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On the plane I was reading this book [The Laughing Monsters].
“Do you like Denis Johnson?” the woman beside me asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“T've always felt he doesn't like his characters very much,” she said.

“0.K.,” I said.

She had gone to a writing program, had graduated from a writing program but no longer wrote, possibly

because her characters’ demand for respect and compassion became too onerous. (Williams FHRIZEHICKB)
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The toilets, two of them, were set into the floor, each with a foot pedal for flushing. I [Nair] examined the tiles
on all four walls, fiddled with the mirror, ran my fingers around the windowsill. I tried lifting the posts of the di-

vider between the two toilets—one came loose from the floor. With my finger I scratched a delve at the bot-

tom of its hole, dropped the tiny package in, and replaced the post to cover it.

For the sake of realism, I pressed the pedal on one of the toilets. It didn’ t flush. The other one sprayed my
shoe. 21 FHUIFEHICK D)
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And while you, my superiors, may think I’ve [ Nair has ] come to join him [Michael] in Africa because you
dispatched me here, you’re mistaken. I’ve come back because I love the mess. Anarchy. Madness. Things fall-

ing apart. Michael only makes my excuse for returning.

And if he thinks I’d like an army and a harem, Michael mistakes me too. I don’t want to live like a king—I

just want to live. I can’ t make it happen by myself. I' ve got all the ingredients, but I need a wizard to stir the

cauldron. I need Michael. (49 FHRIZFEHIC K D)
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“Then understand this one: Do you really want to go back to that boring existence?”
“Never.”

This much was true, the only true thing between us. (109 FHRIZFEHIC K 5)
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[OCT 15 11PM]

All right, Tina. The chief captor, the witch doctor, the general, the jailor or kidnapper or whatever he is, has
just showed me my favorite thing in East Africa, a plastic baggie that would fit exactly in a shirt pocket, and
shows me the label, “40% Volume Cane Spirits 100ml,” before biting off the corner and sucking it dry,
explaining, “It’s for the cold,” and tossing it aside, and I notice, right now, that the dirt floor of this big low hut
we’re in is littered with similar packets sucked empty and tossed aside—paved with them—*“Rider Vodka”

and “ZAP Vodka” and the Cane Spirits. (131)
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If I somehow crawl free of this mess, I’ll transcribe and transmit those pages to you, and I may even take

time one day to set down an account of things, everything, beginning—17 days ago? Really, only 17 days?

(159 THUIFEHZIC K D)

[OCT 30 NOON]
Davidia, and Tina—

If this communication has come to you raw, before I've had a chance to transcribe these notes properly—or

blend them with my someday semi-honest account—then you see the ink. No more pencils. You see my hand

is sturdy. You’re looking at a fresh page. (216 FRRIZZEHIC K B)
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It was during the reprisals. Our clan did nicely, you know, during the time of Idi Amin Dada, because he was

Kakwa too. But when he ran away, the machetes came out against the Kakwa, and this creek ran with our

blood. I returned here after the village was taken over . . . This is where it happened. I heard two people talking

in a hut, only their voices, not the words, not even the kind of voice—man or woman or child—and I threw in

a stick of dynamite. The hut was right over there. You walked through my first murders with your feet....

(218-19 FHUIEEIC X D)
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We talk about how the world has changed since the Twin Towers went down. I think you could easily say

the part that's changed the most is the world of intelligence, security, and defense. The world powers are

dumping their coffers into an expanded version of the old Great Game. The money's simply without limit, and

plenty of it goes for snitching and spying. In that field, there’s no recession. (122 FHRIZFEHIC K 3)
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Equally bizarre is the document’s suggestion that reporters covering wars should operate only with the

permission of ‘relevant authorities” or risk being regarded as spies. To cover recent wars, including the civil

war in Libya in 2011 and the war in Syria, reporters have had to sneak across borders, at great personal risk, to

gather information. For the Pentagon to conflate espionage with journalism feeds into the propaganda of

authoritarian governments. Egypt, for instance, has tried to discredit the work of Western journalists by falsely

insinuating that many of them are spies. (“Pentagon’s” ZE& (3 FHRIC K %)
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When he [Denis Johnson] returned from the gulf, I [Blythe] checked in to see how the story was coming. “T

m really sorry, man, but I can’ t write it,” he said. He was apologetic, but firm. He seemed rent by the war, and

irked by the professional obligation to make mere copy out of bloodshed. He [Johnson] never viewed himself

as a journalist. “The real journalists, the regularly employed, they sneer at me,” he wrote later in an essay. “But

in my story, theyre a pack of lemmings who dont care about the truth or the feeling or the sights and sounds or

the faces and the voices—only about the stock images, the stock phrases, the news that's making everybody

tired.” (Blythe THRIIFEHIC L Z)
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i
1 EHOFIHICSH % 1di Amin Dada (1925-2003) FEIE LIy H U X RKREATH D, EEHK 30 /7 Nz R
L7z LT 77V ATES ERMICERNTZMEE ] LFRENT.
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Denis Johnson’s The Laughing Monsters:
Or, a Spywork Metafiction

Nodoka HIRAKAWA

Abstract

Denis Johnson, who died in 2017, is an American novelist with a long list of titles such as poet, playwright, and
journalist. He has established a considerable reputation for his short story collection Jesus 'Son and his novel Tree
of Smoke, which won the National Book Award for Fiction. On the other hand, except for the above-mentioned
books, his other works have not yet been studied enough. So, this paper focuses on Johnson’s last novel The
Laughing Monsters (2014), noting his profile as a journalist and revealing the metafictionality of this novel.

The Laughing Monsters seems to be a kind of spy fiction set in Africa. However, the protagonist Nair,
incompetent as spy, cannot carry out any missions. Does this mean The Laughing Monsters is an “anti-spy
fiction”? In fact, this novel can be a spy novel not for the contents of its story but for its metafictionality. In this
novel, spies’ diversionary maneuvering to disguise facts can be regarded as novelists’ writing to create fiction. In
addition, the shift of Nair’s narrational mode to the diary form emphasizes that this story is “written.” Moreover,
Nair’s diary, which seems to be nothing but rambles, has an aspect of journalistic writing which reports the dark
side of Africa. In that the word “journal” means both “diary” and “news report,” Nair’s writing can be defined as
“news report” disguised into a diary. The Laughing Monsters can thus be a spy novel in that the novel itself does

a spy performance by disguising another form of writing.



