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A NOTE TO THE READER

Volume Sixteen of that indispensable and magisterial work of his-
torical scholarship, The Decline and Fall of the American Nation, as 
every reader knows, consists entirely of the annotated and edited 
papers of Eric Larsen, M.A., Ph.D., member of the faculty of The 
Actaeon College of Institutional Analysis and Social Control, The 
University of New York (New York, New York, United States of 
America, The Americas), during what is now known to have been the 
Late Ante-Penultimate and the Early Penultimate Period of Collapse 
in that doomed nation. Evidence within these unique and famous 
papers themselves, along with a small number of very rare corrobo-
rative discoveries found through subsequent archaeological work in 
the layers of Actaeon’s rubble, indicate that Larsen, during this speci-
fied period, was engaged in a highly ambitious project, to which he 
had given the general working title of “My Life in Education and the 
Arts Before and During the Gathering of the Great Calamity As I 
Have Experienced and Now Believe I Understand It.” That project, 
as specialists in this area of The Collapse generally agree, consisted 
mainly of new work written for the occasion of the doomed project 
itself, but also of certain earlier pieces refurbished for inclusion in it. 
Whether or not the author seriously hoped for successful publication 
of so radical a work, and, if he did, exactly how he imagined that he 
could, at so late a time, safely bring it to the attention of such read-
ers as still remained (those, that is, who, like Larsen himself, consti-
tuted the dwindling ranks of the unconverteds)—these are questions 
whose answers remain unknown.



It should be mentioned, in accordance with Volume Sixteen’s 
title page, that the source used as the basis for this new edition is the 
famous “Ceylon Version” of 2110. We have made no changes in that 
edition’s sequential ordering of the papers—have made no changes, 
that is, in the precedent set originally by the invaluable “Bh - 
skara Presentation,” which, as all know, was the first (after exhaus-
tive studies using both chemical and textual evidence)1 to break up 
the famous “Diary” itself into three sections, a change made in the 
belief—unchallenged to this day—that it allowed for a more holistic 
and less linear reading and thus for an experience much, much more in 
keeping with this strongly anti-Simplification author’s own true aims.

Like all editors, scholars, and readers, we are thus indebted to the 
Bh skara Presentation for having first organized the fragments in 
the sequence now universally believed to be that intended by their 
author rather than that reflecting only the order of their discovery 
(although, as tradition dictates, the sequence of their archaeologi-
cal discovery does remain, expressed by the Roman numerals—I 
through VII—identifying each fragment). It must not be forgotten, 
either, that it was the Bh skara Presentation’s editors who, now so 
long ago, made an even more significant contribution by choosing 
to transfer the damaged Larsen documents to the printed page in 
such a way as to duplicate as exactly as possible the actual physical 
appearance of the originals at the time of their discovery, thus bring-
ing about the now familiar and in fact even comfortable and often 
in various ways meaningful presence, throughout, of jagged begin-
nings or endings, sudden white spaces, various lacunae, and so forth.

We continue, that is—while deeply grateful for the many indis-
putable amenities and refinements contributed by the great Ceylon 
Version—to rely unquestionably upon the indisputable foundation 
underlying it, the invaluable Bh skara Presentation of 2102.

X. Jin Li 
The Asia Press
31076 M’tai Cordon
Beijing-AY38
10 October 2147 C.E.

1 See Maximillian Shandra, Dating the Larsen Papers: A Writer’s Progress toward Calamity 
(Bangkok, 2096).
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2 See Appendix, p. 303, for a chronology of the periods of the Collapse from the Early Pre-
liminary (1950-1964) through the three stages of the Ultimate (2025-ca. 2085).

In the “Late-Penultimate” and “Ultimate”2 periods of the American 
Collapse—a fact familiar to even the most casual student of this mas-
sive subject—the greatest destruction of business, cultural, and 
scholarly archives (other than those maintained in secure areas by 
the military, the government, or great corporations) did not result 
from direct action by armed forces or through military armaments, 
whether domestic or foreign, as might logically have been expected. 
Instead, most archival (and other) destruction came about through 
the massive, ruinous, uncontrollable fire-storms that engulfed all of 
that nation’s urbanized and most of its densely suburbanized areas, 
caused by the myriad blazes set by masses of raging and anti-educated 
members of the middle and lower-middle classes. (The only slightly 
less widespread acts of arson that were committed by the middle- and 
upper-middle-classes, predominantly by their males, differed signifi-
cantly, the sole motive in these latter cases being malicious vandal-
ism, not the blind and near-directionless rage of the lower classes. For 
a complete analysis of the mass psychology of the Middle and Late 
Ante-Penultimate and of the Penultimate and Ultimate themselves, 
see Volume Three of The Decline and Fall of the American Nation [pp. 
493–572].)

Even by the time of the Late Preliminary, undeniably, all American 
universities modeled themselves to an irreversibly debilitating extent 

EDITOR’S FOREWORD
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(as we see it from our own modern perspective) on the hierarchic 
model of the corporation or corporate state.3 The universities, as a 
result, like the corporations, maintained fire- and even thermo-nucle-
ar-resistant security and preservation systems for their own archives, 
vast numbers of which, as a result, have come down to us undamaged. 
Little of that archival material has proven to be of any true significance, 
however, in revealing the root causes of the Collapse. The reason for 
this failure is that, with extremely few exceptions, the purpose of cor-
porate archives of the period was not to express or clarify, but rather 
to obscure and suppress any and all information that might be reve-
latory of the real workings, conduct, or aims of the corporation itself. 
The sheer meaninglessness, to the point often of what seems little 
more than intentional gibberish, of the vast majority of such archives 
remains an extraordinary aspect of pre-Collapse American communi-
cation and culture. 4 

In the corporate university structure, those in leadership and gov-
erning (that is, in “ownership”) positions were housed at the top of 
an imaginary pyramid and designated not through accurate terms 
such as “owners,” “governors,” “regulators,” “chiefs,” or “bosses” 
but through the ingeniously neutralized term5  of “administrators.” 
These figures, in the university as in the corporation itself, were solely 
responsible for the ongoing creation of what was then known as “prod-
uct,” this being something that, among college or university adminis-
trators themselves, was referred to almost invariably (and, again, abu-
sively) as “image.” Any “product” of a traditional kind actually suit-
able to the university—“education,” “learning,” or “knowledge,” for 
example—essentially disappeared from the university entirely as the 
administrators, in a complex and curious evolution, took over the roles 
both of owner-governors and producers. “Image,” in short, became 
the sole “product” of the university, the administrators themselves 
having become at one and the same time the producers, controllers, 
and beneficiaries of it.

The word “faculty,” meanwhile, did for a certain time remain in 
use, although it was a term that even by the Late Preliminary or Early 
Ante-Penultimate was separated entirely from its original “medieval” 

3 Some scholarship argues for later dates, as late as Early or Middle Ante-Penultimate, the 
second of these being the period of the earlier Larsen papers. The majority of views, how-
ever, hold generally for the Late Preliminary as marking the completed corporatizing of the 
universities.
4 See Delia Nawrocki, Language and the American Collapse (Helsinki & Beijing, 2118).
5 For analysis of this calculated abuse of language, see, besides Delia Nawrocki, George Or-
well (The Lost Orwell: Texts Restored and Rediscovered, Pilgrim Press, Delhi, 2099, Iridhati 
Rushdie, General Editor), especially this inexplicably neglected English author’s satiric nov-
els 1984 (1948) and Animal Farm (1945).
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connotation as designating both the university’s governing and pro-
ducing element (the body, that is to say, in charge of the gathering, 
maintaining, and handing on of “knowledge”). 6 

In applying this corporate model to the university, the administra-
tor-producer-owners found themselves with large numbers of useless 
“workers” or erstwhile “producers,” these of course being the remains 
of their inherited faculties. Due to a byzantine complexity of legalities 
that were in place from approximately the Early Ante-Penultimate on, 
it was out of the question for administrators to dispense with these 
“faculty” in such simple ways as they may actually have wished, but 
they were forced to do so instead by relying upon far more indirect 
methods. Two of the most common of these were the encouraging of 
poor health and thus early death;7 and the curiously-named concept 
of “attrition,” which in fact simply meant making no replacements for 
those “faculty” who died. Other methods of eliminating these expen-
sive and useless workers included the equivalent of surgical excisions 
of previously accepted or even once-prestigious areas of “knowledge” 
(history, literature, art, music, and philosophy most notably); the 
increase in numbers of “administrators” with a proportionate decrease 
in numbers of “faculty”; and, perhaps most common of all, the use of 
purely political means to give the appearance of there no longer being 
adequate “funding” for maintaining the university’s previous num-
bers of “personnel” (as in the phrase “faculty personnel”).

Important and effective as each of these methods was, still another 
aspect of “faculty-management” from the Early Ante-Penultimate 
onward is even more deserving of notice. This is the phenomenon of 
faculty members committing—and being encouraged to commit—
intellectual suicide by themselves becoming administrators.8 In some 
extreme cases, this was done by faculty members’ voluntarily stepping 

6 The original model of the university was radically different from this later corporate and hi-
erarchic “pyramid.” The old European (and American) university could better be thought of 
not as a pyramid at all but as a group of gathered cottages or small houses, some perhaps finer 
than others but none significantly higher. It should be mentioned that by the beginning of 
the final quarter of the Twentieth Century, from the Late Preliminary on through the Middle 
Ante-Penultimate, very close to all memory of the original role and purpose of faculty had 
been lost, even by those faculty themselves who remained inside what was still popularly 
referred to as “academia.”
7 See pp. 32 ff. in “Fragment II,” subtitled “Budgetary.” [Editor]
8 Influences that could be powerful enough to cause educated people to choose intellectual 
death by becoming administrators might seem unimaginable. As a guide to this aspect of 
Middle Ante-Penultimate intellectual enervation, perversion, and self-destruction, how-
ever, see especially Larsen’s “Fragment IV” (pp. 127–192) , containing the ambitious and 
brilliant seventh chapter, “Despair Notes: How Deconstructionism Happened and What It 
Really Meant,” of Alan R. Bloomgarden and Ira Margolies’ The Decline of Literature and Rea-
son in an Age of Theory (Yale University Press, 1992). See the Editor’s Note to “Fragment IV” 
for a discussion of the authorship question.
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forth and requesting9 to be sent to special “schools” where they would 
be taught “how” to be administrators. Much more often, however, the 
suicide was accomplished not through full-fledged adminstratorhood 
but through faculty members becoming “fund-raisers” and “grant-
seekers” of various kinds, thus being transformed, by definition, into 
demi-administrators and immediately losing their intellectual inde-
pendence and integrity. Most frequently of all, however, intellectual 
death was accomplished by means of faculty members’ taking up or 
embracing types of so-called “learning” or “knowledge” that in fact 
were nothing of the kind but that consisted actually (and only) of image 
rather than content, being thus by definition “product” rather than 
anything with genuine intellectual content, and thus being historically 
of no interest to a faculty member but only to an administrator.10 Even 
through the use of such debilitating, corrupting, and deforming mea-
sures as these, however, faculty very seldom rose to the same entirety 
of privilege, power, “ownership,” and reward that true administrators 
enjoyed. Nevertheless, the results were efficient in the elimination of 
“faculty” through neutralization, and therefore the methods contin-
ued to be held in great value by administrators. Notably, in none of 
the archival research projects undertaken since The Collapse itself has 
any archaeological evidence come to light identifying even one single 
“converted” faculty member who considered his or her intellectual 
suicide to have been a loss rather than a gain, or even to have recorded 
the thought, whether in public or private, that such a question could 
so much as even have arisen. Even so, there does remain the possibil-
ity that the converteds, if secretly in a state of humiliation and despair, 
could have been lying.

•

As mentioned previously, because of the university structure that 
prevailed from the Late Preliminary onward (or possibly from even 
earlier), such archival information as we do possess is almost entirely 
that generated either by administrators themselves or by “converted” 
faculty, these being the only two camps (other than certain numbers 
of researchers in the “hard sciences”) that had automatic access to 
encrypted, vaulted, and supra-heat-resistant storage and retrieval sys-
tems capable of surviving the firestorms of the Collapse.

9 Notice the case of “Dr. Socialism” (whose disappearance Larsen somewhat wistfully re-
grets) as alluded to in Larsen’s famous “Diary.” Dr. Socialism is known to have been one of 
those who “volunteered” for such a “special ‘administrative school.’”
10 Again, see “Fragment IV” for examples of “fields of knowledge” of these pseudo-academic 
types.
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Truly “unconverted” faculty members, on the other hand, being 
perceived by administrators as insignificant at best (albeit burden-
some) and as implicitly dangerous saboteurs at worst, were caused 
to remain invariably under-equipped and poorly treated, even their 
physical health, as mentioned already, being put deliberately (although 
of course never openly) in jeopardy in the anticipation of premature 
death and thus early departure. As for the matter of the information 
storage and retrieval systems that were made available to the uncon-
verteds, these remained primitive even into the Middle Penultimate. 
Evidence has been found showing that a small nucleus of urban 
American unconverted faculty members labored on archaic pre-Sti-
gler, base-non-unified, sensory-depletive systems as late as into the 
Middle Ultimate itself!

All of which leads us to the Larsen papers themselves. So well known 
are these famous documents that in truth they need no introduction 
even to the non-specialist reader. The incalculable good fortune of our 
even being in possession of them, however; the almost infinite odds 
against their having been discovered at all in the ruins and ashes of the 
great burned city where Larsen long ago lived and worked—surely 
these are matters that deserve to be acknowledged once again as causes 
of amazement and gratitude even if only in passing.

As must, too, the sheer uniqueness of the documents. In spite 
of the often badly damaged state of some of the papers—so that in 
many cases we possess only widely separated pieces—the fragments 
and parts of whole writings that we do possess give us a clear idea 
of the scope, ambition, and intensity of Larsen’s aim, his undyingly 
passionate concern for the doomed and inimical age he lived in, and, 
more sadly, the toll that all of this took on a mind so fine as his, as 
we know from the intimations of panic and perhaps breakdown itself 
that are hinted at in certain of the later papers,11 even though these 
nevertheless remain some of this extraordinary thinker’s most bril-
liant works.

By the time Larsen set out upon his final project, life in the American 
university—and nation—had become intensely uncongenial to 
unconverteds, whose sheer numbers had diminished enormously and 
whose extant contributions are therefore now extraordinarily rare. 
The Larsen papers, thus, are a part of that merest handful of surviv-
ing written works that are incontrovertibly known not to have been 
composed by administrators or by converteds but by single individu-
als from among that small, dwindling, turn-of-the-century category 

11 Though admittedly not only in the later papers. See the Editor’s Notes throughout Volume 
Sixteen.



6 Eric Larsen The Decline and Fall of the American Nation

of unconverteds who, like Larsen himself, continued until the end12 to 
struggle against the steady and (as we can now so easily see) increas-
ingly deadly erosions of learning, meaning, and conscience in the 
decades preceding the Collapse.

But let us allow Larsen’s words to speak for themselves across the 
great silence that followed the Ultimate, bringing us their observations 
not only of the daily life of a true unconverted, with its pronounced 
rigors, losses, and hopes, but offering us also a candid record of the 
inside workings and structure of the American university as it existed 
in the Late Ante-Penultimate and Early Penultimate—knowing now, 
as the doomed Larsen never could—what incalculable, immeasurable, 
crushing sorrows and losses were so soon to follow.

X. Jin Li 
The Asia Press
31076 M’tai Cordon
Beijing-AY38
10 October 2147 C.E.

12 The time and cause of the writer’s death are not known with any certainty.
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The Actaeon College of Institutional Analysis and Social Control 
was spared destruction by fire no more than were those areas of the 
city around it, whether immediately nearby or quite far away. A 
number of factors, even so, contributed to the fortunate and rela-
tively complete survival of the Larsen documents.

We know that the college itself was housed in two buildings, 
neither of them especially large, one four stories high and the other 
six, known, respectively, as Non-Presidential Hall and Presidential 
Hall. By the time of the Ultimate, however, these structures had 
been pressed in upon by a number of very high urban towers—rang-
ing from fifty to as many as ninety stories. Even so, those massive 
piles rose up only on that side of Actaeon toward the center of the 
city rather than on the side away from the center. As a result, when 
the Collapse actually took place, the hurricanic winds of the great 
fire-storm, rushing into the vacuum that had been created at the 
city-center, caused the great towers to topple away from Actaeon 
rather than toward it, with the result that the college’s site was far 
less deeply buried in rubble than were other parts of the city, even 
those immediately adjacent.

Further, there is the matter of the location of the papers inside 
Actaeon itself. Although most scholars believe that the author had 
retired from the institution a number of decades before the onset 
of the Early Ultimate in 2031 (it is unknown—though considered 
highly doubtful—whether Larsen was any longer alive by that point), 

A NOTE ON THE CONDITION OF THE PAPERS
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his office remained apparently untouched between the time of his 
departure and the end. Whether this was due simply to neglect, or 
to the precipitate decrease by then in the number of unconverteds 
(resulting in a diminished need for the inferior office space given 
them), or whether it was a reflection of the institutional chaos and 
absence of leadership or control by that time—these questions can 
never be answered for certain. What can be known, however, is that 
Larsen used the office as a repository for copies of every piece—or so 
it is now thought—of the writing that makes up any part of what we 
refer to with familiarity as The Larsen Papers.

In addition, the location of Larsen’s office proved of major impor-
tance in the preservation—albeit a preservation both partial and 
imperfect—of the materials. In an interior and windowless room (in 
this, the smaller of Actaeon’s buildings, most rooms were window-
less) on the ground floor, the office was situated directly below the 
paired men’s and women’s latrines stacked above it in identical loca-
tions on the second, third, and fourth floors of the building.

At Actaeon, as elsewhere in the city and nation, fierce and 
uncontrolled vandalism preceded and accompanied the widespread 
arson in the weeks and months leading up to the true firestorms 
and final Collapse. At both of Actaeon’s buildings, very strong evi-
dence shows that this vandalism began in the latrines before spread-
ing elsewhere, with the wanton sledging of ceramic fixtures and 
tiles and the breaking open of pipes of the kind used both for fresh 
water and for waste. Archival, historical, or archaeological research 
has discovered no other site where latrines were the first target of 
destruction. Whatever its cause, this anomaly in Actaeon’s case was 
of very great consequence in the preservation of the Larsen papers. 
During a period that must have extended over weeks and perhaps 
even longer—in the time, that is, leading up to the firestorms them-
selves—Larsen’s office was saturated by a steady supply of water 
from above, both fresh and waste. This meant that when fire at last 
had its turn and swept through the college buildings, the papers, 
being sodden, stood a vastly improved chance of withstanding 
complete destruction.

Even so, given the extraordinary intensity of the fire-storms, some 
degree of burning inevitably occurred, depending mainly on the way 
the papers happened to have been stacked, clipped, bound together, 
tied, or piled up. Top and bottom sheets were the most susceptible 
to loss, with the result that the author’s exact intent as to beginnings 
and endings is not always clear, with some beginnings and endings 
missing altogether. Larsen, further, must have sometimes stacked 
the papers in random piles (for whatever reason), with the result 
that pages are sometimes absent in the very midst of a narrative or 
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argument, creating lacunae of sizes we can only estimate, can do 
nothing to remedy, and can only regret.

In regard to damaged primary documents, editorial policy 
throughout has followed long-standing tradition in transferring 
them to the printed page in such a way as to duplicate as nearly as 
possible the exact physical appearance of the original. This policy 
explains, throughout, the presence of jagged beginnings or endings 
of text, sudden white spaces, and the absence of entire sections alto-
gether. Finally, during the estimated eight decades that the papers 
remained in the office before their discovery, additional forms of 
deterioration naturally took place, beyond those caused merely by 
fire and water.

        —Ed.
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(Part Three)

iii

My Life in Education: 
What I Learned from Thirty-Five Years

in the
University of New York (UNY):

by
Eric Larsen, B.A., M.A., Ph.D.,

Professor of English
The Actaeon College of Institutional Analysis and Social Control,

The University of New York (UNY)
New York, New York

U.S.A.

6/21/06 3:14 AM (Mon.):
The classrooms at Actaeon settled down into climatic cycles of 

approximately half a decade each, switching from arctic to tropical 
and back again. Without doubt, the tropical was the more difficult 
for me personally, although from the student point of view there was 
little difference between the two: both were equally unendurable 
and equally detrimental to learning, the only difference being that 
one caused withdrawal and then sleep (the tropical), while the other 
caused hostility first and then the waiting arms of Morpheus.

6/21/06 3:34 AM (Mon.):
My moment of truth; the single instant from which so much else 

stopped flowing; the day the idea came to me of no longer having 

THE “DIARY”
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Sasha Brearly in the classroom—the start of my end, in other words, 
took place, not surprisingly, near the end of a tropical cycle.

The hot cycles were much more difficult for me primarily because 
of dehydration. During the arctic cycles, I was able to keep warm 
simply through the manifold and unceasing physical exertions of my 
work. But it was another matter when the temperature in the rooms

6/22/06 8:18 AM (Tue.):
hovered between 88 and 96 degrees. Then, the exertions necessary 
for the highly active and—I believed and hoped—amusing presenta-
tions that I insisted upon (as I put all my powers into making Homer, 
Dante, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Chaucer, Swift, Shakespeare, Austen, 
Dickens, Hardy, G. Eliot, V. Woolf, or S. Beckett interesting to the 
students while also trying to elicit felt and thoughtful responses 
from the students) would cause me to sweat heavily from the first 
moment of the day onward, my shirt quickly becoming soaked 
through, likewise my handkerchief (which I used not for my nose 
but solely for mopping my face and brow), so that by only midday, 
after two classes and with two more to go, I had generally reached 
already a fairly advanced state of dehydration, a condition causing 
decreased blood levels of salt, potassium, and sugar, deficiencies in 
turn bringing on increased muscle spasm (tic), irregularity of heart 
(palpitation), non-topical anxiety (like that before heart attack), diz-
ziness (vertigo), sense of dissociation and unreality (lightness and 
floating), and, most debilitating of all, subtle diminishment (in part 
from simple exhaustion due to the additional and incessant need for 
screaming) in mind-body coordination, a crucial deficit causing an 
infinitesimal impairment of the all-important split-second timing 
that enables one, if one is sufficiently gifted in this and in other ways 
as well, to keep control over forty-five restless, bored, irritable, fitful, 
unread, unmotivated, sleepy, dim, aggressive, hostile, insolent, out-
spoken, begrudging, anti-educated, disdainful, antagonistic students 
who have been jam-packed for tuition-collecting and illusion-main-
taining purposes into an overheated, windowless, noise-saturated 
room more suitable for holding twenty-five if even that many.

In defense of President Penguin-Duck, let me add, lest I seem to be 
blaming him for various aspects of what has been my own daily life for 
decades at Actaeon, there is something important I must mention at 
this point. I later came to understand that due to President Penguin-
Duck’s taking upon his own shoulders the incalculably demanding 
administrative task of being sole commanding officer in charge of 
making things appear other than they are—I came to understand (and 
it is understandable), that due to the obligations and responsibilities 
of so important a job, President Penguin-Duck in fact, throughout 
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his tenure, knew very nearly nothing whatsoever of the truly deplor-
able and even inhumane conditions in the Actaeon classrooms, so that, 
of course, he therefore must not and can not in any way be considered 
responsible for them.219 

I often consider how differently things might have turned out if 
there had only been a ventilating system in the Actaeon latrines, a 
freedom from bullets there, a bit of fresh air: how if that had been 
the case it would no longer have been necessary for me to protect my 
health and life by avoidance of those vile and dangerous places. Then, 
of course, I could have drunk normally, could have avoided dehydra-
tion, could have maintained my all-important split-second timing—
and could perhaps even have kept the strength and will to guard, 
gird, and blind myself against my calamitous moment of truth, could 
have turned away from it instead of embracing it—and thus, having 
had the strength to remain blind, could have avoided becoming what 
I have become now, a man destroyed by the simple truth, brought to 
ruin, lost forever.

6/22/06 9:13 AM (Tue.):
As time ground on, President Penguin-Duck continued—as he 

does, so far as I could possibly know,220 to this very day—in his self-
less efforts to make the world at large perceive things at Actaeon as 
other than they are.

One of the essential aspects of President Penguin-Duck’s genius 
was his clear perception that big things command greater awe than 
small things. As a result of this gifted, rare, and extraordinary insight, 
one of the first things he did as soon as funds became available was to 
set out on a program of enlarging and expanding his office.

The great success of this undertaking was obvious to all from the 
beginning.

Even before the funds were known to be available, the President 
appointed a site development committee and, when its report was 
presented to him a year later, he followed it in every detail. As the 
committee advised, he chose to locate his new and bigger office not 

219  The President is in fact recorded as having once said, in an open meeting called by 
The Quality of Life Committee, that he refused to “become President of Bathrooms,” 
showing then as ever that his sole, true, and passionate dedication was to the main-
taining of the dignity, integrity, and growth of education only on the highest and most 
meaningful levels. [Author’s Note]
220  One of the more clear hints that Larsen, though ostensibly composing his “retirement” 
speech, is in fact no longer a part of Actaeon at all. Why he might wish us to think he were 
is one of the most interesting questions taken up, albeit in passing, by Ioannis Moravec in 
his Alms for Oblivion: The Struggle for Silence and Meaning in a World of Nothingness and 
Noise, a Literary Study of the Larsen Papers (Beijing, History House, 2009). [Editor]
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in the building where I and Drs. Tic, Colon, Rash, Book, and Poem 
had offices and met classes, but in the larger building instead, which 
became known shortly thereafter as Presidential Hall. He situated 
the office on the top floor, where, from a row of tall windows along 
its front wall, one could look down and across the street onto the flat 
tar roof of our own building, crowded with the enormous, riveted, 
sheet-metaled, louvered, multi-valved, tank-topped, steam-emit-
ting and engine-driven machines whose function was the forcing, 
over alternate, carefully monitored half-decades, of arctic or tropical 
air into the windowless and insufferable rooms below.

Fittingly enough, our own building came to be known as Non-
Presidential Hall. The President’s

6/23/06 1:32 AM (Wed.):
office itself occupied the whole wing it was situated in. It was indeed 
quite impossible for its capaciousness not to inspire awe: if one 
sat behind President Penguin-Duck’s great desk itself, against the 
north wall, and chose to converse with a person, say, in a chair near 
the south wall, it would be impossible to do so in a normal voice at 
normal conversational volume. The entire area, vast and deeply car-
peted, was scattered with davenports, sofas, easy chairs, tables, and 
lamps. On the far side from President Penguin-Duck’s desk was an 
enormous mahogany conference table that, as desire and occasion 
determined, could be used either for meetings or for banquets. Near 
it, a section of paneled wall could be opened by means of a secret 
latch to expose a full bar, and through a doorway near the head of the 
table was President Penguin-Duck’s private kitchen. A cook and bar 
keeper were available to the President at all times, and a full comple-
ment of chef, kitchen workers, wine stewards, and waiters remained 
permanently on call to plan and present the grandest of events even 
on the shortest of notice.

Through another door nearby, sometimes open and sometimes 
closed, was the office of President Penguin-Duck’s executive assistant, 
whose staff members themselves were situated in a string of other 
offices that opened off hers, growing smaller and smaller the farther 
removed they were from the President, much like the strings of eggs 
inside pullets as they neared readiness to begin their lives as layers. 221

The approach to President Penguin-Duck’s office was arranged in 

221  In 1952, as a young boy on my parents’ farm in Minnesota, when a pullet was one 
day inadvertently run over by a wagon wheel, I saw this precise and lovely phenom-
enon: a string, as it were, of a dozen pearls, the largest an egg the size of a thumbnail, the 
smallest, while also white, little larger than the head of a pin. [Author’s Note]
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such a way as to make it extremely impressive. After taking an eleva-
tor to the top floor, walking to the appropriate wing, and turning in 
the appropriate direction, one made one’s way down a wide corridor 
with doors on either side opening into offices that grew larger the 
nearer they were to the Presidential terminus. After passing the last 
of these offices, one went through double doors into an ante-room 
containing coffee tables and upholstered chairs, these presumably 
for the comfort of those waiting long periods for Presidential audi-
ences. This room was occupied permanently by four people behind 
four desks placed near the entry. Leaving this ante room, one con-
tinued through a second set of double doors to a second ante-room 
accoutered in the same way as the first but presided over by only 
two people instead of four. Penultimately, a third set of double doors 
brought one into a third ante-room that, larger than either of the pre-
vious two, was presided over by a single person seated behind a single 
desk. A visitor was then at last—or might be—summoned into the 
presence of President Penguin-Duck himself: whereby, if that august 
moment did take place, the supplicant passed through an ultimate set 
of double doors, through a final dark-paneled entryway, and into the 
airy expanse of the great room itself, where President Penguin-Duck 
would be visible, a distance away, off to your left, behind his desk 
against the north wall, with a telephone pressed to his ear.

6/23/06 2:59 AM (Wed.):
My weight continued to drop through the long middle years. I 

know now, although my understanding of it came too late to do 
much good, that I should have taken my weight loss far more seri-
ously than I did, since, as I now know, it was a sign of greatly dimin-
ishing strength both physical and emotional. I know also that in 
response—in imitation of my far more adaptable colleagues—what I 
really ought to have done was take the simple and extremely effective 
measure of no longer trying to do my job well.

As always, however, other instincts and forces pushed me to 
work only harder to compensate for my weight loss, to expend more 
energy, try yet new ways to ignite and captivate my students’ inter-
ests and abilities, to give them the important chance at intellectual 
growth that I so much wanted them to have and considered it my job 
to provide.

Yet even so I should have understood a different truth: that all of it 
was purely quixotic. Pointless. Doomed. Every last bit of it. 

In short, I was losing ground. I, too, was beginning to disappear. 
Like my other narrowing colleagues, the few of them left, I was, 
slowly but surely, becoming in-
6/24/06 5:59 AM (Thu.):
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visible.
Among the wideners, in the meantime, there appeared not the 

smallest hint of exhaustion or failure: if anything, the opposite was 
true. The wideners, to a one, continued to fatten. Inexplicably, they 
appeared to be filled with energy. Most perplexing of all, they moved 
with a quickness, spoke with an animation, consorted, gathered, and 
conversed with one another in lighthearted and even jocular ways 
that made it appear (an outlandish, preposterous, absurd idea to a 
thinking person) that every one last one of them was happy.

Their students, too, had about them an inexplicable air of content-
edness and ease. The wideners’ students emerged from classrooms 
with languid smiles on their faces, often chattering glibly among 
themselves, and by the half-dozens they gathered at the front of 
the rooms after class to talk with their placid, unruffled, increas-
ingly hefty instructors. At examination time, equally amazing, there 
appeared to be among them no fear, anxiety, or (as with my students) 
hostile posturings, eye-rollings, or outright expressions of vindic-
tiveness, sullenness, or anger.

I can surmise that one of the chief causes of so vivid a contrast was 
the difference between the wideners’ grading policies and my own. 
Their students’ grades moved inexorably and steadily (albeit some-
times slowly) upward, while mine, no matter how hard I tried to 
make them do so, did nothing of the sort. If anything, they fell.

6/24/06 6:03 AM (Thu.):
I thought long and hard about these and other matters, and I came 

to a conclusion that shocked me briefly.
It was impossible not to conclude that my widening colleagues, 

by making the important decision no longer to think, had joined in 
the enormous task that had rested previously on President Penguin-
Duck’s shoulders alone—the task of making absolutely certain that 
things at Actaeon appeared other than they were.

The wideners, that is to say, were no longer faculty members, for 
in actuality they had become administrators.

What else if not that precise metamorphosis could have resulted 
in their appearance of being so entirely relieved from the heavy, 
unrelenting, Sisyphean burden of maintaining a fidelity to the truth, 
the very burden that was causing me and the few remaining narrow-
ers left at Actaeon to grow nearer and nearer to complete disappear-
ance with each passing year?

And what else if not that precise metamorphosis could have 
resulted in their appearance of actually being happy? What else if not 
that precise metamorphosis could explain their students’ otherwise 
inexplicable impressions of contented casualness, irresponsibility, 
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and ease? And what else if not that precise metamorphosis could 
explain President Penguin-Duck’s tacit approval of the wideners, 
his contentment with them and his reaching out, as he had begun 
doing more and more, to draw them more actively into college affairs 
(although of course without ever saying even the least word about 
any such policy or sympathies. The groundwork for final calamity, 
after all,222  had, even by this time, not been firmly enough laid to 
make it politic for someone with the vast responsibilities of President 
Penguin-Duck to reveal his professional dedication to the untruth 
openly and unabashedly. For the time being, a polite but firmly main-
tained deceit still remained necessary.)?

6/24/06 6:22 AM (Thu):
The truth? Shall we have the truth? The truth is that some of my 

own students were kind, sweet, considerate, well-intended, and 
docile. Some of my own students showed interest. Some of my stu-
dents came up to the front after class. And some of my students—in 
one very special year, I remember, there were three—had grades that 
went up instead of nowhere, or down.

One of my own students also, once, I remember, raised a hand.

6/24/06 8:27 AM (Thu.):
But by this time I was already badly worn down, albeit not con-

scious of the full extent of the damage.
So much simpler it would have been, so healthy and drug-free a 

way to ease the intolerable pressure. That is, simply to stop think-
ing any longer. But without that simple and elementary step, I now 
understand clearly, no easing could be possible. 

How else could it be true of the broadeners that they remained so 
calm in class? What other cause could there be for their appearance 
of speaking so effortlessly, quietly, and casually in their fetid, noise-
tormented rooms?

Unless this:
Unless the inner truth, the deeper truth, the truth of truths, was 

that they needed no sounds anyhow.
Unless the truth of truths, that is, was that there was nothing that 

needed saying by them.
Unless the wideners in fact were not trying to change anything, to 

do anything, to “teach” anything.
Unless, that is, the wideners had granted (whether knowing or not 

222  On this despondent note, see again the “Chronology” (Appendix, p. 303). [Editor]
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knowing that they had done so) that they and their students already 
knew exactly the same amount about exactly all the same things 
believed by either of them to be in any way whatsoever significant 
or important, thereby leaving both parties, by definition absolutely 
the same as one another, equals in every way, and therefore free to do 
nothing more in the classrooms other than be amiable, complimen-
tary, pleasant, and kind to one another, the relationship, in short, of 
colleagues.

Impossible. It could not be possible.
And yet it was.
It was only too true.
Being nice had replaced teaching.
Personality and good intentions had replaced content.
The job of professor, no longer any different from President 

Penguin-Duck’s job, had become the job of making things appear 
other than they are. It had become the job of making it clear that stu-
dents and professors were the same.

•

And yet here again, in this as in so many other matters, I was 
unable to join my broadening colleagues, so manifold and deeply 
rooted were my weaknesses and failures. Unlike the wideners, I still 
found it obvious that I knew a great deal about something—my field 
of study, specifically—about which my students knew very little if 
anything at all. And consequently (so unable was I, unlike the wid-
eners, to embrace new ideas) I continued finding it perfectly reason-
able that my position as professor existed for the purpose of making 
evident to my students—do with it as they may—some part of what I 
did know about my field of study.

There was for me, therefore, no possibility of turning over my 
professional energies to the genial and effortless task simply of being 
nice. There was for me no possibility of dedicating myself simply to 
being casual, relaxed, and egalitarian—of portraying myself as and 
proving myself to be the very same in every way as my students.

No. For me, the point of the undertaking, a towering part of the 
very truth of the life I had chosen, was the precise opposite of egali-
tarian: it was the rudimentary assumption: that my students and I 
were essentially different from one another and that this difference 
explained why they were the students and I was the professor.

For someone like me, then, insufficiently trained, insufficiently 
adaptable, insufficiently flexible to be able to abandon this elementary 
idea of essential difference—to someone like me, therefore, the roar of 
the air ducts remained intrusive, disruptive, deafening. To someone 
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