
 

 

The Pleasure of the Text 

 

[He]  put   the  noose   in   the  ash  can ,  where   i t  was   found the  

next  morn ing  by  a  garbage‐man named Laz lo  Szombathy .  

Szombathy  actua l ly  hanged  h imse l f  w i th   i t—but   that   i s  

another  s tory .  

Kurt  Vonnegut ,   J r . ,  Mother  N ight  

 

No  one   lacks  a   reason   to  commit  su ic ide .  

A lbert  Camus,  The  Myth  of  S i syphus  

 

I  

August  18 ,  1993  

Dear  G i les ,  

Thanks  aga in   for  your  hosp i ta l i ty .  The   t r ip  back   f rom Minnesota  was  

complete ly  uneventfu l  and  merc i fu l ly   short .  Now F lor ida  appears  a l l   the  better   for  

hav ing   le f t   i t .  

But   I  haven ' t  been  ab le   to  s top   th ink ing  about  Frank 's  brother 's   su ic ide .   I  

certa in ly  don ' t  need   to   te l l  you   that   there  was  no   love   lost  between Frank  and  me.  

When you  brought  h im to  F lor ida  with  you  on  your  v i s i t ,   I   f rank ly  d id  not   f ind   the  

antagonism between us  very   re lax ing ,  and   though   I  never  actua l ly   to ld  you,   I  was  

more   than  a   l i t t le  p issed  at  you   for  ask ing  h im a long .  Af ter  a l l ,   I  hadn ' t   seen  you   in  

f ive  years ,  and  with  a l l   those  ph i losophica l  a rguments ,  we  hard ly  had  a  chance   to  

ta lk .   I t  was   then,  come to   th ink  o f   i t ,   that  we began   to   lose   touch  with  one  another .  

Perhaps   i t  was  because   I  was  once  an  Ayn  Rand  d isc ip le  myse l f   (unt i l   I  outgrew  i t ,  

l i ke  puberty )   that   I  had  so   l i t t le  pat ience  with  someone  l ike  Frank ,  who at   th i r ty  

shou ld  have  known better   than   to   fa l l   for  a l l   that   s tup id  "with  char i ty   toward  none"  

horsesh i t .  Forg ive  me G i les .   I   know you   too  were  sore ly   tempted  by  "ob ject iv i sm"  

[s ic ]  yourse l f  a t   the   t ime,   though   I  haven ' t  heard  a  word  about   i t   f rom you  s ince .  

D id  you  know that ,   i ron ica l ly  enough,   I  have  been  chased   for   severa l  years  

now by  a   former  s tudent—a groupie ,  you  might  say—who,  desp i te  be ing   twelve  years  

my  jun ior ,   i s   complete ly   in fatuated  with  me and   i s—of  a l l   th ings—an Ayn  Rand  

d isc ip le ,  determined   to  convert  me and,  a t   the  same t ime,   seduce  me!   I f   I  were   to  

put   th is   in  a  p iece  of   f i c t ion ,  no  one  would  be l ieve  me,  would   they?  Or   the  cr i t i cs  

would  deem  i t  a  pa le   imitat ion  of  Walker  Percy .  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I   knew,   too ,  or  a t   least   I  had  guessed,  your  mot ives   in  br ing ing  Frank   to  

F lor ida  with  you,   though   I  wasn ' t   sure   (and  s t i l l  am not  sure)   that  you  knew them 

yourse l f .  S ince  you  had   looked  up   to  me  for   some t ime—made me  into  a  k ind  of  

mentor—you wanted   to  set  up  some sort  o f   " f i r ing   l ine"   in  which   the   two po les   ( the  

two hemispheres ,   i f  you  wi l l )  o f  your  own psyche  would   f ight   i t  out  before  your  eyes ,  

and   then  you  cou ld  choose   the  winner  and  have  a   ready‐made,   sanct ioned,  c red ib le  

ph i losophy   to  adopt  at  w i l l .  You  got  your  w ish .   I   can ' t   reca l l  now any  of  your  v i s i t  

except   for   the  debate—in  my mobi le  home,   in  bars ,   in   the  car ,  on   the  beach.  Maybe 

i t  was   the  bad  weather  F lor ida   thought less ly  dumped on  us   that  week  which  made 

the  atmosphere  so   fu l l  o f   tens ion—that  p lus  my ant ipathy   for  Rand.  But   I   suspect  my 

host i l i ty   to  Frank  had  another  source—his  own not‐so‐secret  mot ives   in  coming   to  

F lor ida .  

I f  you  wanted  me to  endorse  Rand   for  you,  F rank ,   i t  

seemed,  wanted  me—why me?—to b less  h is  a f fa i r ‐ in ‐progress .  

For  God 's   sake ,  he  brought   i t  up  on ly  hours  a f ter  gett ing  o f f   the  

p lane,  overcome by   the  oh‐so‐typ ica l   contemporary  urge   to  

confess ,  even   to  per fect   s t rangers   ( "Confess ion   i s   the  new 

handshake,"  as  one  observer  o f  our  mores  qu ipped) .  Ayn  Rand  

meets   the  "me decade"!  But  unrequ i ted   love   for  a   s tudent—

espec ia l ly  a   th i r teen‐year‐o ld—somehow d id  not  s t r ike  me as  

qu i te  sane   in  a  midd le  school   teacher  committed   to   lead ing  a   l i fe  governed   tota l ly  by  

rat iona l   se l f ‐ in terest .  To  Frank ,  however ,   th is  Lo l i ta  complex  ev ident ly  d id  not  

contrad ict  any  of   the  other  p lanks   in  h is  Rand ian  p lat form,  and   (as   I 'm  sure  you  

reca l l )  he  seemed deep ly  d is turbed   that   I  would  not   rat i fy   the  whole  campaign  and  

send  h im back   to  Minnesota  with  a  c lear  consc ience .  What  ever  d id  happen to  Frank  

and  h is  Annabel  Lee?   (Wasn ' t  her  name "Tammy"  of  a l l   th ings?)  You  know,   I  hadn ' t  

thought  about   th is  whole  ep isode   in  years—not  unt i l  my  v is i t  and  h is  brother 's  

su ic ide—but   for   some unexp la ined  reason   I   fee l   the  need   to  c lear   the  a i r  about   th is  

now.  

Neverthe less ,   I  w ish   I   cou ld  have  been  more  he lp   to  Frank  and   fami ly .  A  

su ic ide   i s  never  easy   to  understand,  but  one   l ike   that—just i f ied   ( insp i red  by?)  a  

nove l—seems doubly  perp lex ing .   ( I t  a lmost  seems  l ike  someth ing   f rom a  

postmodern is t  nove l  and  smacks  o f  metaf ic t ion! )  And  yet   I  was  no  he lp  at  a l l .   I t  has  

been   twenty  years  s ince   I   read  The  End  of   the  Road .   (Dur ing  a  per iod   in  my  l i fe ,  

co inc identa l ly ,  when  I   too  was  qu i te  su ic ida l .  That  was   the  year ,  as   I   reca l l ,  when  I  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forgot  about  my own b i r thday  unt i l   la te   in   the  even ing  and  spent  most  o f   the  day   in  a  

f i t  o f  Weltschmerz ,   ly ing   in  bed  read ing  A .  A lvarez '  The  Savage  God .   I  was  obsessed  

with  P lath ,  Sexton,  Hart  Crane,  Camus '  The  Myth  of  S i syphus ,  Pavese ,  The  Possessed ,  

and   l i terary  su ic ide   in  genera l .  You  must   remember—I   ta lked  about   i t  o f ten  enough. )  

A l l   I   cou ld   remember   i s   that  The  End  of   the  Road  was  depress ing  and  "ex is tent ia l"  

and   that   i t   conv inced  me  further—as   I  a lways  wanted   to  be  conv inced  at   the   t ime  I  

read   i t—of   l i fe ' s  meaning lessness ,   for   I  used   to   f ind  despa i r   so  exh i larat ing   in   those  

days—my angst  per iod!  Frank 's  brother ,   I  p resume,  must  have  been  undergo ing  

someth ing  s imi lar ,  and  End  of   the  Road  pushed  h im over   the  edge.    

You  know,   I   can  even  reca l l  now search ing  out  books   that  might  be  s imi lar ly  

fa ta l   for  me and  was  very  hopefu l  o f   f ind ing  one.   I  was  qu i te   taken  with  Wi l l iam 

Burroughs '  asp i rat ion   to  wr i te  so  powerfu l ly  and  graph ica l ly   (about  h is  exper iences  

w ith  hero in)   that   the   text  would  be   fata l   to   read  and  was   rather  d isappointed ,  a f ter  

read ing  Naked  Lunch ,  e t  a l ,   that  he  hadn ' t   succeeded.  

Th is   i s ,   I   rea l i ze ,  no   t ime  for  comedy,  but   for   some reason   th is  a l l  b r ings   to  

mind   that  d iabo l ica l  Monty  Python  rout ine  about  a   le tha l   joke  which   the  Br i t i sh  army 

uses   in   the   t renches   in  W.W.   I  a f ter   t rans lat ing   i t   in to  German—ki l l ing  severa l  

t rans lators   in   the  process!  

S t i l l ,   i t  was  d isappoint ing   I   cou ld  not  use  my expert i se   to  o f fer   some sort  o f  

exp lanat ion .  Af ter  a l l ,   l i ke  most   in  our  profess ion   in   th is  ant i ‐book  cu l ture ,   I  am 

regu lar ly  overwhelmed by   the  sense   that  what   I  do   i s  meaning less   to   the  cu l ture  at  

la rge .   (A  co l league 's  ch i ld ,  asked  once  by  a   fourth  grade   teacher   to   te l l  what  h is  

daddy  d id  " for  a   l i v ing ,"   in formed her   that  h is   fa ther  was  a  doctor .  Asked  what  k ind—

obstetr ic ian?  surgeon?  procto log is t?—he answered,  profoundly ,   " the  k ind   that  can ' t  

he lp  anybody."  Ah  yes . )  But   I   cou ld  have  he lped  Frank ,   i f  on ly   I  had   remembered   the  

book  better .  A l l   those  years  o f   l i terary  s tudy ,  my acute ly   t ra ined  hermeneut ica l  

sk i l l s ,  my  ab i l i ty   to   in terpret   texts   to   revea l  h idden  meanings ,  cou ld  have  been  

brought   to  bear  on  a   f i c t ion  not   in  order   to  promote  a  v igorous  c lass  d iscuss ion ,  not  

to  pass  my ora ls ,  not   to  gr ind  out  another  meaning less  essay   for   John  Barth  Quarter ly  

o r  a   ta lk  a t  a   twent ieth  century   l i terature  conference ,  not   for   the  p leasure  of   the  

text—but   to  dec ipher  a  " l i terary"  su ic ide ,   to  he lp  a  brother  and  a   fami ly   to  

understand   the   incomprehens ib le .  But  my memory   fa i led  me.   I t  had  been   impl icated  

in  a  sense less  death ,  was ,   in  e f fect ,  an  appendix   to  a  su ic ide  note ,  and  demanded an  

interpretat ion .  Yet   I   cou ld  not  g ive  one.  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Only   three  weeks  now unt i l   schoo l   s tarts  aga in .   In   the  meant ime,   I 'm  go ing   to  

do  some read ing—The  End  of   the  Road ,  o f  course .  Perhaps   I  w i l l  have  some answers  

soon.  

 

Your   f r iend   (s t i l l )  

 

Dan ie l  K i r i lov  

 

PS   I t   just  occurred   to  me that   th is  whole   th ing  may  not  be  without  

precedent .  D idn ' t  Goethe 's  Sorrows  of  Young  Werther   insp i re  a  vogue  of  

su ic ide   in   la te  18th  century  Europe?   I  must   research   th is .  

 

I I  

August  20 ,  1993  

Dear  Dan ie l ,  

Why haven ' t  you  wr i t ten?   I  haven ' t  heard   f rom you  s ince   the  wonderfu l  n ight  

we spent   together  back   in   June.   I  m iss  you  and   f ind  myse l f   fantas iz ing  about  you  and  

that  n ight  o f ten .  

I  have   t r ied   to  ca l l  you   twice ,  but  both   t imes  your  w i fe  answered  and   I  hung  

up   immediate ly .  Cou ldn ' t  you  at   least  ca l l  me?   I 'm  home with  Ash ley  a l l  day  on  

Tuesday  and  Thursday  and  Sam  is  a t  work  unt i l  6 .  

When can  we see  each  other  aga in?   I  need  you  so  bad ly .  

Have  you  had  a  chance   to   read  any  more  of   the  Rand  books   I   loaned  you?   I  

was  p leased   to   learn  you   loved  At las  Shrugged—it 's  my b ib le ,  you  know.   I  was  so  

exc i ted   to   ta lk  w i th  you  about   i t .  

We should  be   together  and  you  know  i t .   I  was   th ink ing   recent ly  about  when  I  

had  you   for  Freshman Comp and  how  I  would  dream about  you  as  my  lover .   I   rea l ly  

can ' t  be l ieve  my dreams came t rue .  But  not  o f ten  enough.  We cou ld   teach  each  other  

so  much!  

 

Love ,  

 

Brett  

 

PS  A   thought   for   the  day   ( f rom The  V i r tue  o f  Se l f i shness ) :  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I t   i s  not  men's   immora l i ty   that   i s   respons ib le   for   the  co l lapse  now threaten ing  

to  destroy   the  c iv i l i zed  wor ld ,  but   the  k ind  or  mora l i t ies  men have  been  asked  

to  pract ice .  The   respons ib i l i ty  be longs   to   the  ph i losophers  o f  a l t ru ism.  They  

have  no  cause   to  be  shocked  by   the  spectac le  o f   the i r  own success ,  and  no  

r ight   to  damn human nature :  men have  obeyed   them and  have  brought   the i r  

mora l   idea ls   in to   fu l l   rea l i ty .  

I t   i s  ph i losophy   that   sets  men's  goa l  and  determines   the i r  course ;   i t   i s  

on ly  ph i losophy   that  can  save   them now.  Today ,   the  wor ld   i s   fac ing  a  cho ice ,  

i f   c iv i l i zat ion   i s   to  surv ive ,   i t   i s   the  a l t ru is t  mora l i ty   that  men have   to   re ject .  

 

I  w i l l   c lose  with   the  words  o f   John  Ga l t ,  wh ich   I  address ,  as  he  d id ,   to  a l l   the  

mora l i s ts  o f  a l t ru ism,  past  or  present .  

 

"You  have  been  us ing   fear  as  your  weapon and  have  been  br ing ing  death   to  

man as  h is  pun ishment   for   re ject ing  your  mora l i ty .  We of fer  h im  l i fe  as  h is  

reward   for  accept ing  ours ."  

 

I I I  

August  21 ,  1993  

Dear  Dan,  

Thanks   for  wr i t ing  so  cand id ly .   I 'm  g lad  you   to ld  me  (at   las t )  your   rea l   fee l ings  

about  my v is i t   to  F lor ida   ( though  you  d idn ' t   rea l ly   te l l  me much   I  hadn ' t  a l ready  

f igured  out ) .   I  am sorry .  F rank  and   I  were  never  very  c lose  a f ter .   I  d idn ' t  approve  of  

h is  a f fa i r  w i th  Tammy e i ther—and  i t  was  consummated,  by   the  way,   though  

miracu lous ly  no  one  at   school  except   for  me  found out ,  even   though   i t   resu l ted   in  an  

hyster ica l ,  pregnant   teenager  and  an  ug ly  abort ion .  And   I   fe l l  away   f rom Rand and  

her   ideas ,   too ,   though  Frank  became even  more  of   t rue  be l iever .  He  made a l l  h i s  

dec is ions ,  p lanned  everyth ing   in  h is   l i fe ,  on   the  bas is  o f  her  ph i losophy.  And   I  g rew 

very  bored  with  h is  cons is tency .  

But   I   shou ldn ' t   speak   i l l  o f   the  dead,   for  Frank  k i l led  h imse l f  yesterday   (yes ,  

h im too)—at  an   in ‐serv ice  day  at   school   ( shot  h imse l f   in   the   teacher 's  cof fee   room),  

We're  a l l  qu i te  s tunned.  He   too   le f t  a   su ic ide  note ,  and   i t   read   ( I   th ink   I  am quot ing  

exact ly ) :   "What   i s   the   reason   for   th is?   In  a  sense   I  am Joe  Morgan."   I t   seems that ,  

s ince  h is  brother  k i l led  h imse l f   ten  days  ago ,  F rank  had  h imse l f   read  End  of   the  Road .  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(A  copy  was   found  in  h is  desk  at   school . )  The   fo l lowing  passage  was  underscored  

twice :  

 

I t   i s  a  demora l i z ing   th ing   to  dea l  w i th  a  man who wi l l   see ,   face  up   to ,  and  

unhes i tant ly  act  upon the  extremist   l im its  o f  h is   ideas .  

 

Why?  Who  i s   Joe  Morgan?  

Dan,  are  you  sure  you  shou ld   read  The  End  of   the  Road?  

I   can ' t  wr i te  any  more  now.   In  a  week   I  w i l l  be  back   in   the  c lassroom,  a las ,  

teach ing  prescr ipt ive  grammar   to  7th  graders .  

 

Take  care ,  

 

G i les  Ry lander  

 

IV 

August  21 ,  1993  

   

Dear  G i les ,  

Yesterday   I   read  The  End  of   the  Road ,  a lmost   in  one  s i t t ing .   I t   i s  a  book  about  

the  d is integrat ion  of  persona l i ty   in  our   t ime  (" judg ing   f rom my c learest  p ic ture  o f  

myse l f ,   the   ind iv idua l   i s  not   ind iv idua l  a t  a l l ,  any  more   than   the  atom  is   rea l ly  

a tomist ic ;  he  can  be  d iv ided   further ,  and  sub ject iv i sm doesn ' t  become  inte l l ig ib le  

unt i l  one   f ina l ly   locates   the  sub ject" )  and   the   immobi l i zat ion  of   the  wi l l  wh ich   resu l ts  

( " I   s imply   ran  out  o f  mot ives ,"  admits   Jacob  Horner—the book 's  narrator—"as  a  car  

runs  out  o f  gas" ) .    

But   i t   i s  as  wel l  a  condemnat ion  of  anyone who,   l i ke   Joe  and  Rennie  Morgan,  

th inks   l i fe  can  be   rat iona l ly  conta ined  and  def ined—can be  made  inte l l ig ib le  w ith in  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the  categor ies  estab l i shed  by  a  s ing le  sub ject .   (Whi le   Jacob  Horner  knows  that  " the  

same  l i fe   lends   i t se l f   to  any  number  o f   s tor ies ,"   the  Morgans  are  so  de luded  as   to  

be l ieve   that  mere ly  one  vers ion  can  exp la in  a l l   the  wor ld 's—and the  se l f ' s—

irrat iona l i t ies :   the  de lus ion  of  Ayn  Rand,   i s   i t  not?)  On   the  horns  o f   th is  d i lemma the  

book   impales  us   ( "my musc les  screamed to  act ;  but  my  l imbs  were  bound  l ike  

Laocoon's—by the  serpents  Knowledge  and   Imag inat ion ,  which  grown great   in   the  

fu l lness  o f   t ime,  no   longer   tempt  but  ann ih i la te" ) .   I t s   f ina l  word:   "Termina l . "  Why  i s  

i t   that   th is   reminded me  I  ho ld  a  " termina l  degree"?  

Just  as  anyone read ing  Moby‐D ick  usua l ly   ident i f ies  e i ther  w ith   I shmael  or  

Capta in  Ahab,   i s  e i ther  a   f r iend  of   imag inat ion  and  s toryte l l ing ,  or  o f   rat iona l  

rebe l l ion  and   the  search   for  u l t imates ,   the   reader  o f  End  of   the  Road  p robab ly  

inc l ines   toward  e i ther   Jacob  Horner  or   Joe  Morgan  as  spokesman,  but  on ly   to  h is  own 

hazard .   I ,   for   instance ,   saw myse l f   in   Jacob   (or   Jacob   in  myse l f )  and   the  v iew was  

qu i te ,  qu i te   terr i fy ing .  

At  one  po int  Horner   t r ies   to  exp la in  why  he  has  not  committed  su ic ide .  

 

On ly   the  profund i ty  and   l im ited  durat ion  of  my moods  kept  me  f rom be ing  a  

su ic ide :  as   i t  was ,   th is  pract ice  o f  mine  of  go ing   to  bed  when th ings  got   too  

awfu l ,   th is  de l iberate   terminat ion  of  my day ,  was   i t se l f  a  k ind  of   su ic ide ,  and  

served   i t s  purpose  as  e f f i c ient ly .  My moods  were   l i t t le  men,  and  when  I  k i l led  

them they  s tayed  complete ly  dead.  

 

Jacob  does  not  a lways  have  moods  however ;   some days  he   i s   "without  weather ."  

 

On   these  days ,   Jacob  Horner ,  except   in  a  meaning less  metabol i s t ic   sense ,  

ceased   to  ex is t ,   for   I  was  w ithout  a  persona l i ty .   L ike   those  microscop ic  

spec imens   that  b io log is ts  must  dye   in  order   to  make   them v is ib le  at  a l l ,   I  had  

to  be  co lored  with  some mood or  other   i f   there  was   to  be  a   recogn izab le  se l f  

to  me.  The   fact   that  my success ive  and  d iscont inuous  se lves  were   l inked   to  

one  another  by   the   two unstab le   threads  o f  body  and  memory;   the   fact   that   in  

the  nature  of  Western   languages   the  word   change  p resupposes  someth ing  

upon which   the  changes  operate ;   the   fact   that  a l though   the  spec imen  i s  

inv is ib le  w ithout   the  dye ,   the  dye   i s  not   the  spec imen—these  are  

cons iderat ions  o f  which   I  was  aware ,  but   in  which   I  had  no   interest .  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On my weather less  days  my body  sat   in  a   rock ing  cha i r  and  rocked  and  

rocked  and  rocked,  and  my mind  was  as  near ly  empty  as   in terste l la r   space .  

 

G i les ,  End  of   the  Road  has ,   I   fear ,  made me weather less  as  wel l—returned  me to  a  

menta l  c l imate  very   l ike   the  one   I  once   l ived   in  when  I   f i r s t   read   the  book  years  ago .  

And   i t ' s   so  much  eas ier  now to  be  done   in  End  of   the  Road ,  a f ter  a l l ,   i s  a  pre‐

Va l ium book,  not  o f  our  generat ion  which  s imply  does  not  be l ieve   in  moods  and  

seems determined  at  a l l   cost   to  "have  a  n ice  day ,"  even   i f   the  ex is tent ia l  pr ice  we 

pay   i s   the  e l iminat ion ,   the  exterminat ion ,  o f  mood—the dye   that  makes  us  v i s ib le   in  

the   f i r s t  p lace .   In  1970   I  was  o f ten  depressed;  now  I  get  depressed  most  about  be ing  

depressed—metadepress ion!  

I   rea l i ze   th is  doesn ' t  exact ly  exp la in  Frank 's  brother 's  death .  Af ter  a l l ,   I  d id  

not  know h im.  But  perhaps   ( I   specu late)  he  wanted   to  actua l i ze ,   to  make  "rea l , "  h is  

inv is ib i l i ty ,  wanted   to  be  seen   for  what  he  was ,  noth ing ;  and  End  of   the  Road  was  h is  

insp i rat ion .   ( "There  are  sudden,  apparent ly   inexp l icab le  su ic ides ,"  wr i tes  R .  D .  La ing ,  

" that  must  be  understood  as   the  dawn of  a  hope  so  horr ib le  and  harrowing   that   i t   i s  

unendurab le ." )   I f   i t  had  been  Frank  h imse l f  who had  committed  su ic ide  a f ter   read ing  

the  nove l ,   I   cou ld  o f fer  a  more  def in i t ive  exp lanat ion .  For   Joe  Morgan   i s  a  k ind  of  

portra i t  o f  F rank 's   type .  Though  Morgan,  un l ike   the  Randians ,  acknowledges   the  

imposs ib i l i ty  o f   "ob ject iv i s t"  va lues ,  he  does   l ive  and  act  ent i re ly  on   the  bas is  o f  a  

( se l f ‐der ived)  presumpt ion  of  abso lute  cons is tency .  He  chooses  an   i l lus ion  and   l ives  

i t   to   the  h i l t ,  even   i f   i t  means  push ing  h is  w i fe   in to  cont inu ing  an  a f fa i r   in  order   to  

just i fy  h is   log ic .   " I t   i s  a  demora l i z ing   th ing ,"   Jake  says  o f   Joe ,   " to  dea l  w i th  a  man 

who wi l l   see ,   face  up   to ,  and  unhes i tant ly  act  upon the  extremist   l im its  o f  h is   ideas ."  

And   th is   i s  prec ise ly  what   I   found  so   i r r i ta t ing  about  Frank  as  wel l .  

I   fear  End  of   the  Road  m ight  be  a  very  dead ly  mirror   for  Frank ,  one   in  which  

he  might  see  h imse l f  denuded of   rat iona l i zat ion .  He  might  see  what  a  monomaniac  

he  was   ( i s? ) ,  m ight  see  h is  hypocr isy—his   in fatuat ion  with   that  g i r l ,   for  example—and 

h is  arrogance—his  "de lus ion   that   in te l l igence  wi l l   so lve  a l l  p rob lems"   (Horner  on  

Morgan)  become,   in   the  book 's   re f lect ion ,  a  Gorgon 's  head.  

I   speak   f rom exper ience .  

 

Yours   in  hypocr isy ,  

 

Dan ie l  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V 

August  24 ,  1993  

Dear  G i les ,  

Your   le t ter  arr ived   today .  Dan ie l  ev ident ly  wrote  you   two days  ago ,  and   I  

guess  your   le t ters  c rossed   in   the  mai l .  

Dan ie l   i s  dead  G i les .  Yesterday   I   found  h im  in  h is   s tudy  with  a  gun  s t i l l   to  h is  

head.  Why?  

He   le f t  a   su ic ide  note  on  h is  desk  ca lendar .   I t   sa id  someth ing  about   that  book  

you   two ta lked  about  when we were   in  Minnesota .   (A  copy   lay  on  h is  desk . )  P lease  

exp la in   th is   to  me.   I  have  asked  everybody  at   the  un ivers i ty   to  he lp  me understand,  

but   I   just  have  no  answers  at  a l l .  

I   looked   though  h is  copy  of   the  book.  S t range ly ,  he  had  under l ined  on ly  one  

passage ,  which   reads :    

 

My eyes ,  as  Wincke lman sa id   inaccurate ly  o f   the  Greek  s tatues ,  were  

s ight less ,  gaz ing  on  etern i ty ,   f i xed  on  u l t imacy ,  and  when that   i s   the  case  

there   i s  no   reason   to  do  anyth ing—even to  change   the   focus  o f  one 's  eyes .  

Which   i s  perhaps  why   the  s tatues  s tand  s t i l l .   I t   i s   the  malady  cosmops is ,   the  

cosmic  v iew,   that  a f f l i c ted  me.  When one  has   i t ,  one   i s   f rozen   l ike   the  bu l l f rog  

when the  hunter 's   l ight   s t r ikes  h im  fu l l   in   the  eyes ,  on ly  w ith  cosmops is   there  

i s  no  hunger ,  and  no  qu ick  hand   to   terminate   the  moment—there 's  on ly   the  

l ight .  

 

What  on  earth  does   th is  mean?  

 

He lp  me,  

 

 

Nancy  K i r i lov‐Z immer  

 

VI 

Department  o f  Language  and  L i terature  

East  F lor ida  State  Un ivers i ty  

Sept .  1 ,  1993  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MEMORANDUM 

From:  Edward  Kn ickerbocker ,  Cha i r  

To :  Vernon  Gemmel l ,  Dean,  Co l lege  of  Arts  and  Sc iences  

Re:  Prof .  K i r i lov 's  death  

 

As  you  probab ly  know by  now,  Dan ie l  K i r i lov 's   t rag ic  death  was   in   fact  a   su ic ide .  No  

one,   inc lud ing  h is  w i fe ,   i s   certa in  o f   the   reason.  Our  on ly  c lue   i s  a  myster ious  one.  He  

le f t  a   su ic ide  note  which  sa id  mere ly  "Read  The  End  of   the  Road  and  you  wi l l  

understand."  

 

The  End  of   the  Road ,   i t  appears ,   i s  a  1958  nove l  by   John  Barth ,   set   in  a   s tate  

teacher 's  co l lege   in  Mary land,  which  dea ls  w i th   the  conf l i c t  between a  grammar  

teacher  and  a  h is tory  professor  over   the   former 's  a f fa i r  w i th   the   la t ter ' s  w i fe .  More  

than   that   I  do  not  know at   the  moment   ( i t   i s  one  of   those  books   I  never  got  around 

to) ,   though   I  p lan   to   read   the  nove l  myse l f   th is  weekend  in  pursu i t  o f   some answers .  

 

The  whole  department   i s ,  o f  course ,   in   shock .  We thought  very  h igh ly  o f  Dan ie l   (as  

you  know)  and  were  a lmost  certa in   to  nominate  h im  for   tenure   th is  year .  We wi l l  

m iss  h im very  much.  

 

We should   t ry   to  keep   th is  news  qu iet ,  don ' t  you   th ink?   I t  def in i te ly  would  not  be  

good   for   the  un ivers i ty   i f   s tudents  were   to  know the  cause  of  h is  death ,  and   I  would  

hope—mora le  be ing  what   i t   i s—that   i t  does  not  even  become common knowledge  

among  the   facu l ty .  

 

We need   to   ta lk   soon  about   the  7% enro l lment  drop   th is   fa l l  and  about  h i r ing  a  

rep lacement   for  K i r i lov .  

 

VII 

Col lege  of  Arts  and  Sc iences  

East  F lor ida  State  Un ivers i ty  

September  2 ,  1993  

 

MEMORANDUM 



The Collected Works of David Lavery 11 

 

 

From:  Vernon Gemmel l ,  Dean  

To:  Edward  Kn ickerbocker ,  Cha i r ,   Language  and  L i terature  

Re:  Prof .  K i r i lov 's   rep lacement  

 

My s incerest  condolences   to  you,   the  department ,  and  Prof .  K i r i lov 's  w i fe .   ( I  have  

a l ready  ca l led  her   to  o f fer  my sympathy  and  wi l l ,  o f  course ,  be  at   the   funera l . )  

 

Th is  came as  a   rea l   shock   to  me persona l ly .  

 

I  am sorry   to   in form you,  however ,   that   there  wi l l  be  no   rep lacement   for  K i r i lov   in  

the   foreseeab le   future .  As  you  know,   there   i s  a   s tate‐mandated   f reeze  on  h i r ing ,  and  

th is  perta ins   to  su ic ides  as  much  as   res ignat ions  and  ret i rements ,  Yes ,   the  bottom 

l ine   takes  precedence  even  here .  Consu l tat ion  with  my budget  assures  me that   there  

i s  not  suf f ic ient  precedent  budgetar i ly   to  proceed  with  h i r ing  a  new facu l ty  member  

at   th is  po int   in   t ime.  

 

P lease   le t  me know when  ( i f )  you 've  made any  sense  out  o f  K i r i lov 's  death .   I s   i t  

poss ib le ,  he  d ied ,   so   to  speak ,   " in   the   l ine  o f  duty"?   I   in tend   to   read  The  End  of   the  

Road  myse l f  as   soon  as  poss ib le  and  have  a l ready  bought  a  copy .  

 

VIII  

Department  o f  Language  and  L i terature  

East  F lor ida  State  Un ivers i ty  

 

Sept .  9 ,  1993  

 

MEMORANDUM 

From:  Mary  Lou  Voe lker ,  Act ing  Cha i r  

To :  Vernon  Gemmel l ,  Dean,  Co l lege  of  Arts  and  Sc iences  

Re:  Prof .  Kn ickerbocker 's  death  and   the  s tatus  o f   the  department  

 

I   thank  you  aga in   for  naming  me cha i r .   I  am honored  by  your  support   in   th is  d i f f i cu l t  

t ime.  With  on ly  a   th i rd  o f   the  department  now  le f t   ( I  am the  on ly   tenured  member  

remain ing) ,   i t  w i l l  be  very  hard   to  cont inue  our  program adequate ly .  We need   to   f ind  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e leven  new facu l ty  and   to  overcome seeming ly   insurmountab le  prob lems of  mora le .  

Th is  year 's  5% pay  cut  d idn ' t  he lp  matters  any .  

 

We st i l l  do  not  ent i re ly  understand   the  su ic ides  o f  Dr .  Kn ickerbocker  and   the  others ,  

though   they  were  a l l   c lear ly   l inked   to  K i r i lov 's  death  and   to   that  nove l  he   impl icated  

in  h is   su ic ide  note   (which  made the  book  a  campus  best ‐se l ler ) .   I   can ' t   imag ine   the  

fuss   i t  has  caused.  Of  course ,   I 'm  an  e ighteenth‐century  scho lar  myse l f  and  never  was  

ab le   to   f ind  anyth ing  of  worth   in   these  modern  nove ls .   I  have  myse l f   read  The  End  of  

the  Road  and   found  i t   t i red ,   s i l l y  and  pretent ious .  My best  guess   i s   that  we are  

w itness ing  an  ep idemic  o f  a  part icu lar ly  v i ru lent  s t ra in  o f  Facu l ty  Burnout .  

 

We must  meet  soon   to  p lan  out  a  course  of  act ion   for   rebu i ld ing   the  department .  

 

IX 

Col lege  of  Arts  and  Sc iences  

East  F lor ida  State  Un ivers i ty  

Sept .  18 ,  1993  

 

MEMORANDUM 

Fr :  Mary  Lou  Voe lker ,  Act ing  Dean  

To:  E lmer  R ichardson,  Pres ident  

Re:   the  Co l lege   in   the  wake  of  Dean  Gemmel l ' s   recent  death  

 

I   look   forward   to  our  meet ing  on  Fr iday ,  as  we beg in   to  p lan   the  management  o f   the  

Co l lege  under  my  leadersh ip .  With   the  Language  and  L i terature  Department  now 

reduced   to  on ly  part ‐ t ime  facu l ty ,  and  a  sense  of  doom the  order  o f   the  day ,  we  must  

p lot  a   s t rategy   for   return ing   the  un ivers i ty  and   the  co l lege   to  an  even  kee l   in   the  

wake  of   the   t roub led  waters  spawned by  a l l   these  su ic ides .  

 

The   ident i ty  c r i ses  and  subsequent  deaths  engendered  by   that   s tup id  book  seem to  

have  abated  at   las t .   I 'm  happy   to   report   that  we now have  a  department ,  h i red  

ent i re ly  by  me,  which ,  however   temporary   i t  may  be ,   i s  more  committed   to  A lexander  

Pope   than   to   the   fo l ly  o f  postmodern is t  metaf ic t ion .  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Neverthe less ,   I  have   inc luded  with   th is  memo a  copy  of  Barth 's  nove l   for  you   to   read.  

(We have  severa l  extra  cop ies   ly ing  around. )  Perhaps  you  can  make  sense  out  o f  a l l  

these  su ic ides .   I  hope  you,  w i th  your  keen  ana lyt ic  mind,  can  succeed  where  others  

have   fa i led .  

 


