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the site traffics in a kind of competitive one-
upmanship where one can witness spec-
tacular feats of surgical derring-do. Like their 
prime-time equivalents RealTV or America’s 
Funniest Home Videos, the site invites  
surgeons to send examples of their work 
and provides detailed instructions on how 
to convert photographs or films into jpeg or 
RealPlayer files.

The most cinematically inventive of those 
laparoscopic operations broadcast on  
the internet are, surprisingly enough, proc-
tologic in nature, if not in spirit. Perhaps  
this preponderance of films to watch a 
nuses by is largely due to the design of 
the camera itself, which travels well through 
the body’s more familiar entrances and  
exits. In laparoscopy.com’s video gallery,  
for example, viewers move at breakneck 
speed through the lower intestinal tract in  
a “3-D colono-scopy.” Whether due to tech-
nological constraints, or because they bow 
to the perceived objectivity of medical “
realism” implicit in diagnostic technologies, 
such films on laparoscopy.com’s roster prefer 
“authentic,” unmediated action to smoke 
and mirrors. Yet the eight second, 3-D jour-
ney along the smooth, gray-brown lining 
of the colon walls is clearly modeled on 
Alice’s descent into the rabbit hole, and 
not unlike the trip through the secret portal 
to celebrity consciousness in Being John 
Malkovich. Such laparoscopic feats are less 
like Fleischer’s futuristic vision of life un-
der the microscope, and are more like the 
early cinema, such as the films of Méliès 
and the Lumière Brothers, as well as other 
popular visual entertainments from the late 
19th century. These predominantly silent 
spectacles were meant to stun the senses, 
amaze the eye, and transport the viewer to a 
different world.

Like early cinema, these laparoscopic broad-
casts force the viewer to supply his or her 
own audio soundtrack, often only the sound 
of one’s own gasping. The RealPlayer movie 
of endoscopic rectal repair, for example, 
splices together internal images of the  
rectum with external shots of the anony-
mous patient whose exposed lower body is 
draped in green cotton sheets. In an instruc-
tional moment, the external camera records 
a male surgeon shoving a long, black camera 
tube through the patient’s colostomy open-
ing (attractively described as a “mucus  
fistula”) as if he was putting a gasoline 
pump nozzle directly into his Jaguar’s fuel 
tank. Watching the penetrative power of the 
colonoscope reminded me, oddly enough, 

of neither early cinema nor the “medical 
gaze” but of the expansive physical ex-
changes that routinely occur in S/M videos. 
 I thought immediately of Pat Califia’s de-
scription of her first experience in the 1970s 
“handballing” (i.e. fisting) a gay man of her 
acquaintance. “I got into him easily, I can’t 
remember how deep,” she recalls in an  
essay originally published in The Advocate in 
1983. “It seemed like miles…. The walls  
of his gut hugged my hand and forearm, 
smoother and softer and more fragile  
than anything I’d ever experienced. I think  
I cried.”

Califia’s narrative, both for its tactile and 
emotional resonances, colored my reaction 
as I watched laparoscopy.com’s un-ironic 
90-second film, Foreign Body in the Rectum, 
which must be seen to be believed. The  
laparoscopic camera focuses on the action 
of a tentacle-like hook device that the  
surgeon manipulates to grasp at a round, 
greenish-orange object stuck literally in  
mid-rectum. Like a silent Jacques Cousteau 
film that savors the aquatic struggle between 
a squid and a sea urchin, the film keeps the 
viewer at a remove from the action, though 
marveling constantly at the why and how  
of the protagonists. The last twenty seconds 
of the video are blurred and abstract, like a 
garbled message transmitted from the lunar 
surface, which transforms the scene into a 
wild, neo-psychedelic tumult like that expe-
rienced by the crew in Fantastic Voyage. The 
camera jostles violently as the hook  
device fights to capture the elusive object. 
Finally, we see how the hook seizes the  
obstruction and pulls it expertly from the 
dark rectal tunnel and into the cold light of 
day. Without any warning, the on-screen  
image shifts from the laparoscopic interior 
to an exterior shot of the hook withdrawing 
an enormous green and orange dildo from 
someone’s moderately hairy ass.

The video ends, perhaps as the patient’s 
doctor visit ended, with a heaving sigh of  
relief. But whatever explicit story of struggle 
and fortitude is told by that final exterior 
shot stands in bold contrast to the highly 
cinematic images provided by the laparo-
scopic camera. The close proximity of the 
tiny camera inside the living body denat-
uralizes the content of the image and  
instead creates something amorphous and 
beautiful, like a Milton Avery landscape.  
Unlike late 19th century cinematic spec-
tacles of oncoming trains or late 20th cen-
tury CAT scans of the brain, however, this 
ass-drama tempts us to bring contemporary 

questions about social practice and sexual 
identity to an otherwise abstract visual  
image. Whose ass is this, we wonder, and in 
what erotic reverie did he—and it is  
almost certainly a he—lodge the (huge)  
object of his affection so deep inside of  
himself? In this sense, Foreign Body in the 
Rectum eschews the “universal body”  
typically ascribed to the patient’s medical 
case history by on-line surgical broadcasts. 
The film’s final image demands implicitly 
that we make a judgment about the  
patient’s erotic desires that other laparo-
scopic images simply do not make on  
the viewer.

Clearly, until we can find a model of repre-
senting the body that is free of social  
context, the beautiful inner world imagined 
in Fleischer’s Fantastic Voyage will have to 
stay on hold indefinitely. But there never 
can be a body free of social context, despite 
the best intentions of on-line surgeons, 
medical imaging technicians, web  
designers, and universal humanists. Per-
haps this is what was so fantastic about the 
voyage of the Proteus in the first place..

David serlin's column on science and technology appears 

in each issue of Cabinet.

CoLors

Bice
Jonathan Ames

When I was a little boy, I liked to pick my 
nose. In fact, I’ve enjoyed picking my nose 
for most of my life. This is not something 
to be proud of, but telling you about my 
nosepicking brings me to the word bice. 
Perhaps it’s not clear how this brings me to 
bice, but I will try to explain.
 
The good and clever editors at Cabinet asked 
me to write about a color. I said I would do 
this. I am a writer and writers usually say 
yes when editors offer them work. So the 
idea was that they would choose the color 
for me and I was to respond. But they didn’t 
give me the color right away, they told me 
they would call me back in a few days. Fine, 
I said, and I looked forward to this. I saw it 
as a version of that classic word association 
game—the pschia-trist says to you, “Just 
tell me the first thing that comes to your mind 
after I give you a word.” Then he says, for 
example, “Cereal” and you say, “Morning,” 
and then he says, “Picnic,” and you say, 
“Apples, no—copulation,” and nobody fig-



14  Columns

ures anything out, but the game is fun to play. 
So I waited for my color, to which I was  
going to respond to with immediate first-
thought, first-feeling sensitivity and clarity 
and enthusiasm. I did find myself, though, 
cheating and mentally preparing my essay 
in advance, hoping for blue, about which I 
could write about my grandfather’s eyes, or 
red, the color of my hair, my son’s hair, my 
great-aunt’s hair, my grandmother’s hair, 
numerous uncles’ and cousins’ hair, and  
I envisioned an essay with the winning  
title A Family of Red Heads, or just Red 
Heads.

Then the phone call came. The Cabinet  
editor said, “Your color is bice.” I was silent, 
mildly ashamed at a deficient vocabulary, as 
well as a deficient knowledge of colors. 
Blue and red were striking me as quite 
pedestrian now. “Do you need to look it 
up?” asked the editor. “Don’t worry if you 
do. I didn’t know it either. It was my  
colleague’s idea... Do you want something 
easier? Like yellow?”

I felt tempted to say yes. My eyes are  
often yellow because of a dysfunctional  
liver, and I immediately thought about how 
I could write about my liver and about the 
body’s humors. But steeling myself,  
showing a flinty courage, I said, “No, bice is 
fine. I have a good dictionary. I’m on it. You 
can count on a thousand words on bice  
from me.”
 
We rang off.

I opened my dictionary—it’s an OED for the 
field, so to speak; it’s about the size of the 
Bible, as opposed to the colossus numerous-
volume regular OED. I found bice, though, 
out of curiosity, I checked my American  
Heritage Dictionary, and there was no bice. 
Good thing I have my Junior OED. What I en-
countered in the dictionary was this:  
“pigments made from blue, green, hydro-
carbonate of copper; similar pigment made 
from smalt, etc.; dull shades of blue & green 
given by these.”

Well, my immediate response to bice was 
straight out of the ethers of my long ago 
childhood; it was Proustian; it was tactile; it 
was visual; it was beautiful, sad, and lonely. 
It was better than blue or red or yellow. 
What I saw in my mind’s eye, my soul’s 
heart, was the standing, tube-like copper 
lamp, which used to be beside the couch in 
the living room of the house I grew up in. 
And every night, I would sit on this couch 

in the darkness, alongside this unlighted 
lamp, and I would watch television all by 
my very young (six, seven, eight; this went 
on for years), lonesome, yet happy self. I 
felt a solitary contentment in the darkness 
watching my programs before dinner, my 
mother cooking in the kitchen beside the liv-
ing room, and all the while as I absorbed the 
stories from the TV and soaked up the  
radiation from that ancient, large contraption 
(TVs, like cars, were made uniformly big 
back then), I would pick and pick my nose 
and then wipe my small treasures in the  
tubing and grooves of that long lamp. And no 
one saw me doing this because I was 
in the darkness. And the effect of my salty 
mucous—like sea air on a statue—was  
that the copper lamp slowly, in streaky 
spots, turned greenish-blue. To everyone 
but me this was a mystery. “Why is this 
lamp eroding?” my father would sometimes 
ponder. 

On occasion, showing largesse, I would  
put my snotty treasures on the underside 
of the wooden coffee table in front of the 
couch and our dog Toto, named by my older 
sister after Toto in the Wizard of Oz, would 
come and bend his red and brown Welsh Ter-
rier neck and happily and aggressively 
lick up the snots. I can still see him in my 
mind, craning to get under the table. And 
my parents and relatives would notice this 
and everyone thought that he must like the 
taste of wood.

I was clandestine in my actions, but I didn’t 
feel too much shame about any of this—
nose picking was too much something I had 
to do. But as I got older, the lamp was looking 
more and more terrible, and there was talk 
of throwing it out. I secretly tried to clean 
it, but the blue-green streaks would not go 
away. But I didn’t want this lamp to be  
forsaken by my family; things back then,  
objects, were nearly animate to me, dear 
even, and to lose a thing from the living 
room, my special room of TV and darkness, 
would be terrible. I wanted everything to 
stay the same forever; and, too, I felt horribly 
guilty that I was killing this lamp. So I pleaded 
with my parents on its behalf, told them I 
loved the lamp, and it wasn’t thrown away. 
With this reprieve, I tried not to wipe my 
snots on it anymore, to only coat the bottom 
of the coffee table and feed my beautiful 
dog, but sometimes I would weaken, and 
I’d find a new unstreaked spot—I could feel 
them with my fingers—and so I’d make my 
mark, my hydrocarbonated snot—there 
must be hydrogen and carbon in my mu-
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cous, all the elements of the world must be 
in me, in everyone—would mingle with the 
copper and make a union, a new thing,  
alchemically, chemically, pigmentally. And 
that thing was the color bice, a good color,  
I think, because it has brought back to me 
that TV and darkened living room and child-
hood and lamp and coffee table and beloved 
dog—all things gone a long time ago. All 
things that didn’t last forever..

Colors is a column in which a guest writer is asked to re-

spond to a specific color assigned by the editors of Cabinet.

iNgestioN

A personal gastronomic alphabet
Allen S. Weiss

The publication of M.F.K. Fisher’s An  
Alphabet for Gourmets in 1949—the post-
war moment when an increasing number  
of Americans were discovering the subtle 
but sure joys of French cooking—was a gas-
tronomic landmark, since for perhaps the 
first time in the English language a  
popular and talented writer dealt with  
cuisine in the full range of its interrelated  
literary, historic, aesthetic, and autobio-
graphical contexts. Given the state of theory 
at the beginning of this millennium, an argu-
ment for the role of personal voice within  
critical discourse no longer implies a radical 
epistemological position. As many of the 
major “crises” in the humanities have  
been articulated in works written, fully or 
partially, in the first-person singular  
(Nietzsche, Freud, Artaud, Bataille, Barthes, 
Geertz), the rhetoric of the intimate has  
become an integral part of contemporary 
hermeneutics. The reason that this is  
crucial in the gastronomic sphere is that it 
permits us to situate and express that most 
elusive of qualities, taste, with all of its  
psychological, symbolic, and sociological im-
plications. Only then can a common ground 
be established for gastronomic discourse, 
and, more immediately, only then can we 
match our taste against another’s, and 
establish some meaning in our praise and 
disputes. For taste constitutes a sign  
of individual style, a mode of constituting  
the self, a mark of social position, an  
aesthetic gesture. While inaugurating the 
most intimate pleasure, cuisine simultane-
ously offers an incontrovertible cultural fa-
çade. Hence, against the solipsism,  
narcissism, and phantasms of what would 
be the incommunicable idiosyncrasy of pure 
subjective taste, must be counterbal- 

anced the communality, seduction, and my-
thology of gastronomy. In order to  
reveal the discursive basis for their evalu-
ations, food critics should therefore be  
required to submit such a culinary alphabet.

A

Aversion would seem to indicate the antith-
esis of gastronomy. As a small child I did 
not want to eat at all, except for a very few 
favorite dishes. The favorites or nothing. As 
my culinary field expanded, certain foods  
incited conscious aversion, establishing  
personal taste, protected by a borderline of 
rejection. (Of course, many things edible in 
certain cultures and contexts are unimagina-
ble in others. There was no question about 
even thinking of eating locusts, for example, 
thus no rejection. I had yet to learn the joys 
of asceticism.) The major instance of such 
aversion was my profound disquietude,  
indeed anguished repulsion, at seeing beef 
tongue. For years I had innocently enjoyed 
this cold cut, even calling it by name, but,  
in a strange feat of dissociation, I never  
managed to relate word and object. When I 
finally saw one, a whole one, in the butcher 
shop, recognition coincided with the crush-
ing weight of retrospection, and I almost 
fainted. Afterwards, the very thought of eat-
ing tongue gave me the chills, and triggered 
a choking reflex. This disgust certainly had 
multiple psychological roots, probably not 
without interest concerning my subsequent 
career as a writer and public speaker.

Aversion, like passion, is the very guarantor 
of taste, marking its limits and establishing 
the borders of the personal gastronomic 
field through hyperbole and inversion. Taste 
is simultaneously subjective, objective, and 
qualificative. According to context, taste 
variously signifies: the sense by which we 
distinguish flavors; the flavors themselves; 
an appetite for certain preferred flavors; the 
discriminative activity according to which an 
individual either likes or dislikes certain  
sensations; the sublimation of such value 
judgements as they pertain to art, and ulti-
mately to all experience; and, by extension 
and ellipsis, taste implies good taste and 
style, established by means of an intuitive 
faculty of judgement. Taste is a dynamic 
principle—not a static qualification or  
attribute—the origins of which are lost in 
pure contingency. Ultimately, the most  
satisfying means of estimating gastronomic 
values, of considering the question of taste, 
is through a “Proustian” digression: lengthy, 
sensual, detailed, eloquent,  

seductive, and most especially contingent.
Gilles Deleuze claimed that his preferred 
foods were brain, tongue, and marrow. This, 
coming from a philosopher, seems too per-
fect. There is no need to seek a rational,  
coherent structure to taste; what is crucial 
is to identify such boundaries, and establish 
techniques for exploring culinary immanence 
and transcendence.

B

Blanc d’Abymes. White of the Abyss. This 
oenological entry is here for its name alone, 
irresistible in all that it evokes, a veritable 
epigraph to the author’s philosophical project.

C

Cookbooks. Given the fact that they are 
read far more for pleasure than for practical 
reasons, may certainly be considered to 
constitute a literary genre, however minor. 
Therefore, all hermeneutic techniques 
should be applied in their analysis (semiology, 
deconstruction, reader response, etc.)

D

Decoration. Probably the most visible new 
style of culinary decoration during the past 
decade was the dusting of all sorts of  
powdered spices across very large, very 
white plates—paprika, chili powder, 
chopped nuts, sea salt, exotic pepper, dried 
crushed herbs, powdered crystallized citrus 
peel, cocoa, flavored sugar, etc. If one were 
to trace modern culinary decoration from 
the epoch of Antonin Carême through to the 
present, the comparison between a (maxi-
mal) nineteenth-century decorative pièce 
montée and such (minimal) fine dusting 
would perhaps be equivalent to comparing 
art pompier to modernist abstraction, white 
background (wall, plate) and all. Even admit-
ting that there is much bad abstraction, it 
is difficult to understand why this dusting 
technique has raised the ire of so many food 
critiques; and it is even more difficult to 
understand the general lack of comprehen-
sion of its vast practical benefits. Many food 
professionals to whom I have spoken see 
this as pure decoration, and never imagined 
that these dustings may simply be used as 
a less rigid means of seasoning. For one of 
the most delicate gustatory thresholds  
relates to salt and spices. Whether a chef 
might wish to utilize subtle nuances or to 
foreground the flavor of a certain spice, the 
optimal dosage differs from person to person, 
due to differences of taste (physiological, 


