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The Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky called his unconventional writing 
about conventions in art "the knight's move." The title of Steven Fagin's 
eighty-two-minute videotape Virtual Play is another chess term, designat-
ing not a move but a type of chess problem. The goal of virtual play in 
chess is to get as close as possible, as elegantly as possible, to checkmate 
without achieving it. If the problem of postmodernism is "how to do 
without narrative by means of narrative itself,"1 then Fagin's title is an apt 
analogy that indicates his solution to the problem as well. 

Steven Fagin is a lecturer in film theory and history at San Francisco 
State University. Virtual Play, his first video production, has been well re-
ceived in psychoanalytic circles. (It was shown at the 1984 Amherst con- 29 
ference on Lacan and at the International Conference on Psychoanalysis, 
Illinois State University, May 1986.) Its specific antecedents can be found 
in avant-garde film, namely, those films concerned with the act of 
storytelling itself. One could compare this video to the films of Marguer-
ite Duras or Syberberg's Unser Hitler or the classic Ophuls film Lola Montes; 
one might even mention Michael Snow's So Is This. Virtual Play shares its 
concern with enunciation or performance with current video produc-
tions coming out of performance art as well, but, unlike that work, its 
prime concern is the problem of narrative. 

The video does not offer a story in a conventional narrative form that 
can be recounted; rather, it is a presentation that can be read in a variety 
of ways, which change according to the viewer and the viewing. A rich 
field of associations is evoked across each segment of the tape. The con-
nections between segments are not those of a traditional story or a se-
quence of events in some causal order. The links are more like those Freud 
described in dreams or like those memory theaters depicted by Frances 
Keyes, in which a memory and a place are arbitrarily associated. Further-
more, the associations and linked memories are patently false or out of 
whack-a major theme of the tape. Potential readings are announced (in 



voice-over) by the titles of various segments of the tape: representation 
reminiscence, forgetting. Thus, the prime organizing feature of the Vide~ 
is not the story of its heroine, Lou Andreas-Salome, who is there primarily 
as allusion, but rather the act of telling a story itself. 

Lou Andreas-Salome acts as a virtual point around which many con-
flicting stories can be generated from several points of view. The video is 
"about" her only in the most literal way-it is collected around her. There 
is no master position from which one can possess the truth or compre-
hend the story as beginning, middle, and end with a meaning. A tradi-
tional narrative would offer Lou as an object to be known, investigated, 
and contained. Here, she is but a shadow, a view of a fur collar (yes, it is 
probably significant in a Freudian sense), a hank of hair, or a woman play-
ing a "Lou." Significant parts of the tape do not even refer to her, only to 
the prime concern of the video-representation itself. One needs some-
thing to represent, something to tell, in order to play "virtually" with 
representation and narration. In that sense, Lou is just an excuse for play. 
In another sense, however, she is an excellent focal point for linking to-
gether the relation between the advent of woman as subject and the kind 
of storytelling without a (male) master subject I've been trying to de-
scribe-a mode of narration that can be termed postmodern. The link is 
made not logically or causally in a metadiscourse but rather through 
more dream-like association and juxtaposition. 

First, I will discuss how the video works as "virtual play." Then I want 
to add some historical notes about Lou Andreas-Salome (1861-1937) that 
will suggest why she raises the "problem" of a multigendered subjectivity. 
I think of the "double direct monkey wrench" of the subtitle, another 
chess term, as applying to her and her effect on late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century (male) culture, although it could apply as well to the 
videotape's desired effect on narrative machinery. I will not, however, list 
the segments in the video-the "meaning" in the video is precisely not 
"in" a story reconstructed from the order of segments. Nor will I offer an 
overview; I would have to invent one against the very project of the video 
itself to do that. 

Virtual Play is exceptionally rich both formally and in reference to ideas 
of current cultural debate. These ideas are not presented as such, that iS, 
as metadiscourse; rather, they are realizations or embodiments. The play 
of visuals and sounds can be enjoyed sensually as well as for its allusive 
power. The visuals themselves are a multiple succession of quite varied h · n s ort tableaux, each scene of which is itself packed with details. Narratio 



and voices exist in yet another plane, adding more complexity. 
What is virtual play? Almost a figure for desire itself-desire wants to 

keep playing-virtual play also has consequences for the chess game as a 
narrative. Ordinarily, a chess game privileges one chronological succes-
sion of events, like an Ariadne's thread out of the maze. Delays and inter-
ruptions may prolong the game, but its meaning is a retroactive result of 
the last move. In virtual play, the order of successful moves recedes in 
importance compared to the entire network of interrelations set in play. 
By eschewing closure, protagonist and antagonist become merely opposi-
tional players, and the figures they form together are seen as pleasurable 
in themselves. Meaning is not in the resolution of the game but "floats 
over the text or beyond it."2 

An image of transition to the frame story of Lewis Carroll's chess 
fiction, Through the Looking Glass, suggests the moment that recurs over 
and over again in Virtual Play-the moment of passage between the 
imaginary world in the chess game and the view on this side of the mirror 
of a cardboard schema with markers. In Carroll's book, however, the mo-
ment between "shaking" and "waking" is not depicted in the narrative or 
in the illustrations-it occurs between two chapters and between 
Tenniel's illustration of Alice with the chess piece in her hand on one 
page and her hand on the black kitten on the next. Virtual Play evokes 
this transition, this in between. Significantly, I misremembered which 
chess piece was in the Tennie! illustration. It is not the White King but the 
Red Queen who turns into a kitten after waking. Carroll was concerned 
with maturation and emancipation from the terrifying and arbitrary 
powers of the mother; the concern in this tape is more with the Name of 
the Father. The tape does not offer emancipation-how could it?-but it 
does unsettle the relation between the act of narration and the story into 
a kind of netherland trembling between the imaginary and the symbolic. 

Rather than presenting realistic scenes, the tableaux of Virtual Play of-
fer schemas and symbols of great variety-drawings, photos, postcards, 
toys, .a cardboard Taj Mahal, a block model of Berlin, an undersea world 
(seen from the mermaid's point of view) of shells and shiny material on 
dry brown soil. In other words, the representational is visible as such, yet 
the charm of the imaginary has not faded. The sets remind us of ourselves 
as children when we could wish whole worlds into existence. They also 
evoke a certain admiration for an economy of means: low production 
values and high evocative power. 

Childhood is an explicit theme of Virtual Play. In an opening sequence, 
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a woman's voice over an exotic photo introduces the themes of the 
double of representation, the third term or the shadow of the real, and 
the position of the spectator. The "title sequence" consists of the hands of 
a young girl fmgerpainting while the camera "fmgerpaints" too. The 
child tells riddles while an offscreen "mother" prompts her to spell the 
words that will prove to be the themes of the tableaux that follow. 
She usually spells the words wrong-"Berlyn," "Veania," "Pompaii," 
"Perssia." Meanwhile, she writes the dedication to Lou Andreas-Salome, 
curving the ill-fitting words around the paper's comers. We see the words 
upside down. At the end of the scene, the child introduces herself to us 
and asks, "What's your name?" 

We as spectators occupy a number of positions: we are the hand, the 
mermaid, the "house" in a shell game, the director, the camera. We see 
the backs of chairs of a conversing Lou Andreas-Salome and Anna Freud. 
But most often we are directly addressed as ourselves, as spectators. The 
sound track consists largely of narration and voices telling stories, anec-
dotes, and incidents over the image. There are scenes in which onscreen 
characters (Lou, Anna) or children or presenters do speak (a cooking les-
son, a lecture on exposure times in nineteenth-century photography, or 
an exposition on memory techniques by a distant figure in an urban graf-
fiti landscape). Voices throughout do not "embody" a person but tell sto-
ries; even the characters' voices are storytelling or "presenting." 

There are two temporal realms the voices refer to in the tape: Lou's 
Central European intellectual society from the tum of the century to the 
1930s and a present-day level of commentary on storytelling. The two 
levels are not separated; voices of the first level seem to know the whole 
story, beginning, middle, and end, and are also made to speak ironic self-
commentary and theories belonging to a later age. Some voices are incon-
gruous as well, that is, a Southern or a New York accent on a Central 
European figure or a French accent reading German. Sound effects mix 
modem traffic noises into the past; Lou's voice speaks to us via a tele-
phone answering machine. This potpourri of voices, nomadic, disen-
gaged from an origin, can bring the listener a kind of musical pleasure. 
One story Lou tells of her Russian girlhood illustrates a similar kind of 
pleasure: how the terrifying tolling of cathedral bells becomes desired as a 
"touch," signaling Lou's loss of faith and her emancipation from her fa-
ther-lover, Gillot. 

The mismatching of voices and times throughout is accompanied by 
the mistaken information these voices purvey. Memory, its fictiveness and 



inadequacy, is a recurring theme of the tape. The memory theater that 
links places and thoughts is mislabeled (Pompeii and Vienna share the 
same architectural drawing) or misremembered (a mock-up of Berlin is 
linked with streets utterly mismatched in the memory narrative). Not 
only memories are faulty; places are missing, or a "memory" qua postcard 
does not fit its place. (These postcard images are themselves mismatched, 
for example, a Walter Keane Mona Lisa.) 

The most successful and memorable tableau pits Nietzsche's sister, 
Elisabeth, against Lou, with a Nietzsche poster as backdrop. Both women 
address us separately and at once, in a sort of dual voice like a German-
accented rap record. But they take turns sitting closer to the camera, each 
successively garnering our primary attention. At one point Lou attaches a 
Lindner "voyeur" painting in the line of Nietzsche's gaze, then proceeds 
to tell of the beauty and innocence of her relationship with Nietzsche. At 
issue in the historical quarrel between the two women was the relation of 
Lou and Nietzsche-who tried to seduce whom, and who was hurt? His-
torians have discovered that both women actively engaged in revisions of 
the past, the most scandalous and well-known instance of which was 
Elisabeth's falsification of papers in her brother's name. In Virtual Play it is 
Elisabeth, who admittedly does not speak English, who expounds (in En-
glish) on the paradox of discourse as lie and the necessary discrepancy 
between the subject who speaks and the subject of the sentence. 

The merging of the presentational or performative aspect of narrative 
and the (hi)story is but another aspect of this foregrounding of represen-
tation, without, however, dismantling the story and its pleasures. The 
discrepancies treated thematically "within" scenes include the mis-
matched, the misremembered, the ill fitting, and the out of phase. The 
greater web of discrepancies and commentaries is generated between 
tableaux; for instance, the lecture on exposure time in the nineteenth 
century was preceded by a scene of the famous photo showing Lou 
Andreas-Salome crouched in a car, holding a whip to her team of 
Friedrich Nietzsche and Paul Ree. Who set up the picture? Whose idea 
was the whip? The much-debated issue of who asked whom to pose in 
1882 recedes before the complicity of all in the representation. But, if it 
exists, this commentary is in a virtual space outside the text, in the mind 
of the spectator. 

Contrasts and juxtapositions crisscross the entire tape. For example, a 
"TV" cooking lesson seemed weak in realization and fairly pointless at 
first viewing. In it, all the ingredients of a chicken dish are deemed injuri-
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ous to "your" health, and the recipe and cooking are abandoned. The 

chicken, however, gathers associations with the overall theme of the 
video when, much later, Lou's voice tells of the fate of her favorite child-
hood chicken, evidently a "transitional object." I remembered a riddle 
from the child in the tape too (Why did the chicken cross the road?) and 

also a story in voice-over from the end of the tape about anthropologists, 
natives, and a "camera-snake." The snake story resembles a "chicken" 
story McLuhan wrote of several times. All these chicken/snake stories re-

fer to a larger problem of storytelling in our self-conscious culture and 
bespeak a shift in the raw and the cooked in our cultural recipes. "Cook-
ing/culture" references also occur throughout the tape. For example, in 
an early segment, a figure in "cook-nomad" garb offers postcards and toys 
in an illustration of a story peripherally "about" Lou Andreas-Salome 

I 

seen in a Parisian cafe. 
There are many unspoken references in the tape to theorists and his-

torians from Benjamin and Freud, to Lacan, Foucault, Frances Yates, 
Benveniste, and Barthes, and more. A virtual bookshelf (or cafe?) of cur-
rent culture is activated. There are also numerous visual and auditory al-
lusions, among them the sound/image of films of Marguerite Duras, the 
camera of Michael Snow's Region centrale, and the symbolic circus with its 
heroine revolving like a wedding cake in Max Ophuls's Lola Montes. In 
Virtual Play, we have an indication of how pastiche3 or a succession of 
tableaux in various styles can privilege paradigmatic oppositions as op-

posed to meanings that develop syntagmatically out of a succession of 
narrative elements. Many voices rather than a "master narrative" come 
into play. 

Why is the tape dedicated to Lou? In Virtual Play, the body of Lou 
Andreas-Salome and her displacements have but a fleeting representation 

as "real" women; instead, we see "empty" and ill-fitting copies. The inter-
rogation of the heroine is actively avoided or interrupted (a telephone 

ring breaks into a resume of her article on narcissism). The question Lou 
Andreas-Salome raises for us in this tape is not posed by the body of her 

works or by a quest for truth in a biography rich in relationships (among 
them Nietzsche, Rilke, Freud, and Wedekind of Lulu fame) and disputed 
events (when, for example, did she lose her virginity?). The issue is rather 
the nineteenth-century antinomy of the intellectual woman, the woman 
as Subject. What happens to representation when the Other/other be-
comes a Subject, too? In The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir makes the 

point that the image of woman is crea:ed from man's needs; she is the 



other pole against which he defines himself, not in mutuality, but as his 
alienated soul or nature, outside the struggles for existence. She is a 
double and a mediator who exists only for him; for herself, she appears 
inessential. Should she become a subject or an individual herself, man 
would lose that intermediary and find himself again between the silence 
of nature and the demands of other subjects. 

In her own period, Lou unsettled record numbers of both sexes and all 
ages with a kind of double whammy. Perhaps the subtitle of this video is 
a reference to Lou's general operating procedures. According to one lover, 
psychoanalyst Poul Bjerre, "she had the gift of entering completely into 
the mind of the man she loved. Her enormous concentration fanned, as it 
were, her partner's intellectual fire . I have never met anyone else in my 
long life who understood me so quickly, so well, and so completely, as 
Lou did."4 Another biographer attributes her fascination "for all who 
knew her, herself included," to her mind, "captivating beyond compare, 
stimulating beyond compare."5 But that "male" mind was available in a 
female body, a perfect companion as an Other to mirror his, the Subject's, 
world. On the other hand, the captivated person would eventually dis-
cover the pawn to be a queen and himself only playing a role in her pro-
jection on the world, to be discarded when he no longer fit the rules of 
her game. Lou's privilege to occupy a "male" position was due to her 
unique economic and social position, as a brilliant and university-
educated woman, a Russian general's daughter with the means (a family 
allowance), the narcissism, and the will to impose herself and her mean-
ings on the world. In a period of many fascinating women, none could 
operate with such impunity behind "enemy" lines or leave behind such 
devastation. 

Consider the situation of feminist and Lou's contemporary Hedwig 
Dohm, for example, speaking as an outsider for a general subject, woman 
per se. Or compare the brilliance of Alma Schindler, who sacrificed her 
own gift as a composer in marriage to Mahler and later to Gropius and 
Werfel. Even Bertha von Suttner, the governess who eloped with her 
much younger charge to the Caucasus and who later convinced Nobel to 
offer a peace prize, could not unsettle the male as subject in "his" own 
territory and prerogatives as Lou did. Lou is linked to the suicides of Paul 
Ree and Viktor Tausk, both among her many abandoned lovers; in Virtual 
Play this becomes part of a larger theme of "castration" in psychoanalytic 
terms. (The separation from the imaginary in representation is another 
kind of psychic castration.) Bjerre writes: "I think that Nietzsche was right 
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hen he said that Lou was a thoroughly evil woman. Evil how . 
w . , ever, 10 

the Goethean sense: evil that produces good ...... She may have destroyed 

lives and marriages but her presence was exc1tmg. One felt the spark of 

0 . h "6 
genius in her. ne grew m er presence. 

Naturally, Lou as femme fatale would be regarded as "half-genius h 1 , a f-
mad, 11 by one biographer who finds her demands for autonomy and disre-

spect for reality "freakish." I find her fiction frankly awful, and many 

years ago as a feminist searching for foremothers I disregarded her ideas 

about feminine destiny. 7 While scarcely a solution to relationships be-

tween the sexes, Lou's narcissism and her uncompromising demand for 

autonomy are precisely what make her available today as a symbol of 

woman as subject. 
Lou is not the only double direct monkey wrench. In Virtual Play, the 

Taj Mahal, known popularly as "man's greatest erection for woman," is 

burned down at an unseen woman's hands. The girl-child gets off the 

"wedding-cake" merry-go-round and sabotages the description of her 

older companion on how to make a dollhouse8 with ridiculous riddles 

(Why do elephants paint their toenails red?). The problem Lou poses is no 

longer a matter of havoc in individual lives but a cultural one: how to tell 

stories in a world of multiple voices. How to imagine a different way of 

structuring discourse? A new situation in representation is given account 

here, just after the loss of what might be called a symbolic system unified 

by one point of view. That transitional period between capture by the 

image and loss is obsessively (mis)remembered; the memories of one are 

out of phase with another. The tape is introduced by posing the problem 

of the double and the third term-but in my interpretation the jolt comes 

not from the Law of the Father but from the coexistence of other subjects. 

Virtual Play resembles a description of postmodernism itself, but re-

accented and revalued. Is it schizophrenia we see, a result of being too 

close to the sensual world,9 or is it multivoicedness, heteroglossia, 10 a re-

sult of being just far enough away to hear the other as subject? I am not 

alone in suspecting that the phenomenon of postmodernism has some 

relation to feminism and issues raised by the "problem" of women as 

subjects. Many of the formal features of postmodernism are shared by 
"wo II f st-

man as a cultural construction. The critical devaluation ° po 
mod · b ·ve 

ermsm y critics such as Jameson, mourning the master narrat1 , 

can be seen as a reaction to the insistent voices of women in the last two 

decades.11 Virtual Play takes account of a self-conscious cultural discourse 

on representati d . . ce and 
on an , to its credit, the problem of sexual d1fferen 
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the advent of the female subject. In the last tableau, the camera shakes 
almost imperceptibly-but the voice of the maker on the soun d track 
asks, What if the camera were completely still? I am glad the camera 
trembles. Virtual Play is witty and encouraging of work on our present 
condition.' Like Lou, it is plain of dress and fascinating in the ideas it sets 
in play. 
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