2. The Strange Case of Opal Nations by George Myers, Jr.                      

(From “An Introduction to Modern Times: Collected Essays and Reviews,” The Lunchroom Press, 1982.)
 "Accept loss forever." [Jack Kerouac, "Belief & Technique for Modern Prose," Evergreen Review, No. 8]
Interesting about loss and how the artful tale manages to mask or mangle it, to make it illegible, thereby making it quite readable and acceptable. In The Truth & Life of Myth, Robert Duncan writes that the creative experience of man
is a Word in its Mutations barely overheard in generation after generation, lost into Itself in Its being found. In this force of confusions, the mythological poet, as distinguished from the personal poet, struggles to keep the original and to relegate all invention to the adversary of the poem: he struggles against the invention that moves him.
Now take, for example, the strange case of Opal Nations. On the whole, Nations' major fiction works (This Book, The Marvels of Professor Pettingruel, and Sitting on the Lawn with a Lady Twice My Size) all deal with the great archetypes, the same figures found in Gulliver's Travels, Wyndham Lewis' Childermass, Prometheus Unbound and the exaggerated characters of Rabelais. Too, the creations of Opal Nations all deal with loss, another of the great archetypes. Nations' characters, however, have undergone a change unlike anything previously experienced: some of them are physically mutated or maimed, others are amalga​mations of former literary characters; all of them look to their creator as benevolent parent. Writes Nations in his book, This Book:
The creation of one's literary offspring, sons and daughters, are all likened to resemble its progenitor. Books grow up with the author, one clothes them with afterthought, feeds them with reputation. One begins to learn from one's book children after a while. ...Some die by fire, while other spastic dupli​cates are kept from regular care and atten​tion, thus falling into a state of disrepair. ... Some are thalidomide, or seconds, and are sold mindlessly to anyone, having made a suitable offering to its god-parent. Some children have leaves pressed between their pages, others are tattooed haphazardly in their insides. Some are effaced in an effort to disguise. This is a method used to prevent the child from ever knowing its true parentage.
This passage (particularly the sentence, "Some are effaced in an effort to disguise") is a key to understanding the fiction and style of Nations' This Book and most of Nations' books taken as a whole. Nations first is concerned with loss and mutation (another kind of loss, after all), and this he dis​guises with playful dramas about completely exaggerated characters, impossible machines and a humorous re-enactment of Victorian manners. Laughter is a wonderful tool of concealment, and Nations employs humor to its most bizarre ends.
This Book, I should say first, is a book about a book, or about an author writing a book. Its preface is devoted to types of readers that might read it; there is a large section on "ideal localities" in which the book may be read; there are false glossaries and an index, which do not refer to anything that has come previously in the book; and there is a required reading list of books that Nations feels should be stacked neatly to the left and right of This Book. His book, being all preface, never really begins (or ends). I consider it the wonder book of Opal Nations. For a true flavor, here's a paragraph on how to read This Book in the rain:

With the waterproof edition of This Book the reader can walk or stand at the busstop in all showers using The Nations Patent page wiper, the wipe is cantilevered to the spine of the book and can be swivelled to a full 360 degrees, powered by a small long-life battery, sufficient to read This Book from cover to cover. Rain readers are advised to wear coats with very tight sleeves to prevent the water from soaking the elbows.
This Book, like Sitting on the Lawn with a Lady Twice My Size, is itself a loose transformation through stylistic chicanery of various nineteenth-century texts. (Some of his stories in Sitting on the Lawn have been "collaged" from a big picture book called Victorian Inventions.) He takes a "found" fiction, often from various antique instruction manuals, rewrites them, keeping in most instances choice exact phrasings and, voila, he has a book of his "own," This Book perhaps.
Even stranger than his style are the characters he creates, as a Dr. Frankenstein would, to people his world. This Book and The Tragic Hug of a Small French Wrestler are both illustrated with Nations' drawings of mutated, limbless victims and prosthetic devices: false legs, false arms and the like. The amputee metaphor illustrates the how and why of Nations' own body of work: effacement, disguise, camou​flage, and chameleonism. To Nations, it appears the novel is dead and can be revived only briefly through artificial means.
Like a magician, Nations reveals through tricks—rabbits out of a hat—and confusion. He does not entertain to teach, not even to show. He swindles our imaginations into thinking we are not the freaks of which he speaks: the sorrowful that bring a chuckle. "This is a strange business," Moliere wrote, "this business of making gentlefolk laugh." Nations under​stands that the secret source of humor is not joy but sorrow, a curious blend of sadness and aggression.
Nations is a Boswell to the woes of modern times. He records every wound and outrage. His characters, particu​larly the amputees, carry Hiroshima with them, and always; whereas we carry it with us only on the atomic bomb's anniversary days. In The Marvels of Professor Pettingruel, Nations is Boswell again, but this time as a character to Pettingruel, a mysterious master of alchemy and the Kabala.
All this the professor imparted to me whilst savouring a cold-cut sandwich of porcupine spiced with a jelly of tadpole larvae and occasionally washed down with a China modelled, hollowed out ionic column of red claret.
Approach neither Pettingruel nor Nations for hard-edged dogma or knowledge: approach, instead, with faith in magic and for enjoyment. Literature can be merely a tactical maneuver, an extension of the artist himself, without being heavy or even sensical. If style is the inability by which one chooses to express oneself, then even in retreat, even in devising a null set fiction, there can be style.
The actors in Nations' dramas and their masks (including Nations' own) have been reduced to their simplest element and filtered through the screen of the commodity culture. The cover of Sitting on the Lawn, for example, depicts the universal country girl carrying a cornucopia. Spilling out of her basket is not an assortment of fruit, however, but a rashofa of junk food, sodas, burgers and candy bars. The commodity culture has forged a dumb but muscular Rocky from the heroic Ulysses; Francis Ford Coppola is its Homeric Poet; and—it's a natural progression—television's Thin Man detective character is replaced by Nations' character Mr. Skinny in his story "Muscle by Mail" from Sitting on the Lawn. His characters of Varlot-Zeya, Princess Apollinaire, and Sly Chanbury, the mortician-priest who marries his corpses to each other, all revolve in a merry-go-round of charlatans and actors.
His characters are stirred into a crazy soup, disassociating the elements from one another (by castrating and tearing apart his plots) and using them to create a vast social nightmare. Please, he assures us, this is not a diagnostic symbol of the collapse of civilization. By creating, he would have us believe, the dullness of popular arts and a commodity culture can be made into significant experience. Nations' documents are enactments of their own energy, not judg​ments about that energy. Civilization's loss is there, he says, but Nations' point is that we should accept it completely and forever. Paste together the parts you like and make that something new, even if it lives only on the page.
From Sitting on the Lawn, here's an apparently safe, re-made and readymade world, "The Meaning of Life":
The professor slept and dreamt of a fortune teller giving birth to a crystal ball, wherein the lives of future generations of human beings were caught in pastel shades of diffuse light.
He woke with a start, turning over his pillow and rearranging it.
The professor slept again and dreamt of a human being whose form reflected diffuse light, giving birth to a fortune teller encased in a viscous fluid of molten glass.
He woke with a start, it was morning. Peering beneath the bed the professor noticed that an army of beetles were, and had, throughout the night, rolled along a path beneath him like tiny glass beads. They were being stored in a corner, according to age and size.
When an author characterizes most coherently, he speaks of himself. Above, we have Nations (the professor) telling about a fortune teller (Nations) giving birth to a story, which Nations speaks of with the same dispassionate objectivity as the "children" (books) of This Book. The dragon has his tail in his mouth. The mythomania of the writer causes him to cover the face of his fiction with a mask, and that mask prevents a falsehood. Never do we assume any of this is very true—it's so strange, after all—we are content in knowing that it's fiction and believe it as such.
By wearing the mask of intentional fallacy, ambiguity, and withheld emotion, Nations can come and go as he pleases, tricking, laughing and working the trade of magician. Witness the king's fool or jester; in their silliness, they are free and, ironically, own the king's ear as well.
Folk histories and legends share some characteristics with Nations' fictive tales. They please our whims and appease our desire to make history, that is, to participate in history by exaggerating one of its brief scenes into a twice-told tale. The scene's wild embellishment firmly accents the event's historical meaning. By taking it out of history's mainstream, it becomes historical. By serving history, Nations fathers man. Speaking generally on creativity, Stanley Berne writes in Future Language: "Creative acts give birth to unwanted children: that is, they are gifts of knowledge that must be PROVEN to be legitimate—a task invariably beyond the strength of the creator." Nations disguises his children, but not so much so that we can't trace their lineage back to those who mock them: ourselves.
We're broken children and soluble fish, malformed, and some of our parts are missing. We're not Ulysses or even the Thin Man. Sad Nations sees our days as numbered and disguises himself, his books, his characters, in a mawkish gesture against oblivion. Loss is what everyone knows, even in absentia, even as a child or as an idiot or as a not-yet-born. It's the deaf and dumb language of the heart. Without masks and prosthetic costumes, Nations' characters cave in with emptiness and fatigue. They grow more heroic in the measure by which they reveal their weaknesses.

-- George Myers, Jr. (1982)
