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face.» (52) Itis precisely their inescapable narcissism that distinguishes men from plants,
since «there is no mirror in which the plant can recognize its face.» (9)

There is a further important structural point shared by the two novels: each of the
idols is, in turn, dependent on another idol (neither is the center of the structure he
apparently governs), and this is unknown to their admirers. Singer’s object of devotion
is the deaf-mute Antonapoulos, totally opposed to the former: Singer is slim, active,
disciplined and ascetic. whereas Antonapoulos is obese, lazy. sloppy and fond of food
and masturbation. With his all-devouring orality, Antonapoulos makes the ideal object
for a relationship in which Singer always gives everything. With the mental, sexual and
spiritual development of a seven-year-old («Outline» 149), Antonapoulos is totally
indifferent to everything Singer wants to share with him. The truth is that, deep down,
Singer does not seem to care and the fact that Antonapoulos cannot reciprocate plays to
his advantage —he can persuade himself that Antonapoulos understands him. His lack
of knowledge of Antonapoulos’ interior allows Singer to deceive himself, to attribute
to his idol all the qualities that he wishes. Thus in the chess games he plays with his
feeble-minded friend, it is Singer who moves both the white and the black pieces. It is
a relationship in which the loved one is nothing but an external stimulus for a love
which exists only inside the lover. Singer’s attraction to such a repulsive person would
seem to be detrimental to the very credibility of the novel, but McCullers is trying to
make one of her fundamental points: that the qualities of the beloved are a mere creation
of the subjectivity of the lover. This conception of love relationships, dramatized in one
way or another in all of McCullers’ novels, is explicitly voiced through the narrator of
The Ballad of the Sad Café:

Now, the beloved can also be of any description. The most outlandish
people can be the stimulus for love... Yes, and the lover may see this as clearly
as anyone else —but that does not affect the evolution of his love one whit. A
most mediocre person can be the object of a love which is wild, extravagant, and
beautiful as the poison lilies of the swamp... Therefore. the value and quality of
any love is determined solely by the lover himself. (33-34)

Things take an even more extreme turn in Being There, where Chance’s object
of admiration is the television, which he consumes as avidly as uncritically, because it
fits his proverbial passivity. If Chance makes no demands on others, television makes
no demands on him either. This major symbol of the emptiness and fragmentation of
our postmodern age both relieves his isolation and cuts him otf from a world he is
incapable of relating to. This removal makes Chance himself a television screen for
other people’s projections (Klinkowitz 96). Chance derives all his reality from the images
he sees on TV and he deals successfully with different kinds of people by simply imitating
what he has seen on the tube. From television he learns to relate to people, and he wins
the affection of EE by «repcating to her part of her own sentences, a practice he had
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observed on TV.» (34) By being a nobody, Chance succeeds as the object of the affections
of others. With the TV on, a mentally sterile Chance becomes «alive», he can see himself
and react to that false identity reflected back to him from the screen. With the TV off,
there is only emptiness, lifelessness:

He turned on the TV, sat down on the bed, and tlicked the channel changer
several times. Country houses, skyscrapers, newly built apartment houses,
churches shot across the screen. He turned the set off. The image died:; only a
small blue dot hung in the center of the screen, as if forgotten by the rest of the
world to which it belonged; then it too disappeared. The screen filled with
grayness; it might have been a slab of stonc (27-28).

In a similar manner, when the death of Antonapoulos deprives Singer of the
mirror in which he has been seeing himself, he is left so empty and purposeless that he
can only find peace in the non-being of death which will identify him with Antonapoulos.
Television is the perfect medium, at once private and impersonal, for a permanently
alone Chance, incapable of relating to anyone or even to himself. In the same way as
Chance fears no interference or threat to his self-image, Singer runs no risk of being
misunderstood or contradicted by his moronic Greek idol.

If Singer and Chance are blank pages filled with meaning by the characters who
read / write them, their meaning equally changes according to the nature of the threads
of the text of the self that reads the text in which they appear.!3 In the same way as the
characters in McCullers” and Kosinski’s respective artistic projections recreate
themselves through their projection on their objects of desire, the result of the critic’s
interaction with the work of fiction may be a form of «autobiography.» Criticism is a
self-reflexive activity, as the page shimmers and becomes a mirror of the critic, of his
disposition, of his hidden fears and desires, of his readings of other texts. even of his
favorite critical trends. Both McCullers and Kosinski conceived of fiction very much
as an imaginative act of projection on the part of the author. In the introduction to her
play The Sguare Root of Wonderful (1958) Carson McCullers recognizes «many of the
compulsions that made me write the play» and says that «a writer writes out of some
inward compulsion to transform his own experience (much of it is unconscious) into
the universal and symbolical. The themes the artist chooses are always deeply perso-
nal.» {(viii) Kosinski also perceived fiction as the art of imaginative projection. For the
Polish-born novelist the best fiction is autobiographical and experiential not only of the
author but of the reader as well. In an interview Kosinski stated his belief that the work
of fiction «acquires meaning only in the process of being decoded by another psyche,»

13. For the self as text, see Scholes 2 ff.
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that «any act of reading —indeed the act of reading anything —is an act of activating the
projecting ability of the self.» (Teicholz 71, 85)* Like every reader of fiction, the readers
of Kosinski and McCullers confront a situation not very different from that of the
characters who project themselves on Singer and Chance. Apart from the raw fact that
every text ends with a blank page, we can metaphorically assert that every text is at
least in part a blank page, and we do not know for sure how much we get from it and
how much we give, or write on it. The task of reading is an attempt to reconstitute the
fragments of a text «info a whole that says at least as much about the reader as it says
about the fiction itself.» (Bruss 168) And Kosinski said that he trusted the reader and
thought him «perfectly capable of filling in the blank spaces, of supplying what 1
purposefully withdrew.» (Plimpton and Landesman 206) In the final analysis, it is
impossible to say or determine exactly who and what Singer and Chance are, or what
they mean, and the version of the reader or the critic is at least in part another fiction,
just one more attempt to inscribe meaning in the permanently elusive blank page of the
world —and of our lives.
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