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Prologue

As a graphic, linear figure, a labyrinth is best defined first in terms of form.  Its round or 
rectangular shape makes sense only when viewed from above, like the ground plan of a 
building.  Seen as such, the lines appear as delineating walls and the space between them 
as a path, the legendary “thread of Ariadne.”  The walls themselves are unimportant.  Their 
sole function is to mark a path, to define choreographically, as it were, the fixed pattern of 
movement.  The path begins at a small opening in the perimeter and leads to, and ends at, 
the center.  Accordingly, the only dead end in a labyrinth is at its center.  Once there, the 
walker must turn around and retrace the same path to return to the outside.
-- Hermann Kern (23)

This is an essay that accompanies an art exhibition of the same name.  The title, A Game of 
Troy, refers to a game or ceremony practiced in ancient Crete, during which two groups of 
mounted participants traced the interlocking lines of a classical seven-tiered labyrinth on 
the earth.  Thus, the riders’ tracks became the ‘walls’ of the labyrinth; to walk the labyrinth, 
one would follow the space between their tracks, rather than retracing their original steps.  
In other words, their choreographed movements describe a place of potential for a future 
choreography, a third path.  

The simultaneously commemorative and prescriptive form of this ritual – along with the 
labyrinth’s symbolism as a space of self-confrontation or spiritual quest – serve as a central 
inspiration to both my exhibition and the writings I have included here.  Each piece func-
tions as the remnant or accessory of a past performance, but also as a suggestion for pos-
sible inquiry on the part of the viewer.  

Ultimately, this collection of writings is an extension of my creative practice, rather than 
a description of it or a justification for it.  These essays serve as a companion to the exhi-
bition: a set of related stories, theories, and memories.  Thus, the writings and artworks 
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function independently, but when considered together, they provide context for one another 
by using different modes to explore related themes.  Like the artworks, which require the 
viewer to peer through openings, climb onto platforms, or don headphones, these writings 
operate at ground level – not as an overview.  They are steeped in subjectivity, uncertain 
memory, fabricated history, absurd narrative; they demand an active encounter and they are 
more concerned with questioning than with answering.

For those of us with the privilege of access to omnipresent aerial views, such horizontality 
may seem like a frustrating anachronism.  “Why make us find our way using landmarks?  
Look up the directions and tell us which way to walk on the grid.”  I’m accustomed to 
thinking this way at times – if I am lost, my phone will show me a map with my exact 
location marked by a pulsing blue sphere.  It’s an efficient way to reach a destination, but it 
doesn’t help me learn much about my immediate surroundings.  

Just as the horseback riders of the ancient Game of Troy followed a prescribed path without 
ever seeing the form of their spiraling trajectory, I’m proposing to trace certain convolutions 
without the aid of Cartesian coordinates.  It’s not that I’m trying to pull the wool over your 
eyes.  I’m just trying to remind us both of what it’s like to know more about the texture of 
our dusty footprints than about where they might lead to.

Royal Treasures

I’ll begin by retelling a story.  It’s a story I’ve read countless times.  Though I haven’t seen 
it in twenty years, I remember it perfectly – not only the story but the look of the illustra-
tions, the smell of the silver-edged pages.  I suppose that before I tell the story, I should 
explain where it comes from.

As a child, I visited my grandparents once a week, and my favorite book in their library was 
a volume of the Childcraft Encyclopedia entitled Great Myths and Legends.  Most of the 
volumes were labeled alphabetically with a gold letter.  But a few of the books stood alone 
as topical collections such as Make and Do or Story of the Sea.  Great Myths and Legends 
was one of these.  It had no gold letter on its spine, and instead of a bland photograph, its 
cover showed a richly colored oil painting of the Finnish hero Väinämöinen battling the sea 
monster Iku-Turso.  Of course, this book was my favorite.  Perhaps I was just fascinated 
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with the flashy imagery of swords and magic, but certain stories seemed to be charged with 
coded importance, clues that were worth remembering.  

My grandparents were pleased with my encyclopedia obsession, but they steered me away 
from the frivolity of fairytales.  My grandfather, trained as an engineer, was a firm propo-
nent of How Things Work.  My grandmother gently suggested the letter W because it con-
tained both a world map and a generous article on the state of Wisconsin where we lived.  
Dutifully, I sampled this sensible information.  But again and again, I returned to my stories 
of Prince Rama or Tam Lin.  I knew that these stories were not true accounts of past, pres-
ent, or future.  They would not help me to fix a water main or understand relative population 
density.  Perhaps it was that very resistance to functionality that attracted me to these tales.  
I was never a practical child.

After my grandparents died, their house remained untouched for months, like a museum of 
their belongings.  The grand piano, the Chinese porcelains, the rugs from Iran.  The wide 
wooden chair with the face of Bacchus carved into its back.  My grandmother’s paintings 
and the partially built harpsichord my grandfather would never finish.  Boxes of intimate 
letters and photographs, neatly organized and labeled.  Shelves and shelves of books.  Two 
active and curious people had travelled and collected for a lifetime, remembering stories, 
faces, names, and places – embedding these memories in objects, so that the sight of a 
carved horse or a paisley scarf would ignite a lengthy tale.  Now, without these living mem-
ories, a lifetime of treasures had become an inert collection of things.  Very heavy things.

Eventually, legal documents were reconciled, aunts and uncles conferred, and the unthink-
able began to happen.  Furniture, art, books, clothing, dishes – all began to disperse from 
my grandparents’ house.  I think I had imagined that this house and its contents were a 
cohesive living organism – a gradually evolving architectural extension of my grandparents’ 
bodies and minds.  It turned out that these familiar objects could neither speak nor fend for 
themselves.  

I visited the house a few months after my grandmother’s funeral.  Everything was in its 
place, silent.  After that, I didn’t return again until the dispersion had begun.  Grown up 
now, I lived a few hundred miles away.  On a brief visit, I walked through the house with 
my mother.  The walls seemed pale and brittle.  Furniture was askew, and there were piles 
of odds and ends on the floor.  Mom had a sheaf of papers, listing each object according to 
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category.  We walked in circles around the heaps, and she encouraged me to claim whatever 
I liked.  There was no money to inherit, she reminded me, so I ought to take something from 
the house, something special to me.  

Without a job or a stable place to live, the idea of taking possession of one of these hard-
earned treasures seemed ridiculous.  I wandered into the kitchen.  There was still rice, tea, 
and crackers in the cupboard.

I ended up in the basement with the books.  I looked through every stack, searching for 
Great Myths and Legends, but it was nowhere to be found.  I asked my mother.  It wasn’t on 
her list, and there was no record of any other family member claiming it.  I took the copy of 
How Things Work.

A month or two later, I found a copy of Great Myths and Legends on eBay.  It was only four 
dollars and it looks just like I remember, although it smells different.  It has all the tales I 
remember, but my favorite one, Royal Treasures, is missing.  It doesn’t matter – I remember 
how it goes.

Like this.
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Once there was a king whose tiny kingdom lay at the very center of a large island.  His 
kingdom was surrounded by eleven other small kingdoms, each of which shared borders 
with eleven neighboring kingdoms.  A vast desert ringed the coastline of the island, so each 
of the kingdoms at its core had the misfortune to be landlocked.  Indeed, the inhabitants 
of the island had no awareness of the sea’s existence, nor did they imagine unknown lands 
beyond the desert.  It was said that to gaze at the desert’s great dunes and scalloped horizon 
was to gaze at the grainy constellations of the night sky -- endless, unknowable.  Perhaps 
the formations of the stars or the dunes could give the trained observer some clue as to his 
whereabouts.  By looking at places one can never go, one is surer of where one is.  But who 
needs more evidence than one’s own footprints in the earth?

The king rarely thought about footprints or sand dunes, though he did look at the stars 
sometimes.  This could be said of any of the island’s kings, and for the purposes of this story, 
it makes no difference which king I am talking about.  The kings bore an uncanny similar-
ity in temperament and appearance.  The hundred kingdoms of the island were also indis-
tinguishable from each other in topography, climate, language, or culture.  However, they 
each maintained a strong sense of national identity and loyalty to their respective monarchs.   
This spirit of allegiance was reinforced by colorful badges and constant territorial dispute.  
In their densely populated oasis, resources were scarce.  Boundaries were maintained by 
high walls, but wars broke out constantly.

The wars were brief, alliances were convoluted, and the kings had difficulty remembering 
who their current enemies were and why.  They enlisted economists to make strategic cost/
benefit analyses about which kingdoms were the most appropriate targets, given the current 
distribution of resources, which was quite difficult to keep track of, because everything of 
value was rushed back and forth between the store-rooms and warehouses of the defeated 
and the victorious on any given day.  As one can imagine, the shipping companies profited 
greatly from this state of affairs, but eventually it resulted in widespread shortages.  It be-
came impossible for peasants to find seeds to grow, for smiths to find iron to pound, or even 
for the kings to find jewels to fondle.  All material goods were in a perpetual state of transit, 
changing direction before ever being delivered.  Everyone was hungry and bored, except the 
shipping magnates, who were merely bored since they had ceased to move their carts back 
and forth once they realized they would never make it to their destinations in time. 
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The kings, distressed by the unfamiliar sensation of hunger, and oblivious to the familiar 
sensation of boredom, ordered the economists to “fix this mess.”  In fact, the kings all spoke 
these identical words at the identical moment, but this odd bit of trivia was never discov-
ered, since when the economists convened for a summit meeting, each one in his own row-
boat on the island’s only lake, there was no commiseration about the woes of working for 
a hereditarily appointed boss.  They spoke only of mathematical figures, interspersed with 
curt warnings to avoid collision or the interlocking of oars.  

The economists convinced the kings to call a truce, retrieve all the gold from the carts on 
which the bloated shipping magnates lay sleeping, and send the other goods back to their 
lands of origin.  The economists cast the gold into small discs and named it currency, for the 
way it would flow from kingdom to kingdom like a river of value, and for its connection to 
the very most up-to-date statistical measure of which victor was the most victorious.  They 
were very proud of this name and its poetic qualities, but to their disappointment everyone 
else just called it “money” or “dough” or “cheddar.”

The wars resumed, year after year, and historians worked tirelessly to chronicle each skir-
mish, ambush, and siege.  In this way, each kingdom’s timeline of grudges and grievances 
was catalogued and preserved for the benefit of all.  The generals of the armies consulted 
these volumes in order to maintain a reasonable balance between resource-wars and re-
venge-wars, and they in turn informed the historians of the current wars’ categorizations so 
that the latest narratives could be recorded with accuracy.  

Being men who valued learning and education, the kings paid close attention to the work 
of these historians.  They realized that perhaps the details of history could also be used to 
determine the weaknesses of their neighbors’ armies, and they promoted the historians to an 
even higher status than the economists.  Each king was determined to find a strategy for vic-
tory in this way.  But research was inevitably hampered by the profound disorganization of 
the historians.  Consumed with the act of recording, the scholars were too busy to organize 
their past work, and their offices were cluttered with stacked volumes, loose pages, coffee 
mugs, and cat hair.

“Enough!” said the 100 kings in unison (though they were unable to hear the simultaneity 
of their cry because their palaces were an average of 26 miles apart and kingly exclama-
tions typically only are audible across a distance of 3500 feet on a clear day.) 
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“We must have order!”

Each king built a great library adjoining his palace, and appointed teams of librarians who 
would hold even more authority than the historians.  This was a relief to the historians, who 
could have answered the kings’ questions from memory without even consulting their notes.  
However, the more the historians learned, the more they wanted to be alone.  

Each librarian was charged with compiling the world’s knowledge into an impeccably or-
ganized archive.  Of course, they were only gathering the knowledge of their own respective 
kingdoms, but at this point they had no awareness that the other kingdoms possessed useful 
knowledge of any sort, as foreign citizens were characterized as barbaric imbeciles by the 
town criers and soldiers.  The economists had met the other economists, but they would only 
cite numerical data, and anthropology had yet to be invented.  Soon, however, the librarians 
realized that there was critical information they lacked.  For instance, when the clever king 
of Scoria tried to investigate the weather conditions on the day that Breccia finally defeated 
Gabbro,  he could find no reference to the event beyond a hearsay account.  There was no 
mention of the weather.  “But sire,” protested the head librarian, “naturally, none of your 
subjects were present so the event is of no concern to…”  Soon after, the librarians discreet-
ly became aware of one another.  It was better, they agreed, if the kings did not know of their 
collaboration.

The librarians convened for a summit meeting, each one on his own horse at the island’s 
only rodeo arena.  They rode around each other in wide circles, discussing the most effec-
tive strategies for the exchange of historical information.  Amidst the gentle clip-clop of 
hooves, inter-library loan was invented.  Then, as their paths converged at the center of the 
arena, they struck upon an even more exciting idea.  In addition to trading books about the 
past, they could share information about current events.  They named this remarkable in-
vention currency for the way that it would flow across borders like the thousand tributaries 
of an ever-changing river of knowledge.  Ultimately, they were disappointed when the name 
didn’t catch on.  Everyone else just called it “the news” or “the most recent.”  However, at 
that moment, they were tremendously proud of their invention and its poetic name.  They 
continued to ride in very small circles for some time, tugging their reins to prevent their 
flirtatious steeds from kissing one another.



8

The new currency changed everything.  Smiths in Heliodor were making trowels accord-
ing to the Kolbeckite design.  Cooks in Umber were preparing the same breakfast sandwich 
that everyone was crazy about in Larimar.  The kings spent more and more time reading the 
latest on the rodeo and the rowboat regattas, and less and less on the chores of governance.  
Eventually they only declared war occasionally on Mondays when the libraries were closed.

Meanwhile, the surge in printed matter led to a number of innovations in publishing and 
library management. To save paper, periodicals were printed in translucent ink, layer upon 
layer, hundreds of issues superimposed upon the same pages.  It was easy to read the most 
recent issue, and anyone with a layerzer could read the back issues.  Hardly anyone had 
time or interest though, so layerzers never got very popular.   

Meanwhile, inspired by the new torrents of knowledge, historians published their scholarly 
works with enthusiasm.  In order to house their prolific output of insightful documentation, 
analysis, and cultural criticism, extra basements and sub-basements were dug beneath the 
libraries.  Deep into the earth, mile upon mile of shelves housed millions of volumes, sol-
emnly bound in black, and catalogued by author, title, subject, and keyword simultaneously.  
Despite its impeccable organization, this was not the most popular wing of the library.  It 
was dark and it smelled like mole dung.  Besides, you needed a valid history badge or a 
student ID to get in.  Upstairs, the sun shone and there were paintings of cats and realistic 
statues of aloe plants interspersed between the beautifully terraced displays of written mate-
rial, all of which were very recent and therefore very exciting.  The kings got most of their 
information here, initially because they wanted the latest battle statistics, and eventually 
because they became addicted to rodeo gambling.

The kings weren’t the only ones with a fresh interest in the rodeo.  Popularity of the sport 
had skyrocketed now that you didn’t have to be present at the arena in order to follow the 
scores, place bets, and read descriptions of the champions’ haircuts or the smell of bronco 
droppings.  Most importantly, the entire rodeo association was under new management.  
The sport was now run by a team of former economists who had been laid off during the 
waves of historicism and librarianism.  They no longer called themselves economists, how-
ever.  In their new entertainment venture, they were known as the Rodeo Champs and they 
no longer spoke about boring things like statistics and quantities publicly.  After their poetic 
experiment with the naming of currency, they were determined to master this delicate art of 
language, and now they had become experts at naming.  In fact, their verbal performances 
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attracted nearly as much attention as the tight blue pants and death-defying acrobatics of 
the bull jumpers and the steer-wrapper-uppers. 

Every night when the rodeo was in session, the Rodeo Champs would make an appear-
ance during intermission.  They would rumble in on golden chariots, each drawn by a 
dozen white horses, and they would dazzle the audience with charming smiles, poems about 
puppy dogs in danger, and an exciting new name for some ordinary thing.  Whatever they 
re-named would enjoy overwhelming popularity for a few months, and the Rodeo Champs 
almost always happened to be in the business of selling the most popular things.  It wasn’t 
long before the Rodeo Champs had most of the gold discs on the island – even more gold 
than the kings.

Then one night, the Rodeo Champs unveiled their greatest re-naming-poem.  There was a 
deafening fanfare of snare drums, trombones, and flugelhorns.  Amidst a great cloud of dust, 
the hundred chariots careened in great interlocking circles around the perimeter of the are-
na.  Their bronze wheels carved deep ruts into the earth.  From the grandstand, one could 
see that these sinuous spiraling lines never overlapped, though they crossed each other oc-
casionally.  Finally, the chariots came to a halt in their grand formation at the center of the 
arena.  Hundreds of peasants lifted the chariots, stacking them into a grand pyramid that 
was to serve as both stage and lectern for the spokesman of the Rodeo Champs.  He cleared 
his throat charismatically and the cheers of the audience gradually subsided.  “Ladies and 
Gentlemen,” he began.  There was a hushed pause.  Thousands of eyes fixed on him expec-
tantly.  “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he repeated, “The world is yours!”  There was a moment 
of confused silence.  Surely, he intended to continue this statement with a proper re-naming. 

The spokesman nodded his head insistently and raised his hands in an exaggerated gesture 
of victory.  “The world,” he repeated, “is,” he swept his arms outward to the audience, 
“yours.”  There was an audible gasp of recognition from the assembled masses and the 
torrents of applause began. The celebration lasted through the night and spread like a flood 
across the entire island, undeterred by border checkpoints, mountain ranges, or boredom.  
No one could quite visualize what they might do with this new power, but everyone was 
bursting with excitement.

The kings stroked their beards thoughtfully in perfect synchronicity.  (This time, they each 
learned of the beardly coincidence by reading the news a short time later – between 13 
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minutes and 3 days depending on their respective interest in inter-kingly gossip.)  They were a 
bit confused, having been under the impression that the world was theirs.  And as fond as they 
were of the Rodeo Champs, who did they think they were to just give the world away willy-
nilly?

From then on, anything that belonged to the Rodeo Champs was known as yours, and anything 
that did not belong to the Rodeo Champs was known as obsolete.  The trash heaps and peas-
ant households filled with obsolete stuff, and the Rodeo Champs made everything that was 
yours readily available for long-term rental.  Most of the yours consisted of patented slang, 
hand gestures, and spiritual experiences, so physical delivery was no longer as problematic 
as it had been during the war-spoils era.  Still, the freight business enjoyed steady growth, as 
contracts, rental payments, and yours packages sped back and forth from kingdom to kingdom.  
The horses and carts were also yours, so the Rodeo Champs themselves were the main benefi-
ciaries of all the postage fees, while the shipping magnates managed to maintain their slimmer 
waistlines.

People who could afford some yours were so excited about the new opportunities for self 
expression and self realization that they didn’t mind unexpected expenses or contractual com-
mitments.  On the other hand, many people were unable to afford any yours, or they did not 
trust the Rodeo Champs.  These people had private gatherings where they engaged in embar-
rassingly superstitious practices such as looking into each others’ eyes or singing out loud.  
However, their words and actions were so obsolete as to be incomprehensible, and their living 
conditions were so squalid that no one important paid them much mind except to pity them.  

The kings were initially uncomfortable with the whole situation.  They began to lose sleep and 
shed beard hair.  They wondered and doubted.  Being a king was no longer as straightforward 
and satisfying as it had been.  They could still do whatever they wanted, but there were extra 
procedures and formalities, and they always had to consult with the Rodeo Champs.  They 
sought reassurance in the familiar solitude of jewel fondling.

The kings began to encounter one another while waiting in line during treasure-rental trans-
actions.  They pretended not to see each other at first.  It was difficult to make small talk about 
mortal-enemyhood, and embarrassing to be sharing the same treasure trove.  However, as time 
passed, coincidences broke the ice.  Two kings would cough at the same time or turn to look at 
the clock in unison.  Eventually, tentative conversations broke out.  
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Conversations led to jokes, jokes led to gossip, gossip led to secrets, and secrets led to kingly 
invitations to evenings of wine-drinking and chess-playing at various palaces.  For the first 
time, the kings experienced the pleasures of friendship.  They still declared the occasional war 
out of a sense of formality, but rarely placed any orders for actual battles.  Anyway, the Rodeo 
Champs were in charge of filling orders for battle services, and their troops were usually busy 
instigating other forms of armed conflict with names like enforcement or peace maintenance.  
These endeavors usually took place in obsolete regions that were of little interest to the kings.  
They read about these disturbances in the news, but understood that these matters of rodeo 
importance were nothing to hold an inter-kingdom grudge over.  

Ultimately, the kings realized that they were proud of their accomplishment.  After scheming 
against each other for so many years, they had finally managed to achieve victory.  Simultane-
ously.  It was not a victory they could have possibly envisioned in the early days of perpetual 
war, but it was a victory that guaranteed them all security and satisfaction.  No longer did 
they have to worry about the decisions of governance.  No longer were they restricted by their 
kingdoms’ walled borders.  No longer did they have to wage wars in order to procure horses, 
wheat, iron, jewels…

In return for their services as spokespeople and makers of royal decrees, the rodeo champs 
kept the kings well supplied with currency.  The kings spent it with gusto.  They travelled from 
palace to palace in fabulous carriages from which they could gaze at the landscape through 
windows made entirely from prisms.  They threw extravagant dinner parties for each other.  
They played countless games of chess on boards made of ivory and bone.  They formed betting 
pools for rodeo events and imaginary rodeo events.  They read the news.

In the news, they read many fantastical tales. The kings read numerous claims that the island’s 
soldiers were once again engaged in constant armed conflict.  They scoffed at these reports.  
No one had declared war in years.  All armies had been disbanded and the soldiers were now 
employed in the private peace maintenance forces of the Rodeo Champs.  

The kings read of widespread shortages that affected nearly every citizen of the land.  This ac-
count was obviously false – for the first time in recorded history, the private royal storerooms 
overflowed with goods of every sort.  Chests of rented jewels were carried in and out.  Food 
rotted in the palace kitchens, and was swiftly replaced.  
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What ingratitude, marveled the kings – the common people had been given the world, and 
still they complained that it was not enough.

The kings read that Rodeo Champ factions now held re-naming ceremonies in each of the 
100 territories of the island.  They were said to declare transformations of borders, taxes, 
tariffs, services, curfews, disputes, truces, penalties, and wages.  The implication was that 
these entertaining tricks of language somehow influenced kingdom policy.  The kings picked 
up their scepters, adjusted their crowns, and laughed.

On Solitude and Infinity

If you make eight flat surfaces, each two ells wide and 
three ells high, and arrange them in a circular fashion 
such that they form an octagon with a circumference of 
sixteen ells and a diameter of five ells, then a man stand-
ing inside it can see himself infinitely from all sides.   
--Leonardo da Vinci (Kern, 187)

I’m sitting on the carpet, staring at the wall in my room.  I am lost in thought.

I’m three or maybe four years old, too young to read but old enough to be aware that I may 
not be the center of the universe.  Old enough to know that there is a universe outside this 
wall, impossibly vast and described by knowledgeable adults with words like “forever.”  
This word is dark purple, nearly black; it describes a darkness that seems to end with a dis-
tant soft wall, but always leads to somewhere else.  I am young enough that thinking about 
this brings me back to feeling that I am at the center of all things.  

I let my eyes blur as I stare at the wall, until it seems to have depth to it.  The flecks of 
textured plaster are like constellations and solar systems, stretching on and on from floor 
to ceiling.  With my fingernail, I break off one tiny grain and reveal a pin-sized space of 
beige underneath.   After looking away for a second, I can no longer find the place where I 
destroyed a star, the site of my miniature black hole.  A shaft of sunlight comes in through 
the window and illuminates a cloud of golden dust motes, weightless in the heat of the sum-
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mer afternoon but swirling gently in the still air.  I can see each one, but there are too many 
to comprehend.  Thousands.  Again, I feel like a monstrous giant before a tiny universe.  
Is there a child somewhere who can tower over the real universe, the forever universe?  I 
experience vertigo for a second, overwhelmed by the infinite.  But there, between the dust 
and the white wall, I am completely aware of my own consciousness and my body’s frag-
ile presence within the boundaries of my small bedroom.  Trying to imagine infinity has 
brought me back to earth.

On Networks and Immortality

Virgil mentions two times at which the Game of Troy was performed: when honoring the 
dead and when founding a city.  Common to both is that, by means of magically repeated 
labyrinthine movements, protective walls are formed, separating an interior area from an 
exterior one.   
--Hermann Kern (80)

In science and engineering, a black box is a device, system or object which can be viewed 
solely in terms of its input, output and transfer characteristics without any knowledge of its 
internal workings, that is, its implementation is “opaque” (black).  
-- Wikipedia

Perhaps the defining characteristic of human intelligence is the ability to recognize its own 
limitations.  There are things that one simply cannot know.  What is the person next to me 
really thinking?  What did this pebble look like before my grandfather’s grandfather was 
born? How many mosquitoes are buzzing over the marsh at this moment? Does the sound 
of their drone change when one of their number drops dead from exhaustion?  I assume that 
the idea of a higher power or God was inspired by an unanswerable question such as this.  If 
I do not know everything, there must be someone who does – a consciousness like mine, but 
without my limitations.  Omniscience.  Knowledge without limit.  Infinity.

Of course, it’s likely that many of the unanswerable deity-inspiring questions related to oc-
currences of overwhelming natural force.  Why did that wind destroy my dwelling?  What is 
that light in the sky?  When will the rain come again?  If I do not have the power to influ-
ence these forces, there must be someone who does – a consciousness like mine, but with 
vast strength and power.  Omnipotence.  Power without limit.  Infinity.
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Maybe the most persistently troubling unknowable questions are those that concern death.  
What happens when a body ceases to breathe?  Does its spirit cease to exist?  What will it 
feel like to die?  Will my consciousness disappear and become nothing?  The concept of 
nothingness may be the most incomprehensible form of infinity.  It’s much easier to imagine 
the stasis of a perpetual afterlife or an ongoing cycle of rebirth than to consider an absolute 
end of awareness.  In either case, to wonder about death and one’s own fleeting encounter 
with the universe is to wonder about another form of infinity – eternal time.  

To contemplate infinity is to contemplate the universe beyond oneself – a world which, in 
its vastness and complexity, defies human understanding.  However, to communicate about 
infinity or represent it is to simplify it into something smaller.  In the examples I’ve men-
tioned, to describe infinity as a singular being or group of singular beings (God/s) is a reflex 
of the finite human imagination, a way to summarize everything-ness into something-ness.  
A quaint anthropomorphic metaphor.

So, how do we transcend our persistent awareness of the infinite – or at least confront it?  
One option, as I’ve mentioned, is to employ religious or poetic metaphors that name the 
unknowable but acknowledge its enduring mystery.  Nature, God, Love, Death, etc.  The act 
of naming makes the unimaginable manageable.  For the narrow-minded, this act of naming 
may be an act of denial, a reductive fantasy of a small and predictable universe.  It may be-
come a tool for the construction and enforcement of power; a discourse that makes the space 
of the unknowable into a strictly regulated territory.  However, one who is engaged with the 
chaotic materials of the world may recognize the name for what it is – a small and flexible 
signifier for the awareness that some things simply will not be understood. 

The other way to confront the infinite is through rational explanation.  We attempt to under-
stand the infinite whole by apprehending small parts and determining their function.  We 
collect empirical data and record it into an ever-expanding library.  This process inevitably 
uncovers new questions even as it answers old ones.  By striving onward toward the impos-
sible goal of containing the world’s knowledge, the very activity of research and archiving 
becomes a human-generated space of infinity.  

We are relentless in our desire to compile and contain the world as it is slipping away 
from us.  Thus building the archive stems from an impossible desire, because it is a 
desire to build an infinite space that is capable of containing anything and everything 
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within it (this is, of course, directly related to the desire that drove the first encyclope-
dia, which was a manifestation of the drive to both know the world as near-infinite and 
at the same time contain it within a set of volumes) (Adamson, 226.)

Because of (and in spite of) the project of answering all questions, even the disciplines of 
mathematics and science have a need to name the infinite.  Like its philosophical sibling, 
the mathematical concept of infinity describes phenomena beyond human comprehension; 
too vast to calculate, too dynamic to measure.  Paradoxically, the mathematical symbol for 
infinity is a closed pair of loops – a decisively finite form: ∞.  In an attempt to understand 
boundlessness, one draws boundaries.  In perspective drawing, the vanishing point or hori-
zon line resembles a fixed boundary, but we understand that it merely represents a transition 
between visible space and the invisible infinite beyond.  To represent time without begin-
ning or end, one imagines repetition; there would be no beginning or end if they were the 
same.  It is an irony – a joke – that we use closed systems to describe infinity.

One such paradoxical closed system is the digital network of the worldwide web.  As both a 
rapidly growing library of human knowledge and a space of dynamic communication (often 
both at once), the internet both exemplifies and describes infinity.  I’m not suggesting that it 
is actually an infinite space, of course – it is notably finite in the limited demographic of its 
users, the dubious lifespan of the equipment that stores its data, and especially the reductive 
binary system by which that data is encoded.  However, the web’s awesome vastness is like 
an ocean whose bottom cannot be seen – for most observers, its outer boundaries may as 
well not exist.  In this sense, the internet has become a popular symbol for both the potential 
of digital technology and the diverse scope of human accomplishment it can communicate.  

Unlike an ocean, the internet implicates the awestruck observer as a potential contributor to 
its vastness.  It is the most successful human attempt to create the impression of an infinite 
alternate universe, yet its origin myth is steeped in ideals of both direct democracy and 
enlightened rationality.  This is a universe that will always make sense because its constitu-
ent parts are finite human symbols instead of fiery suns.  Thus, the observer’s wonder at the 
web’s massive scope can mix with a self-reflexive pride at being a participant.  Because its 
content is solely generated by humans, however, this is an infinity which can be governed 
and capitalized much more thoroughly and efficiently than belief in God.
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“Do you really want to live forever… forever and ever?”  sings Mr. Hudson on Jay-Z’s 
2009 hit song, Young Forever.  Amidst the buzzing synthesizers of Kanye West’s epically 
banal production, the melody bears an eerie resemblance to Rod Stewart’s 1988 hit, Forever 
Young.  In the context of the lyrics, one might say that this is appropriation as reincarnation; 
a shrewd revival in sync with cyclical popular taste and a referential reminder of the Holly-
wood dream that associates fame with immortality.  As the track progresses, Jay-Z updates 
the great American fantasy.  “Just a picture perfect day that lasts a whole lifetime / and it 
never ends ‘cause all we have to do is hit rewind,” he raps.  He describes a state of eternal 
youth that he calls “living life like a video.”  It’s a seemingly clumsy analogy that proves to 
be quite insightful about everyday video practices in the contemporary United States.  

The idea that a work of art can outlast its creator and bring him/her a kind of immortality is 
nothing new.  Nor is the idea that a charismatic individual can live on in the popular imagi-
nation long after death.  If one’s image is captured in a way that transforms it into a signifier 
of some cultural ideal, that idealized image can have far wider impact than the frail body it 
depicts.  However, with the more widely accessible media production and distribution af-
forded by the internet, “anyone” can direct their daily pursuits toward living forever through 
a photo, a pithy paragraph, or a popular video.  Immortality is no longer the exclusive ob-
session of celebrities, politicians, and not-so-reclusive artistic geniuses.

In 2009, video was already a medium synonymous with the user-generated free-for-all of 
YouTube, and I’m inclined to think that when Jay-Z says “we,” he’s inviting his listeners 
into the fantasy of immortality – not just bragging about the lifestyle of his silver-screen-
starring peer group.  He’s celebrating the trendy lifestyle of self-documentation and its 
promise of a kind of immortality.  I find this lyric relevant, not because of the motion pic-
ture’s ability to preserve the sights and sounds of life – this technology has existed in one 
form or another for years.  Rather, it’s video’s transition to purely digital technology that 
gives it the apparent immunity to death.  No longer stored on linear media that visibly decay 
or degrade in quality, able to be reproduced infinitely and identically, video strives to be a 
clean, rational, and everlasting document of the user’s ephemeral experience.  Whether or 
not that’s actually the case, this is the fantasy that video purveys.

Much of the discussion surrounding digital technology focuses on its capacity to forge 
connections between people by facilitating communication.  Obviously, networked devices 
have enormous capacity as communication tools, but a byproduct of their current func-
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tionality is a deepening obsession with self-representation.  Avatars and profiles afford the 
opportunity to build stylized, idealized, or fully fictionalized representations of the self.  
These representation/simulations are more than just an outward projection of style like a 
haircut or a pair of shoes.  They function as self-promotional tools for seeking employment 
or romance; they publicize documentation of accomplishments and lifestyle choices.  And, 
despite its intended ephemerality, this self-documentation can linger in searchable databases 
indefinitely.  In theory, it can live forever.  

Indeed, when a Facebook profiles outlasts the life of its user, friends may continue to com-
municate with it, unaware that the user is deceased.  Or, family members may have diffi-
culty gaining access to the profile in order to update it or shut it down.  These conundrums 
and the blurry transition between user profile and user memorial are explored in Jenna 
Wortham’s 2010 New York Times piece, When Facebook Users Die, Ghosts Reach Out.

It is somehow not surprising that such capacity for immortality should exist in a medium 
which is beyond ephemeral.  Invisible and incomprehensible until it is output to a device, 
data is as intangible as consciousness itself.  And like the convoluted, non-linear thought 
processes of the human brain, information in the digital network sometimes refuses to stay 
put and conform to its intended prioritization.  This gives networks their potential for radi-
cal direct democracy, but it also gives users the extreme self-conscious awareness that their 
most personal information might someday propogate into a global meme or show up in a 
search engine next to a story from a major news outlet.

In students, friends, and strangers in public places, I’ve witnessed a dramatic increase in the 
amount of time that people spend alone with their devices, keeping up with the social pres-
sure to update and tweet the minutiae of their everyday lives or their latest professional ac-
complishments.  In his essay, The Unthinkable Community, Paul Chan reflects on the social 
and economic forces that motivate this activity.

The telecommunications and related technology industries have capitalized on the 
demand for communication by producing ever more robust and specialized platforms 
for making connections.  But this is not necessarily so we communicate and understand 
one another more, but rather so there is simply more speech-material to gather, trans-
mit, quantify, and capitalize.  In other words, communication is being industrialized.  
In the economic scheme of things, forms of expression are now a natural resource, to 
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be tapped and exploited for profit, like oil.  And a productive life is today inextricably 
linked to generating more and more speech for others to hear, see, and read.  To live 
fully in the present means to be in constant communication: the self as network 
(Chan, 2). 

The self as network – as personal public relations headquarters – expresses a longing for 
the productive life that Chan describes, a longing to catalog that productivity and add it to 
the permanent record.  At the same time, perhaps the obsession with self-documentation is 
driven by an urgent fear of being excluded from the archive.  Not to be represented within 
the space of infinite knowledge is to risk proving one of two unthinkable possibilities: that 
empirical knowledge is not in fact infinite, or that oneself does not exist.

This is the other form of infinity room, the inverse of the metaphorical infinity embodied 
by a solitary human subject.  In solitude, the mind projects outwards in order to reflect back 
on an infinite yet embodied center.  The networked self, seconds from mediated contact 
with infinite masses, projects inward in order to reflect out to the infinite abstraction of the 
network.  This network exists simultaneously inside and outside of any device which con-
nects to it.  In de-centralizing information, it de-centers consciousness and identity into an 
abstraction which holds a paradoxical promise: endless dispersion and permanent entomb-
ment within an opaque black box.
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Swimming

We’re all looking at a locked gate.  Wrought iron, ten or twelve feet tall, it secures the only 
entrance to the courtyard where we’re trying to go.  Stealth is standing with us.  “Hold on, 
I’ll get us in,” he says.  With a quick leap, he spiders his way from foothold to foothold and 
squeezes his body through the narrow space between the gate and the brick arch overhead.  
In a matter of seconds, he is calmly opening the gate from the other side.  Stealth is not a 
nickname.  His mother was prophetic – or  persuasive.  

Nine of us are strolling in to this brand new condominium complex, like casual guests.  It 
has been unbearably hot all day, and five of us have just driven 250 miles with no air condi-
tioning.  I am barefoot, and the concrete is cool in the shade of the corridor.  As we enter the 
courtyard, the hot wind has just pushed a curtain of dark clouds over the sun, but the rect-
angle of turquoise water at our feet glows and flickers with its own inner light.  I manage to 
look away from the pool and check out the rest of the courtyard.  Off to one side, a bunch of 
clean-cut kids in bright swimsuits are lounging at patio tables, drinking cans of light beer.  
They smile at us.  If they know we don’t live here, they don’t care.  Maybe they don’t live 
here either.  

Then the first drops of rain begin to fall, cold and heavy, arousing shrieks of surprise and 
groans of disappointment as the would-be sunbathers gather up their towels and aluminum 
cans.  We hesitate for a second and retreat back into the corridor as the drizzle turns to a 
downpour.  But we’ve come all this way and now we could have the whole pool to our-
selves…

Stealth is the first – he disappears into the water like an otter.  His dark silhouette twists to 
the opposite side of the pool.  Laura is next, and soon the two are splashing and shoving 
each other around like kids, making a frothing whirlpool in the midst of the raindrops.  I 
leave my T-shirt and shorts in a pile next to the wall, and jog across the deck in my under-
wear, shivering already under the thick torrents of rain.  I jump, feet-first, past the surface to 
the other side.  I am swallowed up in an instant.  Shivers and doubts dissolve – along with 
temperature, time, weight, distance, words.  It is always like this in the world underwater.  A 
gentle pressure reminds you of the boundary between your skin and the rest of everything.  
Beyond this sensation, nothing is important.  You’ve left the land-world behind.  Even in the 
chlorine stink of a condo pool, the water has its power.  
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I don’t know how long I’m in the water, somersaulting, kicking, watching the downpour 
churn the surface.  It is only a few minutes.  By the time I emerge, the rain is clearing.  

After a swim, there is always a feeling of being at home in the world again, delighted by 
how simple it is to breathe and move through air.  In this way, every swim connects you to 
every past swim.  

I’m climbing out of this strange pool in Denver with goosebumps on my skin.  

I’m a child again, my arms aching, almost too weak to clamber out of the community pool.  

I’m a teenager, striding out of Lake Michigan at midnight, elated by the frigid water and the 
hot July air, the pitch darkness and the faint silhouettes of my naked friends beside me.  

I have no idea where I am, but I belong here.

Tour, Tourism, and Not Collecting 

For why enter in on a circular path
On a pilgrimage leading straight back…?
--Elephant Micah 

We are on tour.  Five people with musical instruments, sleeping bags, extra socks.  A bat-
tered white van with a wooden loft behind the bench seat.  A couple of milk crates full of 
snacks and tea.  A show every night, always in a new town.  The hospitality of strangers 
or old friends.  A drive each morning, sometimes departing in the hushed hours after the 
show if there’s no place to stay.  Constant change can become a kind of routine, if there is a 
rhythm to it.  In the steady flow of unfamiliar streets, new faces, new music, memories blur 
together.  It’s okay though.  We’re not travelling to collect memories of every detail.  We’re 
here to play a show, and we’ll be back soon enough. 

On a midnight drive, I drift off to sleep and awaken suddenly, not sure if I’m on land or at 
sea.  The van sways gently on the freeway’s swelling curves.  Have I been dreaming or re-



22

membering the street I wandered yesterday before the show?  This very stretch of highway 
could be the same as last night’s.  Every detail of the asphalt is in focus through the cracked 
windshield, but nothing to distinguish this stretch of paved land from any other. 

We tour.  We share this term with people who go on informational journeys to inspect sites 
of geography, remnants of history, triumphs of industry.  They gaze at wonders, and listen 
to the tales of origins.  They collect trinkets, photographs,  memories – miniatures of the 
outer world to take home to the inner one.  We collect the ephemeral supplies that keep us at 
home in Baltimore or the truckstop in Kentucky.  Hot water, scrap paper, a lottery ticket.

We are bringing our home with us, so we can host guests wherever we go.  Each day’s work 
is devoted to transporting this world, setting up the tools of its making and bringing it to life 
for an hour or less.  Then we dismantle it again, coiling cables and folding stands, carrying 
amplifiers and packing it all away in cases and canvas bags.   Then it’s back to our tortoise 
shell, our house on wheels.  No matter where we go, it is the same place.

Oh, there are adventures too, to be sure.  Unplanned detours, chance meetings, a dance party 
down the street, the perfect breakfast.  But these come and go, blurring together like dreams 
of uncertain credibility.   Are they my tangible accomplishments that I ought to record as 
stories?  Perhaps.  But I’m busy trying to take my world with me to the next place.  Why try 
to collect pieces of every other world along the way?

Doing Nothing or Something

The last day in Austin, and it’s warm enough to swim.  We don’t have a show until eve-
ning, and four friends have joined us for a morning excursion to a swimming hole outside 
of town.  L and M talk of making ends meet.  Neither of them has been in Austin for long, 
and they’re still figuring things out.  L just finished a medical study, so he has plenty of cash 
for now.  He had to stay at the lab for a month of boredom, watching bad television with 
the other test subjects, filling out forms, and ingesting the prescribed dosages.  He is smug 
about how easy this particular study was.  “I lucked out.  All I had to do was take painkillers 
and then drink 5 shots of vodka over the course of an hour without throwing up.  Just an-
other Saturday night, basically.  Except that I had to do it every day.  And I got paid $3000.”  
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A few days later, I’m back in Minneapolis.  Classes are back in session and I’m sitting in a 
classroom with seven colleagues.  We are here for the critique of a fellow graduate student 
who plans to do a performance in which he does nothing for 24 hours.  He will sit in the 
gallery and move as little as possible.  Visitors will be able to come in and see him doing 
nothing.  He will not speak or respond.  We discuss this plan for about an hour.  Our gradu-
ate assistantship stipends pay for our living expenses.

Carl’s Joke

My grandfathers were both named Carl.  Beyond their names and their German heritage, 
they didn’t have much in common.  Carl Moebius lived in a house of his own design on a 
wooded roundabout in the affluent Milwaukee suburb of Bayside.  Carl Kaiser had a modest 
bungalow on the Northwest side of the city.  Carl Moebius oversaw the operations of Moe-
bius Printing Company and sat on the boards of directors for major museums and education-
al institutions.  Carl Kaiser was a salesman for Cream City Casket Company and cultivated 
a friendly relationship with every undertaker in town.  Carl Moebius listened to opera, drank 
scotch, and flew to distant lands for vacation.  Carl Kaiser listened to Sinatra, drank Pabst, 
and drove to Pine Lake once a year.

The only taste my grandfathers seemed to share was for one particular joke – “the one 
about the IFM,” as they both called it.  There were significant differences in their delivery 
and the details they chose to include, but it was the same joke.  I remember many evenings 
when Grandpa Moebius, sitting at the head of the dinner table, his chin thrust forward with 
mischievous conviction, would tell the one about the IFM to the assembled family mem-
bers.  We had all heard this joke a hundred times, but we would wait patiently, following the 
story’s familiar cadences, mentally supplying any important details that he forgot, laugh-
ing dutifully in all the right places.  This happened so many times over so many years, that 
every telling blends together in my memory.  Still, I probably wouldn’t remember the joke 
at all if it wasn’t for his tireless re-tellings.

I only recall Grandpa Kaiser telling the joke once.  I was probably only about six years 
old at the time, but I’ll never forget that afternoon.  The heat of the summer sun had faded 
into the soft shade of evening.  Every detail of the back yard was heightened by the blue 
dusk light.  I crouched at the edge of the garden, fixated on my miniature toys.  A breeze 
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blew smoke from the grill into my eyes, and I abandoned whatever imaginary game I’d 
been playing.  Grandpa sat in his usual lawn chair, smoking a cigarette, lost in thought.  He 
brushed ash from his white T-shirt and looked in my direction, as though noticing for the 
first time that he was not alone in the yard.  From inside the kitchen, there was a faint com-
motion, the familiar sounds of dinner preparation.  Grandma and Uncle Paul were talking as 
they made potato salad and sliced rolls, dishes clattered under the faucet, the radio hummed.

Everyone was busy indoors, and there we were, silently sharing our island of green grass, 
amidst the smoke of charcoal and Winston Lights.  Only the two of us were aware that the 
crickets were starting to sing and the moon was already visible in the blue sky.  If grandpa 
appreciated this shared moment as much as I did, he did his best to feign indifference.  

I was accustomed to his reserve.  He didn’t play games or ask questions like my Grandma 
did.  He was acutely aware that smaller creatures like me behaved according to different 
rules and spoke a small-creature dialect.  Rather than dealing with a difficult translation 
process, he preferred to stay silent or work through interpreters.  

On this night, as Grandpa Kaiser pinched his cigarette butt into an ash tray, he seemed to be 
considering me.  I remember my fear of his impassive silence.  I remember his light blue 
polyester pants.  I remember his deliberate movements and the heaviness of his eyes. I don’t 
remember what he said, but I believe he asked if I wanted to hear a joke.  I remember my 
pride at being spoken to.  I’m sure I said yes.

The words I remember come from Grandpa Moebius’s tellings of the joke, but in my mind, 
it is always Grandpa Kaiser who tells the joke.

A zoologist walks into a bar.  He looks like hell.  He’s gaunt, he has deep dark circles under 
his eyes, his khaki clothes are dirty and ragged, he’s walking with a limp.  He slumps down 
at the bar and pulls some crumpled bills out of his wallet.  “This is the last five dollars I 
have to my name,” he says to the bartender in a shaky voice.  Give me four dollars worth of 
whiskey and keep a dollar tip for yourself.

Now, the bartender feels sorry for this poor guy who is clearly down on his luck, and he’s 
touched by the generosity he demonstrates in offering a tip even in his time of need.  “Tell 
you what,” says the bartender, “I can see you’re having a rough day.  Just give me a dollar 
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– the whiskey is on the house.”  The zoologist cries a single tear of gratitude and relief – 
this is what he was hoping for.  He lays down a single dollar, and stuffs the rest of his money 
back in his pocket.

So the bartender pours a tall double shot of the worst whiskey in the house, and sets it in 
front of the poor guy.  “What happened to you, man?  Looks like you’ve been through some 
hard times.”

Before the zoologist can answer, the local taxidermist walks in the door.  He’s wearing a 
brand new suit, Italian leather shoes, a gold watch, a big gold chain.  “Hey,” he calls to the 
bartender, “pour me a scotch.”  He sits down next to the zoologist.  “And another one for 
this guy.” He looks at the zoologist again.  “Goddamn, looks like you could use it.  What’s 
the story, anyway?” 

The zoologist sighs and takes a deep breath.  “I’m a scientist,” he begins.  “I study mam-
mals.  I’ve been doing research in the field for almost six months, and you’re the first people 
I’ve spoken to in all that time.  It’s hard for me to find words, but I’ll try to explain.  I set out 
to capture a specimen of the most rare mammal in North America – its very existence is a 
matter of controversy, but I was sure I could find it.  I have been searching for the Invisible 
Flying Marmoset… my colleagues and I call it the IFM for short.”

The taxidermist raises one eyebrow, and takes a deep breath as though he’s about to speak, 
but he takes a sip of his drink instead.  The bartender pours himself a drink and pulls up a 
stool for himself.

“According to all reports, the IFM habitat is limited to groves of giant tamarack trees in 
the bogs of Chequamegon National Forest in northern Wisconsin.  This region is difficult to 
access because of the marshy terrain, cold weather, and dense underbrush.  Furthermore, 
the IFM is extremely sensitive to the presence of humans.  I needed to create a perfectly 
camouflaged shelter from which to observe and record the IFM.  I got a research grant that 
enabled me to collaborate with some very fine set designers and museum experts in order to 
design and fabricate a blind.  

We constructed a replica of a giant tamarack tree, flawless in every detail.  The outer 
surface was digitally sculpted by an algorithm that replicated the texture of lichen grow-
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ing over bark.  All the pigments were color-matched with hues averaged from hundreds of 
photographs of typical tamarack specimens.  Even the tree’s delicate synthetic needles were 
scented with extracts of tamarack resin.” The bartender and the taxidermist look at each 
other.  The bartender rolls his eyes.  The zoologist clears his throat and continues.

“Anyway, we made the tree hollow, to house me and my equipment.  Every major branch 
was outfitted with a compact video camera, as well as sensors to record atmospheric and 
temperature data.  Near the roots, an array of deep-cycle batteries provided power to the 
whole setup.

We placed the tree as delicately as possible, lowering it by helicopter in mid-January when 
the IFM is believed to be in deepest hibernation.  I returned to begin my research in March, 
determined to be well prepared for the IFM mating season.  I loaded my supplies into the 
storage hollows, ran the appropriate tests on my equipment, and settled in to wait for the 
IFM to make an appearance.

From my narrow chamber within the trunk of the tree-blind, I sat for hours, monitoring my 
equipment with the utmost attention.  I remained at my perch for seven days at a time, sleep-
ing for only one hour each 24 hour period, eating dry rations, and eliminating my waste 
into the built-in composting toilet.  Every eighth day, I would don my tamarack-patterned 
jumpsuit and venture into the forest to stretch my legs and search the surrounding region for 
physical traces of my quarry.  

After nearly four months of waiting, I started to notice occasional vibrations of my tree-
blind – even on wind-less days.  Sure enough, each day around sunset, the branches would 
begin to rustle and my heat sensors would register a small form flitting from branch to 
branch, then settling into repose in the uppermost boughs.  I recalibrated my telephoto 
lenses and night-sight parameters repeatedly, but for some reason I was unable to capture 
any photographic image of the creature beyond shaking branches and flattened patches of 
tamarack needles.

I stopped taking my weekly walks, for fear that I might alarm the creature.  

Mating season was nearly at an end, and I had not yet observed even a solitary IFM, much 
less a copulating couple.  I began to get desperate – and careless. One night, the invisible 
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creature seemed to have settled in for its repose.  My video screens displayed three different 
views of a single patch of matted synthetic tamarack needles, pressed down in the perfect 
silhouette of the prototypical IFM specimen.  Small torso, approximately 8 inches in length, 
expanding and contracting at the tempo of resting breath.  Neck extended to round head.  
Tail curled around hind legs.”

“But you really couldn’t see it?  asks the taxidermist.  “I mean, it wasn’t really invisible 
right?”

The zoologist shakes his head.  “I had assumed that ‘invisible’ was a hyperbole based on 
fleeting observations of an extremely fast-moving creature.  But I assure you that what I was 
seeing had no other explanation than a perfectly transparent or light-diverting organism.  
The heat sensors detected a form the size of an adult marmoset, measuring 38 degrees Cel-
cius, moving in sync with the shifting tamarack needles displayed on the video monitors…  
It was invisible, I tell you.”

The taxidermist’s eyebrows continue to rise and he shakes his head slowly in disbelief. 

“At this point,” the zoologist continues, “I got a bit careless.  I felt that this was the clos-
est I would get to an adult specimen.  If I could not observe it visually, I needed to touch it 
in order to collect more data and hopefully learn about its physical properties.  This could 
be my only chance to capture a living specimen.  I found my net and silently eased myself 
out of the trunk and into the night air.  I paused for a few minutes to let my eyes adjust to 
the moonlight.  It was the perfect summer night, cool and clear.  I climbed from branch to 
branch, taking great care to avoid making noise or vibration.”  

“Finally, I found a perch where I could see the resting place of my quarry.  I stared and 
stared at the empty branch as it pulsed with the slow breath of an invisible creature.  Here it 
was, before my eyes, within reach – the same image I had seen on the video screen.  I stared 
until my eyes began to get dry, until my own breathing matched the rhythm of those pulsing 
pine needles.  As I stared, I began to see a faint silhouette.  I thought I could see the texture 
of fur.  I wanted to lift my arm, to reach out and touch it, but my muscles were frozen.  And 
then, without any doubt, I found myself looking into the glassy eyes of a marmoset, darker 
and deeper than the night sky.”  
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“The invisible flying marmoset and I stared at each other.  My eyes stung, but I could not 
blink.  After what seemed like an eternity, it seemed to finally lose interest in my presence.  
The tiny creature’s eyelids drooped, it yawned and curled into a ball.  I watched as its 
breathing slowed, and I too began to relax.  I couldn’t believe my good fortune. There I was, 
just inches away.  Now I would at least be able to conduct a laboratory examination.”  

There’s a long pause as the zoologist takes a drink, and then sits back staring absently at 
a fly buzzing around the juke box.  The taxidermist and the bartender, now absorbed in the 
story, are impatient.  The bartender clears his throat.  He’s about to offer the zoologist a 
refill when the scientist slams his fist down on the bar with a crash.

“I blinked.  That’s all, I just closed my eyes for a fraction of a second.  And it was gone.  Of 
course, I swung my net, but the branch was empty.  The forest was silent and still.  I began 
to cry.  Never in my life have I felt so disappointed.  But, after a minute or so, I thought I 
saw a quick flutter of movement in the branches about twenty yards to my left.  I jumped 
from my perch and ran through the woods as quietly as I could.  When I reached the spot, 
everything was still.  Again I waited, and again I glimpsed a movement nearby.  I hurried 
off.”

“I chased the invisible flying marmoset until dawn.  But when the sun began to appear, I 
lost its trail… or it hid itself… or maybe I was chasing a phantom to begin with.  In any 
case, I was hopelessly lost.  I had nothing but the clothes on my back and my marmoset net.  
I had no idea how to get back to my station.  I was hopelessly lost.  For weeks, I wandered 
the forest, subsisting mostly on lambsquarters and robins’ eggs.  Finally, I ended up here.  
Where am I, anyway?”

The bartender chuckled.  “Town of Glidden, buddy.  Gee, I sure am sorry for all your 
trouble out in those woods.”  He looked at the taxidermist.  “But, look here.  I think you 
might’ve ended up in the right place at the right time after all.  I almost hate to tell it to you 
after all the hassle you’ve been through, but I think this guy right here is one step ahead of 
you.”  He points his thumb at the taxidermist.  “This fellow has made a fortune off of stuff-
ing those little invisible guys and selling ‘em to tourists down in Park Falls.  If you ask nice, 
maybe he’ll let you have a look at one and get a little clipping of its fur or whatever.”

The zoologist is speechless.  “You…” he stammers.  “I… are they…?”
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The taxidermist shuffles his feet a little and smiles.  “Well, I could…” he trails off and sighs.

“Okay, well you have to promise that this conversation never goes outside of this bar.  I 
mean it.  I respect you as a man of science, and that’s the only reason I’m going to tell you 
anything.  But you have to promise me you won’t go around yapping about my trade se-
crets.”

“I… okay I promise.  No problem,” says the zoologist.

“Well here’s the thing,” the taxidermist says.  I’m in this business to educate and entertain 
folks with the wonders of the animal kingdom, know what I mean?  So strict scientific accu-
racy just isn’t an important consideration for me.  It’s more important to get people inter-
ested so they get out there and explore for themselves, you know.  Observe the world around 
them.  That kind of thing…  So, the invisible flying marmosets I sell may not be strictly 
anatomically… functional.  What I mean to say is – mostly I use albino squirrels.”

At the end of the joke, I remember Grandpa Kaiser chuckling a bit.  I also remember that I 
didn’t understand why the story was supposed to be funny.  I did laugh, though.
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