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About the book

In "Biography of X," Catherine Lacey intricately weaves a compelling

narrative that blurs the lines between fact and fiction, challenging our

understanding of identity and the narratives we create around our lives.

Through the enigmatic life of the titular character, X, the novel delves into

themes of multiplicity and self-discovery, inviting readers to confront the

complexities of memory and perception. Lacey’s prose dances between the

personal and the political, crafting a rich tapestry that explores the

intersections of art, trauma, and the relentless pursuit of truth. As we follow

X’s journey, we are compelled to reflect on the stories we tell ourselves and

the ways they shape our existence, making this a poignant exploration of

what it truly means to be seen and understood in an often fragmented world.
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About the author

Catherine Lacey is a celebrated American author known for her distinctive

voice and thought-provoking narratives that explore themes of identity,

isolation, and the complexities of human connections. Born in 1982 in

Tupelo, Mississippi, Lacey's literary career began with her debut novel,

"Nobody Is Ever Missing," which garnered critical acclaim and established

her as a powerful new voice in contemporary fiction. Her subsequent works,

including "The Answers" and "Pew," further demonstrate her innovative

storytelling style and her ability to blend the personal with the political. In

addition to her novels, Lacey has contributed essays and criticism to various

publications, solidifying her reputation as an astute observer of the human

experience. With "Biography of X," she continues to captivate readers with

her keen insights and imaginative storytelling.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Regarding Mr. Smith

In the opening chapter of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we are

 introduced to a tumultuous interaction between the narrator, the unnamed

wife of a renowned figure referred to as X, and a persistent biographer

named Theodore Smith. After ignoring Smith's letters for two years, the

narrator attends a meeting at X's request, intending to firmly dismiss Smith's

attempt to produce a biography without any cooperation from X. The

conversation reveals the narrator's deep respect for X's desire to maintain her

privacy, emphasizing that her life and work should not become a historical

object after her death.

Smith, however, remains undeterred, brandishing purported letters from X

that he claims are authentic. The narrator dismisses them as forgeries and

insists that X's life is not meant to be exploited. He believes an artist of X's

caliber and complexity cannot be encapsulated in a biography, reinforcing

that her intentions are to allow only her work to be remembered, not her

personal life. Despite his cordial tone, there's a palpable tension in his

dismissal of Smith, who he perceives as a misguided fan seeking to

commercialize X's story.

The narrative takes a tragic turn when X dies four years later, leaving the

narrator in a state of profound disorientation and grief. In the wake of her

death, he immerses himself in the chaotic news of the world around him,
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particularly focusing on unrest related to a political crisis—a subtle parallel

to his own internal turmoil. This grief is compounded when he discovers that

Smith has completed his biography of X and it is scheduled for publication,

a revelation that fills the narrator with dread and disbelief. He grapples with

the idea that someone might define X through a lens of their own making,

while also striking down any false rumors or narratives Smith might

perpetuate.

As the narrator reluctantly meets with Smith again, he is engulfed in anger

and disbelief, confronting Smith about his motives and the legitimacy of his

work. This encounter illustrates both the narrator's protective instincts

toward X's legacy and his inability to let go of the past, reflecting on the

complexity of their relationship. X is portrayed as a multifaceted figure who

thrived on ambiguity, crafting her identity through various means that often

blurred the lines between truth and fiction.

There's a distinct theme of memory and identity weaving through the

chapter, as the narrator confronts Smith's unauthorized representation of X.

He struggles with the notion of how X's life is interpreted and the idea that

her carefully constructed narrative could be reduced to someone else's

perception of her. The chapter closes on the challenging dichotomy between

how X lived and how she would be remembered, leaving the reader

reflecting on the nature of biography itself—a blend of reverence, obsession,

and the quest for understanding amidst the shadows of loss.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The complexity of identity and the importance of

protecting one's narrative

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in the shadow of a towering

figure, grappling with the desire to honor their legacy while

simultaneously defining your own. The struggle depicted in the

narrator's fight against the unauthorized biography of X invites you to

reflect on the intricacies of identity and memory in your own life. It

encourages you to consider how your story is told and by whom,

urging you to guard your personal narrative fiercely against external

interpretations that may not align with your truth. In a world that often

seeks to define us by its own standards, this chapter inspires you to

embrace your complexity and assert the right to shape your own

legacy.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Letters

In Chapter 2 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrative delves

 into the intense and complicated feelings of the protagonist, who reflects on

her unique connection with Henry, the man she eventually marries, and the

transformative encounter with X that follows. The chapter begins in April

1989 when the protagonist first meets X, a meeting filled with an

indescribable sentiment that feels deep and primal. However, she first

recounts her early relationship with Henry, a sculptor she met at a party in

1984. From their very first encounter, there’s a peculiar certainty that

emerges within her—she believes with uncanny confidence that she will

marry him and have a family, despite having spent only a brief evening

together.

As her relationship with Henry blossoms, the protagonist finds herself

capturing the essence of their love in letters addressed to "Henry of the

Future." Through these letters, she recounts moments from their early days

together, capturing emotions and experiences that would otherwise fade into

memory. Yet, as their marriage approaches, she grows anxious about

revealing the existence of these letters to Henry, fearing that he may not

share the same depth of feeling. When she finally gives them to him, he

responds with confusion and indifference, a reaction that begins to unravel

her sense of certainty about their relationship.
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Life with Henry is marked by a sense of disconnection. Although he is

affable and supportive, their differing interests and emotional languages

create an invisible distance. Henry, focused on his artistic career, prefers

sports and widely praised literature, while the protagonist immerses herself

in journalism and writing. Tension arises as infidelity becomes a recurring

theme in their marriage. After an indiscretion on her part, Henry's surprising

lack of anger leads to a pattern of reconciliations that feel more like silent

agreements than true resolutions. The emotional void between them grows,

revealing their inability to connect on a deeper level.

As the protagonist reflects on her past, she acknowledges the irony that

Henry initially introduced her to X’s work, though X would later come to

embody everything she longs for and lack in her marriage. The chapter

explores themes of love, loss, and the complexities of relationships, painting

a vivid picture of a life spent straddling two worlds: the comforting yet

ultimately unsatisfying familiarity of her marriage and the thrilling,

transformative possibility that X represents. The protagonist's journey is not

just about her past with Henry but also about understanding her true self

through her connection with X, contrasting the illusion of safety in her

marriage with the liberating uncertainty of new love. This exploration

reflects a profound search for authenticity, desire, and belonging, setting the

stage for the transformative experiences that lie ahead.

Aspect Summary
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Aspect Summary

Title Biography of X

Author Catherine Lacey

Chapter Number 2

Protagonist's Early
Relationship Meets Henry in 1984 at a party; feels certain she will marry him.

Connection with X Meets X in April 1989; feels an indescribable, primal connection.

Letters to Henry Writes letters to "Henry of the Future" to capture their love, but
fears his reaction.

Henry's Reaction Responds with confusion and indifference, causing doubt in
their relationship.

Relationship
Dynamics

Emotional disconnection due to differing interests; infidelity
becomes a recurring theme.

Irony Henry introduced her to X's work, later X represents everything
she lacks.

Themes Explores love, loss, complexity of relationships, and search for
authenticity.

Conclusion The protagonist contrasts her safe yet unfulfilling marriage with
the allure of connection with X.
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Chapter 3: 1989

In April 1989, during the opening of X's exhibition "The Amnesia

 Triptychs," the protagonist finds herself caught in a web of shifting

relationships and emotional turmoil. Accompanied by her husband Henry

and famed artist Richard Serra, she grapples with her feelings of being

overshadowed and defined by her husband's identity. Richard’s patronizing

attitude only emphasizes her struggle to assert herself, highlighting her

underlying frustration and confusion about her place in the art world and her

marriage.

When she first meets X, the enigmatic figure with a magnetic presence, the

protagonist is captivated yet bewildered. X radiates life and energy,

challenging the protagonist's perceptions of beauty and art. From their initial

interaction, it’s clear that X is disruptive, sparking both fascination and fear.

This first meeting sets the tone for a complex relationship that gradually

shifts the protagonist’s life.

Despite her skepticism toward artists, especially those like X, who are
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Chapter 4 Summary: Montana

In Chapter 4 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we dive deep into the

 enigmatic past of X, a woman whose origins remain shrouded in mystery.

The narrator, who was married to X, reflects on their life together, filled with

her cryptic remarks about identity and memory. X’s provocative quote,

“You’re born naked and the rest is drag,” encapsulates her belief that

personal history is ultimately unimportant, causing the narrator to wrestle

with feelings of unease and curiosity. 

As the narrator delves into X's past, they uncover her many names—none of

which seem to exhaust the complexity of her identity. Friends and journalists

alike acknowledge her refusal to share details about her origins, leading to

widespread speculation. This persistent curiosity drives the narrator to

investigate X’s time in Montana, where she supposedly worked at a

deer-processing plant before making her remarkable way to New York City.

The chapter leads the narrator to interviews with individuals who knew X

during her life. First, a local man named Dennis shares that he doesn’t

remember much about X, other than her independence and the common

name she went by in Montana: Dorothy Eagle. He emphasizes her charm

and the notoriety of her presence but is reluctant to speak further, suggesting

that the narrator contact another acquaintance, Dave Moser, who knew her

better.
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Dave proves significant in unfolding X’s identity. He recounts their first

meeting over a heated pool game, where X’s fierce spirit shone brightly, and

how she later moved into his home. Their affair blooms in the backdrop of

the hardships of their lives, filled with affection and complexity. When

pressed, Dave reveals X’s real name: Caroline Luanna Walker Vine, and an

intense history involving her escape from Byhalia, Mississippi—heavy with

the shadows of violence and oppression.

The chapter portrays themes of identity, the fluidity of self, and the struggle

against societal norms. Through X’s many names and shifting identities, the

narrative poses larger questions about the meaning of who we are in relation

to where we come from. The exploration of her past becomes not just a

search for facts but an immersion into the essence of her being, colored by

love, loss, and lingering secrets. The chapter ends on a poignant note,

emphasizing the complexity of memory and the indelible marks that people

leave on one another, even in death.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 5 Summary: The Southern Territory

In Chapter 5 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we delve into the

 shadowy history surrounding the Southern Territory (ST) and the broader

implications of its existence following the Great Disunion of 1945. This

chapter explores the fraught narratives that linger around individuals like X,

who is believed to have escaped the ST, a feat thought almost impossible due

to the oppressive regime’s brutal enforcement of laws against harboring

defectors. The chapter opens with the reflection on the persistent yet

unsubstantiated theory of X's escape, underscoring the atmosphere of fear

and control that characterized life in the ST.

Lacey provides a stark historical backdrop, describing how, on Thanksgiving

Day in 1945, twenty-two million Americans awoke to find themselves in a

newly defined Southern Territory governed by a repressive theocracy. This

radical political shift was a culmination of years of propaganda and growing

discontent in the South, where poverty and rising xenophobia led to a violent

secession from the Union. The narrative contrasts the lives of those in the

Northern Territory, where a degree of freedom and progressive social

policies thrived, with the dark realities of life under ST’s iron-fisted

leadership, marked by imprisonment, fear, and strict religious conformity.

The chapter traces the roots of the ST's theocratic leadership back to the rise

of figures like Emma Goldman, whose progressive ideas stirred both
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admiration and deep resentment in the South. Her assassination marked a

turning point, allowing Southern leaders to scapegoat her and others for the

region's struggles. This propagated a cycle of fear and obedience, where

communities were taught to eschew the North and embrace a narrow set of

religious doctrines enforced by a citizens' surveillance network known as the

Guardians of Morality. 

With a tone reflecting both urgency and melancholy, Lacey describes the

rigid societal controls imposed on the Southern populace, where personal

freedoms were systematically stripped away, education was relegated to

church settings, and dissent was met with fatal consequences. The narrative

paints a chilling picture of a population largely imprisoned, either literally or

by ideological control, speaking to the devastating impacts of extremism on

civil liberties and personal identities.

As the chapter progresses, it articulates the ST's downfall, marked by

dwindling resources, mass hysteria, and an unraveling belief system that

once held the territory together. The societal fabric frayed under paranoia

and literal famine, culminating in the North’s invasion in 1996, which led to

the wall’s demolition and a painful process of reunification.

In summary, this chapter intricately details the ST's oppressive legacy and

the tangled histories of those caught within its grasp, notably highlighting

the struggles of X against this backdrop. Lacey effectively captures the
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complexities of a divided America and the darker sides of faith, nationalism,

and power, leaving the reader to reflect on the ongoing consequences of such

a tumultuous political landscape.
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Chapter 6: Caroline

In Chapter 6 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we explore the

 complex history of Caroline Luanna Walker, also known as X, through the

eyes of a journalist visiting the Former Southern Territory (FST) after the

Reunification. The chapter opens with a chilling description of the layers of

bureaucracy and control present in the FST, a place that has undergone

significant political upheaval while still grappling with its dark past. The

narrator, a widow mourning X, is on a quest to understand her life and

legacy, especially her tumultuous childhood in Byhalia, Mississippi.

The chapter delves into the narrator's visit with X’s parents, Angela and

Leon Walker. Their memories provide a glimpse into Caroline's early life,

characterized by her rebellious spirit and unique nature. Angela recalls her

daughter’s childhood with a mix of fondness and regret, describing her as

“obstinate" and often lonely, while Leon struggles to grapple with the

“wickedness” he attributes to her life choices, including her involvement in

radical political movements that ultimately led to her death in a failed

bombing.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Ted Gold

In Chapter 7 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we delve into the life

 of Ted Gold, a complex figure entwined with the past of the enigmatic artist

known as X. Ted Gold is first introduced as a political refugee who, after

escaping from the Southern Territory (ST) post the Revelation Rifle Affair,

sought protection from the FBI in Chicago. He navigated the challenges of

adapting to a new life, dedicating himself to providing intelligence about the

ST while maintaining his identity against all odds. Flash forward to 2002,

when the narrator meets the retired Ted, six years after the fall of the wall

that symbolized the end of the oppressive regime he fled.

During their meeting, Ted reveals his deep admiration for X, highlighting

how she transformed her struggles into art. His nostalgia is tempered by a

sense of responsibility he felt towards his fellow defectors, Kathy and Carrie

Lu, who, unlike him, embraced change and the arts as a means of survival.

Throughout the interview, Ted reflects on their time at a safe house in

Kentucky, where uncertainty reigned among the trio as they debated their

next steps in a world marked by violence and ideological conflict.

The chapter takes a poignant turn as the narrator discovers X's fragmented

writings, including an incomplete manuscript titled "Everything I Can

Remember About Everyone I Knew." Here, X candidly muses on her life

and relationships, revealing her emotional turmoil over Ted's weaknesses in
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times of crisis. X’s voice resonates with themes of identity, transformation,

and the burdens of the past, as she grapples with her ex-husband Paul and

her experiences living under a repressive government.

Ted's infatuation with X is evident as he shows photographs and artifacts

from their revolutionary days, casting a stark light on the different paths they

took following the uproar in the ST. He shares memories of how X and

Kathy reinvented themselves, shedding their former selves like costumes,

while he struggled with his own sense of identity.

As the chapter unfolds, the tension rises when Ted hints at an ominous fate,

reflecting on the bounty placed on his head by the American Freedom

Kampaign. Readers are drawn into the suspense surrounding his ultimate

assassination, executed in a highly calculated manner by a young woman

posing as a flight attendant years later.

In a juxtaposition against the weight of these revelations, X's letters to Ted

offer insight into her escapades after fleeing the ST. These letters tell of her

explorations, including sexual encounters and her quest for self-realization,

all while she wrestles with her memories and the emotional scars of her past.

The writing becomes a study in the struggle for agency and the compelling

desire for recognition as X reflects on her youth and relationships,

particularly with Paul.
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Through vibrant storytelling, Lacey crafts a rich tapestry of personal

histories and intertwining fates, encapsulating profound themes of identity,

transformation, and the echoes of revolutionary fervor in the lives of her

subjects. Ted's voice represents not only his longing for a past filled with

camaraderie and rebellion but also a cautionary tale about the costs of

survival in a world driven by ideology and violence. The chapter ultimately

reveals X not just as a celebrated artist, but as a woman wrestling with her

own narratives, haunting regrets, and the desire for legacy amid the chaos of

her life.
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Chapter 8 Summary: Connie

In Chapter 8 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the complex

 dynamics of relationships, age, and the search for identity unfold through

the lens of X's journey and her interaction with Connie Converse. X often

debated the societal views on age differences in romantic relationships,

believing that maturity wasn’t solely defined by age. She suspected that

personal experiences—including her own with a professor—complicated

these notions, illustrating how desire can obscure judgment. Despite their

arguments, X maintained a steadfast belief in Connie and the truths she

articulated.

X’s path takes a sharp turn after her affair with David Moser leads to her

dismissal from a job. With no clear destination, she becomes a nomad,

hitchhiking and navigating shelters, all while adopting the alias Dorothy

Eagle. This name change signifies her disconnection from her past, and she

immerses herself in a haphazard adventure toward an uncertain future. Her

travels ultimately lead her to meet Connie at a soup kitchen in Ann Arbor,

where Connie, grappling with her own depression and creative stagnation,

finds unexpected companionship with this much younger woman.

Their initial encounter is fraught with misconceptions and differing

recollections; while Connie sees herself as a caretaker, X views their

meeting as mutually beneficial, hinting at a deeper, possibly romantic
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connection. As X stays with Connie, who has long abandoned her musical

and writing aspirations due to a tumultuous history of activism and rejection

in both arts and personal endeavors, their lives become intertwined. Connie,

once vibrant and dedicated to her craft, is now consumed by the futility of

her circumstances, and X becomes a catalyst for change.

X’s influence begins to coax Connie out of her shell. Through playful

impersonations and musings in her journal, X tries to rekindle Connie’s lost

passions, challenging her to reclaim her identity. This pushes Connie to

confront her past, particularly her music, which she had long suppressed.

Their bond grows more intense as they navigate the complexities of age,

creativity, and the unspoken longing between them.

Yet, as X yearns for freedom and the vibrant life of New York, Connie finds

herself paralyzed by the thought of leaving behind the comfort of their

shared life. X's departure triggers a spiral of despair in Connie, leading her to

undertake a pivotal journey of her own when X sends her a series of letters

urging her to join her in the city. These letters carry potent reminders of

life’s potential and the importance of waking up to new possibilities.

Connie’s decision to leave Ann Arbor marks a turning point, as she embarks

on a search for self and the remnants of her dreams, driven by X’s

unwavering belief in her talent. Yet the story hints at a tragic undercurrent,

foreshadowing the impending tragedy of their connection.
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As the chapter closes, it reflects on the nature of love, control, and the

painful clarity that comes with close relationships. X’s profound influence

over Connie complicates their connection, raising questions about agency

and the desire to transform those we hold dear. Ultimately, what emerges is

the poignant reminder that in intimacy, the truth can become skewed and

that the lines between nurturing and possessing often blur, leaving in their

wake a tapestry of devotion and heartache.
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Chapter 9: Oleg Hall

In Chapter 9 of "Biography of X," we are introduced to Oleg Hall, a pivotal

 figure in X's life, and discover the unconventional beginnings of their

relationship. X, struggling with poverty and living in a women’s shelter,

encounters Oleg at Brenda’s, an upscale bar. He is drawn to her situation,

feeling a kinship in their loneliness, and after a chance lunch, he swiftly

begins to support her financially, providing a gilded escape from her harsh

reality. Their connection deepens rapidly, entwined in a non-romantic yet

intimate bond as they navigate New York's elite social scene together.

Oleg, reminiscent of his own traumatic past—having been orphaned by a

tragic murder-suicide involving his parents—finds a strange solace in X,

whom he views as family. He showers her with gifts, including an apartment

and lavish social outings, positioning her at the center of his high-profile life

while X, formerly a nobody, begins to shine as “Dorothy” in society's eyes.

As their relationship develops, X also welcomes artist Connie Converse into

her life, juxtaposing the financial and emotional support from Oleg with the
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Chapter 10 Summary: Downtown

In the summer of 1972, X (who goes by Clydelle in Big Bar) begins a new

 chapter of her life working in a dive bar in New York City's East Village,

which she sees as a gateway into an alternative world. Previously, she had

the comfort of Oleg Hall’s guidance as a socialite, but now she must

navigate the gritty downtown scene on her own. Determined to succeed, she

immerses herself in the bar's culture, taking meticulous notes on bar

operations and social dynamics, striving to find her place while avoiding

personal revelations.

As she works, X becomes both a participant and an observer, growing

increasingly enigmatic to her customers. Regulars remember her as a woman

of few words, a mysterious figure who quickly swept them off their feet with

little more than physical encounters, reinforcing her reputation as a "legend"

rather than a person with a distinct identity. Rebecca Novack’s recollections

hint at X's duality—her role as a caregiver to the community, providing

fleeting moments of intimacy amidst a chaotic nightlife.

Fast forward to 2002, and the narrative shifts to a retrospective reflection by

a journalist meeting women who knew X. Their shared memories gradually

cloud the author’s own, highlighting the elusive nature of X’s identity and

the complexities of her past, filled with trauma and resilience.
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Introducing Tim Holt, a book editor and a bar regular, who initially finds

companionship in X's presence as they bond over shared literature. Their

interactions illustrate an underlying theme of contrasting perspectives, as X

challenges Holt to write a book himself, showcasing her belief in the raw

potential of artists. Unexpectedly, X takes his challenge to heart, spending

just four days crafting "The Reason I’m Lost," a book that blends fact and

fiction, culminating in her transformation into Clyde Hill, an alias cloaked in

enigma.

The book’s immediate success leads to a frenzy of speculation about her

identity at Big Bar and in literary circles. The attention becomes

overwhelming, prompting X to leave her job, yet she continues to engage

with her readers under the guise of Clyde Hill. Despite the cheers and

criticism, X becomes further entrenched in her role as the reclusive

author—the real person behind Clyde Hill becoming increasingly hard to

discern. 

As X navigates this new life, her correspondence with fellow writers,

including Denis Johnson, reveals her struggle with identity, creativity, and

emotional pain. Her letters oscillate between encouragement and personal

revelations about loss, indicating that her previous life and writing ambitions

are not easily separable from her current self. 

The narrative builds deeper layers around the notion of identity,
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performance, and storytelling. X's reflections reveal her resistance against

conventional biographies and her deliberate manipulation of public

perception, challenging readers to think about the fluidity between identity

and anonymity.

Eventually, her identity intertwines with her works, leading to an underlying

tension between the public’s fascination and her own desire for privacy. X's

art becomes a performance in itself, leading to her assertion that her past is

not a fixed entity but rather a series of narratives she has crafted through

lived experience. In an expressive outburst, she asserts her right to define

herself beyond that which is commonly understood or recorded.

By refusing to simplify her complex years into a narrative for a biographer,

X invites an exploration of the intricacies of self that prevail in creative

expression. The book encapsulates a rich tapestry of personal history laced

with themes of authenticity, identity, and the struggles of living truthfully in

a world where boundaries blur between constructed personas and the self,

leaving readers with a sense of the weight of personal stories interwoven

with cultural philosophy.
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Chapter 11 Summary: Connie, Again

In Chapter 11 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we dive into the

 chaotic journey of the narrator, who feels increasingly lost while

researching the life of X. Initially guided by strict rules about studying X’s

ordered archive, the narrator finds herself breaking those rules, consumed by

obsession as she sifts through disordered materials, much like X did in her

pursuit of perfection. X's drive to maintain order amidst chaos reflects her

complex relationship with recognition and identity—she desires acclaim but

feels misunderstood, leading to a perpetual cycle of frustration and

determination.

The chapter reveals X’s tumultuous emotional landscape, particularly

post-relationship with Connie Converse. X's reflections on love reveal a

theme of romance as a confounding and often isolating experience. Her past

lovers, especially Connie, loom large in her psyche, and through their letters

and diary entries, we witness X’s spiraling emotions after Connie's abrupt

departure. This moment sparks a profound crisis for X, showcasing her raw

vulnerability and deep-seated insecurities.

As time passes, X’s attempts to work through her feelings with a fictional

entity, "Bee," become increasingly convoluted and dark. Her entries oscillate

between self-delusion and profound self-awareness, exhibiting her struggles

with depression, anger, and loss. When Connie reaches out again after a time
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apart, their reunion showcases a flicker of hope for X, but it soon

deteriorates as Connie loses interest in X, highlighting themes of

abandonment and the transient nature of relationships.

The chapter also touches on X’s interactions with notable figures like Tom

Waits, whose admiration for her talent offers both validation and more

complexity to her identity, yet her elusiveness remains a key pattern in her

story. Through diary entries filled with desperation, X grapples with her

losses and the feeling of dissolving into various selves, a reflection of her

deep-rooted fears and desires.

Ultimately, this chapter paints a vivid portrait of X’s inner turmoil, her

struggle for meaning, and the weight of her past relationships, culminating

in the realization that love, while transformative, often leads to

disintegration and a search for identity within the chaos.
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Chapter 12: Europe

In November 1975, X narrowly escaped an attempted kidnapping that left

 her shaken and bruised, heightening her paranoia about being followed by

agents from the Southern Territory from which she had fled. Seeking

comfort, she stayed with Oleg, who was concerned about her mental state as

she oscillated between fear and agitation. Desperate to regain a sense of

safety, she hired a private investigator and took on producing gigs she had

previously avoided. During this period, she encountered the avant-garde

writer Kathy Acker, who sensed that something was profoundly troubling X.

By January 1976, David Bowie invited X—now using the alias Bee

Converse—to Berlin to collaborate on his new album. Though initially

reluctant about pop music, she saw the opportunity to escape her troubled

life in New York, where her relationship with Connie had soured. Arriving

in Berlin, she was critical of the tracks Bowie presented, expressing

frustration over their upbeat sound. Despite her reluctance, Brian Eno

convinced her to stay, leading to moments of spontaneous creativity that

infused their work with a raw edge, transforming her silent brooding into
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Chapter 13 Summary: Gioia

In Chapter 13 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrative unfolds

 as the protagonist reflects on their travels to Italy with X for an award

ceremony, highlighting both the excitement of discovery and the depth of

their relationship. The chapter begins in Rome, where X's disdain for Milan

emerges, revealing the walls she builds around past experiences—walls that

the narrator respects but finds frustrating. This trip sets the stage for an

exploration of X's past, particularly her time in Italy before their marriage.

The protagonist's curiosity about X intensifies with a discovery of her

archives, where they find notes in Italian and a dialogue between two

characters, leading them to book a return trip to Milan. Stepping into X's old

world, the protagonist grapples with a painful absence, a manifestation of

grief fueled by memories of X's brilliance conflicting with her evasive

nature. The exploration of the Italian grocery store and encounters with

strangers serve as poignant reminders of their shared history. A significant

moment occurs when X speaks with an elderly Italian man, hinting at a

connection that the protagonist cannot comprehend fully.

Upon arrival in Milan, the protagonist's attempts to connect with X’s past

become layered with both excitement and confusion, especially as they

attempt to track down a woman named Gioia, who played a role in X's life.

The chapter skillfully shifts between present-day reflections and past
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revelations, revealing X's complex identity—shaped by both her personal

history and her relationships.

When the protagonist meets Gioia, the dialogue delves into X's past,

encompassing themes of misidentity, relationships, and the role of women

within artistic and political spaces. Gioia's memories of X—formerly known

as Martina—provide a critical lens through which the protagonist examines

their wife’s persona. Through Gioia's anecdotes, X’s relationships,

particularly with Carla Lonzi, unfold, revealing tension between ambition

and love, with both women navigating the societal constructs of their time.

Gioia’s skepticism towards X highlights the intricacies of trust, creativity,

and the damaging effects of romantic entanglements overshadowed by

performance—themes that linger throughout the chapter.

The chapter crescendos with Gioia's emotional reflections on their shared

history, love, and loss, deepening the protagonist's understanding of X while

revealing the past's power to shape identity. The chapter concludes with a

haunting ambiguity as the protagonist's research efforts falter, leaving them

to reflect on the complexities of life, love, and the stories we tell—or choose

to forget—about those we've lost. The exploration of memory, grief, and the

search for understanding form the heart of this chapter, resonating with a

profound sense of longing and discovery as it navigates the challenging

terrain of personal history and shared narratives.
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Chapter 14 Summary: Knife Fight

In Chapter 14 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrator finally

 meets Bertha Hurts after an initial delay due to Bertha's past job at Brace &

Sons, which resulted in a reluctance to engage with her. The setting is a cozy

Japanese restaurant, a space that evokes a sense of intimacy, reminiscent of

past encounters where the narrator felt unnervingly vulnerable. As Bertha

recounts her experience working for X at Knife Fight, a feminist press

founded by X after her return from Europe, we gain insight into both

Bertha's character and the complexities surrounding the press’s mission.

Knife Fight stands as a response to feminist movements of the time,

positioning itself against abstract societal issues despite the legal

advancements for women in the Northern Territory. Bertha describes her

initial meeting with X—under the pseudonym Martina Riggio—who

appeared enigmatic and unconventional, engaging Bertha in personal

reflections rather than conventional interview questions. Bertha's

background, shaped by her radical Anti-So parents, reveals her rebellious

nature and her quest for identity, especially after her mother vanished into a

religious transformation, intensifying Bertha's sense of isolation.

Their relationship evolves into a friendship where X is the charismatic leader

and Bertha the capable editor. The dynamic is tinged with power imbalances

as X often disregards Mitchell, Bertha's assistant, while fostering a bond
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with Bertha. Through heartwarming anecdotes, Bertha articulately reveals

the depth of her connection to X, even admitting to moments of emotional

vulnerability despite knowing X's true identity was a façade.

As the narrative unfolds, Bertha discusses the publication of "37," a

profound manuscript by Cassandra Edwards that reflects on themes of

despair and social commentary. Unbeknownst to Bertha, the manuscript was

penned by X herself under a pseudonym. The irony deepens when Bertha

recognizes similarities in style and voice during a meeting with Edwards,

realizing that X had crafted an alternate identity. This revelation underscores

the themes of identity, illusion, and the lengths X would go to navigate her

public persona.

In a fascinating turn, the popularity of "37" creates public controversy, with

critical receptions spurring sales. However, the ambitious nature of Knife

Fight also leads to financial struggles; despite quality craftsmanship in their

publications, none prove profitable. The tale hints at impending doom when

X’s under-the-radar operation attracts the IRS's attention, foreshadowing the

devastating unraveling of Knife Fight.

As Bertha and the narrator leave the restaurant, the emotional weight of their

conversation lingers. The narrator reveals a significant connection to the

Southern Territory, a personal revelation that leaves Bertha stunned,

enhancing the chapter's exploration of identity, memory, and the intertwined
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lives affected by X's choices. The closure is marked by a sense of unraveling

rather than resolution, leaving the reader contemplating the costs of ambition

and the masks people wear in pursuit of their truths.
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Chapter 15: Zebulon

In April 2002, the narrator receives an unexpected phone call from Zebulon,

 the son of X, a woman he had loved and lost. After their brief encounter

years prior, Zebulon reaches out, eager to share his thoughts about his family

and life in Byhalia. He apologizes for his grandparents’ involvement during

their previous meeting, revealing the painful truth about his mother, Carrie

Lu, who was raised under secrecy and shame. Zebulon explains that Carrie

Lu is not a Walker by birth, but rather the daughter of his institutionalized

biological grandmother, Clara. This revelation weighs heavily on him as he

grapples with the stigma surrounding his family's history and his outsider

status in their community.

Zebulon expresses a desire for change in his life, suggesting a philosophical

awakening triggered by the collapse of a metaphorical wall, signifying his

longing for freedom and movement away from his oppressive surroundings.

He reveals a growing admiration for the narrator, intertwined with an

underlying urgency to escape his situation, admitting he needs sponsorship

to move out of the restrictive Southern Territory. In exchange, he offers to
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Chapter 16 Summary: Ginny Green

In Chapter 16 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrator reflects

 on their fraught relationship with Ginny Green, a New York gallerist whom

they openly disdain yet cannot ignore due to her connection to the narrator's

late wife, X. Ginny embodies a cynical art world, once passionate but now

reduced to a businesswoman, manipulating the landscape of contemporary

art for profit. Despite their aversion to her, the narrator reveals that X

admired Ginny deeply, seeing beauty in her self-absorbed comments and

bold fashion choices. This admiration creates a chasm between the narrator

and X’s memories, making the narrator question their shared reality.

The chapter is laced with personal history and identity struggles as the

narrator recounts their confusing childhood with multiple names, each one a

descriptor from different relationships and times in their life. This theme of

name and identity reflects their position as a person shaped by others'

perceptions—much like how Ginny reduces the narrator to "C." Amidst

these musings, the narrator prepares for an uneasy interview with Ginny, a

confrontation that has been years in the making, following X’s death.

During the interview, Ginny recounts how she first met X—then known as

�V���r�a�—�a�t� �a�n� �a�r�t� �g�a�l�l�e�r�y� �i�n� �t�h�e� �l�a�t�e� �1�9�7�0�s�.� �X�'�s� �b�r�a�s�h� �c�r�i�t�i�q�u�e� �o�f� �t�h�e� �a�r�t� �o�n

display instantly captivates Ginny, who finds herself enamored with the

enigmatic woman. Their conversation reveals a bond built on artistic
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ambition and shared aspirations, even as X continues to slyly distance

herself from the art world and the expectations that come with it. This early

connection leads to a complicated professional relationship where X's true

identity and artistic deceptions unfold. 

As the narrator pushes Ginny for more insights about X's work, they explore

pivotal pieces like "Provocation, 1975," highlighting X's innovative yet

tumultuous career, which is filled with personas and challenging

performances that disrupt traditional art norms. Ginny’s admiration for X

runs deep, but it is tinged with an unwillingness to confront X's controversial

methods and potential fabrications in her art.

The tension builds as the narrator aims to understand the complexities of X’s

life and work, including performances that blurred lines between reality and

fiction, often pushing the bounds of societal norms. Yet Ginny’s

defensiveness reveals underlying insecurities and a desire to protect X's

legacy, delving into how art mirrors pain and controversy rather than merely

reflecting the beauty that audiences often seek.

The chapter concludes with the narrator grappling with their perceptions of

Ginny and the lingering absence of X, while recognizing the stark

dichotomies present in both women—one a fierce, unapologetic critic of the

art world and the other a legacy intertwined in both admiration and deceit.

This confrontation ultimately raises questions about authenticity, identity,
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and what it means to be an artist within an industry marred by

commercialism and cynicism. As the narrator departs, they realize that these

unresolved tensions haunt them, yearning for deeper understanding and

acknowledgment of the woman they loved.
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Chapter 17 Summary: Disappearing

In Chapter 17 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we dive into the

 complex and enigmatic life of X, an artist whose personal disappearances

are deeply intertwined with her art. In a 1991 interview, X mentions her

desire to shed her identity to make room for others, hinting at her struggles

with self and the fear of being known. Her partner, the narrator, reflects on

the intense love and simultaneous fear they have for X, stemming from her

unpredictable disappearances. Early in their relationship, X laid out an

agreement: she could vanish at any time, and the narrator must never inquire

about her absence, a promise born out of her past disappointments in love.

As the narrative unfolds, we learn about the emotional turmoil that X's

disappearances cause for the narrator. One especially poignant episode

occurs early in their cohabitation when X disappears for three weeks after

the narrator steps out for groceries, leaving the narrator in deep despair. Each

return from her absences is met with a mixture of relief and unresolved grief,

reflecting how her unpredictability continuously unsettles her partner.

In a twist, the story brings in the figure of Fred Holton, who claims to have

known X—referred to by her agent name "Hip"—during her rumored

involvement with the FBI. The narrator's encounter with Holton reveals

snippets of X's darker past that she has kept hidden. Holton speaks

nostalgically about his clandestine operations in the Southern Territory,
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highlighting X's extraordinary talent for disguise and her bravery. This

starkly contrasts with the narrator's understanding of X as a rebellious artist

vehemently opposed to governmental authority, challenging everything from

the military to the postal service.

The chapter builds tension as the narrator grapples with the idea that X

might have been a government agent, which seems impossible given her

fierce anti-establishment ethos. Their inquiry into X's past wraps around

themes of identity, secrecy, and the very nature of truth. Holton’s

reminiscences create a sense of ambiguity around X’s life, with her truth

obscured by layers of deception—both personally and ideologically.

As the narrator leaves Holton's presence, they reflect on the complexities of

holding onto memories of X, now deceased. The imagery of Holton

scribbling an endless line of Xs suggests an obsession with the enigma that

X represents but also acknowledges the silence that accompanies her

absence. This chapter layers a sense of loss over the curiosity about X's life,

leaving readers pondering the intersections of love, identity, and the

shadows of secrecy that haunt both the narrator and X's legacy. The

emotional resonance and rich detail weave a candid portrait of a relationship

haunted by the unpredictability of love and life’s deeper mysteries.
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Chapter 18: The Human Subject

In Chapter 18 of "Biography of X," the narrative dives into the complexities

 of X’s artistic journey, her relationships, and the profound impact of loss on

her life and work. The narrator reflects on X’s art, expressing a mix of

admiration and disappointment, particularly in her later work, which often

felt designed for commercial success rather than genuine expression.

Noteworthy highlights include X’s early success with the Cindy O novellas

and the Clyde Hill novel, along with the unexpected posthumous fame of

Connie Converse’s music after X released "The Complete Connie Converse"

album. 

After Connie learned that X had left for Europe, she left her job and moved

to Queens, trying to carve out a life away from X’s shadow. Despite living

close by, the two never reconciled, and Connie led a quiet, fulfilling life

running her cleaners and helping those in need. After her sudden death, X

learned of Connie's passing, which deeply impacted her and contributed to

her decision to retire her multiple artistic personas and adopt a new identity

as X.
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Chapter 19 Summary: Marion

In Chapter 19 of "Biography of X," we delve into the complex relationship

 between X and her first wife, Marion Parker, as recounted by the narrator,

who has now become X's partner. Marion is initially portrayed as enchanting

yet ultimately troubled, a woman who struggles after the dissolution of her

marriage to X. Despite her wealth and connections, she has found her path

fraught with rebuffs and disappointments in her attempts at acting, singing,

and painting. Throughout this period, she continues to send X letters, which

X discards, illustrating a lingering attachment and unresolved feelings from

their past.

The narrator reflects on her first meeting with Marion, feeling both

intimidated by her charm and a little guilty for feeling less than attractive or

interesting in comparison. However, as the two converse, Marion reveals a

self-awareness about her past with X, admitting that their relationship was

better suited to friendship rather than marriage. This candidness resonates

with the narrator, who recognizes her own fears of emotional entanglement

and personal insecurities.

As they reminisce about their past, Marion shares stories of her whirlwind

romance with X, showcasing their initial chemistry and the whirlwind nature

of their marriage. Despite the glamorous façade, the interview reveals the

cracks that eventually led to their downfall—Marion's jealousy and paranoia
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about X's fidelity and X's own intense personality that often drove a wedge

between them. Marion admits to eavesdropping on X's calls and living in a

state of fear and confusion due to X's unpredictable behavior—a theme of

miscommunication and growing distrust that ultimately spills over into

violence, forcing Marion to seek a way out.

As the narrative unfolds, we see Marion reflecting on painful

memories—her views of X's eccentricity, the harsh moments leading to their

separation, and their conflicting perceptions of reality. Marion expresses

sorrow for the sudden end of their love but also recognizes that X's mental

instability played a significant role in their marriage's demise. The chapter

captures the loneliness arising from love gone wrong and the lingering

shadows of past relationships that can haunt future connections.

Ultimately, the chapter offers a poignant reflection on love, marriage, and

personal identity, highlighting how individuals grapple with emotional scars

and the long-lasting impact of their choices. Through Marion's story, we

glimpse the complexity of human relationships—how they can be beautiful

and destructive, and how sometimes, moving on involves confronting

uncomfortable truths about ourselves and the people we once loved. As

Marion departs, there's an ambiguous sense of unresolved feelings, leaving

the narrator questioning her own dynamic with X and what control love will

wield over her life.
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Chapter 20 Summary: Schuster

In Chapter 20 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we delve into a

 period marked by X's creative stagnation and emotional turmoil following

her divorce. This chapter opens with a stark description of her art, which has

turned into a reflection of her inner void—works like a hollow locket, an

empty play, and a mirror room devoid of spectators. X's attempts at art

during this phase are uninspired, highlighted by a failed manuscript titled

"The Missing," which is rejected by her long-time editor, Tim Holt. The

rejection letter punctuates her sense of disconnection, prompting her to keep

it as a painful reminder of her creative decline.

As 1985 unfolds, X's cinematic project, "The Coma Game," is shelved due

to her divorce, further leaving her in existential limbo. Instead, she creates a

series titled "Stabbing the Leg," which receives harsh critiques for its lack of

skill and coherence. Despite the unflattering reviews, X maintains an air of

defiance, insisting in interviews that she does not seek anyone's

understanding. Her art, although commercially viable, reveals her inner

dissatisfaction.

During this bleak period, X travels briefly to a cabin in Vermont and then to

Japan, where her experiences are shadowed by emptiness. She sends a

postcard to herself, lamenting her unhappiness. The chapter also introduces

her correspondence with Alfred Schuster, a scientist who becomes a key

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


figure in her life. Their philosophical letters reveal a connection that hovers

between friendship and something deeper, although it never blossoms into a

romantic relationship.

Schuster reflects on their bond years later, sharing how they felt an

inexplicable, natural affinity for one another. Despite their multiple

encounters, he hesitated to commit fully when the opportunity arose, and

their paths diverged. 

As the chapter draws to a close, we see X reflecting on the nature of beliefs,

aspirations, and the contradictions within oneself, allusions captured in a

postcard to her friend Marion. The poignant closing thoughts encapsulate her

struggles with inner conflict and unfulfilled potential, echoing Montaigne's

wisdom on the complexities of belief and aspiration. This chapter vividly

portrays X's journey through creative desolation while hinting at the

deep-seated tensions between her desires and her reality.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 21: The Coma Game

In Chapter 21 of "Biography of X," the narrator returns to the cabin to an

 unexpected message from Oleg Hall, a figure from X's past who feels a

sense of entitlement over her belongings, specifically her clothes. Oleg had

previously been cut off by X, who removed him from her will in 1994, and

it’s clear their relationship had been rocky. After a long silence, he now

insists on retrieving various items, including designer dresses and jewelry,

drawing the narrator into a reluctant conversation.

As Oleg rambles on about X's past romance with Alfred Schuster, his

nostalgia turns the discussion into a revealing exploration of X's emotional

landscape during the late 1980s. He recalls how X was devastated by her

breakup with Alfred, describing her as being in a "coma" of her own—the

metaphor extends to her creative work during this period, particularly the

filming of "The Coma Game," which mirrored her despair. The film elicited

mixed reactions at its Cannes debut in 1988, with divisive opinions about the

artistic choices and Christopher Walken's casting as a young lead. Despite

her claims of failure regarding the film, X's belief in Walken’s talent
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Chapter 22 Summary: A Bad Year, A Good Year

In Chapter 22 of "Biography of X," we delve into a tumultuous yet

 transformative period for the narrator and X. The chapter begins with a

vivid portrayal of their life in X’s sparsely furnished loft during a sweltering

summer in 1989, where their intimate world is filled with art, music, and

late-night screenings of classic films. Despite the warmth of their shared

moments, X’s habit of disappearing begins to cast a shadow over their

relationship, culminating in a pivotal incident when she vanishes during a

dinner in October.

As X vanishes periodically, the narrator channels her advice to focus on a

project by diving into an investigative report, uncovering a string of murders

linked to a questionable group called the Refinement Group. This new

endeavor not only catalyzes a significant journalistic milestone for the

narrator but also leads to the exposure and arrest of its sinister leader. The

excitement of these developments brings a rush of happiness, and despite the

dangers they face from those still loyal to the group, the couple finds joy in

hotel rooms and rooftop pools, creating lasting memories.

Yet, the tone shifts as they face a public backlash after X makes incendiary

comments during a radio interview, professing support for fascism. This

revelation causes a whirlwind of controversy that alienates them socially and

professionally, marking a distinct turning point in their lives. X shuts herself
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away, experimenting with drugs, and spiraling into reckless behavior,

culminating in a dramatic night where she flees the loft, returning battered

but alive after a wild escapade.

Ultimately, the chapter leads to an impulsive marriage license application,

highlighting the rollercoaster nature of their relationship as they struggle

with each other's tumultuous pasts. X quickly produces a controversial art

series that garners mixed reactions, prompting her to later downplay her

behavior as drug-fueled in a public apology. The narrator wrestles with

feelings of shame and affection, reflecting on the complexities of love,

desire, and the tumult of a life intertwined with X’s chaotic brilliance.

Through vivid scenes and emotional depth, Chapter 22 captures themes of

ambition, identity, and the tumultuous dance of love as the characters

navigate success and turmoil, underscoring the intricate layers of their

connection. As past traumas intertwine with present struggles, the narrator's

journey grapples with the often-painful realization that love can come with

its own set of challenges, illuminating the struggles between self-perception

and the perceptions of those around them.
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Chapter 23 Summary: Strangers

In April 1992, X disappears for three weeks, a common occurrence by then,

 leaving the narrator feeling restless and paranoid. As she wanders the city in

search of distractions, her mind begins to unravel, and incidents like noticing

strangers watching her feed her deepening anxiety. Memories of her

ex-husband Henry surface, particularly his warning that X has too much

control over her, threatening her independence and sanity.

The narrator reflects on how her life choices post-X have always been

influenced by X's opinions, leading her away from her journalism career to

become wholly devoted to X's needs and ambitions. This dependency leaves

her feeling lost during X’s absences, and as she grapples with feelings of

isolation, she encounters a woman from X's past—an apparent fan who

shares a troubling story involving X's deceptive charisma. The woman

accuses X of "rape by deception," claiming that X had altered her life

through lies and manipulation, a provocative moment that the narrator

struggles to absorb.

After X returns, the narrator feels both affection and suspicion towards her.

X seems unusually tender, and despite the intense accusations still weighing

on the narrator's mind, she keeps the encounter a secret. Their life resumes

its routine, filled with X's art projects and public engagements, despite the

looming threat of obsessive stalkers who trail them relentlessly.
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X becomes progressively consumed by the idea of transforming their

stalking experience into an art project, which disturbs the narrator. Despite

her reservations, she ultimately supports X's ambition, revealing a complex

dynamic where love, fear, and dependency intertwine. The project leads

them on travels across the globe, distancing them further from the narrator's

previous life and exacerbating the vulnerability she feels as X’s shadow.

Upon their return to New York, the narrator experiences acute anxiety,

believing she is being surveilled and further gripped by fear. Despite her

precarious mental state, X immerses herself in her work and dismisses the

narrator's concerns, deepening the chasm between them. The harassment

continues, feeding the narrator’s paranoia and prompting her to confront the

suffocating nature of her existence under X's influence.

Eventually, seeking solace, they escape to a secluded cabin designed by a

famous architect that X bought for her. Here, the narrator grapples with her

identity, realizing that her life has been overshadowed by X’s relentless

drive for recognition and creativity. While at the cabin, the narrator attempts

to rediscover herself through writing and domestic tasks, yet she feels

increasingly defined by X's aspirations and legacy rather than her own. 

As they mix their separate lives through collaborations on art projects, the

narrator feels disconnected, haunted by an unresolved fear of losing herself
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entirely to X’s world. X’s obsessive work ethic starkly contrasts with the

narrator’s longing for autonomy, leading her to question her own worth and

relationship. Ultimately, her struggle becomes a profound exploration of

identity, love, and the fragility of sanity amidst the shadows of a powerful

partner.
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Chapter 24: Salif and Midori

In Chapter 24 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrative unfolds

 around the introduction of new neighbors, Salif and Midori, who bring a

vibrant energy to the protagonist's life. Their inviting nature leads to a

blossoming friendship, centered around shared dinners and lively

conversations, marked by the couple's fascinating backgrounds from Paris.

Salif and Midori's home reflects their sophisticated taste and deep

connection, established through years of companionship since childhood.

As the protagonist's relationship with Salif and Midori grows, they enjoy

spirited evenings filled with laughter, competition, and a blend of

intimacy—emphasized through a noticeable increase in their own marital

connection. X, the protagonist's wife, especially finds herself drawn to

Salif's robust personality, often recounting her experiences with him with

excitement and competitive spirit. However, this camaraderie comes with

tension, highlighted by a moment of impulse where X raises a mallet against

Salif during a heated debate about geopolitical issues. This violent gesture

serves as a sharp turning point, fracturing their friendships and leaving the
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Chapter 25 Summary: Documentary

In Chapter 25 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, we are drawn into a

 captivating documentary created by Ross McElwee, starting with a striking

image of X surrounded by cacti in a greenhouse, dressed in a costume that

alters her appearance to that of a man in his sixties. This unusual visual sets

the tone for a deep exploration of identity and self-perception. McElwee’s

voiceover reveals his personal connection to X’s art, triggered by a moment

of introspection after a breakup. He describes how he unintentionally

stumbled upon X’s work, which resonated with his feelings of wanting to

escape one’s unchanging self over time.

Despite his desire to document her life and artistry, McElwee faces

challenges as X prefers to focus on the present, avoiding discussions about

her past. This pivotal moment highlights her complex relationship with her

own history, underscoring the themes of identity and memory. As X

traverses through the gardens and a zoo, we see her restlessness, reflecting

both her internal struggles and the elusive nature of self-definition.

The conversation shifts to literature when X references Marguerite

Yourcenar’s "Dear Departed," contemplating the idea of the self as

something fragmented and unreliable. She questions the nature of identity,

reflecting on how recollections and documentation can feel hollow or

superficial. X’s provocative musings challenge the viewer to consider how
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well we can know ourselves and how our memories shape our current selves.

When Ross asks about the future, X’s emphatic response of “Goodbye!” to

every word she’s ever expressed reveals a profound resignation and a sense

of loss—underscoring the theme of feeling undervalued in the art world.

This sentiment resonates more deeply as McElwee narrates that despite

upcoming recognition like a retrospective at MoMA—something she had

long desired—X felt persistently undervalued throughout her life. Her

struggle to reconcile her desires with her experiences hints at a broader

commentary on the inadequacy of external validation and the internal battles

every artist faces.

As we witness X’s interactions with Ross, it becomes clear that her artistic

journey is a complex tapestry woven with desire, disappointment, and the

urgent search for meaning, making Chapter 25 a poignant reflection on

identity, recognition, and the human experience.
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Chapter 26 Summary: 1995

In Chapter 26 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the narrative unfolds

 on New Year’s Eve 1995, where Oleg Hall visits X and the narrator after a

period of emotional withdrawal. Oleg arrives with an extravagant spread,

including champagne and a new toy poodle named Dominic. Despite the

festive atmosphere, tension surfaces between X and Oleg, reflecting their

tumultuous relationship. After Oleg abruptly leaves, X expresses her

affection for him, referring to him as a "child." 

Shortly after, X leaves for the city, leaving the narrator to meet an electrician

named Olivia, who unexpectedly reveals her past as X’s second wife. Olivia

shares haunting details of their brief marriage, hinting at abuse and the

complexities of X's character. Her visit, disguised as a professional, exposes

vulnerabilities in the narrator’s relationship with X. The encounter leaves the

narrator conflicted, wrestling with doubts about their own happiness and the

shadows of X’s past.

When X returns, she senses something amiss, but the narrator lies about the

electrician’s visit, trying to protect their fragile peace. A later conversation

about stalkers leads to a disturbing incident where X self-harms, a drastic

way of asserting control and expressing anguish. This act frightens the

narrator but also somehow deepens their connection, offering a peculiar

sense of relief and intimacy they haven’t experienced before.
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The chapter intricately balances moments of discomfort with brief glimpses

of contentment, as the couple navigates their complex emotions. Their

relationship, marked by relational turbulence and unresolved tensions,

paradoxically evolves into what feels like a peaceful coexistence, suggesting

how love can manifest in strange, layered ways amidst chaos. As time

passes, the narrator reflects on these experiences, acknowledging how

memories shift, leaving behind an ambivalent yearning for clarity in their

love story. The chapter concludes on a note of muted normalcy, hinting at

the complicated interplay between relief and love that defines their lives

together.

Key Elements Description

Setting New Year’s Eve 1995

Characters X, Oleg Hall, Narrator, Olivia

Oleg's Arrival Brings champagne and poodle named Dominic; highlights tension
with X.

Relationship
Dynamics

Tumultuous relationship between X and Oleg; X refers to Oleg
affectionately as a "child." 

Olivia's Visit Reveals she is X’s second wife; shares haunting past, suggests
abuse.

Narrator's
Conflict Struggles with doubts about happiness and X’s past.

X's Return Notes tension; narrator lies about Olivia's visit to maintain peace.
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Key Elements Description

Incident of
Self-Harm

X self-harms during a conversation about stalkers, deepening
intimacy and fear.

Emotional
Balance Moments of discomfort versus contentment in the relationship.

Conclusion Ends on muted normalcy, reflecting on the ambivalence of love and
memory.
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Chapter 27: Santa Fe

In this poignant chapter, the narrator, who feels a blend of grief and

 compulsion, returns to the office of X, the late partner who had shaped their

life together—a space heavy with memories marked by loss. It's eight years

since X's death, and in a surprising turn, the narrator is selling their shared

cabin, a move they never thought they'd make. The chapter captures their

visceral need to clear out X's belongings, revealing the emotional intricacies

tied to each item. Among the cast-offs is a notebook bearing three addresses

in New Mexico, hinting at X's life and passions beyond their relationship.

In 2005, the narrator eventually finds Shelley, X's former lover, in Santa Fe.

From the moment she opens the door, there's an uncanny connection

between their past and present, amplified by Shelley’s beauty and playful

demeanor, which juxtaposes sharply with the narrator's haunting memories

of X. As they converse, an uncomfortable air settles over the room—a mix

of yearning, jealousy, and resentment. Shelley’s young, naive excitement

about her love for X clashes with the narrator’s bitterness and pain. This

strain intensifies when Shelley inadvertently reminds the narrator of X’s
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Chapter 28 Summary: Retrospective

In Chapter 28 of "Biography of X," we delve into an intimate and reflective

 conversation between X and Walters, revealing X’s complex relationship

with her identity as a writer and performer. X expresses a deep curiosity

about the world but admits to a certain discomfort with performance,

preferring the façade of characters to the spotlight of her own reality. This

leads to poignant musings about the struggle of escaping one’s past and the

burden of public scrutiny. X acknowledges that while she tries to understand

her place in society and art, she grapples with a stark contradiction: her

disdain for the culture that recognizes her, even as she yearns for its

approval.

As the chapter unfolds, it becomes clear that despite her accolades in

1994—her retrospective exhibition and a well-received documentary—X

feels a profound sense of dissatisfaction. A quote from her own essay

captures this sentiment: “The happiest years are the shortest,” highlighting

her struggle to embrace joy amidst her achievements. Her public persona is

one of confidence and success, yet in private moments, she feels restless and

discontent, burdened by an ever-present pain.

The dynamic between X and the narrator, who seems to love her deeply yet

feels insecure in her presence, adds another layer of complexity. At a party

celebrating other people's successes, the narrator is painfully aware of their
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differences in societal stature. This anxiety culminates in a shocking moment

when X points a gun at the narrator in a tense encounter that is never fully

explained, symbolizing the volatility of their relationship and the emotional

turmoil simmering just beneath the surface.

Their confrontation leads to a week of silence and reflection. When X visits

the narrator at the cabin, she bluntly asserts that the narrator relies too

heavily on her, revealing the underlying truth that their lives are intertwined

in a way that may be suffocating. Despite the tension, there's a moment of

collective silence that suggests love persists even amidst discord.

X’s notes reveal a longing for something more significant and beautiful in

life, pointing to the emotional undercurrents in her work and life, where love

and art collide. This chapter serves as a profound exploration of identity, the

struggles of recognition versus authenticity, and the complexities of intimate

relationships amid the chaos of creative life.

Aspect Summary

Chapter
Overview

Chapter 28 explores X's complex relationship with her identity as a
writer and performer through a conversation with Walters.

Identity
Struggles

X expresses discomfort with performance and prefers the façade of
characters over her own reality, grappling with her past and public
scrutiny.

Public vs.
Private Self

Despite accolades in 1994, X feels dissatisfaction; her public image
contrasts sharply with her private feelings of restlessness and pain.
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Aspect Summary

Narrator’s
Perspective

The narrator's insecurities are highlighted at a party, showing the
struggles in their relationship compared to societal stature.

Confrontation A tense moment occurs when X brandishes a gun at the narrator,
symbolizing the volatility of their relationship.

Aftermath The week of silence leads to reflections on their intertwined lives,
suggesting suffocation yet hinting at enduring love.

Emotional
Longing

X's notes reveal a desire for beauty and significance in life, combining
the emotional core of her work with her reality.

Themes
The chapter explores identity, the tension between recognition and
authenticity, and the complexity of intimate relationships in a creative
life.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace the complexities of your identity

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 28 of 'Biography of X,' the

exploration of X’s relationship with her identity—as both a writer and

performer—reminds you of the importance of embracing the

multifaceted nature of who you are. It teaches you that discomfort and

confrontation with your own identity can lead to deeper

self-understanding. Just like X, you may feel the pressure of societal

expectations and the weight of public scrutiny, yet these struggles can

be the catalyst for profound personal growth. By accepting and

exploring the contradictions within yourself, rather than shying away

from them, you can carve out a space where authenticity thrives,

allowing you to move beyond the façade and genuinely engage with

your passions and relationships.
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Chapter 29 Summary: November 11, 1996

In Chapter 29 of "Biography of X" by Catherine Lacey, the story opens with

 a haunting and tragic scene where the narrator finds his wife, X,

unresponsive on the floor. The atmosphere is thick with the shock and

disbelief of her sudden death, leaving the narrator to grapple with an

overwhelming mix of emotions. Initially, he clings to the hope that this is

just one of her playful games, but he quickly realizes the grim reality.

Despite attempting to call her back to life with mundane details about lunch,

he is met with silence that solidifies his despair.

As authorities arrive—police and a coroner—the narrator reflects on the

absurdity of life continuing outside while his world shatters. The sense of

isolation deepens as he is put through the motions of paperwork and

protocols, and he struggles to make sense of what has happened. He is

plagued by questions about whether he could have somehow prevented her

death, feeling a mix of guilt and helplessness. The coroner ultimately tells

him that her heart simply gave out, a diagnosis that he finds unsatisfactory,

given the complexity of his feelings and memories surrounding their life

together.

The narrative shifts to his daily existence after X's death—marked by chaos

and disconnection. His home feels like a ghost town, with unanswered phone

calls and the weight of unacknowledged grief. Reporters invade his privacy,

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


seeking a story in the tragedy, while he sinks deeper into solitude, even

purchasing a gun out of paranoia and rage at the world. Speculation swirls

around the circumstances of X's death, with whispers of foul play and

conspiracy that only intensify the narrator's anguish.

Throughout this turmoil, the narrator continues to speak to X as if she were

still present, sharing mundane updates about grocery lists and daily errands.

His refusal to accept her absence is palpable; he longs for her voice and

companionship, creating a poignant paradox where he desires both intimacy

and isolation. The chapter closes with the stark reality of her autopsy, where

the clinical details of her body contrast the deep emotional connection they

once shared, underscoring themes of love, loss, memory, and the struggle to

reconcile life with death. The narrator remains trapped in his memories,

haunted by the life they shared, unwilling to let go even as he grapples with

an overwhelming sense of loneliness.
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