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Usually the word “monster” signifies some sort of unaccustomed harmonizing of dissonant elements. I call “monster” every original inexhaustible beauty.

—Alfred Jarry




You’ll never be able to keep this up, Mark!

—Alan (American Mischief) Lelchuk, 1975








FOREWORD

HERE’S A FACT: I once started a Mark Leyner cult in Providence, Rhode Island. This was in the late ’80s, which was maybe a silver age for cults. I was a junior at Brown, snouting around in the college library for something to read, when I stumbled upon some issues of Fiction International, found a few stories by some guy named Mark Leyner. I was tsunamied by these sentences. They were the answer to the question I’d been asking for a long time: “When will I find writing that can stand up to, and make art of… this?” And by this, imagine my arm sweeping over the whole of the late ’80s. And everything that came before.

Leyner was my instant hero, and it seemed that he was just getting going with his corpus as I was preparing to be a superfan. Right away I found I Smell Esther Williams, in which those stories I discovered appeared, but by my senior year he was publishing his next books, including his early masterwork, My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. I turned everybody I knew on to Leyner’s prose. We read aloud from his work at parties, quoted him in lieu of quips of our own. He was our Wilde, our Burroughs, our Monty Python, our Woodstock, our Seka. We really were a cult, and one of us, after moving to Brooklyn, made contact with our god, told him about us. Leyner informed his publicist, as any savvy god would, and next thing there was a camera crew up from New York to do a story on this young phenom’s oddball following. I knew this was my big moment and got ready for my head-apostle close-up. But it never came. Instead of interviewing me, they filmed my much more photogenic girlfriend reading My Cousin under a tree.

I got over my disappointment and never stopped reading Leyner with awe. Tetherballs of Bougainville was another astonishment, and after a Hollywood lull there has now been a full flowering of mature genius: The Sugar Frosted Nutsack, Gone with the Mind, Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit. I really believe that if there is a future literary culture of any worth, these books will have an ever-growing importance in it. He was branded early as some sort of amoral postmodernist, but his project has always been much more powerful than that.

Leyner—in temperament, in vision, in his belief in the aesthetic (and, yes, moral) worth of his endeavor—is an artist of the dawn of modernism, not its end. But his material is the detritus in the craters of our imploded world, all the junk that is us and our language and our disembodied existence and our fractured views of reality. Because if you just stop squinting, or pretending the last hundred years never happened, and go to the gym a little more, you will begin to understand precisely what needs to be picked up and bent and twisted and welded into new shapes. Mark Leyner is one of our great sculptors. Stack all his books together and you get literature’s most magnificent Watts Towers of the mind. As for why they are so funny, and so full of genuine feeling, well, that’s what happens when you truly understand tragedy and love.

—Sam Lipsyte







ENTER

Rick Kisonak

THE STORY OF the story of Mark Leyner begins at the beginning of the last century’s last decade. In the early ’90s, I did in succession three things by which my life is now defined. First, I came to possess a copy of My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. Second, I read it. Third, I got married and raised a family in Vermont.

That third part consumed a quarter century. Then one day I looked around the house for the peculiar little paperback with the strange comic-book panels on its cover. Why it had remained on my mind all that time I wasn’t quite sure. So I read it again. Oh, yeah.

I’d never encountered anything remotely like it. The writing was as breathtakingly unhinged, visionary, erudite, and utterly fearless as I’d remembered. It was the kind of writing I’d vaguely dreamed of doing but never quite gotten around to. I reread passages at random for days (“I was an infinitely hot and dense dot”), marveling at their mind-bending blend of the lyrical and the laugh-out-loud hilarious.

It went without saying, I thought, that the world had rebuffed him. Eaten him up and spit him out. No way could an artist so revolutionary have made it.

I montaged the fates allotted to literary genius in America: Delmore Schwartz–style ruin and madness; John Kennedy Toole’s suicide; poor Richard Brautigan. Poor Anne Sexton. “The vector of my movement from a given point is isotropic,” he’d written. “All possible directions are equally probable.” Poor New Jersey naïf. How mercilessly the marketplace must have rejected his stab at a new, mutant literature. Mark himself seemed mystified as to what the future might hold when he wrote the “about the author’” piece that closed the book and ended:

When I saw the Beatles on television in 1964, I decided that I’d like to be an artist… In high school, I was in a band that broke up over artistic differences—I wanted us to go “glitter,” a la T.Rex, Bowie, the New York Dolls; the other guitarist, Tom Cacherelli, wanted us to be a more workman-like band like the Allman Brothers… While working on My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist, I supported myself by doing advertising copywriting. Recently I’ve written ads for biodegradable incontinence briefs and artificial saliva. No one knows what the future holds in store for me.



No one knew in 1990. But this was the future. I stopped rereading passages at random. Between the time when I’d bought the book and the point at which I’d raised a family, then reread it, that whole information superhighway deal had, of course, magically materialized. I could learn Mark Leyner’s tragic fate with a tap or ten on a Mac. Fingers trembling, visions of homeless poets dancing in my head, I girded myself to google.

I couldn’t believe my eyes! “American postmodernist author?” “Movies?” YouTube videos of appearances on Letterman and Conan? And that was just the Wikipedia blurb that gives you the nutshell skinny. Unbelievably, there was more. Rows of book jackets, each bearing a title as fabulously improbable and lovely as the one I’d assumed was his one and only.

Profiles in the Paris Review and the New York Times. Decades of adoring reviews in the country’s most prominent papers and magazines. Awards. A column in Esquire. Experimental work on MTV. A film starring John Cusack and Ben Kingsley. A novel recently released and racking up more adoring reviews. Mark Leyner wasn’t homeless. He was infinitely hot!

Here, of course, is where a well-adjusted fan of fine writing would maybe order a few books, shake his head at fortune’s capriciousness, and move on. Really, after all, what did this have to do with me? I wasn’t the one who followed his bliss, beat the odds, and birthed a brilliant body of work. I was a mere movie critic from Vermont.

Upon learning what Mark had been doing with himself for the past quarter century, I didn’t move on. Clearly. Something in the back of my maladjusted mind relayed ridiculous signals that all this did have something semimystical to do with me. “Fate,” as Mark wrote in The Sugar Frosted Nutsack, “is the ultimate pre-existing condition.”

Paul McCartney has a Twitter account. What do you guess happens when a fan direct-messages him? To my surprise, I saw that Mark was on Twitter as well. What do you guess happened when I messaged him on May 20, 2017? He messaged me back. He also shared his phone number and said he’d be happy to chat the next day. We did. And for me, at least, nothing’s been the same since.

Okay, I still live in Vermont, now with my wife and daughter. And until the pandemic shuttered cinemas, I still worked as a film critic, as I’d done for more than three decades. And until COVID, I still directed the annual Burlington Book Festival, which I founded in 2005 (I’ve met everybody). So sure, some things are the same. What I mean is that getting to know Mark, getting to talk to him regularly and at length, having access to his interior life, his ridiculously unpredictable, exuberantly playful creative process—basically being given a backstage pass to his brain—has upgraded my existence in every conceivable sense and has led, as fate would have it, to the development of this book.

I entitled this opening section “ENTER” because Mark is a human amusement park and this, dear reader, is your all-access ticket of admission. He’s a bottomless repository of mystical acumen and fun facts, a seer for whom the words unfettered imagination are laughably inadequate. Mark is and always has been avant la lettre, deep in the woods, as far as he can get from the citadel. He devotes himself to making fun to this day. At sixty-eight, he gets up in the morning, goes to the gym, shreds it to within an inch of his life, then declares a multimedia fatwa on everything standard-issue. And I don’t mean knocking out the next exemplary bit of literary fiction. I’m talking about waging a life-and-death jihad to do the unthinkably new. The same one he was waging before My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist was a twinkle in his mind’s eye.

I’d like to share an observation I made some years back concerning his literary superpower, one that I believe will add to your appreciation of the excerpts you’re poised to sample. It’s a kind of key: Mark’s narratives aren’t set against the backdrop of anything. Everything he’s ever written is a complete, self-contained world unto itself. I don’t know of another author who does what he does, starting with an infinitesimal element—a dot of an idea—and unspooling it page by page, creation by creation, until it fills a book. It really is a kind of magic.

And amazingly, he just keeps getting better. How often can one say that about a writer? There’s an emotional weave and an embrace in the work of his maturity. There’s a humanity and poignancy to it now. When you read one of these unforeseeable books, it’s not only going to blow your mind, it’s also going to break your heart.

Hop aboard with me, then, and take a tour through Mark’s extraordinary novels, stories, and other writing. I bet you’ll find getting to know him and his work as marvelous as I have. And since the twenty-first-century analogue of the traditional literary biography is the celebrity interview, that will be the form much of our investigation takes. (See here for directions to our career-spanning chat.) If you’ve never read anything by him before, I envy you.

Let us do some Leyner. Take a hit of high-grade Mark. Visions of everything from drug-dealing gods to kung-fu-fighting squirrels will dance in our heads. Cerebral cortexes will twist and shout. Medulla oblongatas will do the ontological conga!

On the seventeenth of May, 1996, Mark appeared with David Foster Wallace and Jonathan Franzen on the PBS show Charlie Rose to discuss the Future of American Fiction. YouTube it. Seriously, the talk’s titanic. The hair is hilarious!

Well, here we are in the future that the three of them were attempting to imagine, and Mark’s oeuvre stands apart. It’s entirely without precedent, a universe conjured from his subconscious.

Here’s what Jonathan Franzen had to say about the uniqueness of Mark’s voice (I interviewed him on July 15, 2020):

I think Mark was running something that was different from anybody else’s work that comes to mind. It’s less apparent with Mark where he comes from than with Dave or me. If you’re a student of DeLillo, you have a pretty good idea where Dave Wallace comes from. If you’ve read modern fiction—that is, modernism and nineteenth-century fiction—it’s pretty clear where I come from.

Mark came out of nowhere with something that didn’t feel like anybody else’s. And I think that’s partly just the stamp of his own personality. But formally, it’s like, What is this? What am I reading? Antic is a word for it, but it doesn’t really do justice to the uniqueness of his voice, the uniqueness of his method—or his lack of one. Literary context is tricky with Mark’s work. I’m not sure who you would point to exactly…

When I think of his work, I see how it sits on the page, particularly My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. Yes, there are some riffs in there that I remember specifically, Walid Jumblatt and his Druse Militiamen, et cetera, but mostly what I remember is the combination of what the words were doing and the way they sat on the page.

I can’t really think of anyone else like him.



I can’t really think of anyone else like him, either. Which is why I proposed the idea of a Mark Leyner reader to his publisher. And here it is.

The goal of the book in your hands is to provide a kind of greatest hits collection, pulling together some of the most dazzling, heartbreaking, superunique human communiqués you’ve—ever—encountered. Each of these excerpts stands on its own and is introduced by an appreciation from one of Mark’s innumerable admirers along with a brief account he composed of his life at the time he was writing the work that follows.

And speaking of greatest hits collections, this one even comes with an all-new bonus track that Mark actually wrote (gulp) for me!

Working on this book, corresponding with and talking to people who love Mark Leyner’s work as I do, has been an undreamed-of blast. It’s my hope that you’ll share that delight, that you’ll enjoy what you discover in these pages and promptly run out to discover more.
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