
To the one who told me for the Irish in me. And for those who loved 
the book so, knowing not how special it was—who had no idea the 
entire time.  

DFW’s Unguessed Coup 

By Pat Casey 

 

"That men should learn to merely look and listen, that 
attention to what was and was not evidence might 
deliver the methodiz’d mind from self-deception..." 

-Hugh Kenner, Joyce's Voices 

 

Who shall not fear thee, O Lord, and glorify thy 
name? For thou only art holy…   Rev. 15:4 (KJV) 

 

‘Because if that’s your burr then rest in my assurance, 
Postalcode: certain things are rock-solid, high-grade 
true.’ (IJ, 1068) 

  

† 

In 2008, I was oblivious of David Foster Wallace and Infinite 
Jest when I started reading about the man and his magnum opus in 
an essay called “An Epic Talent.” Somehow that name, David Foster 
Wallace, impressed me as much as the essay’s title. Suddenly I was 
immersed in an encomium: “His style, laden with his trademark 
footnotes, was that of a man whose brain was permanently stuck in 
overdrive—a mind so bright, an observer so acute, he seemed to 
have no other option.” Yet, as brilliant and scintillating as Wallace 
apparently was, I would have been content to keep my fancy from 
running off the page—but for the fact of that essay’s penultimate 
sentence, when I found out the occasion was a tragedy, as David had 
lately hung himself. 

Frankly that sentence fazed me. Indeed I don’t think a single 
sentence has affected me more. I was struck, rather shocked; a 
loneliness enveloped me, dropped me, like dead weight—that, over 
the fate of a writer I’d never read, and discovered but ten minutes 
before. I actually felt forsaken. Strange.  



This sense of sudden sad isolation, evoked by the way that 
memoriam ended, didn't fade away gone til I found DFW’s book and 
took it home, assured by simple possession I guess, some insight 
into his demise made palpable perhaps, a wisdom about the human 
condition I suppose, and believing by half that I could subdue the 
bully thing well enough to lever the glimpse. But life intrudes, and I 
set it aside. 

Wallace left behind an unfinished manuscript that was pruned to five 
hundred and forty pages and released April 15 2011. The reader 
reaches a transposed forward eight chapters in, and the author is the 
same-named guy with no ballast, a minor character in the story called 
David Wallace. The book toys with being a meta-memoir of sorts. 
Having had to leave an unnamed university his junior year over some 
unpleasantness—running a plagiarism operation for lucre—David 
Wallace went home and wound up where he is in the story, working 
an insipid job at an IRS office rendered antiseptically, the better that 
way to elicit notions of a haunted hospital. David Wallace says the 
reader is reading “a kind of vocational memoir.” So, after ably writing, 
just for cash, what others could not, Wallace is now penning his own 
story, which is not the actual story, but might be the actual story’s 
unfinished metaphor. 

David Foster Wallace left Amherst his junior year debilitated by 
depression, returning to the care of his parents in Champaign. That’s 
when he began grappling in earnest with the demon that would make 
him know the awful malaise, that would acquaint him with psycho-
pharmacology and electro-convulsive therapy, find him an inpatient 
and a basket-case, and in the end put him down for good.  

I read Infinite Jest for the first time when I was in the same way rather 
precisely, even it being my junior year. Having bought the book a 
year before I was drawn to it anew, hoping to lift my mind’s unhappy 
daze, that precipitating memoriam a strong memory, some patent 
self-forgetting by way of story seemed like a worthwhile idea. I 
strained to marshal the focus but kept the faith and made it, finished, 
flat on my back on the beach in the freezing sand. And that was really 
all I could say then, that I did read the thing til done.  

Reading David’s book in that condition might be hackneyed to admit. 
I don’t know. But I suspect it was no uncommon mode a legion of 



fans found it and imbibed it, and came to profoundly care about it. I 
was perfectly average that way then.  

What does somehow strike me curious is that I was offered to go to 
Wallace’s alma mater though I did not apply to go there. And this 
offer I didn’t take was made five months before Wallace killed himself 
on September 12, 2008—which was one day before the five-year 
date of a fatal decision I did make. “That no one who has been to 
prison is ever the same.” David Wallace says he’s been writing the 
book “these five years.” Do you believe in ghosts? 

My copy’s cover of Infinite Jest might deserve more than a glance. 
The tenth-anniversary edition shades a blue sky into a sky of storm 
color, and in the middle, where the sky-blue dissolves into stormy-
violet, a single cloud hangs there, ghostly. The title is superposed 
over the cloud and sky, in campy neon-green caps set a slightly 
downward slope. One would not much think to notice, since the title 
words jar against the background, but if the visual is considered 
perspectively, the title will appear to be heading straight into the 
storm, as if to say some ghostly way, these two-dimensional symbols 
take you into a three-dimensional storm. And that storm is the awful 
dilemma of dislocated souls, young and weary and stuck in a numb-
dumb dystopia, a singular arena of literature, hilarious and frightening 
at the same time, for what is finally a historic work, a novel kind of 
tragedy.  

But just at that glance, the cover looks like a simple depiction of the 
heavens. There are moments in Infinite Jest profound and poignant 
for being deceptive the same way. 

The story is peopled by a huge circus-like cast of characters. 
Altogether interestingly limned, it is easy to rate the book about 
suspiciously linked personality complexes before addiction and 
mental illness and separatism—which sums up the genius of DFW 
the craftsman. People are complicated, folks can be odd, and in the 
hands of a keen word-man, characters will appear strangely 
humorous, or humorously strange, more or less. Or else they are 
ever tragic. The most, as Wallace would say, well-adjusted character 
happens to be horrifically disfigured and uniquely disabled. Another is 
so painfully depressed she begs for more shock therapy. (Had 
anyone ever depicted a person begging to be electrocuted?) Knowing 
how it ended for David, his suicide ushered in by twelve sessions of 



that chilling regimen, forever casts Kate Gompert’s desperate pleas 
with a cringing shiver, and recalls Patrick Hemingway’s forward to his 
father’s memoir: 

With memory gone, and knowing that it is gone, is likely to 
come despair, the sin against the Holy Ghost. Electric 
shock therapy can destroy memory like dementia or death 
does, but unlike dementia or death, you are left aware 
that it has been destroyed. 

Now that I have tried to prepare you for it, here is the last 
bit of professional writing by my father, the true forward 
to A Moveable Feast: “This book contains material from 
the remises of my memory and of my heart. Even if the 
one has been tampered with and the other does not 
exist.” 

That the final aim of Infinite Jest was the ultimate reward of the 
reader’s effort was the special sense that made the work a cynosure 
from the start, and led the author to speak the possibility that his book 
could “fail readers.” And Lo, late in the tale an urgent ghost presides, 
wherefore we learn that the eponymous object was meant to be an 
antidote to a certain kind of sadness: “make something so bloody 
compelling it would reverse thrust on a young self’s fall into the womb 
of solipsism, anhedonia, death in life.”  

The voice of an age, Wallace left us to ponder his achievement of 
immensity, to solve the story, a puzzle that spans one thousand and 
seventy-nine sizable, dense pages, including three hundred and 
eighty-eight endnotes in small print. Riddled with fleet clues and 
double-subtle entendres, sentences like parallax, accounts left 
suggestively inchoate and sedately digressive details that don’t 
cohere because they are codes, enigmas obscured here then there, 
the apposite word is finally gestalt—and one should wonder again 
about the book failing readers. Unlike Ulysses, Infinite Jest is not 
difficult for being a story that disorients but for being a great weight 
and a wilderness of ciphers.  

That, the book’s ubiquity of ciphers, is an understanding, as far as I 
understand, largely left bereft of formal comment much less 
comprehensive account. Cursory remarks of a book steeped in “post-
modern tricks” seems to be the uncurious reflex of commentators; 
there is simply no authoritative explication on what the plot’s content 



amounts to; that is to say, none where credentialed word carries, 
Infinite Jest having spawned a nation of faithful bloggers, some very 
curious. 

We should acknowledge Stephen Burn did aptly peg George Perec 
as DFW’s homologous forebear. And Dave Eggers was on the right 
track: “This book is like a spaceship with no recognizable 
components, no rivets or bolts, no entry points, no way to take it 
apart.” He was on the right track, for had he made it much further, this 
take of his would’ve reversed with an about face: against 
Deconstructionism, we may say, David Foster Wallace bequeathed a 
novel that was built to be deconstructed—(one wants to say as 
though made for its own wiki page). 

Yet twenty years on and what’s been said about the story since the 
first remains stuck: seemingly nothing resolves. By now the guarded 
line from Wallace should be famous, that “the answers all exist, but 
just past the last page.” That has come to mean that what finally 
happens, or happened, shall forever escape consensus. And rather 
than proffer and probe what could be the case, critics have opted to 
write, variously couched, of a statement being made about stories 
and resolutions by the impossibility of making a statement about the 
story’s resolution. There is nothing like the value of a critical tradition, 
and in this case no one appears to want to say what they mean: that 
David Foster Wallace stood for narrative nihilism.  

Then, in 2013, an email to Stephen Burn from Jonathan Franzen 
seemed to settle the matter forever. “Dave admitted, when I spoke to 
him on the phone,” Franzen wrote, “that the story can’t fully be made 
sense of, but said that if I ever told anybody he’d admitted this he 
would deny he’d ever said it.” That is actually more interesting than 
anyone has realized, and says both more and less than it would 
seem, but importantly does not say the story is nonsense, and 
crucially does not mean there is no way to know what happens. But 
Franzen’s tidbit is worth keeping in mind as we proceed, absolutely. 

Because what follows knows what happens. Herewith a map of the 
missing entry points and exits, an effort to elucidate literary terrain 
Infinite Jest readers will not recognize. I suppose that is one way of 
putting it. Another way is to say the cryptographic key has been 
found. Yes it has. Or did you know there was one? 



Before that, because unless my gut is oblivious, I believe this essay 
will be something of an event, I feel that I should linger for a little 
season with something personal and upfront. Because it is true that I 
am a Nobody and not even a blogger, and will be making 
authoritative claims I do claim are past argument, claims that are final 
as far as I can see.  

My bald assessment summed up is this: that the great American 
novel after Catcher in the Rye currently resides in a realm kept 
traversable by too few sedulous surveyors, and with no great torch for 
the labyrinth. For twenty years a method has been unavailable to 
suitably map this mysteriously gripping story, which with deliberation 
subscribes to banalities, and hides every resolution in a vast surly 
thicket that ends off a cliff. On the book’s last birthday the exceptional 
Tom Bissell wrote in The New York Times that “Twenty years have 
gone by and we still do not agree what this novel means, or what 
exactly it was trying to say, despite saying (seemingly) everything 
about everything”.  It may be true to say that only Joyce is 
comparable, for to repeat it plain, the problem could not be more 
fundamental: apparently no one has realized what actually happens; 
apparently, no one has all the way understood what is all the while 
going on.  

My training was in philosophy. The plain and simple is that I shall 
commit literary criticism, but that I am no critic and don’t really know 
how to be one. And maybe for that, I shall begin and end on terrain 
Wallace reclaimed, for the sake of better things with my heart on my 
sleeve.  

So you see, like the man with no name I have only my name and 
nothing to lose. What might yet be the outstanding piece of this 
nation’s literary heritage has come into the care of my generation, 
and I do dare say does seriously need exegetical rectification. That 
rectification begins right about now.  

WHAT we are besides what we do is a great numinous mystery. And 
so must we judge a book by its cover, for every story starts out a 
mystery. The arresting realm of stories read; what is really truly 
written for you the reader, it is written much about you. People places 
and things they say: yes, that was me there—then yes there too. So I 
think I should finish this start by stating that the struggle was to keep 



myself out of this. Right here merely that may suffice for now. Except 
to add, by the very end, it will mean more. 

† 

Such a big old book, where oh where to begin? Let’s say—Orinda, 
CA. That is where James Albrecht Lockley Struck Jr. is from; he who 
makes two Jim Juniors in a story so populous the name-well ran dry. 
Is that what we are to imagine, that the pivotal character was 
randomly paired with a kid from Orinda? No probably not. James Orin 
Incandenza Jr., Jim the auteur, has a more weighty name if we 
actually drop some weight. Jim Orin Junior and Jim from Orinda: 
surely that coincidence sounds too deliberate not to be. What to do 
next is a function of DFW’s punctuation ploy, how he 
comprehensively used apostrophes instead of quotes. Why did he do 
that? Well, consider, that the apostrophe is the sign used to indicate 
omission of a letter or letters from a word. And when you drop 
Orinda’s ‘da’ for the sake of the Orin name, the sound of it makes a 
compelling kind of sense, as it works out to be Incanenz: in canons. 

So, what? Well, Jim the auteur’s son, the main character Hal—he is 
named Harold James Incandenza. Consider when he shares that 
letter trick we came with byway of dad that his name sounds like 
Herald James in canons. What we’ve deciphered is the King James 
Bible beckoning.  

This brings us to a crucial lack of critical attendance. What we often 
hear before anything else is that Infinite Jest is set in an apocalyptic 
future, and no one disagrees that’s fine to say in an obvious way, that 
the novel on its largest scale is about an end times. And yet I find, 
from what I’ve found, no mention of the Book of Revelations as a key 
source for Infinite Jest, much less the key source. And I have come to 
suspect there are no heavy readers of the book who remember when 
last they curiously read The King James Version of the Bible at all. 
That—and even: DFW said, somewhere that was anyways not 
obscure, he said that metafiction has always been about bringing 
upon the apocalypse. Whatever the truth of that view, it was a 
statement he made with plenty of talent, and made it by name; that 
which gets the apocalypse going in Revelations is just this: 

And I saw in the right hand of him that sat on the throne a 
book written within and on the backside, sealed with 
seven seals. And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a 



loud voice, Who is worthy to open the book, and to loose 
the seals thereof? And no man in heaven, nor in earth, 
neither under the earth, was able to open the book, 
neither to look thereon. And I wept much, because no 
man was found worthy to open and to read the book, 
neither to look thereon. And one of the elders saith unto 
me, Weep not: behold, the Lion of tribe of Ju’-da, the Root 
of Da’-vid, hath prevailed to open the book, and to loose 
the seven seals thereof. Rev. 5: 1- 5 (KJV) 
 

The argument of this essay is that the Book of Revelations is how we 
know what the true meaning of Infinite Jest was meant to be, and for 
a few reasons, the King James Version is the one we need. 

I can’t help but feel abrupt at this point, but I suppose this is when to 
go ahead and demonstrate the deduction that acquires the 
cryptographic key. 

Hint. Endnote 268: “It was like Steeply’d never seen so many left-
handed people: both Hal Incandenza and the boy in black were left-
handed, one of the two little girls four courts down was left-handed, 
deLint was marking the chart with his left hand. Both A.F.R. turncoat 
Remy Marathe and Quebecer triple-operative Luria P—— were 
southpaws, though Steeply realized that this could hardly be called 
significant.”  

The “ghostwords” that invade Gately’s thought are distinguished in 
straight caps and italics. None appear that way twice. But one does 
thrice: SINISTRAL. (832, 862, 884) That is the basis for the 
assumption that the single word SINISTRAL serves a cryptic function. 

Hint. Badly wounded, fated for the hospital, where ghostwords will be 
got, Gately sets himself down, and the residents tepidly draw to him: 
“Everybody except Lenz and Minty look unwell” (615). Take that to 
undergird this: Only Lenz (562) and Minty (128) speak the misspelled 
word “yrstruly.”  

The fact of that misspelling allows, in principle, for SINISTRAL to 
phonically transmute into SINISTER AL.  

And DFW had rather primed the reader’s eye to see “sinister” 
something frequent by using sinister four times in one page to label 
those who got Donald Gately into drugs that “sinister set.”   



Now, constate the working assumption, and posit the function: drop 
‘al’ from certain key words, that should then render secrets. Of which 
needed now is a map, some estimate of the territory: Herald King 
James in cannons. Well at hand, we already know the prophecy says 
the book has seven seals: seven see ‘al’s: seven grave words that 
matter more and mean so minus those two letters. 

FIRST SEAL 

“And I saw, and behold a white horse: and he that sat on him had a 
bow; and a crown was given unto him: and he went forth conquering, 
and to conquer.” Rev. 6: 2 (KJV) 

We find the first seal on page 491, right there in the middle of 981 
pages proper, true to a parabola. Regarding the maguffin no viewer 
can stop watching, Jim’s film Infinite Jest, in passing Hugh Steeply 
says to Marathe, 

“Dick Desai in Data Productions wants to go in with 
ALGOL and see if there are Fourier Equations in the root 
code’s ALGOL, which would signify hologrammatical 
activity going on.” (491) 

Drop the ‘al,’ and decoct it a bit to read it better: 

D D say in D Productions wants to go in with GOL and see if there 
are functions of functions in the root code’s GOL, which would signify 
hollow grammatical activity going on.  

The “root code” is a trenchant way to say Hebrew. Which being 
written right to left has a function that favors lefties: sinistral. And the 
function of that function drops ‘al’s. Absent ‘al’s leave hollow space 
where grammar was, and thus would “hologrammatical activity” be 
going on. Then, GOL becomes GOD, indeed many times over, as will 
presently be demonstrated. But we may say it now: That is the great 
secret treasure of David Foster Wallace and his magnum opus. The 
film for twenty years we thought was a sinister weapon in fact 
packages the Beatific Vision. Addicted and incapable of turning away 
the viewers are not, only unwilling. ‘The original sense of addiction 
involved being bound over, dedicated, either legally or spiritually. To 
devote one’s life, plunge in. I had researched this.’ (900)  

Sundry clues that invoke the D that stands an L are scattered 
throughout the text. The section following the one with Dick Desai’s 
hunch sees Jim reminiscent, elaborating the circumstance of his 



epiphany about annular fusion, which includes a diagram of a circle in 
equal quadrants, frankly suggesting the shape of an L that wants to 
be a D.  

 “Nwangi’s reedy voice carries; he’s telling the B’s he wishes to 
see nothing but assholes and elbows on these sprints. It’s 
unclear to Hal what this might connote.” (458)  

Seeing the B’s assholes means seeing a B become a D, and elbows 
are L’s that become D’s by closing the angle with a bow. Remember 
the prophecy: “and he that sat on him had a bow.” 

Since Emily Minty’s bad mouth calls Asians slopes, Nwangi, an 
identifiably Asian name, we can read this from Pemulis like a 
translation of the true point, an esoteric double-entendre 
unconcerned with math at all. “The derivative’s the slope of the 
tangent at some point along the function . . . . The slope of a defined 
line becomes the slope of a tangent to one point.” (1063) Read: The 
Asian of a D-find line becomes the slope of a single tangential point.  

 Another endnote with Pemulis talking math again has him allow 
this one: “Let d be any constant, for computational reasons the 
closer to 1 the better.” Consider the sense in which the letter L 
is close to the number 1. Then, “It’s going to be interesting to 
see if [sic] Hal…can transpose [sic?] the math here without help 
from his Mumster.” That editorial ambivalence—sic?—about 
transposing is noteworthy of course, and Hal’s Mumster would 
be his Mom, a memory of whom is an anticipatory clue at the 
close of the novel’s opening: “I think of the Moms, alphabetizing 
cans of soup in the cabinet over the microwave.” Alphabetizing 
cans of course equivalent to transposing them, that quick 
memory a deftly suggestive hint that Pemulis’ math is not really 
about math but needs to be effectively transposed elsewhere in 
the text.  

 Midst an interior monologue on page 899, Hal muses, “I 
considered whether Pemulis’ cessation of the math-tutorials 
was perhaps an oblique affirmation, a kind of You Are Ready. 
Pemulis often communicated in a kind of esoteric code.” 

 Then there are the academy’s curious geometry classes, 
“which pretty much ignore the study of closed figures (except 
rectangles) to concentrate…on the involution and expansion of 



bare angles.” That is a clever and resourceful way to see an L 
become a D.  

 “A big fresh-cement-colored church, liberal with glass, 
denomination not recalled, but built in what was, in the B.S. 
80’s probably, modern—a parabolic poured-concrete shape 
billowed and peaked like a cresting wave. A suggestion in it of 
some paranormal wind somewhere that could make concrete 
billow and pop like a tucking sail.”   

 When Orin wants to know what exactly their dad died from, 
whether he was burnt or irradiated or asphyxiated, the word is 
misspelled asphyxuated. Finally, Hal retrieves the by-then time-
out-of-mind misspelling, ‘And the word is asphyxiated.’ The trick 
here is to sound out the word slowly and imagine what a D 
would look like after being eaten a bite. As fix I ate D. (Any 
gutter thoughts of homosexual incest, an interpretation not at all 
knew, is dispelled with the ghostword HELIATED.) In other 
words, to keep the secret he made D be an L. 

SECOND SEAL 

“And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given 
to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they 
should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.” 
Rev. 6: 4:  

“But in the Year of Dairy Products From the American Heartland it 
was Hal, not she, who, when the veiled legate from the Union of the 
Hideously and Improbably Deformed showed up at the E.T.A 
driveway’s portcullis to discuss with Mario issues of blind inclusion v. 
visual estrangement, of the openness of concealment the veil might 
afford him, it was Hal, even as Mario laughed and half-bowed, it was 
Hal, brandishing his Dunlop stick, who told the guy to go peddle his 
linen someplace else.” (317) 

So main character Hal, minus ‘al’ gives us H, simply H. Which does 
itself stand a felicitous symbol to signify the relationship between the 
author and the reader who knows. ‘The human head, sir, if I got your 
thrust. Where I’m going to occur as a player. The game’s two heads’ 
one world. One world, sir.’ (461) 

Now to turn the symbol into the prophetic sword, we need this obtuse 
and otherwise totally pointless line: ‘I’m thinking it’d be doing a favor if 



Staff clued in anybody new that comes in on the fact that the H-facet 
in the shower that its H really stands for Holy Cow That’s Cold.’ (564)  

(We might right here remember that Jim was an optics expert, and 
that “Disney R. Leith teaches E.T.A.’s History of Entertainment I and 
II as well as certain high-level esoteric Optics things you needed 
Permission of Inst. to get into” (96).) 

Read Holy Cow That’s Cold and see Holy Cow That’s Cool in order to 
see the H turn into a †. “You imagine the points moving inexorably 
toward each other until for all practical purposes they’re the same 
point.” (1063) Thus there was given him a sword.  

THIRD SEAL 

“And I beheld, and lo a black horse; and he that sat on him had a pair 
of balances in his hand.” Rev. 6: 5 (KJV) 

‘And the Lord said: Let not the weight thou wouldst pull to thyself 
exceed thine own weight.’ (128)  

That comes from the initial encounter of Lyle, the guru who hangs 
around the locker room dispensing wisdoms. 

The third seal is Todd Possalthwaite’s surname. Possalthwaite 
becomes Possess the Weight. Taking Lyles advice but with a 
homophone, the notion is that one’s weight is ever weighed against 
the wait. Meaning, one reason not to pull a weight that exceeds thy 
wait is because sins that outlive your body may damn your soul. Find 
forgiveness before you go; possess the weights you are pulling that 
you may let them drop; we are kept by an absolute scale and our 
works are ever in the balance, and they do follow us. Possessing all 
the weight however, that was the office of Christ. And this seal does 
inform the next. 

FOURTH SEAL 

And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him 
was Death, and Hell followed with him. Rev. 6: 8 (KJV) 

DFW would say he wanted to write a very sad story that everyone 
kept saying is so funny. That interesting disjunct, I think, was always 
more likely our misunderstanding than DFW missing his mark.  And 
with the fourth seal we can finally see why the story is yes very sad.  

What happens to Donald Gately has never been correctly reported, 
has maybe never been truly known. Once known, the ambiguity 



attending him in his desperation, confined to that hospital bed in dire 
pain, the fact of the matter becomes perfectly obvious and all the 
more poignant. The doctor either does or does not dose him with 
Dilaudid, the narcotic he knew and doesn’t want to know again, which 
implies the doc does indeed dose him. Eventually Gately drifts back 
to when he epically overdosed on Dilaudid in a Lake of Urine.  

Dilaudid is the fourth seal: Di u did. Die he does. The endearing 
addict turned hero does not make it, and the wild story ends with 
what dreams may come in that sleep of death.  

“A voice that sounded like his own brain-voice with an echo said to 
never try and pull a weight that exceeds you. Gately figured he might 
die.” 

That concerns the issue of the DA who is at the hospital trying to 
muster the humility to let go of that awful thing Gately did to he and 
his wife and forgive the sinner before he dies. That is why Gately’s 
fevered dream of Joelle finally tells him to Wait: Don’t die before the 
DA forgives you. But he does, he does die. 

“But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, 
and whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall 
have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone: 
which is the second death.” Rev. 21: 8 

The sadistic episode Gately passes over into after leaving his body is 
the second death he must suffer for the weight that exceeded him. 

Then, by the way, his ghost helps Hal dig up his father’s head as 
John Wayne stands guard in a mask. Which answers the question of 
why Hal mentions in the opening scene that he thinks the inventor of 
holography might have been the Anti-Christ: because the skeptic may 
dismiss the real thing as a hologram and that unsettles Hal, who 
questioned Hamlet’s lack of skepticism before he met the real ghost 
of Donald Gately, lending a hand with that lurid deed, presumably 
due to some will or charge that followed from being visited himself by 
Jim’s ghost while convalescent. 

‘So tonight to shush you how about if I say I have administrative 
bones to pick with God, Boo. I’ll say God seems to have a kind of 
laid-back management style I’m not crazy about. I’m pretty much anti-
death. God looks by all accounts to be pro-death. I’m not seeing how 
we can get together on this issue, he and I, Boo.’ (40) 



Now see there, we see how Hal and God get together on the issue, 
by seeing where it’s what a ghost says, Boo: seeing Gately as a 
ghost would be what fixes Hal’s faith so to speak. 

FIFTH SEAL 

 And when he had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the 
souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the 
testimony which they held: And they cried with a loud voice, saying, 
How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our 
blood on them that dwell on the earth? And white robes were given 
unto every one of them; and it was said unto them, that they should 
rest yet for a little season, until their fellow servants also and their 
brethren, that should be killed as they were, should be fulfilled. Rev: 
6: 9—11 (KJV) 

“Here is how to hand a trophy to Lateral Alice Moore to put in 
the E.T.A. lobby’s glass case under its system of spotlights and small 
signs. 

“What is unfair can be a stern but invaluable teacher.” (174) 

Lateral Alice Moore = ter ice Moore = tear, I see more. And that 
would be that, marking violence on the horizon of this storyworld 
pinned to the revolutions of Revelations. As disabled Alice can only 
locomote sideways, things generally will be going, as they say, 
sideways. That, perhaps, suggests something of a synopsis for the 
missing year we otherwise don’t get a read on, which is to say just 
keep reading. 

SIXTH SEAL 

For the great day of his wrath is come; and who shall be able to 
stand? Rev. 6: 12 (KJV) 

With a ready-made annulation to hold a hollow space, right there on 
the chapter page, The Year of Glad is the last year of subsidized 
time, as the book says full stop, because it is the Year of God.  

SEVENTH SEAL 

And I saw another angel ascending from the east, having the seal of 
the living God. Rev. 7: 2 (KJV) 

Lit crit theory concerns itself, as I understand, to some extent with the 
notion of the ideal story as perfect parabola. When Chris Hager had 
read the book, DFW asked him did he find it to be a parabola. The 



first and most important seal, as we saw, came, excluding endnote 
pages, directly in the middle of the text. The first word of the text, 
spoken by Hal, is “I.” And the very last endnote accomplishes the 
parabola and stands as the seventh seal, the detail of a drug: 
“Talwin-NX—Sanofi Winthrop U.S.”  

The seal of the living God turns out to be Twin. And here is where the 
story gets rather queer. Hal, well, Hal is the Second Coming of Jesus 
Christ. “You were our designated deliverer, Hallie, no question about 
it.” (253) We recall that cross he has for a sword from the second 
seal, and may assume the Twin seal of the living God is better read † 
win as in Christ wins. He is also the ‘revenant’ according to Coach 
Schtitt. And here is the matter’s most enticing passage:  

Much later, in subsequent events’ light, Johnette F. would clearly 
recall the sight of the boy’s frozen hair slowly settling, and how the 
boy had said whom, and the sight of clear upscale odor-free saliva 
almost running out over his lower lip as he fought to pronounce the 
word without swallowing. (787) 

Note that says not the demotic in light of subsequent events but in 
subsequent events light. “Hal said the dawn seemed to confer on his 
psyche a kind of pale sweet aura, a luminescence. Halation, like 
almost a halo of approved grace.” The light of the Lord would be 
bright: 

“And the city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon, to shine in 
it: for the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is the light thereof.” 
Rev. 21:23 (KJV) 

Consider the mystery of this line from the opening scene: ‘Dope him 
up, seek to act as his mouthpiece, muzzling, and now he lies there 
catatonic, staring.’ (15) Who said anything about Hal being doped 
up? We can only take that mention as evidence of the seventh seal— 
til we come to where we can say he was, only doped up. And but so 
before much else is known of anything he “lies there catatonic.” (15) 
Come to find the essence of our conception of Hal might depend on 
the modality of a thing he wrote, in the spirit shall we say, back in 
seventh grade: “We await, I predict, the hero of non-action, the 
catatonic hero, the one beyond calm.” Christ-like, Hal foretold, as far 
as the story goes, the end he would know.  

In the context of this novel a more perfect term for catatonic than 
watchword is not possible. We know House 5 is where they stay, the 



catatonics, called objay darts by staff, who mean objects d’art, which 
means objects of art, still as statues, like the spectators who become 
objects from watching Jim’s art—aha! The movie turns viewers into 
catatonics, objects of art.  And they ought not be dismissed. ‘It’s an 
object, Jim, a body, but don’t let it fool you, sitting here, mute. It will 
respond. If given its due. With artful care.’ (159) ‘Do not 
underestimate objects! Lyle says he finds it impossible to overstress 
this: do not underestimate objects.’ (394) DFW layers his themes, 
criss-crossing elements of the story to color the idea without 
postmarking his point. The catatonics appear a transcendent calm, a 
perfect patience: “Here is the patience of the saints: here are they 
that keep the commandments of God, and the faith of Je’-sus.” Rev. 
14:12 (KJV) 

† 

Come now to how we derive certain theology that supports the 
argument. 

The scene of the suicide was a demonstration of impressive 
ingenuity. The self-murder snatched a life that had teemed with 
unique accomplishment, and the President recognized the passing of 
a national treasure. The act itself was an affront to fallible haste, the 
small solace that a suicide comes down to black caprice. Never mind 
the details; we assume enough that’s true by presuming the thing got 
done just about the one and only way it possibly could. Sylvia Plath 
thrust her head into an oven on Lincoln’s birthday, and Jim 
Incandenza microwaved his on April Fools.  

Except, actually, the secret, the truth, is that Jim was strangled to 
death, asphyxiated by his wife, Avril. Which is yet what allows the 
Father and the Son of the Holy Trinity to be two but one. What little 
we know about the content of Jim’s Infinite Jest includes a 
homemade cosmology of death: ‘that Death is always female, and 
that the female is always maternal. I.e. that the woman who kills you 
is always your next life’s mother.’ (788) Avril killed Jim and Hal is her 
son. Here commencing the case she did. 

Jim, in costume as a professional conversationalist for ten-year-old 
Hal, intones about the “family’s sordid liaison with the pan-Canadian 
Resistance’s notorious M. DuPlessis and his malevolent but allegedly 
irresistible amanuensis-cum-operative, Luria P——.” Said family 
member is Avril, meaning the Moms is something of a treacherous 



spy for Quebec. Yes indeed. Photos of that liaison “leaked to Der 
Spiegel resulted in the bizarre deaths of both an Ottawan paparazzo 
and a Bavarian international affairs editor, of an alpenstock through 
the abdomen and an ill-swallowed cocktail onion, respectively.” 
That—that may be the most suggestive detail in the entire book, 
spoken as it is by a man the death of whom is itself pretty bizarre, not 
to mention that he’s married to the dangerously suspicious party 
involved.  

Orin calls Hal to ask about their father’s death because he does not 
well enough know what actually happened to know what not to say to 
the secret agent posing as a female journalist who wants to probe 
these things. Their conversation requires a close reading of intricately 
laced writing that implies cryptic business is being discussed ever so 
delicately, exquisitely precise elliptical syntax and subtle absences 
from which to infer cues and extract conclusions. To cut to the heart 
of the matter, one should ask about their lengthy conversation: What 
about Jim’s death would it be oblivious to discuss and relay to an 
outsider? Naturally, the answer is: not ‘what generally came out at the 
funeral.’ That means they are actually talking about the unspeakable. 

“You know, why don’t you go ahead and ask me whatever standard 
ghoulish questions you want not to answer. This may be your only 
shot. Usually I seem not to talk about it.” (249) What Hal seems not to 
talk about is that their father was strangled to death by their mother, 
whether or not Hal would ever admit that awful truth to himself; and 
when Mario asks ‘How come she never got sad?’ after Jim died, Hal 
rationalizes with a note of latent desperation (42).  

“You were who found him, not the Moms?”—that receives a pause 
from Hal before he outright evades the answer. The reader may also 
catch a wink at that mention of the family’s “sordid liaison” when Orin 
is only keen to the technology of a microwave because he once had a 
particular “liaison” of his own with a female who modeled them.  

When Orin asks if his ex-girlfriend Joelle was around when Jim died, 
Hal says: 

Joelle hadn’t been around the grounds since 
you two split up. You knew about that. Himself 
met her at the brownstone, shooting. I’m sure 
you know way more about whatever it was 
they were trying to make. Joelle and Himself. 



Himself went underground too. C.T. was 
already doing most of the day-to-day 
administration. Himself was down in that little 
post-production closet off the lab for like a 
solid month. Mario’d bring food and . . . 
essentials down. Sometimes he’d eat with 
Lyle. I don’t think he came up to ground level 
for at least a month, except for just one trip 
out to Belmont to McLean’s for a two-day 
purge and detox. This was about a week after 
he came back. He’d flown off somewhere for 
three days, for what the impression I get was 
work related business. Film-related.   

Himself went underground too does not say Jim went down to “that 
little post-production closet,” because Jim was meeting Joelle “at the 
brownstone” where they were “shooting.” Himself went underground 
too says Joelle and Jim took up something of a clandestine life-style 
as filmmakers. Moreover, because “a week after he came back” from 
“somewhere for three days,” Jim went to rehab “for a two-day purge 
and detox,” he could not have literally been below “ground level for at 
least a month”; he was figuratively below ground for at least a month, 
engaged with Joelle in their under cover production, what finally 
became the eponymous film, otherwise called The Samizdat. Jim was 
playing with fire and then was found dead. Which says enough.  

Back on page 225, we read how at one point Joelle would “Imitate the 
wife and mother they both declined to shoot.” They being she and 
Jim, who stuck to cameras, apparently, when shooting stuff. Only in 
hindsight would we ever guess they opted against aiming something 
else at Avril. And we know what’s being suggested when we read that 
“Orin had characterized the Moms to Hal as a kind of contortionist 
with other people’s bodies, which Hal’s never been able to forget.” 
(42) 

Jim was found dead in the Head Master’s House. Which place 
receives the stately emblem of initials HmH. Recall when the H was 
made a †, and see Calvary, where the one without a cross was hung, 
†m†. 

In this novel there is then a cover up afoot, administered when Hal 
tells Michael Pemulis that Himself put his head in the microwave 



oven, or when the narrator acknowledges the Why? Hal knows he 
does not know or does not want to know or does not want to think 
about.  

But thus does Jim the auteur, God himself, his exotic death 
cosmology saves the Holy Trinity, anyway in a way all its own. There 
are a couple other saving graces that make the story consistent with 
the one it relives. 

Hal’s relationship with Jim, when Jim was alive, suffered Jim’s 
apparent delusion that Hal had gone mute. What Jim, who wants Hal 
to define the word implore, mind you—“to pray to, or for, earnestly 
(28)—what Jim is actually concerned about are prayers not being 
prayed by Hal and not a literal lack of speaking. That’s a lovely 
poetic, and the contention is supported by the way Hal’s angelic 
brother Mario prays, in the form of a conversation: ‘His nighttime 
prayers take almost an hour and sometimes more and are not a 
chore. He doesn’t kneel; it’s more like a conversation. And he’s not 
crazy, it’s not like he hears anybody or anything conversing back with 
him, Hal’s established.’ (590)  

Then, Avril as Mary the mother of God runs into one egregious 
contradistinction, because we know how roundly Jim was cuckolded 
by that woman, whereas of course Mary was the Virgin Queen. To 
stitch that unsightly seam up we have this:  

“Apparently the Ahts tried to fill up ancestors’ bodies completely with 
virgin-blood to preserve the privacy of their own mental states. The 
apposite Aht dictum here being quote “The sated ghost cannot see 
secret things.” The Discursive O.E.D. postulates that this is one of the 
earlier on-record prophylactics against schizophrenia.” (244)  

Sir James George Frazer is being paid the complement of a fine jest. 
But one that makes, well, let’s say the idea of Avril amenable to the 
idea of Mary: just say the latter’s virginity was introduced some way, 
and call the two ideas even.  

Now then, where we have, in a manner of speaking, got to, is where 
we here must go.  

† 

The great question remains, now more pregnant even. Hal, the 
Second Coming of Christ, what the hell is happening to him, his 
aspect escaping him? What has happened to him at the opening that 



marks the end of the story, there in that college admissions 
interview? 

The answer is simple, as we reverse our thrust: Hal is a false 
prophet.  

“And the beast was taken, and with him the false prophet that 
wrought miracles before him, with which he deceived them that had 
received the mark of the beast, and them that worshipped his image. 
These both were cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone.” 
Rev. 19: 20 (KJV) 

The story ends with Mt. Dilaudid, the Lake of Urine, and Gene 
Fackelmann being overdosed to death by a miscellaneous but severe 
crew after having pulled a stunt on his gangster boss he doesn’t long 
live to regret. Fackelmann has some kind of turrets, and his only 
response to anything is ever “That’s a Goddamn Lie! It’s all Goddamn 
Lies!” over and over and over again, Goddamn Lies.  

Endnote 321 is how we know by a fine correspondence that Hal is the 
real false prophet.  

Hal confides to Pemulis the horrific DMZ-dream he had. ‘In the dream 
the horror was that I wasn’t really singing “There’s No Business Like 
Show Business.” I was really screaming for help. I was screaming like 
“Help! I’m screaming for help and everybody’s acting as if I’m singing 
Ethel Merman covers! It’s me! It’s me, screaming for help!”’ 

There’s No Business Like Show Business because It’s All Goddamn 
Lies. Fackelmann is a false prophet, he who only ever avers that 
everything is false. So, too, like a fractal’s self-similarity, does Hal’s 
corresponding dream mark him a false prophet, one who eventually 
winds up thus, in a maybe Lake of Urine: “I am concentrating docilely 
on the question why U.S. restrooms always appear to us as 
infirmaries for public stress, the place to regain control.” (13)   

Furthermore, consider the most seemingly unassociated part of the 
book, the section covering pages 958-960. There we meet Mikey, an 
addict in recovery with an anger management issue. Mikey is 
addressing a recovery meeting and recounting how prayer made him 
do the right thing after a furious domestic dispute over the child he’s 
not legally aloud to see without his mother’s consent.  

What’s especially suspicious about Mikey, aside from his apparent 
irrelevance to rest of the story, is that Hal, on page 797, is caught 



practicing an assumed name: ‘My name’s Mike.’ ‘Mike. Hi.’ ‘Hey 
there, name’s Mike.’ So this presumably extraneous section with 
Mikey—Mikey is actually Hal, playing the role of the Second Coming 
of Christ, under the false pretense of a fictitious name and made-up 
story, sowing seeds as it were to fall some by the wayside, preaching, 
in the manner and guise that will reach the flock he’s come to 
persuade, by speaking about the power of prayer, in a setting one 
might call the new synagogue, a pseudo-savior preaching under a 
pseudonym a false story, as we may expect a false prophet exactly 
would.  

And then there’s the fact that (somewhere) DFW said Michael 
Pemulis was an “anti-Christ” character. The anti-Christ being the 
Beast, the mark of the beast his name, Michael, which is to say 
Mikey: “And the beast was taken, and with him the false prophet that 
wrought miracles before him, with which he deceived them that had 
received the mark of the beast …” Rev. 19: 20 (KJV) 

I believe that’s the best we can do; I do not believe it is possible to 
fool-proof state the why of Hal’s neurological funk. I believe the point 
of his progressively discomfited state is simply to force the issue, that 
no, after all, Hal is not the Son of God, he is evidently too imperfect to 
be that. But then what was the point of encoding he was, only to 
reveal he’s not? And this is just where it’s useful to recall what DFW 
once admitted to Jonathan Franzen, “that the story can’t fully be 
made sense of.” Why was this notion of an all-too-human seventeen 
year old student being the Son of God even being entertained? 
What? There is nary a single clue Hal has any notion of his own 
divinity. Is this the mythological method that made Bloom Odysseus, 
or is the fiction being literal in a most mundane way? Somewhere in-
between would seem to be the best we can say, or else we rather just 
say “can’t fully be made sense of.” We may imagine DFW running on 
all cylinders just humming along, driven to overdrive by the receptive 
power and speedy motion of creative intuition, and simply never 
bothering to work out what it all must mean in a boringly simple way 
stated plain. “And pain of all sorts becomes a theory, a news-item in 
the distant colder climes way below the warm air you hum on, and 
what you feel is mostly gratitude at your abstract distance from 
anything that doesn’t sit inside concentric circles and love what’s 
happening.” (891)  



We can see what maybe carried him along, into the divine realm of 
everyday characters. Jim’s great gag of a lark, against priggish critics, 
was his founding the school of Found Drama, self-styled as the last 
step realism could possibly take, because the production amounted 
to throwing darts at a public registry, and declaring the pin-pointed 
person the unwitting star of their own drama, period, production done. 
That was a gag, but it spoke to a godly truth: Realism, and there are 
varieties, is not aesthetic because it’s artistic; realism may be 
aesthetic because reality is artistic; the art of realism is interesting 
reality rendered right, and aesthetic purity is pure truth. “Beauty is 
truth, truth beauty—that is all.”  

Jim’s Found Drama, when you think about the thing according to the 
sensibility we know it by—“he’d said the thing he always wanted to 
make had broken his heart by ending up” (228)—when we imagine 
the thing in those terms we may see the Problem of Evil become a 
moot point, a rather priggish point really, just by suggesting God be 
conceived foremost an Auteur. That way, there are really no evil 
things, even no bad things, only happy things and sad things. And the 
sad things are there because God is an Artist, and the human drama 
would just be flop comedy if we didn’t cry. Tragedy is top art, and 
requires our tears, at least that possibility.  

And but so, can’t fully be made sense of? Well is there enough 
sense? And how may we decide? Well, DFW tact’s body to soul so to 
speak, and saved his final sense, that Hal can’t take up all the space 
and play Christ, saved it for the sake of his truest move, and retreated 
to an angel. 

And I saw another mighty angel come down from heaven, 
clothed with a cloud: and a rainbow was upon his head, 
and his face was at it were the sun, and his feet as pillars 
of fire: And he had in his hand a little book open: and he 
set his right foot upon the sea, and his left foot on the 
earth, and cried with a loud voice, as when a lion roareth: 
and when he had cried, seven thunders uttered their 
voices. And when the seven thunders had uttered their 
voices, I was about to write: and I heard a voice from 
Heaven saying unto me, Seal up those things which the 
Seven thunders uttered, and write them not. And the 
angel which I saw stand upon the sea and upon the earth 
lifted up his hand to heaven, And sware by him that liveth 



for ever and ever, who created heaven, and the things 
that therein are, and the earth, and the things that therein 
are, and the sea, and the things which are therein, that 
there should be time no longer: But in the days of the 
voice of the seventh angel, when he shall begin to sound, 
the mystery of God should be finished, as he hath 
declared to his servants the prophets. Rev. 10: 1-7 (KJV) 

A “little book” called Infinite Jest—yes, we get the joke. And that 
about wraps it up, indeed it does. “That there should be time no 
longer”—we may say, pray in only one way, we know time ran out on 
the Year of Glad. And the seventh angel? Oh that would be 
Dymphna, with the name of a seventh century Irish Saint, whose 
game sounds. DFW made a mindbender called Infinite Jest about a 
mindbender called Infinite Jest made by Himself. And Dymphna 
incises the story its truest resolution, what the enigma is about: it’s 
about God, the book’s truest meaning the Word of God. 

It may be that Dymphna, who “appears to always have 
floated by magic to the necessary spot” (568), is intended 
to arrive as some sort of spiritual antidote for Hal. 

This raises the possibility that Infinite Jest may basically 
be a religious book. Although this might seem unlikely, it 
is clear that, on one level, the novel is about belief. 

Stephen J. Burn, A Reader’s Guide 

† 

Come back to whose hometown fixed the sound of something better 
by being a code, James Albrecht Lockley Struck Jr. Tantalizing is 
what can be done with the guy’s ballast, his middle names Albrecht 
Lockley. Those should be transposed to read Brecht Lock and Alley. 
Brecht of course was Bertolt Brecht, the noted German anti-Nazi 
dramatist. Way late in the tale, Hal muses: “But the real truth was that 
the early Himself hadn’t wanted skilled or believable acting to get in 
the way of the abstract ideas and technical innovations in the 
cartridges, and this had always seemed to me more like Brecht than 
like Bresson.” Brecht’s Galileo famously hymns “Unhappy the land in 
need of heroes.” DFW echoed that sentiment in his long interview 
with David Lipsky, answering the question of what comes next for 
American Culture, after, well, actually after David Letterman: “My 
guess is that what it will be is it’s going to be a function of some 



people who are heroes.” This nation he thought was sadly absent real 
McCoys found itself blessed to read DFW. I don’t know he even 
would truly want us imagine what his star staved off. But history 
should. 

Anyways, DFW’s "Brecht Lock" is a contrivance. When one has 
breached the lock they’ve found the Alley: 

What metro Boston AAs are trite but correct about is that 
both destiny’s kisses and its dope-slaps illustrate an 
individual person’s basic personal powerlessness over 
the really meaningful events in his life: i.e. almost nothing 
important that ever happens to you happens because you 
engineer it. Destiny has no beeper; destiny always leans 
trenchcoated out of an alley with some sort of Psst that 
you usually can’t even hear because you’re in such a rush 
to or from something important you’ve tried to engineer. 

Those words thus become a searchlight for heroes. 

 

Notes, and The Very End 

The Prettiest Girl Of All Time. She became central to Jim’s projects, 
Orin broke up with her, and she took a vow to wear a veil, not 
necessarily in that order. Twenty years of ambivalence over the 
rumor that her veil hides a face disfigured by flung acid is long 
enough for this immaculate maiden: the rumor is false, and was 
promulgated by Orin with a Molly Notkin mouthpiece. Orin the “rotter” 
(789) is Orin the writer, hiding behind Notkin’s known Kentucky 
accent. (238) Why she wears the veil is a “drug-unrelated question” 
(537) when Gately asks because there was no acid. She unveils, at 
least at an angle, for the movie none can turn from. Besides, too 
pretty for words, she is the prettiest girl of all time. Orin broke up with 
her because he is a slave to The Show and she was going 
underground. 

John Wayne. Rumor has it the academy’s founder, Jim Incandenza, 
discovered Wayne when making his movie Homo Duplex, a screwball 
documentary about persons named John Wayne who are not the 
John Wayne of storied fame, the rumor further noting that John N.R. 
Wayne’s father sued to have his son removed from the picture 
because the word homo was entailed in the title.  



That’s the rumor, so to speak, which would seem to be dispelled by 
that film’s entry in Incandenza’s filmography, specifying it to be about 
Americans who are named John Wayne—and John N.R. Wayne is 
from an asbestos-mining town in western Quebec. Probably that 
rumor assuaged some resentment that he was too Canadian to be in 
the movie, maybe. 

Which would snugly fit the corner that makes the John N.R. Wayne 
puzzle more curious, a detail from an endnote about a right of 
passage and the Quebecois terrorists: 

Only once…has a miner’s son not jumped, lost his heart 
and frozen, remaining on his jut as the round’s train 
passed. This player later drowned. “Perdre son coeur,” 
when it is mentioned at all, is known also as “Faire un 
Bernard Wayne,” in dubious honor of this lone unjumping 
asbestos miners son, about whom little beyond his 
subsequent drowning in the Baskatong Reservoir is 
known, his name denoting a figure of ridicule and disgust 
among speakers of the Papineau Region vulgate.    

Subtract John Wayne’s surplus “N.R.” from Bernard to equal Beard 
Wayne. And be apprised a beard is a kind of mask in this story, which 
is very heavy on the theme of masks, and we glean that equivalence 
when Hal intends to attend an N.A. meeting but instead winds up at 
“one of those men’s-issues-Men’s-Movement-type Meetings,” where 
grown men cry for their “Inner Infant,” hug teddy bears, and chant for 
each other. Notably, all these broken men crying in disgrace wear 
beards: “It seems like some kind of cosmetic-psychology encounter 
thing.”  

For the maligned Bernard Wayne would put on a mask, he would 
wear a beard. But that we meet John N.R. Wayne wearing a mask 
contradicts what we learn about his athletic leadership, that is until, in 
a drug-induced state toward the end, he speaks forth, over the 
academy intercom, about a “fear of rejection” and much else that was 
very “un-Wayneish.” He’s taken to be doing an impersonation but 
obviously that is open to interpretation. The decisive clue that John 
N.R. and Bernard are one in the same Wayne is the film that 
supposedly brought John N.R. to Jim Incandenza’s attention 
initially, Homo Duplex, for of course a duplex is one structure with two 
entrances.  



To refresh what we’re working from: 

I think of John N.R. Wayne, who would have won this 
year’s What-a-Burger, standing watch in a mask as 
Donald Gately and I dig up my father’s head. 

Now consider: 

What’s it like. It’s like suborning somebody into helping 
you desecrate a tomb they don’t know is empty.(1009) 

Those two sentences amount to a crack in the text, where the true 
meaning is extracted by subtracting context, and fastening on what 
appears incidental, a device that recurs often enough to recognize. 
And the clue that signals that interpretation is there to be made is the 
syntax of what it’s like to suborn somebody. The syntax makes it 
sound like you suborn someone into desecrating a tomb they don’t 
know is empty because you do know it is empty. The confused usage 
suggests Hal sort of knows he’s talking about himself, because “he 
pretty much goes along to get along” when Wayne suborns him. For 
some reason it has been difficult to imagine that John N.R. Wayne is 
standing watch not as a hero stands watch but as a prison guard 
does, wearing a damn mask like a villain not a hero. 

The real reason John N.R. Wayne is there to excavate the head is 
because Wayne does not have a skull. He literally lacks a skull. The 
one and only place in the entire book where John N.R. Wayne 
speaks viva voce occurs in a discussion about mastering tennis. 
Lamont Chu says, “…that you proceed toward mastery through a 
series of plateaus…” and Wayne interjects laconically:  

’Plateaux,’ Wayne says, looking at the ceiling and pushing 
the back of his head isometrically against the door. ‘With 
an X. Plateaux.’(115) 

—Plateaux being the French of the plural plateau (remember Wayne 
is from Quebec). But note X marks the spot: Wayne monopolizes the 
spelling in mid-conversation, though his emendation does not right 
any mispronunciation, the different spellings sound the same. This 
offbeat utterance flags the reader’s attention to something material in 
the surroundings. That something is the term “isometrically,” the 
sense of which, per the O.E.D., would not be “muscular action in 
which tension is developed without contraction of the muscle,” 
because the back of the head, which Wayne is pushing “isometrically 



against the door,” is not a muscle. Moreover, if the neck is meant to 
be the muscle in which tension is developed then specifying the back 
of the head is superfluous where the head, simply, would seem better 
writing’s choice words.  

The back of Wayne’s head, then, apparently is being pushed against 
the door to the effect that the back of his head assumes equal 
dimensions with the door, which is the first sense of “isometric” the 
O.E.D. defines. That is, the back of Wayne’s head is pushed flat 
against the door: Wayne’s head apparently deforms against the door. 
The clue is apt to be utterly literal. And the very next sentence rounds 
out the inside joke: “The inactive viewer’s screen is the color of way 
out over the Atlantic looking straight down on a cold day.” The 
inactive viewer does not truly refer to the TV screen that’s turned off 
but to the inattentive reader who misses a big secret about Wayne.  

In an extended conversation between Orin and Hal over the phone, 
Orin having called Hal to ask him what he knows about Canadian 
politics and Quebecois separatism, regarding the toxic waste from the 
USA’s north east dump, the dump it does not on paper own, as its 
toxic seepage contaminates contiguous Quebec, Hal drops this 
seemingly perfectly seemly remark in the middle of the conversation, 
which is truly rather a run-down of secret metaphors, practically a 
cheat sheet hidden in plain sight: 

So what’s the puzzle. Put yourself in Quebec’s shoes. 
Once again they get the gooey end of the Canadian 
dipstick. It’s mostly now western Quebecer kids the size 
of Volkswagens schlumpfing around with no skulls. It’s 
Quebecers with cloracne and tremors and olfactory 
hallucinations and infants born with just one eye in the 
middle of their forehead. It’s eastern Quebec that gets 
green sunsets and indigo rivers and grotesquely 
asymmetrical snow-crystals and front lawns they have to 
beat back with a machete to get to their driveways. They 
get the feral-hamster incursions and the Infant-
depredations and the corrosive fogs.   

The lot of that is utter doublespeak. Note the phantom question mark, 
missing for “So what’s the puzzle.” Remember that Leur Rai Pays 
means a lack of interest, and read: So what? is the puzzle. That is, as 
stated in sum, acoustics and codes. “Quebec’s shoes” recalls the odd 



way of putting his sneakers on that’s mentioned before about Wayne, 
sock then shoe, other sock then other shoe. Yes the “Canadian 
dipstick” refers to John N.R. Wayne himself specifically, the mum 
dumb jock, whose “gooey end” comes when Hal and Gately are 
digging up the auteur’s head, Wayne standing watch, waiting to steal 
himself a skull, since again he has not one. A gooey end that way, as 
Wayne’s sensitively deforming head we can imagine would be gooey. 
Thus does he go about schlumpfing around with no skull, and 
suddenly we realize that a machine may be efficient but no way agile, 
and then recall that Wayne is noted to not be particularly limber, 
unable to reach past his knees when stretching even. It seems he 
would schlumpff around.   

Dymphna. Authorial control was ever there and the disjunct 
regarding his age was intentional, incredibly. First note that there is 
an obvious hitch that’s gone unmentioned with Hal at the end of the 
opening actually looking forward to playing Dymphna: they are not in 
the same age bracket: “sixteen but with a birthday two weeks under 
the 15 April deadline.” Dymphna’s birthday would need to be over the 
deadline to be in Hal’s bracket. DFW drew a spooky character. And 
but so his age, sixteen, then suddenly nine. Well the reader who 
plays Dymphna’s role was nine years old when the book was 
published, and sixteen when the ‘pet row’ and slight ‘police con’ that 
was “the Round of 16” sent him away (17). “Legally blind,” “And I 
know he is mine.” “They were the age staring down the barrel not of 
Is anything true but of Am I true, of What am I, of What is this thing, 
and it made them strange.” (1071) “These things saith…he that hath 
the key of Da’-vid, he that openth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, 
and no man openeth…. Behold, I come quickly: hold that fast which 
thou hast, that no man take thy crown.” Rev. 3: 7 and 11(KJV). To 
king He, the lie slips across an eye to a T: The Pa†C King ;)  

Page 522:  

‘You’ve had nothing to eat, then, yet?’  

‘I was summoned.’    

May we ‘e’ a ‘t’? 

RIP DFW 

 


