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Chef Appeal

Why chefs? Why now?
In the United States, chefs have recently become idols. There has been 

a virtual explosion in their media appearances, celebrity stature, and their 
number and variety of devotees. Emeril Lagasse, to take a leading example of 
today’s celebrated chefs, is so well known and admired that, in the popular 
movie Last Holiday (2006), starring Queen Latifah, “Emeril” played the exalted 
role of her character’s life-changing muse. After being diagnosed—falsely, it 
turns out—with a tenninal illness, “Georgia” finds the key to self-fulfillment in 
quitting her job and exploring her inner gourmand. By the end of the film, she 
has made the gutsy mid-life decision to become a chef and open her very own 
neighborhood bistro. Emeril arrives at her restaurant’s opening for the final 
scene. His congratulations amount to a blessing by the patron saint of zest. No 
longer would Georgia deny herself the Joy conveyed by Emeril’s cooking-show 
gusto, confining herself to frozen diet dinners night after night. Finally, she was 
living like Emeril.

This sort of chef glorification is fairly new in the U.S. Although chefs 
have been making the Forbes “Celebrity 100” list since 1999, nothing of the 
status implied by such a ranking was even conceivable until quite recently. With 
no serious cooking school to produce ambitious chefs in this country until the 
Culinary Institute of America opened in 1948, no “professional” ranking of 
chefs by the Labor Department until 1979, and a pervasive stereotype of the 
American chef as an unskilled boor lasting (though rapidly expiring) into the 
1980s, it’s fair to say that the social status of the chef in America has 
skyrocketed. Enthusiasm for the media and products related to chefs—not just 
individual examples but chefs in general—has been gathering speed, 
exponentially it seems, over the past several decades.

The Rise of Chef-as-Hero
To attempt to explain why chefs have become such heroes in this 

country in such a short time, it is necessary to get- acquainted with the key pieces 
of the trend itself Exactly when, how, and among whom did chefs become so 
appealing? The November 1993 launch of the cable TV Food Network (TVFN) 
is arguably the single biggest watershed in the rise of chef appeal. Yet the Food 
Network and its chef-adoring fans did not appear ex nihilo. For instance, the 
hailing of American-based chefs as “celebrity chefs,” the phrase that became a 
household phrase since TVFN, is actually a phenomenon of the 1980s. It was 
then that a whole generation—including Alice Waters, Jeremiah Tower, Paul 
Prudhomme, Larry Forgione, and Wolfgang Puck—began to receive the 
glamour treatment. A 1986 Restaurant Business article took stock of the 
“celebrity chef’ development and gave an example that, though dwarfed by the 
reach of today’s star chefs, would not seem out of place now: “Stars’ executive
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chef/owner Jeremiah Tower maintains a heavy schedule of public appearances, 
charity events, travel, and interviews with the press. His life reads like a script 
from the television show Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.'''̂

There was even a proven audience for chefs in action prior to the Food 
Network. In fact, in the Network’s early days, a portion of its programming 
consisted of reruns from the Public Broadcasting Service’s own most successful 
lineup. Among these were cooking show “classics” taped from the 1960s 
through 1980s with influential home cook and chef advocate Julia Child and 
chefs Jacques Pepin, Graham Kerr, Jeff Smith, and Martin Yan. In the 1980s, a 
kind of “chef theater” developed in upscale eateries with the widely imitated 
“exhibition kitchen.” Its first purposeful installation may have been in the 
upstairs cafe of Alice Waters’ legendary Chez Panisse when it was added to the 
Berkeley restaurant in 1980. Yet the exhibition-kitchen concept was even more 
famously and theatrically realized in Los Angeles at Wolfgang Puck’s Spago of 
1982. The idea was not only to showcase freshness of ingredients and honesty in 
preparation but the chefs themselves. At Spago, Puck could be seen from 
everywhere in the restaurant and had spotlights trained on him.

Still, the Food Network’s impact on the status of chefs is undeniable. 
That the channel is among cable TV’s biggest success stories is some testament 
to that. In 1993 it started with approximately 6 million subscribing households. 
But, by 2006, 6 million was the number of distinct users drawn to the Network’s 
website each month! By then, TVFN had subscribers on par with CNN. It 
captured approximately 87 of a total 109 million TV households. The Network 
has performed well and gained popularity consistently throughout its history. 
Already in 1996 the number of viewers had increased 40 percent in prime time 
during that year alone, forceful in light of the same year’s 8.4 percent overall 
growth of cable TV viewers. Then, from 1997 to 2004, its Nielsen rating 
increased steadily each year. Though still low in the TV-cosmic scheme of 
things, since a rating of 1.0 equals 1 percent of TV households, TVFN’s rating 
did rise from 0.3 to an average of 0.7 in prime time. In 2004, TVFN was still 
considered “one of cable’s top-rated networks,” showing a 20 percent jump from 
the year before.

Admittedly, the Food Network—and therefore its success—has not 
revolved solely around chefs. Some of its highest-rated programs, in fact, do not 
feature chefs. Among these is the pop culture nostalgia machine. Unwrapped, 
which concentrates on inside-the-factory reveals of the manufacture of viewers’ 
favorite candies and condiments of their childhood. The programs hosted by 
Rachel Ray have also been a major draw. In 2004, Ray actually beat the 
previously untouchable Lagasse in ratings. Her cooking show 30 Minute Meals 
was typically reeling in 749,000 viewers per episode, while Emeril Live was 
catching 614,000 (still, nothing to sneeze at). The most popular home-cook type 
featured on the Network, Ray strikes me also as the one who most plays up that 
she is not a professional cook. She frequently confesses little patience beyond
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thirty minutes, ineptitude at baking—even a tendency to burn toast. . . giggle, 
giggle.

Yet Ray’s triumph is an exception to a meaningful mle. Throughout its 
history, chef-centered programs have precipitated the biggest gains in TVFN’s 
overall viewership. The first big boost is associated with chef Lagasse, initially 
with The Essence oj Emeril and subsequently Emeril Live. Interviews with Food 
Network representatives frequently cite Lagasse as the one who put the Network 
on the TV map and even kept it on track in the early years before the Network 
hit its stride with the rest of its lineup. Emeril Live's launch was positively 
rocket-like. When TVFN established a hotline for giving away tickets to a live 
taping in the fall of 1997, 50,000 people called in 22 minutes. The Network was 
overwhelmed with 500,000 ticket requests in the show’s first season. As of this 
writing, the site www.foodnetwork.com warns those who want tickets to Emeril 
Live that they must submit to a yearly lottery and be accommodated as seats 
become available.

The next spike in the Food Network’s audience can be credited to Iron 
Chef. One and a half million tuned in to the June 2000 match between Bobby 
Flay and Masaharu Morimoto, over four times the viewers for an average Food 
Network show. Immediately afterward, chef Flay’s Food Nation went on to 
surpass Emeril Live and become TVFN’s top-rated series for the third quarter of 
2000. Iron C/?£̂ /'was still counted among the Network’s highest-rated shows in 
2002 and, in 2004, when Iron Chef America was introduced with a weekend- 
long series entitled Battle of the Masters, the station experienced its highest 
ratings to date. For the Sunday finale of the special series, 1.3 million viewers 
paid attention.

What’s more, it is the chef-centered shows that have largely been 
responsible for the widening of TVFN’s audiences. Throughout the Network’s 
history, it has consistently drawn mainly college-educated, affluent, urban adults 
25 to 54, typically of dual-income households with kids. What expansions there 
are have occurred in the number of men and younger viewers. For example, in 
1997, more than half the Network’s audience consisted of women, but by 2002, 
the audience was evenly split by gender among adults 25 to 54. In 2004, the 
fastest growing sector of the audience was 18 to 34. The introduction of chef- 
centered shows such as Emeril Live (1997), Iron Chef (\999), The Naked Chef 
(2002, featuring Jamie Oliver), and A Cook's Tour (2002, with Anthony 
Bourdain) were shortly followed by these demographic expansions and have 
been cited in media reports as their principal triggers. Astonishingly, as of 2004, 
Lagasse’s fans were primarily men 30 and over, followed by children 5 to 15, 
and only then women. In light of these audience gains, 1 am not surprised that, 
by the summer 2006, promotion of three new shows with the Network’s 
manliest titles yet. Throwdown with Bobby Flay, Feasting on Asphalt, and Guy's 
Big Bite sound compensatory to me.

That the circle of people interested in chefs has widened is also evident 
in the spread of chef-centered programs beyond TVFN and the other usual

http://www.foodnetwork.com


Popular Culture Review

suspects—Travel Channel, Discovery Home, Home & Garden Television, and 
Fine Living. The first to my knowledge was NBC’s 2003 launch of The 
Restaurant, which featured the photogenic but severely stressed out Rocco 
DiSpirito. Next came Fox’s 2005 initiation of Hell’s Kitchen, a chef competition 
presided over by a verbally abusive Gordon Ramsay, theatrically playing 
himself This was followed by Bravo’s 2006 release of the engagingly 
competitive Top Chef. The same year. Take Home C/ie?/’began airing on The 
Learning Channel (TLC). Noted Australian chef, Curtis Stone, prowls 
supemiarket aisles seeking lone women who are invariably startled by the 
presence of a camera crew and the powerfully tall and handsome chef He 
proposes to buy their groceries and come home with them—and they do, nearly 
always under a blanket of sexual tension—where he guides them through 
preparations of a menu he has deftly devised for whomever they were originally 
planning to cook. Even MTV gave a shout-out to the chef craze in 2003, 
featuring Todd English grilling for a young poolside crowd. While it’s true that 
Wolfgang Puck was acting as food correspondent to Good Morning America 
back in 1986, it’s clear that chef media appearances beyond the foodie channels 
have multiplied substantially since.

The public’s television-fueled fascination with chefs has been 
manifesting itself well beyond the act of watching television. People are 
reportedly flocking to the restaurant outposts of renowned chefs. The most 
spectacular of the restaurant-rollout success stories is the late-1990s conversion 
of Las Vegas from culinary wasteland to culinary mecca. Puck was the sole 
celebrity-chef pioneer in 1992, when none of his ilk would touch the stuff. 
Lagasse followed in 1995. The avalanche, however, came after 1996, with 
openings, one after another, by an accumulating roster of acclaimed chefs 
diverse enough to appeal to the varying pocketbooks of Vegas visitors, 
increasing numbers of residents, and differing segments of the chef-savvy 
public: Daniel Boulud, Tom Colicchio, Alain Ducasse, the “Two Hot Tamales” 
Susan Feniger and Mary Sue Milliken, Todd English, Bobby Flay, Hubert 
Keller, Thomas Keller, Melissa Kelly, Nobu Matsuhisa, Mark Miller, Michael 
Mina, Bradley Ogden, Charlie Palmer, Joel Robuchon, Guy Savoy, Jean- 
Georges Vongerichten—and that’s not an exhaustive list.

The chef cult has a couple of specifically high-end manifestations, too. 
For some diners, it has become a mark of distinction to reserve an exclusive 
kitchen-side table. Considering the huge profit margin, chefs tables are 
becoming de rigueur in more and more noted chefs’ restaurants both in and out 
of Vegas since they caught on in the 1990s. The exhibition kitchen of the 1980s 
is ubiquitous and no longer cuts it for access to chefs. VIPs wishing to 
differentiate themselves from the other diners, or those simply captivated by 
their equivalent of ringside seats at this new theater of knives and fire, willingly 
fork over hundreds more per person to sit at a 10- or 12-seater inside the kitchen 
itself On the home front, a fashion for kitchen-remodeling projects, complete 
with installation of professional-grade appliances, has reached new heights since
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its early murmurs in the 1980s. Many are chef-inspired fantasy kitchens—or, 
more accurately, fantasy-chef inspired kitchens, since most chefs don’t actually 
work in such spaces.

But nowhere is the recent rise in chef appeal more seriously manifested 
than in the booming business of people wanting to actually become chefs. 
Increases in cooking school enrollment began to be noted in the early 1990s. At 
the time, these were associated with the 1980s boom in restaurant openings—the 
growth of the hospitality industry in general—which continued to strengthen in 
the 1990s and into the 2000s, making the restaurant industry the largest private- 
sector employer in the U.S. There was a 10 percent increase in culinary school 
admissions in 1991, which outpaced the average increase for all private 
vocational schools by 3 percent. For the period between 2000 and 2004, the 
Wall Street Journal reported a 40 percent increase in culinary-school-degree- 
program enrollment." A couple of years later, a Business Week Online feature 
entitled “Cooking School Craze” announced that the Culinary Institute of 
America experienced a 35 percent increase in admissions between 2001 and 
2005, the French Culinary Institute saw a 59 percent increase over the same 
period, and the New England Culinary Institute counted a 30 percent increase in 
enrollment between 2002 and 2005.^

The story of rising enrollment could be considered just part of the 
larger tale of expansion in the restaurant industry, and the product of greater 
numbers of cook positions available to an increased population who are not 
necessarily chef enthusiasts and might otherwise take up a variety of other 
trades—except for an intriguing subplot of career-change. According to the 
latest edition of Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page’s authoritative guide. 
Becoming a (2003), over 45 percent of those enrolled at the California 
Culinary Academy arrived with professional backgrounds outside of the 
foodservice industry. In the “Cooking School Craze” feature of three years later, 
the presence of career-changers continued to be emphasized, along with their 
intentions, which reportedly ranged from starting their own businesses to simply 
learning to cook better. In The Reach of a C/76?/’(2006), Michael Ruhlman adds 
that, at the Culinary Institute of America, the standard-bearer of culinary 
education in the U.S., the demographics of ♦he student body had recently 
changed in a way quite uncharacteristic of academic colleges. As many as 15 to 
20 percent of the students are those who are shifting careers.

Already it is clear that there is no single portrait of chef appeal. There 
are different audiences for chefs and different chefs for different audiences. 
People make varying degrees of commitment to spend their money on chef- 
inspired passions, or in how they model themselves after chefs. Some people 
specialize in cooking for their friends. Others need go no further than watching 
chefs on television. In 2003, the senior vice president for programming and 
production at the Food Network admitted as much: “We really are two channels. 
One for people who want to take ideas and do them themselves and one for 
those who just want to watch people cooking.” Likewise, the rollouts of the
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Vegas dining boom are not created equal. Not everyone can afford or is turned 
on by the sixteen-course chefs menu for S275 per person at Joel Robuchon at 
the Mansion but will consider its casual next-door cousin, L’Atelier de Joel 
Robuchon. Some diners will make pilgrimages to restaurants by Puck, Lagasse, 
the “Two Hot Tamales,” and Flay because they are fans of the chefs’ television 
shows. Yet a more in-the-know public, aware of chefs acclaimed in print, might 
seek out Vegas establishments by the likes of Bradley Ogden and Melissa Kelly. 
Even where TV-star chefs are concerned there is divergence. A quick appraisal 
of the admissions of authors on the subject and a sample survey of my own 
acquaintances and myself are enough to reveal that Lagasse, despite great 
popularity, is a polarizing figure. A bilious chasm separates those who would 
enjoy going to a taping of Emeril Live from people so averse to the chefs 
relentless schtick that they will lunge for their remotes at first intonation of the 
show’s opening band. They, and 1, would rather be edified by Mario Batali’s 
intricate discourse on the regional varieties of Italian cuisine, or bask in Anthony 
Bourdain’s irreverent worldliness.

Nevertheless, there are discernible patterns in the recent chef craze that 
may help us understand the trend. There is no doubt, for instance, about its steep 
temporal arc. The trend has accelerated consistently over the past, roughly, three 
decades. It is also clear that the trend has been propelled, at every stage, by 
similar types of consumers. On average, they have been relatively high-income, 
educated, and/or urban. It is they who have watched the Food Network 
throughout its history. It is they, again, who have led the chef-adoring sub 
trends. The growing contingent of people enrolling in culinary school to change 
professions must be able to pay for it. It’s not cheap. In 2004, one was likely to 
pay 550,000 for a degree or non-degree culinary program. In 2006, The Culinary 
Institute of America was offering a four-year degree program at a yearly cost of 
520,000, and a nine-month course for 534,000. Affluent would also describe the 
people remodeling their kitchens to a luxurious pseudo-professional standard. 
The lion’s share of new Vegas gourmands would have to be either flush with 
discretionary income, educated, or both; for fine-dining restaurants are 
expensive, and the taste for gourmet dining, expensive or not, is a proven 
function of education. We can determine, too, that gender and age are the trend’s 
latest major thresholds. Finally, it is evident that television has been the most 
powerful engine for glamorizing chefs.

Getting to Know the Fans
What does it mean that more or less moneyed, educated, and/or urban 

people since the 1970s have constituted the core of chef enthusiasts and have led 
all of the major related consumer trends? Why have greater numbers of men and 
younger people followed? What else do these people share that would make 
them so captivated by chefs?

The audience of chef-adulators is not accidental. Among them, there 
appears to be an inverse relationship between their capacity and desire to 
“consume” chefs—in the form of media, products, and emulating behaviors—
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and their requirement to do, or their acquaintance with the real conditions 
surrounding, the chefs work: food preparation. Those entering culinary school 
to change professions will become better acquainted than most, but were not 
typically drawn there in the first place by familiarity with cooks’ routine 
realities, nor do many of them intend to follow the traditional route of cooks 
after graduation. In general, the more moneyed, educated, and urban one is, and 
the more one has lived since the 1970s, the more likely it is that one is 
economically and technologically liberated from the necessity of actually 
cooking—certainly with any hard manual labor involved—and the greater the 
variety and quality of convenience foods one has to choose from. Sushi to go, 
anyone?

In fact, our demographic represents the privileged tip of a convenience- 
food iceberg. Historically speaking, most Americans have never had it so easy. 
Takeout food, fast food, ready-to-eat meals from delis and supemiarkets, the 
advent of “speed scratch” products such as all-in-one-package stir-fry kits, a 
countless array of frozen meals, and microwave ovens have all greatly relieved 
the home cook. The independent NPD Group, which compiles an annual Eating 
Patterns in America report, noted that, for the year ending Febmary 2002, half 
of all meals were prepared in thirty minutes or less."̂  Their speed was surely 
enabled by the countertop microwave’s revolution in time compression. Sold 
since the early 1970s, the microwave had become a staple in the majority of 
American homes by the end of the 1980s.

Our public’s detachment from kitchen labor also parallels their 
disconnection from the natural origins of their foods, and is coeval with the 
denaturing of many foods’ origins by technological and market-related 
processes. Owing to product transport, consumer travel, preservation processes, 
and feats of bioengineering, the contemporary consumer is more liberated than 
ever from the boundaries of season and region. The concentration of food 
variety in metropolitan marketplaces makes those who live near them more 
likely to become familiar with a wider range of ingredients. However, with the 
advent of food television and food businesses on the Internet, it is increasingly 
the case that anyone anywhere with credit-card power can learn of and then 
purchase anything anytime.

Food preparation hasn’t only gotten easier and less bound by season or 
place. It has increasingly become a matter of choice. With the 1980s, as greater 
numbers of Americans could afford it, they began to dine out more often. And 
out they kept eating. A survey conducted by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
in 1998 revealed that Americans were taking their meals out more often still, at 
an average of 4 meals each week.^ The NPD Group’s study showed that the total 
number of annual meals prepared at home decreased from 702 in 1991 to 651 in 
2002, while meals purchased outside of home increased from 184 to 209. Of 
course, the wealthier and more urban one is, the more options one has in dining 
out and the more frequently one can.
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Just as cooking became largely elective for the chef-loving public, they 
have come to view the activity ever more in terms of sensual, aesthetic, and 
emotional fulfillment. Indeed, their liberation from cooking precisely parallels 
their embrace of cooking as a hobby. Already by 1979, market researchers were 
pointing out the ironic sympathy between simultaneous consumer trends: A 
retail survey conducted at the time revealed that the two most desired cooking 
appliances in the U.S. were the microwave and the food processor.^’ The former 
indicates the desire for speed and convenience in food preparation. The latter 
suggests the opposite, a desire to seriously cook (albeit with the modern aid of a 
food processor). A market survey in 1995 confirmed the strength of this 
tendency, finding that 42 percent of Americans said they “really enjoy cooking.” 
That figure was up from 38 percent in 1987.  ̂ The Joy of cooking continued 
unabated. In 2004, a Food Network survey found that 43 percent of Americans 
named cooking as their favorite pastime (after watching TV).^

Americans’ appreciation of cooking, and therefore those who specialize 
in it, would be unimaginable, however, without the so-called “Food Revolution” 
of the 1970s. This commonly refers to a sea change in Americans’ awareness of 
and desire for gourmet products, the freshest ingredients, and innovative, 
cosmopolitan, as well as ethnically diverse fare. The proliferation and 
popularization of food and restaurant criticism and critics since the 1970s also 
contributed to the sophistication of the American palate, as did the multiplication 
and diversification of the restaurants themselves. The developing restaurant and 
food scene kept the critics busy and gave them plenty of occasions to educate 
their growing audiences of gourmands about culinary trends. In turn, changing 
lifestyles have made Americans more cuisine-conscious. With greater 
international travel since the democratization of air travel in the late 1960s, 
Americans became better acquainted with the world’s cuisines and influenced 
by cultures that celebrate chefs. The evolution of greater nutrition consciousness 
in the 1970s made Americans more mindful of ingredients and preparations. No 
doubt, all of these developments helped prepare the ground for Americans’ 
fascination with chefs, and the impact of each of these developments would only 
be compounded by factors of wealth, education, and urban situation.

If more young people have become fascinated with chefs in the last 
several years, it is probably due to the inherent persuasiveness of parental 
enthusiasm. If our demographic defines happiness as a Sunday spent slow 
cooking with the Food Network in the background, won’t their children 
subconsciously adopt favorable associations? The kids aged 5 to 15 in the 
audience at Emeril Live sure do look excited to be there. To figure out why, let’s 
remember who brought them (or that, in some cases, they were bribed with ice 
cream). Also, we should recognize that the kids, teens, and young adults of the 
relevant demographic have been even more immersed than their parents in the 
world of convenience foods and preparations that made it possible for cooking 
to become so elective, and hence romanticized, in the first place.
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The equally recent tendency for more men to watch chefs on the Food 
Network could be attributed, in part, to the Network’s concerted effort in recent 
years to market to them by recalibrating its format with more broadly 
entertaining devices, such as competition. The popularity of Iron Chef among 
men suggested its effectiveness, and has undoubtedly encouraged the subsequent 
frequency of Food Network Challenge shows, featuring everything from 
national barbecue cook-offs to international sugar-sculpture championships. But 
the increased chef appeal among men, I suspect, has been in the making for 
several decades. Most probably, it follows the home kitchen’s declining 
identification with only women. The American kitchen has been gradually de- 
gendered by the rising frequency of the dual-income household. In 1940, only 
25 percent of American women had full- or part-time jobs away from home. By 
1974, almost 50 percent of those married with children did. The ranks of women 
working outside the home continued to rise, as the climb in the cost of living 
that began with the inflationary 1970s made the two-income household ever 
more common. Women became Just as too-busy-to-cook on a regular basis as 
men. Men became more likely than previously to prepare, microwave, or order 
out some of their own or their families’ food. By the 1990s, it was not unusual to 
find any family member at some point doing any one of the household chores, 
including preparing meals.

The normalcy of men in the kitchen is also, however, the product of a 
counter-trend: the longer spans that both men and women spend single. By the 
turn of the twenty-first century, the median marriage age had gone up to 27 from 
22 among men of the 1950s and to 25 from 20 among women of that decade. 
Since these figures represent the total American population, it is reasonable to 
infer that those who have prioritized the completion of higher degrees or career 
advancement have tended to delay marriage even further. The rising divorce 
rate, too, has left more men and women on their own. In The Substance of Stymie 
(2003), Virginia Postrel compellingly suggested that, if men and women are 
making their own lifestyle decisions over a longer period—and these would 
have to include choices in food and cooking—it is inevitable that they more 
fully develop their tastes and competencies in these matters independently. 
Under these conditions, it is just as likely for a man as for a woman to learn how 
to cook from cooking shows, and thus to end up admiring chefs. Hence, perhaps, 
the recent rise of the “metrosexual,” why cooking classes have become the latest 
in date fads, and the otherwise improbable Enieril Live spectacle of a roomful of 
dudes cheering for a lasagna.

So it became historically possible for the public in question to idolize 
chefs. By tracing the whens, hows, and whos of chef appeal, it has become 
evident that the trend coincides with an historically unprecedented disparity 
between the experiences and conditions of food production and those of 
consumption. The pattern suggests a broader principle: The less people are 
required to produce, or are acquainted with the realities of producing what they 
have an inverse means and desire to consume, the more possible it becomes for
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them to cultivate an idealized view about its production and its producer. Chefs 
are celebrated because their work is deemed especially admirable and fulfilling.

But what is the specific character of this adulation? We can’t know 
from what we’ve uncovered so far. We need to understand what’s been 
nurturing it: mainly, the final major component of the chef-adoring trend— 
television. Only by decoding the themes and imagery of chefs on television will 
it be possible to grasp exactly what has been so seductive about chefs, and to 
speculate on chef appeal’s broader cultural function.

Over the years that chefs have appeared on television, they have 
appeared in two general scenarios: per industry-speak, “in the kitchen” and “in 
the field.” The former casts the chef in an exalted role as cultural producer; the 
latter, as exemplary consumer.

Myths in the Kitchen
In the TV kitchen, the chef is a model of professional virtuosity. We 

see fluency with knives, cool under the sudden fire of an alcohol-doused pan, 
the confidence of a magician that one elliptical gesture of the wrist will do the 
trick of rotating the entire loose contents of a single pan, the knowing one’s way 
around the anatomy of all creatures great and small, the ability to fillet a fish or 
unpack the entrails of a pig with a minimum of knife strokes—and all this with a 
speed and accuracy that separates the chefs on TV from their home-cook media 
counterparts.

In the 1970s and 1980s, chefs Graham Kerr and Martin Yan were 
among the first to capitalize on the entertainment value of such skills. In The 
Galloping Gourmet, Kerr pretended to bungle his recipes and panic that he 
forgot something in the oven, but his audience knew it was all a ruse. He, in fact, 
had everything under control, and in the nick of time. The harried act only 
underscored the impression that this man could, if necessary, make a souffle, 
perform a flambe, and assemble a terrine while blindfolded. In Yan Can Cook, 
Yan played up his role as the Jackie Chan of Chinese cuisine. Quite the 
showman with his hacking, slicing, and mincing, he would go over the top with 
dramatic pauses, flamboyant movements, and martial-arts vocalizations.

More recently, in the post-MTV age, there came the scooter-riding, 
musician-befriending, youthful-lad-with-a-loft version of the chef with skills. 
Jamie Oliver makes the chefs work look downright cool with his mile-a-minute 
chopping, sauteing, kneading, and de-boning, all while rapidly bantering, on The 
Naked Chef and Oliver 5 Twist.

Still, the award for best exhibit of the chef as impressive technician 
must go to Iron Chefmd its sequel. Iron Chef America. Every demonstration of 
know-how across the countless hours of chef-centered television programs, from 
the early days till now, has been concentrated and ratcheted up on the Iron Chef 
programs. The very premise of these shows is mastery, so we expect to be 
astounded every time by their “gods of cookery.” They don’t disappoint. The 
Iron Chefs are the apotheosis of professionalism. Their final presentation of five 
dishes—prepared under the pressures of a surprise main ingredient, a one-hour
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limit, the competition of a worthy rival, and a reputation at stake—are 
multilayered; worldly in their use of ingredients, preparations, and culinary 
references; and exquisite in their refinement, even when pretending to slum it 
with witty plays on “comfort foods.” And once they have taken animals, 
vegetables, fruits, herbs, or spices and transmuted them into ethereal forms— 
broths, noodles, foams, even custards—and once they are finished crisping so 
many skins around flesh kept just so, then do the Iron Chefs begin their 
demonstration of the art and architecture of plating. Rare is their failure to 
achieve sensation while avoiding the ridiculous, complexity without 
complication, contrast but not disharmony.

This sort of finesse instantaneously communicates something not 
instantaneously acquired: years—more often, decades—of practice making 
perfect, and of perfection doggedly sought. The chefs monk-like dedication to 
excelling at his or her craft is frequently invoked in TV programs featuring chefs 
both in and out of the kitchen. Long apprenticeships and assorted schools-of- 
hard-knocks are leitmotifs. On television, profiles of the Iron Chefs and the 
backgrounds of their challengers make quick references to dues paid. But there 
are also whole “chefographies” on the Food Network that tell how chefs earned 
their whites. On the Fine Living channel, the show Your Realitŷ  Checked has 
documented more than one case of a chef wannabe as he or she reached the 
breaking point in the exposure to a career that turned out to be harder than 
expected. The trials of chef training have been over-dramatized as well, as in the 
plate-smashing harassments of Hell � Kitchen.

I recall one of the more realistic glimpses into boot camp restaurant 
style on the Fine Living channel’s program Made to Order. The episode in 
question centered on chef Guy Rubino’s testing-out of a prospective extern. She 
had Just graduated from culinary school and wanted to work in Rubino’s 
fastidious cutting-edge kitchen. Normally on the show, we are treated to 
Rubino's and his staffs display of the kind of uncommon skill and global 
expertise Just discussed, but, on this day, the focus was the extern’s trial of 
character for the Job. It began with a first hurdle of an interview, in which 
Rubino gave her a reality check designed to scare away the mere dilettante: If 
she started work there, she would forsake her current social life, the kitchen 
would become her new family, and, unless limbs were falling off her body, she 
would be coming in to work. No days off for a couple of years. Every episode 
segment demonstrated a further element of the chefs challenging labor, from 
gaining command of world cuisines and learning to subdue live creatures, still 
protesting, to enduring gmeling hours on the feet under extremes of heat and the 
inevitability of cutting and scalding oneself At the end of a trying night of 
service, the initiate, who managed to hang in there, sits on the back stairs, 
exhausted yet proud, with a bottle of beer and the rest of the kitchen-warrior 
clan. She has Just passed the first in a long series of rites of passage to Join them.

There can be no discussion of the television portrayal of the chef as 
noble professional, however, without mention of the chef, writer, and travel-TV
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host Anthony Bourdain. His two programs—A Cook 's Tow\ no longer on the 
Food Network, and No Resei'vations on the Travel Channel—have frequently 
served as platforms for the down-and-dirty chef tales and character analyses that 
Bourdain first made memorable in his bestselling book, Kitchen Confidential 
(2000). Whether he is visiting his kitchen staffs home turf of Puebla, Mexico, 
trotting the globe to sample every known fomi of street-stall food, or 
contemplating the working innards of world-famous kitchens in his TV shows, 
he rarely fails to sound Kitchen ConfidentiaFs central theme of the chefs craft 
devotion under harsh conditions.

With the rising interest in chefs among the lay population, a wealth of 
literature has emerged to verify this view of what it takes to become a chef 
Interspersed throughout the walls of cookbooks at the local Barnes & Noble are 
chef biographies, autobiographies, and industry exposes that reveal every bit and 
then some of the trials of the trade, and from distinct perspectives. Books giving 
the chef angle, among them Doug Psaltis’s The Seasoning of a Chef (2005) and 
Bourdain’s own landmark Kitchen Confidential, make it a central point. So do 
intrepid accounts of journalists who made the commitment to culinary school or 
apprenticeships in professional kitchens in order to earn enough of their own 
battle scars to be able to tell about it. Michael Ruhlman’s The Making of a Chef 
(1997) and Bill Buford’s Heat (2006) are fine examples. We also find evidence 
of the chefs tendency toward workaholism in biographies of chefs such as 
Rudolf Chelminski’s The Perfectionist (2005), which pins French chef Bernard 
Loiseau’s suicide on his manic pursuit and maintenance of a third Michelin star. 
Even Marcia Layton Turner’s Emeiil! (2004), a more cheerleading story, 
implies that it takes a superhuman level of drive and dedication to do what 
Lagasse did to build his business to the point of empire. The behind-the-scenes 
accounts all reveal the same truth: You don’t become that successful, or even get 
to work “on the line” of an ambitious kitchen without putting in fifteen-hour 
days, working nearly every day, hardly ever taking a vacation, working when 
others play, and working on holidays.

Most people can’t or don’t want to withstand the extremity of these 
temis and the misanthropic bent of these schedules. In fact, a 2004 article in the 
Wall Street Journal quoted the director of educational development at the 
American Culinary Federation as saying that between 50 and 60 percent of 
culinary-school students quit working in kitchens within three years of 
graduation because the work is too grueling.‘̂ This is the case even though many 
accounts of chef careers agree that conditions are less torturous for initiates than 
they were a generation ago.

Paradoxically, however, despite the fact that the chefs TV image as 
dedicated professional openly parades some of the truth of chefs’ personal-life 
sacrifices, that image magically coexists alongside an equally forceful TV 
portrait of the chef as heroic homemaker. Even Turner’s biography of Lagasse, 
written by a self-described “fan” of the chef, had to admit that the chef paid for 
his years of work on overdrive with two divorces. And yet, on Eineril Live, the
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man comes across as a big cuddly family guy. Prancing around the kitchen set 
like Santa Claus, he serves up heaping portions of familial conviviality with his 
dishes by repeating such hearth-conjuring slogans as, “It’s a food-of-love 
thing!” In fact, most of the time when any chef is filmed in a kitchen, he or she 
is demonstrating recipes viewers are supposed to be able to do at home, and 
doing so in home-scaled quantities, so that the analogy of the TV kitchen to the 
home kitchen is ubiquitous. Against the symbolic backdrop of domesticity, the 
chef plays a role equally impressive in competence and passion as that of his or 
her professional alter ego. On television, he or she is not Just a homemaker like 
you or me but a veritable domestic shaman, healer, and enhancer of all bonds 
interpersonal. In Tyler Florence’s Food 911, the chef answers to house calls, 
many asking him to rectify their degeneration of traditional recipes. In the 
process, Florence salvages nothing less than family history and ethnic pride. He 
can also help people to woo a date or spice up a marriage by teaching them the 
culinary tricks that ensure flawless reproduction of the favorite dishes of their 
loved ones. Chefs like Florence—including Alan Harding on Cookin' in 
Brooklyn, Rosemary Schraeger in Rosemaiy: Queen of the Kitchen, and Markus 
Sammuelson of Inner Chef (dA\ on the Discovery Home channel), and Curtis 
Stone’s Take Home Chef (on TLC)—consistently play the dens ex machinas of 
domestic events, swooping in to save potentially disastrous dates, parties, and 
family reunions. Less interventionist in their devices, but equally committed to 
the illusion of incessant and impassioned home entertaining, are such Food 
Network shows as Easy Entertaining with Michael Chiarello, Giada 
DiLaurentis’s Evetyday Italian, and the programs of Jamie Oliver—which 
invariably feature the chefs preparing a menu followed by montages of them 
serving it up to cozy gatherings of friends, partners, or family members.

As a manual laborer, the televised chef in the kitchen matches every 
primitivistic portrait of the craftsperson since the dawn of the Industrial 
Revolution. According to the well-worn philosophy behind this picture, the 
making of things by hand is both ethically exemplary and personally satisfying. 
The craftsperson is respected for his or her know-how and commitment to a 
level of quality in production supposedly not possible via mass production. 
Their work is gratifying because the caring oversight of all parts of a production 
process is humanizing. Such a process contrasts with modern industry’s 
mechanistic routine and division of labor, which is supposed to degrade the 
spirit. The kitchen is the ideal setting for invoking productive holism, since the 
entire process of cooking and presenting a dish can be demonstrated in that one 
room. Also, the chefs work in the kitchen exemplifies the personalized attention 
to detail and charm of idiosyncrasy found in the handcrafted product which are 
believed to be impossible to achieve by machine. It was Just this idealization of 
pre-industrial processes that motivated so many art and design movements of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, from Arts and Crafts to German 
Expressionism.
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This notion is far removed from the chef trade’s actual manual 
component, which ironically bears greater resemblance to its machine-age 
factory-labor nemesis. In the televised kitchen, for example, there is none of the 
division of tasks or relentless repetition of cooking professionally, certainly not 
the practicing of manual skills over and over. One should wonder: how else did 
they become second nature to the chef on television? On TV, the dish is made 
only once—not many thousands of times without variation because consistency 
is the least one should expect from a professional cook. What’s more, all of the 
manually tedious procedures involved in making a dish only once are omitted on 
television. The timesaving provision of mis-en-place prepared ahead and the 
film’s editing out or speeding up of the boring parts is crucial to avoiding 
dramatic redundancy. The TV audience need not watch the dicing of all four 
onions or endure the balling up of each and every meatball.

On television, the chefs mystifying portrayal as a manual laborer 
coincides with a comparably powerful picture of the chef in the more executive 
role of cultural innovator. For the chef on television not only demonstrates 
command of time-honored culinary traditions and techniques but is also 
regularly presented as an inventor of new dishes, combinations of ingredients, 
fusions of world cuisines, and all manners of preparation and presentation. After 
all, though the Iron Chefs show off their manual dexterity, they also bring their 
best game of creative originality, bowling us over with dishes never before done. 
Moreover, any chef with a significant reputation who gets a gig on television 
will probably at some point be featured with a program or segment that 
identifies the chef with his or her particular culinary point of view. For Lagasse, 
it was his unique take on Louisiana classics in The Essence of Emeril and Emeril 
Live. Bobby Flay’s eclectic cuisine with a grill and a Southwestern accent has 
been showcased on, among other shows. Boy Meets Grill. The distinct 
combination of Swedish and Asian influences for which Markus Sammuelson is 
known has been evident on Inner Chef and 1 recall at least one feature of his 
signature restaurant Aquavit. Ming Tsai’s fusion was the centerpiece of his aptly 
named fornier Food Network program. East Meets West.

To my mind, however, the ultimate representation of the chef as 
creative genius on television would have to be Bourdain’s No Reservations 
feature entitled “Decoding Ferran Adria.” Since the episode is chronicled pretty 
precisely in Bourdain’s collection of essays. The Nasty Bits (2006), there is no 
need to go into so much detail here. Suffice it to say that this glimpse of 
Catalonian chef Ferran Adria made the Iron Chefs look like traditionalists. 
Bourdain’s tour of the chefs Barcelona laboratory/workshop El Bulli Taller and 
one thirty-course, four-hour, chefs-table tour de force of a dinner at his 
restaurant, El Bulli, had me convinced that Adria must be the Leonardo da Vinci 
of postmodern culture. El Bulli is mind bending in the application of both 
science and art. It produces physics-defying, chemically and culturally 
unorthodox, and psychologically uncanny marvels of food that call for equally 
unconventional modes of working, and therefore conceptions of what a chef is.
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We are told that Adria works half the year in the Taller with a team composed of 
his brother, a chemist, and an industrial designer. They experiment and come up 
with new ideas in cuisine, often creating “impossible” dishes such as a bowl 
containing both a hot consomme of foie gras and a frozen-powder form of the 
same ingredient, both parts retaining their temperatures, and a so-called “pea 
ravioli” that maintains its state as a perfect bright-green sphere with no pasta or 
encasement other than one created from the ingredient itself

As chemically inventive as the El Bulli team is, it is also pranksterishly 
witty. Take, for example, the “cherries with ham” dish that Bourdain featured of 
ham-fat glazed cherries masquerading as a more conventional preparation of 
white-fondant-covered cherries. Or, how about a play on magic tricks with an 
“Englishbread” that Bourdain described as appearing to be a loaf of Wonder 
Bread but shockingly vanishing once Bourdain placed it on his tongue?

Each of the courses Bourdain imbibed was not only a proposition made 
provocative due to the preparation of the food but provocative also because of 
the designer’s engineering of the food delivery devices, from specially sculpted 
bowls to pincers resembling surgical instruments. Plates? How passe. Adria and 
his team are the epitome of conceptual artists in that they are engaged in testing 
categorical limits. It seems that they are asking: what is the necessary 
relationship between the cultural identity of a food or item of cuisine and its 
physical and/or aesthetic properties? When is ham not ham? Is ravioli still 
ravioli if . . ?

The chef of the TV kitchen collapses roles that are normally kept 
distinct. In the real world, the chef de cuisine is usually the one who designs the 
menu and may expedite orders and inspect plates before they go out to the 
customer. But, except in tiny digs, he or she is not the one also cooking the food. 
The cooks “on the line” do. Now, the star chefs of the sort one sees on 
television, CEOs overseeing a fleet of restaurants and product lines, are not even 
in the same city most of the time that a menu item they conceived goes out to 
one of their customers. In such cases, the kitchen executive position is entmsted 
to another chef of sufficiently stellar caliber to ensure that the star chefs artistic 
vision and high standards are consistently realized. This arrangement works well 
for some managing chefs de cuisine. They can make a good living without 
taking on the risk of starting their own operations. But it can be a source of inner 
turmoil for others with a budding vision of their own. They are caught between 
being extraordinary enough to be trusted with the named chefs reputation and 
too overworked and as yet undercapitalized to be able to open their own places. 
In Heat, Bill Buford recounts exactly such a case from his time as an apprentice 
at Mario Batali’s Italian restaurant Babbo. Batali’s chef “Andy” allegedly 
slipped deeper and deeper into a “silent rage” over the cumulative years of 
suppressing his own creativity—his dream to open a Spanish restaurant—in the 
service of Batali’s. For five years, Andy worked with no day off, painfully 
aware that he was doing so in order that Batali didn’t have to, so that Batali
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could be off filming episodes for the Food Network with confidence that all was 
in good hands at Babbo.

Still, the power of the mythic fusion of line cook and chefde cuisine on 
television is so strong that cases of cognitive dissonance abound in the real 
world. Customers are regularly disappointed when their idols, “branded” chefs 
such as Flay, Lagasse, Puck, or even Thomas Keller, are not actually at their 
restaurants, much less in the kitchen attending to their plates. The uncomfortable 
friction of reality chafing against fantasy had apparently reached such a point in 
2006 that Vegas mogul Steve Wynn reacted with what seems like a desperate— 
yet, on second thought, perfectly Vegas—attempt to rebuild a falling facade. He 
designed a new kind of contract with chefs at his latest venture, the Wynn Hotel 
and Casino, demanding that chefs live and work in Las Vegas and guarantee 
their regular presence at the restaurant for two-thirds of the year. So far, though, 
chefs with big names have roundly rejected this restriction.

The question is: what is being placated by the magical elision of real 
and persistent contradictions in the chefs occupation? To be sure, the illusory 
condensations of workaholic-yet-homemaker and line cook-yet-executive 
haven’t been crafted for the chefs’ benefit, but to gratify the fans. So, the 
tensions symbolically resolved must be ones that their consumers would like to 
transcend in their own lives.

It is not surprising, then, to find that those most smitten by chefs are 
especially susceptible to conflict between personal and professional priorities 
and pressures. In part, this is a factor of income. Many people with relatively 
high incomes have earned them because they have invested so much time 
building successful careers that they have compromised the time outside of 
them. But it is also true that most Americans with Jobs have been working more 
and more hours. Various studies, such as Juliet B. Schor’s Ovei^^orked 
American (1993) and Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class (2002), 
have shown that, although Americans since the 1970s have achieved 
unprecedented flexibility in their work places and schedules, and are aided more 
than ever by supposedly timesaving technology, their work hours have increased 
steadily. Building on a mountain of literature on the subject of the postmodern, 
“post-industrial” economy, Florida further points out that greater work 
flexibility has come with greater Job insecurity, a situation in turn prompting 
people to spend more time working to stay competitive in the more fickle 
marketplace.

The nature of so many higher-income Americans’ work may contribute 
further to their lopsided equation of work and leisure. Based on his extensive 
research of data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Florida shows that the elite 
30 percent of Americans, those playing leading cultural and economic roles, 
tend to do work that is essentially conceptual. He defines the “core” of this 
“creative class” as constituting those who may be in far-flung disciplines, from 
music to marketing to engineering, but whose economic role is similar: “to 
create new ideas, new technology and/or new creative content.” Outside the
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“super-creative core” is an outer ring of more or less “creative professionals” 
also in diverse fields, from healthcare to finance, who, he says, also “engage in 
complex problem solving that involves high levels of education or human 
capital.” That the “creative class” is the one with the most economic and cultural 
influence in contemporary America can be linked to the evolution that David 
Harvey once described in The Condition of Postmodernity (1989) as a shift over 
the 1970s from an economy of mass production to one of niche production. This 
newer target-market-oriented economy, as opposed to the older Fordist 
“economy of scale,” is much more responsive to the quick pace of contemporary 
media. Therefore, its production of smaller portions of goods targeted to 
narrower segments of fashion-conscious consumers has reached a faster rate of 
turnover. The culture’s quickened pace of change, compounded by greater job 
insecurity, means that the creative-conceptual worker must be constantly on 
alert for signs of the next trend and anticipate their competition’s similar 
awareness. The research and new-idea generation involved in their work make 
their jobs infinitely expandable.

The strong cerebral emphasis of their work may also be a clue to this 
high-income and highly educated group’s romanticization of manual labor. 
Arguably, it’s been the case that, by entertaining a mystifying fantasy of chefs’ 
physical work, this population has been projecting their own desire for greater 
balance between their cerebral and their sensory stimulation and activity. In the 
case of city dwellers, that fantasy may additionally involve a longing for 
connection with nature that chefs exemplily by their apparently regular interface 
with the sources of food. The so-called “creative class,” to which our chef- 
admiring demographic corresponds, may be inclined to idealize manual labor 
because there is a lot less of it in its Fordist-factory form around anymore to 
remind them of what it could be at its most backbreaking and monotonous. 
According to Florida, the traditional “working class” associated with 
manufacturing, construction, and transportation industries has been diminishing 
since its historic height as 40 percent of the U.S. workforce between 1920 and 
1950. By the early 2000s, this group had dropped to 25 percent.

While symbolically resolving their audiences’ felt imbalances— 
between personal and professional life, between physical and conceptual work— 
the televised chef in the kitchen has also managed to reinforce the very values of 
individuality, creativity, and hard work that Florida identifies this “creative 
class” as having. The major irony of chef appeal is that the real chefs—those 
diligent, successful beings behind the mythic TV versions of themselves—are in 
fact a lot more like their fans in tenns of occupational tensions than their fans 
may realize.

Flattery in the Field
As a departure from the more traditional televised scenario of chefs in 

the kitchen, there evolved the chef-in-the-field device. Though it began seriously 
in the 1980s, with famous chefs acting as food correspondents on newscasts, it 
has mostly been elaborated since the 1990s. In this more recent situation, chefs
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take on the role of model consumer. Usually, they are engaged directly in an act 
of consumption. We find them either shopping—buying or penising ingredients 
in marketplaces or tasting food in restaurants—or in the closely related act of 
traveling—touring the sources of foodstuffs or cuisines, and sampling the 
discoveries. Over the years that these scenarios have been typical, several 
distinct personae of the chef-consumer have emerged.

One is the chef as connoisseur. Chefs reveal their depth of expertise 
and a discerning sensibility when they guide us through varieties of food 
available in, say, a marketplace. That’s what Susan Feniger and Mary Sue 
Milliken did inside the comucopic Grand Central Market in downtown Los 
Angeles. They introduced viewers to the market’s authentic carnitas and an 
encyclopedic collection of chiles in one episode of their former Food Network 
program The Two Hot Tamales. Mario Batali’s serial sojourns to Italy on his 
former TVFN show, Mario Eats Italy, bordered on scholarly. He held forth as 
the more erudite half of a travel duo including a guy cast as his naive cohort, on 
the distinct specialties of each region and their origins. When Bobby Flay travels 
across the U.S. in Food Nation, digging up every imaginable type of authentic 
hole-in-the-wall and oldie-but-goodie Joint, he is demonstrating his command of 
American regionalism and his ability to recognize a diamond in the rough.

We also often see the chef in the guise of adventurer. This type is 
especially well developed in shows involving travel. Bourdain is infamous for 
his willingness to go anywhere to try anything, including such “extreme cuisine” 
specialties as the Japanese delicacy of fngii (blowfish)—which rarely does, if 
handled properly, but technically can kill you—snacks of bugs and grubs, and a 
still-beating cobra heart after an amuse-hoitche of its blood. Bourdain is also 
known for repeatedly suffering the consequences of his being a good guest by 
obliging one host after another who shows his hospitality by insisting that 
everyone get hammered. Chefs on television, more than most of us, seem game 
for all sorts of exotica. In some cases, they’re up to trying edgy methods of 
cooking, too. Keith Famie, the chef who made his first appearance on TV as a 
contestant on the reality show Siin’ivor, became identified with adventurous 
cooking right in the title of his subsequent show for the NBC-affiliate WDIV- 
TV: Famie’s Adventures in Cooking. In one 2000 episode, he wrapped a trout in 
tin foil and cooked it on the muffler of a Harley Davidson while riding in a biker 
rally.

Chefs are implied advocates of cultural diversity as well: they tour, 
travel, and taste their way across the country and globe. Part of their openness to 
adventure and their role as perpetual students of the world involves reveling in 
the wealth of ethnic and regional differences. In some cases, the chefs own 
culinary reputation as an eclectic reinforces their image as cultural line crossers. 
Many famous chefs have become strongly identified with regional or ethnic 
culinary traditions far a-field from their own family upbringing or even culinary- 
school education. A case in point is Lagasse’s honorary status as a New 
Orleanean, though his ethnicity is French-Canadian and Portuguese and he grew
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up in New England. I also think of Elay’s embrace of the Southwestern states of 
America, where this fair-skinned redhead of Irish descent from New York can’t 
cook outside on a grill without burning himself.

Another significant chef persona: the bon vivant. Above all, chefs on 
television, whether in the kitchen or out, appear to be missionaries of “the good 
life.” The central ritual of this religion is consumption. The tagline for Wolfgang 
Puck’s Food Network program. Cooking Class, is “Live, Love, and Eat!” 
Lagasse knows that his live audiences will cheer more vociferously the heavier 
he lays on the portions and the more of every ingredient he throws into a pot, 
especially if that ingredient is “kicked up”—meaning, loaded with spice, fat, 
sugar, or booze. “Pork Fat Rules!” is one of his favorite on-air lines and he sells 
it, among other consumer-evangelistic sayings, on a variety of merchandise. 
Lagasse didn’t get cast for the living-well-is-the-best-revenge-themed movie 
Last Holiday at random. He’s the ultimate ve^-sayer, oozing the kind of 
permissiveness that could knock nearly anyone off a diet. Though he is the most 
broadly popular of these examples, he is not the only one to constantly 
communicate how much better life is lived with indulgence. Pork fat. Buttery 
pastry. Confit. 0-toro. Tniffle oil. They all push it. In the field, as in the kitchen, 
the key to selling what they’re pushing is the convention known as the tasting. 
This is the money shot of the food porn business.

On occasion, but only on occasion, chefs are portrayed as diet 
conscious, like George Stella in his Low Carb and Lovin’ It or the Calorie 
Commando Juan-Carlos Cruz, both on the Food Network. But these shows are 
marginalized on the schedule and the chefs are continually straining themselves 
to come up with substitutional recipes and to convince us that they are just as 
delectable as their full-fat, full-sugar, and full-carb versions. Also, sometimes 
the chef comes across as a politically-correct consumer, supportive of organic 
products and small-scale independent purveyors using sustainable methods, but 
the message of “enlightened” consumption is not consistent across the chef-TV 
spectrum, and even foods made from environmentalist methods are presented as 
desirable at least as much for their supposedly richer flavors as for their 
planetary benefits.

No wonder. All of the chef-consumer personae flatter by mirroring the 
values of their audiences. The chef as connoisseur, adventurer, and advocate of 
multiculturalism each exemplify their fans’ respect for education and 
appreciation of cultural diversity. Florida’s study of the ethos of the “creative 
class” identifies precisely these values. He is not alone in pointing out their 
significance among those who comprise the elites of post-1960s America. David 
Brooks in Bobos in Paradise and Joseph Epstein of Snobbeiy: The American 
Version would agree. Both trace the contemporary American elites’ tendency to 
subscribe to the ideals of a “meritocracy,” which means valuing the acquisition 
and display of education-based social capital as opposed to mainly displays of 
inherited class privilege, and being open to cultural difference rather than 
perpetuating what Epstein argues is the no-longer-relevant “WASPocracy.”
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The bon-vivant role has the additional function of reinforcing the chef 
adulators’ own role as consumers. This makes a lot of sense when one considers 
how much Americans have dramatically stepped up this role in recent decades. 
In Juliet B. Schor’s The Overspent American (1998), the economist tracks the 
rise of spending and debt, noting that the average person’s spending increased 
30 percent between 1979 and 1995. Meanwhile, savings rates have decreased. 
Counter-intuitively, though significant in light of the population in question 
here, the largest debt increases have been occurring among those relatively 
comfortable households making between S50,000 and $100,000 a year. Of this 
group, 63 percent had credit card debt as of Schor’s publication. Also as of 
1998, she documents that the average household had been saving only 3.5 
percent of their disposable income, a rate half that of fifteen years prior. Over 
the year 1994-95, only 55 percent of households had done any saving at all. 
Certainly, the consumption-friendly attitude of chef TV agrees with people.

The Reckoning
I wonder whether, on balance, the rise of chef appeal has been more of 

a positive or a negative development. For chefs and prospective chefs, I imagine 
it is a mixed blessing. It brings their profession the respect it deserves as much 
as any other celebrity’s. At the same time, it fosters unrealistic expectations for 
the majority’s success—there will be very few Iron Chefs, after all—and new 
pressures to be media-friendly when it is enough of a job, and a noble enough 
one, too, just to cook well. For the consumer, it is problematic in that much of 
chef appeal is rooted in false pictures of food production and food producers. So 
much of it, as well, is bom of consumers’ unprecedented detachment—from the 
sources of their food and its processes of production. Yet, its ultimate effect 
really depends on what consumers do with their, however mistakenly derived, 
enthusiasm for chefs. Will they remain passive consumers, merely transfixed by 
the seductive fantasy? In that case, they do no one any good because they only 
perpetuate its myths and the tensions in their own lives. All of their amichair 
cooking, tasting, and traveling can only barely and temporarily assuage them. 
Or, will their seduction inspire them to take a more active role: learning to cook 
better, developing their palates, and seeking out opportunities for insight into 
foods, food production, and the people who do it for a living? Then, consumers 
have a chance of moving beyond the illusory satisfactions of their media 
consumption.

1 must admit: I’ve learned almost everything I know about cooking 
from watching chefs on TV, and the fascination with food, cooking, and the 
restaurant world that they’ve stimulated has led me further down the roads of 
curiosity and research—reading, wandering, tasting, asking, and finding out 
more and more. In the process. I’ve been enriched but also humbled by getting 
to know what chefs really do for a living. The myths have disintegrated, yet 
they’re no longer necessary.

California State Polytechnic University Alison Pearlman
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Bidding “Farewell to Bikini”: 
National Geographic and United States’ 

Atomic Testing in the Pacific

Men Otemjej Rej Ilo Bein AniJ (Everything is in the Hands of 
God)

—Juda, Bikini Atoll, 1946

Civilization and the Atomic Age had come to Bikini, and they 
had been in the way.

—National Geographic, Bikini Atoll, 1946

In this essay, I will examine how National Geographic magazine 
represented United States’ atomic testing in the Pacific. I am especially 
interested in the magazine’s coverage of the atomic tests—code named 
“Operation Crossroads”—at Bikini Atoll in the summer of 1946. The fact that 
these were the first atomic explosions after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, that they 
were widely publicized and anticipated, and even more significantly, that they 
were in a remote island locale with “exotic” natives, directly appealed to 
National Geographic. It combined two of the magazine’s longstanding 
fascinations, human conquest of nature (nuclear fission) and the primitive (the 
Marshallese) is a most dramatic fashion: atom and anthropology came together 
on the atoll in a singular way.

I have chosen to focus on National Geographic not only because I was 
a devoted reader of the magazine while growing up (my parents still have every 
issue since 1959 and are trying to convince me to assume stewardship of the 
prized collection), but primarily because, as Catherine Lutz points out. National 
Geographic occupies a unique place in American culture:

“There are now many mass media products that play with the 
ideological line between fact and fun,” Lutz notes, “but none 
has the cultural legitimacy of the Geographic. This legitimacy, 
given it by its connections to the state, national identity, and 
science, has also been achieved by the stability maintained in 
the size, format, and appearance of the magazine” (Lutz, 7).

Lutz’s observation is especially applicable to National Geographic's 
treatment of the Atomic Age, and specifically for our purposes here, in its 
representation of U.S. testing in the Pacific. National Geographic's coverage of 
the tests is a window into a process, a glimpse into a dramatic story, a part of a 
larger narrative. The magazine’s photographers and writers bore witness to this
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story. They captured a moment, and they told it in a certain way that privileged 
American civilization over others. But, in capturing the story, they also 
unintentionally helped preserve it. The photographs may yield to interrogation, 
and reading between the lines of text might uncover other, hidden stories as 
well.

In the early years of the Atomic Age, for many Americans the atomic 
bomb represented humankind (“mankind,” more accurately, in the parlance of 
the times) understanding the elemental forces of nature, and understanding is a 
form of control. Indeed, much of the early discourse surrounding fission referred 
to “controlling the atom.” Another component of the early images of the atomic 
bomb was that while it was clearly strange and terrible, it also had inaugurated a 
bright future in which the atom would be put to work for the good of humanity. 
One of the most startling examples of this vision was presented by Collier's in a 
1947 essay on the promise of nuclear medicine. The essay included an 
illustration of a smiling man rising up from a wheelchair within a superimposed 
mushroom cloud (Boyer, 156). The atom and its most potent visual signifier, the 
mushroom cloud, became a key sign of the technological advancement and 
superiority, and even benevolence, of American society.

In many ways, Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands is the nexus of the 
Atomic Age. The Marshall Islands’ recent history is, in part, a manifestation of 
American imperialism in the Pacific which began in the nineteenth century and 
was propelled forward by the second World War. (The Americans liberated the 
islands from the Japanese in 1944 and maintained direct control over them until 
the 1986 Compact of Free Association gave the islands limited sovereignty). 
The American tests at Bikini brought together advanced technology/civilization, 
the “primitive,” and the locus of an empire. And, just as The Bomb supposedly 
achieved American victory and vindication of its larger aims (it “won the war”), 
its testing in the Pacific represented the more general solidification of American 
expansion into and control over the developing world in the postwar world.

Perhaps, not surprisingly, given the interest of the magazine in exotic 
and primitive peoples. National Geographic focused more directly and 
extensively on the peoples affected by the Atomic Age than did other 
magazines. Take, for example, an essay by Edward Beach, captain of the SSN 
Triton and author of Run Silent Run Deep. Beach notes that in Magellan Bay the 
Triton encountered a “Terrified fisherman [who] thought Triton a sea monster.” 
For Beach “It is a ludicrous situation”:

On the one hand an impassive Asian staring with curious 
concentration at an unusual object in the water [the Triton's 
periscope]: on the other hand, a Navy officer, equipped with 
all the technical devices money and science can procure, 
looking back with equally studied concentration. On one end 
of the periscope, an outrigger canoe propelled by the brawny 
arms of its builder: on the other end, a $100,000,000 
submarine, the newest, biggest, most powerful in the world, on
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a history-making cruise. What an abyss—what centuries of 
scientific development—lie between him and me!*

Ideology and imagery came together closely in the pages of National 
Geographic, but not always in obvious ways. Howard Abramson has noted that 
National Geographic

“articles seem to be written by nice, albeit dull, second cousins 
who manage to travel a lot and send an unending stream of 
pretty, envy producing postcards, with nary a mention of 
unpleasant happenings.. . a nice homespun organization that 
publishes that distinctive yellow-bordered magazine that adorn 
doctors’ offices everywhere and features those trademark 
hannless photographs of all those memorable brown beasts” 
(Abramson, 4).

Behind the “dull second cousins” and their seemingly innocuous postcard essays 
was editor Gilbert Grosvenor. Under his leadership, the National Geographic 
Society cooperated with the U.S. war effort in both the first and second World 
Wars (despite Grosvemor’s dislike for FDR’s liberal politics). The Society 
supplied maps, for example, to Allied leaders. This collaboration with the 
American military, initiated in the first war and forged in the second, continued 
into the Cold War (Abramson, 175-188). This explains both the obvious 
cooperation with the military (most of Geographic's articles on the nuclear 
Navy were written by Navy officials) and the conservative, but sometimes 
reactionary, tone of much of the reportage.

“Farewell to Bikini/’ 1946
The centerpiece of National Geographic's coverage of the atomic 

testing at Bikini is a July 1946 essay entitled “Farewell to Bikini,” written by 
Navy Reserve photographer Carl Markwith. Markwith was at Bikini with a 
Navy team to document the “voluntary” evacuation of the atoll and the 
resettlement of the 167 Bikinians to Rongerik Atoll some 125 miles away. 
“About the middle of February, 1946, modern civilization suddenly overtook the 
natives of Bikini Atoll in the Ralik Chain of the Marshall Islands,” Markwith 
declared in his photoessay. The passive construction of this introduction is 
revealing and sets the tone for the entire piece: modern civilization “overtook 
the natives.” The natives find themselves ovemin by modernity. Markwith notes 
that “these brown people” did have some basic developments, kerosene lanterns, 
and some “imported” steel tools which the missionaries had introduced. They 
knew about airplanes from the Americans and the “Japs.”" Markwith continues:

As the moving-picture crew progressed through the various 
phases of native life, we gained a fair insight into the lives and 
personalities of the Bikinians. They are a friendly brown 
people, small in stature but beautifully formed, and apparently
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very healthy. They loaf and sleep during the midday heat, but 
are active enough in the early morning and after 3 p.m.^

The next passage is remarkable not for its condescension (their 
language is, of course, “simple”), but for how it links language, knowledge, 
imperialism, and modernity.

A few [natives] could read and write their simple language, 
and Juda, the local chief, could speak and understand a little 
English. The outside world they knew little about, and cared 
less. Then the U.S. Navy decided that Bikini was the place to 
test the atomic bomb, and almost overnight the natives found 
themselves in the Atomic Age.”*̂

Markwith’s description reminds me of Thomas Pynchon’s definition of 
a miracle: one world’s intrusion into another.

Markwith explains that he staged some of the shooting of his 
documentary and this provides an interesting, if unintentional, commentary on 
the creative nature of the enterprise.^ According to Markwith,

There was the usual discussion over camera and light angles, 
the concealment of microphones, the placement of “stars” and 
“extras,” with much peering through a viewfinder and a great 
deal of shouting and running about. Finally the Duck 
[DUKW] was jockeyed into place.. . the sound camera 
mounted on the bow, “mike” lines buried in the coral, the 
[native] minister instructed to screen the one mike from the 
camera with his body, and the second mike suspended in a 
palm tree. ’̂

So perhaps the Bikinians are not being introduced to modernity, but rather 
postmodemity; the documentary film, a simulacrum of the Navy’s Active reality.

Brian McHale argues that postmodernism in literature (and I would add 
television and film) is defined primarily by the “ontological dominant,” by 
“worlds.” McHale refers to “zones” or “the zone” (McHale, 10-11, 45; a good 
example being Pynchon’s “The Zone” in Gravity's Rainbow). This postmodern 
obsession with the ontological began, 1 believe, with the explosion of the first 
atomic bomb at New Mexico’s Trinity Site. Oppenheimer’s famous declaration, 
“I am become death, shatterer of worlds,” is perhaps more revealing than it 
seems on the surface. The otherworldly atomic bomb indeed shattered worlds. 
Although its effects would not immediately be felt in popular culture, the atomic 
bomb foregrounded ontological concerns: the splintering of worlds and a 
fascination with questions of what is real.

According to Perry Anderson, “Modernisrh was powered by the 
excitement of the great cluster of new inventions that transfomied urban life in 
the early years of the century: the liner, the radio, the cinema, the skyscraper, the 
automobile, the aeroplane.” Postmodernism rises from the catastrophe of World
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War II. As Anderson notes, “It was the experience of the Second World War 
that abruptly changed this whole Gestalt. Scientific progress now for the first 
time assumed unmistakably menacing shapes, as constant technical 
improvement unleashed ever more powerful instruments of destruction and 
death, terminating in demonstrative nuclear explosions. Another and infinitely 
vaster kind of machinery, far beyond the range of daily experience, yet casting a 
baleful shadow over it, had arrived” (Anderson, 86-87).

Less than a year after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 
United States unleashed this “vaster kind of machinery” in Bikini Atoll. And, 
unintentionally. National Geographic s coverage of the event highlights the 
ontological issues. To return to Markwith’s essay, the author refers to his 
endeavor as a “moving-picture” revealing, again inadvertently, the fictional 
nature of the enterprise; there is a blurring of the line between documentary and 
moving-picture. The Marshallese become “stars” and “extras”—they are actors, 
but not active participants in this story. Palm trees become props. And one might 
conclude, the official statements about the islanders’ voluntary relocation is a 
script written by screenwriters and just as fictional as The Big Sleep, a 
Hollywood film of the same year. (In one of the many newsreels about the tests, 
a Navy official notes that they will be exposing enough film to make “eleven 
Hollywood productions”).̂  The tragedy is that the Bikinian “actors” will never 
return home after a long day of shooting on the set. This filmic Bikini is a 
distinct and alien world—or zone—from the one the residents know. In fact, it 
has no reality outside of its celluloid existence—perhaps real only in the minds 
of American officials complicit in self delusion.

Markwith’s essay reflects yet another powerful current in National 
Geographic's treatment of native peoples: orientalist eroticism. In her 
interesting study of National Geographic's representation of the Arab world, 
Linda Steet identifies the “resilient and bounded discourses of Orientalism and 
primitivism at work in National Geographic. . . the magazine’s masculinist 
rhetoric, the one-directionality of its cross-cultural contact, its claims of 
objectivity, and representations that build layers of a West-to-Arab-world 
hierarchy.” National Geographic often referred to a young, attractive Arab 
woman as “A Morish Belle,” “A Moresque Beauty,” or “A Bedouin Beauty” 
(Steet, 5, 38, 41, 74).

One photograph of a Bikinian woman, titled “The Belle of Bikini 
Forgets Coquetry to Play Darts,” which accompanies Markwith’s piece, then, 
continues a decades old Geographic tradition of representation of women. The 
subtitle explains, “She made eyes at U.S. sailors and giggled and blushed when 
they spoke to her. Here she joins island boys in a game of marksmanship. Island 
youngsters developed surprising accuracy tossing the feathered darts.

National Geographic's lessons about the Bikinians and the Atomic Age 
are once simple and profound: they are us in a primitive—certainly pre- 
atomic—state. Bikini Atoll is a remote paradise, a garden. The atomic bomb is 
the machine in that garden. It explodes its way into paradise and triggers a
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dramatic rupture in space (the Bikinians are relocated 125 miles away to 
Rongerik Atoll), and time (from unchanging past to atomic present). This 
rupture reflects the nature of the atom itself Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle 
holds, in part, that phenomenon at the subatomic level are altered by the act of 
observing them (Rhodes, 129-130). So too is Bikini altered by observation, by 
the observers.

In one of the most moving sections of his essay, our observer Markwith 
recalls that when the Bikinians

had been placed to suit the cameraman, Jibaj [the minister] 
took up his station and made a short address, led a responsive 
prayer, and gave a brief benediction, committing the departed 
to the care of God. It was very simple and very effective. The 
only jarring note was the necessity of doing the whole thing 
twice for the benefit of the sound camera. While helping to 
pick up mike cable after the ceremony, I noticed one of the 
younger men in an earnest conversation with Jimmy [an 
interpreter from Tarawa], which, from their gestures, seemed 
to involve me. Investigation disclosed that Laiboie whished 
Jimmy to ask me if I had enough film to spare for a shot of 
himself and family at the grave of his sister. We all moved 
down the shore to the grave where they grouped around the 
headstone and 1 made my shots. In the usual rush there wasn’t 
time to go into the reason for the request, but the expressions 
on the faces of that family were so sincere that 1 suddenly 
found there was an unusual amount of dust in the air.^

On the importance of graves to the Marshallese, anthropologist Holly 
Barker explains: “Tending to and being near the graves of family members is 
important in Marshallese culture. . . For the Marshallese it is important to bury 
deceased family members on their land so that they will rest peacefully in a 
place that belongs to them” (Barker, 70, 72).

Markwith is eventually awakened to the sense of loss the Bikinians 
experience as the ship taking them to their new home begins to

head out into the lagoon, the natives lined the port rail and 
began to sing a song of farewell. Until now, none of them had 
shown much emotion over leaving, but as the island dropped 
on the horizon their faces became very solemn, and some of 
the women sniffled when they thought no one could see 
them.'"

And finally,

as good-byes were being called back and forth, [between the 
crew and the natives] I found myself wishing I could say, as I 
had each time before, Kim naj drol iljii—“We shall return
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tomorrow.’’ 1 refrained, because there would be no returning 
for me—nor perhaps for them. Civilization and the Atomic 
Age had come to Bikini, and they had been in the way.*'

A little less than a year after Markwith’s essay appeared. National 
Geographic ran photographs of the Bikini tests. The photographs provided 
visual confirmation of the power of the American authored Atomic Age. One of 
the photograph captions effused that “Uranium Explodes with the Power that 
Lights the Stars,” while another proclaimed, “Swift and Silent, Its Mushroom 
Cloud Rises from Bikini L a g o o n . T h e  camera’s focus is on the mushroom 
cloud. The Marshallese have disappeared from the record and from the narrative 
of the tests—they simply ceased to exist. Just as life in the lagoon had been 
obliterated by the atomic blasts, so too were the Bikinians erased. The atomic 
bomb is a powerful eraser of people, of memory, of history.

“The Evil Demon of Poison”
We also need to look beyond National Geographic to recover alternate 

stories of the exile and testing. In 2001, Jack Niedenthal published a collection 
of oral histories of the original Bikinian exiles and their descendants. Rubon 
Juda, son of “King” Juda who had led the Bikinians through the relocation, 
remembers

the Americans did come to see us. 1 recall that while we were 
still on Rongerik some ri-hellies [“Americans” or 
“foreigners”] came and showed us pictures of the bombs that 
they were about to detonate on Bikini.”

They presented us with globes of the earth to explain where 
America and Bikini were located. Afterwards, they asked 
Juda, my father, to travel with them from Rongerik to Bikini 
in order to watch one of those bombs explode. My father came 
back one evening to our house and told us the news. He had 
been asked to go to Bikini to see one of the bomb tests 
firsthand.. .

. . . my family was very worried for him, but by not showing 
any fear of making this trip, he calmed us. We then believed 
that he didn’t have anything to worry about by going. My 
father departed with some Americans to Bikini, watched the 
test, and then returned to Rongerik. Immediately, he held a 
meeting with the community to explain what had happened at 
Bikini. He told the story of the bomb exploding and the great 
amount of noise, smoke and mist that it had created. Most of 
us had a hard time understanding that anything so powerful 
could exist. We had heard the rumble from the explosion on 
Rongerik—like a huge roar—but Juda reported that Bikini 
wasn’t gone. It was still there. The birds and pigs were still
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alive and still running around on the island. He related that the 
hermit crabs could still be seen on the beach. The trees 
remained intact and continued to blow in the wind. Some of 
our houses were still standing. And so we stayed hopeful that 
we would soon return to our islands and that our nightmare on 
Rongerik would soon be over (Niedenthal, 51-56).

Note that the memory of Rongerik is a “nightmare.” Despite Juda’s 
initial hope that life still survived on Bikini, it quickly became apparent that 
radiation had done extensive, lingering damage beyond the explosion site itself 
For Bikinians this radiation is often referred to as “poison.” For example. Lore 
Kessibuki relates the story of the “Demon of Poison”:

Rongerik was once populated with thousands of demons that 
used the islands of that atoll for whatever purpose they felt 
necessary for them to sustain their evil ways; indeed, it was 
considered a forni of hell. One thing they were known to 
perform continuously on that atoll was the ritual burning of 
fires day and night in order to prolong their evil spells—and 
thus increase their power. The intense heat from the flames 
made all of the plants and trees on Rongerik die or become 
useless to ordinary humans because these fires had burnt for 
many years on end.

Even after these bad spirits finally left the island it was 
believed that if a tree started to grow there it would eventually 
mature and create a fire on its own because the demons had 
planted evil spirits within the seed of the young trees. All 
remaining food on the island was later ruined by Litobora, 
who came from the south and cast magic spells over the entire 
atoll.

They say Litobora originally brought Rongerik from the 
southern Marshalls to the north, where she decided to hide it, 
and then make use of it for the promulgation of her own evil. 
Eventually, if it weren’t for our benefactor, Worejabato, she 
would have taken Bikini also. As the story goes, fortunately, 
she realized that Worejabato’s power was much greater than 
hers (because it was the power of good and righteousness) and 
so she fled from Bikini never to return. But she did go to many 
other islands in the Marshalls, like UJae, Rongelap, and then 
finally to Ebaten Island in Kwajalein Atoll, where to this day 
some of the fish are very poisonous because of her.

Litobora later died on Rongerik. Her smelly rotten and 
decaying body, part of which was thrown into the lagoon 
instead of being buried, poisoned most of the reef, and
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therefore most of the fish, because they ate all the little bits 
and pieces of her remains. The rest of her body, which was left 
on the island, poisoned all the ground water and edible foods 
like the pandanus and coconuts. I myself recall how funny the 
local food tasted on Rongerik, but we all knew this was 
because of Litobora, the evil demon of poison (Niedenthal,
50-51).

In the years after Operation Crossroads, National Geographic turned its 
attention from testing in the Pacific to two other areas: progress in nuclear 
science and medicine, and the adventures of nuclear-powered submarines. In the 
1950s and 1960s the magazine featured such essays as “Man’s New Servant, the 
Friendly Atom,” (January 1954), “The Arctic as a Sea Route of the Future 
(January 1959), and ""Triton Follows Magellan's Wake,” (November 1960).

National Geographic did not cover the Bravo thermonuclear test in 
1954 which rained fallout throughout the Marshall Islands and devastated the 
crew of the Japanese fishing vessel the Fortunate Dragon. To continue to 
recover what happened to the Marshallese we must turn once again to sources 
other than National Geographic. Holly Barker, who interviewed Marshallese 
exposed to the Bravo test, explains

Instead of numbers and geographic locations, a Marshallese 
history of the nuclear weapons testing includes descriptions of 
the fear and chaos that descended on the villages that 
experienced the Bravo test. . . the immediate onslaught of 
nausea and flu-like symptoms, and burns deep enough to 
expose the bone.. . the humiliation of the decontamination 
process and the flagrant disregard for Marshallese as people or 
their customs. . . It is a history of being lied to and ignored by 
the U.S. government (Barker, 58).

A Marshallese doctor on Likiep interviewed by Barker recalls:

We woke up in great terror, not understanding what was 
happening. Many thought they were witnessing the end of the 
world. A short while after the sky lit up an indescribable 
sound shook the island. It was so great that it seemed as if the 
island would split into a million pieces. Standing outside, the 
intensity of the sound almost knocked me over. Some 
concluded that maybe the “Big War” that foreigners kept 
telling us would happen between the United States and Russia 
had finally begun. . . After what seemed like ages, the noise 
subsided and then we heard a different kind of noise, a 
whooshing sound that seemed to travel at tree-top level.
People rolled around on the ground crying and clutching their 
children to their chests. Even the dogs and other animals were



34 Popular Culture Review

howling and yelling. Then suddenly, there was total silence— 
no sound except the sound of people crying, dogs barking, and 
waves breaking on the ocean side of the island. We picked 
ourselves up from the ground, amazed we were still alive 
(Barker, 52).

“A Way of Life Lost,” 1986
In June 1986, National Geographic finally returned to Bikini with an 

essay corresponding to the fortieth anniversary of Operation Crossroads entitled 
“A Way of Life Lost: Bikini.” The essay focused on the dispossession of the 
Bikinians, their struggle to someday return from exile, and the manifold 
problems facing them (such as diabetes, poverty, unemployment). Included was 
a map referring to the Bikinians as “nuclear nomads.” The essay even carried 
some of the photographs from the 1946 essay. “A Way of Life Lost” was the 
first time National Geographic mentioned the Bravo test and the tremendous 
fallout poured on the Marshallese and the unfortunate crew of the Fortunate 
Dragon}^

Despite the different tone, the essay carried much the same message 
and maintained much the same narrative style as its 1946 progenitor: awe at the 
power of the atom (e.g., “the device exploded at an altitude of about 500 feet. 
For a wrathful moment then, it seemed as if the sun had risen for a second 
time”), and nostalgic lament for a simple people overcome by the Atomic Age.*"̂  
When examined alongside the 1946 essay, “A Way of Life Lost” reads like a 
tragic before and after story:

As wards of the U.S. government, [the essay notes] they now 
receive food from the Department of Agriculture, such as 
peaches soaked in heavy syrup. Diabetes is a major concern 
among the Bikinians, and such food only adds to the problem.
They also suffer from despair, and so their comments to 
outsiders are weighted with complaints.'^

And again,

as wards of the U.S. government since birth, they [young 
Bikinians] have become addicted to welfare. They are fed and 
housed, and their illnesses tended to, more or less. There is no 
turning back now to fishing and gathering for the Bikinians. It 
is too late. They like Spam.”'̂

There is a familiar tone of fatalism and loss of paradise: the Bikinians, noble 
savages, “memorable brown beasts”—expelled from the garden.

Consider this final passage:

More than 50 percent of the deaths last year were of children 
under five. Small Styrofoam caskets are neatly stacked on the 
floor of a store on Majuro, as if on display for a weekend
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special. But there is no death on this Sunday morning in Kili.
Rather, someone is striking the empty steel oxygen cylinder 
that hangs from the old breadfruit tree in front of the church, 
striking it with a length of pipe to produce a sweet but 
muscled sound, like a requiem for a tsar. It is the call to church 
and soon the Bikinians are sending up their voices to Zion, 
filling that small hall with a devotion in song. It is then that 
the outsider comes to know a certain truth about these people, 
a people at peace with their lives. .. So on this Sunday 
morning they are not only singing and worshiping. They are 
once again sailing their outrigger canoes, and they are fishing 
and clawing in the sand for turtle eggs. They are fathers 
smiling as their sons make their first climb to the top of a 
coconut tree. It is not the sea that they hear outside pounding 
Kili’s unprotected shores. It is the ghost of a lost culture 
calling out to them.‘̂

Bikini and National Geographic—At the Crossroads
In the first few decades of the Atomic Age, many Americans believed 

that the fissioned atom was as a key signifier of the technological advancement 
and beneficence of American society. The Operation Crossroads atomic tests in 
Bikini Atoll in 1946 established a narrative binary opposition in which, 
supposedly, the most highly developed civilization with its most advanced 
technology encountered one of the most primitive cultures with its rudimentary 
technologies. National Geographic seized on this narrative opposition. Indeed, it 
was a natural outgrowth of the magazine's traditional focus.

The combination of atom and anthropology fit National Geographic's 
longstanding interests and ideology quite well, for it combined American 
superiority, man’s conquest of nature, and the primitive all in one dramatic 
episode. Returning to the Pacific crossroads forty years after “Farewell to 
Bikini,” the magazine was certainly more sympathetic to the plight of the 
Binkinians. Yet the narrative constructed four decades earlier still held tight: 
“Civilization and the Atomic Age had come to Bikini, and they had been in the 
way.”

But the official narrative is only one aspect of the magazine’s 
reportage. In this essay, I have attempted to read the magazine’s text and 
photographs to uncover the unintentional and concealed aspects of the story. 
What becomes clear is that the magazine coverage of the United States’ atomic 
testing in the Pacific reflects key developments of the Atomic Age: the human 
toll of nuclear testing, the expansion of America’s atomic empire, and the 
ontological foregrounding of our postmodern atomic age, of worlds darkened by 
mushroom clouds and shattered by atoms.

New Mexico Tech Scott C. Zeman
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Notes
' Capt. Edward L. Beach, “Triton follows Magellan’s Wake,” National Geographic 
(November 1960), 604.
“ Carl Markwith, “Farewell to Bikini,” National Geographic (July 1946), 99.
 ̂Markwith, “Farwell to Bikini,” 99.
 ̂Markwith, “Farewell to Bikini,” 97.
 ̂ Some of the footage can be found in both Atomic Cafe (Dir. Kevin Rafferty, Jayne 

Loader, Pierce Rafferty, 1982) and Radio Bikini (Dir. Robert Stone, 1987). The latter 
contains retakes of several scenes.
 ̂Markwith, “Farwell to Bikini,” 98.
 ̂Radio Bikini.
 ̂Markwith, “Farewell to Bikini,” 106.
Markwith, “Farewell to Bikini,” 112-113.
Markwith, “Farwell to Bikini,” 114.
Markwith, “Farwell to Bikini,” 116.
National Geographic (April 1947), Photograph III.
“A Way of Life Lost,” 821.

“*“A Way ofLife Lost,” 814.
‘̂ “A Way ofLife Lost,” 816.
'^ “A Way ofLife Lost,” 825.
'^ “A Way ofLife Lost,” 834.
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The Textual Confessional: 
Memoirs of Societal Taboos 
and Personal Dysfunctions

In an era in which the deepest, darkest secrets of individuals are 
revealed daily to mass audiences on nothing-is-sacred talk shows like Jerry 
Springer, Sally Jesse Raphael, Ricki Lake, and Jenny Jones, it proves intriguing 
to see this urge for public disclosure of embarrassing private facts played out on 
the pages of various contemporary memoirs. Traditionally, autobiography has 
been the domain of individuals who have achieved great goals or have engaged 
in acts of heroism and courage. But in recent years—reflecting the insatiable 
appetite of television talk shows and tabloid journalism for celebrity gossip and 
juicy details of sex lives and lifestyle excesses—various memoirs have been 
published in which the authors confess textually, often to societal taboos and 
long-hidden dysfunctions. While the publication of some of these memoirs can 
be attributed to revealing personal secrets to simply make money or gain fifteen 
minutes of fame, something more psychologically complex seems to be the 
motivating force in others: the cathartic impulse to purge emotions, anger and 
guilt, or the confrontation with the darker side of human personality.

A classic example of the cathartic impulse is found in Kathryn 
Harrison’s controversial 1997 memoir The Kiss, in which the author of three 
critically acclaimed novels {Exposure, Poison and Thicker than Water) reveals 
in a 207-page account that at age 20 she had an ongoing sexual affair with her 
father whom she hadn’t seen in many years. A number of Harrison’s friends 
urged her not to publish the memoir, saying that confessing to the societal taboo 
of incest would ruin her career. She chose to not heed the warnings, with the 
need for catharsis outweighing any potential embarrassment and public 
disapproval that might occur. Harrison’s decision also reflects Janet Varner 
Gunn’s (1982) theory of autobiography, in which people tell stories, participate 
in rituals, and write history in an effort to personally comprehend their 
experience in the world, discover the significance of the experience, and then 
share the findings with the world in textual form (32-33). Gunn further brings 
clarity to what is transpiring in memoirs of confession like The Kiss by noting 
that autobiography represents an act of both discovery and creation, consisting 
of the movement of the self in the world and the movement of the self into the 
world (59).

Harrison’s The Kiss (1997) is highly reflective of a sub-genre of 
autobiography that utilizes text as a public confessional as a means of purging 
wounded emotions in a long-delayed attempt at healing. With a narrative style 
that Jumps back and forth from the past to the present, Harrison recounts the 
divorce of her parents when she was only six months old, forcing her and her



38 Popular Culture Review

mother to live with Harrison’s maternal grandmother, whom she describes as “a 
screaming predatory woman” (5). When Harrison is six years old, her mother— 
whom the author characterizes as a vain, narcissistic woman who married far too 
young—moves into an apartment to pursue a life of her own, leaving her 
daughter alone with the grandmother (6). Throughout her youth, Harrison sees 
her mother somewhat regularly, but it’s her grandmother who raises her. At age 
15, she develops anorexia out of vengeance against her mother who nags her 
about losing weight. “You want thin? 1 remember thinking. I’ll give you thin. 
I’ll define thin, not you. Not the suggested one hundred and twenty pounds, but 
ninety-five. And not size six, but size two” (39). For Harrison, the psychological 
wellspring of her anorexia was a cold, distant mother who chastised her for not 
living up to her potential.

By the time she enters college, Harrison feels that a major piece of her 
life has been missing from having known so little about her father. She knows 
that he is a pastor in a Midwestern state, that he has a wife and children, but by 
age 20 it had been ten years since she last laid eyes on him. When her mother 
notifies her that her father is arriving for a visit, she drives seven hours from 
college to her mother’s home for the reunion. Harrison is transfixed with dread 
when she has to pick her father up at the airport after her mother refused to go 
because she needed more time to style her hair for the former husband she still 
secretly loves. Despite the passing years, Harrison immediately recognizes her 
father at the airport—a man wearing a tan suit and carrying a camera case 
because of his interest in amateur photography. Meeting his daughter for the 
first time in ten years, her father ravishes her with his eyes, Harrison states:

My father looks at me . . .  as no one has ever looked at me 
before. His hot eyes consume—eyes that 1 will discover are 
always this bloodshot. 1 almost feel their touch. He takes my 
hands, one in each of his, and turns them over, stares at my 
palms. He does not actually kiss them, but his look is one that 
ravishes (51).

As they walk through the airport, her father asks to hold her hand and 
stares at her repeatedly during the drive to her mother’s house. What he sees is a 
slender young woman with blonde hair down to her waist. As the visit unfolds, 
everything Harrison does enthralls her father. “1 get up to brush my teeth, and he 
follows me to the bathroom. He leans against the doorjamb to watch as 1 
squeeze the paste from the tube,” she writes. “His scrutiny both excites and 
exhausts me. How can it be that anyone finds me so interesting?” (57). She finds 
herself captivated by him as well, and considers the revelation of learning about 
her father to be “inherently seductive” (57). One afternoon, after she falls asleep 
in the crook of her father’s elbow, he says how good it feels to hold her because 
his wife never allowed him to when Harrison was a baby (61-62). And the 
situation becomes more complex when Harrison becomes jealous when she 
learns that on the last night of her father’s visit, he had sex with her mother. She
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also felt repelled at the notion of her father betraying his wife and her mother 
betraying her boyfriend. When her father realizes Harrison is upset, he tells her 
that he had sex with her mother as an act of “charitable reassurance.” He adds, 
“1 didn’t do it because 1 wanted to,” but because “she asked me” (63-65).

The next day, Harrison takes her father to the airport for his departure 
when her mother pretends to have a headache. Before boarding the plane, he 
takes his daughter’s chin with his hand and kisses her on the mouth—a kiss that 
transforms itself from a chaste, close-lipped exchange to a deeper, overtly sexual 
one:

My father pushes his tongue deep into my mouth: wet, 
insistent, exploring, then withdrawn. He picks up his camera 
case, and, smiling brightly, he joins the end of the line of 
passengers disappearing into the airplane. How long do 1 stand 
there, my hand to my mouth, people washing around me? The 
plane has taxied away from the gate before 1 move . . .  I am 
frightened by the kiss. 1 know it is wrong, and its wrongness is 
what lets me know, too, that it is a secret (68-69).

This kiss, she says, is like a drug that is leading her to surrender to her father’s 
advances. In fact, she’s so distraught and absorbed with thinking about her 
father’s kiss that she drops out of college for a year when her grades plummet. 
She and her father carry on a “long-distance courtship” over the phone, talking 
for hours about the meaning of love and even more importantly, their common 
consuming subject: her mother, his former wife. Harrison writes:

“With words, my father and I lay open the organs of love. We 
see from where our blood flows, how fast and how thick, how 
red. It fascinated us, our capacity for pain. For we are in love 
with that too: our suffering, the anguish of the unrequited. Or 
if we don’t love suffering, we don’t know who or what we are 
apart from it. For half of his life and all of mine, we have 
defined ourselves as those who love her, the one who won’t 
love us back” (70-77).

In these conversations, her father vilifies her mother, and although she defends 
her, it proves to be a relief to hear someone call her mother “selfish and cruel as 
only the weak can be—because cruelty is all she has to keep herself safe” (79).

When her father returns for a second visit, he takes hundreds of 
photographs of her, continues to stare at her, and takes her hand in his. Upon his 
departure at the airport, there’s no kiss this time, just a feverish embrace. Her 
mother confronts Harrison when she returns from the airport, saying it’s not 
natural how fixated she and her father are with each other. “You know,” her 
mother says, enraged, “this isn’t about you. It’s about (85-89, 97-99). 
Harrison doesn’t answer, and it isn’t until years after her mother’s death that she 
realized she was right.
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After months of exchanging letters and phone calls, Harrison and her 
father rendezvous at the Grand Canyon, where he tells her for the first time that 
he wants to have sex with her. She’s scared of “going to hell” if they commit 
incest, but he insists that certain rules don’t apply to some people. Harrison 
manages to fend off the advances, although their kissing is becoming 
increasingly passionate and at one point she allows her father to put his tongue 
on her vagina. Finally, after much badgering by her father, she succumbs and 
has sex with him (107-08, 127-28, 136-37). For months following the first 
sexual encounter, Harrison and her father meet in a number of clandestine 
locations throughout the country, meeting at airports and cities where no one 
will recognize them, and in remote areas such as the Petrified Forest, Monument 
Valley, and the Grand Canyon. “Against such backdrops,” she writes, “my 
father takes my face in his hands. He tips it up and kisses my closed eyes, my 
throat. I feel his fingers in the hair at the nape of my neck. I feel his hot breath 
on my eyelids” (3). At age 20, she believes she is living the life of a fugitive. As 
they sit close to each other in airports, she worries that someone will realize that 
these lovers are in fact father and daughter (24-25).

Harrison’s mother suspects they are having an affair, but the daughter 
has become an accomplished liar and refuses to divulge the secret (142). After 
graduation from college, Harrison doesn’t go to graduate school, but instead 
moves to New York City to work on a novel. However, the writing proves to be 
a struggle because she is consumed by thoughts of her father, who is becoming 
increasingly controlling and is jealous of her having friendships with other men 
(146-47, 154-55). Admitting to herself that she is addicted to him, Harrison 
takes her father up on his offer to live with him and his family in their home in 
the Midwest, during which time he would support her while she worked on her 
novel. Shortly after moving in, her father has sex with Harrison on the floor of 
an office in the church where he serves as pastor. It enrages her father when she 
remains motionless during their lovemaking. “1 hate it that you tolerate me!” he 
yells as she puts her face in her hands. “What do you think that does to me!” 
(157, 160, 166).

Throughout the period of their clandestine couplings, the toll on 
Harrison’s psychological well-being mounts, with the author anesthetizing 
herself with alcohol and drugs as her eating disorder transforms into bulimia 
(137-39, 170). But it is her capacity for secrecy, “my genius at revealing so little 
of my heart,” that she finds the most self-destructive, and it terrifies her that she 
could end up “the woman trapped within herself as my mother” (185-86). This 
proves to be a defining moment for Harrison, who realizes that living a lie is 
emotionally and psychically destroying her. When her mother dies of cancer not 
long after this revelation, she feels that the spell her father had over her no 
longer exists. Her father reacts to the end of the affair with a final ultimatum: 
she either gives all of herself to him, or there will be no contact between them 
ever again; no phone calls, no birthday cards, nothing. And from that moment 
on, Harrison never saw or heard from her father again (197-202).
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For years following the affair, Harrison was wracked with guilt over 
the societal taboo she had committed and over the secret life she led that had 
resulted in so much deception. But upon learning of her father’s death, Harrison 
felt free to follow her artistic instincts and write about the experience, not only 
to relieve guilt and begin the healing process, but to textually attempt to bring 
meaning and significance to a part of her life that remained chaotic and 
unresolved. This act of catharsis reflects the psychotherapeutic approach known 
as expressive therapy, in which creativity serves as a means of overcoming 
resistance in treatment. Here, resistance refers to everything in the words and 
actions of the patient that obstructs gaining access to what is not conscious. 
Expressive therapy calls upon the therapist to use creative tools (for example, 
metaphor, symbolism, imagery, creative word play, and poetic narrative) to 
facilitate the communication process between patient and therapist, and to break 
down the barriers shielding the subconscious from analysis (Robbins, 1980, 43- 
45).

In Harrison’s case, she utilizes the literary form of the memoir as a 
means of self-analysis, with the creative act freeing her from the bonds of self- 
denial and allowing her to confess to (and place within a psychological context) 
having broken the taboo of incest. It was through this textual self-therapy that 
she came to terms with what she had been denying for so long: that the affair 
with her father had less to do with his having been out of her life for so long 
than it did with the subconscious longing to punish and humiliate her self- 
absorbed, emotionally distant mother. By gaining the obsessive attention of the 
man whom her mother never stopped loving, Harrison retaliated against her 
mother who had abandoned her at such a young age.

Harrison is not interested in trying to change people’s perceptions of 
her (after all, she’s the one who chose to publicly disclose her secret); instead, 
the author’s aim, in the course of the writing process, is to bring to the surface 
painfiil memories, lies, and deceits, seeking the psychic connections between 
them in an attempt to achieve a heightened sense of understanding, which is a 
prelude to healing. From the psychoanalytical approach, the reliving or re 
experiencing of traumatic moments from one’s past helps to alleviate the 
emotional suffering of the present. Freud (1961) acknowledged that more than 
remembering the past is involved in the cathartic method; that is, the patient 
must re-experience the past. He said the patient “is obliged to repeat the 
repressed material as a contemporary experience. . .the patient must re 
experience some portion of his forgotten life” (12-13). For Harrison, re 
experiencing her troubled past played itself out textually, with words on paper 
rather than the psychoanalyst’s couch serving as the cathartic vehicle.

Meanwhile, other memoirs of confession involve the autobiographical 
impulse of individuals afflicted with a variety of disorders (such as anorexia, 
bulimia, Tourette’s syndrome, obsessive-compulsive disorder [OCD]) to 
describe, in often graphic terms, the development of and eventually coming to 
terms with their dysfunctions. A virtual cottage industry of memoirs of
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dysfunction exists, with authors publicly exposing disorders that they had kept 
hidden for so long. For the purposes of this article, two memoirs of dysfunction 
will be examined, emphasizing the authors’ textual confrontation with the darker 
side of their psyches: Passing for Normal: A Memoir of Compulsion by Amy S. 
Wilensky and Wasted: A Memoir of Anorexia and Bulimia by Marya 
Hornbacher. These works have been chosen because of the common prevalence 
of OCD and eating disorders in American culture, and the new light Wilensky 
sheds on a minimally understood disorder: Tourette’s.

In Passing for Normal (1999), Wilensky, a graduate of Vassar College 
and Columbia University’s M.F.A. writing program, recounts her long, torturous 
battle with Tourette’s syndrome and OCD. Tourette’s is defined as a chronic, 
usually lifelong, neurobiologically-based medical condition characterized by 
involuntary movements or motor tics, and involuntary sounds, or vocal tics. The 
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) estimates that at least 200,000 
Americans have full-blown Tourette’s. The NIMH also estimates that at least 50 
percent of those with Tourette’s have OCD, which is characterized by an 
irrepressible need for symmetry and order, hoarding and saving, repetitive 
rituals, nonsensical doubts, and superstitious fears (7-8). Wilensky developed 
her first tic at age 8—a head jerk she at first labeled a “fascinating quirk”—but 
soon that tic became a constant source of headaches and a perpetual stiff neck 
(40-43). Slowly, a long litany of tics developed following the initial onset, 
including: thrusting her chin forward, shifting her lower jaw to either side or 
back and forth, rolling her eyes to the outer corners, clicking her molars and 
front teeth in patterns, rotating her shoulder blades, grinding her teeth, tapping 
her thumbs against each forefinger, clearing her throat, snapping her jaw until it 
cracked, inhaling air through her nose in furtive sniffs, making clucking sounds 
in the back of her throat, humming; making high-pitched squeaks, repeating 
words and phrases said to her, asking rhetorical questions, picking at her face, 
and biting her cuticles fiercely until her fingers bled (69).

Throughout her years of schooling, Wilensky became adept at 
disguising her tics, so much so that her fellow students simply considered her 
eccentric rather than “crazy.” She noted, “Sometimes 1 felt as if I were creating a 
false bold self around my tics, like armor, a shell so watertight and impenetrable 
that my real self, trapped inside, rattled against the walls in faintest protest like 
seeds in a long-dried gourd” (67). In high school, Wilensky wasn’t able to swill 
vodka and make out like the other students because her tics and rituals 
consumed all of her mental and physical energy. And when in her junior year 
she was bedridden with mononucleosis, she became a full-fledged 
hypochondriac (85-86).

Although she was able to fool many of her school friends, Wilensky 
was unable to hide the tics from her Massachusetts family. Her mother “tiptoed” 
around the problem, avoiding talking directly about the matter. Her father felt 
shame over her condition and simply was unable to accept the reality of the 
disorder. Wilensky writes:
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No matter how times and in how many ways I explained to my 
father that 1 could not make myself stop the head twitch—and 
all the other twitches that were soon to follow—he reflised to 
give up his misguided faith in my ability to do, or not to do 
anything I wanted if I would just work a little bit harder at it.
And although I couldn’t prove it at the time, 1 knew he wasn’t 
capable of shaming me into stillness; if he had been, trust me.
I’d have been cured (51).

The dinner table became a battle ground between Wilensky and her father, with 
her dad becoming increasingly angry, frustrated, and disappointed that his 
daughter was developing new tics by the day (51-52).

By the time she was attending Vassar, Wilensky was hoarding food in 
her donu room and had become a compulsive packrat. And as she grew tired of 
trying to disguise her tics like she had succeeded in doing in high school, 
Wilensky selectively attended classes at Vassar to avoid detection. Lectures held 
in large, dim rooms were her preference, “as it was easy to appear invisible 
among so many faces”; conversely, seminars were to be avoided at all costs 
because of their small size and their requirement of student participation (125- 
126).

It wasn’t until the early 1990s, shortly before entering her M.F.A. 
program in creative writing at Columbia, that she sought professional help for 
her disorders because her rituals had become life-threatening: walking headlong 
into busy streets to step on manhole covers, banging her head against the 
bedroom wall, and driving with her eyes closed when approaching intersections. 
The final straw was when she considered cutting the skin of her big toe with a 
razor blade (139). Following that incident, Wilensky consulted a psychiatrist 
who treated her with a combination of therapy and drugs, including Prozac, 
which she disliked because of its side effects and her perception of it as a “short- 
order solution to a gourmet problem” (163-169).

Dissatisfaction with the first psychiatrist led Wilensky to Dr. Fierstein, 
a Tourette’s specialist who prescribed Prozac and Haldol—a drug combination 
that slowly succeeded in quieting the tics and rituals to a manageable extent 
(174). But Wilensky notes that even more so than prescribing medication, 
Fierstein’s major contribution, via extensive therapy, was to reveal and unravel 
the “shadow” within her that was the source of her humiliation and self-loathing. 
Wilensky describes her shadow as “the mythical devil on my shoulder, 
suggesting the absurd ritual to provide the relief’ (91). She learns through 
therapy that much of Tourette’s and OCD has to do with the relentless urge to 
gain a certain measure of control over one’s life. If Wilensky as a child was 
unable to live up to the high expectations and often rigid demands of her father, 
she could at least gain “control” of her life through the tics and rituals that were 
exclusively hers. In therapy, her inferiorities were slowly revealed and 
confronted, and it was in analysis that it increasingly became clear to her that 
she may have inherited OCD from her father, who himself was known to
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obsessively make lists, step over cracks in the sidewalk, and mow the lawn in 
recurring patterns (197-198). When she confronted her father with the 
likelihood that he too suffered from OCD, he at first was in denial, but later 
consulted a psychiatrist who prescribed medication and provided therapy (200- 
201).

For Wilensky, self-awareness proved to be the most important 
treatment of all, enabling her to confront the inferiorities at the core of her 
shadow, as well as draw out into the light of scrutiny the endless litany of 
denials that prevented her from seeking treatment for her disorders for so many 
years. This reflects Carl Jung’s (1971) shadow concept, in which the shadow 
represents one of three archetypes of the collective unconscious. Jung views the 
shadow as a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, and he 
stresses that no one can become conscious of the shadow without considerable 
moral effort. Jung observes:

To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark 
aspects of the personality as present and real. This act is the 
essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and it 
therefore, as a rule, meets with considerable resistance.
Indeed, self-knowledge as a psychotherapeutic measure 
frequently requires much painstaking work extending over a 
long period (145).

Jung refers to it as “tragic” how blatantly human beings bungle their lives, all 
the while remaining incapable of realizing how much of the tragedy originates in 
themselves. Consciously, Jung declares, humans bewail and curse a “faithless 
world” that would let such tragedy befall them; subconsciously, though, the 
mind spins the illusions that veil the world. “And what is being spun is a 
cocoon,” Jung writes, “which in the end will completely envelop him” unless 
insight and self-knowledge are attained (147). With her denials exposed through 
therapy and a level of self-awareness achieved through the recognition of her 
inner demons, Wilensky concludes her memoir feeling liberated from the 
enveloping cocoon that had darkened her world since childhood.

In a similar vein, Marya Hornbacher’s (1998) Wasted: A Memoir of 
Anorexia and Bulimia, describes, often in blunt detail, her 14-year battle with 
anorexia and bulimia. She became bulimic at age nine, anorexic at age 15, and it 
wasn’t until age 23 that she was able to control the disorder and escape from 
what she termed “the darker side of reality” (1-5). Anorexia is defined as 
voluntary self-starvation, while bulimia describes a pattern of binging and 
purging through self-induced vomiting, compulsive exercise, and laxative and/or 
diuretic abuse. During those 14 years, Hornbacher’s weight fluctuated from 135 
pounds to 52 pounds, inching up and then plummeting back down. She says an 
eating disorder is not a phase and not indicative of madness, but is something 
that will haunt one forever. “1 would do anything to keep people from going
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where I went,'’ Hombacher states. “Writing this book was the only thing I could 
think o f’ (2-7).

Born in Walnut Creek, California, Hombacher is the daughter of 
theatrical parents who fought on a frequent basis. Throughout childhood, 
Hombacher writes, she was never normal about food. As a baby, her mother was 
unable to breast feed her “because it made her feel as if she were being 
devoured.” As an infant, Hombacher was allergic to cow’s milk, soy milk, and 
rice milk, and as a child she suffered from a string of food allergies. From 
childhood to a young adult, Hombacher never felt comfortable with her body. 
“It always seemed to me a strange and foreign entity,” she writes. “I don’t know 
that there was ever a time when 1 was not conscious of it. As far back as 1 can 
think, 1 was aware of my corporeality, my physical imposition of space” (12- 
13). Hombacher recalls that she always felt guilt and shame over her body, 
feeling that the eyes of the world were focused on her countless flaws. She adds:

Somehow I learned before 1 could articulate it that the body— 
my body—was dangerous. The body was dark and possibly 
dank, and maybe dirty. And silent, the body was silent, not to 
be spoken of, I did not tmst it. It seemed treacherous. 1 
watched it with a wary eye (14).

In 1982, at age eight, Hombacher’s troubled family moved to 
Minnesota, where her father was raised. A year later, without any conscious 
warning or premeditation, her first bout of bulimia occurred. Surrounded by a 
mother who, at age 40, was undergoing a midlife crisis and a father who had 
come to the realization that he would never achieve greatness in the theater, 
Hombacher became increasingly neurotic and her rituals of binging, purging, 
and starving herself were quickly becoming entrenched. The rituals also were 
making her increasingly volatile, getting into fights at school and arguments 
with her parents. Her grades fluctuated and notes were sent home informing her 
parents of her disruptive behavior and sarcastic manner of talking back (36-44).

Puberty was also a difficult time for Hombacher, with sexual 
maturation a scary proposition because she was terrified of her needs, her 
passions, her developing body, and the thought of people perceiving her as 
“sexual and needy” (53). During her teenage years, the bulimia and anorexia 
physically were taking their toll, with Hombacher experiencing migraine 
headaches, extreme menstrual cramps, and dizziness. In seventh grade, she 
looked in horror into a mirror to see that blood vessels had burst in her eyes after 
a bout of purging. But, she notes, even that dangerous situation was not enough 
to make her stop:

I threw up again that night, half afraid that my eyeballs would 
explode. But it was . .. more important that I get rid of 
dinner. . .. That paradox would begin to run my life: to know 
that what you are doing is hurting you, maybe killing you, and
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to be afraid of that fact—but to cling to the idea that this will 
save you, it will, in the end, make things okay (63-64).

By age 14, Hornbacher had become an accomplished liar, successfully 
hiding from her parents her eating disorders, her drug use, her sexual activity, 
and her miscarriage. It wasn’t until the summer of 1990, at age 16, that her 
parents realized she needed professional help and admitted her to the Eating 
Disorder Institute at Methodist Hospital in Minneapolis. She received treatment 
three times in one year, which consisted of mandating a certain number of 
calories per day that must be consumed, timing completion of meals, being tube- 
fed if meals are not eaten, and receiving personal and family therapy (151-153). 
Upon release from the hospital, she resumed the same rituals, and even 
convinced her parents, who were clearly in the throes of denial, that it would be 
good for her to finish high school in California and live with her father’s former 
wife. In California, with her disorders spinning out of control, she fell in love 
with a high school boy named Julian, who she would eventually marry. Despite 
rapid weight loss, Hornbacher even managed to keep her disorders hidden from 
her boyfriend. However, when family members from Minnesota came to visit, 
they took her back with them so she again could receive treatment (160, 174).

In March 1991, Hornbacher was admitted to the Lowe House 
Treatment Center in Minneapolis—an event that would prove to be a turning 
point in her life by providing her an opportunity at last to confront the shadow 
within her. The emphasis on treatment at the Lowe House was not on food, but 
on coming to terms with one’s emotions. Hornbacher writes:

In Lowe House, something happened. I’ve been trying to 
figure out exactly what it was. A loony bin is a fairly low- 
action place to be, not a lot going on, a whole bloody lot of 
time to sit and think. What 1 know is this: 1 went in with no 
emotions, no will to live, no particular interest in anything 
other than starving myself to death. 1 came out eating. Almost 
normally (199).

The staff at Lowe House openly displayed affection for their young patients, 
reading to them at night, hugging them on a regular basis, and continually 
encouraging them to talk about their emotions. Hornbacher defiantly balked at 
first, but thanks to therapy and her affection toward a younger boy named Duane 
at the institution, she realized that her parents were only one part of a larger 
complex of issues: her self-destruction also hinged on her need to feel powerful, 
the desire to be successful at all costs, and a relentless pursuit of perfectionism 
(206). Hornbacher notes that the safe confines of Lowe House provided an 
environment for her to examine her problems and come “face-to-face with a 
profound and nauseating hatred for the child 1 had been, the subhuman creature I 
had suspected myself of being, and understood that I would have to come to 
some sort of reconciliation with her in order to be whole” (207). She achieved 
the self-awareness and self-knowledge that Jung maintained was essential in
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overcoming the shadow—that is, the dark, negative aspect of human personality 
that resides in the netherworld of the subconscious. Hombacher admits that in 
the years following her release from Lowe House, she has had relapses and she 
considers her battle with her disorders to be a day-to-day affair. But, shades of 
Amy Wilensky, she concludes her memoir feeling empowered by the insight of 
identifying the demons that reside at the core of the disorders.

The memoirs of Harrison, Wilensky, and Hombacher reflect a 
longstanding tradition of confession in literature, with Augustine’s Confessions 
(circa 397) providing a fictional beginning for this literary phenomenon. 
Augustine writes that he must mediate his sense of self through language, 
offering his experiences to mankind rather than an absent God as portrayed in 
his book that is in the form of a prayer (1979). Tambling (1990) observes that 
literary confessional practice, as a means of probing the interior of the mind of 
the confessor by creating it textually, since Augustine has involved addressing 
people whom the author hopes will learn from the experiences described. 
Confessional discourse is a fragment of autobiography, and Rousseau’s 
Confessions stands on the threshold of this modern genre. Brooks (2000) notes 
that Rousseau’s practice owes much to the tradition of auricular confession and 
the Protestant tradition of examination of one’s life, often in a written account. 
Brooks adds that confessional literature “gives the impression of depth and 
recess, delving into the subject’s past and into the subject’s deepest and most 
hidden thoughts and wishes, in order to account for the individual self’ (102). 
This effectively describes the confessions of Harrison, Wilensky, and 
Hombacher, with the authors calling upon their memoirs not to atone for their 
“sins” or seek public forgiveness, but as a means of purging long-buried 
emotions and coming to terms with the darker terrain of their psyches. These 
memoirs simultaneously represent a textual healing process for the authors and a 
cautionary tale for the readers, and in so doing escape being labeled as simply 
lurid and voyeuristic works.

Arizona State University Dennis Russell
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The Woman Athlete Revealed: 
The Problem of Get-Ups and 
Glitter for Female Olympians

In most events of the Olympic games, while the athlete’s appearance 
plays a role in psychological competition with her opponent, her choices for 
physical presentation are largely dictated by function, by what will help her be 
faster, stronger, more focused. Nevertheless, in a significant handflil of events— 
those that attract the most spectators and media coverage—clothes seem literally 
to make the girl. Unlike their male counterparts, in events like beach volleyball 
and gymnastics, women are required to make their appearance part of their 
perfonnance, on top of, and as a distraction from, their athletic ability. That they 
must wear costumes means that both they and the audience are made self 
consciously aware of their femininity and sexuality, in a way that is not expected 
from men or women in most other events. The requirement of many women 
athletes to focus on the appearance of their bodies, rather than their function or 
skill, is a sign of a persistent inequality both on and off the playing field.

Athletics for women emerged in American culture in the late nineteenth 
century. The leaders of women’s colleges, with the support of many medical 
experts (including women doctors) felt that girls could benefit from exercise in 
some of the same ways that boys could. Girls could learn valuable lessons about 
cooperation and moral fortitude through sport; experts further agreed that young 
women, notoriously sickly during this period from such ailments as chlorosis or 
neurasthenia, also needed to increase their health in order to handle the rigors of 
academic study, possible work, and near-certain motherhood. However, if 
exercise could help girls become stronger, certainly they should not be allowed 
to become too strong: young women were given different games, different rules, 
different attire, and were kept separate from young men in educational 
institutions, so that they could have the benefit of exercise, competition, and 
cooperation “without fear of sexual hann or the taint of masculinity” (Cahn 24). 
Moreover, despite the fact that organized athletics thrived amongst the working 
classes from the late nineteenth century onward, the standards for national 
competition were determined largely within the academic system catering to 
upper-middle-class white ladies: as a result, many sports for girls were overlaid 
with rules and conventions designed to preserve not just femininity but gentility 
and fashion—class status—as well. Girls were steered away from “coarse,” 
lower-class activities like boxing and wrestling to more sociable and decorous 
pursuits like croquet, riding, archery, swimming, golf, and tennis (Cahn 14).

Into the twentieth century, one significant element in expanding the 
range of women’s sport was the modem Olympic movement. After the first 
modem Olympiad in 1896, women were allowed to compete in growing
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numbers starting in 1900, although in accordance with the late-nineteenth- 
century ideology of “separate spheres”: separate events, separate standards. In 
1922, the Federation Sportive Feminine Internationale sponsored the first 
Women’s Olympic Games, but the experiment did not get far. While many 
women disliked competition and the increasing commodification—even then— 
of sport and athletes, many other women, while accepting the segregation of 
events by sex, wanted at least to be at the same Games as the men. At the same 
time, as was the case at the level of college sport in America, male sport 
organizers gained increasing control of women’s competitions (Cahn 59), 
drawing women’s events into the Olympics while coming to dominate the 
governing bodies of the Games and international sport federations.

In the first half of the twentieth century, women’s involvement in the 
Olympic Games was concentrated in “feminine” sports like swimming or figure 
skating. Skepticism and debate about the propriety and wisdom of allowing 
women to compete was offset by the media’s love of the female athlete’s 
physicality—and sexuality—as well as the controversy she attracted (Cahn 77). 
The situation was somewhat different for black women, who could make certain 
advances in track and field because, in a racist culture, they were not expected to 
meet or promote the same variety and standards of femininity that their white 
counterparts were held to (Cahn 128, Jay 59).

A key factor in allowing, even encouraging, all women to increase the 
rigor and seriousness of their athletic performance in a wider array of events at 
the Olympics and related international competition was the ideological and 
nationalistic conflict of the Cold War. The Olympics, despite their lofty aims, 
proved to be an ideal, non-nuclear battlefield for the forces of American 
democracy and individualism versus the evils of Communism. In the years 
following World War 11, when athletes from the USSR and its allies proved a 
serious threat to American athletic and national pride, support grew in this 
country for the training of a team of both male and female athletes who could 
put the Soviets in their place (Jay 57). There was concern about the unsexing 
effect that intensive training would have on American female athletes, but the 
American Olympic team offset these fears by continuing to promote their 
femininity, off the playing field, if not on. And if women’s athleticism exceeded 
the standards of daintiness prevailing in the larger culture of the 50s and 60s, the 
American female athletes could still be held up as feminine enough in 
comparison to their Soviet counterparts who, with their frequent and excessive 
use of androgenic steroids, were distinctly mannish. Americans “could stand 
damning images of unsexed, mannish women by displacing [those images] onto 
the Soviet athletes” (Cahn 132). Women’s participation has grown steadily since 
their first participation in the Olympics in 1900, to the point that they accounted 
for about half of the athletes at the most recent summer Olympiad in Athens in 
2004.

Women’s increasingly visible role in the Olympic Games, and sport 
generally, was, of course, only part of a broader pattern of expanded rights and
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opportunities for women throughout the twentieth century. Title IX was an 
important, but not the sole victory in giving women increased access to all levels 
of training, competition, and, with growing importance, media attention.’ 
Nevertheless, despite the gains women have made as athletes, especially at the 
elite levels, different standards of competition and appearance for male and 
female athletes persist. One explanation is that sport is one area where 
patriarchy can assert and promulgate the sex differentiation that assigns 
privilege and dominance to males, and subordination to females. As Helen 
Lenskyj has observed,

“the maintenance of male power and privilege depends in part 
on ensuring that sex differences are carefully constructed and 
institutionalized in social stmctures, beliefs and practices.
Sport, by prevailing definitions concerned with physical 
ability and bodily comportment, provides an appropriate site 
for instruction in masculinity and femininity” (240).

Lenskyj argues that male athletic competition privileges “masculine” traits like 
strength, endurance, and aggression, and accords lesser status to more 
“feminine” traits like kinesthetic ability, flexibility, and coordination: “men can 
maintain the illusion of athletic superiority by naming these attributes as bona 
fide requirements of the ideal athlete. Women, on the other hand, might define a 
dancer or a figure skater as the ideal” (237-8).

Many observers have suggested that both men and women, as athletes 
and spectators, have been taught by a patriarchal culture to accept this form of 
sex differentiation. Sport and the experience for women of physical power and 
competence offer the “potential for reducing the physical power imbalances on 
which patriarchy is founded” (Castelnuovo and Guthrie 13), and it is exactly for 
this reason that our culture has so far been very reluctant to accept the crossing 
of gender lines by either sex in athletics. When we encounter athletic events 
where men demonstrate “feminine” skills and appearance and vice versa (men’s 
figure skating vs. women’s softball), our conceptions of safe normalcy become 
disturbed, and our discomfort becomes channeled into suspicions about the 
athletes’ adherence to gender norms and expecta^ons about gender propriety.

To alleviate or deny this suspicion, most sports still maintain “separate 
spheres,” or division along gender lines. Within the realm of women’s, or 
ladies' sport, female athletes are encouraged to demonstrate the “feminine 
apologetic” (Roth and Basow 252), to reassure spectators—not to mention 
themselves to a certain extent—of their femininity and heterosexuality, of their 
conformity to and support of social conventions and the sexual status quo:

“In order to compete, women athletes must strive for strength, 
speed, and competitiveness—all those qualities which our 
society codes as masculine. . . [ but i]n order to avoid being 
coded as overly masculine or a lesbian, the athlete will
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participate in her own construction as a hyperfeminine 
creature” (Feder-Kane 210).

Female athletes, their managers, the sports promoters, the media, and the 
spectators all cooperate to expect and emphasize the athletes’ display of 
feminine attractiveness through costume (on and off the field) and “wholesome” 
interests and relationships (Carty 10). Viewers are distracted from the 
problematic implications of an athlete’s strength and power by an overlay of 
feminine cuteness or sexiness:

“Instead of appreciating [an athlete’s] thighs for the power 
they possess and the feats they can perfonn, male viewers are 
given a perfect chance to appreciate those thighs as sex 
objects. And female viewers are reminded not that women’s 
bodies are capable of incredible strength, but that they are 
expected to demonstrate incredible femininity” (252).

At the same time, the more female athletes assert their femininity, the greater the 
defining contrast they offer to masculinity, which thus helps athletes and 
spectators to remain comfortable in their conceptions of male heterosexuality 
and power."

In spite of the prevailing assumptions about gender and bodily 
comportment, female athletes in many sport events have long appreciated and 
pursued the same kinds of achievements of strength, speed, and aggression that 
have always appealed to men. Women athletes today have proven their skill, 
fitness, and competitiveness, have narrowed the performance gap with men in 
many events, and have won the attention and admiration of spectators. 
Nevertheless, media coverage of women’s sport outside the Olympics is so 
scanty as to give the impression that there is none. As Shields et al. have found, 
90% of non-Olympic sport coverage focuses on men; over the course of the 
1996, 1998, 2000, and 2002 Olympics, while women received proportionately 
more coverage than male athletes, it remained “largely focused on sports/events 
traditionally stereotyped as ‘appropriate’ for women and girls [and] unless a 
‘gold medal’ was at stake, the coverage of less ‘feminine’ sports/events was at 
best thin” (Shields et al. 5). At the same time, women who do not do well at the 
feminine apologetic by virtue of their appearance and interests are regarded with 
suspicion as somehow not quite properly female (both their sexuality and their 
sex are conflated and called into question) and receive less media attention 
(which often translates into reduced financial support for their events).

In the cases of those female athletes who appear appropriately 
feminine, enough to secure media attention and commercial endorsements, 
marketing strategy directly exploits their heterosexual attractiveness as much as 
it highlights their abilities: “The media have transformed the meanings of 
women’s physicality—women becoming active agents with and of their own 
bodies, and women using their bodies in skilled, physical activity—to 
commodification, sexuality, and femininity” (Kane and Greendorfer 40). When
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women do attract media attention it is often for reasons other than pure interest 
in their game. Thus, although women athletes have demonstrated the 
constructedness of gendered ideas about masculine and feminine athletic ability, 
it is certainly the case that sex differentiation persists in sport, especially in the 
Olympic Games: women have separate events, separate criteria for winning, and 
separate expectations for appearance than men in many cases.

Of course, it is important to acknowledge that appearance and the 
choice of what to wear in Olympic or international competition is not solely 
defined by gender conventions. In fact, the lack of concern with appearance in 
so many events makes those few where it seems primary stand out all the more 
strikingly. For example, in equestrian events or rowing, the choice of what to 
wear is determined by tradition and function, rather than gender. Long pants, 
high boots and a helmet make sense for straddling the back of a large animal, the 
jumps of which can take a rider several dangerous feet off the ground; 
equestrian sports have been quite egalitarian in participation and attire 
throughout their history in the Olympics. Similarly, in rowing, while men and 
women do not compete against one another, they are at least equal in terms of 
how they perform their sports and dress for them. In the hot weather of a typical 
summer Games, tank tops and shorts are good choices for mobility and comfort 
for both sexes.

In many sports, the body is certainly on display, but mostly for the 
simple reason that too much clothing can get in the way: it can be hot, and 
excess material soaked in sweat from heat and exertion can be uncomfortable 
and add weight. Moreover, with today’s technology, athletic clothes are often 
designed to be tight and form-fitting, not for the sake of sexiness (or not 
primarily so), but so that the material can provide support to muscles and 
delicate areas, or enhance speed by reducing friction or drag. It is for this reason 
that swimmers have actually started to wear more clothing rather than less: the 
new unitards or leggings are supposed to make the swimmer faster than the 
skimpier Speedos of the past. Display of the body is also undoubtedly a 
legitimate psychological strategy, to intimidate the opponent and build 
confidence within the athlete’s mind. A body that looks invincible, through the 
choice of how to cover it, may actually be so; a player who wears a small 
amount of clothing, or clothing or accessories that attract attention for their own 
sake, may give an impression of confidence, insouciance, or irreverence that 
may effectively rattle an opponent.

Beyond the value of possible psychological advantage, there is the 
value to the player of publicity—and here is where appearance can start to have 
political or ideological ramifications. An athlete who seems arrogant or 
aggressive both athletically and sexually, especially if she makes striking 
choices about her appearance, may attract endorsements and sponsorships. 
When a tennis player like Serena Williams wears boots or a cat-suit on the court, 
she might be challenging the rules about competition attire but does so by 
drawing more attention to her sexuality rather than less. She may be attempting
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an act of noncomfonnity to her sport, but she is confonning to expectations and 
desires that the female demonstrate attractiveness as well as skill, enacting a 
feminine apologetic which also generates ratings and profit for everyone 
involved. Whether she wins or loses, her choice of clothes ensures her 
commercial endorsements and a spot on the sport segment of the evening news. 
In a world where sport has become as much commodity as activity, the market 
can be a greater force than idealism about athletics or gender politics.

Many observers would argue that adding a bit of sex and glamour to a 
sport is a legitimate, necessary strategy to attract spectators and money in a very 
competitive marketplace—and the idea that sport exists for its own pure, noble 
sake is simply naive. Better to get the money and the attention than be forced to 
give up the game. Witness the enduring problems of women’s basketball and 
soccer. Title IX has made all sport far more accessible for girls and women than 
ever before, and there are excellent female athletes competing at the highest 
levels; but even the biggest women’s team sports cannot compete with men’s 
leagues for media attention and fan support (Shields et al. 1). In a male- 
dominated industry, producers, governing bodies, and commentators often argue 
that women may be capable of impressive athleticism, but they simply do not 
play as fast, aggressively, and skillfully as men. If men will not accept women in 
some sports as athletes, then it seems to be a necessary evil to appeal to their 
interest and money as sponsors and consumers through sex appeal.

It is hard to argue when the athletes themselves insist that their bodies 
are their own, and they can decide freely what to do with them. While feminists 
may feel concern for the female athlete’s soul, the athlete herself may feel very 
positively about her participation in the spectacle of sport; marketing herself 
gives her the ability “to see. . . herself as the origin of meaning and action, a 
fiercely individual actor who achieves in. . . her own terms independent of any 
larger system of meanings” (Heywood and Dworkin 90). From a certain post 
feminist point of view, marketing the athletic female body can be 
“empowering. . . allow[ing] women to revalue their own bodies as a source of 
pleasure, freedom, and legitimation in their own terms and as a resource for their 
own power” (Carty 5). As Olympic track star Amy Acuff has said after posing 
provocatively for lad magazine FHM,

“It’s beneficial to me financially to have exposure, to be on 
the cover of FHM. .. 1 see the body as a miraculous machine, 
and I don’t see sexuality when I see a woman’s body. I see 
strength, athleticism, and beauty... I don’t see it as 
shameful. . . We’re promoting pride in our bodies” 
(Youngblood 3).

But one may be skeptical that these athletes are making their choices in 
complete freedom—that their concept of freedom is not in fact one that has 
actually been constructed for them in a culture that has tolerated a certain 
amount of sexual equality, but which has also found ways to assimilate and
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commodify feminist principles of choice to serve its own ends: “Though women 
may be voluntarily posing to show off their muscular bodies, these new body 
types had to be first accepted by men and then be transfigured into 
[commodified] images of sexuality” (Carty 6). The sexualized, eroticized bodies 
of both male and female athletes are sold by the media, and eagerly consumed 
by the fans, making such bodies objects, not autonomous subjects with real 
political power: consequently, “the kinds of individual ‘empowerment’ that can 
be purchased through consumerism seriously reduce women’s abilities to 
identify their collective interests” (Dworkin and Messner 350).

Take, for example, one of the most popular events at the 2004 
Olympics in Athens, Greece: beach volleyball. Jose Cuervo, the tequila 
company, created beach volleyball through heavy sponsorship in the late 1970s, 
and, according to one company spokesman, intended it to be a “legitimate sport 
with a party lifestyle” (qtd. in Jay 201). Perhaps it is not then surprising that the 
uniforms for the women’s athletic competition were very nearly the same as 
what the female dancers wore while entertaining the crowd and the media during 
breaks in play. According to the current Riles of the Federation Internationale de 
Volleyball, women players are required to wear proportionately less fabric than 
the men: “The top must fit closely to the body and the design must be with deep 
cutaway.. . armholes on the back, upper chest and stomach (2-piece). . .The 
briefs should. . . be a close fit and be cut on an upward angle towards the top of 
the leg. The side width should be maximum 7 cm [2 Vi inches]. The one piece 
uniform must closely fit and the design must be with open back and upper chesf ’ 
(“Beach Volleyball” 3). Although the Riles allow for one-piece bathing suits for 
women, the de facto uniform is a bikini.

There is certainly no reason for the women to wear bikinis for this 
event. It is true that a game played on the hot sand, at a beach, does not lend 
itself to heavy clothes, but the bikini was obviously not the most functional 
choice: after every play the women had to adjust their briefs because they were 
riding up—not a terribly sexy move, and a sign of some discomfort. Surely if the 
women had been wearing the same functional, and probably more comfortable, 
apparel as the men are allowed—a tank top and shorts—they would have played 
just as well; or, if the bikini is the more optimal choice of attire for performance, 
then the men would probably wear some version of it too. While the Women’s 
Sports Federation supports the choice of athletes to wear revealing uniforms, 
they make a distinction between reasonable choice, and regulations that require 
“minimalist uniforms to increase [female athletes’] attractiveness to male 
spectators, a standard which is even more suspect if such requirements are not 
identically applied to male athlete unifoRus” (“Uniforms” 2). I would argue that 
the beach volleyball bikini is indeed “suspect.”

Beach volleyball is a relatively new sport. Of the more traditional 
summer Olympic sports where men and women do not compete with one 
another, and where sex seems to determine the shape of the sport itself, 
gymnastics is probably the next most glaring example. Men and women athletes
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perform in several different events—men do the rings, but women do the 
balance beam. One event they both do is the floor routine, but even here the 
criteria are very different. Both perform impressive feats of tumbling and 
flipping, both have to demonstrate strength and flexibility, but the men go 
through their moves almost as though they are trying not to be graceful; 
whereas, in addition to demonstrating athleticism, female gymnasts also have to 
demonstrate sexuality and femininity, to music, by performing dance moves that 
are coy, flirtatious, even seductive. All of this despite the fact that many 
“women” gymnasts are actually adolescent girls. Until recently girls as young as 
thirteen competed in the Olympics, and often did very well by virtue of the 
lightness and mobility of their undeveloped bodies. Although girls cannot now 
compete in the Olympics until they are sixteen, their bodies are still trapped in a 
state of early-adolescent appearance because of the rigors of years of training 
and, frequently, disordered eating (Ryan 43). And yet, in their routines, in 
addition to displaying impressive athletic prowess, they must also demonstrate 
sexualized, feminine behavior, a disturbingly inappropriate, and arguably 
irrelevant, requirement.

In all their events, male gymnasts wear pants and tank tops; women are 
required to wear body suits with bare legs. The sport’s regulations make some 
stipulations for modesty: “the cut of the leg of the leotards must not go above 
the iliac crest (hipbone).. . and the line of the leg must not start or drift between 
the glutei (buttocks).”  ̂ The leotards must not be too low cut on the chest, and 
the “design or transparency of attire must not allow exposure of undergarments, 
trunk, navel, or other private body parts”. At the same time, the clothing must be 
“skin tight to enable the judges to evaluate the correct position of the body” 
(“Competition Attire” 40). And, while there are no specific regulations for or 
against it, female gymnasts often wear make-up and hair glitter; even in discrete 
amounts, this is an additional element of theatricality that, again, we do not see 
matched by anything comparable in the men’s performances.

It is not clearly stated in the regulations why Judges are able to evaluate 
the correct position of men’s bodies in their uniforms, which, though slim- 
fitting, are not skin tight and cover substantially more surface area, but cannot 
make the same assessment of women’s bodies unless they are more exposed. 
Nor do we ever hear discussion, during coverage of gymnastics events at the 
Olympics, of why the women are required to display themselves more in every 
aspect of competition, why they must manage their appearance in addition to 
their athleticism for no obvious competitive reason other than unquestioned and 
sexist tradition, why they must wear makeup and glitter even though there is no 
rule for or against it. The explanation that I would offer is that the Judges, and 
everyone else involved in the production and consumption of gymnastics, are all 
seeing the athletes’ bodies in very different ways according to sex, and seem to 
be looking for something extra—aesthetic, sexual—in the women’s performance 
that they do not require from the men. What this means for the athletes is that 
while the men may concentrate solely on demonstrating strength and skill.
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women must do the same while also concentrating on disguising or minimizing 
any implication of real physical power. Men go out on the competition floor and 
do gymnastics; women do gymnastics, plus theatrics, plus seduction. These 
female athletes are always burdened with the obligation to expend extra mental 
and physical energy on self-consciously performing the version of femininity 
expected of them in a sport, and by extension, a culture that is still firmly 
divided along gender lines.

It has been difficult, in the course of this research, to discover any 
stated rationale for these separate expectations in gymnastics; there may not in 
fact be any official policy on hair glitter. Ask gymnasts to explain and they will 
say that it is just the way it has always been done—and that may be as good an 
explanation as any. That is the way it has always been done, since the beginning 
of the sport for women: in other words, women of the so-called post-feminist era 
are competing or performing according to the values of a pre-feminist era. When 
sports of the modern Olympics were chosen for men, the emphasis was on 
celebrating the masculine body, its ability to be powerful, fast, aggressive, 
warrior-like. When women were allowed to compete at the Olympics in the 
early twentieth century, at first it was on a very limited basis, in sports 
considered appropriate for celebration of feminine ability—that which was fiot 
masculine. The emphasis was on skill, to be sure, but also on qualities such as 
grace, flexibility, and artistic expression. Arguably, the idea—on the part of the 
mostly-male Olympic organizers—was that if women had to be present at the 
games, it was to be as artists, not athletes. Their presence was tolerated as 
entertainment and was not originally conceived of as sport. Even when 
competition in events like track and swimming became matters of national 
honor in the Cold War, and female athletes who could beat women of the 
Eastern Block were welcomed with relief, it was still very necessary for them to 
exhibit femininity on and off the track—to prove it in fact, through a regimen of 
gender testing that persisted in the Olympics until 1999 (Cahn 264, Fields 160, 
Carlson 4). The scandals of the Cold War era Games, when several Eastern 
European and Chinese athletes were found to have genetic abnormalities, or 
took massive amounts of drugs to change their sexual characteristics, only 
confirmed the suspicions of many that women could never be that good in 
athletic competition if they were “real” women.

Doubts about a woman’s ability to combine athletic prowess and “true” 
femininity persist. There is still a strong sense that if a woman is good, if she 
exhibits features of athleticism usually coded as masculine, like strength and 
speed, she either holds onto her femininity, and so never approaches the 
standards of masculine athletic success—or, if she is really good as an athlete, 
there must be something wrong with her as a woman. Men are not free from 
sexual stereotyping either in events like figure skating or synchronized diving; 
but it is nevertheless the case that it is socially much easier for a man to pursue 
many different sports without anyone questioning his fitness as a man to do so. 
Even many athletes have internalized these expectations: Marion Jones told the
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Nike designers engineering her gear for the Athens games, “Don’t make me 
look like a man. I want to be feminine and powerful” (Ward). But what is wrong 
with just “powerful”? Why is “feminine” a separate category from “power”?

In the modem Olympics, women have achieved near parity in tenns of 
numbers, and yet true equality eludes them: when there is inequality in even a 
few events, there really is inequality for all. Women athletes in some of the most 
popular and heavily-covered events of the Games are trained and rewarded on a 
whole other level than men are, for how they look and dress as much as how 
they perform. At the most benign end of the scale, both women and men are 
rewarded for their sexual as well as athletic appeal, and are able to make use of 
this appeal to intimidate rivals and earn extra endorsements and media coverage: 
a form of power, some would argue. At the most pernicious extreme, these 
women, often really still girls, are required to display sexuality and femininity in 
order to compete. They cannot simply be athletes: they are always required to 
think of themselves from the outside, as spectacles, as symbols of “normal” 
sexuality and gender which reassure viewers (and participants) that the 
combination of “female” and “athlete” does not pose any threat to social order. 
However, “when women’s sport is limited to aesthetically pleasing ‘feminine’ 
activities, it perpetuates the deceptive emphasis on femininity as beauty, 
masking its ties to female subordination” (Cahn 224).

As long as women athletes are required to have this split focus and split 
experience of their identities and abilities, they cannot pursue their sports with 
the same concentration and potential for development that men can. Their sex 
holds them back—not because they are weaker or less skilled, but because they 
are always both overburdened, and incomplete. “Complete” would be 
represented by the word “athlete,” rather than the words ""female athlete.” If 
women competing at the elite level of the Olympics or other international events 
have not been able to use their physical power and skill to overcome 
expectations about gender, it does not bode well for the rest of us.

Massachusetts College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences Carol-Ann Farkas

Notes
' The ratification of Title IX in 1972 banned “gender-based discrimination in public- 
supported educational settings” (Fields 5)
■ Since the production of this article, the 2006 Winter Olympics have taken place in 
Torino Italy. There, as expected, figure skating was one of the main attractions for 
spectators and media. The other women’s event that also garnered much attention was 
snowboarding. In those competitions the women dress exactly like the men: in shapeless 
snowsuits, helmets, and goggles their sexuality would not seem to be on display. 
Nevertheless, we can attribute the popularity of the competition to two factors relevant to 
this paper: 1) the U.S. women were in strong contention for gold medals; 2) while their 
bodies weren’t on display, their femininity was still at issue by, in a way, not being an 
issue. That is, snowboarding is not a sport that requires the same sort of obvious 
aggression and grueling athletic training as events like figure skating, so the female 
athletes are under no expectation to compensate by egregious displays of female
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heterosexuality through costume. Nevertheless, their pigtails and large smiles, and media 
profiles that play up their roles as girl-next-door or little-sister, reassure spectators that 
these athletes are indeed “female athletes"; as one male viewer put it, they may not be 
sexpots, but in their veiy feminine cuteness, they are “kisspots."
 ̂ Female gymnasts’ skimpier uniforms should also not “require adjustment" during 

competition (“Competition Attire" 40). In other words, despite the tendency of leotards to 
“drift between the glutei," women gymnasts may not do the bottom-tugging that is 
routine in beach volleyball, but must prepare their uniforms carefully and hope for the 
best. This may seem a minor and perhaps indelicate point, but in competition, every 
distraction matters; women gymnasts are imposed upon by, and required to be self- 
conscious about, these irritants in a way that men simply are not.
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Broken Bodies, Disruptured Landscapes: 
Landmines as Bio-Power 

in Afghanistan and Cambodia

In this paper I will examine the relationship between Foucault’s 
concept of bio-power and the human suffering caused by landmines in 
Afghanistan and Cambodia as depicted by paintings from the Australian artist 
George Gittoes. I first discuss aspects of George Gittoes’ ‘Minefields’ series and 
his artistic approach, and then provide a theoretical framework for exploring 
landmines as bio-power. Jackson’s notion of the metaphor of the body as a 
metaphor of the land, and Foucault’s concept of bio-power are examined in 
relation to landmines. Both concepts provide a relevant backdrop for exploring 
the correspondence between self and place, and technology’s remapping of the 
body as a ‘decorporealised’ object. Afghanistan and Cambodia are specifically 
examined as arenas of bio-power. 1 use George Gittoes’ paintings as trajectories 
for exploring the tie between body and land in both geographical contexts.

Suffering, horror, excess, ambiguity, and hope pervade the works of 
contemporary Australian artist George Gittoes. Flis symbolic interplay of these 
various themes within his artistic compositions encapsulate the Chimeric nature 
of modernity. Elaborating on Foucault’s concept of ‘bio-power’, I critically 
explore “human violation” via Gittoes’ artistic series of paintings and drawings 
entitled ‘Minefields’.'

The works which I have chosen to analyse are indicative of Gittoes’ 
treatment of the human body as a site for exploring human rights abuse and the 
excesses of modernity. ‘Minefields’ addresses the human and environmental 
consequences of landmines, by enabling the victims of landmines to narrate their 
own experiences; in this series censureship is denied: the various images 
disclose an existential immediacy which personalises the victims to the 
audience. The spectator is perceptually challenged by the spectacle of suffering. 
For the artist landmines express a version of “biopolitical discipline” which 
disenfranchises individuals and communities.^

The ‘Minefields’ series was in response to the global phenomenon of 
landmines and their devastating impact on war-tom regions. Most of his images 
depict the corporeal mutilation of landmines’ victims from Afghanistan, 
Cambodia, and the tribal Pakistani belt. The images are surreal and are intended 
to disturb the viewer. Tragic figures of limbless bodies convey the 
indiscriminate nature of modern-day war. Moreover, his images are a reproach 
of the excesses of modernity and the emergence of the global arms trade which 
is bent on creating an antimony between self and land. “What does it mean to 
suffer when the body is rended like the land?” Gittoes asks us. For this, he has 
portrayed those individuals whose suffering offers us an unequivocal insight into
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the ambivalence of a de-natured world. As Ignatieff affirms, “The truth if it is to 
be believed, must be authored by those who have suffered its consequences.”^

However, Gittoes refuses to undermine the victim’s subjectivity. Every 
image provides an intimate account of the victim’s life as a way of facilitating 
their existential retrieval. His use of personal testimonies is reminiscent of South 
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in which victims of apartheid 
were able to exercise their political and historical agency in a system which had 
systematically deprived them of these."̂

Bom in Sydney, Australia, in 1949, George Gittoes was invited to New 
York by Clement Greenwood. Recognising a need to create art which reflected 
the powerflil social and political unrest of the period, Gittoes privileged the 
metaphoric commentary of his art in order to attract wide public appeal. His 
experiment proved successful. The veracious quality of Gittoes’ art was visually 
challenging and distinguished him from other urban artists of the period.^

Gittoes’ attitude towards art approaches Katzman’s discussion in which 
she avers the necessity for art in the “coming half-century” to reassess moral 
values: “Whether we place our own convenience above the life-stmggle of 
backward nations”(p. 53).  ̂ Gittoes’ call for suspending intellectual obfuscation 
of art accords with William James’ concern with a pragmatic inquiry of events 
and their possibilities for changing the world.^

Synonymous with the passage rites of tribal neophytes which demand 
that they confront the dangerous and vital powers along the margins of society, 
Gittoes ventured to the world’s conflict zones which witnessed some of the 
worst human atrocities of the twentieth century. For him these liminal arenas 
facilitated his creative force. In one interview, he acknowledges that his forays 
into the deadliest human theatres were “to confront humanity with the darker 
side of itself’.̂  His explicit references to confronting the ‘darker side’ of 
humanity elicit an intuitive faculty akin to liminality.*  ̂ Within the ambit of 
liminality 1 would include excess, or the disregard of moderation (Greek: 
souphroseiie) which can have a devastating impact on individuals and societies. 
If bodies are tied to social systems then what impact do such bodies undergo by 
the loss of moral restraint by national and trans-national agents?

Metaphor of the Body and the Land: Landmines as Bio Power
Apparent in Gittoes’ works is the metaphor between the body and the 

land. The crippled semblance of landmines victims mirrors the disrupture of the 
land. The body as an embodiment of the land corresponds with Merleau-Ponty’s 
notion of “flesh in the world” which emphasises the reciprocity between the 
human and non-human world. Thus, the boundaries between body and land are 
interwoven and share each other’s fate. As Merleau-Ponty avers, “The presence 
of the world is precisely the presence of its flesh to my flesh”.

Gittoes’ convergence between reality and metaphor allows us to reflect 
upon the kinds of contesting imaginaries being played out in the global theatre. 
‘Minefields’ shows that the personal body is never a monad but overlaps the 
“communal body, and body of the land.”“ The correspondences between
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ambivalence and normality, madness and moderation, disfraction and unity are 
inscribed on the three bodily domains. As Jackson points out: “places become 
the objective correlatives of our inner lives”. T h e  remapping of places 
inevitably invokes reshaping the terrain of the self. Both place and self are 
connected by ‘intimate metaphors’ by which experience is fused with 
embodiment.'^ To coin Foucault, the practice of using landmines, a technique of 
dominating the body, has not only exploited the interconnections between land 
and self to forni ‘docile bodies’ which are alienated from their life worlds but 
has also reduced the ability for individuals to consummate their embodiment to 
place. Foucault termed the governance of the body as a form of ‘bio-power’, in 
which power is exercised over individuals by various institutions.As Jackson 
argues, this new kind of governance is crucial to technology’s preoccupation 
with maintaining a rational pattern of order and control, and is historically 
constituted by a concern for dominating nature and those human beings (who 
are) categorised as being inferior.''^

For Foucault, “technologies of domination act essentially on the body, 
and classify and objectify individuals.” '̂  Foucault argued that bio-power was an 
attempt to constitute people in ways in which would render them acquiescent.'^ 
According to this position, technology may serve as an instrument to exercise 
power over individuals’ subjectivity.

In relation to technology and warfare, the twentieth century spawned 
new ways for subjugating the body. Weapons of mass destruction supplanted 
archaic combat methods, while civilians became increasingly targeted as viable 
objects for extermination. The apotheosis of technological governance was 
personified by the Nazi concentration camps. For the first time in human history, 
human beings were subjected to such a totalising regime of bodily management 
where they became an “assembly line of decorporealisation”, body parts 
repeatedly beaten and mutilated—reduced to ‘thingness’.'  ̂Athanasiou observes 
that the Nazi concentration camps ushered in a new kind of bio-power—“in 
terms of mechanical economy”—via destructive technologies.'*^

The evolution of landmines is conterminous with the twentieth 
century’s concern with finding new ways for managing populations. Landmines 
were used in World War I as an answer to assault tanks.However, it was not 
until World War II that landmines “became a prevalent weapon on the 
battlefield.” As many as three hundred million landmines were deployed 
worldwide."' During this time, anti-personnel land mines were developed as a 
way of limiting the removal of anti-tank landmines by enemy forces. These 
improvised landmines set in motion a new way of using landmines “as a weapon 
in their own right.”""

The post World War 11 period saw a rapid increase in landmine 
technology. During this period, landmines became a lucrative part of the global 
arms trade which saw their proliferation in mainly third world countries, 
supplied to them by various nations, including NATO countries. Landmines 
were created in the 1960’s which could be deployed from the air and activated
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when contacting the ground."^ The new breed of landmines made it possible to 
deploy them en mass. Consequently the new landmine technology changed the 
nature in which landmines were used. From their initial use as a tactical weapon 
on battlefields, landmines were used in diverse terrains to diminish the 
movements of opposing forces and for channelling them in adverse areas.T he  
new scatterable type of landmines were time efficient and easier to deploy than 
manually planted landmines."^ Furthermore, their deployment supplanted the 
traditional view of landmines as a defensive weapon to an offensive weapon of 
terror.”̂  Increasingly, scatterables and hand-deployed mines were used against 
civilian populations: to terrorize communities, to displace entire villages, to 
render fertile agricultural land unusable, and to destroy national infrastructures 
(like roads, bridges, and water sources.)"^

From a Foucaultian perspective, the evolution of landmines traces the 
history of twentieth century bio-power and its concern with dominating 
subjectivity. Similarly, Horkheimer writes that the tie between technological 
progress and new forms of dominance over nature, lead to “the elimination of all 
dimensions of “spirit”."̂  “Men have to pay for man’s domination of inhuman 
nature by denying the nature within them”'^

Disruptured Landscapes: Afghanistan
At this point 1 will introduce George Gittoes’ paintings as a way of 

unpacking the tie between body and land and the effect which landmines, as a 
form of bio-power, have had on the Afghan people.
The Yellow Room (Afghanistan 1999)

One painting from the ‘Minefields’ series titled The Yellow Room 
epitomises the stark reality of landmines in Afghanistan. The painting depicts a 
young man called Abdul Qadir lying on a bed. His outstretched body is reduced 
to a mere skeleton. Only his large sombre eyes are transfixed towards the 
viewer. The image of an emaciated body with abdomen exposed and legs 
hanging at the body’s side Juxtaposes Abdul Qadir, reinforcing the pathetic 
attitude of the painting. The two converging bodies may be suggested to 
symbolise the progressive emasculation of the Afghan people. Gittoes writes 
how on June 19, 1999, Abdul Qadir and his older brother were walking with 
their wheat-laden donkey, when the animal stepped on a mine. The force of the 
blast spilled Abdul Qadir’s intestines to the ground. He sustained permanent 
paralysis.

For the Afghan people the landmine has sinister significance. During 
the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, landmines were planted 
indiscriminately over most of the country. This practice was continued through 
years of civil upheaval by Taleban, Northern Alliance, and United States forces, 
resulting in the contamination of grazing and irrigation areas. According to the 
Human Rights Watch Backgrounder, unexploded landmines, “commonly known 
as unexploded ordinance (UXO) contaminate at least 724 million square meters
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The Yellow Room
of land in Afghanistan. Only two of the twenty nine provinces are believed to be 
free of landmines.” ̂ '

The carnage of Afghan people by landmines is also odious due to the 
dislocation it has caused them. Not knowing where landmines exist, the land has 
become a liminal zone. The ancient routes which connected the everyday life 
worlds of Afghans have become “wastelands of modernity”.'̂ " Both human and 
land are violated. The loss of intimacy with the land is sociologically mirrored in 
Afghan kinship patterns.

In Afghan society individuals are located along tribal and clan lines. 
Each member shares close ties with other members based on obligation and 
honour. In this scheme, what affects the tribe or clan has an indelible affect on 
the individual. For this reason, the death or maiming of group members by 
landmines seriously affects kinship ties. Moreover, serious disabilities caused by 
landmines’ victims place a burden on other family members. According to 
Andersson, da Sousa, and Paredes, “households with a land mine victim were 
40% more likely to have difficulty providing food for the family,” while 84% of 
Afghan victims have gone “into debt to pay for medical attention.” Also, Afghan 
“men between 15-64 (economically active age) were at highest risk.”^̂

Over many years Afghanistan has come to represent a pathologised 
arena of social space for conflicting discourses on the pretext of redemptive
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violence (violence employed on the pretext of restoring a particular social 
order). The Soviet Union’s collusion with the Kabul-based government during 
the 1970s initiated Afghanistan’s modem malaise. The impending civil war 
post-Soviet withdrawal in 1989 which saw the ascendancy of the Taleban 
heralded another fonn of redemptive violence assuaged in religious edict. The 
destmction of the famous Bamiyan Buddhas in March 2001 by the Taleban is 
typical of the trauma to which the Afghan people and land have been subjected. 
The Taleban’s rule typifies Arendt’s discourse on totalitarianism: that which did 
not comply to the religious hegemony had to be eradicated.

Afghan women were particularly victimised by two decades of war. 
Many Afghan women found themselves struggling to support their families due 
to the death of male family members. Unable to support themselves, many 
women turned to beggary or entered into marriages of convenience in order to 
escape penury. Furthermore, under the Taleban, women were placed under strict 
control by men. Their movements were restricted to the household domain. Girls 
were no longer allowed to enter schools, nor were female school teachers 
permitted to teach. Moreover, the subordination of the female body under the 
puritanical logos of the Taleban reflected global styles of transgression against 
the female ethos.̂ "̂  That the majority of Afghan landmine victims were children 
and women underpinned the hatred of the feminine. Gittoes states that of the 
twenty-five mine victims he saw in a Kabul hospital, only one was a soldier.
WhaVsLem (Pakistan 1999)

Gittoes’ painting What's Left typifies the plight of Afghan women in 
general. The painting is highly abstract and denotes the traumatised ordeal of 
Ghuncha, a young widow with five children from the Bajaur province in 
Afghanistan.^^ Ghuncha’s husband had previously died by stepping on a land 
mine. He had survived three weeks in hospital. Consequently, the medical bills 
had placed Ghuncha in so much debt that she was forced to sell “her small piece 
of land to cred itors.Fearing  starvation, Ghuncha and her family travelled to 
an “unfamiliar place.” While working in a field Ghuncha stepped on a landmine 
and sustained multiple injuries: the loss of both her legs, paralysis to one ami, 
the loss of one eye, damage to the remaining eye, and hearing impairment. 
Ghuncha’s environment conveys the recurring leitmotifs of Afghan society— 
poverty and war. Piles of rotting vegetables made the air thick and hard to 
breathe. An arsenal of rifles and handguns hung from the wall, as well as much 
larger heavy weapon on the bench beside her.

In What's Left Ghuncha’s body is compressed, her two stubs protrude 
from the enlarged face. The expression of the face is forlorn by its 
disfigurement. Gittoes draws the viewer’s attention to the open amplified eye 
which is embellished by a crescent moon, relating to Ghuncha’s determination 
to live. As Gittoes states: “1 feel Ghuncha’s pull also* and have prolonged the 
drawing process—reading such a strong need for something to relieve the 
almost hysterical hopelessness in the quiet darkness of her remaining eye.”^̂
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What's Left
NATO forces brought a new wave of bio-power to Afghanistan in the 

form of uranium-alloyed precision weapons used during Operation Enduring 
Freedom, which have contaminated both people and land. For NATO such 
contamination was justified in assisting the necessary humanitarian aid to 
Afghan people.

Gittoes’ reluctance bespeaks the “historical crisis of witnessing”.̂  ̂ In a 
similar vein Caruth and Athanasiou address the “unrepresentational nature of 
trauma” and its unavailability for witnessing."*̂  ̂ Maurice Blanchot writes in The 
Writing of the Disaster, “there is a limit at which the practice of any art becomes 
an affront to the affliction”."̂ ' As Gittoes discloses:

Never before have I felt the drawing of a subject’s physical 
likeness to be so totally inadequate as a means of 
communicating their presence. In that room the door between 
life and earth was wide open—his bed suspended above an 
abyss, Abdul clinging to life—his spirit floating inches above 
his body unable to draw away—while his mother’s prayers 
keep him suspended between realties.^*

In his essay on terrorism in a post-September 11 world, John Carroll 
reminds us of the West’s relationship with Afghanistan. “We will destroy 
Afghanistan, in order to rebuild it anew. .. Then everything will be back in 
order, as it was.”*̂‘̂ As I have suggested, the introduction of landmines (an aspect 
of the global arms trade) has disintegrated Afghan social networks and
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transformed the landscape into an ambivalent zone. Once free roaming Afghans 
are now subjected to the panopticon of numberless landmines—silent sentinels 
of death—the product of a globalised order gone mad with excess.

Pol Pot’s “Sentinels of Death”: Cambodia
Like Afghanistan, Cambodia is one of the most heavily mined countries 

in the world, with an estimated ten million mines having been planted by the 
Khmer Rouge. From 1975 to 1979 the Khmer Rouge under the dictator Pol Pot 
controlled Cambodia. The ideology of the Khmer Rouge was “the result of a 
mixture of Maoism, Stalinism, underdevelopment theory and sectarian fury.” 
From an emerging communist group in the 1960’s, the Khmer Rouge grew to 
ascendancy after the fall of the Sihanouk government."̂ "̂  The country was 
renamed Democratic Kampuchea, and a feature of Khmer Rouge’s state terror 
was the transformation of the population into a docile body. The Khmer Rouge 
undertook a total revision of Cambodian society with the first year of their reign 
known as “Year Zero”."̂^

In this utopian vision the Khmer Rouge

attempted to use human power alone to reshape the landscape 
for the expansion of agriculture, primarily rice planting. The 
Khmer Rouge looked to the building of Angkor Wat as a 
model of the strength of ordinary people—it was also a model 
of slave labor.̂ ^̂

Cambodians were gathered into collective farms and forced to work 
under extreme conditions. This “system of agricultural cooperatives” became a 
crucible for the Khmer Rouge’s reign of terror. Over one million of Cambodians 
died in these camps, known as the 'killing fields’ due to widespread executions, 
torture, and physical privations. Starvation became a tool for eroding the 
people’s will.*̂ ^

In order to maintain their vision of a classless society, the Khmer 
Rouge enforced a doctrine of uniformity. Personal possessions were abolished, 
and the mandatory wearing of black peasant clothing. Communal eating was 
imposed, “currency was abolished,” and religion banned."̂  ̂The Khmer Rouge’s 
mania to rid Cambodian society of impurity necessitated a doctrine of the 
‘enemy’. The use of purges became a key weapon of killing anyone who was 
considered as dissenting from the party line. As Rinaldo notes: “Such 
ideological absolutism requires constant enemies, and the KR found them in 
abundant supply. They carried out purge after purge to achieve the goal of 
ideological purity; as time went on, the purges reached deeper into Khmer 
society until no one was safe.”‘̂^

The eradication of difference heralded a litany of the bizarre, which 
included the killing of people who wore spectacles or who did not plough on the 
correct side. Even minor infringements were punishable by death.

Since the outside world was seen as a corrupting force, the Khmer 
Rouge adopted an isolationist policy. Here, the use of landmines was strategic.
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The remapping of the Cambodian landscape with landmines was an extension of 
Pol Pot’s campaign in isolating Cambodia from the rest of the world. Under Pol 
Pot Cambodia became a virtual prison. The massive planting of landmines along 
the Thai/Cambodia border was to prevent Cambodians from escaping into 
Thailand. Pol Pot referred to landmines as “silent sentinels of death” and his 
“eternal soldiers.”
Blind Field (Thai Cambodian border: Aranvaprathet, Prachin Buri 
province)

o p G e o r g e  C

Blind Field
Gittoes’ sketch called Blind Field depicts a twenty-five-year old 

Cambodian male whose name is Som Chit and personifies those Cambodians 
who have been killed or injured by land mines along the Thai/Cambodian 
border. The blind Sot Chit is walking along planks using his walking stick. The 
water below is putrid. His eyes are closed and his sad face is scarred. In the 
background is Sot Chit’s hut.̂ ^̂

When Som Chit was fifteen he was “collecting wild vegetables at a 
place called Sokyim on the Thai side of the border, with three friends,” where he
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stepped on a land mine. He became blind as a result of the accident. Rather than 
be a burden on his family, Sot Chit decided to live by himself. His friends built a 
hut for him behind some shops. Gittoes says that Som Chit would like to learn 
Braille; however, the nearest Braille learning centre is in Bangkok. In reflecting 
upon Som Chit, Gittoes says: “As I stepped away from this little hut I realised 
how far the dark tentacles of Pol Pot’s year zero insanities had reached. 1 looked 
back at Som Chit suspended above the dark pond water, the BLIND FIELD.”'’'

Concluding Remarks
While Gittoes’ ‘Minefields’ series is intended to disturb, it also 

reaffirms the global nature of land mines as a form of bio-power. What emerges 
from these images is a concern for responding to corporeal violation. Each 
image is a social commentary which ties individual to nation. As the body is 
both a biological and social product, it is tied to the land and to the nation. It is 
on this point that Ignatieff asks us whether a nation can make its citizens ill, and 
is a nation’s psyche tied to the psyche of its citizens.^" Foucault suggested that 
“technologies in the domination of self’ are techniques which not only attempt 
to inform the conduct of people, but also shapes relations between self and 
others and between self and land (nation).'^  ̂A significant feature of Gittoe’s art 
points at modem technology’s ability to fragment self For Afghanistan and 
Cambodia, landmines epitomise the excesses of modem regimes and their 
capacity to emasculate self and land.

Christian University of Thailand Arthur Saniotis
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“Screening” the Sexuality of Jean-Michel 
Basquiat: The Artist in Two Films

Writing in 1994, bell hooks argued:

Conflicted in his own sexuality, Basquiat is nevertheless 
represented in the Whitney Biennial Catalogue and elsewhere 
as the stereotypical black stud randomly fucking white 
women. No importance is attached by critics to the sexual 
ambiguity that was so central to the Basquiat diva persona.
(35)

The avoidance of the “conflicted” and “ambiguous” aspects of the black artist’s 
sexuality in favor of the portrayal of him as “the stereotypical black stud” is, as 
hooks points out, not unique to Whitney Museum’s 1992 retrospective. In the 
many films, books, essays, art catalogues, and retrospectives that have sought to 
remember Jean-Michel Basquiat since his death in 1988 at age 27 from a heroin 
overdose, there has been a general tendency to ignore or shy away from 
discussions and depictions of the queer activities that constituted the artist’s 
sexual existence and to focus, instead, only on his heterosexual practices. This 
paper argues that Edo Bertoglio’s Downtown 81 and Julian Schnabel’s Basquiat 
participate in this process in the way they “screen” the artist’s sexuality; in other 
words, as both films display the artist’s heterosexuality, they conceal the more 
controversial, queer activities that also comprised his sexual reality. As will be 
demonstrated here, the screening of Basquiat’s sexuality is consistent with a 
tradition of invisibility and silence surrounding the issue of black queerness, 
especially when dealing with black figures of serious investment. As Jean- 
Michel Basquiat was at the time of his death and remains today “the most 
financially successful Black visual artist in history” (Tate 233), there is much at 
stake in the way in which he is constructed and portrayed for widespread public 
consumption. Thus, Downtown 81 and Basquiat frame Basquiat as 
unquestionably straight, even though he participated in sexual activities that 
would trouble his categorization as such.

While this paper maintains that Downtown 81 and Basquiat both 
operate to screen Basquiat’s sexuality, they do so with such different intent and 
styles that some brief clarification is needed. Basquiat, written and directed by 
fellow artist and contemporary, Julian Schnabel, and released in 1996, eight 
years after the artist’s death, is a feature-length film that stars actor Jeffrey 
Wright as Basquiat. Although Schnabel’s film is a “blend of fact and fiction” 
(Adams 2), it presents itself as a biographical portrayal of the artist in that it 
proceeds chronologically tracing the artist’s life from childhood to death while 
pointing to important events and people along the way, and as such “they [the 
viewer] will treat it as a documentary” (hooks 5). Although Downtown 81,
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written by Glenn O’Brien and directed by Edo Bertoglio, stars Jean-Michel 
Basquiat as the main character, who is also named, Jean, the film oddly enough 
does not position itself as a documentary or biography of the artist. A voiceover 
spoken by Debbie Harry during the opening credits claims, “any resemblance 
between the characters and events depicted here is purely magical.” There are, 
however, stark similarities between Jean the character and Jean-Michel 
Basquiat, so much so that the film has the capacity to operate as a documentary. 
Dave Kehr notes that both are “struggling musicians and graffiti artists living on 
the Lower East Side, trying to patch a life together from cadged meals and drink 
tickets and the occasional sale of a painting” (1). Moreover, certain events that 
have occurred between the film’s creation in 1980-81 as New York Beat and its 
release in 2000 under the new title. Downtown 81, mainly the corporatization of 
New York, Basquiat’s death, and his continued and increasing popularity, also 
allow the film to serve as a documentary of the artist and of New York in the 
early 1980s. Even its writer, Glen O’Brien, maintains that “when we made it, it 
was a film about a time and place; twenty years later, it’s a film about Jean- 
Michel Basquiat.” Downtown 81 might not present itself as a day in the life of 
Jean-Michel Basquiat, but it certainly can be viewed that way, especially today. 
While Basquiat and Downtown 81 are two very different films, they both work 
as representations of the artist in real life, and, as such, they play key roles in 
constructing a popular memory of the artist’s sexuality.

The image of Basquiat as a black stud with easy access to white women 
is established very early on in Downtown 81 and is consistently maintained 
throughout. In one of the film’s opening scenes, a white woman, whom Jean 
does not know but who he soon finds out to be a wealthy model named Beatrice, 
asks him if he wants a ride downtown as he stands on a street corner blowing his 
alto saxophone. To show her apparent sexual attraction to him the camera slows 
down and lingers on her face to capture her interested look. The music Jean 
plays and that is also playing over the scene courtesy of John Laurie and the 
Lounge Lizards is also intended to sexualize their meeting. During the ride 
itself, it becomes clear that Jean is also attracted to her. In a voiceover we hear 
Jean say, “1 couldn’t take my eyes off her. The feeling was mutual.” Throughout 
the ride, Jean and Beatrice exchange loving glances as he pages through her 
modeling portfolio. They both agree that it feels as though they have met before. 
As the ride comes to an end, Beatrice, who can see that Jean is a struggling but 
talented artist, asks him, “why don’t you let me take care of you for the rest of 
your life?” Although the voiceover tells the audience that Jean thinks that 
Beatrice is beautiful, rich, and interested in him, he doesn’t give her an answer 
either way. He simply says that he “hopes to see her later,” gives her a kiss 
goodbye, and leaves. Jean, however, later spends the better part of the night 
looking for her.

Jean runs into Beatrice again near the end of the film. They exchange 
pleasantries, and then Jean informs her, in response to her question earlier, that 
he thinks he is going to take care of himself Upon hearing his response, the
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flirtatious smile quickly leaves her face and she walks off. The decision on the 
part of Jean to not accept this beautiful white woman’s offer may seem to 
contradict the argument that Downtown 81 portrays him as a hyper-heterosexual. 
In this case, wouldn’t the fulfillment of his role as a black stud include him 
accepting Beatrice’s offer? Jean’s decision, when contextualized within the 
film’s celebration of the bohemian artist, makes sense. For Jean, accepting 
Beatrice’s offer would be selling out as it is both a sexual and financial 
arrangement. Thus, Jean’s ultimate rejection of Beatrice is less connected to sex 
and more an assertion of the integrity of the independent, starving artist.

Jean’s dealing with another wealthy, albeit older, white woman, Mrs. 
Calvacanti, is also telling. When Jean is evicted from his apartment early in the 
film, he grabs one of his paintings on the way out in hope of selling it. Jean later 
goes to Mrs. Calvacanti’s because he has heard through a friend that she might 
be interested in buying it. When he goes to her place, she greets him with a 
“darling” and a kiss. They sit closely to each other on her couch, and when Jean 
addresses her as “Mrs. Calvacanti,” she insists that her call her by her first name, 
Vanda. Music, once again, sexualizes the scene. On the couch, she flirts with 
him by touching his arms, chest, legs, and face; she flatters him by telling him 
how flinny he is although he doesn’t seem to be telling any Jokes. While the 
much older and presumably married Mrs. Calvacanti is clearly “enamored of 
him” (Kelly 2), Jean is polite yet unresponsive to her advances. He seems more 
concerned with selling her his painting. Her attraction to Jean’s black male 
sexuality comes through as well in the way she admires and describes his 
painting as “so strong, so savage.” In this sense, Mrs. Calvacanti is not just 
buying a painting by a black man; she is consuming black male sexuality. 
Despite Mrs. Calvacanti’s obvious interest in Jean and his painting, he does not 
appear interested in her. As is the case with Jean’s rejection of Beatrice, this 
decision should not be seen as taking away from his image as a black stud. Not 
only does the image of the bohemian artist color his decision, he could also still 
be thinking about Beatrice or that Mrs. Calvacanti is married and too old for 
him.

Downtown 81 suggests as well that Jean has little tolerance for men 
who could be perceived as having queer tendencies and mannerisms. In one 
scene, an effeminate and perhaps too interested white man engages Jean in a 
conversation while he waits for the bus. Although the anonymous man’s 
conversation is not of an explicit sexual nature, the man tries to impress and 
ingratiate himself to Jean and stands very close to him. The man instigates the 
conversation by asking Jean if the “number one” bus stops here. When Jean 
replies, “I don’t know, does it?” he tells Jean that it does and that he is “really 
quite sharp, indubitably,” following his compliment with a smile. It is interesting 
that the man compliments and smiles at Jean even though, rather than answering 
his question, Jean gave him a rather curt and uninformative response. Jean 
misses the man’s smile, however, because he is visibly agitated and 
uncomfortable and eagerly looking up and down the street for the arrival of the
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bus. The man then launches into a speech lambasting conformity and hailing the 
role of the artist as “keeping the last bits of intelligence and beauty going.” 
When he learns that Jean too is an artist, the unnamed man tells him “weTl turn 
this world around yet,” but by then, Jean, having no interest in him or his 
proposition, is already boarding the bus. As Jean leaves, the man breaks into a 
brief song that proclaims “he is so beautiful, so intelligent, so humorous; he is 
divine.” In this case, the man’s effeminacy and interest in Jean is enough to 
aggravate him and send him running.

In one of the film’s final scenes, the one which follows his break with 
Beatrice, Jean is walking in a dark alley and is asked by an old bag lady for a 
kiss goodnight. When Jean, obviously revolted by the old woman, asks at first if 
she is crazy, and then tells her that he is not her type, the old woman then tells 
him that she is a fairy princess who is under a spell, and that if he kisses her 
good night, she’ll grant him every wish. When Jean kisses her, she turns into a 
beautiful fairy princess. They exchange a long kiss, she grants Jean a wish 
although he didn’t request one, and then she disappears. As he leaves the alley 
Jean finds that money has magically appeared everywhere; he collects the 
money and almost immediately buys a car with it. This scene, coming after one 
in which Jean’s sexual prowess or interest in white woman might be called into 
question by his rejection of Beatrice, only serves to drive home his power over 
white women. In this case, Jean not only breaks a spell to turn an old bag lady 
back into a fairy princess, but he also gets to kiss the epitome of white female 
beauty in the final scene.

Critics of Downtown 81 such as Dave Kehr acknowledge the 
documentary potential of the film and how “the fictional character’s life bears a 
powerful resemblance to Basquiafs own at the time” (1); no critic, however, has 
considered the sexualized image of Basquiat that emerges in this film. In 
Downtown 81, Jean—and by implication Jean-Michel Basquiat—is placed 
clearly within the category of heterosexuality; we see him desiring and being 
desired by several white women and, just as important, we see him shun male 
desire. Jean’s decision to not pursue either Beatrice or Mrs. Calvacanti does not 
serve as a commentary on his sexuality but rather on his position as a bohemian 
artist in a state of crisis. Not only does he wake up in a hospital for reasons that 
are unknown to him and the audience, he returns to his apartment to find that he 
has been evicted. When Jean sells one of his paintings to Mrs. Calvacanti for 
several hundred dollars, it seems that things are looking up; however, he finds 
out soon after out that his band’s equipment has been stolen. In this regard, 
Basquiat might be too preoccupied on that day to fulfill his desires, but 
Downtown 81 implies that, on any other day, he can and does get any white 
woman he wants.

Like Bertoglio’s film, the white women in Schnabel’s Basquiat “are 
seen essentially in relation to the male artist, are there to serve him, to save him, 
and ultimately to seduce and betray him” (Adams 3). Like Beatrice in 
Downtown 81, Gina, a fictional character based on one of Basquiat’s actual
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girlfriends, Suzanne Mallouck, stands as Basquial’s object of beauty and 
affection. When Basquiat first sees her, the camera slows down to emphasize her 
beauty and his interest in it. For Gina, who is working as a diner waitress at the 
time, the feeling is not immediately mutual, but when Basquiat sketches a 
portrait of her on one of the diner’s tables using a fork as a brush and syrup as 
his paint, she gives the artist an approving smile even though he is in the process 
of being thrown out by the owner for having made a mess. That she is taken by 
him is verified by how quickly their relationship seems to move. Later that day, 
Basquiat returns to ask Gina to go out with him to the Mudd Club, a famous 
New York City New Wave venue. Although she declines on the spot, she shows 
up at the club in a sexy red dress. That night they sleep together and, not shortly 
after that, he moves in with her “after very few preliminaries” (Maslin 1). Her 
attraction to him is also marked by all that she is willing to endure in their 
relationship. He disrespects her and her property by painting on one of her nice 
dresses and on one of her paintings and then by sitting around her place doing 
drugs, sometimes alone and other times with friends. When the art dealer, 
Annina Nosei, comes by the house to get Basquiat to go to her gallery, Gina 
assumes that the invitation is also extended to her; as she is getting changed; 
however, Nosei and Basquiat rudely leave without her. Gina also becomes 
frightened by the artist’s heroin use; had she not come home one night at the 
right time to revive him, he would have choked to death in his dmg-induced 
sleep. Gina only leaves Basquiat after she suspects that he is seeing Big Pink, a 
blond groupie who Basquiat playfully named and picked up on the street one 
day. In Basquiat, the artist’s relations with Gina and Big Pink portray him as a 
black stud who Juggles white women until it all blows up in his face.

Even more so than in Downtown HI, the male characters in Basquiat 
are important in placing the artist within the realm of heterosexuality. Central to 
this process is Benny, a composite character based on the artist’s real life 
friends, A1 Diaz and Vincent Gallo. We first encounter Benny in the diner scene 
in which Basquiat meets Gina. Benny has important things to say not only about 
Gina but about another character in this scene, Rene Ricard, the art critic whose 
piece on Basquiat entitled “The Radiant Child” is said to have brought the artist 
fame. Ricard makes a dramatic entrance into the diner, shouting his order, 
“Oysters Rockefeller, pour plaisir' to Gina across the diner. Once out of 
earshot, Benny, who can see that his friend does not know the critic, tells him 
that he “writes for Artfonmf' and is “a fucking rainbow.” To this, Basquiat says 
nothing. Benny flirts with Gina when she comes to take their order and, once she 
is gone, he tells Basquiat, “Now, that’s entertainment.” Again, Basquiat says 
nothing. In a way, both questions hail Basquiat in that his response will tell us 
where he stands sexually. Basquiat’s portrait of Gina on the diner table shows 
that, while for Benny she is merely entertainment, for the artist she is an object 
of beauty and a work of art. Therefore, Basquiat does not have to say anything 
in response to Benny’s outing of Ricard to defend or define his sexuality as his 
portrait of Gina already does the talking. Later, Benny will put Basquiat in a
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similar situation when upon witnessing Andy Warhol emerge from a limo and 
enter a restaurant, Benny tells the star-stmck Basquiat that Warhol is a “fucking 
homo.” This time Basquiat does reply; he tells Benny that “he is the greatest 
painter in the world.” Again, the artist does not have to join in or agree with 
Benny’s sentiment in order to assert his heterosexuality as that has already been 
established by this point in the film. These two scenes establish that Benny and 
Basquiat are simply two types of heterosexual; the former is the macho and 
homophobic type while the latter is more reserved and soft spoken.

In Basquiat, the character of Benny functions to assure the viewer that 
although the artist may not have possessed the most masculine persona, he was, 
without a doubt, straight. The differences between Benny’s and Basquiat’s 
masculinity are most pronounced in a scene in which they play one-on-one 
basketball. The artist initially does not want to play and when he finally does, 
after some urging from his friend, we can see how he “throws like a girl.” 
Throughout the film, Jeffrey Wright captures many of Basquiafs traits, 
including his “self-conscious shuffle and his occasional stammer” (Hoban 55). 
These traits, which do not convey black male confidence, could be seen as 
threatening the image of the artist as heterosexual. Thus, the artist’s gendered 
persona cannot and is not avoided by Schnabel; rather, it is presented in the 
context of other dialogues, characterizations, and scenes that stress the artist’s 
heterosexuality. While we are constantly reminded of Benny’s manliness and 
Basquiafs unmanliness throughout the film, we also are reminded that the latter 
gets the girls, even before his fame becomes a factor. When, in one scene, 
Benny steals a kiss from Gina, she blows it off telling him he “should take more 
drugs.” In this sense, Benny’s gendered characterization and his lack of success 
with women weakens the connection between manliness and straightness so that 
both Benny and Basquiafs versions of masculinity can both inhabit the category 
of heterosexuality.

One more scene involving Benny and Basquiat deserves discussion 
here because it is the only one in Schnabel’s film in which the artist participates 
directly in a discussion of homosexuality and, as such, it plays an important role 
in distancing him from that category. Very early on in Basquiat, Benny and the 
artist, while sitting around Benny’s apartment doing drugs, decide to prank a 
suicide hotline. Basquiat can barely contain his laughter as he tells the counselor 
that he is going to kill himself because his boyfriend left him. In this sense, the 
possibility of his homosexuality is framed as a joke or a gag, as something to not 
be taken seriously or as real. This is further supported by the way in which the 
scene is set up and the scene that follows it. The prank call is told in a voiceover; 
as the dialogue unfolds, the camera stays focused on a silent Basquiat who 
giggles and stares off into space in a drug-induced haze. Not only is the situation 
a drug-induced one, thereby reducing its gravity, it is also a detached one in that 
we do not see him say, “my boyfriend left me.” The possibility of a queer 
Basquiat is further undermined in the scene that follows in which we learn that 
he taped the prank call so that he could use it as a sound loop in one of his
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band’s performances at the Miidd Club. When Gina walks into the Mudd Club 
in her sexy red dress as his band, Gray, is playing parts of the prank call, he 
immediately leaves the stage to talk to her, and, with this, his heterosexuality is 
established. In this sense, Basquiat is neither homophobe nor homosexual. 
While he is willing to makes jokes that reference gay behavior, Basquiat is 
presented in Schnabel’s film as someone who would rather not talk about it or 
who is not into “that type of thing,’’ if you will, and this is driven home even 
more in the way the artist is positioned in relation to Rene Ricard and Andy 
Warhol.

Like Benny, Rene Ricard also serves to clarify Basquiat’s 
heterosexuality in Schnabel’s film. Ricard is introduced early on in the diner 
scene as someone who might be a homosexual, as both his flamboyant behavior 
and Benny’s insistence that he is a “rainbow’’ indicate. Basquiat, in scene after 
scene, not only builds the case that Ricard is gay by virtue of his flamboyance, it 
also builds a case that the critic was immediately and immensely attracted to the 
artist. In the scene in which they meet, Ricard pursues Basquiat after seeing one 
of the artist’s paintings hanging on the wall at a party that Basquiat has Just left. 
When Ricard catches up to Basquiat on the street, he is breathless from the 
pursuit and from the man who stands before him. Ricard is truly impressed by 
the artist’s work; he tells Basquiat that after he saw his painting he was 
“ashamed to own anything.” The film also makes clear that Ricard is sexually 
attracted to Basquiat as well. When Basquiat tells him his name, Ricard tells him 
“that sounds famous already,” as he licks his lips, pants, and moves his hand 
from across his chest to behind his neck. If Basquiat does seem a bit reluctant or 
hesitant in this scene to take up Ricard’s offer to go for coffee, it is not because 
of Ricard’s sexuality. At one point in their conversation, Ricard, arguing that he 
can make Basquiat a big star, tells him, in reference to Albert Milo, a fictional 
artist based on Schnabel, “I made that nigger.” Thus, Basquiat, secure in his 
sexuality, seems more put off by the critic’s casual use of a racial slur than by 
his apparent homosexuality.

Several scenes featuring Basquiat and Ricard in Schnabel’s film are 
marked by the critic’s sexual desire for the artist and by the artist’s ability to 
ignore or work around such advances and innuendos. In a scene that reenacts 
one of Basquiat’s first shows, the P.S. 1 group show in 1981, Ricard, 
commenting on the way in which the artist simply nails his work to the wall, 
tells Basquiat, “you know me, when it comes to a mounting, the rougher the 
better.” Also in that scene, Ricard, excited by the fact that he has Just sold one of 
Basquiat’s paintings to Henry Geldzahler, the famed critic and cultural 
commissioner, tells the artist, “suck my pussy, you star,” as he kisses him on the 
cheek. Any potential queerness that this scene might convey is immediately 
dealt with as Gina, once again wearing a sexy red dress, appears to greet the 
artist. Basquiat kisses Gina and tells her that she looks “fucking beautiful,” and 
Gina, who saw and heard Ricard and Basquiat’s exchange, says nothing of it as 
it has no bearing on her relationship with the artist. As Basquiat becomes more
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famous and Ricard begins to lose his grasp on the artist to other more important 
dealers, critics, and artists, his loss is framed as that of a scorned lover. In a 
scene depicting one of Basquiat’s first one man shows, the artist sells a painting 
that he had earlier promised to Ricard to an international art dealer, Bruno 
Bischofberger. Ricard, who is eavesdropping on the conversation, can barely 
hold back his tears and closes his eyes painfully as he hears Basquiat agree, after 
much prodding from Bischofberger, to sell him the painting. Once the deal is 
complete, Ricard stornis up to Basquiat and says “you fucking little whore, you 
sold my painting.” Rene is inconsolable and storms off telling Basquiat to “fuck 
off.” In the following scene and Ricard’s last in the film, the critic, unable to let 
Basquiat go, shows up at Mr. Chow’s restaurant where the artist is dining with 
the art in-crowd and tears a sketch out of the artist’s notebook as repayment for 
the one Basquiat sold to Bischofberger.

In Schnabel’s film, Ricard serves to link homosexuality with 
flamboyance and emotionality and to show that Basquiat is not interested in any 
type of sexual relations with men. In this sense, Basquiat is not homosexual 
because, even though he is not as macho and as homophobic as someone like 
Benny, he is definitely not like Ricard. The juxtaposition of Ricard and Basquiat 
serves to illustrate the difference between a sort of effeminate man who is a 
heterosexual and a really effeminate man who is not. In Basquiat, effeminate 
behavior is qualified, distancing Basquiat’s soft-spoken and frail demeanor from 
the category of homosexuality while placing Ricard’s over-the-top speech and 
behavior clearly within it. Furthermore, Ricard, the character most closely 
associated with homosexuality, is presented as self-loathing and is generally 
hated by others, including Basquiat, by the film’s end. Hence, this film’s 
homophobia as embodied in Rene may explain why queemess is purged from 
Basquiat’s characterization. Like Ricard’s gendered persona, his unreciprocated 
and unreturned sexual desire also helps to move Basquiat into the realm of 
straightness. Although there is some truth to the Basquiat/Ricard dynamic 
presented in Schnabel’s film, such as “Ricard truly appreciated Basquiafs 
work—and his body” (Hoban 89), the artist’s lack of response to the critic’s 
sexual innuendoes is more a rejection of male desire on a whole than of Ricard 
specifically. In this sense, Basquiat may not like Ricard, but this is not the basis 
on which he quietly endures his flirting. According to the film’s logic, Basquiat 
wouldn’t be with any man, Ricard included, and this is a message that is, of 
course, false.

That Basquiat would not and did not engage in any type of homosexual 
activity is clearly established in Schnabel’s film by the time he and Andy 
Warhol begin to become close friends and collaborators. There is, however, 
something “vaguely homoerotic” (Adams 3) about their relationship which 
dominates the second half of the film. In one scene, Basquiat enters the Factory 
saying “I’m home,” as a married couple would do. In this same scene, Basquiat 
wears one of Andy’s wigs as both watch a young man urinate on a canvas for 
one of Warhol’s oxidation paintings. Schnabel includes several scenes in which
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Warhol and Basquiat go food shopping together, take walks together, talk about 
taking a vacation together, and exchange gifts, all of which work to position 
them as a dating couple. Furthermore, Schnabel posits Warhol’s death as the 
beginning of the end for Basquiat. Although the film foreshadows Basquiat’s 
demise earlier on, the scene that captures his reaction to Warhol’s death and 
others that follow tell us that the film will be over shortly. We see Basquiat 
sitting at home watching old home videos of the two, sobbing, as he writes 
“Titan” on a pair of shoes to commemorate Warhol. After a few scenes showing 
Basquiat wandering around the East Village in his pajamas and a bath robe and 
one with a brief reconciliation with Benny, a black screen with white writing 
appears to tell us that Basquiat died on August 12, 1988, at age 27 from a heroin 
overdose.

The vague homoeroticism between Warhol and Basquiat is touched on 
in Schnabel’s film because, in one sense, it existed and, thus, cannot be avoided 
as “their relationship though never overtly physical had a certain sexual frisson” 
(Hoban 210). Within the context of the film, the exploration of Basquiat’s and 
Warhol’s relationship does not call into question Basquiat’s heterosexuality 
because by the second part of the film, with the help of Gina, Big Pink, Benny, 
and Ricard, his straightness has already been cemented. Furthermore, Basquiat’s 
attraction to Warhol is unique to Warhol as he serves also as a father figure, 
professional collaborator, and friend to Basquiat. In this case, the homoeroticism 
that marks their relationship is dependent, for Basquiat, on Warhol’s status as 
“the greatest artist in the world,” which Basquiat tells Benny when they first see 
him. Ultimately, the focus and emphasis in Schnabel’s film on the “queer 
circuits of identification” (Munoz 153) between Basquiat and Warhol serves to 
misrepresent and redirect the extent and nature of Basquiat’s non-heterosexual 
activities; not only is his queerness limited to slight homoeroticism, it is also 
directed at one of the men with whom he did not have a sexual relationship.

While Schnabel’s Basquiat, like Bertoglio’s Downtown 81, functions to 
deny the queer Basquiat, there is no evidence to suggest that either does so 
deliberately; in fact, interviews with both filmmakers reveal that neither gave 
any consideration to the portrayal of the artist’s sexuality. The image of the 
undoubtedly straight Basquiat is rather a byproduct or unintended result of other 
concerns; in this case, as Basqniatjdnd Downtown 81 “clean up” the artist’s hard 
drug use, his often confusing racial politics, and his complicated family life, 
they also “straighten up” his sexuality. The possibility of this occurrence is 
supported by scholar Dwight McBride, who points out that the insistence in 
African-American discourses that the authentic, respectable, and community- 
minded black person is a heterosexual has created a history of black gay 
invisibility, especially when a black figure of serious investment is at stake. 
McBride argues, “there are many visions and versions of the black community 
that get posited in scholarly discourse, popular cultural forms, and in political 
discourse. Rarely do any of these visions include lesbians and gay men” (207). 
That there is much at stake in the “real” blackness and heterosexuality of
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Basquiat is unquestionable as he stands as “the world’s most famous black 
artist” (Hoban 16), succeeding in an art world described in Conradian terms by 
bell hooks and Nicholas Mirzoeff as the “heart of whiteness.” Greg Tate offers 
some further perspective on Basquiat’s accomplishment in insisting, “no area of 
modern intellectual life has been more resistant to recognizing and authorizing 
people of color than the world of the ‘serious’ visual arts” (234). In both films, 
the several scenes that downplay or clean up his hard drug use, his confusing 
racial politics, and his complicated family life cannot be separated from scenes 
that directly frame his sexual practices as unquestionably heterosexual as both 
work to create the image of a more community-minded, respectable, and 
authentically black Basquiat.

Downtown 81 presents Jean as both heterosexual and community- 
minded and respectable. In the event that Jean’s several interactions with white 
men and women throughout the film jeopardize the image of him as 
authentically black or as part of the black community, one particular scene 
serves to mitigate such doubt. Early on in the film, before we see Jean 
consorting with several white friends, we see how he interacts and gets along 
with two graffiti artists; one is played by an actual graffiti artist, Lee Quinones, 
and the other by Fab Five Freddy. Not only does the manner in which Jean is 
greeted by Freddy as “my man” show that he is accepted by legitimate black 
men, graffiti being their legitimating factor, but he proves himself to be as or 
even more authentic than they are. When Basquiat asks them if their graffiti is 
“another commission” and they respond, “sort o f . . . it’s legal,” Jean appears as 
the “real” street artist as the graffiti art he does throughout the film is by no 
means commissioned or legal. From there Jean enters a hip hop club complete 
with a DJ spinning and scratching records. That Jean is clearly a part of this 
community is not only established by the way the black club goers greet him 
with handshakes but also in the way the DJ acknowledges his presence on the 
microphone by saying, “Jean-Michel is in the house now.” Thus, his relations 
with white men and white women are framed within the film’s insistence that he 
is a “real” black man.

Schnabel’s film addresses Basquiat’s status in the black community as 
well, but it also takes on the artist’s drug use and family life. Basquiat “does 
seem to soft peddle the drug angle” (Rimanelli 2). Although we see the artist 
smoking marijuana and snorting cocaine, we never actually see him shooting 
heroin. The scene in which Gina comes home to find a nearly dead Basquiat and 
a used needle on the bedroom floor shows us that this was heroin induced, but 
the film does not establish just how central Basquiat’s heroin use was to his 
death.

The artist is made more respectable and family-oriented in Schnabel’s 
film also in the way his relationship with his mother is framed. Not one to 
abandon or ignore his mother, who has been institutionalized, Basquiat visits her 
once at the beginning of the film and then tries again at the end only to be turned 
away by the guard because visiting hours are over. Although Basquiat is not the
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perfect son, the film tries to show that he still cares for his mother, and even his 
father, who attends one of his son’s openings. His Puerto Rican-Haitian roots are 
respected through the ties he maintains with his parents. Schnabel also presents 
Basquiat as a proper “race man” by showing that he respects and is respected by 
the larger black community and as such cannot tolerate racism. Basquiat is 
admired in one scene by an authentic, working-class black, who happens to be 
Bruno Bischofberger’s limo driver. In another scene, several of Basquiafs 
friends “from the street” visit the artist at his work space in Annina Nosei’s 
basement to check out his art. Not only does their admiration of his work 
validate it racially, but their reference to him as “nigger” shows that he is one of 
them. Basquiat also calls racism when he sees it. His friendship with Benny 
disintegrates shortly after his friend refers to him as “uppity.” In a scene set in 
an expensive restaurant, Basquiat secretly pays for the lunch of a group of 
wealthy white male patrons who he thinks are making racist comments, perhaps 
believing such a gesture will fix their ignorance. Like Downtown 81, Basquiat 
argues for the artist’s heterosexuality in the same breath that it argues for his 
respectability and authenticity.

Yet, the triumph of the heterosexual Basquiat over the so-called 
sexually “ambiguous” and “conflicted” one in Schnabel and Bertoglio’s films 
and elsewhere also must be understood in terms of the artist’s own approach to 
his sexuality and public knowledge of it at the time. Basquiat kept the sexual 
relations he had with men fairly private. While some who were close to the artist 
knew about his relationships with David Bowes, Klaus Nomi, and others, 
Basquiafs highly publicized relationships with Jennifer Goode, Suzanne 
Mallouck, Kelle Inman, Madonna, and others made him, in the eyes of the larger 
public, a very successful heterosexual. Given the private nature of Basquiafs 
homosexual activities and the public nature of his heterosexual ones, certain 
questions may arise regarding the treatment or lack thereof of both in Basquiat 
and Downtown 81. First and foremost, why would a scene which references or 
displays Basquiafs queer activities be included in either film? Although 
O’Brien and Schnabel, both friends of the artist, probably knew or had heard 
about his sexual activities with men, can’t their decision to focus on his 
heterosexuality be interpreted as attempts on their part to simply create 
characterizations of Basquiat that reflected who he was and who people thought 
he was? This paper is not primarily critical of both films on the grounds that 
they do not include scenes depicting Basquiat engaged in some type of queer 
sexual activity; more problematic and, as such, the main concern here is how 
Basquiat and Downtown 81 constmct dialogues, characterizations, and so on 
that give the impression that Basquiat did  not or could not have participated in 
non-heterosexual practices when he, in fact, did.

Bowling Green State University Christopher F. Johnston
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China and the Fad for Japan in Onoto 
Watanna’s Chinese-Japanese Cook Book

In 1914, popular novelist Onoto Watanna with her sister, Sara Bosse, 
published Chinese-Japanese Cook Book, one of the very first Asian cookbooks 
to be offered to the American public. According to Diana Birchall, Onoto 
Watanna’s granddaughter and biographer, the text was probably written entirely 
by Onoto Watanna, for Bosse was an artist and not a writer, and the novelist’s 
unmistakable style is evident throughout the cookbook. It seems likely that 
Bosse contributed many of the recipes which she could have obtained from 
friends or from Chinese and Japanese restaurants in New York City where she 
was a member of a circle of artists. Although most of the Chinese recipes had 
been published earlier, in magazine articles ostensibly written by Bosse, these 
were also probably written by Onoto Watanna. By this time, “the first Japanese 
novelist in the United States” was famous; her romances set in Japan, written 
over a fifteen-year period, had found a sizable audience during a time when 
Japan and its art were in vogue in the United States. Most of her fans would 
have been shocked to learn she was not Japanese, as she had repeatedly asserted, 
but half Chinese and half English, a native of Montreal whose name was 
actually Winnifred Eaton. Further, Eaton had had little contact with Asian 
culture, her mother having been brought to England from China by an English 
couple when she was a young child. She and her siblings had spent their 
childhood in Montreal, having no contact with any Chinese outside their family, 
living among working-class European immigrants.

In the 1890s, when the young Eaton launched her writing career, she 
found it convenient to pose as Japanese in order to avoid America’s virulent 
prejudice for the Chinese and also to take advantage of the ongoing fascination 
with Japan. By the time she and Bosse would collaborate on the cookbook, 
although demand for items in the Japanese style remained fairly high, had 
become clear that Americans had discovered Chinese cooking. However, 
although numerous Chinese restaurants had sprung up, Japanese dishes were 
rarely available. Eaton interpreted this phenomenon as an indication that 
America’s fascination with Japanese culture would eventually extend to the 
Chinese. While the project of the cookbook was undoubtedly motivated by the 
recent surge in the popularity of Chinese cooking, she clearly hoped to use her 
power as Onoto Watanna to introduce Americans to Chinese and Japanese 
dishes and to subtly influence them to overcome their prejudice for the Chinese.

Cultural critics today view turn-of-the-century America’s fascination 
with Japan as an expression of “orientalism,” famously defined by Edward Said 
as “a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 
Orienf’ (3). Eaton’s novels, too, have frequently been connected with this form 
of racism. Dominika Ferens, for example, observes that “By becoming Onoto



86 Popular Culture Review

Watanna, Winnifred enacted mainstream orientalist fantasies, exploiting the 
discourse that feminized and aestheticized Japan” (118-19). Chinese-Japanese 
Cook Book, however, suggests that Eaton considered America’s (and her own) 
romanticizing of Japan simply to be an expression of appreciation, which could 
become the basis for better relations between Americans and Asians. The 
passage of the Immigration Act of 1924, which halted all Japanese immigration, 
would demonstrate that fascination with all things Japanese did not translate into 
support for Japanese residents of the United States, but in 1914 Eaton could still 
be optimistic.

From the beginning, the cookbook presents the two cultures as equals: 
although the cover illustration is of a Japanese woman, Chinese section of the 
book comes first, and “Chinese” precedes “Japanese” in the title. Throughout, 
Eaton minimizes the differences between the two, emphasizing that they have 
many dishes in common and frequently use the same ingredients. She notes, for 
example, that the recipe for Miishikujira (Japanese whale or sea bass) “comes 
from Nagasaki [the city Onoto Watanna claimed as her Japanese home], and is 
really a Japanized Chinese dish. Japanese cooking of fish greatly resembles that 
of the Chinese” (77). The book is divided into Chinese and Japanese sections, 
but in a final chapter, “Cakes, Candies, Sweetmeats,” desserts from both 
countries are intermingled. Also, she provides one grocery list for the two 
cuisines. While actual residents of China and Japan might have objected, her 
emphasis of the similarities argues that Americans should cease to privilege 
China while also hinting that she and Bosse share the same heritage.

In the first paragraphs, Eaton confronts the reality that many Americans 
considered Chinese restaurants to be unclean, informing her readers that “when 
it is known how simple and clean are the ingredients used to make up these 
Oriental dishes, the Westerner will cease to feel that natural repugnance which 
assails one when about to taste a strange dish of a new and strange land” (1). 
American housewives would probably have been startled but reassured by her 
directions to wash “all vegetables and fruit. . .in cold water—if necessary in fifty 
different waters”. She further implies that Asians could teach Americans a few 
things about cleanliness and freshness of ingredients: “All cloths and dish towels 
should be boiled and rinsed thoroughly” (9); “to determine whether a fish is 
fresh, watch that its flesh is firm and thick, its scales glistening, and its eyes 
prominent”; “eggs should be dropped into a bowl of cold water—eggs that are 
absolutely fresh will immediately sink to the bottom and rest there” (10).

She somewhat defensively emphasizes that attitudes toward Chinese 
cooking and Chinese restaurants have recently changed among sophisticated city 
dwellers. Patronizing them is no longer bohemian but entirely respectable:

“The restaurants are no longer merely the resort of the curious 
idlers intent upon studying types peculiar to Chinatown, for 
the Chinese restaurants have pushed their way out of 
Chinatown and are now found in all parts of the large cities of 
America. In New York, they rub elbows with and challenge
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competition with the finest eating palaces. Their patronage to 
day is of the very best, and many of their dishes are justly
famous” (1).

Comments about culture accompany many of the recipes. Some simply 
supply infonnation about food and methods of preparation: “Bird’s nest is a 
gelatinous substance, a species of seaweed, with which certain Chinese birds, 
the esculent swallow and the white-backed swallow, build their nests” (16). 
About the shrimp omelet, she informs readers, without recommending they 
attempt the Japanese method, “the Japanese brown both sides at once, by putting 
some burning charcoal into a tin plate and laying this on top of the omelette on 
the stove” (88-89). Others, however, attempt to overcome Americans’ sense of 
the strangeness of the Asian dishes by comparing them with familiar American 
ones: syou (soy) sauce is similar to Worcestershire sauce (2); fried peas are 
“used by children as salted peanuts are used in America” and “Chinese children 
make little cornucopia paper bags into which to put these peas and eat them like 
nuts” (63); chestnut kintons “might be called the Japanese fudge” (106). She 
goes so far as to suggest that the foods not only resemble American favorites but 
are in fact superior to them: owa okashi, a Japanese candy made with roasted 
rice is “an improvement over the American popcorn-peanut balls” (105).

One might think Eaton would suggest American substitutes for Chinese 
foods and Japanese foods as Asian grocery stores would have been unavailable 
to most of the book’s purchasers. However, she detenninedly sticks to authentic 
Chinese ingredients: syou sauce, quong sang chong (water chestnut flour), 
Chinese artichokes, lychee nuts, and lotus seeds. Otherwise, the recipes are 
similar to those devised for American readers today with the notable exception 
that many foods were sauteed in animal fat, such as goose and ham, which 
would certainly not have repulsed turn-of-the-century Americans. At the end of 
one of Bosse’s articles, “A New Dinner for Churches and Clubs,” published in 
the Ladies' Home Journal (1913), readers are encouraged to write to the author 
for the “address of reliable firms where Chinese foods may be obtained,” (113) 
but the cookbook offers no such help. The sisters, and presumably their editors, 
had decided to aim the book at serious cooks, for whom authenticity would be 
important. The only compromise is the inclusion of a recipe for the extremely 
popular but unChinese chop suey. The book’s inclusion in a series of handbooks 
for hotels and restaurants further confirms that its recipes were not for 
beginners. Eaton stresses the importance of authenticity while encouraging 
Americans to come into contact with Chinese people with her advice to her 
readers to eat each dish in a Chinese restaurant before preparing it on their own. 
Although she doesn’t go so far as to encourage conversation with Chinese chefs 
or waiters, she does attempt to instill confidence that they are capable of 
replicating the dishes they enjoy.

Bosse’s magazine articles assume that readers will want to serve their 
Chinese meals in an appropriate setting, encouraging them to decorate with 
Chinese scrolls, lanterns, even jade lamps:
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In decorating the room the inevitable gay Chinese lanterns 
must be abundantly in evidence. The walls may be covered 
with Chinese scrolls; the paper ones are ridiculously cheap, 
bright and decorative. Swinging gongs and glass wind bells 
may be hung from the ceiling. These last will rattle musically 
at the slightest motion. If the odor of incense is desired to lend 
to the occasion a real Chinese flavor the ordinary punk sticks 
will do. These are cheap—five cents a bundle—and odorous.
Any dark, polished wood tables will do, though, of course,
Chinese bamboo tables would be suitable for the occasion.
(113)

These decorating tips recall earlier ones for Japanese tea parties and luncheons, 
given in every American community that aspired to be cosmopolitan. One of 
many articles on the subject, published in an 1892 issue of Ladies' Home 
Journal, recommended the placement of chrysanthemums, when in season, “in 
conjunction with anything Japanese that you may have—vases, screens or fans” 
(Battles 3). Bosse and Eaton hoped that China, too, had finally reached the point 
of becoming fashionable. Although Birchall calls the decorating advice in 
Bosse’s articles “hokum” (109), her grandmother clearly took it seriously. 
Surprisingly, the subject of decorating with Asian objects does not appear in the 
cookbook; Eaton is content to romanticize the dishes by recommending an 
artistic presentation. Chinese artichokes could be made to resemble water lilies 
by filling the centers with hard-boiled egg yolks whipped with olive oil, and the 
noodles of tori shim (Japanese chicken soup) cut in the shape of 
chrysanthemums. Beautiful Moon Tarts should be decorated with tiny moons 
cut from candied orange peel or drawn with fruit coloring. And Chinese flower 
custards, made in flower-shaped molds, should be decorated with actual “leaves 
suitable to the flower represented” (61). She further envelopes the foods in 
Onoto-Watanna-style romance by confiding that the Chinese recipes were 
“handed down” from Vo Lin, head cook of the highest mandarin of Shanghai, 
and that certain of the Japanese dishes are served regularly to the Emperor (5).

Chinese-Japanese Cook Book demonstrates Eaton’s hope, despite 
mounting evidence of increasing prejudice against Asians, that Americans could 
yet be persuaded to experience and admire both Chinese and Japanese cultures. 
Although her participation in the “Japanese fad” has been interpreted as a 
betrayal of her Chinese heritage, her attempt her to extend American enthusiasm 
for Japan to China demonstrates her belief that the phenomenon provided a 
means of opposing racist attitudes. Unlike another of her sisters, Sui Sin Far, 
whose stories depict the suffering of Chinese people in America, she had 
concluded that average Americans would be charmed into giving up their 
prejudices long before they would respond to lectures.

University of Nevada, Reno Ellen Dupree
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“I’m a Crook”: Representations of the U.S. 
President in Popular Literature

The fall of 2000 witnessed an American presidential election that tested 
the nation’s resolve and caused many to question the vibrancy of the electoral 
system. As one president exited to a storm of media speculation and low public 
opinion, a pro-business right wing candidate took his place. Although many 
questioned his character and past deeds the candidate became President. In 
November 2000, Lex Luthor was elected the 43̂  ̂President of the United States. 
Yes, the long-time Superman nemesis was elected President in the fictional DC 
universe. Although this may seem unimportant at first glance, it is in fact an 
excellent indicator of the esteem in which the president of the U.S. is held. The 
act of placing a villain as leader of the United States is a reversal of comic book 
tradition and a restatement of political thinking within the superhero genre of 
comic book literature. This paper will examine the changing role of the 
President of the United States in comic books while paying special attention to 
depictions of the president as a hero, villain, or non-political entity.

The 1930s, 40s, and 50s
Although the early days of superhero comic books presented vigilante 

like actions against government officials, such as Superman intimidating a state 
governor in Action Comics #7, after the start of World War II the comic book 
medium quickly began to present itself as a patriotic storyteller concerned with 
preserving American life. Comic books joined the war effort, and real life 
leaders like Adolph Hitler found their way onto comic covers in an attempt to 
help the cause. But images of the U.S. President were rarely shown; when they 
were, the commander in chief was often depicted as a shadowy figure whose 
face was not to be seen. This portrayal was arrived at because it was thought that 
the office of the Presidency could be sullied by representing its current occupant 
in a comic book. The comic strip Joe Palooka, however, did feature an 
appearance by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1938 (Waters 48-49). After the war and 
into the 1950s the tradition of depicting the President as a nondescript figure 
continued. The notion of the U.S. President was rarely portrayed in comic 
adventures, and when it was, the office served as shorthand for the importance 
of the American political system and one’s patriotism towards it. In the wake of 
Cold War political changes, many comic books attempted to avoid overt 
political messages. Pressure by parental groups, state legislatures, and Dr. 
Fredric Wertham’s often-mentioned book Seduction of the Innocent shoehorned 
comic book publishers into presenting an extremely positive view of all symbols 
of authority, which included elected officials like the President. When the 
Comics Code Authority was adopted in 1954 it essentially drove out most of the 
political content from comic books. The combination of tradition, fear and a
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cautious code of conduct severely limited the depiction of the President of the 
United States within the pages of most comic books. Because of this, when the 
President appeared in 1950s comics he was almost always the white-bread 
symbol of a conservative, yet confident, nation.

The Kennedy Years
Comic books in the early 1960s continued to portray the President as 

the political and moral symbol of the nation but soon began to show a 
representation of the current office holder. The first President to be seen ‘on 
screen’ in a major U.S. comic book was John F. Kennedy when he made an 
appearance in Superman's Pal Jimmy Olsen #56 in October 1961 (“John F. 
Kennedy”). Some believe that this change of philosophy regarding portrayal of 
the ‘real’ U.S. President can be attributed to Superman editor Mort Weisinger’s 
admiration of Kennedy, while others claim that the President was used because 
he appealed to the youthful readers of comic books; no matter the cause, 
Kennedy’s depiction created a sea change in the treatment of the President in 
comic books (Hembeck). Previously, Presidents were shadowy, almost mythic, 
symbols that occupied a position so far above the lowly comic medium that they 
could not even be seen within it. Suddenly, JFK and the Presidents who 
followed became part of the comic books universe and were often focal points 
of the stories (Fleisher 117). John F. Kennedy congratulates Supergirl when she 
makes her first public appearance in Action Comics #285 (Feb 1962); he helps 
the Fantastic Four prevent Dr. Doom from becoming part of the Presidential 
cabinet in Fantastic Four #17 (Aug 1963); and in Journey Into Mysteiy #96 
(Sept. 1963), the President assists Thor in preventing Merlin from taking over 
Washington, DC. Even more exceptionally, in Action Comics #309, published a 
week before his death. President Kennedy masquerades as Clark Kent in order 
to protect Supennan’s secret identity. When finding out that it was Kennedy 
who impersonated him Superman states, “1 knew 1 could trust my secret identity 
with you! After all, if 1 can’t trust the President of the United States, who can 
I trust? (14, bold in the original). In Superman #170, written before, but 
published after, Kennedy’s death, the President gives Superman the mission of 
helping the young people of America stay in shape. Superman accepts the 
assignment, of course, because the President asked him to. Although the 
characteristics of the President as strong, honest, and moral continued in comic 
books during the 1960s, the commander in chief became more friendly and 
personable. While the 1940s and 1950s Presidents were grey, unseen leaders, the 
1960s saw a colorful President that was a friend to Superman and worked with 
the Fantastic Four. Not only did comic books encourage their readers to trust, 
honor, and obey the President, they also wanted them to like him.

Prez Goes to Washington
Following John F. Kennedy’s death, comic books continued to depict 

the sitting President in cameo appearances that showed strength and patriotism
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but rarely as major storytelling devices like JFK. Lyndon Johnson appeared in a 
few comics, including the oddly titled Great Society Comic Book:, features 
Super LBJ and his Super-friends (1966), and Richard Nixon made numerous one 
or two panel appearances in which he inevitability orders a superhero to perform 
an important mission. For all intents and purposes, the role of the President in 
comic books had receded to the pre-Kennedy notion of great leader, the one 
major difference being that the depicted President was now the same as the one 
in real life.

The next major transformation in the portrayal of presidents in comic 
books was a 1972 series entitled Prez that was cancelled after only four issues. 
The short-lived series followed the adventures of Prez Rickard, the first teenage 
President of the United States. According to the comic book, after eighteen- 
year-olds began to vote. Constitutional age requirements were soon lifted, and 
the young Prez is designated Pres. In order to be elected President, Prez has to 
battle a crooked political boss named Boss Smiley and his political advertising 
genius. Misery Marko, who claims to have helped elect four of Smiley’s 
presidential candidates (Simon 12). Once in office, Prez attempts to fix many of 
the nation’s problems while battling environmental disasters (issue # 1), 
terrorists (issue # 2), and vampire ambassadors from Transylvania (issue # 4). 
Prez’s main policy initiative appears to be traveling the world and encouraging 
peace between nations.

The Prez comics seem to be a youth-movement retelling of the Horatio 
Alger theme that anyone can be President. In the past, the young man who heard 
the tale was encouraged to work hard, learn more, and one day he could be 
President; in 1972 the youth is told that he should stay pure and strive to make 
those around him understand how things should be, because while the office of 
the President is noble, the men who hold it are not. Prez was one of the first 
comic book attempts to differentiate between the President in theory and in 
person. This view certainly owes part of its existence to the growing youth and 
peace movements, the increasing unrest surrounding the war in Vietnam, and 
Richard Nixon’s inability to connect to the primary readers of comic books: 
young males. It also marked a point where comic books began to become more 
politically savvy. Certainly Prez is juvenile and far-fetched but it also poses 
political questions and theories to its readers that were relatively new to comic 
books (at least since the advent of the Comics Code).

The Prez comics are interesting not only because they portrays social 
changes occurring in the early 1970s, but also because their characters and 
themes have been twice revisited and mingled with contemporary adventures. In 
1993, Prez Rickard appeared in Neil Caiman’s Sandman, a comic book about 
Morpheus, the Lord of Dreams. Caiman retells Prez’s tale but paints the young 
President as a Messianic figure who helps the poor, creates peace, and changes 
America for the better. In this story Prez dies and finds out that Boss Smiley, the 
cormpt political boss, is the lord of his world, and Prez must serve him
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politically throughout eternity. Before Smiley can take Prez to his new life, 
Morpheus claims dominion because Prez has become a creature of story and 
legend, which is the territory of dreams. Prez is allowed to wander the Americas 
of alternative universes and bring peace, understanding, and leadership to each 
of them (Gaiman 21).

Notice the expansion of the office of the President into a quasi-religious 
form. Here it is understood that the current Presidents are not worthy of the 
office and are merely extensions of Boss Smiley, the Devil-like ruler of the 
world. In this comic book interpretation, the office of President has gained 
stature while the men who hold it have lost credibility. No longer is the 
President noble, respected, or even likable; instead, he is a pretender to the 
throne that the nation must endure while waiting for a Christ-like savior to 
appear. Two brief scenes within the story best illustrate this. The first is at the 
beginning of the tale when a traveler offers his sympathies to an American who 
hales from a reality that elected Carter and Reagan instead of the Messianic Prez 
(Gaiman 2). Later in the issue Richard Nixon visits Prez and two discuss the role 
of the President. While Nixon revels in the power and perks of the office, Prez 
declares a desire to fix the nation and to help his fellow Americans (Gaiman 7- 
8). In the post-Watergate world many Americans no longer believed their 
Presidents to be decent and trustworthy but still they longed for such leaders. It 
was understood that Richard Nixon was the reality but Prez Rickard was the 
nation’s fantasy.

A similar view of the Presidency can be seen in Prez’s other revival in 
1995’s Vertigo Visions: Prez. In this story, a young man, PJ, who believes 
himself to be Prez’s son, is looking for the former President who was long- 
thought to be dead. PJ eventually meets Prez in a drug-induced vision in which 
Prez tells the young man that he must work to save America. The story entitled 
“Prez: Smells Like Teen President,” is more of a characterization of the grunge 
youth of the mid 1990s than the flower children of the early 1970s. Most of the 
characters in the story are apolitical and view the current President as 
unimportant but long for a real leader like Prez to reappear. Much like the early 
Christians, the denizens of this comic book America are awaiting the triumphant 
second coming of their savior and are unworried about the pretenders that 
attempt to claim his mantle as President. In this vision politics are unimportant 
because they can only confuse and obscure the true duty of any American, 
waiting and preparing for the next President/Savior. In this manner the 
Presidency has become greater than the office-holder, the political system, the 
legal structure, or any other corporal concern. Without its divine leader, the 
office, and its accoutrements, are uselessly empty and serve as no consequence 
to the true believer that awaits the triumphant return of the one true king 
{VertigoVisions).

It is important to note that alterations to the character of Prez between 
the 1970s and the 1990s can easily be seen as a reflection of political and social



‘‘I’m a Crook” 95

changes within the United States during this period. American political and 
military failures in Vietnam and the dishonesty of the Watergate affair created a 
cynical outlook towards government among many. This, coupled with the 
economic problems of the late seventies and early eighties, produced a downturn 
in American confidence and a distmst of government which noted by President 
Jimmy Carter in his famous “malaise speech” of 1979. Later scandals, such as 
the Iran-Contra Affair, helped to cement the idea of the inherent 
untrustworthiness of the government in the minds of a number of citizens. While 
the Prez comics of 1972 often portray the government as coirupt, the series 
would never employ a former President as a villain as Richard Nixon was 
portrayed in 1993’s Saudman. However, by the early 1990s, though the 
President, and the government he symbolized, was no longer tmstworthy or 
honorable to a large percentage of the populous. Because much of the blame for 
this lack of confidence in the President can be traced back to Richard Nixon’s 
Watergate scandal, it is only appropriate that he became a symbol of a bad 
President in Prez’s world and in ours.

The Darkness of the Eighties
Before the aforementioned Prez revivals of the 1990s, another rendition 

of the American leader helped define comic book Presidents in the 1980s. Frank 
Miller’s seminal 1986 mini series. Batman: The Dark Knight Returns—in which 
an aged Batman emerges from retirement to again fight crime—is widely 
credited as one of the most important comic book stories in the medium’s 
history. Miller’s psychologically intense film noiresque version of Batman 
created a gritty dystopic style that redefined comic books for a generation. In 
Miller’s alternative future, crime is rampant, moral ambiguity abounds, and 
superheroes such as Superman work for a powerful President who uses the 
media to help control the country’s citizens. Although never mentioned by 
name, the President is clearly a caricature of then President Ronald Reagan. One 
of the defining concepts of The Dark Knight Returns, and its portrayal of the 
President, is the moral relativism of American society and its government. 
Government officials in the story, including the new Police Commissioner and 
the President, merely aim for order and stability in society. Only Batman sees 
right and wrong in the world and values terms like “justice” and “honor” This is 
a departure from earlier comic book versions of the President, because in 
Miller’s world, there is no great leader or sacred office as both are only political 
tools in a multi-layered world that has moved away from the black and white of 
good and evil. While early comic book versions of the President were meant to 
be revered—President Kennedy was to be liked and respected, and Prez 
attempted to extol the virtues of the office if not the man—Miller’s version of 
the Presidential office-holder is no longer holy but rather merely a CEO whose 
Job allows him to control an entire society instead of one corporate entity. This 
almost certainly is an extension of the distrust created during the Watergate era 
and fostered during the period afterwards. Throughout the Dark Knight storyline
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the President is depicted as using the status of being an American symbol to 
blind the nation’s citizens to their country’s unpleasant realities. When he is 
portrayed, the President is either dressed in clothing that matches the stars and 
stripes of the American flag or his very presence is substituted by the flag itself 
As he wraps himself in the flag, the President dispenses folksy advice and 
assures the American people that everything is fine. Although Miller’s 
President, at first glance, appears to an out of touch politician who wishes to 
cling to bygone days, a deeper reading indicates that he is in fact using his 
unsophisticated persona to lull the American people into political complacency. 
When addressing the nation about an impeding war in the nation of Corto 
Maltese this Reaganesque character is shown to say:

American Tr—Excuse me. . . heroic American troops are now 
engaged in direct combat with Soviet forces.. . now there’s 
been a lot of loose talk these days about nuclear war.. . Well, 
let me tell you nobody’s running off half-cocked, no 
sir. . . . But we sure shooting aren’t running away, either.
We’ve got to secure our—Ahem—Stand up for the cause of 
freedom. . . . and those cute little Corto Maltese people, they 
want us there, just ask them. Meanwhile, don’t you 
fret. . . we’ve got God on our side. . .or the next best thing, 
anyway. . . Heh.. . (Miller 119).

The god that the President is referring to in this quotation is Supemian and it is 
made clear throughout the text that the Man of Steel has become a puppet of the 
U.S. government and the President in particular. In 1963 President Kennedy is 
Superman’s trustworthy ally but 1986’s Reagan-like President only wishes to 
use Superman for his political advantage. In Frank Miller’s America the 
President is still a powerful figure and the office itself garners respect and that 
leads to abuses. Much like unworthy Presidents in the various versions of Prez, 
the President in The Dark Knight does not deserve the office; Miller breaks new 
ground by showing the trouble a bad leader can create. A nuclear war and a 
society that has lost touch with reality are two of the consequences of a 
substandard President. Undeserving Presidents in past comic books caused few 
major problems, but Miller shows the cost of poor leadership in the new era.

President Superman
While Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight continued a perceivable pattern 

of a darkening view of the President that mirrored many American’s sentiments 
about Vietnam, Watergate, and the Cold War, some 1990’s stories provided a 
return to a more likable and tmstworthy President. Most notable is 1991’s 
Action Comics Annual #3 in which a possible future Superman becomes 
President of the United States. In the story after Superman becomes President, 
he single-handedly solves most of the nation’s and the world’s problems. Little 
fear is shown that Superman might be too powerful for the office and eventually



4 ’m a Crook’ 97

become a dictator; he is displayed as being one of the few worthy to lead the 
nation. This storyline certainly mirrors the aforementioned Prez theme of 
waiting for a President deserving of the office. Much like the sainted Prez, 
Superman is one of the few that are “holy” enough to deserve to sit in the oval 
office. All of the characteristics that Superman displays in this issue prove him 
to be morally, intellectually, and politically superior to his challengers and his 
actions show him to be a true savior of the nation (and the world). What is 
unique about this story is that it suggests that a superhuman would make a better 
President than a mere mortal. At face value this supposition seems rather 
elementary; Superman is a beloved, renowned hero who possesses super 
intelligence and extra-human physical skills which make him better than 
mankind. Why would he not be a better President than an average human? This 
may sound appealing logically but also it creates the appearance that humans 
can no longer govern themselves. When Superman becomes President he creates 
a precedent that super-humans make better leaders than those that are without 
superpowers. As President, Superman uses his powers to create a better world 
politically but sets a standard that those without extraordinary abilities cannot 
meet. This in turn could eventually produce a hierarchy in which humans are 
placed at the bottom. Later DC Comics explored this theme in Kingdom Come 
(1996s) in which heroes battle over how much influence they should have on 
society. None of these themes are made apparent in Action Comics Annual #3 
though, and the writer seems to be making an effort to return to stories in which 
moral questions remain unexplored and innocent stories reign. One could 
speculate that this change is a product of the recent end of the Cold War and a 
new sense of optimism which existed within the United States. Possibly DC saw 
its audience aging and wished to created stories that appealed to a more youthful 
readership. One cannot know for certain the reason for the change but this view 
of the President in 1991 was much more akin to the cheery comic book stories 
of the early 1960s than the darker ones of the 1970s or 1980s.

President Luthor
In the years following the first comic book stories the image of the 

American President changed greatly, but early 1990s stories like the President 
Supennan tale appeared to mark a return to cheery simplicity. However, the year 
2000 saw the creation of the aforementioned President Luthor storyline in which 
the creators of Superman comics allowed one of the greatest villains in comic 
books to become America’s leader. Luthor, a self-made businessman who saved 
Metropolis from ruin and rebuilt an earthquake-ravaged Gotham City, seems to 
be an impressive candidate for President because only a few know of his past 
evil deeds. One of the main themes of the President Luthor series is that the 
American people cannot know the true character of their leaders. Twenty-first 
century citizens only see televised sound bites and highly processed spin. To 
emphasize this point, DC Comics even created Lex Luthor campaign buttons 
and a thirty second campaign ad that made the faux candidate sound eerily
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electable (“Vote Lex 2000”). The idea that the American public had been duped 
into electing a villain as their President seems to suggest that the election 
process is political gamble in which the people could not know for certain 
whether or not they had won. Towards the end of the storyline, the writers 
appeared to reverse course in order to make their ideas more palatable. The 
members of the Justice League speak with Superman and discuss whether 
Luthor should be allowed to stay in office. The heroes all agree that they respect 
the American people’s wishes too much to forcibly remove the newly elected 
President. Although mistakes are made, it is possible that eventually things will 
change and the people will see Luthor for the evildoer that he is. Superman 
states, “I don’t want to drag Luthor out of the White House. For good or for bad, 
1 have to remember, 1 believe in the American system. . . ” {Superman: 
President Lex 173). In early issues of the series the writers looked to be breaking 
new ground in declaring the occasional faults of the American political system, 
but later they blunted their remarks by stating that one cannot trust the President 
or even the office but one can always tmst the American public.

The obvious question that surrounds the President Lex storyline is what 
statement does electing Superman’s great nemesis make about the office of the 
President? If comic books showed the office of the President during the 1930s to 
1950s as revered, portrayed the JFK administration as respected and liked, 
created Prez as a leader to be wished for, and displayed Dark Knight's Reagan 
as a head of state to be feared and shunned, then how did the public perceive a 
nation that could elect Lex Luthor as President? Perhaps the answer to these 
questions is that the idea of the President had changed from that of great moral 
leader to that of great businessman. In many ways, this is an extension of the 
post-Watergate idea that the government in general, and the President in 
particular, cannot be trusted. It might be said that cynical Americans, during the 
years following Watergate, might be looking for a business manager more than a 
visionary leader. Although this view of the American people wanting a 
Presidential CEO may seem inaccurate given the amount importance that voters 
seemingly place on a candidate’s “likeability” quotient; in fact, recent political 
campaigns display the desire of the American people to elect a business-like 
leader. In the 1980 presidential election, pro-business candidate Ronald Reagan 
was successfully elected President using the campaign slogan, “Are you better 
off now than you were four years ago?” Businessmen, like Ross Perot and Steve 
Forbes who pledged to run the nation more like a corporation, have proven to be 
popular candidates for many citizens. Even supposedly liberal candidates like 
Bill Clinton ran on business-centered campaigns as evidenced by his 1992 
slogan, “It’s the economy, stupid.” Although comic book readers know that Lex 
Luthor is a villain, to the voters of the DC Universe he is a successful 
businessman with a record of helping others and the ability to make America 
succeed. He does not need to be revered, befriended, or loved; he merely needs 
do a good job as the nation’s manager. Superman editor Eddie Berganza
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commented in a 2000 interview about President Luthor that, “he’s the best guy 
we could have for president, almost, because this guy is driven to succeed, and 
he’s going to put America on top. Lex doesn’t want to fail as president. This is 
such an ego trip with him. . . ” (Yarbrough). According to this understanding of 
American society, vision, decency, and morals mattered little in the 2000 
presidential election; what was important was success. In 1960 the President 
could not have been portrayed as a villain because readers would not have 
accepted it as possible, but in the year 2000 the office of the President was fully 
compatible with villainy because a President’s moral understanding of the world 
would not necessarily have impacted his job performance. In post- 
Watergate/post-Reagan America the President was no longer seen as the 
nation’s spiritual leader but rather as its CEO.

The image of the American President in comic books has changed 
much in the decades since the medium was founded. The President has been 
transformed from a shadowy symbolic leader, to likeable character, to teen idol, 
to morally ambiguous technocrat, to villain. As the world has changed, so has 
the comic book version of the President, and these changes often reflect the 
society in which we live. Although no one can predict the future, it is reasonable 
to assume that comic book depictions of the President of the United States will 
continue to closely follow public opinion about the office and its occupant. In 
this way the United States will not only get the President it deserves but also the 
one it chooses.

Michigan State University Jeffrey Johnson
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Poker is “Going to the Dogs”:
The Artistry of Cassius Marcellus Coolidge

1 would like to thank my colleague at UNLV, Dr. Christopher Stream, 
for his help in preparing this manuscript. The idea for this article came from a 
presentation he and I did at the 2005 Popular Culture Conference in Las Vegas, 
Nevada.

The game of poker is fast becoming the most popular form of 
gambling. The game is also the object of some of the world’s most popular 
works of painted art. Poker has a long history. For a long time poker was 
considered but a pastime, a social game played only by the senior generations. 
Not so anymore. Today all forms of poker are played more often than any other 
card game. As many as 60 million Americans play poker at least once a month. 
The game commands the attention of America’s youth, as teenagers and those in 
their twenties and thirties quest to be the next Matt Damon as portrayed in the 
film Rounders.

Once relegated to the side areas of casinos, now poker rooms are 
replacing slot machine areas, something that would have been considered totally 
unthinkable ten years ago. Caesars Palace, part of the Harrah’s Entertainment 
conglomerate, has invested S12 million in an expanded poker room. The new 
poker facility had 17 tables in operation the first night it was open; it was a mid 
week night. From 2003 until now, poker activity in Las Vegas has increased 300 
percent a year. At this pace (which obviously cannot continue), all casino 
activity will be poker games by 2017.

People are playing nationwide with lots and lots of live tournaments as 
well as hundreds of thousands of “live” (a.k.a. real-time) Internet games. Poker 
kits and paraphernalia are selling briskly in Wal-Mart and other stores, and 12 of 
the top book titles on Amazon are poker books. Poker growth is also worldwide. 
However, in Las Vegas the Horseshoe (now named “Binion’s” and today a 
Harrah’s property), the classic poker venue, has seen its World Series of Poker 
tournament increase dramatically. In 2003 the winner, Chris Moneymaker, was 
an internet player who won his S10,000 entry fee from a website satellite game. 
The 2004 games found 2,576 entries contributing fees that supported a S5 
million prize for the winner of the Texas hold’em game, Greg Raymer. In 2005 
there were 5,618 players as Joseph Hachen won the Texas hold’em event for a 
top prize of S7.5 million. In 2006 the number of players was capped at 8,000. 
The tournament games are prominently shown on the ESPN television network. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Series_of_poker).

The social history of gambling is reflected in many art forms: music, 
films, paintings. The themes presented portray the game as a democratic 
institution where players come from all walks of life and stand on equal footing. 
Art also depicts the cerebral nature of the game, reflecting the almost heroic

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Series_of_poker
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machismo of players—whether they be male or female—and they indicate that 
the game puts the player in the hands of a commanding force of fate.

One song, “Deal,” written and sung by Tom T. Hall, plays on the 
metaphor that poker is life. “Life is a gamble and the days are just so many 
decks. . . .  It’s a hard cut to take when you raise every hand but you lose. .. [but] 
it won’t do to cheat, cause you have to cash in when you die.” The premier song 
about poker is “The Gambler,” written by Don Schlitz and sung by Kenny 
Rogers. It shares the metaphor, and offers that skill is an important element of 
poker: “You gotta know when to hold them, [and] know when to fold 
them. . . [because] every hand’s a winner, every hand’s a loser. . . [still] the best 
that you can hope for is to die in your sleep.”

Kenny Rogers’ song was so popular that it generated a series of movies 
in which he played the starring role, including The Gambler, and sequels such as 
The Gambler Returns.

Other films have plots that take players to the “big game.” In Big Hand 
for a Little Lady, Henry Fonda and Joanne Woodward star in with a story line of 
an elaborate bluff. The Cincinnati Kid finds a young Steve McQueen in a 
confrontation with the game’s most respected player, mobster Edward G. 
Robinson. The “big game” is in New Orleans and McQueen gets a “bad beat” 
losing to Robinson at seven card stud.

The most intense poker film has been Rounders, starring Matt Damon 
as a law student and superb poker player. The game is Texas hold’em, and 
Damon travels about the New York area usually trying to win games in order to 
bail out Ed Norton, his degenerate childhood friend. In the finale he squares off 
against a Russian gangster. Damon goes “all in” and wins enough to pay off his 
friend’s debts and heads for the airport with ten thousand dollars in his pockets. 
He is on his way to Las Vegas to buy in to the World Series of Poker at the 
Horseshoe.

The world of painted art didn’t wait for the contemporary rush to the 
poker tables. It discovered the game and its many themes which offer inspiration 
for paintings of poker action. An excellent collection with narratives is found in 
Arthur Flowers and Anthony Curtis’ The Art of Gambling (2000). The following 
pieces are in that collection.

Democracy is the theme of Rufus Wright’s 1882 The Card Players, 
which displays a Chinese coolie worker “cleaning ouf’ three Caucasians in a 
western cabin, his four aces beating four kings. Charles Russell also shows two 
miners playing with a Chinese worker in The Poker Game from 1893. Violence 
in the West is captured by Frederick Remington’s 1897 Misdeal, as three 
cowboys are dead on the floor next to a poker table. A. C. Radwood’s A Call, 
from 1895, is a suggestion that violence is about to begin as two ace of hearts 
are on the table and one cowboy is drawing his pistol out of his holster. The 
flavor of the game portrayed brings to mind the murder of “Wild Bill” Hickok in
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Deadvvood, South Dakota, while he was holding aces and eights in a poker 
game.

The common democracy of the game is also shown in Thomas Hart 
Benton’s 1948 Poker Night, portraying players seeking an escape from the 
desperate lives they are living. Philip Evergood’s 1936 The Siding, portrays 
gandy dancers engrossed in poker on a rail side car. Several paintings look 
westward. Benton’s 1932 Arts of the West, features a game of draw poker, 
Abraham Rattner shows female players in his expressionist Game of Cards.

Colombian Fernando Botero’s The Card Players illustrates three of his 
prototypical rotund people sitting about a small table with cards in their hands 
and cards on the table. The hefty sized woman is contemplating a fast move as 
she is seated upon two cards, aces, we may suspect.

“Bluffing”—the passive skill of the player with a “poker face”—is 
shown by Robin Morris in the 1989 picture of that name. The emotion of play is 
illustrated in the four faces shown in Poker Game, a 1985 painting by Israel 
Rubenstein. One has busted, another smugly sits with a royal flush hand, another 
is squeezing his last chip, and the fourth is dreaming of the card he needs in the 
draw.

Of all the paintings of poker games none are as popular as Cassius 
Marcellus Coolidge’s nine pieces showing dogs playing poker. Well over a 
million prints of the paintings (plus six others with dogs playing very human 
roles) hang all around the world in pool halls, saloons, and gambling halls, as 
well as private homes. The paintings put the dogs in various postures showing 
impending victory, busting, and serious contemplation.

The Coolidge works drew inspiration from the style of the Dutch 
Masters who preceded him by a century; on the other hand, the images offer a 
surrealism that was not popular for another half century. His work is considered 
as influential in inspiring the work of Andy Warhol.

Coolidge's original “dogs” have sold for as much as $590,000 each, but 
you need not pay that much to enjoy the fruit of his labors, (http://money.cnn 
.com/2005/02/16/news/newsmakers/poker_dogs/index.htm?cnn=yes). You can 
buy a tie with the image of one of his paintings for only $19.95 at the Gambler’s 
General Store in Las Vegas. They also sell refrigerator magnets for $7.95 and 
posters for the same price. The Gambler’s Book Store offers “Dogs Playing 
Poker” calendars for $12.95. But check out your Web and eBay and you can 
find the following items for sale—each embellished with those poker-playing 
dogs:

http://money.cnn
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Prints Posters Metal signs
Wall Clocks Coffee Mugs Address Labels
Fridge Magnets Playing Cards Badges/Buttons

Fabric/Quilts Collector Plates
Salt and Pepper 
Shakers

Dog Collars Ashtrays Window curtains
Pillowcases Sheets Switch Plate Covers
Ties Video Games Calendars
Poker Chips Chip Deck Rack Throw Pillows
T-shirts Boxer Shorts Toilet Scat Covers

Not enough? You want something more personal than underwear or 
toilet seat covers? There is one company that invites you to send them a 
photograph of your dog: the image will be integrated into the crowd of dogs 
around the poker table and you will receive back a framed painting of your 
“Fido” for the wall above the dining room table.

C.M. Coolidge may be the most famous American artist that Americans 
have never heard of. Yet his paintings are more familiar to Americans today 
than the more celebrated works of Edward Hopper {Nighthawks), Grant Wood 
{American Gothic), or Andy Warhol {Campbell Soup Cans) (Ferrara, 2006). 
Even for those people who have never entered an art museum in their lives, 
Coolidge’s signature piece is immediately recognized simply because it has been 
reproduced so many times and on so many popular-culture items (Ferrara, 
2006).

Coolidge’s most famous painting, now over a century old, of seven 
smoking, drinking, card-playing dogs has been an essential piece of decor in 
basement recreation rooms for decades (Ferrara, 2006). However, it is rarely 
referred to by its real title, A Friend in Need. Today, it is simply known by the 
pop-culture title, “Dogs Playing Poker.” As famous as the picture has become, it 
is more likely to be found in a thrift store or at a garage sale, rather than in a 
museum of American art (Ferrara, 2006). And through the years there have been 
so many variations of the poker-playing dogs that it is difficult to imagine there 
was once an artist who created the original painting (Ferrara, 2006).

Cassius Marcellus Coolidge was bom in upstate New York in 1844. As 
a young man in the 1860s, “Cash” (as he was known), attempted many different 
careers and money-making ventures (Ferrara, 2006). He tried his hand at being a 
druggist, a painter of street signs and house numbers, an art teacher, and a 
cartoonist. He wrote a comic opera about a New Jersey mosquito epidemic, 
founded a bank, and started a small newspaper called the Antwerp News. He did 
all of this before 1872 (Ferrara, 2006).

In 1873, Coolidge took up residence in Rochester, New York; there he 
began the next phase of his life as a painter of vice-loving dogs that had a 
penchant for gambling (Ferrara, 2006). The first interest in Coolidge’s dog 
paintings were cigar companies who printed copies of them for giveaways. But 
then in 1903, the Brown & Bigelow “remembrance advertising” company from



Poker is ‘‘Going to the Dogs^ 105

St. Paul, Minnesota, hired him to create a series of dog paintings for a calendar 
(Ferrara, 2006). It was during this period of working for Brown & Bigelow that 
Coolidge produced 16 variations on the “Dogs Playing Poker” theme. Nine of 
the paintings were about card-playing, and the others portrayed dogs dancing, 
playing baseball, and testifying in court (Ferrara, 2006). Coolidge died in 1934 
at the age of 89. Fie had married late in life and had one daughter (“Artist 
Biography, from Michaels” in http://gaming.unlv.edu/gallery/a_friend_in 
_need.htm).

Over the years, Coolidge’s dog paintings were periodically revived as 
promotional items for liquor and tobacco companies. Yet by the early 1970s he 
and his dogs were still effectively unknown. In the April 1973 issue of Antiques 
magazine, an advertisement for an estate sale showed one of Coolidge’s 
paintings with the note “Reproduced ‘American Fleritage,’ February 1973.” 
From this simple reference in Antiques, the craze of displaying Coolidge’s dogs 
diffused to dog lovers, then to the general public and to cultural ironists, and the 
rest is pop culture history (Ferrara, 2006).

A view of some of the paintings is essential for completing our story of 
Cassius Marcellus Coolidge. His most famous painting is called A Friend in 
Need. Seven dogs surround the table. Two Great Danes, a collie, a shepherd, 
another dog of perhaps mixed breeds, and two bulldogs. Two dogs are smoking 
pipes, and the bulldogs are smoking cigars. All are quite serious, and have 
drinks in front of them. The bulldogs have amassed the most chips, and a look at 
their feet tells why. One is passing an ace card to the other who is already 
holding three aces. The theme of cheating is replete with the warning—also 
carried in the film Rounders—be wary of playing in a poker game against others 
who may be close friends of each other. Told in another way: “when you sit in a 
poker game for an hour wondering just who the ‘patsy’ at the table is, it is you.”

Professor David Schwartz with the Gaming Studies Research Center at 
the University of Nevada, Las Vegas offers another interesting observation on 
this painting. While the artist had died in 1934 and the painting was still quite 
unknown, it nonetheless became an inspiration for Dutch citizens during the 
second World War. Schwartz relates that he had been told that the dogs were 
assigned the identities of national leaders. The bulldog on the right—with the 
cigar pointed leftward—represented Winston Churchill. With his paw he was 
offering aid (an ace) to the American bulldog on his left—Franklin Roosevelt. 
Further to the left was the collie, Joseph Stalin of Russia, himself trying to 
attract aid from the bulldogs. With pointed ears and smoking a pipe was 
Germany’s Adolf Hitler under the clock anxiously waiting for a fate unknown. 
Schwartz adds that “this is obviously one of the most important pieces of 
American art to ever be produced.” (Http://gaming.unlv.edu/gallery/a_friend_in 
_need.htm.)

http://gaming.unlv.edu/gallery/a_friend_in
Http://gaming.unlv.edu/gallery/a_friend_in
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Friend in Need
In Bold Bluff four dogs seriously contemplate their hands as they stare 

upon a Great Dane who is holding a cigar in one paw and a hand with but a pair 
of twos in the other. This is the lowest possible hand with a pair or more. One of 
the competing dogs has already folded, throwing a pair of tens onto the table, 
another has folded with a pair of aces. The story is told by Don Schlitz and sung 
by Kenny Rogers—every hand’s a winner, and every hand’s a loser.

Being “bluffed” when one has a very good hand is part and parcel of 
the game of poker. At times it is the essence of “the bad beat.” The bad beat is 
the poker player’s story of having victory snatched away in a wave of bad luck. 
Unlike most gamblers who only relate stories of victory, conveniently forgetting 
moments when fortune looked the other way, the true poker player has a litany 
of tales about how the big one got away. Coolidge captures two more bad beat 
stories in his paintings His Station and Four Aces and Busted with Four Aces. In 
the first picture the angry dog looks upon the sympathetic faces of three other 
players who will continue on with the game, as he must fold or miss his chance 
to leave the train. A similar fate awaits the pug nosed bulldog whose three aces 
are topped by a pile of winning chips as three policemen enter the room to break 
up the game.
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Bold Bluff

Bad Beat I: His Station and Four Aces
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Bad Beat II: Busted with Four Aces 
And so in our final sentences we answer the question: why are 

Coolidge’s ‘‘dogs” so dog-gone popular today? Maybe it is because dogs playing 
poker (or baseball, or going to court) are just plain funny. Poker is considered by 
many gambling experts to be an analytical game of strategy. So the idea of dogs 
playing this type of brainy game is viewed as ridiculous or silly. Finally, the 
appeal of Coolidge’s work comes from nostalgia. For a generation of Americans 
growing up in the 1970s, “dogs playing poker” has become an icon of leisure. 
What family rec room would be complete without the image of dogs playing 
poker? Certainly not mine.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas William Thompson
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Once Upon a Time: A Personal Guide to 
Telling and Writing Your Own Story

Ross Talarico 
Story Line Press, 2004

Once Upon a Time offers writers, readers, teachers, and learners an 
extraordinary glimpse into the authentic lives and stories of real people. Ross 
Talarico presents a moving tribute to the storyteller in us all, hearkening back to 
a time before television when people told their stories to pass on knowledge, to 
remember, to connect with each other.

The only full time “Writer-in-Resident'’ in America to be sponsored by 
a city government, Talarico formed community groups to encourage the 
development of stories in the wasteland of consumerism and instant gratification 
through non-stories, i.e. commercials. As a result of these efforts, the reader is 
treated to a myriad of stories from these compelling origins. He begins and ends 
with his own stories about his father, his sons, and himself with a generous gift 
of stories from men, women, old, young—all races and creeds—all human and 
tellers of tales.

Throughout, Talarico develops a solution to our current image-based, 
non-story consumptive lifestyles. He promotes subversion through analysis. If 
we teach ourselves to look critically at the non-stories, we see their effects on 
our own internal storyteller. He recommends this process because by doing this 
we could show the corporate world that we want more than a slick presentation 
of a non-world—we want authentic stories that make connections to our 
emotions rather than our wallet.

His ideas coalesce in one of the most memorable sections of this 
writers’ guide—a comparison between a Coke ad and the story of an urban 
youth. In the Coke ad, a black teenage boy boards a bus, wearing headphones. 
As he walks down the aisle, people on the bus appear anxious or nervous until 
he begins to sing. The audience is reassured through this simple act and the 
accompanying music that this young man is apgelic and safe. The commercial 
subconsciously hits home with a young black man sitting at the back of the bus. 
Talarico interprets this moment, “[. . .] in the world of Coca Cola, in that 
corporate shelter where we can feel safe, there’s no need for anxiety because 
blacks, even young, energetic black teenagers, take their place obediently and 
harmlessly, where—in the back of the bus, of course, where they belong!” In 
contrast, Talarico offers the story of Germone Wright, an eighteen-year-old 
black youth. In Germone’s story, we see him come to terms with what many 
young urban youth deal with—the disappearance of their fathers:

As I looked up at the sky, I saw only half the moon, looking so 
dim. It looked like a light bulb about to blow. As I looked 
down, the ground seemed broken up too, cracks in the street.
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glass all over. As 1 looked up once more to look around, I 
could not see my father, and I thought, there he goes again, 
disappearing, never telling me where he’s going.

Keep a tissue nearby as some of these stories will definitely stir 
connections deep within you, which is Talarico’s point: stories, not the 
commercial, sitcom, one hour drama, but real people sharing insights into the 
heart, mind, and soul.

Melissa Llanes Brownlee, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Lucille Clifton: Her Life and Letters
Mary Jane Lupton 

Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006

Mary Jane Lupton’s Lucille Clifton: Her Life and Letters is the second 
book-length biographical treatment of this important poet’s life (the first came 
shortly before, in 2004: Wild Blessings: The Poetry of Lucille Clifton by Hilary 
Holladay). The importance of Lucille Clifton as a poet will surely generate a 
shelf of books in time. Mary Jane Lupton’s book is an indispensable companion 
to reading Clifton’s work because through thorough research, careful readings of 
the poems throughout Clifton’s long career, and extensive interviews, Lupton 
has crafted a straightforward and compelling aid to assisting readers who want 
to bring more dimension to their understanding of Clifton’s personal and 
political poetry. The study is deepened by Lupton’s ability to bring a 
multiplicity of disciplinary expertise to bear on understanding the complex life 
of her subject. In addition, Lupton is an expert interviewer able to glean a great 
deal of information from interviews with Clifton herself, members of her family, 
associates, and friends. This information is presented in a compelling narrative 
that shapes our understanding of Clifton’s work.

The influence of Lupton’s popular cultural studies background can be 
felt strongly in her willingness to give full and deserving attention to poems by 
Clifton that might fall outside of the traditional boundaries of literary 
scholarship, due to their being responses to current events or to material that has 
historically been liminalized. For instance, one of the most powerful works that 
she illuminates is Clifton’s poem in memory of James Byrd, Jr., who died in a 
contemporary lynching in 1998 in Jasper, Texas. Lupton puts Clifton’s poem, 
“jasper texas 1998,” which was awarded the Pushcart Prize, at the center of a 
discussion on the responsibility the poet takes in giving voice to voiceless 
victims, especially of racial injustice and violence. Lupton unflinchingly and 
honestly examines the poem, which memorializes Byrd as a proleptic talking 
head severed from his body and contextualizes it within the body of Clifton’s
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work. Readers who missed or gave short attention to this poem would lose an 
essential element of Clifton’s project, which Liipton explicates expertly. It is an 
extremely important emphasis that, if Lupton did not bring a popular culture 
background to the book, would most likely not have happened.

Lupton brings her expertise in Native American studies, most recently 
demonstrated in her book-length study of Blackfeet writer James Welch, to bear 
in an extensive discussion of Clifton’s poetry that commemorates Native 
American historical events, culture, and spirituality, such as “the killing of the 
trees,” the sequence A Dream of Foxes, and four poems about Crazy Horse. 
Lupton connects these poems to longstanding folkloric strains in the Lakotah 
tradition. Lupton highlights the intensely spiritual use that Clifton has made of 
Native American culture and tradition in a significant number of her most 
important poems.

Lupton also enriches the text with extensive knowledge about women’s 
studies, especially the cultural history of menstruation. Fertility, menstruation, 
and female sexuality are themes that Clifton explores extensively in her work, 
and Lupton interweaves her own vast knowledge of this subject with explication 
of key poems such as, “wishes for sons,” “poem to my uterus,” “to my last 
period,” and “blood.” Lupton is especially strong in this area, having had a life 
long research interest in the history and culture of menstruation. She brings a 
very clear voice to connect Clifton’s exploration of these themes to a broad 
history of women’s writing on the topic, including poets and writers such as 
Edna St. Vincent Millay, Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, and Erica Jong.

Lupton is a deft interviewer who formally met with a number of key 
people, including Clifton herself on several occasions. These sessions have 
brought material that enriches every part of the book, from early life, 
adolescence, marriage, child-rearing, the loss of Clifton’s beloved husband— 
Fred Clifton, who was an artist, educator, and political activist—several major 
health concerns, and various careers as a children’s writer, internationally 
acclaimed poet, and committed educator.

I recommend Lucille Clifton: Her Life and Letters to readers who want 
to experience the richness that a popular culture approach to a subject can bring, 
specialists in women’s studies, poetry, and African American studies, and to 
general readers interested in being inspired by the monumental life and 
accomplishment of Lucille Clifton.

Caroline Maun, Wayne State University
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From Russia with Love: A 50 
Anniversary Valentine Title

Ian Fleming 
1957

th

“The naked man who layed splayed out on his face beside the 
swimming pool might have been dead.”

With quintessential pulp menace, thus begins Ian Fleming’s fifth James 
Bond novel From Russia with Love. Written fifty years ago and published in 
1957 to warm reviews and torrid sales that continued for years after its debut, 
From Russia with Love looms largest among Fleming’s smash 007 oeuvre not 
only for its exceptional story-telling qualities but for the literary and cinematic 
bar it set—and so it remains to this day.

The plot of From Russia with Love is both simple and deliciously 
baroque, befitting the Soviet nemesis Fleming pits against 007: Embarrassed by 
a series of setbacks and under possibly lethal scrutiny by the nascent post-Stalin 
Central Committee, Soviet intelligence targets James Bond for death “with 
ignominy,” via a lurid sex, spy, and murder scandal with a beautiful descendant 
of the Romanovs as the lure and a super-secret Russian decoder as the bait.

Even though this may sound like small beer compared to, say, 
capturing the gold of Fort Knox, it is but one indication of From Russia with 
Lov6?’s one thousand fine qualities. The New Yorker, hardly an avatar of hot- 
blooded “entertainments,” proclaimed, “Mr. Fleming has never concocted a 
richer brew.” While every bit the trademark Bond novel (insert sex, sadism, and 
sensationalism here). From Russia with Love is also uniquely grounded in a real 
Cold War world uncommonly associated with both the literary and cinematic 
007.

When James Bond enters the novel (on page 99!), he is deep in an 
inter-organization tangle, serving on a board of inquiry set up following the 
mortifyingly real defections of British agents Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean 
to the Soviets. Bond’s feelings on the matter, at once rueful and combative, 
reveal Fleming’s own prescient thoughts on how the game of “red Indians” was 
already morphing out of its World War II and Cold War templates into 
something unpleasantly new to its players. The parallels to our post-9/11 playing 
field are striking.

But so too is the essence of the Soviet plot. Killing Bond, or any other 
enemy of the state, is a simple matter. According to Fouche (as quoted by the 
master planner—and literal chess master—behind the plot) “it is no good killing 
a man unless you also destroy his reputation.” Today, a British agent caught in a 
web of secretly-filmed sex with a beautifiil enemy agent and a subsequent 
jealous murder on the Orient Express might result in a place on the cable news
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crawl for a cycle or two, but in the mid 1950s, you might bring down a 
government over it. The 21st century demands more, aside from the inevitable 
YouTube posting.

Were you to employ, say, weapons-grade radioactive material in a 
state-sanctioned killing, you would rather spectacularly be following Fouche’s 
dictum: the collateral benefits of such a murder would far exceed the actual 
value of the murder itself. Half a century ago, Ian Fleming had his fingers on 
this pulse. Quoting Fouche, with typical “Fleming effect,” is one thing; 
identifying and dramatizing the keen Russian appreciation of Fouche is quite 
another. A lot of history has passed under the bridge in the last fifty years, yet 
what some would lightly regard as a plot point appears in fact to be an 
astonishing Realpolitik analysis by Fleming delivered with the spoonful of sugar 
otherwise known as a thriller.

Defying narrative convention, and at the thumping heart of the novel’s 
authentic sense of dread, the entire first third of From Russia with Love treats its 
readers to an unprecedented glimpse into the intelligence apparat of the Soviet 
Union and its “central horror,” SMERSH, the Soviet “organ of death.” No doubt 
drawing upon Ian Fleming’s real-life adventures as a journalist in Russia during 
the 1930s (expertly detailed in Andrew Lycett’s 1995 biography of hiim), 
Fleming devotes nearly one hundred pages to SMERSH’s sinister “konspiratsia” 
that targets 007 as well as the masterful rogue’s gallery behind the plot.

While the trove of fact-based details regarding Soviet intelligence in 
this extended overture might suggest it was written by an author such as Tom 
Clancy, the sheer literary quality of From Russia with Love surely suggests 
writing other than Clancy’s. Even though the previous four 007 novels remain 
widely praised for their colorful (if sadistic and/or lascivious) characters and 
exciting (if fantastic) narratives, here Fleming’s narrative skills reached new 
heights which he himself struggled to reach in later 007 adventures.

In their online synopsis of the novel, Universalexports.net calls From 
Russia with Love's cast of characters “the best feature of this tour de force. 
Every character is fully and artistically developed, none lacking in depth and 
dimension.” In the novel, as well as a body of work, chock full of such 
characters, few Ian Fleming creations are mô 'e terrifyingly memorable than 
From Russia with Love's Donovan “Red” Grant and Colonel Rosa Klebb.

Described by his own Soviet masters as an asexual narcissist and 
advanced manic depressive whose periods coincided with the full moon. Red 
Grant, the result of “a midnight union between a German professional weight- 
lifter and an Irish waitress on the damp grass behind a circus tent in Belfast,” is 
a one-man portal to Hell. No bone-chilling highlight is spared, from Grant’s 
Journey from his troubled Irish childhood to British Army defector to becoming 
Chief Executioner in SMERSH, right down to the animal fear a masseuse feels 
as she works on his fine yet malevolent naked body. There is enough vivid 
material in Grant’s back story alone to launch a miniseries. Yet he is nothing
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compared to his control, Rosa Klebb, Director of Otdyel II (Operations and 
Executions) of SMERSH.

Turning inside out the device of his own recurrent father figure, 
Fleming gives us a mother from beyond Hell. Throughout the 007 novels, a 
goodly number of super villains—and, crucially, M. himself—serve to “dress 
down” a naughty Bond (and his prurient admirers, we) from the inescapable 
psychic lairs of Dad’s room, the Principal’s office, etc. Rosa Klebb, on the other 
hand, is the nurturing mother, the warm bosom, the safe place wrought foulest 
foul as only the Soviet Union (and Fleming) could.

How does one, much less a Russian woman in the 1950s, become Head 
of Operations and Executions for the Soviet state organ of death? By being a 
murderous Medea to the nicotine-yellowed teeth, Fleming replies. Colonel Rosa 
Klebb employs a veritable Freudian buffet of maternal roles to conduct tortures 
in the SMERSH dungeons. And, as if that weren’t hair-raising enough, Klebb is 
also a physical horror. Although compared to the tricoteuses of the French 
Revolution, her uniform “looked like a badly packed sandbag,” and her figure 
within uproariously likened to a cello, the picture of Rosa Klebb is still 
incomplete.

Both Rosa Klebb and From Russia with Love are catapulted into 
immortality when, after “interviewing” the terrified young Romanov beauty 
chosen by SMERSH to trap 007 (and squirmingly headed to seducing her), 
Klebb appears in an orange crepe night-gown, satin knickers, pink feathered 
slippers, and enough make-up to suffocate the walking dead: “She looked like 
the oldest and ugliest whore in the world.”

It is this kind of flesh-and-blood prose, combined with the precision of 
crack story-telling abilities and real world knowledge, that has given Ian 
Fleming’s From Russia with Love the reputation it enjoys fifty years after its 
well-regarded initial appearance. But the true impact of the novel remains 
outside its sumptuously written pages.

In 1960, presidential aspirant John F. Kennedy named From Russia 
with Love one of his 10 favorite books (the only fiction title on the list). As a 
result, the steady U.S. sales enjoyed by Ian Fleming’s novels went through the 
roof, where they remained for years to come. This guaranteed James Bond 
would soon find his way onto the silver screen, something Fleming had been 
laboring for years to accomplish.

Over four decades and twenty three films later, the worldwide box 
office success of 2006’s Casino Royale is attributed by fans and critics alike to 
the filmmaker’s re-dedication toward Ian Fleming’s vision of James Bond. It is 
no coincidence that the template of this cinematic tack is the second and perhaps 
most respected 007 film: 1963’s From Russia with Love.

Adam Henry Carriere, Independent Scholar
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Chicago Press, 2003) and numerous essays on contemporary art and consumer 
culture (selectively featured on www.alisonpearlman.com). She lives in Los 
Angeles, and teaches modern and contemporary art and design history at the 
California State Polytechnic University in Pomona.

Dennis Russell is an associate professor in the Walter Cronkite School of 
Journalism and Mass Communication at Arizona State University, where he 
specializes in mass-mediated popular culture and film, and literary and music 
analysis. Russell has published articles in Popular Culture Review, Studies in 
Popular Culture, The Mid-Atlantic Almanack, Southwestern Mass 
Communication Journal, and The Mind's Eye: A Liberal Arts Journal.

William N. Thompson is a professor of public administration at the University 
of Nevada, Las Vegas. His research focuses upon the gaming industry and his 
most recent book is Gambling in America: An Encyclopedia of Histoiy Issues 
and Society (ABC-Clio, 2001). He has made several presentations to the Far 
West Popular Culture Conferences and his previous articles in Popular Culture 
Review include studies of the music of Tom T. Hall and Hank Snow.

http://www.alisonpearlman.com


122 Popular Culture Review

Arthur Saniotis is a Visiting Research Fellow in the Discipline of 
Anthropology, School of Social Sciences at the University of Adelaide. His 
research interests include bioethics, comparative religion, ecology, medical 
anthropology, and futures studies. His previous article in Popular Culture 
Review was about the culture of terrorism in Australia.

Scott Zeman is associate professor of history at New Mexico Tech. He is co 
editor of Atomic Culture: How We Learned to Stop Wonying and Love the 
Bomb, and is currently working on a book examining the ways popular 
magazines represented the atomic age.



Popular Culture Review, the refereed journal of the Far West Popular and 
American Culture Associations (sponsored by the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas) is published twice yearly. It is indexed in the MLA Bibliography and 
the Modem Humanities Research Association’s Annual Bibliography of 
English Language and Literature. Members of the FWPCA/FWACA receive 
each issue as part of membership. Single copies may be purchased for 
SI0.00 domestic and SI5.00 international. Yearly subscriptions for 
institutions and libraries are S25.00. Requests for back issues should be 
submitted to the editor.

Please note that the Journal is now all electronic and all requests for 
submission guidelines and/or submissions should be sent to Felicia 
Campbell (Department of English, University of Nevada, Las Vegas) at 
fcampbell@ccmail.nevada.edu. Documentation may take the form 
appropriate for the discipline of the writer; the current MLA style sheet is a 
useful model. The editorial staff will defer to the current Chicago Manual of 
Stymie to resolve stylistic differences.

The journal invites articles on all aspects of both popular and American 
culture. Correspondence about membership in FWPCA/FWACA, which 
includes a subscription to Popular Culture Review, should be sent to Felicia 
Campbell at felicia.campbell@unlv.edu.

Popular Culture Review grateflilly acknowledges the contributions 
made to this journal by the UNLV College of Liberal Arts and the UNLV 
Department of English.

Articles published do not necessarily represent the opinions of and are 
not the legal responsibility of Popular Culture Review.

ISSN 1060-8125

Popular Culture Review

mailto:fcampbell@ccmail.nevada.edu
mailto:felicia.campbell@unlv.edu


Studies ill Popular Culture, the journal of the Popular Culture Association in 
the South and the American Culture Association in the South, publishes 
articles on popular culture and American culture however mediated: through 
film, literature, radio, television, music, graphics, print, practices, conditions 
of life. Its contributors from the United States, Canada, France, Israel, and 
Australia include distinguished anthropologists, sociologists, cultural 
geographers, ethnomusicologists, historians, and scholars in mass 
communications, philosophy, literature, and religion.

Please direct editorial queries to the editor: Dennis Hall, University of 
Louisville, Department of English, Louisville, KY 40292. Telephone: (502) 
588-6896/0509. Fax: (502)588-5055. Bitnet: DRHALL01@ULKYVM. 
Internet: drhall01@ulkyvm.louisville.edu.

All manuscripts should be sent to the editor care of the University of 
Louisville, Department of English, Louisville, KY 40292. Please enclose 
two double-spaced copies and a self-addressed, stamped envelope. Black 
and white illustrations may accompany the text. Our preference is for essays 
that total, with notes and bibliography, no more than twenty pages. 
Documentation may take the form appropriate for the discipline of the 
writer; the current MLA style sheet is a useful model. Please indicate if the 
work is available on computer disk. The editor reserves the right to make 
stylistic changes on accepted manuscripts.

Studies in Popular Culture

mailto:drhall01@ulkyvm.louisville.edu




Popular Culture Review 
Volume 18, No. 1 

Winter 2007

Chef Appeal.................................................................................
A l ison Pe ar lman

Bidding "Farewell to Bikini": National Geographic and
United States' Atomic Testing in the Pacific............................
Scott C. Z em a n

The Textual Confessional: Memoirs of Societal Taboos and
Personal Dysfunctions...............................................................
Denn is Russe l l

The Woman Athlete Revealed: The Problem of Get-Ups and
Glitter for Female Olym pians....................................................
C aro l-A nn Fark as

Broken Bodies, Disruptured Landscapes: Landmines as
Bio-Power in Afghanistan and Cam bodia............................... .
A rthur San iot is

"Screening" the Sexuality of Jean-Michel Basquiat:
The Artist in Two Films...............................................................
Chr istopher F  Johns ton

China and the Fad for Japan in Onoto Watanna's
Chinese-Japanese Cook Book...................................................
E l len Dupree

"Tm a Crook": Representations of the U.S. President In
Popular Literature........................................................................
J e f fre y Joh nson

Poker is "Going to the Dogs":
The Artistry of Cassius Marcellus Coolldge.............................
W i l l iam Thom pson

Book Reviews:

Once Upon a Time: A Personal Guide to Telling and 
Writing Your Own Story by Ross Ta larico 
Reviewed by M e l issa Llanes B row n le e ......................

Lucille Clifton: Her Life and Letters by M ary Ja n e  Lup ton 
Reviewed by C aro l ine M a un ................................................

From Russia with Love:
A 50th Anniversary Valentine Title by/an F/em/V?gf
Reviewed by A d a m  H e nry C a rr iere .......................................................... 116

CONTRIBUTORS .......................................................................................119

Cover Photo: Carnie at Tuanjiehu Park, Beijing © Laurens Tan 2006 z


