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1) “Death is the hard song, Pedro,” I told him.  “We only sing it once, and none of us ever gets it exactly right.” (37)


a. Context:  Phillip says to a drugged, sleeping Pedro before he dismembers him

b. What exactly is “death” in the novel?  In the last section (Hard Song) Phillip encounters the “death” of his innocence and his initiation into normalcy.  Is death the fulfillment/pursuit of the American Dream?

c. Reminiscent of Micheal Hardin’s simulated death—nightly news broadcasts

d. What is a simulacra?  1. A material image, made as a representation of some deity, person, or thing.  B.  Something having merely the form or appearance of a certain thing, without possessing its substance or proper qualities. B. A mere image, a specious imitation or likeness, of something.

2) Is Bradfield’s novel a reincarnation of The Great Gatsby? With its American Dream simulacra, hyper-reality, unrequited love (Mom as Daisy, Dad as Tom??), mistaken quest for the domestic ideal, its loss of innocence?

a. Both texts end in death; Gatsby dies after pursuing the American dream; Phillip metaphorically dies with the assumption of normalcy (269)

b.  Mom is pure motion (261) contrasted to Daisy as a paralyzed object; Dad is capitalism, new money, really, Tom is old money, entrenched aristocracy;  Is the History of Luminous Motion the inversion of The Great Gatsby but with the same satirical target of the “American Dream”?  Conspicuous consumerism…

c. Need to look more closely at Gatsby text; many shared themes treated differently; Modernism vs. Postmodernism…what a friggin’ conceptual beast.

3) However, there is an issue of narration; Nick narrates Gatsby’s story, Phillip narrates his own story.  Nick not reliable, but neither is Phillip.  Complications of representation: Story through Nick’s perception of his memory of the events of a specific summer; Phillip’s seems to be more of a play-by-play, not accurate, but more immediate, but still, a strong recounting of history.  

4) What about Pedro, his Victorian prudery and his death? Hello, Modernism!  But, why is he continually a gracious specter to Phillip’s death wish for his father (or, shall I say, late capitalism) is there warranted evidence for a reading inducing yet another cultural change away from some perceived form of “prudism”?  Does taking one course in Modernism qualify me to make that kind of assertion; is it even provable in five pages?

5) Both texts intensely interested in geography as representative of particular divides; East Egg, West Egg, Ash Heaps; in car, in Pedro’s house, in Rental house, in institution, in hospital, in Father’s house.  But, what divides?  The divides between new and old money (traditional interpretation of Gatsby), divide between stasis and motion, divide between individual perception and “reality.”  Is the house, like the ash heaps, a kind of realistic purgatory?  The car is idealized motion, the institution idealized stasis; but the home is the fluid merging of the two, a more literal purgatory??  Friggin’ postmoderns, why do they have to blur EVERYTHING?

6) “Just always remember—you need to play the game if you want to break the rules, and even if 

you play by all the rules, deep in your brain you’ll always be playing your own game” (30)

a. Context: Mom is talking to Phillip @ Pedro’s, trying to prepare him into the mainstream.

b. Advocating individualism, making/remaking of own history—reminds me, again, of Gatsby

c. But, there is the juxtaposition of this quote with Phillip’s quote from his last counseling session with Officer Henrietta after his “death” and failed “redemption:

“Here the games were always clearly games, and never really matter that much.  ‘And I will keep in touch.  I promise you.  I really will’” (266)

d. So, within the literal comfort of an institutional system (a simulation), these games are meaningless but clear.  Again, for Gatsby death means the end of his simulation, for Phillip, the beginning of his.  Innocence is lost.

e. What the heck is this “game” anyway?  It’s not as easily definable as Gatsby’s parties

7) Pedro’s House, “My house is your house,” Pedro liked to say, sitting on the sofa with his arm around Mom, his can of Bud balanced on his right knee.  Pedro’s house contained stuffed Victorian love seats, knickknack shelves, porcelain statues of Restoration ladies and gentlemen engaged in rondels and courtly kisses (11)

a.  Context:  Phillip’s first impression of Pedro’s house, before afraid that Pedro’s name will attach itself to him

b.  What’s in a name?  Why is Phillip so afraid of domesticity, of settling down?  Pedro’s house is a bastion of normalcy, femininity 

8) “ ‘Culture’s just a scheme of rules and regulations we’ve all quite happily agreed to.  It’s not like all the clichés, baby.  Like we submit.  Like we’re oppressed or imprisoned or enchained.  Culture’s got our best interests at heart.  Culture’s just the walls of a house.  It’s that house I always told you we live in, only I didn’t realize that house was culture before’” (28)

a. Context: Mom is exonerating culture and growing increasingly distant from Phillip’s notion of settling down

b.  Culture is clearly a house, (duh) culture is not prison, though to Phillip it is literally confining like the walls of a house

9)  “ ‘I’ve done it,’ Mom said.  ‘I’ve rented us our own house.’  So finally after years and years without memory, Mom inaugurated time for us again.  We had our own house now, and nobody lived in it but us.” (49)


a. Context: Mom and Phillip have fled Pedro’s and finally set down roots again.

b.  The connection between a house and time, confinement as the initiation of time…but time didn’t start in Pedro’s house, it only started in the house that Mom rented.  There is a strong theme of control; house as boundaries of time and space and movement

10) “I couldn’t imagine what Dad looked like, but I could distantly envision his large body out in some nondescript backyard wielding a long green garden hose.  He sprayed the grass and flowers, the easily contented trees and saplings.  Then he filled a large plastic bucket with soapy water and went out front to wash the car” (58)

a. Context: Phillip imagining what his Dad looks like while talked to him on the phone

b. Why parenthetical? Why is Dad in the backyard of a house, wielding a hose (phallic symbol?) Phillip associates Dad with culture with control, even of the growth of things…nondescript backyard, sense of the generic, the “normal” why are the trees “easily contented”?  The anesthetizing effects of culture?

11) “Before too long I was taking lunch with Ethel every afternoon around one o’clock.  The casual scheme of my domesticity was growing more fulfilled and content.  My paper route, breakfast, morning study sessions (I was currently investigating Plato, biophysics and Freud), afternoons with Rodney burgling strange homes, television, evening meals and bed.” (80)


a. Context:  Phillip describing his domestic bliss

b. Why does Rodney burgle “strange homes” and not houses?  Is there an intrinsic difference between a house and a home?

12)  “You never loved her, Phillip.  You’re a man.  You’re weapons, notions, deeds.  You’re technology.  Your mom’s the earth.  She’s the woods. Your mom’s the rain and the wind.  You’re mom’s nature.  Your mom’s what men’s words wreck.  Your mom’s abundance, but men are cold and hungry.  Your mom’s life, while men aren’t even death, they’re just nothing.  They’re just the cold gray void death presumes to be.  Men are the end of space and the beginning of metal” (132)

a. Context: Beatrice lecturing Phillip on the nature of the relationship between he and his mother

b. Men are boundaries, men are walls, culture?  Obviously good ole Beatrice is taking a well-educated hit at patriarchy

13) “I was growing more solid and real alone in my room while the rich saccharine smoke shaped itself in the air.  Men, monsters, sailboats, planets, forests, and rivers.  Nobody needed me, and I needed nobody either.” (137)


1) Context:  Phillip is describing his descent into reality?  Or away from reality

2)  Phillip is becoming more entrenched in his room, “more solid and real” like a man, like culture, like houses, he’s in isolation, becoming an individual?  Or at least more internal, anchored, confined.

