
CONSPIRACY GOTHIC

B
e t w e e n  19 9 8  a n d  19 9 9 ,  
f o u r  H o l l y w o o d  s c i e n c e  
f i c t i o n  f i l m s  c a m e  o u t  
t h a t  w e r e  a l l  t e l l i n g  
s l i g h t  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
s a m e  s t o r y .   T h i s  s t o r y  

i s  a l s o  t o l d  i n  a t  l e a s t  t w o  s c i e n c e  
f i c t i o n  n o v e l s ,  o n e  f r o m  19 5 9  a n d  
o n e  f r o m  19 6 4 ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a  t h r e e -
h o u r  G e r m a n  t e l e v i s i o n  m i n i s e r i e s  
d i r e c t e d  b y  R a i n e r  We r n e r  F a s s -
b i n d e r  i n  t h e  e a r l y  19 7 0 s .   

 

THE FILMS

D a r k  C i t y

T h e  M a t r i x

T h e  T h i r t e e n t h  
F l o o r

T h e  Tr u m a n  
S h o w

Wor ld  on  a  Wire

h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h i s  s t o r y  
i s  t h a t  t h e  h e r o  -  w h o  i s  
a  l o n e s o m e  m a n  -  d i s -
c o v e r s  h e  i s  t r a p p e d  i n  
a n  e n t i r e l y  a r t i f i c i a l  
p r i s o n - w o r l d  a n d  m u s t  

t r y  t o  e s c a p e  i n t o  r e a l i t y .   T h e  w a r -
d e n s  o f  t h e s e  v i r t u a l  p r i s o n s  a r e  
a l i e n s ,  r o b o t s ,  o r  b u r e a u c r a t s .

I  t h i n k  o f  t h e s e  f i l m s  a n d  
n o v e l s  a s  f o r m i n g  a  g e n r e  ( o r  s u b -
g e n r e ,  i f  y o u  p r e f e r ) ,  a n d  w h a t  
m a k e s  t h e m  s o  i s  h o w  t h e y  a l l  
u n i q u e l y  e x p r e s s  t h e  s a m e  s t o r y ,  t h e  
w a y  t h e  c h i l d r e n  o f  a  f a m i l y  a l l  
u n i q u e l y  e x p r e s s  t h e  s a m e  g e n e s .

T h i s  i s  h o w  t h e  c r i t i c  S t a n l e y  
C a v e l l  a n a l y z e d  s e v e r a l  s c r e w b a l l  
c o m e d i e s  f r o m  t h e  19 3 0 s  a n d  19 4 0 s  
i n  h i s  b o o k  P u r s u i t s  o f  H a p p i n e s s .  

H e  w r o t e ,  “ L e t  u s  t h i n k  o f  t h e  
c o m m o n  i n h e r i t a n c e  o f  t h e  m e m b e r s  
o f  a  g e n r e  a s  a  s t o r y ,  c a l l  i t  a  my t h .   
T h e  m e m b e r s  o f  a  g e n r e  w i l l  b e  i n -
t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  i t ,  o r  t o  u s e  
T h o r e a u ’ s  w o r d  fo r  i t ,  r e v i s i o n s  o f  
i t . ”   

C a v e l l  c a l l e d  h i s  g e n r e  t h e  
C o m e d y  o f  R e m a r r i a g e .   I  c a l l  t h i s  
g e n re  C o n s p i r a c y  G ot h i c  b e c a u s e  a l l  
t h e  wo rk s  i nvo l ve  a  s e n s e  o f  c o n -
s p i r a c y ,  i n  w h i ch  t h e  p ro t a g o n i s t  i s  a  
w a n t e d  m a n  o r  f e e l s  l i ke  t h e  w h o l e  
wo r l d  i s  a g a i n s t  h i m .   

A l so ,  the s e  s to r i e s  s e em to  have  
a  l o t  to  do  w i th  18 th -  and  19 th -
c en tu r y  Goth i c  ho r ro r,  the  t a l e s  o f  
wh i ch  o f t en  invo l ved  t r apped  p ro t a go -
n i s t s ,  madne s s ,  t he  uncanny,  and  ma -
l e vo l en t  supe rna tu r a l  fo rc e s .   Goth i c  
l i t e r a tu re  wa s  one  o f  the  o r i g in s  o f  
s c i - f i ,  a s  we l l .  

THE MYTH

1 .   T h e  h e r o ,  w h o  s u f f e r s  
f r o m  l o n e l i n e s s  a n d  m a l a i s e ,  
n o t i c e s  a n  u n c a n n y  r i p  i n  t h e  
f a b r i c  o f  h i s  r e a l i t y .  

2 .   H e  i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e  
r i p  a n d  s u s p e c t s  t h a t  h i s  w o r l d  
i s  a n  a r t i f i c i a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
a n d  t h a t  h e  i s  t r a p p e d  a n d / o r  
a  p r i s o n e r .   H e  i s  p u r s u e d  b y  
a n t a g o n i s t i c  a g e n t s .

3 .   A  f e m a l e  l o v e  i n t e r e s t  
p a s s e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  h e r o ’ s  
p r i s o n - w o r l d .   S h e  i s  f r o m  t h e  
r e a l  w o r l d  a n d  w a n t s  t o  h e l p  
f r e e  h i m ,  b u t  s h e  t o o  i s  r e -
s i s t e d  b y  t h e  a g e n t s .

4 .   T h e  h e r o  t r i e s  t o  
r e a c h  t h e  w o m a n  a n d  h e r  r e a l  
w o r l d ,  b u t  i s  r e p e l l e d  b y  t h e  
a g e n t s  a n d  b y  t h e  b a r r i e r s  o f  
h i s  p r i s o n .   H e  s u f f e r s  a  c r i s i s .

5 .   T h e  h e r o  h a s  t o  r o u s e  
h i m s e l f  t o  t r y  o n c e  a g a i n  t o  
e s c a p e .

6 .   T h e  h e r o  b r e a k s  f r e e  
f r o m  h i s  p r i s o n ,  r e a c h e s  t h e  
w o m a n  h e  l o v e s ,  a n d  b e g i n s  
f i g h t i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  f o r c e s  t h a t  
h a d  o p p r e s s e d  h i m .

CURIOUS 
COUSINS 

B l a d e  R u n n e r

T h e  B o t h e r s o m e  M a n

T h e  C e l l

C o n s p i r a c y  T h e o r y

T h e  G a m e

e X i s t e n Z

G r o u n d h o g  D a y

I n c e p t i o n

I n l a n d  E m p i r e

L a  J e t é e

M a r w e n c o l

O p e n  Yo u r  E y e s

T h e  Pa s s e n g e r

P l e a s a n t v i l l e

T h e  P u r p l e  R o s e  o f  C a i r o

T h e  S h a w s h a n k  
R e d e m p t i o n

S o u r c e  C o d e

S t r a n g e  D a y s

S t r a n g e r  t h a n  F i c t i o n

S u n s e t  B o u l e v a r d

S y n e c d o c h e ,  Ne w  Yo r k

To t a l  R e c a l l

Z e i t g e i s t

T i m  P e t e r s

S o ,  t h e  w o r k  o f  t h e  c r i t i c  i s  t o :  
e x t r a c t ,  l i k e  a  g e n e t i c  c o d e ,  t h e  
c o m m o n  m y t h  f r o m  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  
t h e  g e n r e ;  t o  e x p l a i n  h o w  e a c h  
m e m b e r  m a k e s  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  t h e  
m y t h ;  t o  i d e n t i f y  o t h e r  w o r k s  r e -
l a t e d  t o  t h e  g e n r e ;  a n d  t o  t h i n k  
a b o u t  w h a t  t h e  m y t h  a n d  a l l  i t s  
v a r i a t i o n s  m e a n .

I  d o n ’ t  i n t e n d  t h i s  i n f o g r a p h i c  
t o  b e  a  d e f i n i t i v e  s t u d y ,  b u t  j u s t  a  
t h o r o u g h  i n t r o d u c t i o n .

COMMENTS

The  Mat r i x

The Mat r i x  ver y  quick ly  
has  i t s  hero  rea l i ze  he ’ s  in  a  
s imulated pr i son,  escape  f rom 

i t  wi th  the  he lp  of  a  dark -
ha i red love  interest ,  and then 

beg in  f ight ing  aga inst  the  
malevolent  forces  who 

constructed the  pr i son,  a l l  
more  or  le s s  by  the  end of  
Act  1.

Neo,  even though he ’ s  
unhappy  wi th  hi s  urban 

ex i s tence ,  doesn’ t  have  to  go  
through much of  a  s t rugg le  in  
dec id ing  to  “ fo l low the  whi te  

rabbi t”  and accept  that  h i s  
rea l i t y  was  fa l se .   And upon 

learning  of  the  t ruth of  the  
“deser t  o f  the  rea l , ”  he  does  
convulse  br ie f l y,  but  then 

gather s  h imse l f  and i s  more  
or  le s s  OK.   

I f  only  ever yone could  so  
un -neurot ica l l y  reac t  to  
hav ing  the  ve i l  pul led  f rom 

thei r  eyes  and hav ing  to  gaze  
upon the  waste land of  rea l i t y  

in  i t s  a l l  subl imely  deso la te  
horror !

Neo does  s t rugg le  to  

accept  h i s  respons ib i l i t y  a s  a  
prophet/sav ior  f igure  who i s  

go ing  to  have  to  redeem 
c iv i l i za t ion,  rea l i t y,  human-
i t y,  etc .

I  f ind that  s t rugg le  much 
more  implaus ib le  and fant as -

t i c ,  and much les s  re levant  
than the  more  banal  s t rugg le  
to  res i s t  the  iner t ia  that  

keeps  one in  an inauthent ic  
but  comfor t able  day - to -day  

rut  -  a  rut  so  deep i t  fee l s  l ike  
a  pr i son and makes  one ’ s  
wor ld  fee l  ar t i f i c ia l .

I  do apprec ia te  that  in  
The  Mat r i x  i t ’ s  robots  and 
computer  technology  that  i s  

ens lav ing  humanity  and 
extrac t ing  our  v i t a l i t y  for  i t s  

g rotesquely  ra t ional  pur poses .   
Be ing  addic ted to  emai l ,  

new gadgets ,  soc ia l  networks ,  

24 -hour  news ,  v ideo games ,  
pornography,  and other  
d ig i t a l  enter t a inment  i s  

cer t a in ly  a  means  by  which 
one f lees  f rom the  harder  

th ings  of  l i fe  -  and f lees  in  a  
way  that  becomes  v ic ious ,  
excess ive ,  and that  weakens  

one ’ s  wi l lpower.
As  for  more  Terminato r -

e sque  Doomsday  scenar ios  

involv ing  robots  and comput -
er s ,  I ’m les s  concerned wi th  

that .   Such a  scenar io  would 
probably  be  as  mora l l y  t idy  as  
World  War  I I  -  ever yone 

would know who the  enemy 
was ,  ever yone would have  a  
great  reason to  f ight ,  to  care ,  

to  be  heroic .
As  Roger  Eber t  

compla ined about  in  hi s  
rev iew of  the  f i lm,  The  Mat r i x  

i s  just  too much of  a  kung fu  

ac t ion f i lm,  and just  shame -
fu l l y  d i s t rac t s  i t se l f  f rom the  
ser ious  psycholog ica l  and 

phi losophica l  th ings  that  are  
going  on in  a  s tor y  l ike  th i s .

The  Truman 
Show

The Truman Show i s  much 
more  about  i t s  hero  becoming 
consc ious  of  h i s  s t a tus  as  a  
pr i soner  and hi s  wor ld  as  
fa l se .

Whereas  Neo leaves  The 
Matr ix  ear ly  on,  Truman 
doesn’ t  s tep  outs ide  hi s  
pr i son unt i l  the  ver y  f ina l  
scene .

The  Truman Show has  
nothing  to  do wi th  what  
happens  to  i t s  hero  once  he ’ s  
reached the  rea l  wor ld  and 
reached hi s  love  interest .   

Instead i t ’ s  only  about  
Truman as  he  copes  wi th  
be ing  in  a  wor ld  of  i l lus ions  
and conspiracy,  and hav ing  a  
day - to -day  ex i s tence  that  i s  
too comfor t able  and too 
convenient .

The f i lm a l so  makes  a  
rea l  character  out  of  the  
warden of  the  pr i son,  and 
thus  compl ica tes  why  Truman 
i s  be ing  conf ined to  a  
s imulated rea l i t y.

The s impler  s i tuat ion 
would be  that  a  cor porat ion 
has  ens laved Truman and 
turned hi s  ent i re  ex i s tence  
into  an amusing  commodity.   
They  are  doing  i t  just  for  
money,  and Truman i s  no 
more  than a  fac tor  of  input .

Chri s tof ,  on the  other  
hand,  i s  an ar t i s t  wi th  a  
v i s ion ( just  l ike  the  master  
computer  programmer in  
S imulac ron -3 )  and Truman and 
the  s tudio  are  the  mater ia l s  
he  works  wi th  to  create  hi s  
master piece .

However,  us ing  another  
per son for  the  sake  of  a  work  
of  ar t  i s  genera l l y  cons idered 
immora l  and unethica l  and 
ev i l ,  however  beaut i fu l  the  
resu l t s .

This  occurs  in  the  Edgar  
Al len Poe  s tor y,  “ The Oval  
Por t ra i t , ”  which has  a  
Chri s tof - t ype  character  who 
k i l l s  h i s  wi fe  for  the  sake  of  
pa int ing  an exce l lent  por t ra i t  
o f  her.

I t ’ s  funny that  The  
Truman Show  i s  set  in  Cal i for -
n ia ,  and that  Cal i fornia  i s  the  
“rea l  wor ld”  that  Truman 
longs  to  escape  into .

Would reaching  1990s  
Cal i fornia  a l low Truman to  
f ind a  wor ld  that  would  
ac tua l l y  fee l  l e s s  ar t i f i c ia l ,  
and that  would g ive  him more  
poss ib i l i t i e s  to ,  not  just  be  an 
ac tor  in  a  te lev i s ion show,  
but  to  be  a  rea l  per son 
ex i s t ing  in  a  ser ious  wor ld?

Rea l i z ing  one i s  a  
pr i soner  and then hav ing  to  
escape  the  pr i son and res i s t  
the  warden i s  a  thr i l l ing ,  
meaningful  cha l lenge .   But  
how many people  ever  in  
the i r  l i ves  ac tua l l y  have  to  
face  such a  s i tuat ion?   

These  Conspiracy  Gothic  
s tor ies  seem somewhat  
decept ive  in  that  they  do 
honest l y  por t ray  how miser -
ab le  and di sconnected and 
dead a  per son can fee l  a s  a  
c i t i zen/consumer  of  an 
a f f luent  nat ion l ike  the  U.S . ,  
but  then these  s tor ies  br ing  
in  these  fant ast i c  conspirac ies  
and magica l  ev i ldoer s ,  which 
of  course  rouse  the  unhappy  
prot agonist s  to  ac t ion.

But  l i fe  i s  never  so  
s imple .   Most  days  never  
involve  any  ser ious  mora l  
dec i s ions ,  but  instead a  lot  o f  
minor  choices  regarding  your  
p leasure  and the  p leasure  of  
other s .

Wil l  you be  nice  to  
yourse l f ?   Wi l l  you be  nice  to  
other s ?   Wi l l  you be  nice  to  
other s  i f  i t  ent a i l s  hav ing  to  
do something  that  you don’ t  
en joy  ver y  much?   Wi l l  you be  
mean to  other s  i f  i t  makes  
you fee l  bet ter ?

These  seem to  me to  be  
the  quest ions ,  for  bet ter  or  
worse ,  that  a  per son ex i s t ing  
in  an a f f luent  c iv i l i za t ion 
wi l l  face  day  in  and day  out .

They  are  not  ver y  
dramat ic ,  but  they  are  the  
subst ance  of  one ’ s  days  and 
hours ,  and for  that  they  are  
meaningful .

 

 

Dark  Ci t y

For  as  impress ive  and 
beaut i fu l  a s  the  imager y  and 
the  wor lds  of  The  Mat r i x  and 
The  Truman Show  a re ,  Dark  
Ci t y  outdoes  them.

The look of  Dark  Ci t y  i s  
l ike  Nighthawk s  by  Edward 
Hopper  mixed wi th  Metropo l i s  
mixed wi th  The  Th i rd  Man .

I f  there  were  ever  a  c i t y  
in  which to  wander  around 
fee l ing  mournful l y  a l ienated 
and sp i r i tua l l y  adr i f t ,  i t  
would  be  that  o f  Dark  Ci t y  (a s  
we l l  a s  the  Los  Ange les  o f  
Blade  Runner ) .

I t ’ s  interest ing  that  the  
love  interest  o f  the  hero  i s  
p layed by  Jenni fer  Connel ly  
and that  severa l  scenes  are  
hopeful  v i s ions  of  her  
s t anding  a t  the  end of  a  p ier,  
over looking  the  ocean on a  
sunny day.   

That  image  of  Jenni fer  
Connel ly  recur s  in  Requiem 
fo r  a  Dream ,  which i s  most  
def in i te ly  a l so  a  f i lm about  
be ing  lost  and t rapped wi thin 
an oppress ive  c i t y.

(The image  of  Jenni fer  
Connel ly  on a  p ier  i s  a l so  in  
House  o f  Sand  and  Fog ,  but  
there  she  i s  the  character  who 
i s  depressed and adr i f t . )

Dark  Ci t y  i s  s imi lar  to  
The  Mat r i x  in  re ly ing  on 
fant ast i c ,  most ly  mar t ia l  a r t s  
v io lence  -  o f  a  form that  to  
me resembled something  f rom 
Mor ta l  Kombat  (hur l ing  ba l l s  
o f  energy  a t  one  another )  -  a s  
the  means  wi th  which the  
character s  reso lve  the i r  
problems and express  the i r  
fee l ings .

That ’ s  a l l  we l l  and good 
in  the  way  of  enter t a inment ,  
but  le s s  so  in  the  way  of  
psycholog ica l  complex i ty  and 
emot ional  t ruth.

Dark  Ci t y  i s  more  l ike  the  
The  Truman Show in  that  i t  i s  
not  unt i l  the  end of  the  s tor y  
that  the  hero  i s  ab le  to  
breach the  wal l s  o f  h i s  
pr i son.   

Most  of  the  f i lm i s  about  
Murdoch t r y ing  to  f igure  out  
what  k ind of  wor ld  he ’ s  in ,  
who he  i s ,  and where  he  
comes  f rom.

The wardens  of  the  
pr i son in  Dark  Ci t y  are  space  
a l iens ,  and thus  a  rac ia l  
e lement  separates  them from 
the  humans  they  are  subjugat -
ing  (as  opposed to  something  
more  sp i r i tua l  or  inte l lec tua l  
that  separates  a  bureaucrat  or  
a  robot  f rom a  regular  human 
be ing) .

The conclus ion of  Dark  
Ci t y  seems ver y  s imi lar  to  
that  o f  The  Truman Show ,  but  
then i t  pul l s  a  n ice  rever sa l .

Truman crashing  hi s  
schooner  into  the  wal l  o f  the  
s tudio  i s ,  for  my money,  one  
of  the  most  phi losophica l l y -
loaded and sa t i s f y ing ly -
c inemat ic  scenes  I ’ ve  ever  
watched in  a  f i lm (as  good as  
when Buster  Keaton jumps  
through the  movie  screen in  
She r l o ck ,  J r. ) .

The scene  wi th  Truman 
and the  boat  i s  funny,  
sur pr i s ing ,  i t ’ s  complete ly  
v i sua l ,  and i t  force fu l l y  
expresses  severa l  ideas  a l l  a t  
once  about  f reedom and 
t ranscendence  and when 
those  th ings  fa i l  and you f ind 
yourse l f  a t  a  dead end.

The last  scene  of  Dark  
Ci t y  i s  a  more  d i s turbing  and 
much les s  comica l  var ia t ion 
on the  same theme.

The men di scover  that  
there  i s  nothing  beyond the  
wal l ,  nothing  beyond the  
wor ld  they  want  to  f lee  f rom.   
Just  the  vacuum of  outer  
space .

That  image  i s ,  to  me,  a  
n ice  (however  gr im)  i l lust ra -
t ion of  phi losophica l  skept i -
c i sm -  in  which you beg in  
doubt ing  ever y thing  in  your  
wor ld ,  even your  own 
ex i s tence ,  wi th  the  hope of  
f inding  some so l id  ground 
and something  rea l l y  rea l  on 
which ever y thing  rest s .   

But  then you ask  and you 
doubt  and you dig ,  and a t  the  
center  i s . . .nothing ,  a  vor tex ,  
meaning les sness ,  the  abyss .

With Dark  Ci t y ,  there  i s  
no rea l  wor ld  to  escape  into ,  
and a l l  there  i s  for  a  per son 
to  do i s  t rans form the  wor ld  
in  which they  a l ready  f ind 
themse lves  -  however  absurd 
and fa l se  and pr i son - l ike  they  
may  know i t  to  be .

And that  scene of  
Murdoch waking up in the 
hotel  bathtub at  the st ar t  of  
the f i lm is  l ike a  nightmarish 
exaggerat ion of  the idea from 
Heidegger  of  “thrownness ,”  of  
how your presence in a  world 
i s  just  -  !  -  gasping,  disorient -
ing,  you’re  just  there and you 
just  have to go,  without a  
pause for  ref lect ion.  
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Time  Out  o f  
J o in t

Time Out  o f  J o in t ,  l ike  The  

Truman Show ,  g ives  a  n ice  

por t ra i t  o f  deadening  subur -

ban st as i s ,  and how in  that  

s t as i s  a  man’s  wor ld  beg ins  to  

d i s integrate  and fee l  scr ipted 

and fake .

Rag le  Gumm’s  day  job  i s  

to  s i t  a t  home and complete  a  

newspaper  number  game,  

which he  manages  somehow 

to  win ever y  week .

By  the  end of  the  nove l ,  

i t ’ s  revea led  that  th i s  number  

game was  in  rea l i t y  a  means  

of  predic t ing  where  nuc lear  

bombs  be ing  launched f rom 

the  moon by  a  secess ionist  

rebe l  army were  going  to  land 

on ear th .

Rag le ’ s  quiet  suburban 

wor ld  was  thus  a  way  to  t r i ck  

him into  doing  impor t ant  but  

mora l l y  repugnant  work for  

the  ear th ’ s  mi l i t ar y  and 

government .  

(Ragle had originally 

defected to the side of the moon 

rebels, but then was kidnapped 

and hooked into a simulated 

reality and forced to unwittingly 

assist the earth government - 

which is similar to what 

happens to a war veteran in 

Source Code.)

There ’ s  a  d ia lec t ic  here  

between your  l i fe  and your  

job  be ing  tot a l l y  anonymous  

and ins igni f i cant  and dul l  

( the  suburbani te  who i s  

involved in  no f ight  and no 

st rugg le ) ,  ver sus  your  l i fe  and 

your  job  be ing  of  intense ly  

s t res s fu l  and wor ld -h i s tor ica l  

impor t ance  ( the  mi l i t ar y  

wonk who i s  involved in  an 

inter p lanet ar y  c iv i l  war ) .   

I t ’ s  the  chi ld ’ s  or  the  

psychopath’ s  fant asy  come 

t rue  -  those  pr iva te  l i t t l e  

ca lcu la t ions  you’re  t i re les s l y  

making  are  ac tua l l y  be ing  

obser ved by  the  government  

and are  of  abso lute ly  g loba l  

s igni f i cance .   

You are  a  hero in disguise  

(as  i f  secret ly  of  roya l  b lood,  a  

pr ince  or  pr incess  in  humble  

costume)  and ever ything you 

do rea l ly,  t ruly  matter s .

The narra t ive  arc  of  Time  

Out  o f  J o in t  i s  ver y  s imi lar  to  

The  Truman Show ,  wi th  the  

la st  dramat ic  scene  be ing  

Rag le  f ina l l y  dec id ing  to  leave  

the  s imulated wor ld  and enter  

the  rea l  wor ld .

Rag le ,  however,  i s  much 

more  phi losophica l l y  

se l f - aware  and contemplat ive  

than Truman,  going  on 

monologues  about  semiot ic s ,  

ep i s temology,  metaphys ics ,  

and the  Gospe l  o f  John.

Which seems appropr i -

a te ,  g iven that  the  k ind of  

per son who could  beg in  

fee l ing  l ike  hi s  rea l i t y  i s  

d i s so lv ing  i s  (unless  suf fer ing  

f rom menta l  i l lness )  a l so  the  

k ind of  per son wi th  enough 

le i sure  t ime to  read phi loso -

phy  and l i tera ture ,  or  to  a t  

l east  have  the  t ime to  quiet l y  

ponder  the  bas ic  ru les  by  

which humans  ex i s t  a longs ide  

each other  in  an empir ica l  

wor ld .

 

 

WHAT IT 
MAY MEAN 

Simulacron -3 

The Thirteenth 
F loo r

Wor ld  on a 
Wire
 

Simulac ron -3  begins  wi th  
a  more  innocent  premise  than 
the  other  s tor ies .

The ar t i f i c ia l  wor ld  in  
the  nove l  i s  a  v i r tua l  rea l i t y  
computer  program created for  
the  sake  of  market  research.

In  the  nove l ,  the  hero  
computer  sc ient i s t  Douglass  
Hal l  i s  a l ready  working  wi th  
thi s  ar t i f i c ia l  wor ld ,  a s  one  of  
i t s  over seer s  (or  wardens ,  i f  
you wi l l ) .

The drama comes  when 
he  beg ins  to  suspect  that  he  
too ex i s t s  in  a  v i r tua l  rea l i t y  
and that  h i s  wor ld  i s  just  a  
programmed s imulat ion be ing  
run by  some other  computer  
sc ient i s t ,  in  some other,  
h igher,  more  power fu l  rea l i t y.

L ike  Rag le  in  Time  Out  o f  
J o in t ,  Douglass  i s  phi losophi -
ca l l y  a stute  and thinks  to  
himse l f  whi le  in  the  gr ip  of  
conspiracy  paranoia  interest -
ing  things  l ike :

“ I  was  nothing  -  -  mere ly  
a  package  of  v i t a l  s imulec -
t ronic  charges .  Never the les s  I  
had to  ex i s t .  S imple  log ic  
demanded no les s .  I  th ink ,  
there fore  I  am.  But  then I  
wasn ' t  the  f i r s t  per son to  be  
t roubled by  the  poss ib i l i t y  
that  nothing  i s  rea l .  How 
about  the  so l ips i s t s ,  the  
Berke le ians ,  the  t ranscenden -
t a l i s t s ?”  

When Douglass  suspect s  
that  h i s  wor ld  i s  a  VR 
s imulat ion,  a  recur s ive  and 
inf in i te  ser ies  sprouts  wi thin 
the  nove l  (which a l so  happens  
in  The  Mat r i x ) ,  i . e .  the  
poss ib i l i t y  for  an endless  
nest ing  of  one  VR wor ld  
wi thin another,  up and down 
forever.

This  k ind of  nauseat ing  
regress  i s  a  c las s ic  phi losophi -
ca l  t rope  and comes  up in  
P la to ’ s  Phaedo  in  a  d ia logue  

 

 

about  the  Forms and the  
things  that  embody the  
Forms.

These  k inds  of  paradoxes  
involv ing  inf in i ty  and 
regress ion are  l ike  the  
ra t t le snakes  in  the  deser t  o f  
the  inte l lec t .

They  only  s t r ike  when 
provoked,  but  the i r  b i te  i s  
venomous  and can cause  tot a l  
menta l  para ly s i s .

I t s  cur ious  to  th ink 
about  that  sor t  o f  inte l lec tua l  
corrupt ion and then to  think 
that  in  S imulac ron -3  and i t s  
f i lm adaptat ions ,  there ’ s  a l so  
a  theme of  mora l  corrupt ion,  
as  the  archi tec t  o f  the  VR 
wor ld  becomes  undone by  hi s  
power  over  a  community  of  
l i t t l e  VR humanoids  that  he  
can amuse  himse l f  wi th  ( th i s  
sor t  o f  decadence  a l so  occur s  
to  character s  in  eXi s t enZ  and 
St range  Days ) .

The archi tec t  becomes  
v io lent  and sexua l l y  indul -
gent  and repulses  h i s  
rea l -wor ld  g i r l f r iend,  who 
then rescues  Douglass  (who 
was  a  mini  VR c lone of  the  
archi tec t )  in  order  to  preser ve  
the  o ld ,  good ver s ion of  the  
man she  loved.

The poss ib i l i t y  for  a  
per son to  be  corrupted by  
images  and s imulacra  i s  
something  P la to  would 
readi l y  agree  to ,  and that ’ s  
a l so  a  theme of  In f in i t e  J e s t  
and i t s  k i l l e r  enter t a inment .

Interest ing ly,  the  docu -
mentar y  Marwenco l  i s  about  a  
man who plays  wi th  and 
photographs  dol l s  -  bas ica l l y  
h i s  own l i t t l e  wor ld  of  
s imulacra  -  a s  a  means  of  
therapy  and recuperat ion 
a f ter  a  head in jur y.

 As  for  the  f i lm adapta -
t ions  of  S imulac ron -3 ,  The  
Th i r t e en th  F loo r  i s  cheesy  but  
does  have  a  n ice  scene  of  
Douglass  in  the  deser t  beyond 
L.A ,  gaz ing  a t  the  abyss .  

World on a Wire  i s  s low 
and stately  and cheesy at  t imes 
too,  but i t  t akes more 
seriously  the spir i tual  cr is is  of  
having to accept that  one’s  
world is  a  sham.

W

W h a t  a b o u t  a l l  t h e  t i m e s  i n f i n -
i t y ,  f r a c t a l s ,  r e c u r s i o n ,  a n d  s y n e c d o c h i c  
w o r l d s - b e i n g - n e s t e d - w i t h i n - w o r l d s  s h o w  
u p  i n  t h e s e  s t o r i e s ?   H o w  d o  t h o s e  
m a t h e m a t i c a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  c o n c e p t s  
r e l a t e  t o  t h e  C o n s p i r a c y  G o t h i c  m y t h  
a n d  t o  c r e a t i v i t y ,  m a d n e s s ,  a n d  l o n e l i -
n e s s ?

H a s  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r  
b e i n g  t r a p p e d  i n  a  s i m u l a t e d  w o r l d  
s h o w n  u p  e l s e w h e r e  i n  p r e m o d e r n  l i t e r a -
t u r e ?   L i k e  p e r h a p s  i n v o l v i n g  a  p r e i n -
d u s t r i a l  s o v e r e i g n  o f  s o m e  s o r t  c o n -
s t r u c t i n g  a  w o r l d - o f - i m a g e s  i n t o  w h i c h  
t o  e n t r a p  s o m e o n e  e l s e  o r  f o r  h i m s e l f  t o  
e s c a p e  i n t o ?   O r  a  d e i t y  i m p r i s o n i n g  a  
c h a r a c t e r  i n  a  d r e a m - w o r l d  o f  s o m e  
s o r t ?   

H a s  t h e  C o n s p i r a c y  G o t h i c  m y t h  
o r  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  i t  b e e n  t o l d  i n  o t h e r  
c u l t u r e s ?   I n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o r  f o l k l o r e  
o f  E a s t  A s i a ,  I n d i a ,  A f r i c a ,  t h e  M i d d l e  
E a s t ,  o r  t h e  A m e r i c a s ?

W h e n  w i l l  s o m e o n e  f i l m  o r  w r i t e  
a  C o n s p i r a c y  G o t h i c  s t o r y  w i t h  a  
f e m a l e  p r o t a g o n i s t ?   

    
I ’ m  n o t  t r y i n g  t o  b e  p a r a n o i d ,  

b u t  w h y  d i d  t h e  f o u r  H o l l y w o o d -
p r o d u c e d  C o n s p i r a c y  G o t h i c  f i l m s  a l l  
g e t  r e l e a s e d  b e t w e e n  19 9 8  a n d  19 9 9 ?   

S i m u l a c r o n - 3

T i m e  O u t  o f  
J o i n t

T

here  does  the  idea  of  

be ing  t rapped in  a  

fa l se  rea l i t y  come 

f rom?   I s  i t  something  uniquely  

modern and of  the  20th 

centur y ?

Hardly.

The idea  of  be ing  

impri soned in  a  theater  of  

shadows  i s  d i scussed in  the  

“Al legor y  of  the  Cave”  in  P la to ’ s  

Repub l i c ,  which i s  a  book that ’ s  

over  2 ,000 year s  o ld  and 

predates  Chri s t iani ty,  

e lec t r ic i t y,  industr ia l i sm,  mass  

soc iety,  Communism,  d ig i t a l  

computer s ,  the  Internet ,  and so  

on.

A s imi lar  concept  was  

descr ibed by  Descar tes  in  the  

mid 1600s  in  hi s  Medi ta t i on s  on  

F i r s t  Ph i l o sophy .

He wrote ,  “ I  sha l l  then 

suppose ,  not  that  God who i s  

supremely  good and the  

founta in  of  t ruth,  but  some ev i l  

genius  not  le s s  power fu l  than 

dece i t fu l ,  has  employed hi s  

whole  energ ies  in  dece iv ing  me;  

I  sha l l  cons ider  that  the  

heavens ,  the  ear th ,  the  co lor s ,  

f i gures ,  sound,  and a l l  other  

externa l  th ings  are  nought  but  

i l lus ions  and dreams of  which 

the  ev i l  genius  has  ava i led  

himse l f ,  in  order  to  lay  t raps  for  

my credul i ty ;  I  sha l l  cons ider  

myse l f  a s  hav ing  no hands ,  no 

eyes ,  no f le sh ,  no b lood,  nor  

any  senses ,  yet  fa l se ly  be l iev ing  

myse l f  to  possess  a l l  those  

th ings .”

Descar tes ’  wor ld  was  one 

wi thout  mechanica l  or  d ig i t a l  

reproduct ion,  and yet  the  

not ion of  a  tot a l l y  s imulated  

rea l i t y  occurred to  and 

preoccupied him.

So what  i s  th i s  s tuf f  a l l  

about ?   Fee l ing  l ike  ever y thing  

and ever yone around you i s  

fa l se ,  fake ,  unrea l ?   Fee l ing  l ike  

you’re  los ing  your  mind,  that  

your  rea l i t y  i s  turning  ups ide  

down,  that  you’re  t rapped?   

Fee l ing  l ike  there  i s  some other  

wor ld  out  there  you can reach 

for  that  would be  more  rea l  and 

t rue  and f ree ,  where  you could  

rea l l y  be  yourse l f ,  where  you 

could  fa l l  in  love ,  and where  

things  would make sense?

The four  Conspiracy  

Gothic  f i lms  f rom the  la te  1990s  

were  a l l  Hol lywood b lockbuster s  

and a l l  have  fa i r l y  opt imist i c ,  

happy,  and convenient  endings ,  

and aren’ t  the  best  p lace  to  go  

to  for  a  complex ly  honest  v iew 

of  th ings .   

Looking  a t  the  f i lms  I  ca l l  

“Cur ious  Cous ins”  -  f i lms  that  

in  some way  or  another  te l l  

par t s  o f  the  Conspiracy  Gothic  

myth -  could  be  a  way  to  s t ar t  

th inking  about  th ings .

Par t icu lar ly,  I  f ind 

Synecdoche ,  New York  to  be  a  f i lm 

that ’ s  ver y  i l luminat ing ,  a s  i t s  

s tor y  of  an out -o f - sor t s  

p laywr ight  seems to  be  a  per fec t  

inver s ion of  the  Conspiracy  

Gothic  myth.

Instead of  i t s  hero 

escaping away f rom an 

image -world,  the protagonist  of  

Synecdoche ,  Caden Cotard,  bui lds  

his  own sol ips i st ic  image -world 

and escapes  in to  i t  ( just  l ike  Des  

Esse intes  in A gainst  Nature ,  or  

Norma Desmond in Sunset  

Boulevard ) .   

He does  so  by  d i rec t ing  a  

never-ending  p lay  (wi th  funding  

f rom a  MacAr thur  “Genius”  

grant )  in  a  warehouse  (which 

looks  ver y  cave - l ike )  in  

Schenect ady,  New York .

Caden spends  most  of  h i s  

adul t  l i fe  ins ide  thi s  ar t i f i c ia l  

wor ld ,  d i rec t ing  a l l  the  ac tor s  

around him as  i f  a  minor  de i ty.   

He does  th i s  a s  h i s  hea l th  

i s  decay ing ,  h i s  sense  of  rea l i t y  

i s  d i s integrat ing ,  and a f ter  h i s  

wi fe  has  le f t  h im and t aken 

the i r  chi ld  to  Europe ,  where  she  

becomes  a  fabulous ly  success fu l  

minia tur i s t  pa inter.

On the  soundtrack  to  the  

f i lm i s  a  song ca l led  “Li t t le  

Per son,”  the  l y r ic s  o f  which were  

wr i t ten by  Char l ie  Kaufman and 

go in  par t :

I’m just a little person 

One person in a sea  

Of many little people 

Who are not aware of me

I do my little job

And live my little life

Eat my little meals

Miss my little kid and wife

And somewhere, maybe someday

Maybe somewhere far away

I'll find a second little person

Who will look at me and say

"I know you

You're the one I've waited for

Let's have some fun."

“Life is precious every minute
And more precious with you in it 
So let's have some fun.”

I feel  l ike this song can 
open up some of what the 
Conspiracy Gothic myth means.

In  Thus  Spok e  Zara thust ra ,  
Niet z sche  descr ibed the  Last  
Men as  be ing  those  modern 
souls  who are  f r ightened by  the  
wor ld  and t i red  of  l i v ing  (but  
scared to  d ie  and watch the i r  
hea l th) .   These  Last  Men sust a in  
themse lves  wi th ,  “ the i r  l i t t l e  
p leasures  for  the  day,  and the i r  
l i t t l e  p leasures  for  the  night .”

Could thi s  idea  of  be ing  a  
L i t t le  Per son,  a  Last  Man wi th  
hi s  L i t t le  P leasures  -  someone 
who i s  anonymous ,  
unimpor t ant ,  and lone ly  -  be  
connected to  the  fee l ing  of  not  
be ing  a t  home in  the  wor ld ,  that  
your  rea l i t y  i s  a  sham and as  
hol low as  the  props  of  a  f i lm 
set ?

Niet z sche  thought  that  the  
Last  Man was  a  sp i r i tua l  
reac t ion to  a  modern,  godless ,  
and nihi l i s t i c  wor ld .

Could conspiracy  paranoia  
be  another  such react ion?   That  
in  pos i t ing  a  conspiracy  one i s  
pos i t ing  a  God- l ike  f igure  who i s  
omnipotent  and omnisc ient  and 
respons ib le  for  just i ce  and 
in just ice ?

That ’ s  what  Richard 
Hofst adter  sa id  about  American 
conspirac i sm in  hi s  e s say,  “ The 
Paranoid  Sty le  in  American 
Pol i t i c s . ”

He wrote ,  “ The paranoid ’ s  
inter pret a t ion of  h i s tor y  i s  
d i s t inct l y  per sonal :  dec i s ive  
events  are  not  t aken as  par t  o f  
the  s t ream of  h i s tor y,  but  as  the  
consequences  of  someone’ s  wi l l .  
Ver y  of ten the  enemy i s  he ld  to  
possess  some espec ia l l y  e f fec t ive  
source  of  power:  he  contro l s  the  
press ;  he  has  unl imited funds ;  
he  has  a  new secret  for  
inf luencing  the  mind 
(bra inwashing) ;  he  has  a  spec ia l  
technique  for  seduct ion ( the  
Cathol ic  confess ional ) . ”

Hofst adter  t races  American 
conspiracy  paranoia  back  to  the  
la te  18th centur y,  which i s  a l so  
the  same t ime as  when James  
Ti l l y  Matthews  was  obsess ing  in  
London about  the  “Air  Loom,”  
which he  be l ieved was  a  complex  
and dev ious  machine  that  was  
manipula t ing  hi s  mind and body  
f rom afar.   

Mat thews  shouted,  
“ Treason!”  in  Br i t i sh  Par l iament  
in  1797 and was  then commit ted 
to  Bedlam asy lum.    

His  “Air  Loom” was  a  
prototype  for  what  the  
psychoanaly st  Viktor  Trausk  
ca l led  “Inf luencing  Machines ,”  
which he  descr ibed as  a  common 
de lus ion of  paranoid  
schi zophrenics .

Now,  the  point  of  br ing ing  
a l l  that  up i s  to  suggest  that  
there ’ s  something  in  common 
between:  one ,  be ing  a lone  and 
unimpor t ant  in  the  modern 
wor ld  -  fee l ing  l ike  no one  looks  
a t  you and no one needs  you 
and that  your  l i fe  i s  bor ing  and 
pet ty ;  two,  fee l ing  l ike  you’re  
the  v ic t im of  a  technolog ica l l y  
sophist i ca ted  conspiracy,  that  
a l l  sor t s  o f  machines  are  looking  
a t  you and running  the  wor ld  
and spy ing  on you;  and,  three ,  
be ing  d iagnosed as  a  
schi zophrenic  -  a s  unf i t  to  l i ve  a  
regular  adul t  l i fe  out  in  the  rea l  
wor ld ,  a s  hav ing  a  f rac tured 
sense  of  se l f ,  a  broken sense  of  
the  wor ld ,  o f  needing  to  be  
conf ined to  an inst i tut ion.

However,  I  d id  say  ear l ier  
that  because  th i s  whole  
Conspiracy  Gothic  scenar io  i s  in  
P la to ,  then you must  be  ab le  to  
th ink about  i t  wi thout  re ference  
to  industr ia l i sm and modern l i fe  
and advanced technology  and a l l  
that .

Let ’ s  cons ider  th i s  fac t :  
Phi l ip  K.  Dick  took the  t i t l e  o f  
Time  Out  o f  J o in t  f rom a  l ine  
f rom Hamlet .

Not ever ybody  quest ions  
the i r  own ex i s tence  and wonders  
about  whether  they  should  ex i s t  
or  should  not  ex i s t  ( “ To be ,  or  
not  to  be ,  that  i s  the  quest ion.” )   
How does  a  per son become l ike  
th i s ?   

How does  a  per son become 
det ached f rom his  l i fe  such that  
he  can ask  whether  he  should  
cont inue l iv ing  i t ,  such that  he  
can doubt  whether  i t ’ s  rea l  or  
not ?

What  k ind of  per sonal i t y,  
mater ia l  c i rcumstances ,  
psychology,  mode of  ex i s t ing ,  
etc .  a re  necessar y  to  make a  
per son be  thi s  way?

Le i sure  -  quiet  t ime -  seems 
l ike  one cruc ia l  th ing  to  make a  
per son ask  such quest ions  and 
to  re f lec t  on hi s  ex i s tence .

I f  your  l i fe  i s  such that  you 
have  a  good dea l  o f  t ime to  just  
s i t  a round peacefu l l y,  then 
phi losophica l  contemplat ion 
may  be  one thing  you can do 
wi th  that  f ree  t ime.   

But  i f  you’re  working  and 
busy  and up us ing  your  body  a l l  
day,  then you more  than l ike ly  
wi l l  not  have  the  energy  nor  the  
t ime wi th  which to  wander  down 
paths  of  th inking .

P la to  seemed to  have  
p lenty  of  f ree  t ime.   Hamlet  too .   
But  they  were  a l so  both 
ar i s tocrat s ,  wi th  soc ia l  re levance  
and pol i t i ca l  s t a tus  ( same goes  
for  Descar tes ) .

So  what  happens  i f  you l ive  
in  a  soc iety  that  i s  so  
technolog ica l l y  advanced and so  
wea l thy  that  even i t s  middle  and 
lower  c las ses  can have  a t  l east  a  
few hours  ( i f  not  more)  o f  quiet  
l e i sure  ever y  day  wi th  which to  
s i t  a round and,  perhaps ,  to  
th ink?

What  i f  you have  a  great  
quant i ty  o f  l e i sure ,  and are  
educated ,  too ,  but  you’re  a  
loser ?   A nobody?   A Li t t le  
Per son?   

What  i f  you’re  a  
phi losophica l  loser,  and you 
don’ t  have  a  g i r l f r iend,  and you 
don’ t  have  any  soc ia l  s t a tus ,  and 
your  job  i s  meaning les s ?   

What  i f  you a im your  
phi losophica l  gaze  onto  the  
wor ld  and see  i t  beg in  to  mel t ,  
i f  you doubt  a l l  that  there  i s  to  
doubt ?   

That  probably  wouldn’ t  
fee l  ver y  p leasant ,  s ince  a t  the  
end of  the  day  you wouldn’ t  
have  a  lov ing  wi fe  or  chi ldren or  
power fu l  f r iends  ca l l ing  on you 
and a f f i rming  your  ex i s tence  
and recogniz ing  that  you are  a  
human be ing  and that  you 
matter  to  them.

I t ’ s  common to  re fer  to  a  
lone ly,  dul l  l i fe  a s  
“ insubst ant ia l , ”  a s  not  “ f i l l ed  
up”  wi th  exper iences  that  fee l  
“heavy”  and “dense .”

In  a  lec ture  about  Kafka  
and teaching  Kafka  to  
undergrads ,  David  Foster  
Wal lace  sa id  that  many of  h i s  
s tor ies  are ,  “Radica l  
l i te ra l i za t ions  of  t ruths  we  tend 
to  t reat  a s  metaphor ica l  . . .  With 
respect  to  The  Metamorphos i s ,  
then,  I  might  inv i te  s tudents  to  
cons ider  what  i s  rea l l y  be ing  
expressed  when we re fer  to  
someone as  ‘ c reepy. ’ ”

Likewise  wi th  Conspiracy  
Gothic ,  these  f i lms  and books  
l i tera l i ze  a  wor ld  that  i s  not  
“dense” ,  a  wor ld  that  i s  
“ insubst ant ia l”  and “hol low” 
and “ i l lusor y,”  in  which 
ever yone i s  a  phony and just  
“ac t ing .”   

I t ’ s  l ike  Holden Caul f ie ld  
in  The  Catche r  in  the  Rye  
d i scover ing  that  ever yone 
around him i s  a  robot  and 
l i tera l l y  phony.

Or Esther  Greenwood in  
The  Be l l  Ja r  d i scover ing  that  she  
i s  l i te ra l l y  t rapped in  an 
enormous  be l l  j a r  and be ing  
toyed wi th  by  sc ient i s t s .

Something  that  i s  ver y  
impor t ant  to  the  Conspiracy  
Gothic  s tor ies  that  i s  miss ing  in  
the  “Al legor y  of  the  Cave”  i s  
whole  aspect  o f  romant ic  love .

For  P la to ,  the  per son 
escaping  the  cave  and reaching  
day l ight  and so l id  rea l i t y  does  
so  a lone ,  for  h i s  own sake ,  for  
the  sake  of  knowing the  t ruth.

This  i s  l ike  Narra t i ve  o f  the  
L i fe  o f  F rede r i ck  Doug la s s ,  in  
which a  s lave  beg ins  to  suspect   
that  h i s  wor ld  i s  fa l se  and a  
pr i son,  and then has  to  
phys ica l l y  e scape ,  by  himse l f ,  in  
order  to  reach the  f ree  land ( the  
Nor th)  where  he  can cont inue 
learning  the  t ruth and becoming 
a  fu l l y  f ree ,  ra t ional ,  and 
mature  per son.

However,  the  whole  idea  of  
“P la tonic  love”  -  a s  d i scussed in  
the  Sympos ium  d ia logue  and 
e l sewhere  -  i s  that  you love  a  
per son because  be ing  around 
them moves  you c loser  to  t ruth,  
beauty,  rea l i t y,  and goodness .   
This  k ind of  love  idea l l y  makes  
you a  bet ter  per son and inspires  
you to  t rans form yourse l f  and to  
t rans form the  way  you ex i s t  in  
the  wor ld .

In  the  Conspiracy  Gothic  
f i lms ,  des i r ing  a  woman and 
be ing  recognized by  her  i s  
e s sent ia l  to  what  mot ivates  the  
hero  to  escape  hi s  pr i son and 
seek  rea l i t y.

In  the  s tor ies ,  the  female  
love  interest  genera l l y  a l ready  
knows that  the  hero ’ s  wor ld  i s  a  
pr i son of  i l lus ions .   She  i s  
l i te ra l l y  “ f rom the  rea l  wor ld ,”  
and she  wants  th i s  man to  be  
there  wi th  her,  to  defend and 
protect  her  rea l i t y.

The hero  then has  to  go  on 
an odyssey  to  reach the  woman 
and get  to  her  wor ld  (a l l  o f  
which i s  n ice ly  rever sed  in  
Synecdoche ,  New York ,  a s  Caden 
i s  sor t  o f  k icked out  of  h i s  
marr iage  and love  l i fe  and happy  
domest ic  rea l  wor ld  by  hi s  ver y  
bored and di sappointed wi fe . )

The path to  the  woman’s  
wor ld  involves  l i tera l l y  reaching  
the  end of  the  ear th ,  and then 
looking  beyond that  to  the  void ,  
the  waste land,  the  nada .    

I t ’ s  a s  i f  the  hero  has  to  
reach the  abyss ,  and then t ake  a  
leap  of  fa i th  into  i t  or  over  i t  in  
order  to  get  to  the  woman.

Which sounds  a l l  we l l  and 
good,  but  in  nove l s  l ike  The  
Mov i e goe r  or  The  St range r ,  you 
have  prot agonist s  who have  most  
def in i te ly  gazed down into  the  
maw of  nothingness ,  but  a f ter  
hav ing  done so  romance  and 
des i re  and love  become for  them 
just  sor t  o f  a  ver y  sad  joke ,  a  
temporar i l y  d i s t rac t ing  
pa inki l le r  for  the  
meaning les sness  o f  l i fe .    

Never the les s ,  par t  o f  what  
seems rea l l y  great  about  these  
Conspiracy  Gothic  f i lms  i s  these  
images  they  each have  of  a  
character  s t anding  a t  the  edge  
of  a  wor ld  or  looking  out  to  the  
nothing  that  i s  beyond i t .

In  the  f i lms ,  there ’ s  Neo 
looking  a t  the  “deser t  o f  the  
rea l . ”   There ’ s  Truman crashing  
hi s  d inghy  into  the  wal l  o f  the  
s tudio .   There ’ s  Murdoch 
tunnel ing  through the  br ick  wal l  
and f inding  the  void  of  outer  
space .   There ’ s  Douglass  dr iv ing  
hi s  car  beyond L.A .  and f inding  
a  d ig i t a l  g r id .

This  i s  one  thing  movies  
can do rea l l y  we l l  -  to  let  the  
audience ,  the  “v iewers ,”  s e e  the  
wor ld  the  character s  o f  the  s tor y  
ex i s t  in  -  to  see  WALL -E’ s  
parched and ruined c i ty scape ,  to  
see  Deckard ’ s  ra iny,  neon - l i t  Los  
Ange les .

To see  these  wor lds  and to  
hear  the i r  sounds  and to  see  
them at  t imes  wi th  
accompanying  soundtrack  music  
can a l low a  v iewer  to  fe e l  the  
mood that  i s  re sonat ing  wi thin 
these  f i c t ional  p laces ,  to  be  
a t tuned to  the  same sp i r i tua l  
f requency  that  the  character s  in  
the  s tor y  are  a t tuned to  as  you 
see  them on the  screen.

What  about  the  pol i t i c s  o f  
these  s tor ies ?   I s  i t  a  
co inc idence  that  The  Repub l i c ,  
which conta ins  the  “Al legor y  of  
the  Cave ,”  i s  h i s tor y ’ s  most  
e loquent  defense  of  a  
ra t ional l y -p lanned,  tot a l i t ar ian 
st a te ?

Were  there  any  Conspiracy  
Gothic  s tor ies  wr i t ten or  f i lmed 
in  Soviet  s t a tes ?   1984 has  a  lot  
o f  a f f in i t ie s  wi th  the  genre ,  but  
that  was  wr i t ten as  an 
ant i -Sov iet  nove l .

I t ’ s  interest ing  that  the  
t i t l e  o f  the  Fassb inder  
adaptat ion of  S imulac ron -3  i s  
Wor ld  on  a  Wire ,  and the  
opening  t i t l e s  have  a  mar ionet te  
mot i f ,  a s  in  the  hero ’ s  rea l i t y  i s  
just  a  puppet  wor ld  for  the  
computer  sc ient i s t s  who have  
created i t .

The  metaphor  of  puppets  
and puppet  master s  i s  a  good 
way  to  descr ibe  P la to ’ s  pol i t i ca l  
v i s ion in  The  Repub l i c ,  and a l so  
the  pol i t i ca l  v i s ion of  the  Grand 
Inquis i tor  in  that  chapter  f rom 
Dostoevsky ’ s  The  Brothe r s  
Karamazov  (and you could  read 
Note s  f rom the  Unde rg round  as  
what  the  consc iousness  o f  a  
d i scontented puppet  i s  l ike ) .

You could  ca l l  such a  
pol i t i ca l  phi losophy  a  Puppet  
Master  St a te ,  or  Puppetr i sm,  or  
something  l ike  that .   I t ’ s  the  
f l ip  s ide  of  a  conspiracy  theor y  
in  that  the  ru ler s  want  to  
conf ident ly  as sume that  they  
can ac tua l l y  pul l  a l l  the  s t r ings  
of  the  wor ld  and determine how 
ever y thing  wi l l  work ,  a s  i f  i t  
were  just  a  s imple  ser ies  o f  
whee l s  and cogs  and cause  and 
e f fec t .

Reading The Grand 
Inqui s i to r  can be both 
intoxicat ing and depress ing,  in 
how grotesquely  i t  por trays  
humanity  and f i t s  ever yone into 
two categories  -  one categor y for  
the weak idiots  who desperately  
need to abnegate their  f reedom, 
and one categor y for  the strong 
geniuses  who need to dominate 
and rule  and gloriously  suf fer  
the pain of  freedom.

Whether  as  a  puppet  or  a  
puppet  master,  i t  seems equal l y  
de lus ional  to  as sume that  nature  
and soc iety  can be  so  per fec t l y  
ca lcu la ted and adjusted ,  and i f  
that ’ s  the  case  ( that  you can’ t  
predic t  and manipula te  
ever y thing) ,  then i t  would  mean 
the  power fu l  aren’ t  rea l l y  
godl ike ,  and that  the  weak 
aren’ t  complete ly  puppet - l ike ,  
and that  be ing  f ree  and be ing  a  
master  of  one ’ s  l i fe  maybe  has  
le s s  to  do wi th  your  pol i t i ca l  
s t a tus  and more  to  do wi th  
other  th ings  -  l ike  wi th  how you 
get  a long  wi th  other s  and 
yourse l f ,  wi th  how you dea l  wi th  
the  mater ia l  s tuf f  around you ( i f  
you’re  gracefu l  and master fu l  
towards  i t ,  or  c lumsy  and lazy ) .

I t ’ s  a  s t range  coinc idence  
that  the  four  Hol lywood 
Conspiracy  Gothic  f i lms  a l l  
came out  just  a  couple  of  year s  
before  September  11th,  which 
was  the  most  pro l i f i c  event  for  
conspiracy  theor i z ing  s ince  the  
Kennedy  as sass inat ion.

 

S lavo j  Z i zek  makes  much 
ado about  9 -11 and the  
Conspiracy  Gothic  s tor ies  and 
how they  la tent ly  c r i t i c i ze  
F i r s t -World  capi t a l i sm in  hi s  
book Welcome  t o  the  Dese r t  o f  the  
Rea l .

He wr i tes ,  “ In  
la te - capi t a l i s t  consumer i s t  
soc iety,  ‘ rea l  soc ia l  l i fe ’  i t se l f  
somehow acquires  the  fea tures  
of  a  s t aged fake ,  wi th  our  
ne ighbors  behav ing  in  ‘ rea l ’  l i fe  
l ike  s t age  ac tor s  and 
extras . . . . the  u l t imate  t ruth of  
the  capi t a l i s t  ut i l i t ar ian 
despir i tua l i zed  univer se  i s  the  
demater ia l i za t ion of  ‘ rea l  l i fe ’  
i t se l f ,  i t s  rever sa l  into  a  spectra l  
show.”

There  i s  something  to  thi s .   
Contemporar y  American soc iety  
does  seem qui te  obsessed wi th :  
one ,  de lay ing  death and 
preser v ing  l i fe  for  as  long  as  
poss ib le  (no matter  how ins ip id  
i t  becomes) ;  two,  surrounding  
ourse lves  wi th  ver y  g lossy  
(Photoshopped)  images  of  new,  
c lean,  non -decay ing  objec t s  and 
people ;  and three ,  const ant ly  
buy ing  new things  to  rep lace  the  
o lder  th ings  that  are  even 
s l ight ly  deter iorated .   

But  to  do a l l  th i s  i s  to ,  
impl ic i t l y,  be  s t r iv ing  for  a  sor t  
o f  per fec t l y  predic t ab le ,  
never-decay ing  utopia ,  where  
nothing  goes  away,  no one has  
to  d ie ,  nothing  has  to  change .

A wor ld  that ’ s  no more  
than a  p lanned process ion of  
dreamy images  i s  most  cer t a in ly  
go ing  to  fee l  insubst ant ia l ,  and 
unrea l  -  “demater ia l i zed ,”  as  
Z i zek  say s  -  just  l ike  the  
per fec t l y  repet i t ive  and g lossy  
wor ld  in  Plea santv i l l e .   

I t ’ s  a s  i f  only  when the  
wor ld  in  some way  threatens  us  
wi th  death and decay,  and a l so  
confuses  us  wi th  quest ions  and 
myster ies  and paradoxes ,  and 
when we have  to  react  to  that  by  
s t rugg l ing  for  sustenance ,  by  
keeping  c lose  to  other  people  
for  comfor t  and so lace  and he lp ,  
only  then does  a  wor ld  fee l  rea l ,  
hard ,  and rea l l y  the re .   

And that ’ s  k ind of  sad ,  
s ince  i t  means  that  we  can only  
rea l l y  ex i s t  when l i fe  i s  a t  l east  
somewhat  hard and fear some 
and f in i te  (which i s  l ike  Frued’ s  
conc lus ion in  Civ i l i za t i on  and  I t s  
Di s con t en t s ,  namely  that  to  ex i s t  
in  c iv i l i za t ion necessar i l y  ent a i l s  
repress ion and f rust ra t ion) .   

I f  the  wor ld  becomes  easy,  
then our  ex i s tence  fades .   For  as  
much as  i t ’ s  l ike  heaven to  be  in  
a  mother ’ s  womb,  i t ’ s  a l so  a  
p lace  of  nothingness  where  you 
don’ t  ex i s t  yet .   I t ’ s  only  when 
you come out  of  the  womb and 
get  spanked on the  bot tom and 
then st ar t  coping  wi th  pa in  and 
absence  and res i s t ance  that  your  
ex i s tence  beg ins  and you become 
someone.

  
I f  there ’ s  something  that  

fee l s  mis leading  to  me about  the  
Conspiracy  Gothic  s tor ies ,  i t ’ s  
th i s  idea  that  there  i s  ac tua l l y  a  
rea l  wor ld  out  there ,  and that  
th i s  rea l  wor ld  wi l l  be  shining  
and sunny (usua l l y  near  an 
ocean,  l ike  the  f ree  land in  The  
Shawshank  Redempt ion  or  The  
Bothe r some  Man )  and there  wi l l  
be  love  and a  meaningful  l i fe  for  
you there .

One of  the  b ig  ideas  f rom 
Heidegger ’ s  phi losophy  in  Being  
and  Time  i s  that  to  ex i s t  in  a  
wor ld  -  any  wor ld  -  impl ies  some 
necessar y  th ings .   The most  
impor t ant  of  which are  that  you 
are  mor t a l  and that  you are  
f in i te .   

Rea l i z ing  these  th ings  and 
f inding  some way  to  carr y  on 
wi th  th i s  dark  knowledge  i s  a  
way  towards  be ing  authent ic .

Unfor tunate ly,  the  
day - to -day  tendency  i s  towards  
inauthent ic i t y,  towards  
d i s t rac t ing  yourse l f ,  de luding  
yourse l f ,  wi l fu l l y  forget t ing  that  
your  t ime i s  shor t  and your  
means  are  l imi ted .

And thi s  i s  sad ,  but  a l so  
sor t  o f  comica l ,  and i t  ent a i l s  
many confounding  paradoxes ,  
and fee l ing  l ike  the  phenomena 
around you,  yourse l f  inc luded,  
are  enigmat ica l l y  opaque and 
a lways  sor t  o f  s l ipping  away  
f rom you,  back  into  the  past  or  
ahead into  the  future  or  of f  into  
the  d i s t ance .   

And thi s  i s  exact l y  what  I  
fe l t  a s  I  watched Synecdoche ,  New 
York ,  and what  a l l  meaty  
l i tera ture  and ar t  g ives  me to  
chew on and savor  the  f lavor s  of  
for  weeks  or  months  or  year s  
a f ter wards .

There  i s  no answer.   There  
i s  no so lut ion.   There  i s  
sp i r i t -k i l l ing  empt iness  a t  the  
center  of  a l l  th ings .   And what  
i s  l iberat ing  and good and 
hea l thy  and can turn to  shi t  just  
l ike  that .

And much of  our  l i ves  are  
spent  dwel l ing  on the  past  or  
ant ic ipat ing  the  future .   And we 
wi l l  someday  d ie .   And the  
univer se  does  not  care  about  us .

But ,  yet ,  here  we  are .   I f  
we  fee l  oppressed ,  we  must  seek  
l iberat ion.   I f  we  fee l  des i re ,  we  
must  seek  love .   I f  the  wor ld  
fee l s  fa l se ,  then we must  seek  
rea l i t y.

And then we set t le  aga in  
into  a  t rap ,  or  our  love  fades ,  or  
our  rea l i t y  d iminishes ,  and the  
process  repeats ,  and i t  repeats  
i t se l f  on a l l  sca les  through a l l  
t ime,  wi thin ever y  year,  ever y  
month,  ever y  day,  ever y  hour  of  
l i fe ,  unt i l ,  l ike  the  end of  
Synecdoche ,  that  vo ice  g ives  us  
the  command,  and we d ie .

SOME
QUESTIONS

THE NOVELS
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