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other exceptas a mirror reflection of himself, as this passage from The Heart is a 
Lonely Hu11ter seems to suggest: 

The eyes of his fricnd [Antonapoulos] were moist and dark and in thcrn 
he f Singer] saw the little rectangled pictures of himself that he had watched a 
thousand times ( 194 ). 

In Kosinski the self al so nceds projection for its configuration. As the protagonist'S 
mistress says in Steps: 

The11 , ali you 11eed me for is to provide a stage on which you can project 

and view .vourself. mu/ see how your discarded experiences become alive again 
when 1hey ajfect me. Am I right You don 'r want me to !ove you; ali you want is 
forme to aba11do11 mvself to the dreams a11d fantasies which you inspire in me ... 

(131) 

In the sarne novel, the protagonist near the end makes possible a successful atfair 
when he preten<ls to be a deaf-mutc so that another woman can relate to him. By 
scparating himself from the verbal aspect of language the protagonist extricates himself 
from thc obligations of social interaction an<l the <lcmands of cornmunication. 

Thc characters in McCullers and Kosinski conform to Christopher Lasch 's 
description of the conternporary individual who is inescapably, even unconsciously, 
narcissistic, incapable of seeing the world other than «as a rnirror of himself and has no 
interest in externa! events exceptas they throw back a reflection of his own image.» 
(Lasch 96) Refcrences to mirrors are abundant in Being There, always in relation to 
Chance who likes hirnself in mirrors. When he watches television, «the figure of the 
TV screen looke<l like his own reflection in a mirror. » ( 11) Television, which is prescnt 
throughout Being There -McCullers ·novel belongs to the days of the radio-, constitutes 
an adcquate symbol for the narcissisrn of a stupeficd society.12 During his appcarance 
at the This Evening show, Chance «was astonished that tclevision could portray itsclf; 
carneras watchcd themselves and, as thcy watched, they televised a program ... Of ali 
the manifold things thcre were in all the world -trecs, grass, flowers, tclephones, ra­
dios. elevators - only TV cons tantly held upa mirror to its own neither solid nor fluid 

I 2. According to Christopher Lasch, one of the social influcnces that are bringing a 
narcissistic type of personality organization into increasingly greater prominence is "tbc 
prolifcration of visual and audial images in the 'socicty of the spectac lc.' We livc in a swirl of 
imagcs and echoes that arrest experience and p lay it back in slow motion. Cameras and recordi ng 
machines not only transcribe but alter its quality. giving to much of modern life the 
character of an enormous echo chambcr. a hall of mirrnrs" (96-97). 
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face.» (52) lt is precisely their inescapable narcissism thaldistinguishcs men from plants, 
since «therc is no mirror in which the plant can recogni1:e its face.» (9) 

There is a further importan! structural point sharcd by the two novels: each of the 
idols is, in turn, dependent 011 anothcr ido! (ncithcr is the center of the structure he 
apparcntly govems), and this is unknown to their admirers. Singer's object of devotion 
is the deaf-mutc Antonapoulos, totally opposed to the former: Singer is slim. active, 
disciplined and ascetic. whereas Antonapoulos is obese, lazy, s loppy and fond of food 
and masturbation. With his all-devouring orality, Antonapoulos makes the ideal object 
for a rclationship in which Singer always gives everything. With the mental, sexual and 
spiritual development of a seven-year-old ( «Outline» 149), Antonaponlos is totally 
indifferent to everything Singer wants to sharc with him. Thc truth is that, deep down, 
Singer docs not sccm tocare and the fac t 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 deceivc himself, to attribute 
to his ido] ali the qualities that he wishes. Thus in the chcss games he plays with his 
fccble-minded friend, it is Singer who moves both thc white and thc black pieces. It is 
a relationship in which the loved onc is nothing but an externa! stimulus for a love 
which cxists only insidc the lover. Singer's attraction to such a rcpulsive pcrson would 
secm to be detrimental to the very credibility of the novel, but McCullcrs is trying to 
make one of her fundamental points: that thc qualities of the bel o ved are a mere creation 
ofthe subjcctivity ofthe lover. This conception oflove rclationships, dramatized in one 
way or another in ali 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 ontlandish 
people can be the stimulus for !ove .. . Yes, and the lover may see this as clearly 
as anyone elsc -but that does not affect the cvolution of his Jove one whit. A 
most mediocre person can be the object of a ]ove which is wild, cxtravagant, and 
beautiful as the poi son lilics of thc sw:unp .. . Therefore. thc value and quality of 
any ]ove is deterrnined solely by the Iover himself. (33-34) 

Things takc an cven more extreme turn in Being There, where Chance\ 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, tclevision makes 
no demands on him eithcr. This major symbol of the emptiness and fragmentation of 
our postmodern age both relieves his isolation and cuts him off frum a world he is 
incapable of re lating to. This remuval makes Chance himself a tclevision screen for 
other people 's projcctions (Klinkowitz 96). Chance derives ali his realily from the images 
he sees on TV and he deals successfülly with different kinds of people by simply imitaling 
what he has seen on the tube. From tclevision he learns to relate Lo people, and he wins 
the affection of EE by «repcating to her part of her own scntences. a practice he had 



Fil/ing the Blank Page: A Comparison of Carso11 McCullers ' .. . 21 

observed on TV.» (34) By being a nobody. Chance succeeds as the object ofthe affections 
of others. With thc TV on, a mcntally sterile Chance becomcs «alive», he can see himself 
and react to that false identity reflccted back to him from the screen. With the TV off. 
there is only ernptiness, lifelessness: 

He turned on the TV, sat down on the bed, and flicked the channel changer 
severa! limes. Country houses, skyscrapcrs, 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 belongcd; then it too disappearcd. 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 hirnself. he is left so empty and purposeless that he 
can only find peace in thc non-being of death which will idcntify him with Antonapoulos. 
Television is the perfect medium, at once private and impersonal, for a pcrmancntly 
<done Chance, incapable of relating to anyonc or cvcn to himself. In the same way as 
Chance fears no interfercnce or threat to his self-image, Singer runs no risk of being 
misunderstood or contradicted by his moronic Greek idol. 

If Singcr and Chance are blank pages filled with meaning by thc 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.13 In the samc way as the 
characters in McCullers' and Kosinski's respective artistic projcctions recreate 
themselves through thcir 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 
sclf-retlexive 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 critica! trends. Both McCullers and Kosinski conceived of fiction very much 
as an imaginative act of projection on the part of the author. In thc introduction to her 
play The Square Root of Wo11de1ful ( 1958) Carson McCullcrs recognizes «man y of the 
compulsions that made me write the play» and says that «a writer wri tes out of sorne 
inward compulsion to transform his own experience (much of it is unconscious) into 
the universal and symbolical. The themcs 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 intcrview Kosinski stated his belief that the work 
of fiction «acquires rneaning only in the process of bein·g decodcd by another psyche,» 

13. For the self as text, sce Scholes 2 ff. 
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that «any act of reading - indeed the act of reading anything - is an act of activating the 
projccting abilicy of the sel f.» (Teicholz 71 , 85)14 Like every reader of fiction, the readers 
of Kosinski and McCullcrs confront a situation not vcry different from that of the 
characters who project themselves on Singer and Chance. Apart from the raw fact that 
every tcxt ends with a blank page. we can metaphorically assert that every text is at 
Jeast in pai1 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. Thc task of reading is an attempt Lo reconstitute the 
fragments of a text «into 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 fílling in the blank spaces, of supplying what I 
purposefully withdrew.» (Plimpton and Landcsman 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, 
j ust one more attempt to inscribe mcaning in the permanently elusive blank page of the 
world -and of our lives. 

WORKS CITED 

BELLAMY, JOE DAVID, ed. The New Fictio11: lnten •ieu:.1· with lnnovative American 

Writers. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1974. 
BRUSS, PAUL. Victims: Textual Strategies i11 Rece11t American Ficlion. Lewisburg: 

Bucknell UP. 1981. 
DEMBO, L. S. The Mrmological Jew: A literary Study. Madison: The U ofWisconsin 

P, 1988. 
HOLQUIST, MICHAEL. Dialogism: Bakhtin a11d lzi.1· World. London: Routledge, 1990. 
KLINKOWITZ, JEROME. Literary Disruptions: The Making of a Post-Colltemporary 

American Fictio11. 2nd. ed. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1980. 
KOSINSKI, JERZY. Bei11g There. l 971. London: Black Swan, 1983. 
-----. Steps. 1968. NewYork: Grave Press, 1997. 
LAPLANCHE, J. and J. B. PONTALIS. The language of Psychomwlysis. London: 

Karnac Books, 1988. 
LASCH. CHRISTOPHER. The Culture of Narcissism: American lije in an Age of 

Di111i11ishi11g Expectations. New York: Warner Books, 1979. 

14. Thc intc rview, by Daniel J. Cahill, was origi nally publishe<l in 711e Norrh American 
Rei•ieir (Spring 1973): 55-66. In annther interview. given to Klinkowitz. Kosinski said that «ffliction 
assaults the reader <lirectly as if saying: It is about you. You are actually creating this situation 
when you are reading about it: in a way you are staging itas an event ofyourown life» (Klinkowitz 
100: Bcllamy 149). Thc interview was originally published in Fiel ion lnterna1ío11al (1973): 31-
48. 



Filling the Bla11k Page: A Compari.wm of Car.1·1111 McCullers' ... 

McCULLERS. CARSON. «Author's Outline of 11te Mute (later publishcd as The Heart 
Is a Lonely H1111ter) .» In Carso11 McCullers: The Murtga!{etl Heart. Ed. Marga­
rita G. Smith. 1972. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975. 

-----. The Bollad of the Sad Café. 1951. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1963. 
-----. Tlze Heart Is a Lunely H1111ter. 1940. Hannondsworth: Penguin, 196 1. 
- --- -. The Square Root ofW011de1ful. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1958. 
MACY, JOHN. The Spirit of American Literature. New York: Doubleday. Doran & 

Company, Inc., 19 13. 
MELVILLE, HERMAN. Mohy-Dick. 1851. Ed. Harold Bcavcr. Harmondsworth: 

Penguin, 1972. 
MUCCI, CLARA. «The Blank Page as a Lacanian "Objcct': Silence. Women's Words. 

Desire. and Intcrpretation bctwcen Literature and Psychoanalysis.» Litemturc 

wul Psyclwlor,y 38-4 ( 1992): 23-35. 
PLIMPTON. GEORGE A. and ROCCO LANDESMAN. «The Art of Fiction XLVI: 

Jerzy Kosinski.» Interview. The París Review 54 ( 1972): 183-207. lncludcd in 
Teicholz 20-36. 

ROTHSCHILD, HERBERT B .. Jr. «Jerzy Kos inski's Bei11x Tltere: Coriolanus in 
Postmodern Drcss.» Cmuemporary Literature 29 ( 1988): 49-63. 

SCHOLES, ROBERT. Protocols <J{ Readi11g . New Haven: Yale UP, 1989. 
STILL, JUDITH and MICHAEL WORTON. Introduction. l111ertexr11ality: Theorie.1· 

and Practices. Ed. Michael Worton and Judith Still. Manchester: Manchestcr 
UP, 1990. 1-44. 

TEICHOLZ, TOM, ed. Co11rersatio11s u·ith Jer~y Kosinski. Jackson: UP ofM ississippi , 
1993. 

ZIEGLER, ROBERT. «Electing the Video Self: A Note on Being There,» Notes 011 

Contempomry Litem1ttre 19 ( 1989): 2-3. 


