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I chose Jonathan Ames because I figured he was a 
pervert.  He was my professor.  From the menage 
of both radical and meaningfully mundane sexual 
exploits detailed in his collections of autobio-

graphical works, What’s Not to Love? and I Love You More 
than You Know, as an aspiring writer in graduate school, I 
ascertained that he would be an open reader of my own 
stories of fringe sexuality.  The first day of class, I slid 
into a desk chair in the front row and waited expectantly 
for the show to begin, the Johnathan Ames show, the 
dry, comedic wit found on stage at New York City’s Moth 
readings.  Professor Ames sat behind a long, steel desk 
and looked over the students with an expressionless 
face – a lean man, almost gaunt, with pale eyes and a 
reddish brown, closely sheared beard.  He wore a tweed 
cap and my father’s square shouldered jacket with brown 
suede patches at the elbows, a muted gold University 
ring stamped close to his hard knuckles.  His voice was 
controlled at low volume and sounded as if it were being 
emitted into the air through an old transister radio.  The 
author who bared it all in writing sat in front of us like 
a man hiding a cache of panties... He’s a true pervert, I 
thought, the secret kind.  

Now Jonathan Ames has a pseudo-indie-cult show on 
HBO, called “Bored to Death,” starring Jason Schwartz-
man and that guy from “Cheers.” He is about to launch 
a movie based on his novel, The Extra Man.  He’s leapt 
from homegrown, cabaret writer to big lights, big screen, 
and the boast of Brooklyn.  

To be honest, I don’t get the show.  I will admit that 
I may be the wrong critic: I’m not an avid television 
viewer, I’m not a stoner, and I’m a Manhattanite who 
visits Brooklyn only a handful of times a year, with BAM 
tickets as my passport.  I’ve sat through several episodes 
waiting to catch on, but the plots have never gripped as 
detective narratives should.  
So I contacted my ex-professor and asked him for an 

interview... conducted my way, in my S&M studio.  An 
interrogation.

And that’s how Jonathan Ames landed himself in this 
predicament:  flogged and whipped, tied to a bondage 
chair with a black, leather hood laced over his head, 
deprived of sight, with a leather gag buckled firmly into 
his mouth.  After a while, I peeled away the blindfold 
and unleashed his mouth.  I had positioned Ames so 
that he was tied, facing a large mirror.  He had to gaze 
on his own image, as I sat to the periphery.  I wanted to 
steer the conversation so that it was as if he were talking 
to himself and it definitely resulted in stream-of-con-
sciousness introspection that delved into dark and honest 
corners. 

You denied being a pervert in the New York Times. I 

want to know why. 

Don’t believe anything I may have said in another interview... 
you know what I mean?  I don’t know, these labels are so annoy-
ing.  Whenever we have these celebrity scandals, we only realize 
how human everyone is.  The only true perverts, if one assigns 
a negative connotation to the word, would be the people who 
are really hurtful to others in some dark, horrible way. Every-
one else is just human and confused. so I’m no more perverted 
than the next person and probably less than others and more 
than some.  Other people might be more vanilla than me and 
I’ve experienced things in my own way.  I often think of Rutger 
Hauer in Bladerunner, in the scene when he’s dying, sitting on 
the fire escape and he says to Harrison Ford, “The things I’ve 
seen.”  I think of my own erotic explorations – I feel the same 
way, there are things I’ve never told anyone... about but it’s all 
trying to be more at peace. I have a belief that Oedipus was the 
first detective in literature.  He tried to solve a mystery to find out 
who he was.  I guess we all try to find out who we are... I don’t 
know why we don’t know... maybe we never know... maybe we re-
ally never know any body else really... It’s a strange thing of...as 
you said, “getting into your skin.” We walk around in these cases 
of skin so confused. But all the religions and spiritual practices 
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seem to be about maybe being less confused and more at peace 
and one of the things that I’ve experienced in doing this with 
you now is that when I walk out these doors, I’ll probably have 
the feeling I get after exercise or massage, a certain calm.  It ad-
dresses the whole mind-body problem, communicating to the mind 
through the body. I feel like I am being honest, but I don’t really 
believe anything anyone says... language is so distorting. 

There is a multiplicity of Jonathan Ames characters 

out there (in fiction, non-fiction, comic book, and 

television.) I want to know which one is real. 

I must seem like an enormous ego creating all these characters 
of me.  Maybe it seems like all sorts of manifestations of ego, but 
I don’t know if I see it that way. All of it feels like a fractured 
mirror. I don’t see myself at all and in being in the hood, I feet 
familiar because I’ve tormented myself so much of my life, not 
more than anyone else really, trying to get through dark periods 
when you do things to yourself and you sort of hang on in dark-
ness. So I could just hang on in that hood... looking at myself 
now...I don’t really see myself.

What do you see?

I’m sort of bothered by my baldness, even after all these years... 
That’s why I like to wear a hat.  And in this lighting I feel 
particularly baaalld.  I’m tied up in an interesting way with 
ropes criss crossing my body.  I don’t exercise but I feel like I look 
strong.  I’ve boxed twice as an experimentation... I’m not really 
consistent with anything... writing I guess, but even then I don’t 
feel very consistent.  I don’t write every day.  I write in very con-
centrated spurts because I have to.  My only consistency is trying 
to make things and be attentive to the people in my life, although 
I could be more attentive...and I don’t really like how my head 
looks so I don’t look at it too much, but I accept it.  I know that 
other people are more kindly towards me than I am to myself.   It 
doesn’t really matter... it’s ephemeral. It doesn’t matter what one 
looks like.

On writing novels versus scripts: 

Writing wise – whatever is being called upon me is what I’ll 
do.  So the show is the need right now.  I would some day like to 
write a novel again but it’s a tough economic world, it’s so hard 
to make it as a writer.  You can’t help be drawn when you can 
write a script in a week and have this much financial security 
and it equals two years of writing a novel.  You know you can’t 
really survive just writing stories or writing long novels, but I 
change...I do whatever is called upon me in the moment and 
right now it’s scripts and this blog. The production part of the 
process is really fun.  It feels athletic to be on the set every day, 
wake early, be there, deal with actors and be patient.  It’s a dif-
ferent artistic endeavor then just being alone in your apartment, 
sitting all day and then writing for an hour, which is my usual 
writing process.  I like it all though.  When I was doing produc-
tion every day, I did miss the act of writing. Now I get to write 

again and try to write dialogue that is both human and interest-
ing... I’m getting a second chance and maybe I’ll find another 
chance and then I’ll find another way to survive if I’m lucky.

On his upcoming movie: 

Based on my novel, the Extra Man – I like to think of it as my 
best book, though I don’t know why.  It’s the one I put the most 
effort into and the one in which I had to prove myself.  I’ve often 
done well at things at the start and then sort of fall apart, so 
it’s a huge psychological accomplishment to show that I could 
write a second novel.  So I collaborated on a screen play with the 
directors and they filmed it.  I was working on the t.v. set during 
the day, but the movie shot a lot at night and I loved watching 
Kevin Kline acting the part I had based on my life and some of 
his intonations were based on my audio book recording.  Hope-
fully we can get it to Sundance and find a distributor and it’ll 
be out there doing its thing.

On the writer as detective:

I think that writers are always the detective, which is why writers 
are drawn to writing detective stories.  There’s similar qualities 
in trying to observe people and understand motives and figure 
out what’s going on.  The detective narrative is so classic in its 
story form. There’s a dilemma, there’s a situation... there needs 
to be a solution. Being tied up makes me think of more desperate 
places one could be in life and I’m lucky to have lived always on 
the fringe of the American middle class even if I didn’t have the 
money of the middle class, I’ve always had the priviledges of the 
middle class.

On the surge of success into mass media: 

The television show is definitely mass... a million viewers watch 
the show.  I don’t know how I got all this sudden attention.  I 
guess I just hung on long enough, but it was really after I had 
given up caring for fame that it came to me.  I was writing and 
performing for a long while without that much attention and 
then I was just doing it for fun... but who knows if the success 
will keep going.  I may be punished as a failure in the end, per-
haps that is my fate... or if my destiny is to be an artist who does 
really well for a long time until he dies.  Or maybe my destiny is 
to do well and then stumble and learn humility.  Maybe there’s a 
middle path.

Around this time, Ames began to shiver and my nur-
turing side overrode my sadistic side, so I untied him 
and we continued our conversation in the kitchen.  We 
talked about torture (he was addressing a PEN gathering 
on the topic of torture the next day), about relation-
ships, and on subjects that people only seem to confess 
to a dominatrix, but completely off-the-record.  And 
there is a credo in my profession that is higher than all 
else: Honor thy fellow pervert.  So, out of respect to my 
former Professor, the rest of the secrets are sealed. 

Editor’s note: The above “interrogation” was conducted with the full understanding and consent of all participants.  
No writers were harmed in the execution of the interview.







•
ashad, in the north-east of Iran, is the site 
of a shrine to Emam Reza, the eighth of 
the country’s twelve most revered spiri-

tual leaders. As such, it’s a hugely popular pilgrimage 
destination, constantly heaving with visitors. I had come 
to Iran to update the Lonely Planet guidebook to the 
country, but my superiors in Melbourne, Australia, had 
opted to send me there in August when the temperature 
soared above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Wherever I went 
in the country the law obliged me to wear a headscarf, 
and to dress as for a wintry day in New York, but, Ma-
shad being so especially holy, here I was also expected to 
don a chador, the all-enveloping shroud worn by more 
traditional Iranian women, on top of already excessive 
layers of clothing. As the crowds milled around in the 
confined space of the complex, my capacity to stand the 
heat finally ran out. Sweat was cascading down my back 
and dripping off my forehead, and I could find no way to 
write my notes while simultaneously keeping my chador 
chastely closed around me.

“Take me to the Visitor Center,” I instructed my bemused 
Iranian guide in his cool short-sleeved shirt and open-
toed sandals. “I don’t care how wonderful the museum is. 
I’m too hot and irritated to look at it.”

In the Visitor Center they were showing a film about an 
incident that had occurred in Mashad in 1994. A bomb 
had exploded inside the shrine, killing 27 people, and 
volunteers were shown picking small pieces of flesh off 
the railings around the burial site. Strangely, the suspect-
ed perpetrator of this atrocity had been the same Remzi 
Yusuf who had attempted to blow up the World Trade 
Center for the first time in 1993. Not that the custodian 
of the Visitor Center had wanted me to watch the film. 
“We don’t normally show it to non-Muslims,” he said. 
“They think it’s gross.”

Iran was always going to be a tough call for a guidebook-
writing assignment, and several other potential contribu-
tors had already turned down the offer before I agreed to 
take it on. To be honest, I too had had my reservations. 
It’s hard enough revising any guidebook properly within 
the limited time scale permitted by publishing schedules, 
but this time I couldn’t even be sure that I would be 
granted a visa for long enough to get around the parts of 
the country assigned to me. Most tourists were being giv-
en grudging 10-day transit visas. My solution was to sign 
up for a tour organized by an Iranian company so that it 
would have a vested interest in sorting out the paperwork 
for me.



Over in Australia they had calculated nine 
months backwards from the optimum date 
for publication, and concluded that the 
research must be carried out in August, re-
gardless of the heat. They had then divided 
up the work according to a master-plan un-
derstood only by themselves, which meant 
that I, the British woman writer, was asked 
to research all the parts of the country which 
never saw any tourists (Hamadan, Gorgan, 
Soltaniyeh, anyone?) while my co-author, 
an Australian male, covered Isfahan, Shiraz, 
and Persepolis with their popular tourist 
attractions. Given that I was meant to be 
co-ordinating the project despite being on 
my first visit to Iran, the tour served an even 
more vital purpose in ensuring that I did at least get to see the 
country’s main attractions in the company of a guide who could 
answer all my questions.

I doubt if there’s any country in the world that precisely match-
es up to people’s preconceived ideas about it, so perhaps it 
shouldn’t have come as such a surprise to find Iran very differ-
ent from the intensely negative image generally purveyed by the 
media. It wasn’t that I arrived to find everything a bed of roses 
- far from it. But in agreeing to take on the job I had feared 
that it might prove a challenge too far. I had worried that hotels 
might refuse to let me stay without a male chaperone. I had wor-
ried that bus companies might refuse to carry me. In the event 
no such problems materialized. Only once did I suspect that a 
supposedly “full” hotel was actually empty. And on the scary oc-
casion when I went to check into a hotel, only to discover that 
I’d left my passport behind in another town, arrangements were 

speedily made to reunite me with it the very 
next day.

Of course traveling in Iran was always going 
to have its idiosyncracies. There were, for 

example, the paired pictures in front of 
park gates showing the ideal dress for 

female visitors: namely, the chador, or a 
calf-length mac over trousers with something 

resembling a nun’s wimple to cover the head 
and shoulders. And there were the signs at 
the entrances to museums indicating the usu-

al prohibitions – cigarettes crossed through, 
dogs crossed through, ice-cream cones crossed 

through – except that here there was also an icon 
of a women’s head swathed in the obligatory scarf – as 

if it would have been possible to walk bare-headed to the mu-
seum without risking an international incident. Most memorably 
of all, in Babol, near the Caspian Sea, I stood speechless in front 
of a sign which read “Death to America” wondering what would 
happen if Americans were to reciprocate and erect signs saying 
“Death to Iran” at the entrances to their towns.

Apart from the requirement to be overdressed at all times, the 
other thing that set Iran apart as a country to work in was that it 
was a complete no-no for me as a single woman to be alone with 
a man. Anywhere. At any time. The rules on sexual segregation 
were so absurd that even a husband and wife were not allowed to 
sit next to each other on a Tehran bus, and in theory they were 
supposed to produce a marriage certificate before being allowed 
to squeeze up together in the front seat of a taxi. Needless to 
say, none of this prevented several men from groping me, espe-
cially on the back seat of taxis.



Why did it matter that I couldn’t be alone with men? 
Well, despite the rather glamorous image of guidebook 
writing as a profession, the reality is that much of the 
work comes down to a relentless round of hotel visits. To 
jazz this up a bit I have always depended on what I could 
get out of conversations with local people – and very 
often that means with local men since they’re the ones 
who tend to be able to speak English. In Iran, however, 
I was stuck. I could smoke a nargile (water-pipe) with 
my guide, but I couldn’t sit down in a tea-house and 
chat with a man without them risking a visit from the 
Vice Squad. Only once did I stray from the straight and 
narrow, and that was in Ramsar on the Caspian Sea, a 
place where women had apparently paraded the streets 
in bikinis in the Shah’s day. Now of course the beach was 
strictly segregated, but an English teacher begged me 
to bend the rules so that he could practise his conversa-
tional skills. It probably helped that his friend was one 
of the most gorgeous men I had ever laid eyes upon, 
his eyes black pools of promise that in Iran could lead 
nowhere but marriage. Together we drove up to a little 
wooden kiosk on the mountainside where we drank tea, 
smoked a nargile and exchanged notes on our different 
lifestyles. It was an evening of the sort of easy, memo-
rable camaraderie that makes the ceaseless checking of 
hotels bearable.

For two months I explored an Iran where the orientalist 
fantasy of turquoise-domed mosques and exquisite water 
gardens rubbed shoulders with grim concrete-jungle 
architecture, untamed traffic and never-ending litter. 
Unable to read Farsi, I existed in a half-world where the 
graffiti on the walls could have been declaring love, ex-
horting a favored football team to greatness, or issuing 
further blood-curdling threats against America. And all 
the time I felt that mild uneasiness that must be familiar 
to young black men in Western cities: a wariness on step-
ping out into the streets lest someone take it into their 
head to stop them merely for being black, or, in my case, 
for being a female who was dressed within the letter of 
the law, but only just.

Crossing into Turkey at the end of my assignment, I 
couldn’t wait to bin my hated headscarf. It had been an 
extraordinary two months in which I had felt strangely 
stripped of my own identity by the requirement to walk 
around in what felt like fancy dress. But when I came to 
write up my notes, my most abiding memory of Iran was 
of people literally running down the streets of Ardabil in 
the remote north-west to greet me, so excited were they 
to see a rare foreign female on her own. The warmth of 
that welcome would live on in my memory long after the 
details of the endless hotels had blurred into one.



When we talked with Knight, we first 

asked about the iconoclasm of his writ-

ing and how it affected his journey to 

Mecca, and he said:

The Five Percenters taught me about building 
and destroying. It’s one thing to destroy nega-
tive things, but you also have to build positive 
things. The two go together. With the novel, 
I was destroying everything that hurt me in 
my previous religious life, but that gave me 
the space to start rebuilding for myself. I had 
characters blaspheming the Prophet, desecrating 
the Qur’an, and rejecting just about everything 
that I had ever believed about Islam… but six 
years later, I made the pilgrimage to Mecca. 
First destroy, then build.

Were you afraid to go to Mecca, given 

the nature of your work up to this 

point? 

I wasn’t afraid of being known in Saudi 
Arabia, but I did wonder what would happen 
if my notebooks fell into the wrong hands. I 
think that my religion matured in Mecca. Hajj 
is very hard. It’s hard because you have all of 
these different people with their own cultures 
and values and you’re all crowded together do-
ing these shared rituals, and they’re your broth-
ers and sisters. It’s not always a pleasant expe-
rience, but you have to be patient. That’s where 
the real value of hajj comes in; you’re supposed 
to be on your best behavior, the best possible 
version of yourself that you can be, and you’re 
forced to deal with every jerk in the universe, 

but then your reactions to them reveal that 
you’re a jerk too. So you’re constantly getting 
this mirror of yourself and you see what you’re 
putting out into the world. Every time you get 
frustrated or raise your voice at someone, you’re 
forced to take note of it.
 
I was in Mecca and Medina for two weeks be-
fore hajj, and by the time Arafat came around—
when we spend a whole day reflecting on our 
sins — I recognized that I really am not a good 
person, and that I need to do better with the 
little time that I have. That’s my religion now. 
It’s not rituals or doctrines, it’s not dietary 
restrictions or claiming that Islam has all the 
answers. I’m just trying to become human, and 
that’s what Islam means for me.

In your travels throughout the Mus-

lim world, what are some varieties of 

Islam you think would surprise us in 

the West, with our CNN / Fox Islamic 

stereotypes?

Mainly the folk Islam, the shrines to Sufi 
saints where you can have music and dancing 
and people loving Allah without making it a 
stiff legalistic thing. They used to have shrines 
in Saudi Arabia, but the Wahhabs took it over 
and destroyed them all. But in Pakistan, Syria, 
and Ethiopia, the shrines have an important 
place in the spiritual lives of the communities. 
I love the idea that Islam wasn’t just a big 
world religion manifesting in the same way ev-
erywhere, that it can become something local.

People have been creative with the Qur’an 
in scattered moments throughout history, like 
Fadlallah reading the Arabic words with Per-
sian sounds to create new meanings, or Five 
Percenters breaking down “Allah” as “Arm Leg 
Leg Arm Head,” signifying their own divine 

selves. If people want to be creative with the 
Qur’an, I’m all for it, because it’s supposed to 
be this infinite treasury of meaning and there’s 
so much in it that we haven’t read yet.

Did you feel, when you were writing 

The Taqwacores, like the book was be-

ing revealed to you? 

Not in the sense that it was coming from out-
side myself, no. But we do keep secrets from 
ourselves, and sometimes creative exercises will 
help bring out those secrets. I saw a lot of that 
coming out in The Taqwacores. Even now, 
with all of my books, I learn about myself from 
them. Writing a book freezes you in a certain 
time and place, so I can open The Taqwacores 
and see myself in Buffalo in 2002. I don’t like 
everything that I see, the image of myself that I 
offer, but it’s still personally valuable for me.

Where do you hope Islam will be in 100 

years?

Religion isn’t separate from history; as much 
as it influences societies and world events, it is 
also directed by them. So even if I study religion 
all day long, I can’t tell you where Islam is 
going, because I’m not an economist, political 
analyst, or scientist. I don’t know if the king-
dom of Saudi Arabia will exist in 100 years, or 
what could exist in its place.

That said, I’m hopeful for the future of Islam 
in America. We’ve already seen the attempt of a 
real gender-progressive Islam here, and it kind 
of fell flat, but the seeds have been planted. A 
century from now, there will be feminist mosques 
in the United States, with woman imams lead-
ing men and women together in prayer. It won’t 
be universally accepted, but it will be normalized 
to the point that conservatives have to at least 
recognize its existence. 



“I don’t think we can say we’re 
prisoners of language, but every 
language offers a new way of 
breaking up reality,” said profes-
sor Paul Frommer of USC. 
That’s what science fiction is 
all about, and Frommer’s Na’vi 
language, used in the new James 
Cameron film, Avatar, is a work 
of art within a work of art. But 
will it be the next Klingon? 
Looking Glass Magazine 
interviews the professor.

Marc Okrand, who devel-
oped Klingon, not only 
created the Atlantean lan-
guage for Disney’s Atlantis, 
but served as the model 
for its hero, Milo Thatch, 
voiced by Michael J. Fox.  
He wanted the language to 
resemble Indo-European, 
but with its own grammar. 

In the 29-letter boustro-
phedon alphabet, the di-
rection of letters changes 
with each line, first from 
right to left, then from 
left to right, and so 
on.  Okrand said: “It’s a 
back-and-forth movement 
like water, so that worked.” 

Atlantis was set in the 
mother of all cultures, the 
Ur-Nation of Atlantis, and 
its linguist-hero had discov-
ered the language ances-
tral to Indo-European and 
all its troubling off-shoot 
cousins, making the story, 
in theory, relevant to every-
one. Of course, the film ap-
pealed to no one, so you’ve 
probably never heard Atlan-
tean spoken. If you want a 
head start , tig means “Yes” 
and kwam means “No,” 
while “Hello” is supak.

Brithenig is an alternatie 
history language: it’s what 
we’d have if Latin had dis-
placed Old Celtic in Brit-
ain, and had then under-
gone the P-Celtic (Welsh) 
sound changes, whence 
our English. It is designed 
by Andrew Smith.

Gwath, gwan a eddiffigar 

yn giwdad per nu, cun yn 

tyr ke dang a llo chel, ke 

nu ffagen yn n n per nu 

e sun ysparied rhen syrs 

feig lla der inteir.

Come, let us build a city for 
ourselves, with a tower that 
touches the heavens, that we 

make a name for ourselves 
and are not scattered over the 
face of the entire land. 

Mandarin-influenced Ceqli 
is Rex May’s auxlang (aux-
iliary language, intended 
to serve as a secondary lan-
guage for people with dif-
fering primary languages.) 

Go bu fo biru! Go tro 

grobeli. Pani kai pisi biq 

bon. 

I don’t need beer! I’m too fat. 
Water with a little ice would 
be good. 

is a language of human-
sized chipmunk people. 
It consists mainly of clicks 
and respirations. Along 
with vocalizations, the lan-
guage employs an inven-
tory of gestures which pro-
vide syntax.

As in “oh puh-lease,” Es-
peranto’s admirable mis-
sion of a universal human 
tongue seems to go against 
the grain of language de-
velopment itself: tribes 
and nations strive, with 
language,  for uniqueness 
from each other, not uni-
fication. 
Developed by L. L. Zamen-
hof in 1887, it is primarily 
constructed of Romance 
languages, with a Slavic 
phonemic inventory. and is 
the most widely used con-
structed language.

A language of the Tolte 
people of Antarctica, this 
(re?)constructed language, 
developed / re-discovered 
by Brad Coon, is interest-
ing for the light it casts 
of the theology of these 
under-researched people. 
Their one god, Gauku, 
lives in a disc of ice at the 



center of the world, and 
is malevolent, having cre-
ated the animals of the 
world with just enough 
heat to prolong their pain-
ful survival in his frozen 
waste of creation. The sun, 
Meorre, and the moon, 
Lolkin, roam the world 
as his secret police, mak-
ing sure humans and ani-
mals would never cease to 
praise him. 

Alfred Korzybski’s work 
culminated in the found-
ing of a discipline that 
he called general seman-
tics. As Korzybski explic-
itly said, GS should not be 
confused with semantics, 
a different subject. The 
basic principles of gen-
eral semantics, which in-
clude “time-binding,” are 
outlined in Science and 
Sanity, published in 1933. 
Many fanciful sci-fi applica-
tions of linguistics derive 
from the inspired mad-
ness of this linguist. He 
was opposed, on almost 
theological grounds, to 
any use of the verb “to be,” 
as it encouraged thinking 
abstractly about matters 
which were not abstract. 
It should not be used, he 
argued, to equate people 
with states of being, i. e. 
“Joe is a fool.”

A dragon-tongue, derived 
from the Earthsea books of 
Ursula K. LeGuin. Boud-
wejin Rempt, who ex-
panded it conceptually, 
explains:

“Old Hyksos is the native 
language of the dragon 
population of Lamutria, 
Heraldinia and the Mist 
Countries. It is also the 
language used by mages to 
build their spells. The lan-
guage has a small vocabu-
lary, a mere twenty-four 
words. There are three 
suffixes that change the 
meaning of those twenty-
four words. In addition, 
negation of a word often 
produces a distinct mean-
ing. For instance, while 
cepra means ‘animal’, ne 
cepra means ‘plant.’ 

“As Old Hyksos is used 
by mages, the lexicon is 
graded. There are fifteen 
degrees, ranging from the 
third pupil who knows a 
handful of words to the 
first archmage who knows 
all and can build perma-
nent pentangles, the Old 
Hyksos equivalent of poetry. 
The appropriate level is in-
dicated in the - alphabetic 
- lexicon.”

The Il, a species of deep-
sea-dwelling, omniverous 
electric eel, communicates 
in complex pronouns dis-
tinguishing between the 
speaker’s attitude (helpful, 
neutral, or threatening,) 
location, and context. The 
tongue is pronounced by 
delivering electric shocks. 
They do count, in base 
three, though numbers 
are always adjectives or ad-
verbs. (This conlang was 
developed by Jeffrey Hen-
ning.)

A standard and forget-
table, out-of-the-box con-
lang, which is actually 
the ideal among enthu-
siasts. This gimmick free 
language by Christopher 
Bates is free from conso-
nant clusters, seeks only to 
describe a fictional tribe, 
and has no pretensions to 
eventual universality. 

Marc Okrand’s phenome-
nally popular battle-tongue 
of the (originally) antago-
nistic Star Trek alien race. 

the “Unknown Language” 
of the mystic abbess Hilde-
gard of Bingen. It is held 
by many to be the first 
constructed language. Her 
purpose in creating it is 
unknown. 

Refers to the conlang de-
veloped in 1638, but is also 
an obsolete abusive epithet 
for any language that does 
not use standard European 
characters. 

The Atlantean language, which was designed to look like the origin of all languages.



 ~ 1 ~
In the darkness Abraham roused Isaac and 
the boy followed his father past vain pro-
testing Sarah to the top of the mountain 
where Abraham tied him to a bundle of 
sticks and cut his throat with the edge of 
a dull knife. The child’s coughed screams 
were muffled, and Abraham despaired, but 
the gift of horror overwhelmed his senses 
(this has been called the Doctrine of the 
Gift of Horror) and Abraham obeyed God 
and stabbed the inside of Isaac’s throat to 
stop the noise. He lit the holocaust and sat 
against the brush at the top of Mt. Moriah 
and waited. As the sun rose, Abraham grew 
accustomed to the smell of his son’s burn-
ing. He looked up at it from time to time, 
hoping not to recognize the body but it 
still looked like his child. Some time after 
sunrise, he heard the bleating of a ram. He 
looked. The ram had caught its horns in 
the thicket. Abraham freed the ram’s horns 
and the ram ran off. Then Abraham sat in 
silence for a long time. 

~ 2 ~
Near the beginning of the world, Rahab, 
Prince of the Sea saw a light in the sky. He 
looked to his brother, the Great Serpent, 
who rested on scaled haunches near the 
beach. From a nearby dune, fire burned 
without smoke, and from it stared a shape-
less thing. 

The light from the sky fell into the sea, 
which rose from the impact and crashed 
into the forests and deserts with tremen-
dous force, though Rahab, an enormous 
being, stood his ground against it until 
another figure, his equal in size, came 
trudging through the waves. That other 
was Yahweh, and as he approached Rahab, 
Leviathan came rushing from the pitch 
black deep to bite him. Leviathan’s jaws 

snapped at Yahweh, as the sea dragon want-
ed to protect his master Rahab. But he only 
caught Yahweh’s arm. Yahweh lifted his 
arm and Leviathan’s great body, as long as 
a country, whipped at the sun. In the same 
moment, Yahweh kicked Rahab, Prince of 
the Sea, in the head. The Prince’s skull was 
crushed and he died. Rahab fell and the 
waters rose again even more tremendously 
than before. 

Yahweh did not hunt and kill Leviathan, 
but let him slither back into the black and 
seamless ocean. The sun set, and Yahweh 
reposed on the shore, glancing but once 
at the enormous red and violet bird whose 
wings shimmered like jewels and who sat 
in the branches of a great tree. 

Once in a day (which is about a thousand 
human years) Yahweh will drop into the 
waters to gambol with Leviathan, for few 
creatures remind the Mountain God of 
those first days, when everything was gran-
deur. 

~ 3 ~
Alia sat alone in her home, the empty pill 
bottle in her hand. She remembered, as 
she slipped into what she hoped would be 
her final sleep, that her husband had never 
beat her with anything larger than a tooth-
brush, and that she had failed to avoid 
telephones, pornography, or narcotics. 
Indulgence in just one of these sins had 
been enough to lay her low: the narcotics 
and pornography had belonged to her son, 
whom she had betrayed. She had told her 
husband what she’d found in his room. For 
what happened to her son after that, she 
would never forgive herself, though it was 
not her judgement, nor her place to ques-
tion anything. So first she felt her body go 
to sleep, and then she demanded of her 

muscles to jolt her awake but they didn’t. 
All she could feel was the impossible strain 
of her will against her body, which was as 
heavy as solid marble. 

“Allah, I was wrong,” she tried to pray, but 
her brain was too thick, it was only meat, 
and rotting meat at that. 

~ 4 ~
Iblis the Genie had seen Rahab fall, at a 
great distance, and he came to watch the 
sleeping God on the banks of the Tehom. 

In a garden some way off, which had been 
Rahab’s, Yahweh made from earth one 
human, Adam. The “man” was much small-
er than Yahweh, and from the pavillions in 
the sky there came a horde of angels. Iblis 
the Genie did not understand what the 
angels were and that they were of Yahweh, 
and thought to himself, “They will destroy 
us all, Yahweh too.” But they didn’t. Rath-
er they fell in front of the tiny man and 
praised him. Iblis was confused. Then he 
saw something in the sky. 

Yahweh said, “I am king of all the world, 
and all must bow to this I have made, 
called Adam.”

Iblis nodded to Yahweh and said “You 
made yourself King of the Earth but seem 
to have neglected the sky.”

Iblis pointed to the sky, where a great char-
iot made of wheels within wheels hovered. 
Yahweh could squintingly perceive more 
wheels within it, and eyes burned onto the 
metal of which it was made. 

~ 5 ~
Alia chewed and chewed on something, 
and felt grateful to have food even if she 
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was encased in blackness and unable to 
move. There was a disgust inside her kick-
ing against her stomach, and she began to 
remember. She could hear her husband 
screaming at her son and her son scream-
ing back at him, but she shut this memory 
out of her and kept gnawing at her food, 
whatever it was, in her long black box. 

Centuries passed in this manner. Some-
times a year was like an hour, sometimes an 
hour was like a year, but one night the lid 
from her coffin was removed and an angel 
stood before her. She rose and faced the 
angel, who demanded she give account of 
her sins. She opened her mouth to plead 
her case, but she had eaten out her own 
tongue. Blood poured onto her chest. The 
angel screamed and turned away, disgust-
ed. Alia ran.

~ 6 ~
Yahweh rose into the air to see the great 
machine while Iblis watched from the 
ground. Behind Iblis, other Djinn had 
gathered. Some were made of desert air, 
and some were made of smokeless fire. 

Then the angels fell on Earth in great waves 
and slaughtered the Djinn. Iblis and 665 
others survived. Yahweh lept into the air to 
slam his fist into the great machine, which 
was the Motherplane, but lightning shot 
from it and Yahweh’s wits were altered. 

He fell to Earth unconscious, and night 
fell. The Djinns kept watch over his body. 

~ 7 ~
At night, all through the world in all the 
ages of the Universe, things were drawn 
together, planets to suns and proteins 
cleaved to one another, moss grew on dead 
human skin and on the barks of trees, bel-
lies grew big with children, some miscar-
ried in puddles of blood which then bore 
human faces, some were born screaming 
and grew into handsome human creatures, 
and their stories were many but nothing 
other than that which was just described 
has ever occurred anywhere in the Uni-
verse. 

~ 8 ~
The next day, over the unconscious body 
of Yahweh, the Ziz, a great bird with red 

and violet wings like jewels, called a con-
ference of birds. He spoke to them, and 
at his words many of them rose into the 
air to investigate the discs within discs 
that whirled in the sky. Some accepted 
the machine in the sky as God, and some 
pecked at it and died. The Ziz finally rose 
to confront it himself. Remember, the 
machine was called The Motherplane. 
He hated the machine and squaked that 
it was this machine which had brought 
Yahweh into the world and brought ruin 
to the happy Earth, but when he saw the 
plane’s turning wheels within wheels he 
saw through the ages of time and he truly 
understood the Great Disaster from which 
the machine had come, and swooped down 
to destroy the sleeping Yahweh. 

Yahweh was weak and the King of Birds 
would have sunk its talons into his throat 
and ripped it out, but for Ishtar, who had 
travelled there, to where the Tehom met 
the Jordan, and lifted her fist against the 
Ziz. They battled for nine hours and in 
the night the grand, exhausted bird took 
flight again to seek another Earth, which 
he never found. 

Ishatr knelt by Yahweh, and from a phial 
she had about her she let healing water fall 
into his mouth. She left before he woke, 
and some believe she was the one known 
as Al-Lat (The Goddess.) 

Though he did not remember her, she left 
a stain upon his mind, and when he cre-
ated Adam’s helpmeet Eve, Yahweh mar-
veled at the “first woman,” and felt, for the 
first time, as though he were beyond even 
his own understanding. 

~ 9 ~
Alia, now dead, had wandered deep into 
the afterworld. The place was cold and very 
dim. Soon she came to a stone gate, and 
knew it was the gate whence the Sun rolled 
out in the morning. Soon, she knew, the 
Sun would come barreling through. She 
felt if there was any hope, it lay in the great 
cities she beheld in her son’s forbidden 
films, the science fiction cities of lightning, 
crime, and sin whose unhappy prisoners 
he envied. Perhaps her son was there, and 
that place, she knew, was through the gate.  

Now at the dark sungate, two great scor-
pions guarded the doorway, and she was 
afraid. They scuttled slowly toward her, and 
their black armor glistened. The waves of 
terror which choked her blood in her heart 
were as close to pleasure as she was ever 
likely to feel again, she knew, and in a way 
she could not resist it and kept her eyes 
wide open. She could not bear to blink, 
as in that instant she imagined their great 
tails whipping across her. When she did 
blink, no sooner did her eyes open again 
than the tail of a scorpion touched her 
wounded mouth and healed her tongue 
so she could speak.

Without knowing why, she said “I am 
here to outrun the sun. It will be coming 
soon, and I must find my new home in the 
ruined city.”

The scorpion man looked to his wife 
and said, “She thinks the sun still comes 
through this gate. That was long ago, Alia.”

Then the scorpion woman said, “There 
is only darkness here. There is no light at 
all. And you cannot pass by us, and if you 
try, we will cut you to pieces but you will 
not die, only lay painfully under our feet 
forever.”

Alia closed her eyes and murmured an 
ancient spell. She didn’t know how she 
remembered such a spell. Then the scor-
pion man and his wife were astonished 
to hear the great roar of the sun coming 
near the tunnel, and it was they who were 
afraid. Alia braced herself and ran, until 
she felt the muscles in her legs splitting 
open, whereupon she closed her eyes and 
ran harder. 

The scorpion man and his wife dashed 
after her. One ran along the ceiling, one 
chased her on the ground, but the sun 
came through the tunnel just as she threw 
herself beneath it, and she was alive and 
at the base of the city she recognized from 
her son’s forbidden books and films.

~ 10 ~
In the city, where the people moved in 
silence, isolation, and pain, the brave 
woman traveller (whose legs had grown 
long, and whose face had tightened 
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around her skull in youth, and whose hair 
had thickened) walked into a shining edi-
fice and took the elevator to the top floor. 
When she arrived, she saw a man sitting 
at a desk, and could barely perceive his 
features. He stared at her. 

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

A fire raged across this city, but did not 
burn it away or give off smoke. She saw this 
in the window behind the stranger’s head. 
Alia wondered if she could feel pain. She 
knew if she felt pain that her body was not 
dead. She cocked her head to one side. 
Even as the stranger stared at her, he wrote 
with his other had, and in the great win-
dow behind him where fire danced over a 
city without burning it away, she saw what 
she supposed was the matter of his writing. 

“Ishtar, together, we...” he began. “But I 
need you to help me. Be my helpmeet, my 
sorceress consort, and we will rewrite all 
of time, and make a world where there is 
no Allah to confound the sweet and happy 
dreams of man. No more violence between 
families in the name of God, for God will 
not exist, nor will humankind ever imagine 
him.” He wrote on a page without looking 
down at it. He looked only at her. In the 
glass behind him she could see what he was 
writing. Strange stories about the begin-
ning of time. She saw herself in some of 
them. She looked back at him. Then his 
smile curled and he said, “Say my name.” 
She looked up from him again to the pane 
behind his head. 

In the glass now she saw her grown son, 
married, and she saw herself and her hus-
band smiling and laughing in celebration 
of their new family. Then she saw him dis-
appear and saw her husband storm out in 
a rage and she heard screaming coming 
from behind her home and felt as though 
her worst fears had been exceeded, and 
something bad was happening that no 
eternity of time could ever erase from her. 
Then her senses became confused. She 
shut her eyes, opened them again. “This 
is the source of all lies,” she thought to 
herself. 

“If I am Ishtar,” she began, “I have the 

power to summon the sun and moon. I 
don’t have this power.”

“You can summon the moon and bring on 
a Night of Power of our own. I can help to 
write a new Qur’an, better than the first. 
And I will stay with you here where it is nei-
ther East nor West, for God has wronged 
me, too. You are either this Goddess or a 
damned soul, please let me know which.” 

She knew that this stranger would never 
let her wake from this bad dream... but 
she wondered if there was some hope. If 
perhaps the bottle of pills she’d swallowed 
had sent her to a dismal dream, and not 
yet into death. She tried to throw herself 
from her chair into the window, but she 
could not move. She felt pain would wake 
her from this if only she could feel it. 

~ 11 ~
Adam and Eve had children: Seth, Abel, 
Cain. Cain slew Abel, and was cursed 
to wander forevermore. Cain had a son 
named Enoch, this was long into the his-
tory of men, who by this time had built 
many cities.

Enoch’s house was a house of wisdom. 
Though Cain was cursed, his vast mind 
wrought the system of weights and mea-
sures, which ended man’s simplicity and 
were a blight to the world. Enoch surpassed 
him in knowledge. The house of Enoch 
created the Motherplane, and discovered 
the secret source of the river Tehom (which 
is actually the river of time) which not even 
Yahweh had ever found.  Enoch built a 
great machine that could travel through 
time. He made a plan to take it to the very 
dawn of the world. 

How did he find the source of the Tehom? 
The source of the Tehom is the moon. At 
the end of the world, it is the moon whose 
tidal forces will tear the world apart. 

~ 12 ~
Alia looked into the stranger’s face and 
said, “I do not believe you are the great 
Iblis, for he was a Prince among Djinn and 
could summon fire to do his bidding. You 
are nothing, a worm, not even an idol. You 
are not fit to lick the shit from the rectum 

of the devil!”

Then the stranger laughed and fire broke 
through the great window behind him and 
licked across her face, scorching her ter-
ribly. She knew she was alive because she 
felt pain. 

In the throes of her agony she praised 
Allah, she felt her mortal body in her 
kitchen start  awake, and in that brief, 
involuntary fit, she praised Allah again. She 
felt herself waking more completely now, 
but she was still, too, with the stranger in 
the city. In the window, she saw the moon 
hove so close its tidal forces were tearing 
the false world apart. 

Then the moon shook for an instant, and 
with the sound of tearing, as a page makes 
being torn out of a book, it ripped in half. 

13. Alia’s body jerked forward. She was in 
her own house now, in her kitchen. Her 
mind was heavy with the drugs, but she 
felt strength coming to her from beyond. 
With great effort she forced her hand into 
her throat and vomited. Then she put her 
face near the stink of her own vomit and 
threw up again, then drank water and put 
her face back into her sick so that the smell 
caused her to bring up even more. Soon 
she felt sure the poison was out of her 
body, and she fell into prayer. 

She went into the back of her house and 
took a shovel and dug. She kept digging, 
wiping sweat from her brow and ignoring 
the pain in her hands as they blistered, 
and the blisters broke, or she bled. She 
screamed her son’s name at the ground 
where she dug. She found the coffin in 
which her son was laid, and she prayed for 
strength to lift it. Lift it she did. And she 
opened it. Inside the coffin it stank of shit 
and urine, but her son blinked against the 
light. As it was midday, he must have been 
under the ground for one night and the 
next morning. 

She clutched his body, which was badly 
bruised, to her, and she thanked God. 

But what would her husband say when he 
got home? She did not care. 
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On Ledger: “Heath was absolutely extraordinary, not just as an 
actor but as a person. When we began this project he was very 
sensual, we did a lot of playing, changing. Every day when we 
were shooting, he was a constant surprise and a delight. When 
he died, basically I said we have to stop the film, we can’t finish 
it. Everyone around me said ‘No, we must finish it,’ and luckily 
Johnny Depp, Colin Farrel and Jude Law came to the rescue. 
Luckily we had a story which involved a magical mirror, and 
that mirror saved the film.” (Depp, Farrel and Ledger all play 
the same character.)

“The strange thing is once we recovered from Heath’s death, I 
was under a lot of pressure... not from money people, they just 
wanted their money back. My daughter, who was the producer, 
and my cinematographer Nicola Pecorini were just beating me 
up, and telling me we’ve got to finish the film. I called Johnny 
and we were comisserating and Johnny said whatever you need 
I’ll be there.”

His feelings about Switzerland were unclear, and he made no 
comment on the Polanski scandal. That said, he’s never been 
shy about admitting his preference for certain other European 
countries to England. When this film screened in Italy he said, 
“[Italy’s] a very humanist country. I mean, you all hate each 
other, but you’ve learned to be civilized, and deal with it. Eng-
land believes in the rule of law that we created, in Parliament. 
People think the law is the most important thing. Italy doesn’t 
believe that. I like that sense of anarchy.”

In Zurich, when asked about the influence of CGI on his 
work, and how receptive he was to its recent prevalence, he 
said it made filmmaking more like painting, and that it could 
achieve something like what Peter Greenaway achieved in his 
Rembrandt film, Rembrandt’s J’Accuse. Again, the comparison is 
off, as Greenaway’s obsession is with archaic visual modes, and 
his enemy is visual illiteracy. Digital effects in Greenaway serve 
the opposite end that they do in Gilliam. Gilliam’s film is level-
ing a more parochial assault on the loss of creative faculties in 
moviegoers. Parnassus is, at times, heavy handed in its almost 
Pentecostal fervor for what we’d have to call “Imaginationism.” 
Gilliam is so adamant that the imagination is good for us, it’s 
as if he thought we were somehow not in favor of it when we 
came to the theater. His film tells the story of the gradual deg-
radation of storytelling, as seen through an immortal storyteller 
named Dr. Parnassus, played by Christopher Plummer. The art 
of telling stories starts as religion, devolves into circus, then 
into a puppet show (in the final image, Christopher Plum-
mer with his puppets looks suspiciously like Carl Jung with 
his archetypes.) Tom Waits is predictably adequate, as Satan. 
It’s a wonderful work of art by a familiar presence, but not a 
masterpiece. Audience response was positive, but the film was 
regarded in Zurich as a pleasant diversion from the critique of 
cinema, not an exercise in same. The event felt like a half-time 
show. 

In his final comments, Gilliam confirmed that his next film will be Don 
Quixote. Parnassus is on release in the United States on Christmas Day. 

Looking Glass Magazine attended the Zurich screening of Terry Gilliam’s The Imaginarium of Dr. Parnassus, which features 

the last performance of Heath Ledger. At the Q&A after the screening, Gilliam said the film was meant to be his Fanny and 
Alexander. It was the first of several tellingly odd comparisons he made between himself and other filmmakers with whom he 

had nothing in common. 

by Tricia Leonard
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hen Disney bought Marvel earlier this year, we feared the 
worst. Geekpadshow.com wrote this synopsis of an inevi-

table upcoming special: “When Dr. Doom has to remove a tree 
from his castle property, a couple of rascally chipmunks [Chip 
N’ Dale] make his life unbearable. Unable to kill them because 
they keep crawling into his 
armor, Doom is eventu-
ally forced to escape the 
rodents by using his time 
machine. Unfortunately, 
he ends up stranded in a 
prehistoric world where 
chipmunks rule and are 
20  tall!”
Insiders were optimistic, 
though. Warren Ellis tweet-
ed “So I got this phone 
call from Joe Quesada 
and it was just the sound 
of him rubbing himself 
with money and now I 
am confused” on the first 
morning after Disney’s 
buyout of Marvel. Every-
one has been optimistic, 
and few have mentioned 
the threat of Disney’s ver-
sion of sharia law. Disney, a 
pragmatic but conservative 
company, has pledged to 
remain laissez-faire about 
the characters, who appeal 
directly to Disney’s weakest 
market: 8-18 year old boys. 
The above satire, called 
“Epic Misney” and created 
by T Campbell and John 
Waltrip, emphasizes the 
obvious incompatibility 
of the two cosmologies. 
While most compare this 
buyout with Disney’s ear-
lier buyout of Pixar, where 
the creative departments 
were unchanged except in 
being more financially stable, Pixar’s worldview and Disney’s 
are very close, meaning that actually a Disney buyout of an 
edgier catalog has not yet been observed. Pixar is, in the end, 
just a better-written form of Disney animation. How long will it 
be before Mephisto and Ghost Rider end up on the table of a 
board meeting with some executive saying, “We just don’t see 
any need for images of this severity, and we know it’s not what 
our audience wants to see either”? 

Most doubt such developments, but in light of Disney’s record, 
it seems inevitable. Disney not only has a history of gelding sto-
ries, it has built its empire on the practice. Cinderella is actu-
ally defined by its omission of chopped-off feet, birds plucking 
out eyes, and the revenant of the heroine’s biological mother. 

The original counterbalance was Walt’s intuitive sense of villain 
archetypes. Maleficent’s moral complexity, for example: she 
dresses grandly but lives in squalor, and betrays her pettiness 
by wilting flowers when she has the might to become a dragon. 
She embodies actual ideas about evil, rather than merely serv-

ing the plot. And there 
is no villain in anima-
tion more heartbreaking 
and terrifying than the 
abstracted “Man” as he 
appears in Bambi. Disney 
has remembered its child-
ishness, but lost its sense 
of cosmic balance. Ursula 
is the personification only 
of the mechanical useful-
ness of an antagonist, 
and Scar, though based 
on Shakespeare’s King 
Claudius, has no capac-
ity for doubt, no burdens 
of rulership, and Jeremy 
Irons’ accent serves in 
place of his personality. 
It’s not Disney’s fault. 
Something else is happen-
ing to those characters. 

As Disney profits more 
and more from licensing 
the characters and from 
Wolverine endorsing 
sitcoms on ABC, the writ-
ers guidelines at Marvel 
will begin to reflect the 
characters’ relevance to 
the original Disney demo-
graphics: small children 
and the elderly. There is 
no way to prevent this, 
even if Disney is trying to 
hit the 8-18s. 

So the image above, 
though ostensibly sat-

ire, can be read like a chart showing Cro-Magnon becoming 
Homo Sapiens. The Dr. Stranges of the world become bloated 
comedian-genies. Superheroes, like fairy tale characters and 
like Krazy Kat, evolve this way. They grow plump and amiable. 
Their menace fades, their wit goes dull. Ignatz becomes Jerry. 

Like the final stand-of between anime and Disney at the end of 
Kingdom Hearts II, when Xenahort confronts Mickey Mouse 
with “You deny that which is dark,” and Mickey squeaks back 
“We don’t deny it. We just think it’s a little scary,” Disney, as 
an entity, is not willfully ruining the stories it subsumes. The 
natural laws already had their hooks in Marvel’s characters. 
And when we object to the Disnification of good stories, we’re 
objecting to Nature, and our real problem is with Death. 



Long ago, Neil Gaiman’s Ramadan mentioned, and then side-
stepped Islam, which is exactly what the Arabian Nights had 
done centuries before.
Naif al-Mutawa’s The 99, a comic book series in which the 99 
attiributes of Allah are personified (The girl at the far right, 
Noor, whose name means light, has the super-power of sensing 
if someone is telling the truth) deals with Islamic themes, and 
most religions have comic book versions of their beliefs. Still, 
the 99, though it supports values which to many of us might 
seem reactionary in the extreme, was still considered far too 
outlandish, nor is any graphic depiction of the principles of 
the Qur’an really encouraged, and it barely escaped the censors 
when it appeared in Kuwait in 2006. 
We’re secular humanists around these parts, and the co-opting 
of comics by any religion startles us. This year, the 99 VIllage 
Theme Park opened in Kuwait, and early next year it will be-

come an animated series. Al-Mutawa told his writers, “only 
when Jewish kids think that The 99 characters are Jewish, and 
Christian kids think they’re Christian, and Muslim kids think 
they’re Muslim, and Hindu kids think they’re Hindu, that I will 

consider my vision as having been fully executed.” And 
that’s pretty cool. 

Strongman, by Charles Soule, 
stars Tigre, a fallen luchador. 
Once upon a time, Tigre fought 
a vibrant rogues gallery in the 
ring and on the streets but now, 
thirty years later, he’s obese, 
drunk, and occupied only with 
stinking up New York City. 
It’s more character study than 
story, which is unfortunate, but 
the concept is an important 
one, and lucha libre, with its 
prevalent aerial maneuvers and 
already-deconstructed 
ideas about good and 
evil, is a perfect 
theme for a post-
postmodern 
comic book. 
In case you 
missed it, 
check it out. 

Since this issue is devoted to religion, and this section 
is all about the intersection of comics and politics, we 
wanted to refer you to an interview with Marvel EIC Joe 
Quesada. A fan wrote to comicbookresources.com about 
the representation of religions in Marvel. The fan’s name 
was Mad_Man_Moon:
I’m interminably curious about this subject and how it’s addressed 
at Marvel...Gods, and Christianity, Muslim, Judaism (etc, etc) 

in particular. The many different pantheons and beliefs are 
played out multiple times, and yet the Christian God 

and Devil are never seen (unless I’m mistaken*) in 
modern times. It seems odd that we acknowledge 
many gods and see depictions of them (more often 
than not), but the Christian, Muslim, Jewish 
(etc, etc) gods never come in to play. Why is this?
Quesada: I think there are probably 
multiple layers to this, Mad_Man_Moon. 
First of all, the gods of mythology lend 
themselves more to the superhero genre. 

They’re much more colorful, they are imper-
fect and their exploits were really more akin 

to the exploits we’ve seen done by heroes like 
those within the Marvel U. All the classic heroes 

we see in many ways share many traits with the gods of 
mythology, so it’s an easier transition. Also, in most mono-
theistic religions, you’re dealing with an all powerful and 
infallible deity, which, from a dramatic storytelling point 
of view, really handcuffs you because of their perfection 
and ability to solve problems as they desire.
And there is the sensitivity issue. These are religions that 
are practiced by the majority of the planet, regardless of 
where you fall, whereas the gods of mythology are not. I 
think it’s a sensitive issue, but more than anything, it’s just 
that the construct of the mythological gods makes for bet-
ter dramatic storytelling within the pages of a comic book.
That said, from time to time, some aspects of today’s 
modern religions do find themselves into modern comics. 
I created the Santerians which are characters based upon 
the Orisha from the religion of Santeria. The Orisha lend 
themselves beautifully to the comic genre, as does the idea 
that priests who practice Santeria can become possessed by 
Orishas. Still, knowing that, I had to be very careful in cre-
ating them, because I wanted to be sensitive to those who 
follow the religion and I wanted to portray the characters 
in a way that wouldn’t be found offensive, but more aspi-
rational. And, while we aren’t publishing them, I do know 
that there are comics out there that use aspects of Islam 
and Hinduism.







With the exhibition title 1388, Ebtekar 
refers to both the medieval period on the 
Gregorian calendar and the present year on 
the Persian calendar, making manifest the 
journey that links the past to today, fram-
ing a narrative as fluid as the fabric of the 
women’s clothing and the brushstrokes of 
his own hand.

– Kevin B. Chen
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Acrylic and ink on digital pigment prints 
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n the 13th century BC, Assyrians worried terribly when the Babylonians stole their 
idols. To behold the bare ground where a God once stood – for statues of gods were 

gods themselves – brought primordial panic. So one day, in a campaign against Babylon, the 
Assyrians took the cult statue of the Babylonian god Marduk. Though Marduk was not an As-
syrian god, Assyrians believed in him. When it came time to return the statue, the king had 
to take the god aside and ask him, along with th Assyrian sun god Samas, if his going home 
was really a good idea. A transcript (the god spoke through animal livers and an oracle) sur-
vives:

Is it pleasing to your great divinity and to the great lord Marduk? Is it acceptable to your great divinity 
and to the great lord Marduk? Is the going of the statue to Babylon decreed and confirmed... by the com-
mand of your great divinity, Samas, great lord? I ask you, Samas, great lord, whether, on the [unknown 
ordinal number] of Iyyar, the statue of the great lord Marduk should be loaded on a boat and go to Baby-
lon?

These statues went to and fro for hundreds of years. In the 12th century BC the Babylonian 
Nebuchadnezzar waged war against Elam to get the statue back. And, after getting it back, its 
reinstallation in Babylon marked the beginning of a golden period of arts and letters. Epics 
and tales formed around Marduk’s “decision” to travel to Assyria (the armies of men were 
but his car service. See Ivan Starr’s Queries to the Sungod: Divination and Politics in Sargonid As-
syria for more on how to talk to statues of Babylonian gods.) The statue of a thing or a god, 
or even a king, is regarded as the thing itself.

Americans are like that, too. No one associated Abraham Lincoln with conventional values, 
normative Christianity, or simple domestic policies until Walt Disney made a statue of Lin-
coln talk. Prior to that, we saw Lincoln as a vast-minded figure of enigmatic power, a warrior 
President of ineffable competence. Now, he’s more like a famous uncle. 

Now that Saddam is gone, artists are more free to create 

and sell their work – there are 5,000 members of the art-

ists guild in Baghdad, Reuters reports. But a new threat 

looms, that of Shi’a fundamentalism, which would make 

being an artist even more dangerous than it was under 

Hussein. Tricia Leonard looks at today’s Iraqi art through 

the lens of anthropology. 



All this is by way of explaining the advent of abstract art in Iraq, which is but distantly related 
to its European cousin. 

The foremost abstract artist in Baghdad, Qasim Sabti, recently observed that his pieces can 
go for over $2,000 in New York, but he considers himself very lucky to receive $500 in his 
home country. But his, too, is an obsession with empty space born of a nostalgia for the re-
moved statue, the period between regimes when the will of the theocratic powers could still 
be determined. 

Let me tell you what does not, and will never, characterize Middle Eastern art: women in 
chador’s with ammunition garters, condoms, twisted coat hangers or anything else haram. It’s 
true, white people love this kind of thing. Commodified, easy dissent glues liberals to gallery 
floors on both coasts.

When Iranian art dissents, it has trended, in recent decades, toward a remembrance of Per-
sian polytheism. Unfortunately, traces of Pre-Zoroastrian gods (Mithra, et. al.) lay only in the 
Rig Vedas, and scarcely there, but when it comes to work about their homeland, Iranian art-
ists have an option Iraqi artists lack: There is a sense that Iran can escape, as Europe did dur-
ing its Renaissance, to a classical golden period. But in Iraq, this is not possible, as the pro-
paganda machine of Saddam Hussein relied too heavily on Assyrian hark-backism: pictures of 
him, robed, on a chariot shooting arrows at enemy helicopters were just too common. There 
is no possibility of a Renaissance based on retreat to either of Baghdad’s golden ages, for 
Saddam has placed garrisons there. 

The Western sense of what Iraq has to offer the art world is changing for the better – it was 
somewhat famously curated, in the popular mind at least, by the transplanted artist Steve 
Mumford whose work is, on its own, forgettable. But as found art, it is something more im-
portant: Orientalist and naive, it is exactly what the best art of the Iraqis is not. The best Iraqi 
art longs for the clean canvas, the new start, a fresh kingdom.

Contrasts between the real and the insincere are everywhere in Baghdad’s art scene, and they 
define its market. Dieaa Al-Kuzaiey brings a little joy, with a Kandinsky-obsessed distraction 
that only solidifies the more truthful 2002 portrait from Saad Al-Qassab. But it is possible 
that neither of these artists will age as well as Mohammed Msyir. On the surface, Msyir looks 
Klimt-and-Rothko derived, but only the comparison to Rothko is apt; indeed these works are 
a study or erasure, of a compromise between amnesia, which is desired but impossible, and a 
blurred geometricization of memory. But where Western abstraction came from Picasso and 
Matisse, and was sometimes linked to a political Utopia through absurdity, Mohammed Msy-
ir’s “Old Cities” and “Sun” have their roots in the smashed faces of gods during the above-
mentioned Babylonian campaigns. Here, we have Iraqi Abstractionism in its purest form. Yes, 
it owes much to its European counterpart, but its ideal is different. It is the vision of the bro-
ken ground with the god removed, and it is a dream of seeing Ozymandias finally covered in 
sand. 

This image, from an Iranian painter, typifies 
the hackneyed trend with which American exhibi-
tions of Middle Eastern art are plagued.



Turkish camel wrestling, at its most basic 
level, involves two shaggy, male camels 

locking necks and attempting to knock each 
other over. The sport is centered in the Ae-
gean region of Turkey, where it was invented 
and has been a staple of the winter months 
in many towns for hundreds of years. Every 
weekend from December to March, regional 
townships in the southeast of the country 
take turns hosting camel wrestling festivals. 
The events, which generally attract anywhere 
from 50 to 120 camels and their handlers, 
also draw thousands of people for a day 
of music, raki (a traditional Turkish anise-
flavored ap ritif), family and camel sausage. 
That’s right: it is possible to watch two giant 
shaggy camels wrestling each other while 
simultaneously devouring tender hunks of 
juicy camel flesh cooked a variety of delicious 
ways.

There are currently some 1200 specially bred 
wrestling camels in Turkey, most of which 
are privately owned by farmers and ranchers, 
though a few are held by businesses for use 

as promotional tools. Most of the animals are 
 camels, which are the result of cross-

breeding Middle Eastern and North African 
dromedaries with eastern Bactrians, found in 
China and Mongolia. , which can swell 
to 2200 lbs and 8 feet high at the shoulder, 
are larger and, in general, friendlier, than 
most other breeds, making them ideal for 
wrestling.

Male  camels are not inherently violent 
animals. They rarely fight in nature, and 
when they do it is mostly to impress females. 
Consequently, camel wrestling is fairly cuddly 
when compared to other animal vs. animal 
sports (such as dog fighting or cock fight-
ing), many of which are exceedingly violent 
and, more often than not, illegal. Watching 
camel wrestling is kind of like watching sumo 
wrestling with enormous, fuzzy, knobby-kneed 
teddy bears.

A match begins when two camels of similar 
size and weight are led onto the field. A fe-
male camel in heat is led nearby in order to 

There Can Be Only One, Sort Of
by Nick Anderman



stimulate the fight. Handlers turn the com-
petitors towards each other, and one handler 
runs his camel at the other, moving out of 
the way right before the beasts collide. What 
happens next depends on the camels. More 
often than not, one will run away, thereby au-
tomatically forfeiting the match. Sometimes 
the camels will lock necks and shove at each 
other for a few minutes until one of them 
gets bored and wanders away in defeat. Occa-
sionally, the camels will actually wrestle. 
Wrestling camels are trained by their owners 
to perform a variety of moves, which include 
standard shoving with the neck (tek i), fancy 
tripping techniques ( engelci) and a move 
wherein one camel uses its chest to trap it’s 
opponent’s head and then sits down (ba c ), 
thereby pinning its victim. Especially suc-
cessful camels have been known to lift their 
opponents entirely off the ground with their 
neck alone. A camel wins a match if its op-
ponent runs away, screams (a terrible thing to 
behold) or falls, though many matches also 
end when one of the camel’s owners forfeits 

for fear of injury to his – and it is always a 
“he”, as women do not breed wrestling cam-
els – animal.

The actual wrestling is, of course, only one 
aspect of a camel wrestling festival. The big 
draw is the atmosphere, which is a mix be-
tween a carnival, a rodeo and a small-town 
county fair. Thousands of people sit and 
stand on truckbeds and trailers surround-
ing the field, many of them barbecuing tasty 
slabs of meat and placing bets on the action. 
Roving bands of musicians play music for a 
fee and groups of children huddle under the 
bleachers, talking and laughing. The camels 
themselves show up to the event in brightly 
colored halters and intricately designed 
saddles and tassels, foaming at the mouth in 
excitement. The strong aroma of spicy camel 
meat mingles with the more familiar smells 
of Efes, Turkey’s national beer, and raki, both 
of which flow freely. Camel wrestling festivals 
are like a raucous and jovial community pic-
nic. 



THE SUPREME MATHEMATICS: 

1. KNOWLEDGE 

2. WISDOM

3. UNDERSTANDING

4. CULTURE

5. POWER

6. EQUALITY

7. GOD

8. BUILD or DESTROY

9. BIRTH

0. CIPHER

Start learning the Supreme Mathematics of the Five Percenters

(an Islamic fraternity related to the Nation of Islam) 

with this mind-bending quiz. 






