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PRAISE FOR LARS IYER AND SPURIOUS

“It’s wonderful. I’d recommend the book for its insults alone.”

— SAM JORDISON, THE GUARDIAN

“Fearsomely funny.”

—THE WASHINGTON POST

“Viciously funny.”

—SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE

“I’m still laughing, and it’s days later.”

—THE LOS ANGELES TIMES

“A tiny marvel.… [A] wonderfully monstrous creation.”

—STEVEN POOLE, THE GUARDIAN

“This novel has a seductive way of always doubling back on itself, scorching the earth but extracting its own strange brand of laughter from its commitment to despair.”

—THE BELIEVER

“Ought to be unreadable, but manages to be intelligent, wildly entertaining, and unexpectedly moving instead.”

—THE MILLIONS

“[A] hilarious and eminently quotable debut novel.”

—MODERN PAINTERS

“Spurious is full of paradox. It’s about everything and nothing. It’s a funny book which uses exclamation marks (I know!). It provokes thought while evading easy understanding. Its characters speak simply about knotty concepts.… [I stopped] on almost every page to smile, think, or sense a cartoon lightbulb of understanding begin to glow above my head before popping out just as I concentrated on it.”

—JOHN SELF, ASYLUM

“Evoking literary duos like Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, and Othello and Iago, Iyer’s portrait of two insufferable academics fumbling for enlightenment illustrates what the author comically calls the most honorable cruelty: friendship.”

— ERIK MORSE, BOOKFORUM

“Spurious is an amusing take on intellectual frustration and anomie, its two characters going through the motions in a world where it’s unclear what the right motions are any longer.”

— THE COMPLETE REVIEW

“A tragic mein … undercuts the sheer hilarity of Lars Iyer’s Spurious.… To read Spurious is to discuss Kafka’s The Castle and farts in one exacting sentence—all the while reeking of gin.”

—NYLON

“Iyer’s playfully cerebral debut [is] … piquant, often hilarious, and gutsy.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“The novel is addictive and immersive and funny and disturbing and maddeningly repetitive, all at once. For something that reads like the travelogue of a mind (or minds) going in endless circles, it’s fantastically good.”

—THE NERVOUS BREAKDOWN
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You should never learn from your mistakes, W. says. He never has, he says, which is why he associates with me. And nor have I learned from my mistakes, in all the years of our collaboration. Because I am incapable of learning.

Table manners, the art of conversation: what hasn’t he tried to teach me? But I have barely learnt to keep my trousers on, W. says. I have barely learnt to sip my tea.

Even today, as we walk through the gorse towards the shore, he feels as though he’s taking a lunatic out on day release, W. says. Listing my shortcomings above the sound of the breakers, he knows I’ve already forgotten everything he’s said.

The roaring of the sea is like the roaring of my stupidity, W. says. It’s a terrible sound, but a magnificent one, too. It’s the sound of unlearning, he says. It’s the sound of Lars, of the chaos that undoes every idea.

My stupidity: that’s what saves him, W. says. If it weren’t for my stupidity, where would he be? He wouldn’t have learnt the fundamental lesson, W. says. He wouldn’t have understood that the great tasks of thought must begin from a kind of non-thought, that achievement—real achievement—is only possible once you’ve passed through the most abject of failures.

What would Socrates have been, without knowing that he knew nothing? What would Nicholas of Cusa have been, without his learned ignorance?

Isn’t that why he’s kept me close?, W. says. Isn’t that why he’s refused to learn from his biggest mistake?

W. has no great love of nature, he says as we walk. The sublimity of nature, mountain peaks, the surging ocean, all that: it means nothing to him. He’s a man of the city, W. says. And if we’re out of the city today—apolis, as the Greeks would say—it is only to return to the city refreshed, catching the bus back from Cawsand to Plymouth.

His city, W. says. But not for much longer. By what cruel fate will he be made to leave? For what reason will he be forced out? He knows the time will come. He’s always known it, which has made his relationship to the city that much more intense. He’s always known the city would slip through his fingers.

Anyway, he’s glad to be out of the college for the day, W. says, as the path rises into Cawsand. He’s glad I’ve flown in from the north. There are rumours in the corridors, he says. There are murmurings in the quadrangle. Compulsory redundancies … the restructuring of the college … the closure of whole departments, whole faculties … It’s a bit like ancient Rome, before they stabbed Caesar to death, W. says.

Of course, he’ll have to leave if he loses his job, W. says. He’ll have to take to the roads. Because there’s no work here, not in Plymouth, he says.

And won’t it be the same for me? Won’t I eventually be driven out of my city?—‘Don’t think you’re safe’, W. says. ‘Don’t think you’re going to live out your life in the pubs of Newcastle’.

‘They’re coming to get us’, W. says. Who? Who’s coming?, I ask him. He’s not sure. But somewhere, far away, our fate has already been decided.

The end is coming, W. says, he’s sure of that. Our end, or the end of the world?—‘Both!’, W. says. The one is inseparable from the other. Do I see it as he does? Is he the only one who can see the signs?

He sees them even now, on this sunny day in Cawsand. He sees them in our honey beer, W. says. In the dog that drops a stone at my feet, wanting me to play with it. In the narrowness of the three-storeyed house opposite. In the name of the pub where we are drinking: The Rising Sun. And in me, too?—‘In you above all’, W. says.

But what sun will rise over us?, W. asks, as he drains his second pint. A black sun, he says. A sun of ashes and darkness. He sees the image in his mind’s eye: the man and boy of The Road, pushing a shopping cart down an empty highway. Only, in our case, it’ll be two men, squabbling over whose turn it is to ride in the cart. Two men with ashes in their hair, exiled from their cities and from all cities.


 

At the bus stop, W. tells me about his current intellectual projects. They can be summed up under the general heading, capitalism and religion, he says. The ‘and’ is designed to be provocative, W. says. He wants to provoke the new atheists, he says. There’s nothing more infuriating than the new atheists.

Of course, by religion, W. means Judaism. And by Judaism, he means the Judaism of Cohen and Rosenzweig. If only the new atheists could read Rosenzweig and Cohen, W. says. If only he could read, really read, Rosenzweig and Cohen, he says.

And by capitalism? Our world, W. says. Our whole lives … Hasn’t capitalism entered a new phase?, W. says. Hasn’t it entered every particle, element and moment of our lives?

Capitalism and religion … He’d appreciate my input as a Hindu, W. says, as the bus arrives. What would a Hindu make of all this?, he wonders. But he knows I have no answer.

My Hinduism has no depth, W. says. He can’t believe in it, not really.—‘Convince me’, he says. ‘Convince me you’re a Hindu. In what does your Hinduism consist?’

I come from a long line of Hindus, he knows that, W. says. Generations of Brahmin priests, performing rites and ceremonies! Generations of descendants of the great sages, full of sacred knowledge, trained in reading the holy scriptures.

But what do I actually know about Hinduism?, W. wonders. If he drew a Venn diagram with the set Hinduism and the set Lars, where would they intersect?

But capitalism, now, W. says, as we find our seats. There I might know something. Didn’t I come into contact with the essence of capitalism during my long periods of warehouse work and unemployment? Didn’t I learn what it was really about, as I stapled gaudy pictures of Hindu gods to the walls of my work cubicle?

W. has always been in awe of my years in the world, as he calls them.—‘How did you survive out there?’ I barely survived, of course, W. says. I nearly didn’t survive … But that makes my experiences even more valuable, W. says.

Capitalism and religion, W. says. Or, in my case, failed capitalism and failed religion. Somehow, I’m the key to his project, W. says. Somehow I’m the key to the copula, though he’s not sure how.

At Whitsand, the bus stops to let on some of the famous Poles of Plymouth. There are hundreds of them working in the bars and cafés, W. says. Thousands of Poles with shining faces! They’ve brought grace to his city, he says. Grace and refinement.

W. muses upon the troubled history of Poland—how, over centuries, the borders of the country have moved outward and inward like a concertina, accompanying the melancholy music of war, genocide and occupation, the great lament of Old Europe. He hears it still, W. says. It sounds through his blood. Didn’t his father’s family come to England, generations ago, because of old European pogroms? Isn’t W., too, a Polish immigrant?

As we stretch our legs on the ferry to Devonport, we remember the Polish waitress who served us at W.’s favourite café. How gentle she was! How generous! She had everything we lacked, he says. A delicate intelligence … Wit … Poise … I was moved, W. says, he could see that. I blushed. I fumbled for words.

I should find myself a Plymouth Pole, W. says. That might be my path to redemption. But even a Plymouth Pole would need to be courted, W. says.

You have to court women, W. says. You can’t just jump into bed with them. He courted Sal for eight months, he says. He plied her with gin, and she burned CDs for him. Those were the best of times, W. says. The uncertainty. The intoxication. They were drunk six nights out of seven.

But what would I know of all that? There’s no tenderness in me, W. says. Lust, yes. A kind of animal craving. Foam on the lips. I’m like one of those monkeys in the zoo with an inflamed arse—what are they called? Oh yes, mandrills. I’m the mandrill of romance, W. says.


 

‘Watch!’, says W. It’s the famous sequence of the chicken dancing in an amusement arcade booth, from Herzog’s film Stroszek. Bruno, the film’s protagonist, puts a few quarters in the slot and wanders off to shoot himself. The chicken dances, bobbing on its claws. The chicken dances, its comb wobbling, its wattle swinging, its black eyes manic …

Bruno and the others have come to America to escape the old world. They’ve come to escape the past! And what does Bruno find? The dancing chicken, W. says.

Herzog speaks of finding images adequate to the world, to the state of the world, W. says.—‘The chicken is one of those images, don’t you see?’ I see.

Stroszek: didn’t Ian Curtis watch the film just before he killed himself? He saw the chicken, W. says. He really saw it, and it was too much for him. Perhaps it’ll be the same with us. Perhaps America will be too much for us.

Ah, why do we get invited on these lecture tours?, W. says. What do people expect? In truth, we should refuse all invitations. We shouldn’t go anywhere! Isn’t Bruno’s fate a warning to us all, that we should go nowhere near America?

The chicken is cosmic, that’s what we have to understand, W. says. It’s a bit like that statue I have in my flat. Who is it supposed to be again? Lord Shiva as Nataraja, I tell him. The cosmic dancer. Ah yes, he remembers, W. says. The dance of the cosmos, the cosmos as a dance, all that sort of thing.

‘What’s your cosmic dance like?’, W. asks. ‘It’s the funky chicken, isn’t it? Go on, fat boy. Dance’.

W. likes to watch me dance, he says. It’s so improbable. So graceless. W. admires my non-dancing, as he calls it. I am a non-dancer, he says. But the ‘non-’ of my non-dancing is not privative, that’s the secret, he says. It’s liberatory! I’m not like the others, who only dance in their chains. I’m not a victim of choreography.

Of course, I’m also a non-thinker, W. says, which is in no way liberatory.—‘You seem to think. You look like you’re thinking, but in fact you’re doing nothing of the sort’. He grants that I feel a great deal—I am subject to great waves of pathos—but that’s not the same as thinking. ‘You’re a pathetic man, but not a thinking man’, W. says.

Still, W. suspects that the power of thinking—his thinking—might be joined to my non-thinking. Might the attempt to think messianism, the current stage of W.’s Denkweg, his thought-path, require a kind of pathos? Perhaps there’s something like a messianic mood, W. muses.

The chicken won’t stop. That’s what’s etched into the runoff groove of the last Joy Division album. The chicken won’t stop: it’s like a mantra to W.—‘You won’t stop, will you?’, he says. That’s part of the horror: I show no signs of stopping. But it’s part of my glory, too. Who am I amusing? Not even him. And certainly not anyone else.

Innocence … artlessness … a kind of childlike simplicity … In my best moments, I really do resemble Bruno Stroszek, W. says. In my best moments, he emphasises. Otherwise I resemble no one but myself, more’s the pity.

But sometimes I achieve a kind of pathetic grandeur, W. says, almost despite myself. There I sit, in the squalor. There I am, a squalid man amidst the squalor, beer cans and discounted sandwich boxes lying empty around me, plaster dust in my hair, and I say something truly striking. I make some pronouncement.—‘You’re like a savant’, W. says.

If I resemble Bruno Stroszek, W. supposes that he can only resemble Bruno’s elderly neighbour—‘what was his name? Scheitzer? Scheitzerhund?’ Just Scheitz, I tell him, Mr Scheitz. Mr Scheitz had an interest in animal magnetism, W. remembers. He bothered people with it. He confused them. That’s how it is with his interests, W. says, which are equally improbable, equally irrelevant.


 

Heathrow. W. has a horror of airports, he says. Herded through corridors! Driven, like cattle in a slaughterhouse! You can smell the panic, W. says.

Krasznahorkai writes about the horror of airports, W. says. About the way they need all of your concentration. Every bit of it. About the dreadful din, the chaos, the constant flow of people. About the stony-faced guards, hands on their machine guns, looking in thirty-six directions at once.

We mustn’t joke in the security queues, W. says. We mustn’t laugh, or they’ll beat us with their rubber truncheons. They blind us with tear gas and then they’ll gun us down, like dogs.

But I’m at home in an airport, he can see that. I like the fear. I like being driven, herded, forced along. It’s because I’m fundamentally bureaucratic, W. says. I’m an administrator of the spirit.

Even an administrator of the spirit can get it wrong, W. says when we arrive in Nashville airport in the early hours. Have I really lost our hosts’ address? Will we really have to wait until morning to contact the university for their phone number? There’s nothing for it but to pass the night on the rocking chairs in the airport lounge.

W. takes his copy of Spinoza’s Ethics from his man bag, the only thing you can do at times like this.—‘Spinoza teaches you to affirm everything’, W. says. ‘Affirm, affirm, affirm, that’s what Spinoza says’. But W. can’t affirm the copy of National Enquirer I buy at the kiosk, nor the Twinkies I stuff into my mouth. Somehow I always stand in the way of his beatitude.


 

This is a car city, W. notices of Nashville, as we are shown the sights.—‘You’re nothing without a car!’

They tried to do without one when they first arrived in America, our Canadian hosts tell us. They cycled everywhere, for miles and miles. People cried out to them in the streets.—‘Why are you cycling? Are you crazy?’ But our hosts continued to cycle. They cycled out to their favourite Mexican restaurant and their favourite Vietnamese restaurant. And in the end it was too much.

Our hosts have been forced into driving, they tell us, which is terrible. No one should be forced to drive, W. says. Especially not Canadians! The Canadian, in his imagination, paddles canoes through the wilderness. The Canadian rides horses! The Canadian sleds across the pristine snow! The Canadian is not made to be a driver.

He should know, W. says. He spent his childhood in Canada. Didn’t he paddle his canoe on the lakes of Canada? Didn’t he ride a horse through the Canadian forests? That’s why he’s never learnt to drive, W. says: to stay loyal to his Canadian childhood.

Downtown Nashville consists largely of car parks. Odd bits of metal stick out of the ground at shin height. There’s no one around except a fully outfitted cowboy walking down the street.—‘Must be German’, W. says.

Where, we wonder, are the people of Nashville? That’s one thing we like about our cities, we agree: there are always people about. They’re usually drunk, of course. Drunk and lairy. But that is a good sign.

We visit the full-sized concrete replica of the Parthenon, which sits vast and unapologetic in the sun. Nashville’s supposed to be the Athens of the South, our hosts tell us. The Athens of the South! I should feel at home here with my formidable knowledge of ancient languages, W. says.

W. insists on buying us souvenir togas. I take a picture of us posing on the steps. W. feels like Socrates, he says. And I am Diogenes, Socrates’s idiot double, a man who looked exactly like him, but who begged for a living, and lived in a barrel in the marketplace, his shameless habits scandalising all of Athens.

Of course, Diogenes merely acted like an idiot, W. says. He lived in squalor, true enough—but that was because he despised the conventions of society. He lived in poverty—but that was because of a disdain for the stupidity of the rich. He was shameless—but that was because he thought human beings lived artificially and hypocritically.

Diogenes had a terrible wisdom of his own, even Plato granted that, W. says. He had a terrible philosophy, which he taught by living example. A Socrates gone mad, that’s what Plato called him. A Socrates, because Diogenes, too, believed in reason, exalting it above custom and tradition. But a Socrates gone mad, because Diogenes took shamelessness to a new extreme: eschewing all modesty, pissing on people who insulted him, shitting in the theatre and masturbating in the public square …

A Diogenes gone mad, W. says: that’s how he thinks of me. A man without shame, not because he rejects ideas of human decency but because he knows no better. A man outside of society, not because he was an ascetic but because no one wanted him in it.


 

W. insists on being shown old Nashville, although there’s very little of it left. Our hosts take us to Nashville City Cemetery, and I take pictures of the old gravestones. They drive us by the old McCann grocery, just off Broadway, and I photograph the skyscrapers reflected in its windows. But W.’s looking for something else, he says. He can’t explain exactly what.

W. tells me to photograph the words closeing sale graffitied across a shuttered shopfront. He tells me to photograph the rusting stairwells and broken glass in the derelict brewery, and the poster advertising free Ninja lessons stapled on a telegraph pole.

W. tells me to take a photo of an abandoned roller skating rink, and of a closed up loading bay. He tells me to photograph a sofa stranded on the sidewalk, and the neon signs on several Mexican restaurants (Los Happy Bellies, Los Hipopótamos …) Then he directs me to take a picture of the view of the sky through the girders of the pedestrian bridge that leads downtown.

W. speaks of kernels of time, and dialectical images. He speaks of re-enchantment and re-awakening. He speaks of the tradition of the oppressed …

W.’s looking for the America hidden by America, he says. The submerged America of the poor, W. says: that’s part of it, he says. The third world America of the wretched and the broken-hearted, he says. But also, close by, as hope is always close to despair, a messianic America; an America re-enchanted and re-awakening; a perpetually new America stretching its limbs in the sun …

At Katie K.’s Prairie Style, W. decides to be my dresser. He knows I’ve always wanted a Nudie Suit, or at the very least a Western-style shirt. I want embroidery! I want fringes!

W. fetches me Western-style shirts, bolo ties and cowboy boots, while I stand in the dressing room in my underpants. But nothing works. I still don’t look like a Rhinestone Cowboy.


 

Over lunch, our hosts tell us of their Nashville misery. W. does impressions of me to cheer them up.—‘This is Lars thinking’, he says, making chimp noises. ‘This is Lars speaking German’, he says, making louder chimp noises. ‘This is Lars reading Rosenzweig’, he says, falling silent and scratching his head. But our hosts are unmoved. They’re too full of American despair.

W. takes me aside before we get back in the car. I should talk more, W. says. I should try and engage with our hosts!

Ah, why have I never learnt to talk?, he wonders. Why has it always been left to him, when we’re in company, to speak for both of us? For long periods, I’m mute, thinking of God knows what, W. says. I’m like some great block of stupidity. Like some great stupid Easter Island statue …

What does stupidity think about?, W. wonders. Is it ever aware of its own stupidity? Does it scratch its head and wonder about itself? Ah, but stupidity can never uncover its own truth, that’s its tragedy, W. says. Stupidity can never look itself in the face.

Sometimes he likes my silence, W. says. He imagines it to be a kind of integrity—a way of guarding something, some secret. ‘He knows something’, W. says to himself, looking across at me. Or, better: ‘something knows itself in him’.

One day, they’ll decrypt me, W. likes to think to himself. One day, the Rosetta
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