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‘The Circus of Dr. Lao is a fascinating work: a labyrinth of meanings and images that sucks in the imagination, teases it and impishly plays with it’

Locus

‘It’s a splendid fable . . . ‘

Los Angeles Times
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Introduction

When Charles G. Finney published The Circus of Dr. Lao in 1935, stories featuring ‘Oriental’ masterminds were all the rage. In 1933 Sax Rohmer brought out The Bride of Fu Manchu, the best of the later books about the insidious ‘Devil Doctor’ and his plans for world domination. That same year Lost Horizon was published, revealing the existence of the wise and preternaturally long-lived denizens of Shangri-La. In late 1935, pulp magazine readers could shudder at the cunning of The Mysterious Wu Fang, and in 1936 tremble before ‘The Invisible Peril’ Dr. Yen Sin. During those very same two years the Saturday Evening Post carried the first adventures of the unassuming Japanese secret agent, Mr. Moto, and Hollywood produced seven mystery films featuring the shrewd and kindly detective Charlie Chan.

Who, then, could blame Finney’s readers for expecting the impresario of a mysterious traveling show, an enigmatic Chinese of indeterminate age, to be other than a diabolical fiend or a gentle sage? Yet Dr. Lao and his circus consistently undercut every preconception. Early in the book the citizens of Abalone, Arizona, while watching a small, sad parade of three circus wagons, argue whether a certain cage contains a bear or a Russian. Finney deliberately leaves this question, like so much else in his strange, suggestive novel, unresolved.

On its first pages, however, he refers to P.T. Barnum, intimating that Dr. Lao’s side-show wonders might be largely hokum. According to a florid advertisement in the Abalone Morning Tribune, ‘the mind of man could not conceive of women more beautiful than were the charmers of this circus. Though the whole race of man were bred for feminine beauty as the whole race of Jersey cattle is bred for butterfat, even then lovelier women could not be produced than the ones who graced this show. . . . Nay, these were the most beautiful women of the world; the whole world, not just the world of today, but the world since time began and the world as long as times shall run.’

After likening beautiful women to fat Jersey cows, Finney’s novel then mentions a most terrible and fearful pagan god named Yottle. From the start, then, The Circus of Dr. Lao adopts a tongue-in-cheek tone of irony and slyly humorous innuendo. As a result, just as the citizens of Abalone find themselves both tantalized and puzzled by the visiting carnival, so Finney’s readers are likely to feel uncertain about how to ‘place’ his book. Its honky-tonk jazziness mixes brassy period slang and learned discourse with a constantly changing narrative viewpoint, while a pulsing libidinal energy runs throughout. Reading the novel is roughly analogous to listening to the melodious cacophony of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue.

The plot itself tracks how Abalone’s citizens, according to their individual prejudices and predilections, react to what they see at Dr. Lao’s circus. Most are initially skeptical, convinced that the wonders of the various tents are sham, just attempts to put one over on the supposed hicks. All the legendary creatures – the unicorn, the chimera, the satyr – are obviously faked. Really? Some young louts, Dr. Lao recalls, once visited the Medusa’s booth and quite unfortunately ‘being asses, thought she was just a girl I had fitted out with a cap of snakes in order to fool people. As if one had to go to all that trouble to fool people!’ There are, he points out, ‘things in the world not even the experience of a whole life spent in Abalone, Arizona, could conceive of.’

Nonetheless, when the Rogers family watches the magician Apollonius of Tyana, they remain underimpressed even after he changes water into wine, creates a living turtle from a lump of clay and, finally, raises a man from the dead. In another tent a wolf metamorphoses into a woman, but the all-male audience only complains because she changes into an ancient crone instead of a naked hottie. As Dr. Lao comments: ‘I might have known your only interest in this would be carnal. You have seen a miracle, by any standard sacred or profane, but you are disappointed because it gives no fillip to your lubricity.’ In the most moving episode of the book a middle-aged widow visits a fortune-teller. Using slightly broken English he foretells her bleak future:

‘Tomorrow will be like today; and day after tomorrow will be like day before yesterday . . . I see your remaining days each as quiet, tedious collections of hours. You will not travel anywhere. You will think no new thoughts. You will experience no new passions. Older you will become but not wiser.’

What future could be more bleak? Yet none of its horror penetrates the hard carapace of Mrs. Cassan’s self-delusion. Quite the contrary. She begins to flirt with the seer: ‘There is a strange fascination about your brutal frankness. I could imagine a girl, or an experienced woman, rather, throwing herself at your feet.’ She sounds much like the blowsy Charlotte Haze in Lolita, hesitantly spilling out her pitiful love for that handsome lodger Humbert Humbert.

Like Nabokov, Finney both celebrates and lambastes the tawdry, second-rate and shop-worn, without being averse to sentimentality, as when a mermaid pines for the ocean or a sea serpent rhapsodizes about his lost freedom. And even as Lolita lyrically catalogues motels, so The Circus of Dr. Lao exhaustively itemizes a successful lawyer’s artificial prostheses and medical needs: false teeth, bifocals, silver plate on skull, artificial leg, guard for double hernia, neck brace etc. etc. Most Nabokovian of all, however, is the novel’s sense of artificiality and contrivance throughout, of authorial winks at the reader.

For instance, in a lengthy set of endnotes Finney proffers supplemental biographical information about every single human being, animal and supernatural creature mentioned in his text. A character identified in the novel only as ‘a fair-haired Nordic girl’ is now revealed to be one Elisabeth Poudre. Another note discloses that Mrs. Frank Tull found her husband to be a bitter disappointment, and still another divulges the sad future lives of the three Rogers children. Finney even goes so far as to list all the foodstuffs mentioned in the book and to point out ‘questions and contradictions and obscurities’ that are left unresolved, viz., ‘If the circus didn’t come to Abalone on the railroad and didn’t come on tracks, how did it get there?’ and ‘What was the business that the dead man whom Apollonius resurrected had to attend to?’

Though consistently fun to read, The Circus of Dr. Lao tends to strike most readers as a bit unsatisfying, partly, as I’ve tried to suggest, because it blurs genres, being simultaneously a fantasy, an anatomy of small-town narrow-mindedness, a comic bit of drollery, and a metafictional experiment. Still, its categorical unsettledness keeps the novel beguiling. Near its end, however, Finney hints at what may be the best and truest characterization of his book:

‘Why in the world,’ asked Mrs. Howard T. Cassan, ‘is it that everything in this circus dances all the time? I never saw anything like it.’

‘It’s the dance of life, madam,’ said the old party in the golf pants. ‘You’ll find plenty of precedent for it, if you look far enough.’

Michael Dirda, 2015
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