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BRAIN CATALOGUE 

Will Moore 

Dr. Julija Šukys, Dissertation Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

 

Brain Catalogue is a creative dissertation that combines comics and 

nonfiction. Specifically, it deals with the type of nonfiction often called the essay. 

It is an experimental autobiography that is broken down across four chapters, 

each dealing with a particular subject as well as the concept of representation 

more broadly. How can one represent his/herself? Someone else? Reality? 

History? Brain Catalogue approaches writing about the world as not an attempt 

to reproduce the world, but an attempt to reproduce what it is like to think about 

the world. And because I’m the one doing the thinking, it is in that way 

autobiographical (a catalogue of my brain, so to speak). 

The images used herein are either created by myself, in the public 

domain, or (in the very few cases of images not in the public domain) are used in 

a critical context that constitutes fair use. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Brain Catalogue is an essay comic, which as far as I know is a term of my 

own invention. It wouldn’t be accurate to call this a “graphic novel” because it 

doesn’t at all resemble a novel. Literarily, it’s kind of the opposite of a novel: 

there is no formal “plot” and there isn’t even a proper conclusion. While I don’t 

believe the term “essay comic” has been coined previously, there are already 

cartoonists creating similar works, such as Lynda Barry (What It Is, Syllabus), 

Nick Sousanis (Unflattening), and Anders Nilsen (Poetry is Useless), to name a 

few. 

Essay 

“Essay” is used to describe a certain kind of nonfiction writing, but that 

term includes a wide range of forms. It covers everything from travel writing, to 

personal anecdotes, to certain kinds of journalism, to philosophical observations, 

to humor columns, to dream journals, to a slapdash treatise on the merits of 

Bitcoin written by a hungover 18-year-old for his freshman English seminar. 

Popularly, it’s become a catchall for any nonfiction that isn’t biography, history, or 

memoir. Or for works that are those things but are in any way weird. 

The type of essay that inspired Brain Catalogue (and my conception of the 

term “essay comic” more generally) was first popularized by a French Aristocrat 

named Michel de Montaigne, who published a collection of essays (Essais) in 

1580. In most every picture I’ve seen of Montaigne, he wears a big doily, coffee 

filter-looking thing around his neck. This represents his aristocratic heritage as 

well as his attitude of not caring if other people think he’s ridiculous. Having 
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access to a massive private library and unpestered by the necessity of earning 

an income, Montaigne was free to write about whatever crossed his mind and 

ignore the then-popular essay format (a moral screed with a clear, well-

articulated thesis). Montaigne wrote in a wandering, intuitive fashion that was 

intended to replicate the experience of thinking, with numerous dead-ends, loose 

ends, digressions, and contradictions. Some of Montaigne’s essays consist 

almost entirely of digression. On Practice begins with a rumination on death (that 

sleep is like practice for death), shifts to a narrative anecdote about a time 

Montaigne was thrown from a horse, and ends with an explanation of why the 

author writes essays in the first place. Another of Montaigne’s essays, titled Of 

Thumbs, is a loose assemblage of quotes and musings about the titular 

appendage. It sets forth no message nor implicitly draws any connections 

between quoted material. 

Montaigne viewed the essay as an act of self-examination, a mental 

exercise towards his own self-understanding and improvement. In On Practice he 

writes, 

Now as [Pliny said], every man is a good discipline unto [himself], [always] 

provided he be able to [pry] into [himself]. This is not my doctrine, it is but 

my study; And not another [man’s] lesson, but [my own]; Yet ought no 

man to blame me if I impart the same. What serves my [turn], may haply 

serve another [man’s]; otherwise I [mar] nothing; what I make use of, is 
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[my own]; And if I play the [fool], it is at [my own] cost, and without any 

other [person’s] interest.1 

While probably written for personal gratification, Montaigne conceivably 

published his works with the idea that another might gain something in reading 

them, thought the writing itself betrays little hint that Montaigne was concerned 

by the possibility that his musings would be of interest to nobody else. Obviously, 

these essays are interesting to others as they are still read and studied more 

than 500 years since first publication. 

When thinking about what makes such an experiment compelling or 

worthwhile to an external audience, I consider the work of two other essayists: 

Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin. Both authors engaged with a school of 

philosophical thought called historical materialism, which manifests in the way 

each conceives of the essay. Historical materialists understand that the material 

conditions of human existence (i.e. technology, the systems through which 

people obtain food and shelter) precipitate the development of government, 

social structure, and culture. Historical materialism describes the developments 

of society as a traceable progression: the material conditions of daily life produce 

certain social structures, which then produce certain cultural mindsets. This 

would suggest that society shapes art, and not always the other way around. For 

example, the flaccid political satire on SNL or any of the late-night talk shows do 

nothing to repudiate or upend an unpopular politician (as of this writing, that 

would be Donald Trump). If such programming is the product of the same 

1 Montaigne, Michel de. The Essays of Montaigne. Translated by John Florio (1603), 58. 
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material conditions and culture that produced Trump, then not only is it impotent 

to change the culture that produced Trump, but actively reproduces said culture. 

For historical materialists like Benjamin and Adorno, to write about 

anything, even oneself, is to examine and reproduce a collective social body. 

Benjamin’s final corpus (that he continued to work on until his death) is titled, 

Arcades Project. Arcades Project is sprawling; at times incredibly broad and at 

others incredibly specific. In it, Benjamin sets out to describe the Paris arcades, 

which were a precursor to the shopping mall—a large enclosed space populated 

by various merchants. But Benjamin doesn’t just physically describe the arcades 

or tell a straightforward history of their construction (he does these things, but he 

doesn’t only do these things). Rather, he uses the arcades as a starting point to 

digress into personal thoughts, theory, history, architectural critique, you name it. 

Benjamin described this project as a “literary montage” which he constructed 

using what he called “the rags, the refuse.” 

[...] these I will not inventory but allow, in the only way possible, to come 

into their own; by making use of them.2 

Benjamin doesn’t label, categorize, or attempt to cohere the bits that make their 

way into his essay, but allows them to function as they are, which makes their 

meaning less precise, but their possibilities more diffuse. Thus, the thematic or 

2 Benjamin, Walter. The Arcades Project. Translated by Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin 
(Boston, MA, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 460. 
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topical juxtapositions function almost like filmic montage, where meaning is 

created by “an irresistible process of induction from a stream of relationships.”3 

Benjamin recognized that any aspect of culture is a product and producer 

of society and history, so examining anything is akin to examining everything. At 

least, this is the understanding that appears to guide Arcades Project specifically. 

Adorno saw the format of the essay as a political necessity. He believed culture 

was destined to reproduce the same type of art—one that confirmed a dominant 

way of thinking. Producing truly new (and radical) thought required somehow 

breaking from this cycle, which his essayistic style of writing was intended to do. 

To mold one’s writing to an existing and sanctioned form meant to bend the 

content in service of that form. Adorno’s Minima Moralia—a philosophical, part-

autobiographical treatise on the social nightmare produced by an industrialized 

capitalist society—expands as widely as possible. “[...] [the sections of this book] 

concern psychology, aesthetics, science in its relation to the subject. The 

concluding aphorisms of each part lead on thematically also to philosophy, 

without ever pretending to be complete or definitive [...]”4 

The culmination of an artform that seeks to reproduce the mind by 

embracing randomness, eschewing established forms, and reveling in 

contradiction is outlined by Gilles Delueze and Felix Guatarri in their book A 

Thousand Plateaus. Delueze and Guatarri describe an artistic form they term 

3 Balász, Béla. Béla Balász: Early Film Theory. Translated by Erica Carter (New York, NY, 
Berghahn Books, 2010), 123. 
 
4 Adorno, Theodor. Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life. Translated by E. F. N. 
Jephcott (London, VERSO Books, 2006), 18. 
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“the rhizome.” In nature, a rhizome is a system of interlocking roots that can bud 

and grow in just about every direction. If separated, any piece of the rhizome 

retains the potential to grow into a new plant. Rhizomatic art functions similar in 

that it has no beginning, middle, or end and any section can be followed further 

to produce new thought (which Deleuze and Guattari call “lines of flight”). As a 

book, it’s something that can be read from the middle. 

I have to admit that I found A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia largely incomprehensible. Deleuze and Guattari advocate for a 

segmented (and schizophrenic, frankly) approach to art and writing designed to 

reproduce the unconscious. The pair take a postmodernist hostility toward 

structure to its extreme. While Adorno embraced an essayistic style as a means 

of escaping the corrupting influence of society and dominant power structures, 

rhizomatic art is described as a means of escaping not just a particular cultural 

perspective, but a human perspective altogether, as though the very synaptic 

patterns of our meat brains were corrupting. 

As for myself, I chose an essayistic style for this book because, like 

Montaigne, I like it as a method for reproducing thought. If I am to catalogue my 

own brain (as the title suggests), this is the most appealing means. I also see the 

essayistic style as a means of thinking outside established patterns of thought. 

Unlike Adorno, I do not see such a style as radically political, however. The 

essay format has become an established form (though still fringe, I would say) 

and therefore cannot now function in the political way Adorno describes, even if it 

did in the 1950s when Adorno published Minima Moralia. Plenty of books such as 

6



those by the cartoonists I mention above are published, as well as similarly styled 

essays without pictures (Reality Hunger by David Shields, The Balloonists by 

Eula Biss, and Bluets by Maggie Nelson come to mind). Therefore, while I think 

my own beliefs and politics are apparent in this volume (particularly in World War 

I), I don’t imagine I am, through this writing, resisting the political structures I 

abhor (I do that in different ways in my personal life, but not with this book). I 

hope Brain Catalogue inspires thought and reflection. I hope it is at times 

amusing, difficult, confusing, and compelling. The best essays manage to be all 

of these things at once. 

Comic 

Comics have the capacity to make the reader construct the unknown, to 

imagine what isn’t there. Panels and images participate not only in narrative 

construction (what happens between panels, how the plot events might align), 

but in an intellectual interplay. How does an image relate to the accompanying 

text? In this fashion, everything on the page can simultaneously be read both 

literally (the narrative progression between panels) and metaphorically (the more 

abstract meaning created by the juxtaposition of panels with panels and panel 

with text). A comic panel is both a continuation of previous panels and an 

individual image that coexists with its predecessor, a feature that uniquely 

situates comics as an essayistic and rhizomatic artform. This feature of comics is 

described by Thierry Groensteen in The System of Comics as the “spatio-topical 

system,” where comic panels create meaning through their relationships and 
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placement relative to one another. One major benefit of the comic form for the 

essay is comics’ ability to construct such layered systems and thematic webs. 

Just as we link up panels, or pull together pictures with their captions, so 

too our comprehension of a text ‘sparks across’ these other gaps, 

directing us to connect the web of relations between comics’ multifarious 

fragments, including visually spaced textual lexias.5 

Or, put more simply, and in the words of another comics scholar, Hannah 

Miodrag, comics form a kind of “conceptual jigsaw.”6 

The comics page constructs a “multiframe,” a spatio-topical system that 

can be utilized both practically (for narrative continuity) and metaphorically. Each 

panel functions individually, within the immediate context of surrounding panels, 

and within the context of the entire book. The content of any given panel is 

determined intrinsically and in relation to the surrounding panels and pages. As 

we read through panels, our understanding of previous panels shifts. These 

different states exist simultaneously. The panel (or similarly, a group of panels) is 

read both as an individual object and as a part of a larger object. A number of 

pieces link up and inform each other in multiple combinations simultaneously. Or, 

as Groensteen describes it, “[...] comics is not only an art of fragments, of 

5 Groensteen, Thierry. The System of Comics. Translated by Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen 
(Jackson, MS, University of Mississippi Press, 2007), 67-68. 
 
6 Miodrag, Hannah. Comics and Language: Reclaiming Critical Discourse on the Form (Jackson, 
MS, University Press of Mississippi, 2013), 75. 
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scattering, of distribution; it is also an art of conjunction, of repetition, of linking 

together.”7 Such an interweaving is similar to how Adorno describes the essay, 

Thought does not progress in a single direction; instead, the moments are 

interwoven as in a carpet. The fruitfulness of the thoughts depends on the 

density of the texture. The thinker does not actually think but rather makes 

himself into an arena for intellectual experience, without unravelling it. 

While even traditional thought is fed by impulses from such experience, it 

eliminates the memory of the process by virtue of its form. The essay, 

however, takes this experience as a model without, as reflected form, 

simply imitating it, the experience is mediated through the essay’s own 

conceptual organization; the essay proceeds, so to speak, methodically 

unmethodically.8 

It seems to me that including images not only offers a special means of 

expression, but the “spacio-topical system” fundamental to comics specifically 

can be leveraged to produce the wandering effect of Montaine, the montage 

effect of Benjamin, the tapestry effect of Adorno, and the “lines of flight” 

advocated by Deleuze and Guattari. 

Brain Catalogue 

I’ve so far described the form of Brain Catalogue, but have yet to explain 

the contents. This is because in a major sense, in this case, form is the content. 

Brain Catalogue is an attempt to reproduce the workings of my own subjective 

7 Groensteen, The System of Comics, 22. 
8 Adorno, Theodor W. Notes to Literature. Edited by Rolf Tiedemann. Translated by Shierry 
Weber Nicholsen, vol. 1 (New York, NY, Columbia University Press, 1991), 13. 
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experience. It adopts a particular format to best convey what it is like to think as 

me. Brain Catalogue is an autobiography. Each essay represents how I think 

about and interact with other people, my present society, and the past. Rather 

than distill any of this into a straightforward narrative or an orderly examination of 

motivations, I’ve let everything be. 

 In leaving everything so open, however, I am presented with a 

conundrum. In literature, there is always a tradeoff between author and reader. 

How much does the author actively instill into the work, and what is the reader 

expected to construct for his/herself? The issue is further complicated by the fact 

that I describe this as “nonfiction.” Is there a point at which the subjectivity that 

comes with such a project turns into deception? While the forms employed by the 

writers I’ve heretofore described are similar in practice, among some of these 

authors are very different hoped results. 

While the essay is amorphous, it still should be legible. To definitively set 

this boundary, however, is an impossible task, as so much depends on individual 

qualities of the particular work in question. I raise the issue to proclaim my view 

that that there is such a boundary, where the essay crosses from knowledge to 

nonsense. There is certainly a difficulty in producing a text that is both 

intellectually rhizomatic and intellectually coherent. I hope Brain Catalogue 

effectively toes this line. 

Brain Catalogue is a meditation—or perhaps exploration is a better word—

on representation. On Nonfiction addresses the question of “nonfiction” to begin 

with. What distinguishes fiction from nonfiction practically and in popular 
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parlance. On Jesse is an experiment in representing another person, a shared 

relationship, and a shared experience. Mary MacLane at 19 is about 

understanding another person through her representation of herself. World War I 

is about representing and understanding history and the past more broadly. Each 

poses unique structural and practical issues. And while I try to transform these 

people and events into pictures and words that give some sense of who these 

people are or were, I also participate in a collective social meaning-making by 

integrating the writing, images (many of the pictures used are taken from online 

archives), and input of others. In each case, I imagine more is revealed about 

myself than my subject. I think such is the case with most writing, though in this 

particular case I’ve made no effort to hide this feature. In fact, I wholeheartedly 

embrace it. 

It’s my intention that each of these essays reveals something about how 

complicated it is to represent anything at all, given it is first filtered through my 

experience, and then recast in an inevitably narrow framing based on my own 

subjective memory. I’ve chosen the essay comic form in hopes that it achieves all 

that I’ve already described: allows contradiction, begs interpretation, and 

produces innumerable lines of thought. 

If I’ve succeeded, this is a book that one can start at any page. While 

there is a logical procession in my own mind, it is a loose one. Each section is 

forwarded by its own introduction that explains the process through which the 

text was generated and offers a more specific explication of each project than 

provided by this general introduction. While I do not think such introductions are 
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strictly necessary for understanding or reading the individual sections, it may 

shed light/answer some questions, or at least be of passing interest. I don’t 

intend that the introductions be prescriptions in how to read each essay, but 

rather act as suggestions or starting points. It’s a minor resistance the chaotic 

nature of the text proper. 
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ON NONFICTION INTRODUCTION 

On Nonfiction, more so than the other essays in Brain Catalogue, 

describes its own construction. It also serves as a template for the works that 

follow. It was the first essay comic that I wrote/illustrated and as such establishes 

a few of the formal features that are followed by each essay. One of which (with 

the exception of Mary MacLane at 19) is that the text is mostly handwritten. This 

is a somewhat common feature of comic strips, though most cartoonists turn their 

handwriting into a font, which is slightly different from what I’ve done here. 

Turning one’s handwriting into a font entails creating an internally consistent font 

(all ‘a’s will look the same). Writing each letter separately, apart from being a lot 

more work, retains the inconsistencies. My intention is that this removes one of 

the mechanical elements of reproduction, and brings the text more tangibly 

closer to the author. There are entire careers dedicated to handwriting analysis, 

so I have to imagine featuring my own handwriting shows something about me. 

Though, the average reader (myself included) is unlikely to have the 

psychoanalytical background to unpack precisely what that is. Even without such 

training, I think there are intuitive connections or prejudices one might form about 

me based on my handwriting. At the very least, it’s an aesthetic choice that 

further imbues the text with my personality. 

 I don’t intend that On Nonfiction be an argument about what should and 

should not be published under the label “nonficiton.” My subject is broader than 

that. I’m here concerned with how anyone can represent reality at all on the 

page. This is more than what details one is allowed to “make up” in nonfiction, or 
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trying to draw a particular line in the sand. It’s indisputable that when one 

documents anything, be it by means of writing or through cinema or radio drama, 

there is always an editorial framing. There is no such thing as a 1:1 transmission 

of individual experience. But more fundamentally, I’m not convinced everyone 

experiences reality in the same way to begin with. However, there must be some 

degree of common experience, otherwise the entire notion of truth is suspect, 

and there are undoubtedly shared material realities (no human can fly without 

some special contraption no matter how thoroughly they believe such is the 

case). 

On Nonfiction has no thesis statement, but rather presents a number of 

possibilities. It is not about answering questions as much as raising them, and 

wallowing in the complexities of truth. I reject conclusions outright by offering the 

only sure conclusion I can come to, which serves as the final snippet in the piece, 

“The difference between fiction and nonfiction is that one is called fiction, while 

the other is called nonfiction.” Though even this might be called into question, 

when one considers that there are certain pieces of writing where such a 

categorization is called into dispute (imagine an essay about a true story in which 

the author takes many liberties with minor details). 

 It’s my hope that any reader finds his/herself contesting and disputing 

many of the points made in On Nonfiction. How much does one subscribe to the 

idea of a shared reality? What is the purpose of nonfiction? Are religious stories 

nonfiction? In what ways does applying this label matter to the reader in the first 

place? Personally, I find that the label does matter. Stories that I may be 
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otherwise interested in reading or hearing, become more compelling to me if I am 

told that they are true, and I don’t think that I’m alone in this. What is the degree 

the reader thinks reality is collectively shared? What are the implications of such 

a belief? When it comes to something like journalism, these things matter. It is 

one thing to academically point out that reality may be up for grabs, and another 

when such postulations are taken advantage of to produce political outcomes 

that affect a lot of people. Intellectually I am pulled towards a moral and 

existential nihilism that produces conclusions which violate certain instinctual 

feelings of empathy and justice. My global and local ethics are in irresolvable 

conflict. I have no certain way to decide which to privilege above the other. I have 

a simultaneous conviction in my own values and a recognition that there is 

nothing outside myself to prove these values are “good.” This is a contradiction I 

don’t believe is possible to resolve, and so the only way to represent it is 

essayistically. This contradiction also factors prominently in World War I, but is 

less important to On Jesse and Mary MacLane at 19. 

 I’m certainly not the first person to take on the question of “what is 

nonfiction?” On Nonfiction is not an attempt to prescribe an answer. However, 

given the content of this collection, it seemed important to establish what is 

nonfiction to me, the author. This first essay is a representation of my opinion on 

the matter, and lays out the ideology that informs the rest of the book. 
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MARY MACLANE AT 19 INTRODUCTION 

I chose Mary MacLane as the subject of the second essay for a couple 

reasons, chief among them was that her work was in the public domain. 

Choosing a more recent figure could have resulted in copyright infringement. I 

also wanted to use a person that was lesser-known in the popular discourse. 

Finding MacLane was mostly an accident—I was browsing the collections on my 

university’s library website. That MacLane turned out to be so compelling was 

lucky on my part. If she had not been so, I would have viewed the essay as a 

failure, and it wouldn’t be included in this collection. 

 The text in Mary MacLane at 19 is taken directly from MacLane’s own 

writing, largely from her book The Story of Mary MacLane, a collection of diary 

entries written by MacLane when she was 19. Some pieces are taken from a 

book she wrote later in life, I, Mary MacLane, though all concern MacLane when 

she was 19 years old. The comic strip portions, that include direct dialogue, are 

based on events in MacLane’s life that are described in her works, such as when 

her book was banned from the local library, or her throwing all of her family’s 

toothbrushes out of the window. Obviously, the dialogue I invented. 

 Mary MacLane at 19 involves a double interpretation. It starts with 

MacLane describing her own life on the page. I can’t know how much of that 

description is totally accurate to MacLane’s life, and how much is a persona she 

adopts as a writer. Certainly, it represents some part of MacLane’s identity, but 

does it paint the entire picture? In what sort of mood would MacLane generally 

write? Much of the work entailed her moping and acting like a stereotypical 
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disillusioned (yet very bright) teenager, a proto-Daria.9 I identify with MacLane’s 

teenage self, as I can recall having similar feelings and tendencies. I also know 

that I didn’t feel and act this way all the time. Not everyone around me was as 

dull as I thought they were, and I wasn’t as different or as smart as I thought I 

was. It’s so easy for a 19-year-old to fail to recognize that others have inner-lives 

as well. 

 The second layer of interpretation comes through my editorial selections 

and arranging. I chose the passages that I found most interesting, and perhaps 

most relatable, and presented them in an order of my choosing. MacLane was a 

young woman who grew up in Winnipeg in the 1890s. I find her funny and 

compelling, and frankly am a little surprised I had never heard of her. In her 

lifetime she was not extremely popular, though found work as a writer and even 

wrote and starred in a silent film, Men Who Have Made Love to Me. Mary 

MacLane at 19 does not represent Mary MacLane as she lived, or even Mary 

MacLane as she represented her own life, but the Mary MacLane I constructed 

when I read her memoir. At least, that’s what’s on the page. When another reads 

it, they then produce a fourth version of Mary MacLane, the one that the reader 

constructs when reading my construction. 

 Because all of the writing, except the dialogue, is MacLane’s, this piece is 

less directly introspective as the others, and is not able to wander as far. It 

maintains the most stable focus of any of the pieces, never taking its eye from 

MacLane. This feature may also make it the most readable. 

9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daria 
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I, for
instance, use

brown sugar.
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Is that
my

toothbrush?

35



Hey Mary,
you want to

play conkers?

Mary?

Conkers?

You're doing
that thing where
you mumble to

yourself.

It's...
kind of

hurting my
feelings.

I can
hear what

you're
saying.
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I’m the only
real MacLane

of my
generation.

The only
Maclane who
feels again the

passionate spirit
of the clans.

Huh?

D'you say
you're makin'

fudge?

What's
that, Sis? I'd like

some of
the fudge.
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My book is about
the loneliness at
being the only

thinker in a town
of simpletons.

If you would but
open your mind

to critical thought...

I don't
get it.

Nothing much
seems to
happen...

...maybe if
there was
a dragon.

Anyway, we've
decided to ban
your book from

the library.Er, no.
Two dragons.

Big green
ones that fly
around and
breathe fire.
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She's judging
us from

afar again.

Ignore
her.

It's
just...

I know
this seemed

like a good idea
when we left

the house.

But now it
feels dangerous

and stupid.
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Listen, I don’t care about
your stupid poetry. I’m just
looking for a man to lead

me to what would be
technically termed “my ruin.”

Dear Mary, whose
eyes are like

chrysanthemums.
An outer-shell hard as

a scuttlecrab's and
insides as tender...

Okay, but I
spent a lot

of time on this,
and I'm rather

proud of it.
Let me

finish the last
thirty-eight

stanzas.

*ahem*

Lips like
damp moss,

and perfumed
as a thousand

simmering
sirloins...
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ON JESSE INTRODUCTION 

On Jesse is like Mary MacLane at 19 in that it is a representation of 

another person. However, in this case it’s a person that I have personally 

interacted with, a person I know. How I construct a person I know is 

fundamentally different than how I construct a person I only can read about. 

What is also reproduced in On Jesse (besides Jesse), is my relationship with 

Jesse. With MacLane and anyone I’m reading about, the relationship is 

unidirectional. Mary MacLane was dead before I was ever born, she knew 

nothing about me and never interacted with me even in the indirect way I am able 

to interact with her. On Jesse shows not just the subject (Jesse) through my 

relationship to him, but also though his relationship to me. I put these essays 

next to one another to highlight this contrast. 

In college, Jesse and I played on the club frisbee team together and we 

were roommates my 3rd and 4th years. He was a PhD student at that time and I 

was an undergraduate. I’ve always seen him almost as an older brother (and I 

like to think he viewed me conversely). Before writing this essay (and years after 

we’d moved to different cities), I visited Jesse in Boston (I was living in Oxford, 

Ohio at the time) and recorded a number of our conversations and interactions 

while staying at his house. These were transcribed verbatim and set to comic. 

Also included are my own thoughts about Jesse, what I think about him and how 

I think other people think about him (most people who meet him form a strong 

opinion). I move between these to show how other’s opinions necessarily shape 

my own, either in my embrace or rejection of these viewpoints. 
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After completing the first part, I showed Jesse the work and offered him 

the opportunity to comment on his representation, which is what comprises the 

second part. This conversation was also recorded and transcribed verbatim. I 

think of it as the comic book equivalent of a director’s commentary. 

 By allowing Jesse to comment on the portrayal, he is able to illuminate the 

ways in which I get it wrong, and the ways my comic about him is misleading. 

There is obviously an issue when one person tells a side of a story or encounter 

designed to make the author look especially good or the subject especially bad. 

On Jesse demonstrates the difficulties even when the subject/author relationship 

is largely harmonious. Of course, Jesse actively resists my attempts to document 

him, though I would say this was a playful resistance which indicative of our 

relationship (we both enjoy antagonizing and being antagonized by one another). 

I didn’t purposely try to misrepresent Jesse, yet it’s clear there is more to the 

story than what I show. There are things I focus on that Jesse would not, and 

things I don’t mention that Jesse would find important. I think that in the end, the 

reader must further consider that even with Jesse’s commentary added, the 

record is not entirely set straight. There are things Jesse doesn’t bother to 

correct. And even though the conversations and comments were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim, I still had a kind of editorial control over the project. One 

might imagine that I could get Jesse to comment on the comments, and then 

comment on the comments on the comments, ad infinitum. No amount of such 

commentary can possibly be final. 

53



 I also intend, that thought the subject is Jesse, On Jesse is about my 

friendship with Jesse, and portrays how the two of us interact with one another.  

Without reading this introduction, it is likely ambiguous my relationship to Jesse, 

and this is largely intentional. There are no perfect labels for the distinct shape of 

every relationship. “Friend,” “brother,” “landlord,” all carry with them baggage and 

connotations, but ultimately say very little specifically about the way two people 

interact with and understand one another. 
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Mutual friend
and roommate.
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*clack*
*clack*

*clack*
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My girlfriend
at the time
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*wisk*
*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*
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*knock*

*knock*

*knock*
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*creak*
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*squeak*

*squeak*
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with
Jesse Simons?

Does Jesse
deserve a credit?

It’s not clear to
me what sort of

credit he deserves.

I’ve done all
the curation and

composition, but a
lot of the dialogue
is just what Jesse
said with minimal
editing on my part.
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wooden
spoon
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I’m afraid people won’t know
when I’m being intentionally

annoying. Most of our good banter
will almost certainly be me being

somewhat or completely
argumentative, and so it will seem

like I’m argumentative all of the time.

Which is only
an approximation of

the truth.
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That’s essentially
the best synopsis of
my mother possible.

The reason I left that guy—after I told
him that nothing in the world existed
while he was on mushrooms—is that
there was a giant football player (who

was also on mushrooms) literally trying to
kill this tiny friend of mine, to strangle him

against a fence. Me and this other kid had to
stop him from trying to murder this little
kid, who he thought was a demon. We had

to carry the football player half a mile to his
hotel and tie him onto a bed. But that didn’t
work because he escaped after we tied him

down the first time. Se we carried him back 
and tied him down again and piled some

televisions on top of him. After that,
he didn’t escape.

The only reason I left
this other guy was that I

was trying to save the life of
someone else.
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So there’s a lot of things wrong
with my biography, but it’s definitely

better that way. I’m not going to try to
correct all of it—it’s definitely better

that there’s some things wrong.
But I guess I should make some

comments here.

I could never show this to my
parents because you say they

have inferior intelligence—which
I probably have said exactly
myself. But I can’t show this

to them now becuase they won’t
take kindly to that.
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My degrees
aren’t right, but that’s

not important.

You picked the right things,
they’re just not in the right
order, or how I actually got

them. You can’t get a mechanical
engineering, a computer science, and a

philosophy degree because they’re
in separate schools.

I just have a
philosophy minor. But
that’s not important,

I don’t care about
these things.

There’s stuff here
that makes me look
better, but I don’t
care to correct it.

I didn’t work at
Microsoft, I worked at

IBM. But that’s not
important, they’re

essentially the same.

I think you spelled
dissertation wrong.
I think dissertation

only has one ‘s.’
Maybe I’m wrong,
but it looks wrong

to me.

What are
your degrees?
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Yeah,
I do.

I do sometimes.
I made cookies

yesterday.

This looks a
lot like our kitchen
if you were on LSD.

The perspective
is off. It’s like the

refrigerator is
magnetically attracted

to my surprisingly
small ass.

You like that
picture of nougat

almond cake?

I’ve sort of
implied that you make
desserts though, which

you don’t.
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I would say a lot
less handsome, and
a little less hispanic.

Let me look
this up.

Yeah, he is
a significantly more

hispanic Mark Ruffalo.
That’s an astute

observation.

Mark Ruffalo is
the less hispanic
Michael Peña.

Is that how
‘Propecia’ is

spelled? I think
it has a ‘c.’

I forgot to
look it up
before I

wrote it out.
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It’s a monkey
name. It’s a

gorilla name,
Coco.

You gave me
such a paunch here!

I don’t have a paunch,
I have abs! I want the

record to show that
I have fucking abs!

I think there
is a famous gorilla

named Koko.

You don’t
have abs.
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I do. I have abs. You can count
a six pack on me. I certainly

am barrel chested, I certainly
am beefy, but I have abdominal

muscles which you can see
through my flesh.

It’s not!

Whatever, it’s not
important, I said what
I needed to say. I don’t

have a paunch like that,
and I have visible abdominal

muscles.

Not really. Your
stomach is more like

a slab of beef.
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Oh, now I can’t show
this to Wes either! He

can’t know I called him
a little overweight.

Actually, I
think he can.

I don’t like that I
say “something
like that” twice.

Yeah, well,
you did.

118



I need to make a
comment here: this is

just not correct science.

It doesn’t burn off
calories, it burns off weight.

The fried dumplings are so much
less dense. The frying process
does burn some calories, but it

adds oil. It’s just less volume and
less weight when you fry them.

119



I’m not bigger than Wes,
he’s easily 30 pounds

heavier than me. I meant
‘man’ as in man.

Not fat man.

No, like,
more manly.

You gave me
T. rex arms. Why
do I have T. rex

arms?
I could barely

scratch my opposing
nipple with an
arm like that.

You meant it
as a euphemism
for like, moral

supremecy?
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It’s sad that
I couldn’t come up
with Kobayashi.
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Do people
understand that
I’m a vegetarian?

That quote doesn’t
make any sense to
anyone that doesn’t

understand I’m
a vegetarian.

It’s such a weird rule, that I
can eat meat, but only for

eating competitions. I have
these really strict morals, but

strange exceptions to things. Like
I don’t own any albums before
1990, and refuse to buy them,

but stupid people like Wally get
me things like Thriller as gifts. 

No.
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Hold on, time
out. I need to

talk to Blaze for
a second.

Blaze, are you
trying to look
like a yuppie

for this?

The sweater and the
chain combined do not... I

mean, this looks great. You
look good, you look attractive,

and you will look good when you go
out for drinks afterwards, but you’re

doing... actually, I don’t know.

Dress as you will,
you’re a person. It’s

not that you look
bad anyway.

You understand what
I’m saying though?

You’re dressing up for the
thing afterwards.

But I guess you’re
wearing jeans.

This is reasonable.

Alright, back
to this.

What’s wrong?
The sweater or

the chain?

Jesse’s
domestic
partner.
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People don’t want
to read this. Are people
going to want to hear

this story?

I don’t know.

125



I don’t claim
to be a sociopath!
I claim nothing

of the sort.

People have claimed
I’m a sociopath, people

have accused me of
sociopathy...

No! I don’t think
I’m a sociopath.
Other people...

Blaze, you think
I’m a sociopath,

right?

She’s torn about
me, she says,

“I don’t know.”

I did do that. It
was weird. That was
the first time I ever

saw your peen.

You’ve
claimed it

before.

You’ve
definitely claimed

it before.
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What’s important for
this Bean story, for accurate

representation of me: we
had already stopped the car twice

for him. Two different times.

I don’t care the size
of his bladder, it’s exorbitant.

It’s too much pee. I’m not going
to stop three times in one

trip for a man.

That’s true, I
had. Weren’t you in

the car?

Maybe he has
a small
bladder.

You had
agreed to pay

any resulting ticket
if he peed out
the window.

I was, that’s how
I know the story.
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Did you enjoy
the experience? Was

it fun for you?

It was really funny.
Wasn’t it really funny

for everyone else?

That was really
fun for us.

It was so
worth it.

The way I presented
it here does not reflect my

own complicity. I was as responsible
for the fact that we didn’t stop as
you were. I certainly encouraged

your not stopping.

I believe I had the idea
that we would flip a coin every

time we passed an exit and
if it landed on heads, we’d stop

for him, and if it landed on
tails we wouldn’t. We ended up
getting, like, four tails in a row.

Yeah.
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Do you see how you’ve
drawn me in comparison

to you here? I am
literally Shrek.

I am shaped
like a refrigerator

box.

I’m going to make
you attach a real picture
of me, that I choose, at
the end, and I’m going
to look so dapper in it.

You’re
lying.

That’s my
conception

of you.

I showed this
to Gretchen and she
agreed that it looked

just like you.
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We need to set the
record straight here:

you’ve admitted yourself
that I probably said
“bearelict” first, and

not “bearlick.”

It’s very important
that I’m the one coming

up with great words
like bearelict.

And not
you.

Perhaps you can
have some lesser
amount of credit.

At the time the
conversation took
place, this is how
I understood it.

But I did come
up with it, because I

didn’t know that’s
what you’d said.
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This may not be
a direct quote. You
don’t know exactly

what I said

I also wanted to
poop in his shoes. It’s

important to note that I for
a long time found the
concept of pooping in

shoes humorous.

It’s a dream of mine to have
a dog that I train to poop in people’s

shoes if they leave them at the
front door, and then make guests take off
their shoes when they come in the house.

While the guests are still there, I’ll pretend
I’m angry at him for pooping in their

shoes, but reward him after
they leave.

It doesn’t
matter.
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I had multiple forces
urging me to poop in his

shoes. He wouldn’t give my
phone back! He deserved

something, he can’t
just steal my things.

In fact, you should
expose exactly what
was recorded, so that

he’s punished for
deleting it.

It was too long
and convoluted, and

there’s too many necessary
background details for me

to describe it.
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Is that
how you spell

“coercive?” I guess
it probably is.
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That’s a pretty accurate
description of how I feel about

having pooped in his shoes.
I can’t deny any of that. I do

get satisfaction out of
having done it.
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Festivating? You
said that?

Yeah, I knew
what festooned
meant. Doesn’t
it mean that?

Hold on, I got
to look up what

“festooned” means.

I was right. And
I was probably right
then too. It’s funny
that I looked it up

again.

I did.

Just finish
reading the

conversation.

You already did
during the original

conversation, you can
read it there.
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I don’t
think other people

will enjoy that
conversation.

It’s so hard
to follow. It’s practically

impossible to follow.
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This is when I was trying
to be really annoying to you. They

don’t understand that this is
something you deserve. You are

owed such annoyances.
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That’s not how
you spell
amateur.

I want you to note that you
spelled amateur wrong here,
as further evidence that you

are an amateur English speaker.

You’re right,
I spelled

amateur wrong.
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I know I’m being annoying
here. You’ve selected the

conversations that portray me
as the annoying one. Normally, I

would let you talk.This isn’t how I
normally hold an argument.

I was metaphorically
festooning my speech with preposterous

hand gestures to indicate that I
wasn’t taking it seriously. I’m not sure

that comes off here, it might just come off
that that’s how I always argue.

No it’s
not.

I argue with
calculated logic and...

and mental
prowess.

And sometimes
subterfuge.

It is how
you argue.

You just bully
you way through
all conversations.
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*clack*
*clack*

*clack*

People are not going to
enjoy that conversation. Or

maybe they will. Do you think
they’ll agree with you?

It’s like a
broken

Laurel and Hardy.
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That’s the
whole story?

Yeah, it is.
It’s both.

It also looks
like it’s

WOAH-SAIL

WAH-SUL, WAH-SAIL,
WAA-SUL, WAA-SAIL,

and WOAH-SAIL.

Yeah.

Well, they don’t use
phonetic alphabet, so I’m not

even sure. I have to look
at what these things mean.

No ‘cuz
we looked it
up and it’s

both.

It’s both?

It’s not
both.

No... this is...
this can’t be

right.

All according
to dictionary.com?
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You should
learn it.

I did
learn it.

It’s so weird that when
you do it with WOAH, it can

only be SAIL, but everything else
is mix and match.

WAH-SUL, WAH-SAIL,
or... WUZ-AIL

That conversation’s
going to be

impossible to write.

You should just write
gibberish and say, “this is

what a conversation on
pronunciation looks like,

in comic form.”

I don’t know
how to read IPA.

You learn
it.

So it’s
WOAH-SAIL...

Oh man, alright.
That solves

that mystery.
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No, I
disagree.

But I do
think I...

I... skirt tact.

Gretchen is sort
of this weird case. Because

usually I know exactly why I’ve
bothered someone, and I

intentionally did it.

And with the gobbling
noises, that was unintentional. And that

was less tact and more just getting
carried away with not normally seeing

turkeys and being excited about my turkey
noise. But that was... you could call that
tactlessness. But it seems like Gretchen

was angry and upset with things I could not
predict, which is abnormal.

So she has unpredictable tastes
and expectations, so it’s hard to be

tactful in her sense. But I think
normally I’m well aware of what

tact is, and sometimes in honor of
the other person, because I respect them,

or not, I choose to avoid the most
tactful path. Is that tact?

As you know,
you’re tactless.

Oh, my
god...
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To have tact, do
you have to behave

in a tactful way?

This situation is so much
more complicated. This is

so unfair. The kid forced me to
be his... it’s not lab partner either,

but maybe that’s easier to say.

Well yeah, that’s
having tact. Yes.

What needs to be said?

So there are two reasons people
don’t have tact. One is that they are incapable of

being tactful, and the other is that they’re
capable of being tactful—they can recognize

what tact would be—but choose not
to do it for whatever reason. In this case

they’re not exercising tact, but it’s not becuase
they’re oblivious.

I have theories as
to why you have no tact,

which we’ll get to.
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What’s important is that
the original agreement when I

agreed to work with this kid, because I did not
need to work with him, was under the pretence
that I could do all the work myself and never

have to interact with him. That he could
just get my grade. It wasn’t like I had to

be working with him.

I was allowing
him to cheat

off of me.

Because I didn’t
care...

I didn’t think
this class really

mattered that way.

Maybe that’s true. I’m willing to
take some credit for the collapse of many

bridges. But I’m not willing to take full credit for
tactlessness here. The agreement was that I wouldn’t

have to help him and he was demanding that I
do that. And I did try to help him for a long

time and this was only like an hour, maybe two hours in,
of something that should have taken me zero time

because I’d already done the work and
should not have had to explain it to him.

So you
were trying

to cheat?

Why did you want
this dumbo to succeed? You
assumed he’d fail naturally

later down the line?

I mean, this is
why bridges collapse.

Because people like you
help people like him.
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I stayed very calm
throughout this, even

among the head smash. Wait, do
you talk about that?

I knocked him
out subsequent

to that.

Not that much trouble.
Less trouble than you would

normally get for knocking someone out.
And it was a very calm knockout. I was like,

“I don’t know what the proper course
of action is: I either try to tell on

him, in which case he might smash
all of my things, or...”

What’s the proper course
of action there? I think I’m

legally allowed to stop
him from smashing my things.

So what’s the
tactful thing to do

there?

What is the
tactful thing to do there?

I didn’t call
him stupid...
well, I guess

I did.

No, I just said
he tried to wreck

your TV.

I know, and
you got in
trouble.

Physically remove
him from the

situtation.

Part of my
thesis is that tact isn’t

always good.

It’s not to tell
him that he’s

stupid...
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It’s also important to know that they
were extremely nerdy-looking people. I was

making an assumption because there was no
way athleticism or beauty were the things

they prided themselves in.

I know. In this case, it’s
important to know why it’s so bad.

I think it was really bad because these
were people that really didn’t have

anything else, in my eyes. They
were ugly, unathletic...

I’m making myself
look really jerky, which you

probably want.

It’s only fair when
I say it’s the worst thing

I’ve ever done.

You’re making yourself
sound worse, you realize,
by what you’re saying?

I don’t know...
I’m not....
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This section is just
about you.

It’s supposed to
be all about me. I’m

the hero here.

Some of it’s
about me.

This picture is
like me and you,
we’re buddies.

You’re the
strange pumpkin

creature.
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I read that:
“Threat people the
way they want to
be threatened.”

You got
blue here.

I shouldn’t be analyzing your
writing, but I just feel like there’s no need

to bring it to fellation here. There’s a million
other requests, other than being fellated, that

you could have used here.

It’s like how
someone without tact

would explain that
same rule.

That means
essentially the same

thing.

I just wrote the most
unreasonable thing that came

to mind.
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I guess, if someone is offended here, it like
sort of brings to light the very notions of which

you’re talking about. The people reading
this, if they are artistically offended that you

needed to use a hypothetical like this, as
opposed to something just as unreasonable,

but less overtly sexual...

There are situations in which
it’s almost reasonable. Like if you were in a gay

sex club, in one of the back rooms, and your
first introduction was to meet a guy in one of these
rooms, perhaps, the way of the world, is that you’re

supposed to fellate each other right away.

Exactly.

I’d think it
was very rude.

No! No, it’s
not. I was

joking.

What’s something
more unreasonable?

I guess if you meet in the context
where that’s expected. And you, by your

presence, have kind of tacitly agreed
to this, you’re rude by not doing it.

Well I agree
that it’s rude.

Yes it is, because
rudeness is based on
what they expect you

to do.
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No, that’s not rude. Rudeness,
as you said, has like a 
further cultural thing.

It’d be rude if you
went to like, Venezuala, and this is

the way of the world in Venezuela, you
just fellate someone, upon meeting them,

if they want it, and you decide not
to do it. It’d be like looking someone

in the eye in Japan.

I don’t know what
you’re trying to argue

with me here, just
move on.

Move on,
I say!

Yeah, and it’s
part of his culture.

But what do you do in
a place like our polyglot

US culture, where there’s
tons of different cultures

interacting together?

There are tons of situations
where it’s unclear how to behave. And

are you rude because you
don’t know? Accidentally rude?

What I’m trying
to argue is...

that...
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That’s probably
not true.

I think you’re
lying here.

No, I don’t
think so. I think at least

at this point... well, I don’t
know.

I guess you’re like
2 out of the 5 scale

in gay. Or maybe it’s
the other way? On the...

uh... Kinsey scale.

You’ve never
heard of
Kinsey?

It depends what
the stranger looked like.
And how clean they are.

What’s the
Kinsey scale?

No.
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Well there’s a really
good movie about Kinsey, starring

Peter Sarsgaard, and Laura Linney,
and... but Laura Linney’s overrated.
But also, uh... God damnit, why do

I always forget his name?

No, no...
Louis C.K? No.

Kinsey...

Yeah, that’s
exactly right, you just

looked it up,
you asshole.

Anyway, Kinsey revolutionized
sex, in some ways. Or

the treatment and scientific
study of it.

But you’re
lying here.

No it doesn’t.
You’re lying.

Tom Hardy.

Liam Neeson.

Nope, I just
guessed a name.

It depends on
how clean

the penis is.

I’m not lying.
I hate making

small talk.
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Yeah, but you also...
Well, maybe you’d like

fellating someone, I don’t
know. But I don’t think you’re

readily willing to fellate a stranger
as quickly as you’re making

it seem.

People are not
going to like this section

because of the fellating, I’m just
letting you know now.

Does Gretchen
really like this

colleague?

That’d be
true, if they
invited you.

It’s also
clearly a

hyperbole.

No, that’s why I
put “colleague” instead of

“Gretchen’s friend.”

We got invited to
her wedding. I’m not going, but
Gretchen says we have to buy

them a wedding present.

But I don’t
even like them.
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That’s pretty accurate. But it’s
not completely accurate. I do a lot of things,

and go out of my way to make people
happy, even though it’s not for my

own good. But, I do think there are times when
I value reason more.

Then I’m just
average, then I’m

not anything.

I think that’s
what everyone

does.

No, because where
you’re different is where

you draw the line.
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*wisk*
*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

*wisk*

Was I
watching someone

cook?

Really? I was
watching this

happen?

That’s Rachel
Ray?

Man, she’s way
more attractive than that. Also

she’s round-faced. You gave
her a sharp face. She’s as
round-faced as they come.

I’m not attracted
to your

depiction of her.

Yeah.

You don’t
recognize this person?

I guess I didn’t do a good
job illustrating her.

It’s supposed
to be.
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*knock*

*knock*

*knock*

It is really
harvested from the
sea. I don’t know
why I said “no.”

Is that
my bathroom?

There’s no hallway
there. I’ve never seen

a door that close to
the corner.

But why did
you make

that corner?

At the time
you made me
feel dumb for

asking.

Yeah.

I have a
limited
skillset.
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Hold on. Go back.
It’s important to know

that that’s my bathroom.
I only pee in the sink
in my own bathroom.

And also
other people’s

bathrooms.

If they specify
that I shouldn’t, I’ve

taken to peeing
sitting down.

It’s out of consideration.
When I pee in the sink, I don’t

make a mess, when I pee
in a toilet bowl, sometimes the pee

goes in places I didn’t expect because
I have no control over

my urethra.

There’s no telling
where it’s going!

But never
public

bathrooms.

Yes you do.
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No, no, no. Even
when I point it, sometimes

it shoots diagonally. It
doesn’t shoot straight.

Yeah, all sorts of crazy
shit can happen with my pee. I’m peeing

in the sink because it’s a large bowl
close to my Johnson & Wales, that can

properly deal with the range of directions
my pee might go.

And then it
can be rinsed

easily.

I might pee on the floor,
on the sink, who know’s

where my pee’s going to go, if I don’t
pee in the sink?

You can
point it.

It can split
into two
streams.
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*creak*

Did I
actually

fart?

I don’t
believe it.

You did.

It picked up
on the

microphone.
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*squeak*

*squeak*

It’s true, you’ve
changed this story

a ton. And interpreted it
with your own memories

of what’s important.
I must concede

you were
right there.

And I dislike it
just the same.

Is this the
end, this feels
like the end?

It’s not
the end.
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I’ve since talked
to Wes. It might
have only been,

like, 65 dumplings

I have no idea how many
dumplings it is. He wasn’t sure either.

We were trying to figure it out. Because,
I feel like Wes ate more than 40 dumplings.

But the one fact we know is that Coco
ate, like, 21 dumplings, or like 20

dumplings, and then was done. Very sick.

That’s the fact
that we both

could agree on.
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Are you
recording?

Wait, what
one girl?

Oh yeah. She’d like,
have sex, and these

creep-os would watch her.

Which story?

It was really sick, that
she did that. That she made
guys have sex with her, with

the camera on.

Yeah, I’m always
recording. I’m recording what

happens in my room at all
times, like that one girl.

There was this one girl,
who had, like a... Jenny Cam.

Have you heard about
Jenny Cam?

That was not the point
of the story. That’s what you

took away from it?

The This American Life
story, which is probably where

you learned about it.

The sex was a minor
thing. That seems to be all

you remember though.
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But that was why
everyone watched it. In small hopes
that there would be some boobs. I’m

not kidding. I’m sure that’s why
people watched her. I’m positive.

That was her
entire

viewership.

That’s what you think, but
the length people go to

see boob. I promise you, that
was the whole point.

No, she said she
told people. And that only

happened a few times. The point
of the camera was just to be always
on. It wasn’t like, “I’m going to have

this camera for the purpose of
having sex in front of it.”

Maybe that’s why
some people watched her.

I mean, with porn, it just wouldn’t
be worth it, for how rarely

you’d see anything.

No. There’s
no way.
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That’s the only
thing people
watch it for.

Here we go: ask for an
AMA of anyone who watched
one of those video cams and
didn’t watch hoping there’d

be nudity.

That’s the
sole reason

they’re watching.

Did you watch
them, without that

being the sole reason?

No. Maybe some
people watched it with that hope,

but no one’s going to watch
the camera every day, all the time...

Whatever.

There’s a difference
between watching and hoping

there’s nudity, and watching for
the sole purpose of
waiting for nudity.

There’s no
way it is.

I’ve never
watched one.
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Exactly. And I mean
dedicatedly watch one. Yeah. I

could understand watching for a
minute and then being

like, “I’ll have nothing more
to do with this.”

I know! Because you’re not looking
to see boobs. You know that there’s

many better places for that. I want you
to find me a person, who dedicatedly

watched one, and who wasn’t only
in it, for like, random acts of sex or nudity.

I posit that
such a person
does not exist.

The small other chance, is that someone
became protective of her, and was ready

to run over and save her life or
soemthing, if anything happened. Like

some sort of guardian angel, sort of... but they’d
hope that that turns into sex too. “I saved your life,

now pay me with your love and affection.”

I feel like I’m
convincing you

of my side.

I would
never dedicatedly

watch one.

No.
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I don’t know at
all that I could easily eat
50 hard-boiled eggs, one.
And two, one thing that’s

really important about eggs,
in general, is that they

really vary in size.

I’ve never had
a goose egg, but I’ve

heard they’re gigantic.
Have you ever had an
emu egg? It could kill

a man.

All those, like, what
are they called? ...ratite

eggs. Ratite. Ratite
eggs are huge.

I read something
about an egg to

body ratio... there’s
some animal where the
ration is preposterous.

Hold on, I’m
going to look this up.

The egg weighs
about 15% of

the female’s body
weight.

Have you ever
had a goose

egg? They’re big.
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I’m a’ show you
a picture, of how big

the egg is relative to it’s body,
you ready? It’s just incredible. It

basically has to die to give
birth to this thing.

This is the skeletal
structure with the size

of the egg in it. That’s like,
preposterous, right?

I don’t
even think I

believe it.

I’m not one to take
pictures of poops, but

I think I’d take a picture
of that poop.

Yeah, it’s so
big.

Imagine taking
a poop that big,
relative to your

body.
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There’s this whole
fascination of showing
people your poop, like,

“look what I did.”

And I don’t
support that, usually.
But in this case, if I
pooped something

that size...

Yeah. Wes, way back
in the day, when Twitter was just
getting popular, wanted to make

another website called Shitter, where
you just posted pictures of

your poop, or talked about poop.

You would get
banned if you tried to say
anything not poop-related.

Yeah, I know.

There are
websites dedicated to
people who want to

look at poop.
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Yeah, and
you brought up

Cool Hand Luke.

That movie’s
good. It holds

up, like you said.

But I’m nothing
like Cool Hand Luke.

That guy is like
the... the...

Yeah, and
I’m none of

those things.

... the
stern, quiet

type.

And I never
have a failure to

communicate.

Cool Hand Luke is
apparently a theme. Because for
some reason, I guess you’re like

Cool Hand Luke in my mind. Because
I kept insisting that your dumpling

story was somehow related.

Yeah.

Yeah.

The coolest.

He’s really
cool.

Sometimes
nothing’s a real

cool hand.

173



It turns out
it was 10 dumplings. It
turns out you just got

really bad food poisoning and
hallucinated.

I think I’m
the frog.

I hope
that’s true...
It may not be
true anymore.

Are you the snake,
and I’m the frog

here? And you’re trapping
me, that’s what’s

happening?

There’s no
way. You were trying to

entrap me into your
game. It’s true though, you

got me.

It was
definitely above

60...
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That I’m not
a productive member

of society?

A lot of people get
angry at me for not wanting
to use my intelligence, for

like... good. Blaze gets really
angry about it. And my old friends,

who used to really respect me.

I think so. I think
in some part. Because

they had such high
hopes for me.

Do you find
that other people
say that to you?

Yeah.

You lost
their respect?

To do
what? What did
they hope you

to do?
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I don’t know, that’s the
thing. I think they were always, like,
literally jelous of me. Because they,

like, wanted to achieve their life goals
with my abilities, or something. And
since they didn’t have those, and I

have those, and I’m using them for only
selfish, or whatever it is...

Yeah. They get
pretty angry about

it, I think.

I don’t know. I can sort
of understand. I guess I could get

frustrated, with like... If I were on a sports
team with somebody, a guy with a lot
of athletic ability, but he doesn’t try

his hardest to be really good...

Even if I weren’t on
a team with him. Maybe if I

just, like...

Maybe, yeah.

No, maybe
he does. He just

doesn’t like putting
the effort in.

I’m trying to make
a bad analogy here. Give

me some leeway.

Not how they
would use them.

Well, that’s
weird.

But by joining a team,
he kind of makes a

commitment, which you
haven’t done.

Knew him, and
wanted him to be on

your team?

But he doesn’t
like playing
the sport.
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Whose
mom?

Your mom?
I thought it was

my mom.

I don’t know,
maybe I’ve
told you.

You want her
number? I’ll give

it to you.

Why not? You could
interview her. But I’d

have to comment on that.

My mom speaks
in more exaggeration
and lie than anyone

you know.

You love breaking
into these things. You love

going vulgar... weren’t
you talking about blowjobs

before? You love these vulgar
things.

There’s like, an
immaturity to these

vulgarities.

My mom.

How would I
know what your mom

says about you?

No.

Thanks,
Dad.
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I can’t really
argue with this. This is

pretty similar to my
philosophy on the topic.
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Mustard’s so
good. Oh, I love

mustard.

One of the problems
with that though, is that

the whole point of the
microwave is that it

doesn’t take very long.

Blaze still refuses
to do it becuase she’s

too impatient.

Yeah, but it’s
still only, like,

4 minutes.

I’ve never put
something in the microwave,
in recent memory, for more
than 5 minutes. To heat up

leftovers, it’s never taken longer
than that, at half power.
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Do you
really like

it?

At Blaze’s mother’s house,
they peel their cucumbers. And, I mean,

there is a difference in texture, but cucumber
skin is really good, and also good for

you, and it makes me really upset. And they
only get these expensive baby cucumbers.

There’s a tiny bit of
change, but it’s very minimal.

And what you don’t even stress here,
which is really important, is that

it’s also far less healthy for you. The
skin of the carrot is like the

healthiest part of the carrot. The skin
holds the most nutrients. As far as I know, at

least. All these root vegetables, the skin
is the healthiest part. By far.

It’s crazy. It’s
really changed

my life.

Yeah. I use the
microwave all the time
becuase I just cook for

myself and always have
leftovers.

With carrots it makes
even less sense, becuase I don’t

even think you can
tell the difference.

180



The last
page is coming?

Sure.

How much
would you say this

picture looks
like me?

This is
actually what I

look like?

That’s certainly
not how I see

myself.

I’m just not
as big as this.

I’m not
that big!

Are you
ready for the

last page?

I think it looks quite
a bit like you. I mean, I admit
my Rachael Ray doesn’t look
much like Rachael Ray, and I
knew that. But this, I think,

looks a lot like you.

People that know you,
they would see this,

and they’d say, “that’s Jesse.”

How do you
see yourself?
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I’m not putting
actual pornography in here.

No one just gets to see
my beautiful abs.

They have
to earn them.

I don’t want
said picture in your

story.

It’s embarrassing.

I admit no
such thing.

You want to include a picture of
yourself? I’ll put one in, if you
want to send me a picture of

yourself. We’ll let the reader decide.
You can use whatever lighting

situation you want, you can be flexing,
I still think they’ll agree with me.

You don’t have
to be naked. Just

shirtless.

Admit you
have no abs.
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WORLD WAR I INTRODUCTION 

Before I saw the Patty Jenkins Wonder Woman (2017), I was excited for 

the film. It had gotten a strong critical reception and I was a fan of Monster (also 

directed by Patty Jenkins). I was skeptical, however, as I’m turned off by most 

superhero movies because they often celebrate a violent (usually white) 

domination. In the universe of these movies it’s a good thing that works out, but 

when the themes are applied to real life, they are insidious. Batman is probably 

the worst offender here (solve crime by beating on people more than the police 

are allowed to do). 

When I did see Wonder Woman, I was predictably disappointed by the 

pro-imperialist message, which the producers tried to make more palatable to a 

liberal-thinking person by obscuring with an on-the-nose female empowerment 

message (which aspect of the movie I did like). The setting for this film is World 

War I, which I felt was in pretty poor-taste, given that I thought World War I was 

supposed to be the war that deromanticized warfare after photos of the results of 

poison gas were distributed to the general populace. The plot of Wonder Woman 

entails the Germans developing some kind of super weapon, and I guess it 

wouldn’t have worked to set it during World War II, because that was when the 

Americans (who could never the be bad guys in a Hollywood blockbuster) 

actually did develop and use a super weapon to the devastation of many 

innocent civilians. In any case, Wonder Woman made me realize I knew very 

little about World War I and inspired me to try and learn more. Most modern wars 

of which I am familiar I have a great disdain for. Before writing World War I, I 
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didn’t have such a feeling towards World War I, and instead a vague sense that it 

was a more noble war than the conflicts of the present. As no war that I know 

anything about I would qualify as “noble,” I suspected the sense that the word 

somehow applied to World War I was borne of ignorance. 

This final essay is my attempt to understand and learn about World War I. 

World War I is not supposed to summarize World War I, it’s to document my 

learning about World War I. It’s an examination of my own prejudices and 

assumptions and how those shape the way I study the past. Any thoughtful 

person attempts to connect history to the present and cannot help but 

contextualize the experience of others into their own lives. 

 Understanding World War I meets many of the same issues that come 

with understanding Mary MacLane. Both are subjects that I cannot and could not 

ever experience directly. However, unlike Mary MacLane’s life, World War I was 

a collective event. Many people past and present have written about it, and 

(much more so than the life of Mary MacLane) it continues to shape 

contemporary culture. 

Another reason that I chose World War I as the subject for this final essay 

is exactly because it is so far in the past. There is nobody still alive who directly 

participated in World War I (the last veteran died in 2012). I think that the further 

in time we get from an event, the more difficult it becomes to comprehend, a 

struggle I hope to highlight by my very attempt to do so. 

 World War I is an attempt to show how I recreate the past through the 

accounts that are available to me. For this project I read a number of books 
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about or related to World War I including The First World War by Hew Strachan, 

The Guns of August by Barbara Tuchman, Ring of Steel by Alexander Watson, 

The Conquest of Morocco by Douglas Porch, The Great War and Modern 

Memory by Paul Fussell, and Germany and the Next War by Friedrich von 

Bernhardi. This combined with Wikipedia pages, war poetry, and other online 

articles. How might this piece have turned out different had I happened to read a 

different set of books? And while the list cited above constitutes volumes of 

pages, it’s laughably minute compared to all the work that’s been written about 

World War I, and certainly not enough to make me any kind of expert. Such an 

understanding is likely only to be achieved through a lifetime of study. Or at least 

5 dedicated years and a hundred more books. How much does one need to read 

to write a history? I don’t imagine World War I would pass the kind of muster 

required of a history PhD for his/her thesis. While writing it, I thought of the far 

better-informed World War I scholars that might take issue with much of what I 

write (or in my happiest fantasies, finding it amusing). 

 All-in-all, it is not my intention that World War I be the kind of resource one 

would read to learn about World War I (at least, they shouldn’t only read World 

War I—it is not comprehensive). It’s not that I haven’t striven for accuracy—I 

certainly have, and would consider any demonstrable misinformation in this 

essay to be a mistake on my part in need of correcting. But I don’t attempt to give 

a complete account of World War I. Instead I’ve tried to represent my own 

grappling with the war. What has the war come to symbolize for me, and how 

does it impact my perception of the present (and conversely, how does my 
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perception of the present impact my understanding of World War I)? I hope to 

highlight the fact that we all read history this way, and even the most careful 

scholar, who presents a history linearly and logically, is under the surface, 

impacted by the same kinds of prejudices. 

 I am probably hyperbolic in my characterizations of major figures, and 

intentionally so. Because just as I am hyperbolically negative and suspicious, I 

feel that much history (especially the older the event historicized), are 

hyperbolically romantic and grand. Most of the major political events that I’ve 

lived during, and therefore experienced more directly, feel like comically inept 

blunders. The first major villain of my political awareness—George W. Bush—

who is arguably (and I would argue) a war criminal, is like a good-natured 

Yosemite Sam. Being a doofus hasn’t prevented him from becoming a major 

figure in world history. He didn’t need to be great or talented to wielded great 

power and make major decisions, he just had to be born into the right family. I 

feel that there is a prejudice towards thinking that figures that have a prominent 

and lasting impact on human society are necessarily some kind of outlier genius. 

Sure, this is the case some of the time, but unless there is a marked decrease in 

the amount of geniuses around today, I’d guess a lot of history makers were 

simply blessed by circumstance, particularly anyone involved in national politics 

and global warfare. Where are the noble generals today? World War I is a 

contemptuous rejection of romanticization as well as an attempt to point out a 

belief that more academic, sober histories can be as hyperbolic (if not more so) 

than what I have to write. 
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It was a tactically unsound spot.
There was no time to look for any
barrier. If I backed up, I would’ve
backed up against a wall.

Sniper!

Oderint dum
metuant.

His face had no expression. His eyes
were just bugging out of his head. He
had just these huge white eyes, just
staring right through me.

Eventually, he fell to
the ground.

Once I recognized he was
on the ground, I stopped
shooting.

*stab*
*stab*

*stab*
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King Albert I
of Belgium.
Startling
resemblance to
Ryan Gosling.
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You know what
would be hot?

If you joined
the army.

The way you
depart for horrific
carnage with such

a light heart is
sexy AF.

Tonight,
we do the

thing.

*sigh*

...not
worth it.

AND SO...

LATER STILL...
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As you well know,
gentleman, the nature of warfare
is ever-evolving. The German G98
rifle has an effective firing range of

five hundred meters. And that
distance can be extended much

further with the aid of optics.

The French infantry
uniform as it is currently

comprised--a blue coat and
bright red trousers--makes
for an easily noticed target.

If we change the
color to a dull grey or
brown, we can expect

to greatly reduce
troop casualties.

Monsieur Messimy,
I think I speak for
all of France when
I say that your new
uniform is a hideous

affront to good taste.
We can’t dress our

wonderful army like
lowbrow peasants.

Don’t be
an imbecile.
Who cares if
the uniforms

are fashionable?!

Surely, you
don’t speak

for everyone.

Damn,
their outfits
are so cool.

I feel ugly
and ridiculous

by comparison.
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Did you
bring the
money?

mhmm.

Is that
the guy?

Yeah.

How do
you know

we can
trust him?

Just look
at him.

You don’t
look like that
and not be
a good spy.

SIIIIIGGGGGHHHHH.

What news?
Has the

dancing bear
arrived?

Your Imperial
Majesty, the fleet
at Tsushima has

been annihilated.

Your Majesty!

Your Majesty!

The Germans are
prepping for war. Our latest
reports say they’ve increased

industrial output by-

UGGGGHHH.

Being Emperor
SUUUUUU-

-CCCKKKKSSSS.

czar
nicholas

~t
he

ge
rm

an

spy
~
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Your trip south
has been

arranged, my Duke.

Shall we
discuss security

measures?

No need,
the people
love me.

In fact, let’s
announce my visit

well in advance so that
they can prepare to
celebrate my arrival.

We should at
least line the road

with soldiers.

Maybe we should
make a parade out
of it. Can we put a

throne on top of the
auto or something

like that?
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Free Bosnia!

Wow. That
was a close

one.
This is why we

need more security.
We should return

to Sarajevo.

Don’t be
a worry

wart. What are the chances
that two different

people would try to kill
me on the same day?

I blame
you for

this.

I’m pretty sure
that was the same guy

from earlier. So, you know,
technically I was right about

not being attacked by
two different people.

In fact, one might even consider this
a continuation of the bomb-throwing

business from earlier. So really we were
only attacked once today.

Later that day...
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Observe the many
improvements I’ve

developed for
the Russian rifle.

This bayonet has
considerable reach, and

four edges instead of
a measley three.

And this
bayonet is affixed

with its own handle,
elminating the need

for the rifle part.

How is
that different
than a sword?

Precisely. My new
bayonet makes our

guns as good as swords.
Our soldiers will
be unstoppable.

Never mind this
nonsense, Sukhomlinov.
We want an update on
the munitions factories.

You’re missing
the bigger picture here:

with this technology,
we don’t need bullets.

Also, I build
waaaaay too
few factories.

I didn’t even spend
all those rubles

you guys gave me.
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The Russian generals choose
a Commander-in-Chief...

So our two best
options for some reason

are Minister Sukhomlinov or
Grand Duke Nikolaevich.

Question: do
we need a

Commander-in-Chief?
Sukhomlinov?
The sword-gun

guy?
My vote is

not Sukhomlinov.

Your Serene
Highness, the war council

has appointed you
Commander-in-Chief.

Tears of joy,
Grand Duke?

I don’t know
how to command

an army.
We’re going

to lose.

And it will
be all- -my-

-fault.
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No, no no
no no.

Shuh, shuh
shuh shuh shush.

Question: is it
too late to switch

my vote to
Sukhomlinov?
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Okay,
Fonnie, we

got this.

General Fournier,
report.

I know that
this isn’t supposed

to happen according
to The Plan...

I already
dislike where
this is going.

There are
five German corps

massing on the
right wing.

We can’t hold
them off without
reinforcements.

Equal parts
preposterous,
improbable,
and unlikely.

We’ve had
multiple scouting

reports and confirmation
from King Albert

and General Lanrezac.

Frankly Fournier,
I’m growing tired

of your cowardly and
defeatist attitude.

Consider
yourself relieved

of duty.

Joffre
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Look! You can see
them from here.

 Right across that river.

Hmm.

Fine. I
suppose you’re

reinstated.

But no more
talk of changing

The Plan. Show some
backbone, son.

Joffre out!

The president
wants me to

find a command
for Gallieni.

mmm.

I mean, he’s
a great general

and all...

I just think
it would be
awkward.

You know, because I used
to be under his command, and now

he’d be under my command.

...what
to do?

224



Maybe-

Plus, everyone
thinks I’m so great.
I don’t need that
undermined by

embarassing stories
from my past.

Sure wish
someone

would invite
me to war.

*sigh*

What if I tried to
give an order, and he

was all like, “better to do
it this way instead.”
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We keep burning
down their villages,

but they won’t
stop resisting.

Why do
you guys hate
us so much?
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Mmm. Good
pheasant.

You doing
OK, buddy?

First, you show
up late to supper.
Then, you don’t
talk to me all

night.

I let you keep
your antique swords,

even though I’m really
not supposed to, so I’m

not sure why you’re
acting so rudely.

We’re both
rich, you know.

It’s not like
I burned

your house to
cinders.

Geesh.
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*slam* The Americans
are here, Motherfuckers!

Gather your butts because
they’re about to be

saved.

John J. Pershing

I’ll take it
from here. Just
point me in the

direction of
the killin’.

The German Army
 is across the river to the
east, but we can’t just

run in there.

Through extensive
experience we
learned that

infantry charges
towards entrenched

machine guns
don’t work so well.

Yeah, we lost,
like, a ton of soliders.

So we stopped
doing that.

But have you
tried it with

American soldiers?

It worked!
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