
feine-like properties in the fruit kahveh, which translates as 
“stimulating and invigorating,” by mimicking the actions of 
goats who ate particular red berries near the Red Sea. Early 
Mayans discovered that honey made from the flower Turina 
corymbosa had hallucinogenic properties that also helped to 
induce uterine contractions during childbirth. African  
elephants have been observed charging from distances of 
more than ten kilometers if they detect the fermenting fruit 
of the marula tree. Apparently, Australian koala bears nibble 
on eucalyptus for many more reasons than to fulfill the 
expectations of tourists.

Engel is careful to point out that for animals intoxication 
may be merely the side effect of seeking out the high-calorie 
or high-carbohydrate content of overripe fruits, an evolution-
ary need that may be linked to long-term survival. In addition 
to its other healthful properties, moderate alcohol consump-
tion, even in humans, helps to reduce heart disease as well 
as stress, and so intoxication offers such medicinal benefits 
to animals in the wild. When animal researchers offered Afri-
can elephants a sweet liquor with 7% alcohol, the scientists 
discovered that they consumed far greater quantities when 
they had to compete with larger numbers of elephants for 
food. Elephants, not unlike stockbrokers and housewives, 
choose voluntarily to anesthetize themselves against stress. 
On the other hand, by focusing on only the nutritional or 
self-medicating functions of intoxicants, we make ourselves 
oblivious to the pleasure principle: some animals actually 
like the taste of alcohol and, moreover, many animals enjoy 
being in an altered state of consciousness. As Engel reveals, 
wild bighorn sheep in the Canadian Rockies will travel great 
lengths uphill in order to lick green and yellow lichen from 
rocks purely for their narcotic effect. Water buffalo herds in 
Asia graze on opium poppies, never eating enough to poison 
themselves but just enough to become oblivious to pain: a 
kind of Valium for overworked beasts.

While most examples of drug use by animals seem 
self-contained, other animals threaten their culture with 
impending social collapse as a result of substance abuse.   
As Engel writes, the Lasius flavus species of ant “lives in 
close relation with the Lomechusa beetle. … In return for 
providing beetle larvae with food and care, the ants are 
allowed to lick an intoxicating secretion from the beetles’ 
abdomens. Although temporarily disoriented and unstable 
on their legs, the ants become so addicted to the secretion 
that in times of danger they will move beetle larvae out of 
danger before rescuing their own.”3 Perhaps giving animals 
pharmaceutical drugs may be one way in which we maintain 
their connection to the wild even while ensnaring them with 
the amenities of captivity—provided, of course, that they 
find such amenities comforting.

Humans take great pride in the idea that their pets have 
unique personalities, individuated selves that distinguish 
them from the other members of their species. We are more 
likely to confer an identity onto an animal if we believe that 
it has an articulated consciousness that makes us vener-
ate it as a peculiar vessel of natural instincts and learned 
behaviors. The widespread use of intoxicants and painkillers 
by animals in the wild, however, may provide evidence for 
the fact that animals have a greater sense of self than we 
previously imagined. Such animals live on the cusp between 
us and not-us, making their exploitation both extremely easy 
and extraordinarily difficult. Perhaps domesticating animals, 
whether through drugs or obedience measures, mystifies the 
process by which we have divorced animals from themselves 
and reintroduced them to themselves on our own terms. 

In the last few years of her life, we were administering to 
Sheba Ace promazine, a drug typically used to calm dogs 
with “noise phobias” that was originally developed in the 
1950s as part of the arsenal of anti-psychotic medicines for 
institutionalized patients. Emboldened by empathy for our 
pet as well as by the whim of teenage experimentation, a 

high school friend and I each took three of Sheba’s 
Ace promazine pills. We rationalized that we were 

eligible for three times her prescription since we were 
about three times larger than she was. We settled in for the 
night to enjoy its effects and, within about an hour, while 
watching an especially surreal episode of Hill Street Blues, 
we began nodding off to sleep. Hauling my lethargic body 
across the expanse of the house, I remember feeling very 
much like I was walking through a heavy and unrelenting 
rainstorm. It was an encounter with imaginary water whose 
irony was not lost on me, even in a state of hallucination.

1 See William Burroughs, “Deposition: Testimony Concerning a Sickness,” in Ann Charters, 
ed.,  The Portable Beat Reader (New York: Penguin, 1992 [1959]), pp. 136-144.
 2 See Cindy Engel, Wild Health: How Animals Keep Themselves Well and What We Can 
Learn from Them (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2002).
3 Engel, p. 164. Emphasis in original.

coloRs / RusT
albert Mobilio

It’s a different feeling. Depending. On the day. The person. 
The metal you’ve scraped it from. It can be rough. A gorge-
deep rough, like a fistful of sandpaper working along the 
spine, working in quick, sharp strokes up toward the back  
of the neck. That’s the way it is for me most of the time, like 
my vertebrae are being rubbed until my spine’s as smooth  
as cable. But smoothness isn’t what I end up feeling. Long 
after the first rush, there’s an echo of rough singing some-
where inside some nerve. Other people say it starts out like 
needles—steel needles spiking out like sun rays inside your 
head. They talk about having to keep very still until one hits 
the ripe spot, low at the back of the skull. That one pulses 
through your body, down through your legs, until your feet 
cramp as the bright metal point pushes all the way through. 
Descriptions vary. Some folks go on about micro-chills or 
hyperawareness of their teeth. They rhapsodize about a 
motorized humming that sounds, when you listen closely, 
like voices on faraway phone lines. Others talk about their 
vision lost in the swirl of a drowned autumn. About the 
charcoal drip in their throats. When they talk this way, their 
mouths go a little slack and their eyes narrow and nearly flut-
ter. They’re remembering that feeling, the one you get from 
doing rust.

Hydrated ferric oxide. A textbook will tell you it’s what 
happens when iron oxidizes after exposure to air and water, 
but that’s what happens to iron, not to you. Not to you if  
you put a fingertip coated with its sandy granules to the 
back of your tongue or when you inhale a long, coppery 
ridge. The body craves air and water, yet those things—the 
stuff of life—are transformed in rust. They become grainy 
husks of themselves. Of skies and breezes, of rain and 
breath. In rust, this has all been burnt down to something 
lifeless. Something subterranean. The earth’s blood baked to 
a crisp. A voice hung out to dry under a tireless sun. Rust is 
the taste of dirt. Of old soil and stone that’s been freshly dug 
up and is suddenly aired out in your mouth, in your brain. It’s 
the taste of a grave. It’s the best high I’ve ever had.

They call us “red rims” because of the faint stains on our 
nostrils. They call us “rust-ups,” or “shed heads,” since we 
collect stuff—old nails, pipes, and buckets—from tool sheds. 
They aren’t many of us, but there’s probably more than I 
think. No one really knows since it’s not something you need 
to buy (although you can: clued-in factory workers at steel 
mills and auto plants harvest it by the pound—good stuff off 
fresh, unpainted metal), and not something you want to do 
with anyone else. Rust hasn’t spawned much of a culture—
rust music, rust raves. Rust is something you do with the 
door shut and the lights low. When your eyes begin to coagu-
late with the color of a fresh scar, you don’t want 

opposite: David Serlin (right) and his brother Stuart with Sheba in1978 before the 
onset of WDAD.15



company. When your stomach sours and your tongue grows 
chewy and dry, you want quiet so you can register each incre-
ment of physical change. Red rims are loners, people in love 
with their own sadness. They are dolorous people who believe 
today had to smother yesterday to take its place. How word 
got around from people like us, no one can really say.

For myself, I remember hearing a health official on the 
radio recounting the comeback of old-style intoxicants like 
airplane glue and oven cleaner, and then adding something 
about “anecdotal reports of rust being inhaled by anorexic 
teenage girls in the Northwest.” This stuck with me as one of 
those goofy, can-you-top-this tidbits that you bring up with 
friends. Maybe a year later, while cutting the grass, I found a 
pair of pliers that I had dropped while fixing the swing-set in 
the backyard. Having remained outside through the winter, 
they had acquired a thick, uniform coating of rust. The pliers 
looked slightly comical, like a child’s fuzzy toy version of a 
tool, and even edible, as if they’d been dipped in a season-
ing, paprika perhaps. The gritty stuff came off immediately 
in my hand. Blood-brown swaths on my palm: stigmata. A 
sunset smeared across my lifeline. The weirdly powerful 
impulse to bring that hand up to my face, underneath my 
nose, was no doubt akin to the feckless curiosity that com-
pels children (and sometimes adults) to find out if the stove 
is hot by touching the burner. An hour later, I’d scraped the 
pliers clean so they were as silver as the day I bought them. 
That night it would take another hour to scrub the auburn 
smudges from my upper lip and nose.

I say it’s the best high ever but I don’t know what I mean 
by that. It’s not even a high. It’s a low, maybe as low as you 
can get and still climb back to the surface, to a world that 
isn’t aging and dying around you. I don’t know what it is. 
And I don’t know why I crave it. Why any of us do. We talk—
some of us have been drawn together by rumor, chat rooms, 
or telltale signs like strips of neatly cut sheet metal browning 
on the back fence—about how it helps us accept our place 
in the mortal scheme of things, or how it’s like sex, a little 
death. How it’s therapeutic. But those are a drunkard’s lies. 
Mostly we talk about the big special effect, what we call slid-
ing—the hallucinatory state in which you sink so thoroughly 
out of that day’s, that hour’s, grasp that you experience, not 
dreamily but in a way that is eye-widening and precise, what 
seem to be actual sensations and objects from the past. 

Sometimes it’s just the day before, sometimes it’s years, 
or decades. Sometimes it’s your past, sometimes not. Maybe 
you feel your father’s hand ringing your tiny wrist and smell 
the car exhaust at a busy intersection. Or maybe you can 
taste the dessert wine you drank last Sunday. You reach out 
for your stereo knob and find that you’re turning the dial 
on an old Emerson radio cabinet. Imagine a camera left in 
a room with its shutter open for, say, a hundred years, then 
further imagine that everything that turned up in front of that 
lens over all that time is exposed on a single frame of film. If 
such a piece of film existed, rust would be the wedge permit-
ting you to slide between superimposed images. It lets you 
roam around the picture. Adjust the knick-knacks, twist your 
finger in the hair of the woman who had to leave in haste 
two nights ago. Of course, there’s no such magic film. But 
rust—when its iron shreds are clustering in your blood, filing 
away at your spine—makes you believe there is.

Rust is a darker variant of red, but it’s also something you 
can sniff, swallow, or rub between your finger and thumb till 
the granules soften to a fine rouge-like powder. And then it’s 
also a process—corrosion—in which new molecules form 
from old ones. Getting your head rusted is another kind of 
process, one that corrodes the present (as real as an iron 
ingot in your hand) with an omnivorous past (enveloping as 
a mist). You conjure remnants of small histories—the chafing 
embrace of your starched, parochial school collar, a kitchen 
clock with a plate for a face and a fork and spoon for hands. 
On rust, everything you see, everything you taste or touch, 

is washed in a vibratory russet hue. (It’s the shed 
head’s sepia.) And it all glows—especially  

your own skin—with the warmth of unseen chemical reac-
tions. The air around you whistles slightly, creating the 
impression—but not the bodily sensation—of movement.  
It’s as if you are falling while staying still, the world peeling 
off around you, the iron-brown earth parting to let you  
pass. You’re heading toward the empty place that’s always 
been ready to take you in. To make you at home. You are 
water and air turned to dust. You are red-eyed. You are gone 
to rust.

IngesTIon / The lIfe of elagabalus
aeliuS laMpriDiuS

The fatal decadence of Imperial Rome has often been drama-
tized through accounts of its rulers’ lavish dining practices, 
but for sheer giddy vulgarity, few can match the exploits 
of the 3rd-century teenage emperor known as Elagabalus 
(203–222 AD). Born Varius Avitus Bassianus (his more 
familiar name, often rendered as Heliogabalus, is borrowed 
from the local sun deity in his childhood home of Emesa in 
Syria), Elagabalus was raised in a politically powerful fam-
ily and ascended to the Imperial throne at the age of 14. His 
four-year reign was marked by levels of such surpassing ado-
lescent excess that they were said to have shocked even the 
famously liberal-minded Roman elite.

The full reliability of the account, an abridged version of 
which follows, is the subject of disagreement among histo-
rians. It originates with a Latin text, usually credited to one 
Aelius Lampridius (here in an early 20th-century translation 
by David Magie), that was itself part of a set of multi-author 
Imperial biographies that scholars believe were probably 
written in the late 4th century. Specific historical value 
notwithstanding, its lasting appeal comes as no surprise. 
Overflowing with fantastical details, it sets an unrivaled 
scene of completely off-the-hook licentiousness and glut-
tony, of debauched desire expressed and fulfilled—precisely 
the stuff of which gastronomical legends are made.

Concerning his life many filthy anecdotes have been put in 
writing, but since they are not worthy of being recorded, I 
have thought I ought to relate only such deeds as illustrate 
his extravagance.

He gave summer banquets in various colors, one day 
a green banquet, another day an iridescent one, and next 
in order a blue one, varying them continually every day of 
the summer. Moreover, he was the first to use silver urns 
and casseroles, and vessels of chased silver, one hundred 
pounds in weight, some of them spoiled by the lewdest 
designs. He was also the first to concoct wine seasoned 
with mastich and with pennyroyal and all such mixtures, 
which our present luxury retains. And rose-wine, of which 
he had learned from others, he used to make more fragrant 
by adding pulverized pine-cone. In fact, all these kinds of 
cups are not met within books before the time of Elagaba-
lus. Indeed, for him life was nothing except a search after 
pleasures. He was the first to make force-meat of fish, or of 
oysters of various kinds or similar shell-fish, or of lobsters, 
crayfish, and squills. He used to strew roses and all manner 
of flowers, such as lilies, violets, hyacinths, and narcissus, 
over his banqueting rooms, his couches and his porticoes, 
and then stroll about in them. He would refuse to swim in a 
pool that was not perfumed with saffron or some other well-
known essence. And he could not rest easily on cushions 
that were not stuffed with rabbit-fur or feathers from under 
the wings of partridges, and he used, moreover, to change 
the pillows frequently.

He frequently ate camels-heels and also cocks-combs 
taken from the living birds, and the tongues of peacocks and

16
opposite: Richard Serra, Union of the Torus and the Sphere (detail), 2001. Courtesy  
Robert McKeever/Gagosian Gallery.






