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by Bruce Elder The following 1s an excerpt from the narration for

Canadian filmmaker Bruce Elder’s Lamentations: A
Monument for the Dead World. The film, which was
completed in 1985 with a running time of 7-1/2
hours, has been described by Elder as “‘a story of love
fallen on hard times.”’




In 1976, I was involuntarily admitted to a men-
tal hospital, held, as they say, at the pleasure of the
Lieutenant Governor, that is, incarcerated for a
period of no fixed duration. I had become suicidally
depressed but, I hasten to add, had perpetrated no
actual violence on anyone nor even attacked, emo-
tionally or physically, close friends or relatives, for I
had, throughout the weeks leading up to the institu-
tionalization, kept pretty much to myself. Moreover,
those few people whom I did see had no knowledge
of the state I had come to since I am a master at
dissimulation if nothing else.

Involuntary admission means a locked ward and
a nurse stationed outside your door for twenty-four
hours a day. You get used to the constant noise and
the incessant uproar, to hearing lunatic laughter and
cursing all through the night, to the general grime and
the defiled clothes, and to the degraded expressions
on the faces of fellow patients. In fact, your powers
of adaption quite surprise you and give you hope.
What you never get accustomed to is the terrible
agony of never being alone for a minute. A nurse
accompanies you when you shave, when you take a
bath or use the toilet, when you change into or out of
your clothes. She watches over you at night and so
enters your dreams, leaving you no escape from her
even in sleep. She accompanies you to the common
room and her watchful presence beside you identifies
you as “‘a real case’ to the other patients.

A mental hospital 1s the opposite of a prison in
this respect. In a prison, special punishment usually
takes the form of solitary confinement, while in a
mental hospital it takes the form of compulsory life
in common. Whether isolation from one’s fellow con-
victs is worse than the unrelenting invasion of one’s
private space, I cannot say, never having been sub-

jected to the former. But I would conjecture that I,
for one, would prefer the delirious, dream-like state
that I imagine the former induces to the cretinous
effects that follow as the spirit contracts into an
ever-diminishing personal space, for the latter can
only be likened to soul murder.

The people with whom I associated in this place
were an assorted bunch: women convicted of beating
or neglecting their children; men convicted of
wife-beating, of child molesting, of exhibitionism, or,
like myself, of having self-destructive propensities. In
fact, other than myself, all of the depressives, with a
single exception, were women; males, it seems, gener-
ally direct their aggression outward toward others,
while women generally turn it toward themselves.
This mournful group of women and weakly men
banded together, mostly out of fear of the drubbing
we would get if, alone in the company of a few
violent men, we unwittingly revealed our timidity.
Even though I have, for as long as I can remember,
felt more comfortable in the company of women
than of men, that there were almost no other men in
this group certainly exacerbated my feelings of isola-
tion.

Nearly all the patients, as they called them
(though those who were being held involuntarily to
protect soclety from harm could more accurately be
called ““prisoners’), whether they were of a violent or
of a depressive nature, were sullen, envious, boastful
people; surprisingly vain, considering their conditions;
and above all, sticklers for form, even if those forms
might not be conspicuous to those unaware of their
nature and odd even to those who are. They were,
therefore, very prone to tfaking offense. Conse-
quently, one had constantly to be on his guard
against provoking a violent outburst. You lived
mostly by your wits, if you were lucky enough to
keep some about, otherwise you were in peril and
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certainly couldn’t maintain any real hope of getting
out of there unscathed. Ah well, every revolution is a
throw of the dice.

A few brave souls seemed indefatigably cheerful.
These people were regarded with contempt by every-
one else and mostly because their ability to take
delight in commonplace things was regarded as a
serious breach of the code of behavior. Not to be
surprised, delighted, or aroused to curiosity by any-
thing was considered the highest formal virtue. The
nearly constant contempt to which these people were
subjected, the slander and backbiting which swirled
around them incessantly, resulted in their becoming
cringing and feeble.

If the stress on good form accomplished any-
thing, it was that it broke a man’s vital rage, ener-
vated his rebellious soul, cowing him and enfeebling
him, holding up the morally withered corpse as
evidence of the triumph of order, penitence, and
reformation. Of course, this stress on good form
attains only false and external results. A man who has
endured such humiliation at the hands of society will
certainly mourn for the rest of the years he goes on
living — or, at least, persisting in existing — the loss of
those parts of his soul he had to sacrifice in order that
his entire physical being might endure unharmed and
will avenge him for that humiliation when the first
opportunity presents itself.

On the morning of the eleventh day of my
institutionalization, I slept past dawn. This was
unusual since 1 have, from boyhood on, managed to
maintain a vigilance even while I sleep, and, conse-
quently, I generally sleep rather lightly. Sound sleep 1
hardly know of by experience, but mostly by observ-
ing others in that state. However, I was by this point

quite exhausted for I had, until then, been kept
awake every night by the clamor in the hallways and
common rooms that carried on well into the early
hours of the morning. That night, however, for the
first time, 1 slept deeply, undisturbed by the racket
around me; in fact, my awakening when I did was due
only to the cold. Nearly all the other patients had
awakened long before I did and, looking out the door
of my bedroom, which of course was kept constantly
open, not just through the day but all through the
night as well, I could see that most had already
dressed and were already lurking about in attitudes of
sullenness, remorse, and resentment. A few had al-
ready begun the quarreling and bickering that would
occupy them through the entire day and half the
night as well.

“You fat sow.”

“Fat sow, eh. Well I'll teach you that my weight
can crush you.”

The references to obesity informed me that a
patient by the name of Bergaillon was involved in the
quarrel. Bergaillon was a tall, ruddy, very heavy man
of about forty-five years of age, but with the intel-
ligence of a five-year-old. I went out into the hallway
and found that Bergaillon was contemptuously push-
ing another patient with whom I was not acquainted
and over whom he towered by fully a head. The look
in Bergaillon’s eyes was of a fierceness I had not seen
before and made me fear for the patient’s life. Ber-
gaillon clenched his giant fist and I was certain that
the two of them would fall to actual fighting at any
moment. But no sooner did the situation threaten to
erupt into violence than five patients grabbed hold of
Bergaillon and two took hold of the slighter man and
drew the two apart. On several later occasions I
observed exactly the same sequence of events involv-
ing other participants, and came to realize that
through these incidents, relations of dominance and



submission were established. Not once did these
incidents lead to real violence, even though there was
real violence about us constantly.

I met in the ward a young man by the name of
David Golub. He was a fine looking man of about
fifty, with rather delicate features, and in the midst
of all of this grime and sloppiness, wore fine wool
sweaters, Italian-cut trousers, and Spanish loafers. He
was, In fact, beside myself, the only male institu-
tionalized for depression. Out of fear, I supposed, he
seemed 1mpossibly aloof and, when answering any
question that had been put to him, so deliberated on
every word in order to avoid provoking hostility that
attempts at conversation with him left one feeling
quite ravaged and devastated. 1 asked around about
him and was told that he was a construction engineer
with a passion for Portugal and a large collection of
guns. Recently, he had signed a contract giving the
assets of his construction firm to his partners for a
miserly sum. Some said that this had happened
because he was quite mad at the time and was suf-
fering delusions about forsaking his worldly goods
and going off to an Edenic paradise he seemed to
have patterned on Portugal; others said he had done
this in a fit of pique that had momentarily affected
his judgement and that his institutionalization was
merely part of his efforts to have the contract de-
clared void by reason of his having been incompetent
when he entered into it, there being no other appar-
ent way to regain partial control of his company. All
agreed though that he read a great deal, and that it
was his voracious, indeed excessive, appetite for
literature that had abstracted from his down-to-earth
concerns and caused this error of judgement. These
rumors only made him more attractive to me, even

though his conversational manner made it impossible
to discuss anything with him openly and freely. One
evening, however, during the period in which viewing
television was permitted, and there were, conse-
quently, few other patients in the hallway, I encoun-
tered him coming out of the bathroom and decided
to take advantage of the deserted condition of our
surroundings, which added a certain intimacy to our
chance meeting, to invite him into my room for a
smoke. A look of horror, of utter disgust distorted his
face grotesquely, he muttered a few incoherent
words, swung his fist at me wildly, but missed, and
rushed off in a flustered disarray. From that time on,
whenever we passed in the hallways, he gave a look of
alarm, and once, when all the other patients left a
common room we both had been sharing with them
and he found himself alone with me, he called for the
guards to have me removed. This they did.

There were, besides Golub, two other men of
means installed on my ward. They were, as might
easily be imagined, regarded with hostility and dislike
by the others. Of the fact that they, too, were now
brought to exactly the same conditions as all the
others and that their memories of their former
circumstances might have made their present situa-
tion more painful, the others were not really aware,
though they did, nevertheless, taunt them with the
downfall and looked with enjoyment on their present
suffering. It could never be said, however, that these
formerly wealthy patients were more noble than the
others, for they had, to be sure, developed character-
istics every bit as base and petty as the rest of the
patients and could on no reasonable grounds whatso-
ever claim any sort of moral authority over them.
Still, the simple difference between their deportment



and that of others made it difficult, if not impossible,
for these men to gain the respect and love of the
others.

One of this pair was a Pole whose name I never
did learn. He was elaborately polite or, more pre-
cisely, his character was made up of a paradoxical
combination of obsequiousness toward and aversion
from the common caste. He was an abject little man,
totally lacking in loyalty and fellow feeling. His
haughtiness and his cringing cowardice would, I am
quite sure, have made him quite well suited for an
executive job in a large corporation or the manager of
a girlie revue, for he would certainly have succeeded
in such positions by attracting, through his obse-
quious and elaborate politeness, the loyalty of those
whom his haughty contempt would allow him to
exploit to his own ends.

The second was a dull-witted, prosaic, fastidious
little man. He was, in fact, exact beyond any degree
that reason could justify and was constantly finding
fault. Everyone avoided him because his tendency to
stand on ceremony and his general demand for preci-
sion made him ready to take offense at the slightest
error or the tiniest slip in judgement. Besides this, he
was naive to an extraordinary degree and the others
would, frequently and with full deliberateness,
exploit his gullibility to the end of having a laugh at
his expense. He was, however, helpful to me in my
first few days at the asylum, for he explained to me
many things that would have taken me a long time to
discern on my own,; but after the first two or three
weeks, I worked assiduously at avoiding him.

One day, after I had been in the asylum for
several weeks, a nurse came to me and instructed me
to go to the common room for I had a visitor waiting



for me there. I, who had been abandoned by my
friends, or had abandoned them, had a visitor. Who
could it be? When I reached the entrance to the
common room, [ saw my mother across the room.
Since I noticed her before she noticed me, I thought
of turning back. I didn’t want anything to do with
the humiliations of meeting her and, besides, my
anger with her was just too strong at the moment to
permit me to be confident that I would say nothing I
might regret. But something — perhaps it was a sense
of filial duty, or perhaps it was simply politeness, but
most likely it was a love that I no longer wished to
acknowledge and did my best to secret away from
myself — would not permit me to do this, and I kept
on, crossed the room and sat down beside her. She
would not acknowledge the circumstances in which
we were meeting and so opened the conversation with
remarks about a visit she had had from her grand-
children and reports on new consumer products she
and my father had purchased. She sat only several
inches from me on a sofa, but never looked my way,
and instead stared at the brown paper bag which sat
on her lap, with which she fidgeted constantly. The
contents of the bag were obviously bulky and, of
course, I imagined they were a cake or some kind of
treat she had brought for me from home, partly to
cheer me up but mostly to express, without words,
the sentiment that I was still her beloved son. How-
ever, she left with the bag so I never learned whether
this really was the case, and in her uncomfortableness
and anxiety simply forgot to leave the bag and its
contents with me, or whether my imaginings were the
result of baseless, wishful thinking.

The visit lasted for some time and the vacuous-
ness of the conversation made the duration seem even
longer than it actually was. I wondered if she knew
what humiliations I was experiencing as a result of
her visit and had decided, in full consciousness, to

inflict them on me. I pictured to myself the taunts I
would be subjected to from other patients on the
ward when she left. And — the most daunting pros-
pect of all — I imagined the interview that would
soon take place with the nurse responsible for my
care for the purpose of determining whether I was
making adequate progress in being rehabilitated.

After what seemed a great while she rose to her
feet and said suddenly and coldly, as though to pre-
empt any display of emotion, “I'd best be going now;
take care,”” and walked off. I tried to look into her
eyes to see if they were moist, but she observed my
efforts and averted them, making it impossible to
determine with certainty whether they were or were
not, but I think that they were not. This was the only
visit I received from anyone in my family in the six
months during which I was institutionalized, and
when I attended a family gathering a few weeks after
being released, no mention was made of thé period
during which we had not seen one another.

All incidents described in this text are fictional. The
text does not represent any actual incidents. — B.E.




