing these disjunctures is an integral part of the performative art of reading, when we remember reading a book, we gloss over this aspect of the experience.

[image: ]

***
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***
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***

To say fiction is linear is not to say we read in a straight line. Our eyes perform leaps, as do our minds. “The frantic career of the eyes” is how Proust described reading. The eye jumps around. If you are a fast reader, and therefore comfortable recognizing where, in a block of text, the information you are looking for lives, you hop backward and forward through books. If you are scanning, you can scan for characters and their physical attributes. You could read a book for only these things. But if we read this way, if we excised all but the corporeal details, wouldn’t we miss everything?

***
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Dr. Zhivago


SKETCHING

Of course, as Oliver Sacks reminds us in his Hallucinations: “One does not see with the eyes; one sees with the mind.”

And our minds are unaware of the trip and flutter of our visual organs.

We fix what is a fragmentary draft—we take the sketch that is reading and fill it in, crosshatch, color in the spaces…

Our minds synthesize the disparate pieces, and create a painting out of a mere outline. (Though I am using a visual metaphor to describe a process that is semantic.)*

    *“It is no more essential to the understanding of a proposition that one should imagine anything in connection to it, than that one should make a sketch from it.”       —Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Philosophical Investigations
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Some people actually sketch as they read in an attempt to clarify, stabilize, and make fast what they know about the appearances of people or places in a book. Nabokov did this. (On the left is his version of Kafka’s Gregor Samsa.)

***

Evelyn Waugh was an illustrator. Poe was a deft portraitist. Hermann Hesse was a skilled painter, as was Strindberg. Emily and Charlotte Brontë drew, as did Goethe, Dostoevsky, George Sand, Victor Hugo, Ruskin, Dos Passos, Blake, Pushkin…
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Dostoevsky’s sketches for Crime and Punishment

An author might draw for pleasure. But sometimes for an author, drawing is a heuristic tool. An author will sometimes draw a figure or scene in order to better paint its verbal portrait (sketching might help the author describe a character, as the author can describe his sketch, rather than the nebulous contents of his mind).
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Joyce’s Leopold Bloom

These drawings are a private matter; they are intended for the author only (as earlier drafts of a novel might be).

Authors can also be idle doodlers. I know Joyce squiggled out a picture of Leopold Bloom but he didn’t intend for readers to see this image.*

    *Though he did consent to having Henri Matisse illustrate Ulysses. (Matisse clearly never read Joyce’s book, and seemed content to render Homer’s text instead.)

(This doodle of Joyce’s shouldn’t inform our reading of his verbal portrait of Leo Bloom, and it certainly bears no resemblance to my own Leo Bloom. Joyce’s sketch of Bloom is a caricature.)

And on the whole, the enormous disparity between a great author’s verbal talent and his or her artistic efforts renders any effort to find cross-medium meaning futile. For instance, Faulkner’s prose style and his drawing style are utterly distinct.
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(Above, a drawing by W. Faulkner. There is nothing to be learned here.)

Kafka drew what seems to be Josef K, or a similar figure (perhaps Kafka himself?):
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The Czech poet Gustav Janouch relates this particular incident, involving Kafka drawing:


As I approached him, he laid the pencil down on the paper which was covered with hastily executed sketches of strange figures.

“You’ve been drawing?”

Kafka gave an apologetic smile: “No. These are only doodles.”

“May I look? As you know, I’m interested in drawing.”

“But these aren’t drawings to be shown to anyone. They are purely personal, and therefore illegible hieroglyphs.”

He took the piece of paper and with both hands pressed it into a ball which he tossed into a waste-paper basket beside the desk.

“My figures have no proper spatial proportions. They have no horizon of their own. The perspective of the shapes I try to capture lies outside of the paper, and the other unsharpened end of the pencil—in myself!”



Much of what Kafka says about his sketches could be applied to his fiction as well. I wonder if Kafka gave a similar rationale when he demanded that Max Brod destroy his writings, the horizons of which also stretch beyond the boundaries of “the paper.” This is not to say that Kafka’s sketches are as significant as his writing, but I wonder if these drawings don’t point toward a manner of interpreting Kafka’s prose.

***

Some authors make sketches of subject matter from the worlds they’ve created. Sometimes these sketches are illustrations, meant to accompany texts. (These authors are author-illustrators.) William Thackeray, for instance. Here is one of Thackeray’s own illustrations for his Vanity Fair:
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We readers are relieved of the onus of creating mental pictures for novels and stories that already include actual pictures (illustrated novels). Henry James, in his preface to The Golden Bowl, has this to say:


Anything that relieves responsible prose of the duty of being, while placed before us, good enough, interesting enough and, if the question be of picture, pictorial enough, above all in itself, does the worst of services…



***

I find that when I’m reading a book with illustrations, the book’s pictures will shape my mental visions—but only while I am looking at these illustrations. After a period (which varies in length according to how often the illustrations appear in a text), the particular mental image of that illustration fades.*

    *Unless, that is, you are reading a book that has illustrations on every page. In which case there is simply no escaping the imposition of another’s imagination. Ahem.

Wittgenstein (this time in his Philosophical Grammar) writes:

“We do sometimes see memory pictures in our minds: but commonly they are only scattered through the memory like illustrations in a story book.”

This sounds right to me, and can apply to imaging while reading as well—though the question remains:

What do we see during the unillustrated part of the story?
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SKILL

A sketch may be judged according to how closely it cleaves to its subject, or it might be judged according to its relative degree of fantasy. But the quality of a sketch will depend most of all upon the skill of the draftsman. Is this true of the images our imaginations construct from narratives as well—our mental sketches? Do some readers have more vivid imaginations than others? Or is the reading imagination a resource with which we are universally, uniformly endowed?

I think of imagination as being like sight—a faculty most people possess. Though, of course, not everyone who is sighted sees with the same visual acuity…
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We will sometimes say of someone, “What an amazing imagination they have,” by which we mean to say either “How creative they are!” or worse, “How insane or duplicitous they are!” Though in both cases, we are remarking upon a person’s ability to conjure something. When we praise an author’s imagination, I believe that what we are praising is his ability to transcribe his visions. (It’s not that this author’s mind is freer than ours—perhaps it is the opposite: his mind is less wild, and therefore it is easier for him to subdue his thoughts, tame them, and corrall them onto the page.)

Do stories and their inhabitants seem sketchy only at those moments in which we are imagining poorly?

Children read picture books; preteens read chapter books with pictures; eventually young adults graduate to books made up entirely of words. This process exists because we learn to read a language slowly, in stages, though I wonder if we also need, over time, to learn how to picture narratives unassisted. (The implication being that our imaginations can, and do, improve over time.)
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So can we practice imagining—as we practice drawing—in order to imagine better?
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If one reader might imagine better or worse than another reader, then can one culture be better at imagining than another?

Are the muscles we use to imagine growing weaker as our culture ages? Before the age of photography and film did we picture better, more clearly, than we do now? Our mnemonic skills are atrophying and I wonder if our visual creativity might be as well. Our culture’s visual overstimulation is widely discussed, and the conclusions drawn from the fact of this overstimulation are alarming. (Our imaginations are dying, some say.) Whatever the relative health of our imaginations, we still read. The rapid proliferation of the image has not kept us from the written word. And we read because books bestow upon us unique pleasures; pleasures that films, television, and so on cannot proffer.

Books allow us certain freedoms—we are free to be mentally active when we read; we are full participants in the making (the imagining) of a narrative.

Or, if it is true that we cannot advance beyond a vague sketchiness in our imaginings, then maybe this is a crucial component of why we love written stories. Which is to say that sometimes we only want to see very little.
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“There were no ‘movies’ in those days, and the theatre was only occasionally permitted; but on long afternoons, after you had learned to read, you might lose yourself in ‘The Scottish Chiefs’ to your heart’s content. It seems to me that the beauty of this fashion of leisurely reading was that you had time to visualize everything. It was not necessary for you to be told that Helen Mar was beautiful. It was only necessary for her to say, in tones so entrancing that you heard them, ‘My Wallace!’ to know that she was the loveliest person in all Scotland.”          —Maurice Francis Egan, Confessions of a Book-Lover


CO-CREATION

[image: ]

Ernst Gombrich tells us that, in viewing art, there is no “innocent eye.” There is no such thing in art as the naïve reception of imagery. This is true of reading as well. Like painters, or writers, or even participants in a video game, we make choices—we have agency.

When we want to co-create, we read. We want to participate; and we want ownership. We would rather have sketches than verisimilitude—because the sketches, at least, are ours.*

    *And yet, readers still contend that they want to “lose themselves” in a story…

***
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“Indeed, it is one of the great and wonderful characteristics of good books,” Proust remarks, in his book on reading (or, more properly, his book on Ruskin on reading) “… that … for the author they may be called ‘conclusions’ but for the reader ‘Incitements.’ ”
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Good books incite us to imagine—to fill in an author’s suggestions. Without this co-creative act, without personalization, what you are left with is this…

Here is your Anna.

[image: Anna Karenina]

(This—the picture—is a form of robbery.)

***

We desire the fluidity and vagary that books grant us when we imagine their content. Some things we do not wish to be shown.

Kafka wrote to the publisher of his Metamorphosis, afraid the cover designer might attempt a likeness of his ungeziefer:


Not that, please not that! The insect itself cannot be depicted. It cannot even be shown from a distance.



The prohibition is rather frantic. Was Kafka trying to preserve his readers’ imaginative acts? One translator of Kafka suggested to me that maybe Kafka wanted his insect seen, by the reader, only from within—looking out.
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There is another option: visualizing may demand effort on the part of readers, but readers may also choose to resist the pictorial in favor of the conceptual.

The more I know of the world (its history, its geography), the closer I get to achieving what we think of as “the author’s view of things.” I might have visited the Hebrides or read other books that describe the islands. I might have seen illustrations and photographs of period dress, interior décor, and perhaps have learned something of Victorian mores … Knowing these things helps me to imagine Mrs. Ramsay’s drawing room, dining room, with some degree of verisimilitude.

Perhaps the author’s image of this setting is based on some real-world locale that we ourselves can simply see in a photograph or painting? Is this house, the setting for To the Lighthouse, based on one of the Woolfs’? I am tempted to look up this information (as another friend of mine did when he read To the Lighthouse). It would be a simple matter to find a picture of the Isle of Skye lighthouse. But would this deprive me of something? My vision of the book would gain in authenticity what it would lose in intimacy. (For me, the Ramsays’ summer house, filled with guests, is like the rough-and-tumble, rowdy houses my family rents during summers on Cape Cod. This image of the Cape is a grounding image for me. It allows me to relate to the book.) My friend was going to describe the Woolfs’ Hebridean house to me and I stopped him. My Ramsay house is a feeling, not a picture. And I wish to preserve this feeling. I do not want it supplanted by facts.

Well, maybe the house is not only a feeling … but the feeling has primacy over the image.

The idea of the house, and the emotions it evokes in me, are the nucleus of a complex atom, around which orbit various sounds, fleeting images, and an entire spectrum of personal associations.

These images we “see” when we read are personal: What we do not see is what the author pictured when writing a particular book. That is to say: Every narrative is meant to be transposed; imaginatively translated. Associatively translated. It is ours.

***

[image: paper tag with a drawing of an eye]

    A friend grew up in suburban Albany. He’s always been an avid reader, even as a child, and whenever he read, he tells me, he mentally situated the stories in the backyards and side streets of his native blocks, because he had no other frame of reference. I did this too. For me, the settings for most books I read was Cambridge, Massachusetts, where I grew up. So the stage for all of these epic encounters—for Jean-Christophe, and, say, Anna Karenina, or Moby-Dick—was a local public school, my neighbor’s backyard … It seems strange, funny even, to think of these grand sagas recast in this prosaic light. These various far-flung adventures, press-ganged, by force of will, onto such blasé and unromantic settings. Yet my personal readings of these books were undiminished by radical changes of milieu—by this personalizing of the reading experience. And my friend and I were doing, to some extent, what we all do when we sit down to read a work of fiction.

    
[image: Albany]

***

We colonize books with our familiars; and we exile, repatriate the characters to lands we are more acquainted with.

[image: Napoleon in Albany]

We transpose works of nonfiction to similar effect.

When I read a book on the battle of Stalingrad, in my imagination the bombardment, occupation, encirclement, and liberation all took place in Manhattan. Or they took place in an alternate Manhattan; a through-the-looking-glass Manhattan; a counterfactual-history Manhattan; a Manhattangrad, consisting of Soviet-mandated architectural adjustments.

The difference here is that, unlike with fictional settings based on real locales, I feel a strange moral obligation to seek out more information about the real Stalingrad. My customized Stalingrad is a false idea. And however my personalizing of the scene helps me identify with the victims of this outsized drama—the actual victims of the actual tragic events—the act of visual substitution seems somehow disrespectful, wrong.*

    *Yet I still graft myself into a narrative every time I read nonfiction. How could I not?
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When we see plays performed on the stage, we work with a different set of standards. Hamlet is ours to picture as we’d like, as he might be played by a different actor in every new production produced. We do not refer to Hamlet as a character as much as a role. He is clearly meant to be inhabited: played. And Denmark is a set. It can be anywhere the director and stage designer imagine it to be.

(Perhaps these terms—role and set—should be used when describing novels?)

Doesn’t reading a novel mean producing a private play of sorts? Reading is casting, set decoration, direction, makeup, blocking, stage management…

Though books do not imply enactment in quite the same way that plays do.
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A novelist’s objects, places, characters: we want ours to be his, and his to be ours. This desire is paradoxical. It is a desire for privileged access, and thus a type of greed. But it is also a hedge against loneliness—the vision is shared…

(Though perhaps it’s better to say that the vision is borrowed? Or even plagiarized?)

[image: ]
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Of course, we also cherish the notion that books hold secrets; that books are reticent. (As I’ve mentioned: books safeguard mysteries.)



Can we picture whatever we’d like when we read? What is the author’s role in hemming in the boundaries of our imaginations?

Co-creation and Barthes’s “removal of the author”:


Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing.



The reader is … simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is constituted.



The author’s “removal” describes not only the passing of one paradigm (of the passive reception of “meaning”) but also naturally entails the end of another—the reader’s submissive reception of imagery. After all—if we posit the removal of the author—from whom would we be receiving imagery?

***
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MAPS
& RULES
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The action in To the Lighthouse unfolds at a house in the Hebrides. If you asked me to describe the house, I could tell you some of its features. But much like my mental picture of Anna Karenina, the house is a shutter here, a dormer there.

There’s nothing to keep the rain out! Now I picture a roof. I still don’t know if it’s slate or shingle. Shingle. I’ve decided. (Sometimes our choices are significant—sometimes not.)

I know that on the Ramsays’ property there is a garden, and a hedge. A view of the ocean and the lighthouse. I know the rough placements of the characters on this stage. I have mapped the surroundings, but mapping isn’t exactly picturing—not in the sense of re-creating the world, as it appears to us, visually.

(Nabokov also used to map novels.)

[image: ]

I do this too on occasion. I’ve mapped To the Lighthouse.

But I still can’t describe the Ramsays’ house.

Our maps of fictional settings, like our maps of real settings, perform a function. A map that guides us to a wedding reception is not a picture—a picture of what the wedding reception will look like—but rather, it is a set of guidelines. And our mental maps of the Ramsay house are no different—they govern the actions of its occupants.

William Gass (again):


We do visualize, I suppose. Where did I leave my gloves? And then I ransack the room in my mind until I find them. But the room I ransack is abstract—a simple schema … and I think of the room as a set of likely glove locations…



The Ramsay house is a set of likely Ramsay locations.

[image: ]
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Visibility can be confused with credibility. Some books seem as though they are presenting us with imagery, but are actually presenting us with fictional facts. Or rather, these books predicate their plausibility, and for the reader, their conceivability, on an accretion of detail and lore. J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy is one such text. The endpapers tell the readers that they might like to know the location of Rivendell, and the appendix suggests that it might be prudent to learn Elvish. (Endpaper maps are always tip-offs that one is entering just such a book/compendium-of-knowledge.)

These books demand scholarship. (The scholarship demanded is a large part of the appeal of such books.) One can learn about the myths and legends of Middle Earth as one can acquaint oneself with its flora and fauna. (One can similarly investigate the fictional worlds of non-fantasy-genre novels—for instance, the “Organization of North American Nations” in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest.)

Simulacrum worlds such as these require that their constituent parts, their contents, seem endless. The authors lead us down a narrative path, but we always have the impression that we could leave that trail and bushwhack, and at the end of our wanderings, we’d find the unlit parts of these worlds intact and replete with nuance.

However: an author does not need to stockpile detail in order to create a credible world (or character).

A shape may be defined by a set of points that lie on its perimeter—nothing more is needed. Or: a rule can be determined.
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W. H. Auden writes of The Lord of the Rings: “It is a world of intelligible law.”

What is crucial in the formulation of a rule or function is its applicability. The user must possess the ability to apply the rule forward. (The function, and those who apply it, must be able to “go on.”)

The same can be said of, say, a character. Anna can be defined by several discrete points (her hands are small; her hair is dark and curly) or through a function (Anna is graceful*).

*Unlike how she appears in earlier drafts of the novel, wherein (as Richard Pevear tells us in the introduction to his new translation of the book) Anna is portrayed as “graceless” and rude.

[image: n plus one]


ABSTRACTIONS
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I was reading a book by H. P. Lovecraft when I reached a passage describing “impossible geometries …” and “Terrors unutterable and unimaginable.”

(Sometimes, when we are reading, we are asked explicitly to imagine the unimaginable.)


…but in my imagination it was a morbid echo winging its way across unimaginable abysses from unimaginable outer hells.



Are we being asked not to see?

Certain genres are predicated on this convention: science fiction, horror…*

    *or contemporary theoretical physics.

In these instances I have a sensation of alienation and eerie astonishment—this is how I perform this act of “not seeing.”

Though when I am told I can’t imagine, I still imagine. And the content of my imagination in these cases is no more or less clear, or apt, than my visions of Anna Karenina.

***

“There is no real unity without incorporeality.”

Moses Maimonides writes, in his Guide for the Perplexed, that imagining God as “having a body possessed of face and limbs” is impossible. Imagining or describing such a God would entail raising intractable paradoxes and other philosophical and theological difficulties.

Many medieval scholars struggled with this idea—that a “unified” God could not be predicated.

Maimonides subscribed to an approach known as “negative theology” in which one comes closer to God by enumerating the things he is not.

Characters have only implied corporeality. And our imaginations grant them unity. But characters are also defined by what they are not.

By asserting that Vronsky


was a squarely built, dark man, not very tall…



…Tolstoy informs us that Vronsky is neither blond, nor short.

***
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If we don’t have pictures in our minds when we read, then it is the interaction of ideas—the intermingling of abstract relationships—that catalyzes feeling in us readers. This sounds like a fairly unenjoyable experience, but, in truth, this is also what happens when we listen to music. This relational, nonrepresentational calculus is where some of the deepest beauty in art is found. Not in mental pictures of things, but in the play of elements…

When you listen to music (nonprogrammatic music), is what you feel lessened in any way by the lack of imagery put forward? You may imagine anything when listening to an instrumental fugue by Bach: a stream, a tree, a sewing machine, your spouse … but there is nothing in the music that demands those specific images. (I believe that it is far better without them.)

Why is it different when we read a novel? Because some detail, some specific imagery, is called out? This specificity changes things, but, I think, only superficially.

***

Do we visualize anything when we read? Of course, we must visualize something … Not all reading is merely abstract, the interplay of theoretical notions. Some of our mental content seems to be pictorial.

Try this thought experiment:

1. Think of the capital letter D.

2. Now imagine it turning ninety degrees counterclockwise.

3. Now take it and mentally place it on top of the capital letter J.
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(We think “rainy” because we successfully construct and manipulate mental pictures—and here we’ve demonstrated the fact that we have done so.)

(We made a picture in our minds.)

Of course, the picture we made is a picture of two symbols; letterforms. An actual picture of an umbrella is much harder to see…
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When we are seeing while reading, we are seeing what we are prompted to see.

Though…

As John Locke puts it: “Every man has so inviolable a liberty to make words stand for what ideas he pleases, that no one hath the power to make others have the same ideas in their minds that he has …”

Yet…

This isn’t entirely true either, is it?

I can, actually, violate this liberty of yours, and force an image, of a kind, to appear to you—just as an author does—as Tolstoy does with Anna and her “masses of hair.”

If I say the words:

“Sea horse”

Did you see it? Or imagine that you did? Even for a moment?

[image: sea horse on a blue background]

Every imagined sea horse will be different, one from the next.

[image: cartoon sea horse]

But each of these imagined sea horses will share overlapping series of characteristics; they will share a family resemblance (Wittgenstein’s phrase)…

This is likely true of all our imagined Anna Kareninas, or Madame Bovarys (or Ishmaels) as well. They are not the same, but they are related.

(If we averaged all our Annas, would we at last see Tolstoy’s Anna? I suspect not.)
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    EYES,
OCULAR VISION,
& MEDIA
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John Milton was blind, as was, supposedly, the poet Homer. So too was the fictional prophet Tiresias. Though imagination and insight (in-sight) differ from ocular vision, we accept the metaphor of the imagination as a turning inward. Imagination is a turning-away from the mind-independent world.*

    *See also Beethoven: deaf

We further surmise that outward sight only inhibits inward sight (Homer; Tiresias).

Charlotte Brontë writes, “I feel now as if I had been walking blindfold—this book seems to give me eyes …”

[image: ]

Imagination, you could say, is like an “inward eye.”

Though, as a friend suggests, this implies that the contents of the mind are there to be seen—as if ideas were tiny objects. But we don’t see “meaning.” Not in the same way that we see horses, or apples, or this page that you are looking at now.
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William Wordsworth (famously) recounts how he and his sister, Dorothy, saw a stretch of yellow flowers by a lake.

Later (and often) these flowers reappear to him:


For oft, when on my couch I lie

In vacant or in pensive mood

They flash upon that inward eye

Which is the bliss of solitude…



My father encouraged me to memorize this poem as a child and I’ve thought about it often since—its representation of percepts; their afterimage; their transmutation into memory, and then art.

Wordsworth’s daffodils are remembered, rather than imagined. The flowers, their golden hue and lazy movement, come to the poet at first as sensory information. He receives them (supposedly) passively. Only later do these flowers become fodder for reflection and for his active imagination.

By which point Wordsworth has internalized these flowers. But the raw material of the memory is, purportedly, these actual daffodils.

(The very ones Wordsworth saw.)

We have not seen Wordsworth’s daffodils “fluttering and dancing in the breeze.” We may have seen other daffodils—but we haven’t seen his. So we must imagine them, spurred by the poet’s words—his mimesis.

But: notice how well the last stanza of this poem describes our acts of imagination as we read Wordsworth’s poem—the nebulous yellow of the flowers “flashes” before our own “inward eyes.”

***
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Novels (and stories) implicitly argue in favor of philosophical versions of the world. They assume, or set forth, an ontology, an epistemology, a metaphysics … Some fictions assume that the world is as it seems; other fictions tease and worry at the threads of the known. But it is in a novel’s phenomenology, the way in which a piece of fiction treats perception (sight, say), that a reader finds a writer’s true philosophy.

***

What of a literature that presents us with a nondramatic, optical view of the world, a literature of surfaces?


…We no longer look at the world with the eyes of a confessor, of a doctor, or of God himself (all significant hypostases of the classical novelist), but with the eyes of a man walking in his city with no other horizon than the scene before him, no other power than that of his own eyes.



(This is Roland Barthes describing the work of Alain Robbe-Grillet.)
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In the works of Robbe-Grillet, objects are shorn of allegorical meaning. They are not symbols, nor are they way stations along an associative chain. They do not mean; nor do they mean nothing.

For Robbe-Grillet, they simply are.


A quarter tomato that is quite faultless, cut up by the machine into a perfectly symmetrical fruit. The peripheral flesh, compact, homogeneous, and a splendid chemical red, is of an even thickness between a strip of gleaming skin and the hollow where the yellow, graduated seeds appear in a row, kept in place by a thin layer of greenish jelly along a swelling of the heart. This heart, of a slightly grainy, faint pink, begins—towards the inner hollow—with a cluster of white veins, one of which extends towards the seeds—somewhat uncertainly. Above, a scarcely perceptible accident has occurred: a corner of the skin, stripped back from the flesh for a fraction of an inch, is slightly raised.



I have had the experience of looking at the world in a nonallusive manner. This state of mind comes on me suddenly, and I’m aware of my topographic position, and am newly alert to geometry. Suddenly the world seems a purely optical phenomenon—it is reduced to light and its vectors—and I have become the camera, rather than the photographer. Chronology is rendered moot, and the constituent fragments of the world are no longer subservient to my psychology, and self-consciousness, but are startlingly present at hand. There is nothing cold or unnatural in this state of being, but rather something strangely preconscious.

Do these states and their fictions compel our imaginative mind to see more, or to see better? (Do we see Robbe-Grillet’s tomato with more clarity and richness than we do, say, Eve’s apple?)

I don’t.

***
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When we imagine something from a book, where are we situated? Where is (as it were) the camera?

Does the angle of observation depend solely upon the voice in which a narrative is cast? For instance, if a story is cast in the first person—and especially if a story is set in the present tense—then we readers will naturally see the action “through the eyes” of the narrator. (“My consciousness behaves as though it were the consciousness of another,” writes Georges Poulet in his Phenomenology of Reading. “I read, I mentally pronounce an I … which is not myself.”) This is similar with a second-person narration (in which a “you” is directly addressed) and even a first- or second-person plural narration (a “we,” or a plural “you.”)

With a narrative voice in the third person, or even a first-person narrative set in the past tense (as if a friend were recounting a tale), we are naturally “above” or “beside” the action. Our vantage point, like the narrative vantage point, is “godlike.”* Perhaps in these cases, we jump from from “camera” to “camera,” capturing reactions in close-up, and then pull back to see larger “shots,” crowd scenes, skylines: the dolly pulls back … and even here, despite the omniscient narrative mode, we occasionally slip into the first person (like a god assuming a human avatar) and we see through the eyes of a single character.

    *As it is referred to in game design.
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But of course, once again, we are speaking of attending the theater, and of watching movies, not reading books. We don’t see nearly this much, and an author’s choice of narrative person changes nothing visually. (The narrative mode changes meaning, but not angle. It doesn’t change the way we see…)

Ishmael addresses me directly* (“Call me Ishmael”), and though I am sometimes at Ishmael’s side, at other points I am high above him, gull-like, watching him stroll the streets of New Bedford. Or I may be seeing, as if through Ishmael’s eyes, the shocking first glimpses of his roommate, Queequeg. This is to say: Our vantage point for seeing a narrative is as fluid and unconstrained as the author’s imagination in creating it. Our imaginations will roam where they will.

    *Or he addresses a generalized “me”; i.e., readers.

The more we are exposed to film, TV, and video games, the more those types of media infect our readerly perspective. We begin to make films and video games of our readings.

(Video games, I find, are especially potent with regard to this leakage, in that, like reading, they provide the participant with agency…)
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There is no such thing as a “close-up” in prose. A detail may be called out in a narrative, but the effect is not the

same as that of a camera, zooming in. In books, when a detail (Oblonsky’s slippers, for instance) is remarked

upon, the observer does not have the sensation of moving closer, or even of a different vantage point.

These events in fiction are not spatial, but semantic. When a camera

zooms in, the relationship of the camera to the object changes and thus

our relationship (as viewers) to the object has changed. But not in novels.

As Calvino puts it: “The distance between language

and image is always

the same.”*

    *Italo Calvino, Cahiers du Cinema, October 1966
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This raises an interesting question: Aside from the difficulty of picturing things, can we picture a medium or set of dimensions in which things reside, and through which things (and we readers ourselves) imaginatively move? Do we imagine space? “Zooming” implies a context for movement—not only does the object of our scrutiny become larger, but a previous scene and its contents must also become diminished…
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When a work of fiction is adapted for the screen, the film will powerfully suppress our own readerly visions of the text … but what else can we learn?

Seeing the film of a book is a wonderful test case for exploring our reading imaginations. The contrast in the experiences is revelatory. (Neurologists similarly learn brain function through the study of brain dysfunction.)

When I’m reading a novel or story, the contents—places, people, things—of the drama recede and are supplanted by significance. The vision of a flowerpot, say, is replaced by my readerly calculation of the meaning and importance of this flowerpot.

We are ever gauging these significances in texts, and much of what we “see” when we read is this “significance.” All this changes when a book is adapted…

Robbe-Grillet describes the transformation:


…The empty chair became only absence or expectation, the hand placed on a shoulder became only the impossibility of leaving … But in the cinema, one sees the chair, the movement of the hand, the shape of the bars. What they signify remains obvious, but instead of monopolizing our attention, it becomes something added, even something in excess, because what affects us, what persists in our memory, what appears as essential and irreducible to vague intellectual concepts are the gestures themselves, the objects, the movements, and the outlines, to which the image has suddenly (and unintentionally) restored their reality.*

    *For a New Novel, translated by Richard Howard



“Flowerpot”

[image: ]
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Are novels more like cartoons or comic books than films?


The animated cartoon has a lot to teach the writer, above all how to define characters and objects with a few strokes.*

    
    [image: Italo Calvino, The Uses of Literature]

    


Not only are characters in novels composed, generally speaking, of “a few strokes,” but also, like comic characters, they perform in panels—scenes—which, though not encapsulated by visual frames, are delineated verbally. These scenes/panels are then strung together by the reader, who renders the passages into a plausible narrative whole.

(The void between frames is one of the comic strip’s defining characteristics. These fissures serve as a constant reminder of what the comic artist leaves out, while simultaneously drawing attention to the creator’s framing power. In fiction, the frames, and thus gaps between frames, are not quite so obvious.)

[image: comic book spread left]

    [image: comic book spread right]
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Authors might draw our attention to the limitations of text—its inability to allow readers simultaneous views of multiple actions, players, and so on.

In the epilogue to Moby-Dick, for instance, Ishmael tells us he is:


…floating on the margin of the ensuing scene, and in full sight of it…



(Notice how “the margin” here becomes like the gap between frames in a comic strip.)

***











MEMORY 
& FANTASY

Much of our reading imagination comprises visual free association. Much of our reading imagination is untethered from the author’s text.

(We daydream while reading.)

A novel invites our interpretive skills, but it also invites our minds to wander.
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The reading imagination is loosely associative—but it is not random.
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(Our reading imaginations may not be overtly coherent, but they are still meaningful.)

So, it occurs to me that perhaps memory—being the fodder of the imagination, and being intermingled with imagination—feels like imagination; and imagination feels like memory, being constructed of it as well.

Memory is made of the imaginary; the imaginary made of memory.

I am reading Dickens again (Our Mutual Friend), and I’m imagining something from the book—an industrial harbor: a river, boats, wharves, warehouses…

From where is the material for my picturing this scene derived? I search my memory to find a similar place, with similar docks. It takes a while.

But then I remember a trip I took with my family when I was a child. There was a river, and a dock—it’s the same dock as the dock I just imagined.

I realize later that, when a new friend described to me his home in Spain, with its “docks,” I was picturing this same dock—the dock I saw on my childhood vacation; the dock I “used” already in imagining the novel I am reading.

(How many times have I used this dock?)

The act of picturing the events and trappings of fiction delivers unintentional glimpses into our pasts.

[image: map view of a river]

(And we may search our imaginings, as we search our dreams, for hints and fragments of our lost experience.)

[image: part of a river drawing]

Words are effective not because of what they carry in them, but for their latent potential to unlock the accumulated experience of the reader. Words “contain” meanings, but, more important, words potentiate meaning…

***

River, the word, contains within it all rivers, which flow like tributaries into it. And this word contains not only all rivers, but more important all my rivers: every accessible experience of every river I’ve seen, swum in, fished, heard, heard about, felt directly or been affected by in any other manner oblique, secondhand or otherwise. These “rivers” are infinitely tessellating rills and affluents that feed fiction’s ability to spur the imagination. I read the word river and, with or without context, I’ll dip beneath its surface. (I’m a child wading in the moil and suck, my feet cut on a river’s rock-bottom; or the gray river just out the window, now, just to my right, over the trees of the park—spackled with ice. Or—the almost seismic eroticism of a memory from my teens—of the shift of a skirt on a girl in spring, on a quai by an arabesque of a river, in a foreign city…)

This is a word’s dormant power, brimming with pertinence. So little is needed from the author, when you think of it.

(We are already flooded by river water, and only need the author to tap this reservoir.)

    [image: map view of a river]
  

SYNESTHESIA

  
    [image: river drawing]

    …this sleek, sinuous, full-bodied animal, chasing and chuckling, gripping things with a gurgle and leaving them with a laugh, to fling itself on fresh playmates that shook themselves free, and were caught and held again. All was a-shake and a-shiver—glints and gleams and sparkles, rustle and swirl, chatter and bubble.

—Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows





This passage, above, is not so much an evocation of a vision of a river* as much as it is an evocation of a feeling: the feeling of being-happy-beside-a-river. (A feeling we all might remember.)

  *One of the common metaphors we use when describing the immersive drift of reading is that of floating on a river: we are carried along by a narrative, as if we were in an oarless boat. This metaphor implies a passivity that belies the vested involvement of our reading minds. Sometimes we must row hard against the current, or steer around a jutting rock. And even when we are coasting, the boat that is carrying us is: our own minds.

Much of what we experience when we read is an overlapping of, or replacement by, one kind of sensation over another—a synesthetic event. A sound is seen; a color is heard; a sight is smelled; etc. When I mention wading through a river, the “moil and suck” of it, what I mean—and perhaps what you, reading it, might feel—is its eddy, a cool quadrant beneath your knees, and a heaviness of foot…
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Here is a wonderful character description from Edith Wharton’s House of Mirth:


As she moved beside him, with her long light step, Selden was conscious of taking a luxurious pleasure in her nearness: in the modelling of her little ear, the crisp upward wave of her hair—was it ever so slightly brightened by art?—and the thick planting of her straight black lashes.



It is helpful that we are told about the shape of this character’s hair, and the thickness of her lashes, but what is truly being communicated to us is a rhythm. This rhythm, in turn, conveys a young man’s elation at walking alongside a young woman. His growing happiness is communicated not semantically, but sonically—just listen:

“Long light step … luxurious pleasure … black lashes …”

The alliteration of the paragraph practically sings.
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(Which is to say that sometimes we confuse seeing and feeling.)

As any poet will tell you, the rhythms, registers, and onomatopoeic sounds of words build a synesthetic transfer in listeners and readers (silent listeners).

From a text arises music.


Soft is the strain when zephyr gently blows,

And the smooth stream in smoother numbers flows;

But when loud surges lash the sounding shore,

The hoarse, rough verse should like the torrent roar.

When Ajax strives some rock’s vast weight to throw,

The line too labours, and the words move slow;

Not so, when swift Camilla scours the plain,

Flies o’er th’ unbending corn, and skims along the main.*

  *Alexander Pope, An Essay on Criticism



(Another verse I had to memorize in school.)

So we also believe that we hear books; and that we hear them perfectly…

Aaron Copland suggested that when we listen to music, we are listening on three “levels”: the sensuous, the expressive, and the semantic/musical. The sensuous is, for me, the easiest to forget and the hardest to conjure. If I imaginatively “hear” the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth, I recall that insistent, downward-thrusting figuration. I don’t hear the “tutti,” or the individual instruments that make up the orchestra. I hear the shape of the notes, and their expressive quality. Strangely, I can recall the voices of singers. Is this because we can, ourselves, from our bodies, produce voice?
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Do we hear characters’ voices? (This seems less far-fetched than seeing their faces.) We certainly imagine that we can mentally “hear” our own voices when we aren’t speaking.

  “Reading in the third millennium BC may … have been a matter of hearing the cuneiform, that is, hallucinating the speech from looking at its picture-symbols, rather than visual reading of syllables in our sense.” —Julian Jaynes, The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind
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Earlier we read Proust describing the reading experience as “The frantic career of the eyes …”

The quote ends: “… and…my voice, which had been following, noiselessly.”

We grope our way through the world with the use of cross-sensory analogies—one sense describing another—though most of our analogies are spatial (such that the future is “forward” and quickly vibrating notes are “high”; happy is “up” and sad is “down”). We imagine that stories have “lines,” and we coordinate values, valleys, climaxes, as if plotting them on a graph, from one inchoate sense to another.

Kurt Vonnegut proposed such a graph, showing the basic contours of plot, in his lecture “The Simple Shapes of Stories.” I’ve made such graphs myself…

[image: Kurt Vennegut chart]

Laurence Sterne proposed the idea even earlier:

[image: laurence sterne chart]

Plotlines from, of, Tristram Shandy

When I am immersed in a book, my mind begins to formulate corresponding visual patterns…

The vectors in Kafka’s vision of New York City, from Amerika:
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or the mazes of Borges…
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or some other or overlapping or undulant thing for Louis Aragon’s Paysan de Paris…
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(Though it’s hard to say if these shapes are seen, felt, or—merely—understood.)




SIGNIFIERS

It should be mentioned that there are moments, when we read, when all we see are words. What we are looking at when we read are words, made up of letterforms, but we are trained to see past them—to look at what the words and letterforms point toward. Words are like arrows—they are something, and they also point toward something.

[image: pointing fingers]

***

Beckett remarked, of James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, “it is not written at all. It is not to be read—or rather it is not only to be read. It is to be looked at and listened to. His writing is not about something, it is that something itself.”

Words seem transparent to us because of their structure and purpose (they are signifiers) but also because the practice of reading is habitual. We have seen the “arrow” enough that we look only in the direction indicated.

[image: big yellow arrow]

***

Though there are, in fact, languages that contain pictorial representations of the signified: pictograms; hieroglyphics. In these language systems, the signifier is not arbitrary—the sign shares visual characteristics with its referent. It is a picture of the thing it refers to.

When I see the Chinese character that indicates “tree,” for example, I notice the shape of the character, and this shape encourages me to picture a certain kind of tree—of a certain thickness and shape. Similarly, when I see the Chinese character for “forest,” the configuration of characters puts me in mind of a certain size of wood—a copse, perhaps. I am responding to the character as a picture.

[image: chinese characters]

(But this is only because I do not speak Chinese.)
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Chinese readers may not “see” the pictures that are constituent parts of their language, because reading Chinese, for them, is habitual (or so I’m told).

A point of interest: The books that make the act of reading feel foreign and nonhabitual are not the books in which imaging is most difficult. Or, that is, when we read difficult books, with nontraditional narrative structures, we still imagine that we see.

***
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Tristram Shandy

It is not only the letterforms that are like arrows when we read…

[image: ]

…and paragraphs and chapters are arrows. Whole novels, plays, and stories are arrows.

[image: ]

Oedipus, the play, to me, points downward.

To read is: to look through; to look past…though also, to look, myopically, hopefully, toward…

There is very little looking at.

***


BELIEF

When reading To the Lighthouse, we come across this sentence:

“While it drew from the long frilled strips of seaweed pinned to the wall a smell of salt and weeds …”

Can you smell this odor? When I read this passage I imagined I did. Of course, what I was “smelling” was the idea of a smell. Not something visceral like a real smell. Can we imagine smells? I posed this question to a neuroscientist, an expert in how the brain constructs “smell.”

[image: ]

He said:


I have not met the person who can convincingly tell you that they can re-create peppermint or lilac at will and with … immediacy. I myself cannot, but can force a small fragment of the experience in an almost intellectual way—not the visceral experience … Why is this? I think that smell … has a more primitive, somatic nature: you cannot create the qualities of intense pain or itch in your mind and feel them with any intensity either. Perhaps this is because smell is a primitive stimulus … in some ways, the more primitive sensations are more important to survival. The body does not want you to create the experience of smelling danger or food or a mate ex nihilo unless they are actually present—it costs to act, and false alarms can lead to problems.



When we imagine, our experiences of sensations are dulled, so as to distinguish these imagined senses from real cues. We “force” an experience in “an almost intellectual way.”

What interests me here is that most people believe they can imagine smells perfectly; viscerally. Or, while they are reading, they tell themselves that they have smelled something.

(We have read a book—that is to say: imagined it—perfectly.)

[image: ]

The smell of “salt and weeds”:

I am not smelling them as such. I am performing a synesthetic transformation. From the words “smell of salt and weeds” I am calling up an idea of a summer house by the sea, where I’ve stayed. The experience does not contain any true recall of an odor. It is a flash, which leaves a slight afterimage. It is spectral and mutating. An aurora.

A nebula of illusory material.

***

[image: ]

[image: onion]

A sticking point—if I tell someone that I do not believe they can (viscerally) conjure a smell from memory, they are affronted. It is terrifying and disorienting that we can’t recapitulate the world in perfect facsimile. The metaphors we use to describe our minds, our memories, our very consciousness, are hard to relinquish. Reading a novel, we tell ourselves, is like watching a movie. Remembering a song is like sitting in an audience. If I say the word onion you are transported—as if smelling an onion all over again. It bothers people to suggest that this isn’t the case.

***

Someone might say, “Well, perhaps you can’t summon a smell (or sound) by memory, but maybe your sense of smell (or hearing) is poor.” (Fair enough.) “But maybe someone with a highly developed sense of smell can summon a scent viscerally—a sommelier, say, or a perfumer …”

A sommelier will have more responsive, complex olfactory responses than I do. As a result, a sommelier will have a better, more complete intellectual armature for his recall of scent—he will have a rich taxonomy of smells upon which to draw, and many metrics with which to judge and categorize. One scent may be acrid and lightly fruity. Another spicy and sour, lying upon a spectrum familiar only to experts. This knowledge, though, is no more than a mental trellis upon which to hang the vines of one’s olfactory memories.

But these vines don’t flower or bear fruit. Not in our minds.

***

I am a visual person (so I am told). I am a book designer, and my livelihood depends not only on my visual acuity in general, but on my ability to recognize the visual cues and prompts in texts. But when it comes to imagining characters, daffodils, lighthouses, or fog: I am as blind as the next person.

***

Perhaps our ability to picture, smell, hear clearly while we read depends on the strength of our faith in our ability to do so? Thinking we can picture, for all intents and purposes, is the same as picturing.

[image: ]
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We subscribe to the belief (we have faith) that when we read we are, passively, receiving visions…


And I looked, and, behold, a whirlwind came out of the north, a great cloud, and a fire infolding itself, and a brightness was about it, and out of the midst thereof as the color of amber.



Maybe the reading imagination is a fundamentally mystical experience—irreducible by logic. These visions are like revelations. They hail from transcendental sources, and are not of us—they are visited upon us. Perhaps the visions are due to a metaphysical union of reader and author. Perhaps the author taps the universal, and becomes a medium for it. (Perhaps the process is supernatural?)


And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was someone like a son of man, dressed in a robe … The hair on his head was white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire.



Perhaps the very notion that readers are “see-ers” and the conventions we use to describe the reading experience derive from this tradition—the tradition of visitation, annunciation, dream vision, prophecy, and other manifestations of religious or mystical epiphany…

Angels, demons, burning bushes, muses, dreams, seizures, drug-induced reveries…
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Dream vision (Geoffrey Chaucer):


And in my slepe I mette, as I lay,

How African, right in that selfe aray

That Scipioun him saw before that tyde,

Was comen, and stood right at my beddes syde



Poetic vision (Blake):


And by came an angel, who had a bright key, And he opened the coffins, and set them all free



Narcotic vision (Thomas De Quincey):


“A theatre seemed suddenly opened and lighted up within my brain, which presented nightly spectacles of more than earthly splendour.”



Hallucination (Shakespeare):


Is this a dagger which I see before me,

The handle toward my hand?



Epileptic vision (Dostoyevsky):


His brain seemed to catch fire at brief moments … His sensation of being alive and his awareness increased tenfold at those moments which flashed by like lightning. His mind and heart were flooded by a dazzling light.
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Can the visions of literature claim to be, like religious epiphanies, or platonic verities, more real than phenomenal reality itself? Do they point toward some deeper manner of authenticity? (Or: by mimicking the real world, do they point toward its inauthenticity?)

[image: ]


MODELS

[image: ]

When we read about something—a place, a person—we separate it from the mass of entities that surround it. We distinguish it. We excise it from the undifferentiated. Think of Stubb’s pipe. Or Achilles’s shield. (This thing is different from all other things: this thing is not Ahab’s peg leg, or Hector’s helmet.) We then form some kind of mental representation of it. It is a pipe: like this, and not like that. We form representations, so we can remember, and manipulate the memory of this pipe, so the information can be reused. This representation is a model of some sort. So we readers are also model builders.
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Jean Piaget tells us that thought is “mental representation.”

But what kind of representation? Codes? Symbols? Words? Propositions? Pictures?

***
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What are we modeling when we make mental representations of literary characters? Souls?

I continue to interrogate readers … I ask them to describe a central fictional character (making sure to only discuss books they’ve just recently finished reading, or have reread several times, so that whatever imagery they conjured when reading would still be fresh in their minds). My subjects respond by offering up one or two physical characteristics of a character (for instance, “He’s short and bald—I know that much”), followed by a longer disquisition on the character’s persona (“He’s a coward, unfulfilled, regretful,” et cetera). I generally have to stop them at some point in order to remind them that I was asking only for physical description.

That is to say, we confuse what a character looks like with who a character, putatively, is.

In this way we are backward phrenologists, we readers. We extrapolate physiques from minds.

***

“A great nose may be an index of a great soul.”
—Edmond Rostand, Cyrano de Bergerac

Buck Mulligan (remember him? He is the character who appears at the opening of Joyce’s Ulysses)…

Other things we know about him…

He is, variously:


“Equine” faced; “sullen” of jowl; “strong” and “well-knit”; light haired; white-toothed; “smokeblue” eyed; “Impatient”; older than his occasional flush makes him appear; gowned; waist-coated; panama-hatted; frowning; “wheedling”; “coarsely vigorous”; “broadly smiling”; “erect”; “ribald”; “solemn as a dean”; “heavy”; “gleeful”; “pious”; “grave”; full of “honeyed malice …”



None of these descriptors helps me to picture Buck (some of them seem downright contradictory: his being “plump” and his “equine” face, for instance).

And these depictions of Buck could portray practically anyone. But it is Buck’s introductory epithet—stately, plump—that defines him. But not as a picture. That description becomes, for me, a designation of type.

(This “stately” and this “plump” are like categories, in that they don’t describe so much as they characterize.)

    The novel is, among other things, a typology…
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I notice that we don’t praise the descriptive richness of fables (in direct contrast to what many readers find commendable in novels and stories). Here, characters are the transparently generalized types.

The flatness of characters and settings in fables and parables—their purposefully two-dimensional, cartoonish aspect—allows such literary systems to function properly. What is important in these cases is universal applicability—as opposed to, say, psychological detail. This is true to the extent that we readers, when we read such tales, might become: a fox; a hawk; a grasshopper; a satyr; a stag.

(In fables, the stylized visual aspect of the players and settings is obvious to us. Yet even the most psychologically rich characters and lushly described locales in naturalistic fiction are, visually: flat.)
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Are all characters, in all types of fiction, merely visual types, examplars of particular categories—sizes; body shapes; hair colors …?

This doesn’t feel true to me as I’m reading a novel. Good characters feel unique. But this uniqueness is only a psychological uniqueness. As I’ve mentioned many times, authors relinquish little information concerning a character’s appearance—thus it’s hard to imagine these characters as visually unique, one from the next. It’s hard to imagine them aquiring visual depth.

Yet somehow they seem to.

    “The ‘Redskinnery’ was what really mattered … take away the feathers, the high cheek-bones, the whiskered trousers, substitute a pistol for a tomahawk, and what would be left? For I wanted not the momentary suspense but that whole world to which it belonged—the snow and the snow-shoes, beavers and canoes, warpaths and wigwams, and Hiawatha names.”
—C. S. Lewis, On Stories


And how does a character or setting acquire this seeming depth? How does a verbal construction become felt?

How do they emerge as complete in our minds? How do they become, visually

[image: ]


THE PART
 & THE WHOLE
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I’m reading The Iliad, and I notice (at this point: unsurprisingly) that Homer gives his character Achilles very few physical attributes. Much of what I know of Achilles in my reading is extrapolated.

Luckily (lest I mistake Achilles for someone else; say, Patroclus…), Achilles comes with an epithet attached to him. Achilles is “swift-footed.”

This epithet is like a name tag. (A Homeric epithet is also a mnemonic device for the reader and the poet alike.) The goddess Athena is given an epithet as well: she is “gray-eyed,” glaucopis. (She is also “white-armed.”) The goddess Hera is “Ox-eyed.”

[image: Hello ox-eyed]

    (I’ve always loved the balefulness of this image—it adds a sympathetic psychological depth to a goddess traditionally characterized as a shrill and jealous harridan.)


These various epithets are more formalized than descriptions.

Homeric epithets are more often than not pictorial—moreover, they are also often picturesque. Being picturesque makes them memorable.*

    *What, for example, does a “wine-dark” sea look like? This has been a subject of much debate. Is a wine-dark sea a green or blue sea touched with the roseate colors of the sunset or sunrise? Is Homer’s ocean blue? Or did it appear red to him? Did the Greeks have the capacity to see blue? Goethe in his Theory of Color mentions that colors were less strictly defined for the ancient Greeks: “Pure red (purpur) fluctuates between warm red and blue, sometimes inclining to scarlet, sometimes to violet.” So was the sea “wine-dark” for Homer because it “looked that way”? Or because “wine-dark” was rythmically helpful to the poet—or because it was a memorable epithet?

***

    [image: heavy-lidded yellow eye. ]

“Gray-eyed” and “Ox-eyed” are not mere imagistic details. When one hears “Ox-eyed Hera” one does not picture a floating set of heavy-lidded eyes.

[image: an ox]

Hera’s eyes, to some extent, stand in for the entire character: they are parts of her that are proxies for the totality of her. Hera’s eyes are an instance of what is called metonymy. Metonymy is a figure of speech in which one thing (or idea) is called by the name of another thing (or idea) to which it is related. Generally speaking, this related idea is salient. For instance, the Pentagon…

[image: the pentagon]

…refers to a building, but more important, it refers to the United States’ military leadership that is housed in that building. The building is like a synonym; a related, associated concept that becomes a stand-in for the Department of Defense. Similarly, the expression “the White House” refers to the entire presidential staff, and (pulling the lens back farther) “Washington” stands in for the entire U.S. government. Here, concrete facts (geographical locations, buildings) are proxies for more elaborate and convoluted notions.

***

Hera’s eyes are an instance of metonymy…

But more specifically, Hera’s eyes are an instance of synecdoche—a synecdoche is a metonym in which the part refers to the whole.

For instance: Men (sailors) can become “Hands …”


“All hands
 on deck!”

Or: “Nice wheels…”



[image: ]
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Hera’s eyes are atomic components, which represent and fill in for a greater molecular complexity. (We do not consider characters as assemblages of parts, any more than we conceive of real people as aggregates of separate components. We conceive of people/characters as wholes—monads.)

I conceive of myself as “one,” not “many.”

[image: ]

For Anna Karenina, her “shining gray eyes” are Anna; the piece of her we readers grasp. Her eyes are like Hera’s: they are synecdochic; they are her epithets.

Metonymy, like metaphor, is thought by some to be a part of our innate language faculty—and an even greater foundational aspect of a human being’s natural cognitive abilities. (Our understanding of the part-for-whole relationship is an important tool by which we understand our world and communicate that understanding to others.) As embodied creatures, we consist of corporeal forms, physiques, which are in turn composed of parts. Being born with a body entails being born with some natural abstract sense of this relationship—of synecdoche.

(Look at your fingernail: You are, in some senses, this fingernail, but your fingernail is also part of you.)

[image: ]

This inborn ability to extrapolate a whole from a part is fundamental and reflexive, and understanding the part-whole structure enables us, somehow, to see characters, to see narrative, just as it enables us to function, mentally, physically, in the world.

***

Taking a part for a whole is a kind of substitution.

Metaphors and analogies, like metonymies, are also substitutions.

When Romeo compares Juliet to the sun in Shakespeare’s play, he is making an analogy (Juliet is like the sun) but he is also letting the sun replace Juliet (Juliet is the sun), such that he may use the metaphor to generate further information and understand other relationships, both abstract and concrete. (Rosaline is like the moon, for instance.) The metaphoric Juliet thus supersedes the character “Juliet,” a personified Juliet being too complex to mentally encompass. Juliet being the sun thereby becomes another name tag.
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SOME OF
THE METAPHORS
USED IN THIS
BOOK TO
DESCRIBE THE
READING
EXPERIENCE:


Arch

Arrow

Atom

Audience

Aurora

Bathtub

Bridge

Camera

Candle

Cartoon

Car trip

Chair

Clock

Cloister

Coin

Computer program

Conductor

Contest

Dam

Dream

Eye

Eye (inward)

Eyelid

Family tree

Film

Fog

Function

Funnel

Game of chess

Glass of water

Glasses

Hallucination

Knife

Library book

Line

Locked room

Magnifying glass

Map

Maze

Metaphor itself

Microscope

Model-building

Molecule

Music

Orchestra

Psychotherapy

Puzzle

Religious vision

River

Road

Road sign

Role-playing game

Rorschach blot

Rulebook

Sketch

Spotlight

Textbook

Vector

Video game

Walk

Wall

Wine



Epithets and metaphors are not names, but neither are they descriptions. Which aspect of a character an author chooses to represent them with is crucial. This is a method by which the author further defines his characters. If Buck Mulligan is “stately, plump,” it is for an important reason.

As I mentioned, this technique, the use of epithets, may be the method through which we define the (actual) people around us … we push an attribute of theirs to the fore; we “foreground” a piece of them and then let that piece suffice. (I have a friend, and when I think of him, I see only his glasses.)
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And I wonder…




    [image: funnel]



How could we do otherwise?



Without such tools, the world would be presenting us, constantly, with occasions so abundantly and elaborately informative as to be crippling.
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IT IS 
BLURRED

The world, as we read it, is made of fragments. Discontinuous points—discrete and dispersed.

(So are we. So too our coworkers; our spouses; parents; children; friends…)

We know ourselves and those around us by our readings of them, by the epithets we have given them, by their metaphors, synecdoches, metonymies. Even those we love most in the world. We read them in their fragments and substitutions.

The world for us is a work in progress. And what we understand of it we understand by cobbling these pieces together—synthesizing them over time.

It is the synthesis that we know. (It is all we know.)

And all the while we are committed to believing in the totality—the fiction of seeing.*

    
    *Vision itself, binocular vision, is a fiction—a synthesis—in which we combine two distinct optical views of the world (while subtracting our noses).

[image: ]

    When we apprehend the world (the parts of it that are legible to us), we do so one piece at a time. These single pieces of the world are our conscious perceptions. What these conscious perceptions consist of, we don’t know, though we assume that our experience of the world is an admixture of that which is already present, and that which we ourselves contribute (our selves—our memories, opinions, proclivities, and so on).

Authors are curators of experience. They filter the world’s noise, and out of that noise they make the purest signal they can—out of disorder they create narrative. They administer this narrative in the form of a book, and preside, in some ineffable way, over the reading experience. Yet no matter how pure the data set that authors provide to readers—no matter how diligently prefiltered and tightly reconstructed—readers’ brains will continue in their prescribed assignment: to analyze, screen, and sort. Our brains will treat a book as if it were any other of the world’s many unfiltered, encrypted signals. That is, the author’s book, for readers, reverts to a species of noise. We take in as much of the author’s world as we can, and mix this material with our own in the alembic of our reading minds, combining them to alchemize something unique. I would propose that this is why reading “works”: reading mirrors the procedure by which we acquaint ourselves with the world. It is not that our narratives necessarily tell us something true about the world (though they might), but rather that the practice of reading feels like, and is like, consciousness itself: imperfect; partial; hazy; co-creative.

***

[image: ]

Among the great mysteries of life is this fact: The world presents itself to us, and we take in the world. We don’t see the seams, the cracks, and the imperfections.

[image: ]

    [image: We haven’t missed a thing.]
    

To the Lighthouse; again.

Lily Briscoe is painting on the lawn…

[image: an easel]

This painting of hers, with its abstractions, is Woolf’s central metaphor for the act of creation in general—a writer or poet or composer’s reconstruction of this slippery world of ours. More specifically, the painting is a proxy for the book To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf.

[image: To the Lighthouse cover]


    
    How does Lily Briscoe’s painting reproduce the scene? Mrs. Ramsay, James, the house, the window?


But the picture was not of them, she said. Or not in his sense. There are other senses too in which one might reverence them. By a shadow here and a light there, for instance. Her tribute took that form if, as she vaguely supposed, a picture must be a tribute. A mother and child might be reduced to a shadow without irreverence.



[image: tubes of paint]

    [image: we reduce]
   
    

Writers reduce when they write, and readers reduce when they read. The brain itself is built to reduce, replace, emblemize … Verisimilitude is not only a false idol, but also an unattainable goal. So we reduce. And it is not without reverence that we reduce. This is how we apprehend our world. This is what humans do.

Picturing stories is making reductions. Through reduction, we create meaning.

These reductions are the world as we see it—they are what we see when we read, and they are what we see when we read the world.

They are what reading looks like (if it looks like anything at all).

***

Lily painting:


And she lost consciousness of outer things, and her name and her personality and her appearance, and whether Mr. Carmichael was there or not, her mind kept throwing up from its depths, scenes, and names, and sayings, and memories and ideas, like a fountain spurting over that glaring, hideously difficult white space … But this is one way of knowing people, she thought: to know the outline, not the detail.



The outline. Not the detail.


There it was, her picture. Yes, with all its greens and blues, its lines running up and across, its attempt at something … She looked at the steps; they were empty; she looked at her canvas; it was blurred.



***

It was blurred.

    
    
    
***
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“Levin gazed at the portrait, which stood out from the frame in the brilliant light thrown on it, and he could not tear himself away from it … It was not a picture, but a living, charming woman, with black curling hair, with bare arms and shoulders, with a pensive smile on the lips, covered with soft down; triumphantly and softly she looked at him with eyes that baffled him. She was not living only because she was more beautiful than a living woman can be.”

—Anna Karenina

    [image: ]



OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_137_r1.jpg
D@n_ld





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_136_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_014_r1.jpg
Characters are ciphers

And narratives are made richer
by omission






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_135_r1.jpg
NOw...
WHAT

IS THE
WEATHER
LIKE, IN
YOUR
MIND?





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_134_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_012_r1.jpg
th





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_133_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_001a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_132_r1.jpg
Impossible Geometries





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_131_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_130_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
il








OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_018_r1.jpg
“Callme...





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_139_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_138_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_005_r1.jpg
'0’5,‘
[






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_126_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_125_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_124_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_123_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_122_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_121_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_120_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_129_r1.jpg
J‘: €as? lic the In,.‘;;.u‘
4 where 15 Dy

irdon
S e

o wvos G I
bﬁfm« \i Mounran_>

G A d: JDanm_
xhot 5 5mus
K 44 FRA bR MK

;; ki g&@%mggmgmtﬁ
o  BOE3-MeY|
Mﬁ“ REPIR-Pr- P4
G Wi, 4 ¢ Bp-BARRIEaRR
L 0990 R el

B

) WerheOuwd e G
M MM A A, ThereeSpdes.





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_128_r1.jpg
X Paul Rayley

X Macalister

~

X Hrs. Ramsay

X Hinta Doyle

X Me. Ramsay
X Charles Tansley

X James Ramsay

X Lily Briscoe

X William Bankes

X Prue Ramsay X hugustus Carmichael





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_127_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_038_r1.jpg
Mulligan






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_159_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_037_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_158_r1.jpg
rything was vanishing from his sight . .. Inadvertently moving his
d, he suddenly felt the twenty-kopeck piece clutched in his fist. He
ned his hand, stared at the coin, swung, and threw it into the water
1 he turned and went home. It seemed to him that at that moment
1ad cut himself off, as wjllibcissors, from everyone and everything
rds evening, which meant he had beer

. Of where and how he came back, h

yver*him, and imme

6 consciousness by

W before had he seer
heard such unnatd aming, snarling
rs, blows, and curses) i
stliness, such frenz,
|, tormented, and wit
hting, screaming, and!
his great amazement;

s howling, shrieking,
rds, so that it wa Fing out, pleadin
ing—g , because she wa
. of her assailant be
0 more than a rasp
apidly, indistinetly
ov began shaking like
he recognized the was the voice of Ilya Petrovich. Ily
trovich was here, beatighe landlady! He was kicking her, pound
 her head against the stcB-—that was clear, one could tell from th
inds, the screaming, the thuds! What was happening? Had th
rld turned upside down, or what? A crowd could be heard gather
 on all the floors, all down the stairs; voices, exclamations could b
il e e T g R e






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_036_r1.jpg
Plump

SRS
z@aﬁe@





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_157_r1.jpg
_

478

knew he was gon
rope’s final end fl
an oarsman, and
For an instant, ¢
¢ The ship? Great
dxm, bewildering
as in the gaseous ¥
of water; while fix
once lofty perches,
sinking look-outs o
the lone boat itself,
every lance-pole, ar
and round in one v

out of sight.
o & TIo e Ry iy TS A






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_035_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_156_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_155_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_154_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_153_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_003a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_031_r1.jpg
“Then he heard a scream . . . it came from nearby ..





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_152_r1.jpg
: 060-81/€9-G¢
4 ,

N_|w

&0
i D N "

0oL






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_030_r1.jpg
Bleak House al:

LONDON. .. As mach i h et
el to s  Megsosaunus, ony et
Chimocypot, ki sl ek i
g fo e st of 5 . 1
scngers.jolin onc aner
housandvof e ot

e e upon o .

Fog xseyubor. Fo 5.
it of sippng and he
crias it he cabo e
‘Sl of s 1
s fogin e
iger of i shvcr
il fogall oo

G aoming
andanand o

[—

appropratc o
e very beartof





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_151_r1.jpg
Third person.
The “God’s-eye” view.

ONEGIN ~ LENSKY
1 [}





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_150_r1.jpg
First person.
The hero’s vantage.

ONEGIN  LENSKY
1 [}






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_039_r1.jpg
(or Mulligan)






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_148_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_026_r1.jpg
The N, nectes
7970- 7990






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_147_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_146_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_145_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_023_r1.jpg
UdLIC DOvaAl )






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_144_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_143_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_002a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_021_r1.jpg
Tashtego

Queequeg

Dagoo






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_142_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_141_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_140_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_029_r1.jpg
Ifona .
Winters
night

Sieam from a piston coyers g OPERIN of the chapter, 3
oo o smoke Hides iy o it e Paragraph, In g
0dor of the stagion there s Mof Station catg
. Th






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_028_r1.jpg
many

many

places places

at

once

once





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_149_r1.jpg
Monomania (+/-)

Power

Stump Control

Imprecations

AHAB™ Controller Doubloons

Pequod Navigation Harpoon Mega-strike





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_059_r1.jpg
Now

No/
—

MoN

MON





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_058_r1.jpg
Protention / Retention

A

past now future





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_179_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_057_r1.jpg
THE EYE

SACCADES
SACCADES

\

AROUND

AROUND

THE PAGE





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_178_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_056_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_177_r1.jpg
Sentences are also arrows





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_055_r1.jpg
(I've turned the p:





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_176_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_054_r1.jpg
Another type of novel






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_175_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_053_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_174_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_052_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_173_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_051_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_172_r1.jpg
L (A [ 16 Y
= (=g

N‘[@l@ﬂ({f’@
€ L e

P . RN T TS A W






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_050_r1.jpg
AR HOW SPLENDD I WL BT BROKEFROM LI

WELL NOW WE WL FINSH TALNG AND GO T0 S FNERAL DNER. DONT € PJTOUTAT CUREATG:
PANCARES — S AVERY0LDCUSTOM AMD THERES SOMETHING NCE I THAT” AUGHED ALYSHA

“WELL LETUS GO ANONDN WE GO RANDINHAND

ANDALVAYS S0, AL UR LIVES KD I HAND HURRAH FOR KARAMAZON” NOLYA CRED NCE MORE RAPTIR
OUSLY, ANDONCENORE THE BOYSTOOKUPHSEXCLAMATION. HURRARFOR KARAMAZN™

@






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_171_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_170_r1.jpg
Ihad made myway through a dark maze

l, petered out after two or i

g
g E
H H
2 N
wre literal examples I lave given; I do know thi for many y3ars they plagu
H s 3
H ) H
= g H
There were corridogs that led nowhere, uniZachably high windows
£ 2 s
T L N
= grandly dramatic doo that openetonto monklik
H = s
T g
3 3

S 01 oo sy “SaLuaESs uf pSipaid un2aD 1 uFnfio 01 §jas

s
T

aut payjadas puv p:
Other staircases, clinggng airily

t the palace that I imjrfectly explored, the architecture had no purpose

w0 10 Xwnalja wonduosupas )












OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_049_r1.jpg
Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a bowl

of lather on which a mirror and a razor lay crossed. A yellow dressing-

‘gown, ungirdled, was sustained gently behind him on the mild morning

air. He held the bowl aloft and intoned:

—Introibo ad altare Dei.

Halted, he peered down the dark winding stairs and called up coarsely

—Come b Kt Come . souarf s
s i LSy mopie e v s

i blz kot il it

He faced

st

16 TR ‘V ;S&m Then, catching wm of Stephen Dedalus he
15, MRS uw,// g n];fun VSN ik e
Ins.w.;mwu/mm I e S el 2 g
lass s !,',','n":" ity JZ‘I.% W'/. oGNS e
SHeiae Mo s'am'm S U P e, and a the
bl all i </n"//4)ueyﬂ‘h‘4’5?‘!0::1‘“”" an ancient

Atullig an pecped an insignt under the mirror and then covered
Wfislinder i friendly Jest and e over 1o ihe paripei

pt
Z '/x“,:,(:,m,,,wm/ SteqlienPediius stepped up, followed him wea-
T by !.u(,} j ,’ i 1h edse of the gunrest, waching him

i M i g A

please. Shui your eyes, gents. One

o OA/IIt(I You





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_048_r1.jpg
Major Mode Minor Mode





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_169_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_047_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_168_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_046_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_167_r1.png
| |
aVJE B
m '
Z :
E Fi N ‘ (Levin)
o ~-17
<9
a S -
o = 5
o )
U s
.
BEGINNING AN END OF
OF BOOK s N BOOK
Al |
1 .
o
<9
|
=)
Hades (Anna)
Titus Anna Tristan and
Andronicus  Karenina  L’Etranger The Odyssey Isolde The Trial
......... Y ga— e —
A 4





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_045_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_166_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_044_r1.jpg
time.





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_165_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_043_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_164_r1.jpg
\a \a alahb

“La I |a1aaR"





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_042_r1.jpg
at





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_163_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_041_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_162_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_040_r1.jpg
“Mulhigan”

“Stately, plump”





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_161_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_160_r1.jpg















OEBPS/images/river.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_156a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_079_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_078_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_199_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_077_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_198_r1.jpg
LSICUM





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_076_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_197_r1.jpg
Knight-Errant, Aarlequin,
Mad Scientist, Evil
Clown, Elderly Martial-
Arts Master, Gumshoe,
Action Hero, Crone, White
Hunter, Spinster, Space
Nazi, Reluctant Hero,
Ingenue, Nerd, Diva,
Redshirt, Hooker-with-a-
Heart-of-Gold, Battle-Axe,
Absent-Minded Professor,
Town Drunk, Southern
Belle, Lone Drifter, Roué,
Blind Prophet, Jezebel,
Village Idiot, Everyman,

AAardi~n





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_075_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_196_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_074_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_195_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_073_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_194_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_072_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_193_r1.jpg
EQUOS

ARBOR





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_071_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_192_r1.jpg
Fe 0+ 850,
Jun ey

HEt 4 Hy0 2 € ¢ Hy0 oo b

Ve faklael e3¢l el ,‘.j L;,;..,..,-,.a.m

[0}

ezom | ] H
Hog N0

57om\ O—H





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_070_r1.jpg
chloss

\

AN \" \| \

PN X %%// \

O S A% %/,,/
& S %

Land Surveyor





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_191_r1.jpg
55555





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_190_r1.jpg
Ceci n'est ppas lo poipe duu Sty





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_209a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_999_r1.jpg
*Italo Calvino, The
Uses of Literature






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_069_r1.jpg
cuLTY

GUILTY-ER





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_068_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_189_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_067_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_188_r1.jpg
Veridical Perception






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_066_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_187_r1.jpg
[






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_065_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_186_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_064_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_185_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_063_r1.jpg
12

16






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_184_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_062_r1.jpg
“6OD,

ISN'T HE

DREADFUL?"






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_183_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_061_r1.jpg
“WILL YOU COME
IF I CAN GET THE
AUNT TO FORK OUT

TWENTY QUID?”






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_182_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_060_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_181_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_180_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_099_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_098_r1.jpg
(o iy -u.a,_. bt g
§§ —fpetest LT BLGTD pentrer
Pl

Jattsosvint ) s Getitogl Bl s
X Ya i B
Jityry Ot

%
oot o,

G






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_097_r1.jpg
Lorca

Baudelaire





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_096_r1.jpg
pustovm P

The Mctamorpl;is

W ogsiede (3
1 /

TN & Pl

As GrEcom SAMSA awoke one morning from umeasy
drﬂnﬂ he found himself transformed in his bed into a
gigansic insect. He was lying on his hard, as it were
armor-plated, back and when he lifted his head a little
:ﬂ‘.‘gy his dome-like brown belly divided into ssifé
‘segments on top of which the bed quilt could

hardly keep in position and was about to slide off com-
pletely. His numerous legs, wh pitifully thin
compared to the rest of his bulk, mple-ly before,
i T
What has happened to me? he thought. It wag_fio

dream. His room, a regular_humap bedroom,

rather sao-small, lay quiet between the four familiar
walls. Above the table on which a collection of cl\oa._h
samples was unpacked and spread out—Samsa was 2
commercial traveler—hung the picture which he had
recently cut out of an illustrated magazine and put into
a pretty gilt frame. It showed a lady, with a fur cap on





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_095_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_094_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_093_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_092_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_091_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_090_r1.jpg
perfection






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_089_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_088_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_087_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_086_r1.jpg
s Tk,
o oy,

oo,

ot
o





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_085_r1.jpg
. “A voluptuous vibration
constantly sirs





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_082_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_081_r1.jpg
Red





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_080_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
WHAT WE SEE
WHEN WE READ

PETER
MENDELSUND





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_1962_r1.jpg















OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_tp_r1.jpg
WHAT WE SEE
WHEN WE READ

A PHENOMENOLOGY

WITH ILLUSTRATIONS

PETER
MENDELSUND






OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_216a_r1.jpg
‘We reduce.





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_204a_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_214_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_213_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_212_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_211_r1.jpg
Phantasms;
simulacra;
trails;
splinters;
wreckages . . .





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_210_r1.jpg
indandly “14voratey

crmplmgcrlpplln;





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_085a_r1.jpg
.. The most chaste of cities . .." .





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_901_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_900_r1.jpg
()





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_217_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_216_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_215_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_203_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_202_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_201_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_200_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_208_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_207_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_206_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_205_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_204_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_115_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_114_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_113_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_112_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_111_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_110_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_213a_r1.jpg
‘We haven’t missed a thing.





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_119_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_118_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_117_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_116_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_104_r1.jpg
NN

A KA

RENIN

BEANNAKEA
RENINAANN

AKARENINAA

L T

20/200

20/100

2070

20/50
20/40
20/30

20/25
20/20





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_103_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_102_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_101_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Formula.jpg
(AeKeVeM)>
[(@Uv) = T]





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_100_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/StoryCalledReadingRed.jpg
There is a story
called “Reading.”

We all know this
story.

It is a story of
pictures, and of
picturing.





OEBPS/images/AnnaSmudgeBW.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_109_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_108_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_107_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_106_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mend_9780804171649_epub_105_r1.jpg





