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THE MAN WHO ATE HIMSELF

James Kirxkup

He had fallen into the nervous habit of biting his lips — whether
because of some strange embarrassment with himself, or because he
wished to satisfy some spectacular inner need he could not have said.
Anyhow, nobody asked him. Maybe, though everyone loved him to dis-
traction, he felt deprived of love. Maybe — who can tell, at this late
hour of the world? — maybe he loved himself so much he had to put
all of himself into his own sweet mouth. “Hotlips”, he would sigh all
over the mirror, gazing at that charming, ravenous hole in an innocent
face that was covered with eyebrows and eyelashes fluttering and
shrinking as if innumerable eyes were concealed just below the surface
of his looked-after skin. On his actual eyelids, as a matter of fact, he
had tight-packed little multicoloured feathers. But that’s another story
altogether, and must wait for another day.

Mind you, he wasn’t just some poor crazy mixed-up kid. He courted
convention and accepted institutions in order, one dateless day, to be
able to kick them in the arse when they least expected it. No, he was
not such a fool as he looked, and he certainly looked one. He was
simply the Great Fool, and if people thought him foolish, that was their
own blind loss. So he would muse to himself, often, of an evening, toy-
ing with his chopped-nut granary-loaf sandwich and his glass of phan-
tom milk.

Well, as I said, it all began with him biting his lips. His sharp little
ice-white teeth would seize upon some shred of winter-hardened or kiss-
blistered skin on his summery lips, and cautiously tear off a strip, like
snake-skin or a fish-scale or the dog-ear of a piece of parchment. In fact,
he pulled off so many shreds of faintly horny skin from his lips that he
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was able to make them up into lampshades tattooed with indelible pen-
cil marks, the vestiges of creative hesitations.

At first, he would tear his lips very gently to shreds, stripping off
layer after layer like wallpaper with precise and delicate teeth. Then
one day he began to use the end of a dry cigarette to collect this precious
dandruff from his lips, and he went too far.

But he felt his skin and his body were limitless, that they would go
on providing him with their ghostly fodder for ever and a day.

Well, the day came, and there was no dry skin left, not a morsel. But
he could not curb his inquisitive teeth, those voracious, perfect demons.
When they saw they were not being adequately nourished, they threw
themselves upon the quivering, naked, indecently wet lips, crimson with
bashfulness, and tore them up with many an appreciative little noise
like: “Snack-snack! Stockpot! Snicketty-snick! Snip-snap! Knick-knack!
Get that!” Soon there were no lips left, anywhere, in his charming vis-
age — only a double-row of bared teeth, bathed blushingly in blood and
bits of nerve-endings.

Now they had tasted blood, the teeth were insatiable. They longed
to eat up the tongue, but they wisely decided to bide their time, and
make friends with it, for they knew that something so articulate could
be extremely useful, at least for a while. Yes, they trained the tongue
to grow long and rough and prehensile as a monkey’s tail. Taught it to
reach out like a hand that is all wrist and draw down into the mouth all
the remaining head, all the remaining flesh on the head — such tasty
tidbits as the richly dimpled cheeks, the cleft chin, the forehead lined
like music paper, the crawling scalp, the thinker’s nape, the dancer’s
nose, the clown’s gobstopping eyes, and each crisp ear, red and dainty
as gammon rashers.

The teeth ate them all with relish, hair and everything, including a
heavy layer of pancake make-up, that tasted like damp whitewash. The
tongue sucked the warm brains like mucus down through the nasal pas-
sages. And as a final delicacy, the teeth snapped off, with barely sup-
pressed grunts of pure greed, the tongue at its tonsilled root —
swallowed it in one gulp, like an enormous scarlet oyster.

The rest, of course, was dead easy. The man, fascinated, let his im-
pulsive teeth roam along each arm, tearing the piano-practice muscles
and browsing the downy flesh away, tattoos and all, like blood-buttered
corn on sound, sun-ripened cobs, crunching up the hands’ bright, bony
fans and sucking at the blue wrist-veins as if they were merest straws.
The teeth, wild with ganglia, slowly sucked out, too, the long whiteish
worms of marrow from the salty bones, drank water from the knee caps,
ravened the leg bones with their luscious calves and outrageous thighs,
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let loose the sweating deltas of the feet that were webbed with dust and
dreams. It was “becoming a proper orgy”, as conventional people al-
ways say.

By now, everything had disappeared into the mouth’s vast maw
except the trunk. The belly was grumbling. So the teeth, with a growl,
went for each of the blood-bright nipples, badly mauling and savaging
those tasty young buds. Like another oyster, steaming hot, the palpitat-
ing heart was gulped appreciatively down. The lungs were devoured in
a frenzy, like giant tripes. Then came the teeth’s long love affair with
the stomach, with thirty-five long, thrilling feet of bowels and guts and
irridescent intestines! What gluttonous slobberings and foragings in the
vivid breadbasket of our hero’s inner man!

But now he was really his own inner man, and he kept eating him-
self up over and over again, a ceaseless rumination and regurgitation,
a perpetual chewing of his own bloody cud!

He cleaned out next, with deftly-picking teeth, the noble cage of
the ribs, and let the teeth travel like mowing-machines or barbers’
shears up the smooth and fruitful lawns of his back and loins. O! those
tussocky buttocks! They were gnashed away in a flash, with a final, re-
luctant fart like a petulant thunderclap.

Now he is nothing more than a great clot, sprinkled with splintered
bones, a clot in clot’s clothing, a blot on the bloody landscape of disas-
ter, leaving his trail of blood and lymph for the hounds to lick in the
unsurprised street of furtive pillars and posts and letterboxes, in which
he mails his blood, his. lymphatic letter of disgust.

And here, in Kensington Gore, affronting the nursemaids wheeling
perambulators slopping over with bloody babies, he essays the final,
cryptic violence, the last easy stage towards a definition of vulture. “Be
your own vampire!” he calls insidiously to the trollops of the Gore
reading newspapers screaming LADIES! HAVE A GOOD BUST! And
down on his non-existent knees and hands he performs a miracle of ac-
robatics, bringing his grovelling teeth down lower, lower . . . O, will he
make it, the thing so many tried in vain to make? . . . down towards his
tree of sex. Down! Nearer! Nearer! Near! He’s got it! And with a defiant
but triumphant SNAP! off comes the whole apparatus, a swift detumes-
cence.

They buried him at the crossroads, what was left of him. A clear
case of auto-da-fé. Suicide, they said, if ever there was one. A wise old
woman read the future from his mangled guts, but she kept it to her-
self. And there he will lie, only a little longer, that monument to the
doom of western man, who in his fear is about to bite his lips once too
often,
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Robin Skelton

UNDERGROWTH

I journey backwards.
Ahead is nothingness.
At forty-one

there’s little in the mind
but thoughts of origins,
a primal speck,

the clutching branches
of a falling tree.

I hack my way through undergrowth.
Some girls

prefer an older man:

their loves are tight,

their nmipples urgent;

out on Clover Point

the split moon spills

its monies in the sea

and through my slippery fingers.
I can’t hold

the minute any more;

each windscreen swipe

rubs out the possible:

I see her home,

become her father

gnashing in his grave.



What was is where you are.
Who could. take on

that cluttered fury?
Dreams and limitations
choke the tangling light.

I see my first

girl staring from

a stiff-necked photograph

with pigeons at her back.
Upon his column

rigid Nelson

wets his one blind eye
nostalgically.

Yellow dusk descends.

I choke upon a
twenty-year-old fog

and stagger farther.,

Here one is alone.

The ruined summer-house
remembers crimes

against the spiders;

wasps blaze in a jar
hung from the warped
suggestion of a twig,

and summer is all springtime.
Flickering here,

the images move fast;

the little deaths

reduplicate and blur;

the books become

a single story

playing out the gods’
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heroic roles and masteries,
conquering nettles

taller than my thigh.

I stumble, drop

upon the warm crisp grass;
within me, echoes

mesh and alter;

everything’s at odds

still in this garden world,
though, dreaming forwards,
energy becomes itself

and time

a countless multitude.
Crowds hurry past

on backward journeys,
faces dark, confused,

ridiculous, The tree’s
about to fall.

The undergrowth is filled
with scurrying cries.
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Lucia Ungaro de Fox

NECROPOLIS Y PERSPECTIVAS

Los niveles del desierto

y las arrugas de tu mente

cruzan interminablemente la extensién de Chan Chan.
En los adoratorios de barro

se desgarran cada vez mas,

los geométricos disefios del pato y

del pescado.

En tus suefios también se van desmoronando
simbolos bien-amados.

Te veo ahi, sentado

pesando la muerte y el fracaso

como el augur moderno de calamidades

y castigos.

Pero las plagas de hoy son mas sangrientas
y tu voluntad mas débil

para contraponer tu incierto ruego.
Hablamos més y mas, obsesionado el viento
corta lo mas sagrado

de tu concepto de vida y de trabajo.

Veo venir la mancha oblicua

de tu falta de amor

en la miserable curva de las olas.

Yo creo que como en toda “huaca” de olvidados cadaveres
tu disinfectada morgue

disecta tu estupefacta huella

casual, movible y extraviada

y ta te buscas en cada pobre diablo

que viene a ti sin nombre y sin silueta.
Patdlogo de gérmenes moderno

¢ Qué extrafio designio te ha enterrado vivo
en este silencio pre-colombino de perpetuados
ecos mortecinos?
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Lucia Ungaro de Fox

NECROPOLIS AND PERSPECTIVES

The wilderness levels

and the folds of your cerebrum

endlessly cross the extensions of Chan Chan.
More and more, in the mud shrines

the geometrical patterns of duck

and fish

splinter off in the rubble.

And so in your dreams the well-loved
symbols keep falling away.

I see you there, seated,

weighing failure and death

like a latter-day augur of ruins

and punishment.

But plagues are bloodier now,

and your wish, too feeble

to shore up your faltering prayers.

We talk on and on, while the wind

hacks at your dearest

convictions of living and working, like something possessed.
I watch the slant stain

of your lack-love approaching

in the miserable curve of the waves.

I think: here, as always where the dead in their tumuli
die out of memory, the disinfected morgue of yourself
cuts out a stupefied trail,

casual, wandering, lost;

and you search for yourself

in every poor devil

that comes to you nameless and shapeless.
Pathologist of modern contagion,

what odd fate has buried you alive

in this pre-Columbian silence of echoes,
wasted away, but surviving?
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Lucia Ungaro de Fox

EL MAL

Del negro Antonio y su poder maligno

que huye estrepitoso en las forestas

hablan persignandose los pobres campesinos.

Y entre gritos el Invisible corta rabiosamente

el pescuezo del ruisefior. Y se masculla

que un espejismo de muerte rodea al nauseabundo
hampén.

Qué soledad de fuego para el Desconfiado,

qué silencio de espera para el que suefia en Dios,

Yy entretanto, la retérica del guardia, del periodista,
del pobre agricultor se atan la cadena de las conjeturas
y tratan de interpretar el presagio

de la pesadilla honda, de cieno, del poder

del mal y su inefable huida por las riberas

del hondo riachuelo sin sol.
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Lucia Ungaro de Fox

EVIL

Talking of the negro Antonio’s

maleficent power let loose in the clattering

forest, the poor peasants cross themselves,

a hubbub goes up, and the Invisible sinks its knife

in the nightingale’s throat in a panic. Something is mumbled
about a death-glow that circles the killer like

nausea.

What trials by fire for all the lonely backsliders!

What a vigil for those who dream of their God in a silence
while the journalist’s rhetoric, the local police,

and the penniless farmer tighten a chain of conjecture

and try to unriddle the omens

at the heart of this nightmare, the bog’s muddy bottom, the power
of evil and its unthinkable flight at the edge

of a deepening trickle that shuts out the sun.

tr. BEN BELITT
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MICHEL BUTOR:
THE SCHEMA AND THE MYTH

ViviaN MERCIER

In a series of interviews with Georges Charbonnier broadcast in
France during January and February 1967, Michel Butor explained
his need for a logical schema to underpin each of his novels. The
French word schéma has primarily visual and spatial connotations and
means basically “diagram.” But in an aural and temporal art like
literature, the most natural diagrammatic arrangement is that of a
timetable. In Butor’s third and most popular novel, La Modification
(A Change of Heart), part of the schema is in fact a train timetable,
“Edition of October 2, 1955, winter service, valid until June 2, 1956,
inclusive. . . . ” Like every such schedule, it translates time into space
and space into time: “. . . this train [the one on which the protagonist
travels throughout the time span of the novel] will stop at Dijon and
leave again at 11:18, it will pass through Bourg at 1:20 P.M., leave
Aix-les-Bains at 4:41. . . .” Furthermore, every outward-bound trip
implies a return journey, so that every station on the Paris-Rome line
can suggest to Léon Delmont not only some past or future journey to
Rome but also the time of day at which he usually passes that station
when homeward bound for Paris.

In each of Butor’s three other novels we also find a schema—
usually in fact containing a timetable of some sort—wherein time and
place are intimately related. The characteristically punning title of his
second novel, L’Emploi du Temps (Passing Time is the title of the
American translation), means “timetable” as well as “daily routine”
and, most literally, “use of (one’s) time.”
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In every Butor novel, however, alongside this logical, mechanistic,
workaday type of schema, we can trace the presence of structural de-
vices of an entirely different kind: intuitive, artistic, nocturnal. Dreams,
myths, rituals, works of art (real or imaginary) are used separately or
in combination as analogues of the characters’ experience in what we
may call the objective or materialistic or daylight world. Passage de
Milan (Butor’s first novel, not yet translated into English) compresses
into its punning title the locale, the catastrophe, the fact that it describes
a modern rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood, and the most
important mythic figure underlying the work. 15 Passage de Milan is
an apartment building in Paris. The little street on which it stands is
presumably named after the Italian city, but the French word milan,
as we are reminded on page 8 of the novel, can mean “kite” in the
sense of a bird of prey (cerf-volant is the French for “kite” in the
sense of a child’s toy). The rite de passage is the coming-out party of
Angele, the only daughter of the Vertigues family, which both dis-
rupts and focuses the lives of the tenants during the night depicted in
the novel. One of the young male guests at the party has the rapacity
of a kite, but in causing Angéle’s death he does more harm than he
had actually intended; Angéle thus enacts the ultimate rite of passage
from life to death. Furthermore, as Butor explained to Georges Char-
bonnier (Entretiens avec Michel Butor, p. 51), the kite was identified
with Horus, one of the gods of ancient Egypt: two of the tenants at 15
Passage de Milan are Egyptologists, one of whom has a dream in which
he travels by boat into the supernatural world of the ancient Egyptians.
This novel also contains references to imaginary works of art: some
science-fiction stories that a group of writers discuss in one of the
apartments, revealing attitudes utterly alien to the ancient Egyptians,
and some sketches done under the influence of ancient Egyptian paint-
ing by an avant-garde artist who also lives in the building.

The schema of Passage de Milan includes elements of both space
and time implicit in the life of the apartment building: eight levels
(seven stories and the basement), three channels of communication
between them (elevator and front and service staircases), and the
timed movements of all the tenants and their visitors from floor to
floor and in and out of the building. Each of the twelve chapters into
which the book is divided corresponds to an hour between seven in the
evening and seven in the morning, the time that rings out from the
clock tower of the neighboring convent in the last sentence of the novel.

L’Emploi du Temps has received a great deal of attention from
English-language critics, probably because it is set in the imaginary
English city of Bleston. As any reader is almost forced to see, it con-
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