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ABSTRACT

I shall examine the representation of “fat” bodies at the
close of the 19th and 20th centuries, my major focus being on
the late nineteenth century in Germany and England. | shall use
the figure of the “fat detective” to examine the shift in the mean-
ing of “thought” in both the popular fiction and high science of
the day. The role of “brain mythologies” in constructing the im-
age of “thinking” is also a question in our contemporary culture.
How do fat detectives think?
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Recently Steven Shapin, a short, rather rotund scholar of the
history of science, wrote a striking essay on the eating habits of skiny
philosopher-scientists.2 His argument is that, at Jeast in the West,
there is a powerful myth about the need for such men to have a “lean
and hungry look.” That all of his examples are men is not incidental.
QOur collective fantasy of the appropriate body of the male thinker
stands at the center of Shapin’s work. 1 want to ask the corollary
question: What happens to the image of the “thinking male” when
that male body is fat, even obese? Shapin’s point, of course, 1s that Sir
Isaac Newton, that proverbial thinker who is reputed to have forgotten
whether he had eaten his chicken or not, actually died hugely
bloated—like so many academics. There is a great disparity between
the way we imagine that bodies should look and function and our
mythmaking about them. In complicated ways, the fat detective is the
antithesis of the lean philosopher.

The fat detective reflects in complex ways how general as well
as medical culture shifted its image of the thinking body in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. What is there about the repre-
sentation of a fat, thinking body that makes a fat detective a different
categorial type than a thin philosopher? This tale is rooted in a certain
notion of the body and its relationship to thought. The image of the
fat detective can be found well before the nineteenth century and
continues, as many of us have seen, in the overweight title character
of the recent BBC detective series Cracker, Dr. Eddie “Cracker” Fitz-
gerald (played by Robbie Colirane). Dr. Eddie Fitzgerald, nicknamed
Cracker, is an out-of-work forensic psychologist who occasionally
helps the Manchester police “crack™ hard-to-solve cases by interre-
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gating or “cracking” suspects and witnesses. But the centra) quality of
this character is his own nervousness, his own sense of himself as a
misfit, his own marginal status as a professional. His oversized body
seems to symbolically represent this. But it also evokes his mode of
inquiry. His approach seems to be empathetic rather than analytic; he
feels with and for the victims and even with the criminals, rather than
being a “pure intellect” dissecting and uncovering the truth. One can
note, however, that when ABC unsuccessfully remade Cracker for
Ametican television and moved its setting to diet-conscious Los An-
geles, the svelte Robert Pastorelli was called in to play the protagonist,
now called Gerry Fitzgerald. The character was the same; only the
body was different. The viewers’ response was accordingly different.
The fat detective’s body is a different sort of male body than
that of the skinny philosopher. Huge, ungainly, sedentary, it houses
the brain of a detective. But if is a different sort of detective than the
strong hard-boiled or the thin ratiocinating one. It is a body out of all
moderation. It is not a “modern” body, if by modetn we imagine the
body as trained, lithe, strong, active, and thus supremely masculine.
Such an obese body seems more feminine, but certainly not female; it
is expressive of the nature of the way that the detective seems fo
“think.” His thought processes strike us as intuitive and emotional,
“ferninine” rather than analytic and objective. The ratiocinating de-
tective, such as Edgar Allan Poe’s C. Auguste Dupin, thinks with his
brain. The hard-boiled detective (such as Dashiel Hammett’s Sam
Spade, at least in Humphrey Bogart’s rail-thin depiction) thinks with
his fists. Our fat detective seems to think with his gut.’ For it is the
visible body fat which marks his body. This is quite different from a
ratiocinating detective like Sherlock Holmes, whose “kingdom is his
study and his weapons are intellectual—logic, memory, conceniration.
He traps criminals in the corridors of his own mind rather than in a
back alley at midnight. He is a culiivated gentleman, whose recreation
is the library.” The fat detective is a counter-type to this intellectual
deteciive. He seems to think, but he is primarily intuitive and empa-
thetic; he needs his fat as a shield from the world. His physical im-
moderation becomes a means of showing both his vulnerability and
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his strength, He is sedentary rather than active; his intellectual gifts
feed his intuition.

Michel Foucault, in The Uses of Pleasure, wrote that there has
always been a contrast between pleasure and the rational in the West:
“The relationship of the logos to the practice of pleasures was de-
scribed by Greek philosophy of the fourth century . . . Moderation
implied that the logos be placed in a position of supremacy in the
human being and that it be able to subdue the desires and regulate
behavior. Whereas in the immoderate individual, the force that de-
sires usurps the highest place and rules tyrannically; in the individual
who is sophron, it is reason that commands and prescribes.”® What
happens when desire becomes a means of thinking, an alternative
mode of intelligence? The immeoderate, according to the Greeks,
could never think rationally. Our fat detectives seem to do well in this
department, for their job, always well done, is to solve the case. This
they do with elegance and grace—not in spite of, but because of their
bulk.

Fictions of Fat Detectives

In 1891 Wilhelm Raabe, best known as one of the foremost re-
gtonal colorists in late nineteenth-century German letters, published
his novel Stopfkuchen, subtitled a “Murder and Sea” tale.® Translated
as “Tubby Schaumann,” a rough approximation of the nickname of
the protagonist, it is the exemplary and, perhaps, first account of the
mental process of the fat detective. Here we have an amateur sleuth
whose primary quality seems to be his huge body and his insatiable
appetite. Heinrich “Stopfkuchen” Schaumann’s bulk and his fleshly
desires make it seemingly impossible for him to leave the world of
the small village where he was raised. He lives for cakes and pies; his
primary position is lying prone under the hedges looking for people
who come down the paths. He is the prototypical fat man, “so lazy
and so fat and so decent and so loveable™ (174). His body is “seen”
as different. Indeed his name, Schaumann, means one who sees or is
seen.
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The antithetical body in this murder mystery is that of his youth-
ful friend, Eduard, whose narrative frames the novel. He returns from
South Africa, where he had made a new life, to visit his hometown.
There he discovers his old friend had married the daughter of Quakatz,
the owner of the isolated and infamous Red Bank Farm. Quakatz had
been accused of the murder of the farmer Kienbaum, with whom he
had often quarreled. Never prosecuted for the crime because of the
lack of evidence, his guilt was plain to everyone in the town. After his
victim’s lifeless body had been found decades before, he had spent all
of his waking hours trying to prove his innocence. Into this home
came the young Tubby Schaumann who married Quakatz’s vivacious,
red-haired daughter. “How a man with Tubby Schaumann’s physical
constitution managed [to have her fall in love with him] so quickly I
don’t know, but he did” (186). The novel reveals to his visitor and the
reader how Schaumann uncovered the identity of the real murderer. In
doing this, the physical nature of the sleuth becomes his greatest asset.
No one would imagine that this passive, overweight farmer would be
able to unravel any mystery, especially one which the community had
believed long solved. (By the way, the real murderer was Storzer, the
postman whose stories of the world had inspired Tubby’s friend to
immigrate to Aftica.)

Tubby’s fat body is his most powerful ally. He is invisible in his
bulk, and he is tenacious in his powers of observation. He is the sci-
entist-observer, a prototype the late nineteenth-century detective story
used to great effect. He is an amateur paleontologist, whose discovery
of a mammoth skeleton makes his reputation in scientific circles. But
his contemporaries see him in much the same way as they see his
discovery—as a huge, unwieldy, primitive object. This double vision
frames his scientific gaze. Tubby’s body is a primitive body, which
should contain a primitive consciousness.® His school biology teacher
had compared him to the bradypus: “Look at him all of you, Schau-
mann, the stoth. There he sits again on the dullard’s bench, like the
bradypus, the sioth. Has hair the color of withered leaves and with
four molars. Crawls slowly up onto another class—I mean, climbs up
a tree and stays there until he has eaten the last leaf” (215). Even his
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friend sees his preoccupation with food as a sign that he should be
“let to crawl sloth-like into his tree” (225). But this sloth-like de-
meanor has a “cold-bloodedness which had something uncanny about
it” (225). Schaumann unravels the murder to his fiiend, revealing to
him that the postman, whose friend and disciple he was, had commit-
ted the crime. But, of course, the fat body of the detective here is not
the body of the sloth, What appears to be slothfulness is in fact intro-
spection, Tubby’s hobby, collecting fossils, is a closer clue to his re-
lationship to the “primitive” body of the sloth. He is the observer
whose passivity masks the rational mind at work. He is pure intellect
encased in an immobile body.

Schaumann proves, at least to himself, that he had solved the
crime when, in good detective style, he observes the actual murderer
at the grave of his accused father-in-law. Evoking the means by which
Hamlet captured the conscience of the king, Tubby watches Stérzer as
he listens to the preacher’s eulogy at Quakatz's grave. Schaumann
knows by observing; his trick 1s to place his bulk in one place and
look at the world, whether at the landscape of Quakatz’s Red Bank
Farm or the world of the murderer, He knows because of his bulk and
his bulk, fed by the riches of the world in which he exists, seems al-
most an extension of the farm. His childhood friend, in spite all of his
peregrinations throughout the world, knows much less of the werld
than does the fat man who remains at home. Eduard’s lean and fit
look is appropriate to the explover, but his exploration cannot uncover
the basic truths of the world as can Schaumann’s sedentary life of
observation, He comments to his friend: “We licked our plates and we
licked the world, poor creatures that we were. For the many things
that I had to keep to myself down there in the town and in that school
of yours I had all the outlet in the world up here. And this is where |
developed the lyrical and epical qualities buried within my genial
corpulence, as you used to call it down there. Of course, my sense of
the dramatic I gladly left lying dormant there in what you termed my
paunch” (241). At the end of the novel, after St6rzer’s death, Tubby
reveals to Edward the name of the real murderer, revealing it in the
town pub, so that all will know his father-in-law’s innocence. This is
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the dramatic moment, which he uses to reveal to the world not only
the identity of the real murderer but also his insight mto the workings
of the human mind. His gut knows and reveals the truth.

The gut truth of the fat detective is not to be found in the world
of the inteliect but in his body. Tubby’s doctor warns him to avoid
straining his mind. This is ironic, as the life of the mind is and has
been Tubby’s hallmark. But he falls back as needed on the idea that
too much mental activity might be harmful. He is invited formally to
expose Stérzer, who had died just before his friend had returned from
Africa, to the public prosecutor, to clear the name of his father-in-law:
“T'd love to, if it were possible and my doctor hadn’t forbidden it,”
laughed Schaumann. “Oh, if you had any idea, Schellbaum, how em-
phatically that man Oberwasser has forbidden me intellectual stimu-
lus of any kind, you would leave me lying under my hedge as in other
and better days” (301). He leaves the inn with his friend, having
solved the murder, without claiming the laurels of the detective but
with the truth revealed o all who could overhear.

The fat detective in Raabe’s novel is able to solve the case of
Kienbaum'’s murder over the course of decades because of the passive,
sedentary nature of his body. His bedy, which appears to be bioated
and obese, is the perfect vehicle for a sort of emotional—not intel-
lectual—exploration of the inner souls of those about him. He is not
an “intellectual” but a keen observer. His ability to place, like Cracker,
the real murderer into circumstances where he confesses his crime, is
the reflex of the fat which forms his body and which reflects the em-
pathetic nature of his soul. He does not track him down but waits until
he comes to him and confesses. This is another form of intefligence,
an intelligence seemingly contradicted by the visible form of Tubby’s
“slothful” body. Schaumann is more than corpulent; he is fat incar-
nate. His fat is not only the sign of the successful farmer, as his friend
notes when he first sees him sitting before the farmhouse, having not
seen him for decades; it is also a sign of the type of archeology of the
soul which the detective undertakes. Tubby’s girth may seem to be an
impediment to his role as a scientist; but it becomes the sign of his
success, as a farmer, a paleontologist, and a sleuth.
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Tubby’s body seems indeed to be a return to the primitive, pre-
rational (and pre-industrial) world. But it only masks his inner nature.
In that sense 1t is a truly “modern” body. During WW1I Gottfried Benn,
in his “Geséinge,” conjures, like many of the moderns, the return to
the primitive as desirable:

O dass wir unsere Ururahnen wiren,

Ein Kliimpchen Schleim in einem warmen Moor.”
[O that we were our ancestors’ ancestors.

A lump of slime in a warm moor.]

This desire to return to the primitive state before the rational
seems to be a result of the war and its destruction of the value of the
rational. As Theodor Adorno noted about this poem, the “repulsive
nature of the state to which the poet pretends he wishes to return, but
to which no return is possible, reinforces his protest against a suffer-
ing which has historical causes.”'® However, it is the intellectual (a
term which Benn comes to detest) who can write about this return to
the primal state. The return to the primordial fat body can be accom-
plished while the return to the slime cannot. This modern bedy, exter-
nally fat but masking the internal processes of civilization, is that of
the fat detective. The fat detective represents a reaction (or at least
half a reaction) against the claims of science and of objectivity, of the
world of the intellect. This is a world against which the modern (even
in the form of Raabe’s world) reacts.

The clearest antithesis of Tubby Schaumann is the most impor-
tant detective of the 1890s, Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes."!
Created in 1887, whip-thin, addicted to cocaine rather than food, al-
ways ready to head off on a chase at the drop of a clue, Holmes re-
mains the exemplary rational detective.'” His regular feats of obser-
vation stun his rather dull-witted companion, Dr. John Watson, but all
rely on his ability to causally link “facts” following the model of
analytic thinking he learned in medical school from Dr. Joseph Bell."
Again it is the scientist, but here the scientist as activist, who makes
the perfect intellectual detective. He often sinks into a stupor, aided
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by his tobacco and cocaine. Yet this detective also goes out into the
world gathering facts. Holmes roams the length of Europe—all the
way to Tibet—for knowledge. His is the explorer’s body, Sir Henry
Morton Stanley’s body, as well as that of the detective.

But there 1s another Holmes in these tales. Holmes’s older and
wiser brother, Mycroft, is introduced in 1892 in The Strand Maga-
zine's publication of “The Case of the Greek Interpreter"’” Like
Tubby Schaumann he is huge and sedentary. “Mycroft Holmes was a
much larger and stouter man than Sherlock. His body was absolutely
corpulent, but his face, though massive, had preserved something of
the sharpness of expression which was so remarkable in that of his
brother”'® (294). Mycroft’s intelligence, glimmering in his eyes (the
mirrors of the soul), seems overburdened by his primitive body. There
1s something quite archaic about it; he has “a broad fat hand, like the
flipper of a seal” (295). He is not quite a sloth, but close enough.

Mycroft is the better brother, as his younger sibling grudgingly
admits. Holmes states, “he was my superior in observation and de-
duction. If the art of the detective began and ended in the reasoning
from an arm-chair, my brother would be the greatest criminal agent
that ever lived” (293). What makes Holmes the better is that he is
willing to use his powers in the world. Mycroft, like Tubby Schau-
mann in the end, is merely an amateur sleuth, not a really consulting
detective. The amateur nature of his undertaking is seemingly tied to
his lack of desire to pursue truth to its bitter ends: “What is to me a
means of livelihood is to him the merest hobby of a dilettante” (294).
Here it is the quality of the amateur, in Tubby’s case the amateur pa-
leontologist as detective, that is central. These are not professional
detectives whose world is the world of action, but amateurs whose
mtetests include other paths in the world besides that of rational de-
tection. This 1s the model which eventually evolves into that string of
fat detectives which culminates in Cracker. Such detectives of the
1890s are imagined as thinking differently. They are related to the
figure of Shertock Holmes, but they do seem to think in a different
manner. They appear to think through their bodies, but this is decep-
tive. Their bodies provide an image of obesity which masks their
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sharp powers of observation and deduction.
The Science of Thinking with Your Gut

To understand the notion of the fat detective, it is necessary to
examine the conception of thinking in or with the bedy in the long
turn of the century period from 1880 to 1914. During the course of the
nineteenth century, the relationship between the brain and the nervous
system came to be relatively well-established. The notion of
“thought” as a component of the “soul” was transmuted with the in-
troduction of a medical materialism by scientists such as Johannes
Miiller into a model of thinking through the body. The central discov-
eries here were in the realm of the nature of the nerves themselves.
One of the striking developments in the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury was the discovery that the nerves consisted of two types of fiber.
One fiber carried impulses, The other, in the terms of the model of
electricity dominant in representing the nervous system during this
period, served as insulation. Swrrounding the nerve, this substance
was a fat, which came, by mid-century, to be called “myelining.” It
was understood as absolutely necessary to the correct functioning of
the nervous system.'® It increased the speed of the transmission of
nerve impulses. One can think of this model of the nerve as insulation
wrapped around energy; the inert shielding the active; thought clothed
in fat.

It is clear, as a number of contemporary scholars have shown,
that the notion of the body thinking is an ancient one, It is one notion
of brain localization, which finds its modern formulation in the work
of Franz Joseph Gall and Johannes Spurzheim, but it has its roots in
ancient physiognomic theory."” The idea that the body thinks is an
inherent aspect of Talmudic discourse. Indeed in Baba Metzia 83b-
85a, the tale of Rabbi El’azar, the son of Shim’on, so ably explicated
by Daniel Boyarin, the intuitive nature of this Rabbi as perceiver of
the truth seems to be a reflex of his very body. As a Roman “quis-
ling,” he makes judgments which seem destructive, arbitrary, or fool-
ish, but because he knows the truth intuitively, he is always right. He
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is a fat sleuth whose solutions always turn out to be accurate. One day,
a “certain laundry man” whom he has angrily arrested insults him,
Before he can come to his senses, the man is hanged. As he stands
below the body and weeps for his error, he is told that the man had
violated a number of those mitzvoth (laws) which would have con-
demned him to death anyway. When the Rabbi’s Judgment is thus
verified “he places his hands on his guts and [said]: ‘Be joyful, O my
guts, be joyful! If it is thus when you are doubtful, when you are cer-
tain even more so. [ am confident that rot and worms cannot prevail
over you.” He is drugged and ‘baskets of fat’ are ripped from his gut
and placed in the July sun, And it did not stink. But no fat stinks. It
does if it has red blood vessels in it, and this even though it had red
blood vessels in it, did not stink.”'® It is the betly, now separate from
the body, which has a life of its own. It represents the intuitive ability
of this otherwise suspect figure to judge truth from falsity; it is a gut
feeling, quite literaily.

What happens in the course of the nineteenth century is that the
question of kow the body thinks and with what the body thinks comes
mto the foreground. The notion of the brain as the site of ratiocination
provided an odd Cartesian moment. For the brain, in thinking, is sepa-
rate from the body, But if the brain is part of the neural network, even
if 1t is a central and vital aspect, then the body itself, through the
nerves, thinks. This thought may be different or more primitive than
the thought of the brain. As the “layers” of critical action and locali-
zation are explored, even the brain is seen to have a history, an on-
togeny, inscribed in its anatomical structure. Fat around nerves be-
comes the sign of the development of “higher” powers of thought, for
it is only with the increased speed of neural transmission that thought
becomes possible. It is of course the neurologists who become the
caretakers of the thinking body, of the nervous system. The loss of fat
becomes a means of measuring the efficacy of the nerves,

Historically, fat has a central role in constituting the neurclogi-
cal body. At the beginning of the nineteenth century the “nerve” was
understood as having differentiated “parts.” It was shown to have
layers and layers of fat, which wrapped themselves around what was
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seen as a conduit for pure energy. It was only in the 1830s that Robert
Remak (1836) showed the difference between these myelinated and
unmyelinated fibers.'” He thus discovered that white-matter tracts are
really attached to cell bodies. While he never actually used the word
myelin, the term for the fatty sheath around the nerve, he recognized
the difference between “fat” and “nerve” tissue.

Remak, a Polish Jew, was always marginalized by the science of
his day. His work followed the materialism of Johannes Miiller. Like
Miiller, he desired to understand the material basis of the “soul” in its
physical manifestation as nerves. In 1836 he provisionally described
the differences between “the primitive band” (band of Remak), which
was myelinated fiber, and the “organic fiber” (fiber of Remak), and
also suggested that the nerve cell and nerve fiber were in direct com-
munication with one another. Vital to Remak’s distinction was the
understanding which later dominated his research on the nature of the
nerve, that the fat/myelinated fiber was prior on both ontological and
phylogenic levels.

Louis Ranvier (1872) showed there were nodes in the myelin
and that these “adipose cells” [endoneurium] are part of the connec-
tive tissue of the nerves.?® Unlike Remak, who used a microscope to
make his distinction between the two types of fiber, Ranvier used a
new silver impregnation stain, which provided the first detailed
“look” at the nature of the myelin sheath and the “node of Ranvier” in
the nerve. While this was an obvious anatomical structure when it
was stained, it was not so to the unaided eye. The ability to “see” fat
made it real. “Seeing” fat in the body was important to the neurolo-
gists. A complete nerve was a nerve with a myelin sheath, and the
discovery of demylenating diseases such as multiple sclerosis dysiro-
phy by scientists like K. F. W. Marx and Jean-Martin Charcot showed
the pathological effects of the loss of “fat.”*!

Fat could be seen and therefore distinguished from other parts of
the nerve. Carl Weigert (1882) developed a special staining technique
to visualize myelin as bright red dye.”” The stain used by Ranvier,
while a specific stain for myelin itself, replaced other means of
distinguishing myelin from other nerve fibers. Suddenly the visuali-
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zation of this fat made it even more “real.” From 1878 Weigert, while
he was in Leipzig, studied topical issues of pathology, such as co-
agulation necrosis and the pathogenesis of tuberculosis. But his pri-
mary contributions to the visualization of the nerves were his studies
into histological staining techniques and his development of the prin-
ciple of elective staining, including staining of myelin sheaths. Once
the specificity of seeing myelin was possible, then the theory of its
nature and history evolved.

After the job of identifying the fat which wrapped itself around
the nerve was undertaken, it was Paul Emil Flechsig who returned to
the earlier premise of Remak and, in 1900, theorized how myelin
developed.” (Yes, it is that Flechsig, Daniel Paul Schreber’s doctor,
and the subject of his most intense fantasies. The vocabulary of
Flechsig’s scientific studies of the brain and the nerves finds its way
in grotesque and complex ways into Schreber’s text.**) Flechsig built
on the localization work of Freud’s teacher, Theodor Meynert, who
first related regional structural differences in the cerebral cortex to
specific functions. Flechsig was able to identify groups of fibers and
the thirty-six specific and constant regions of the cortex with which
they are associated. Most importantly, he showed how these cortical
areas developed in a chronological sequence. Fibers in various parts
of the nervous system acquire myelin sheaths at different stages of
development. Thus a study, not of where “fat” appears but when “fat”
appears provided a clue to an archeology of the human nervous sys-
tem. Fat was the key to all human history. It provided the benchmarks
by which one could distinguish between “primitive” and “higher”
stages of development. Myelin was the sign of the potential for hu-
man intelligence. With its appearance, according the Flechsig’s the-
ory, there was a leap in the possibility of thought.

Flechsig’s theoretical work on this map of neural development
had begun in 1893 and was based on the appearance of myelinization
in the subcortical white matter of the fetus and infant. He observed
that there seemed to be three zones and periods of development of the
nerves based on the nature of the myelin. First, there were the motor
and sensory areas that matured earlier (primordial zones); then, the
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intermediate zones; and finally, the regions of late development, the
terminal zones. Flechsig notes that his project of myelogenetic locali-
zation seemed to be “falling back to the phrenology of Gall.” As with
Gall, there was an attempt to see in the structure of the brain and
nervous system reflections on the higher or lower “nature” of human
responses. Flechsig’s work came after that of Raabe’s fat sleuth. He
postulated a developmentat scheme which would have seen “fat”
(now understood as myelin) as the means by which the nerve func-
tioned and also made thought possible. It was a measure of the course
of the development of the nervous system from the most primitive,
uninsulated nerves through to the highest cortical function. Fat detec-
tives think with their guts, but only because of the myelinization of
their nervous system.

In 1920 Flechsig published his last work on the anatomy of the
brain and its development. In this atlas of brain function, he repeats
his thesis that the stages of human development are mirrored in the
myelinization of the brain. As an anatomist, he returns to the prob-
lems of pathology to point out the functions of such levels. By noting
deficits in the living patient, Flechsig can correlate them (he believes)
with the myelin deficiencies in the post-mortem. His map of human
development thus relies on pathological manifestations for its empiri-
cal underpinning. For Flechsig, the history of the brain is a develop-
ment from its elemental processes to those provided by its higher
neural activity. The “projection centers” are the earliest and thus the
most primitive ones. They provide “bodily sensation, visual, auditory,
olfactory and taste.” The sensory awareness of the body is provided
by the nerves sheathed in their fat; the more primitive the nerves, the
more rudimentary the reactions. The sensorum is the earliest and the
most basic level of bodily awareness. Fat is the essence of this layer,
defining its place in the body’s history. (His views were hotly con-
tested by the neurologist Luigi Bianchi.) Thus the “fat” which pro-
tects the nerves is not only necessary for higher thought processes but
also for the basic physical structure of the senses which provide in-
formation to the brain,

Fat “thinks,” but it thinks in such a way as to reveal the evolu-
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tionary development of the species. Like the sloth or the seal, the fat
detective thinks not merely with his brain but with his entire body.
That body is somehow a more rudimentary, atavistic body than that of
the more mobile, whip-thin detective. Mobility is a further sign of the
“progress” inherent in biclogical development. At least this is one of
the truisms of the late nineteenth century. The notion of a more
primitive brain lurking within the nervous system, measured by the
development of myelin, has its roots in the belief in the presence
within the human being of every previous level of neurological de-
velopment. Earlier stages demand different types of and sites for
Judgment. The image of where judgment takes place is also central to
much of Freud’s later work, such as Beyond the Pleasure Principle
(1920). There (in part four) Freud postulates a model of the nervous
system in which the unconsciousness dominates because of inherent
limitations in the evolution of the nervous system. Consciousness, in
this account, is notable for not being a medium in which memory can
be stored. Rather, the aspects of the psyche engaged in the “excitatory
process” are provided with a literal shield against these stimuli of
perception (28: 27). This shield envelops the cortical layer and shields
it from external stimuli, but not from internal ones. Freud postulates
that this is a higher or later level of embryological and, therefore,
evolutionary development. The most simplified organism is, for
Freud, “an undifferentiated vesicle of a substance that is susceptible
to stimulation” (28: 26). Such exposed organisms can exist only if
they develop some form of protection against unmediated exposure to
the world. And that is accomplished through evolutionary change:
“Indeed embryology, in its capacity as a recapitulation of develop-
mental history, actually shows us that the central nervous system
originates from the ectoderm; the grey matter of the cortex remains a
derivative of the primitive superficial layer of the organism and may
have inherited some of its essential properties” (28: 26). This external
level, the primitive level, becomes “permanently modified” by ac-
quiring a crust in order to limit and channel the reception of stimuli.
The nervous system wants to limit such excitation and this external,
procrustean layer begins fo serve as insulation. It permits internal
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stimulation from the unconscious while limiting and structuring ac-
cess from the external world. Freud is speaking of the psyche in this
context, but his model is that of the nervous system with its layer of
insulation.

Freud’s differentiation between internal processes and their de-
pendence on the evolutionary structure of the brain is keyed to the
meaning of fat as a sign of health rather than pathology. If myelin is
the sign of the ability of the nervous system to work more efficiently
and thus to permit the detective’s judgment, body fat in the nineteenth
century becomes the analogous “public” sign of this health. Weir
Mitchell, in his Fat and Blood and How to Make Them (1877), ties
the lack of “visible” body fat to the notion of an insufficiency of the
nerves. It is hysteria which can result when the body becomes too thin:
“I think the first thing which strikes an American in England is the
number of inordinately fat people, and especially fat women . . . this
excess of flesh we usually associate with slothfulness . . 7 (13). In
fact, he proceeds to state, such fat is a prophylaxis against disease:
“This must make . . . some difference in their relative hability to cer-
tain forms of disease” (15). It is primarily women who suffer from
this loss of fat and the resulting nervousness: “a large group of
women, especially those said to have nervous exhaustion, or who are
described as having spinal irritation. . . . have a tender spine, and soon
or later enact the whole varied drama of hysteria” (25-26). They are
“lacking in color and had not lost flesh” (27). But even men can suf-
fer from such a debility of the nerves, specifically through traumatic
experiences: “Nor is this less true of men, and I have many a time
seen soldiers who had ridden boldly with Sheridan or fought gallantly
with Grant, become, under the influence of painful nerve wounds, as
irritable and hysterically emotional as the veriest girl.” They undergo
“moral degradation” (28).”

Fat men and women are mentally healthy; thin men and women
suffer. The result, of course, is “the rest cure” made popular in our
own day by Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s tale, “The Yellow Wallpa-
per,” where she speaks of her own treatment by Weir Mitchell. The
neurological basis of Mitchell’s understanding of the definition of fat
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has not been explored nor has the notion that such fat impacts on a
specific type of thinking, the intuitive. Body fat is the visible equiva-
lent to the myelin about the nerves. Fat makes the body healthy since
it prevents the exposure of the nerves. It is thus the sign of the possi-
bility of higher thought (as in the fat sheath around the nerves) and of
the preservation of mental health (bodily fat). Mitchell’s phenome-
nology of the fat and thin body was accepted without question by
physicians such as Anna Fischer-Dunckelmann, paralleling the truth.
value of “seeing” the stained myelin sheath as the source of intelli-
gence in the body.*

It is unnecessary to stress that it was the neurologists, such as
Freud, who, in talking to their patients unlike asylum psychiatrists
developed a further notion of the infimate relationship between psy-
che and body. Freud’s early, unpublished project (1895) for a scien-
tific psychology proposes a neurological model of the body, and this
1s really never lost. It postulates a basic or primitive neural network
which underlies all consciousness. Freud’s distinction is between the
permeable and the impermeable neurons, between those offering no
resistance, which are the transmitters of perception, and the imperme-
able neurons which are the place of memory and are “loaded with
resistance.”’ Freud’s distinction is underlined by his later distinction
(in this same essay) between remembering and judging (1: 330-31).
Perception has implanted memory on the impermeable neurons and
judgment exists when there 1s a disparity between new perception and
stored perceptions. Judgment is thus, for Freud, “not a primary func-
tion but presupposes the cathexis from the ego of the disparate [non-
comparable] portions [of the perception]” (1: 332). Judgment is thus
an unconscious process, which, as Freud notes, is a “method of pro-
ceeding from the perceptual situation that is given in reality to the
situation that is wished-for” (1: 332). All judgment thus resides in the
nerve’s ability to retain mimetic images of actual perceptions and to
recall them on an unconscious level. It is a judging through the body’s
memory.

Fat thinks; fat judges. Or at least, the fat about the nerves
provides the most elemental level of response to the world about one.



32 ~Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

The fat detective, all nerves and sensations, thinks with the most
primitive part of the nervous system, his fat. This primitive response,
the response of the body, is intuitive and therefore, in a world which
doubts that rationality is the sole answer, solves the case. But not all
of us want to believe that.

This is the model of the thinking body, which is found from
1891 to the mid-twentieth century in the form of the fat sleuth. His
body is a thinking body, unlike the “fat’ body of the female which is a
reproductive body. His body thinks with its visible fat. It is empa-
thetic and responsive. His body 1s a healthy body because of its fat.
The fat detective only functions in his vole as an intuitive solver of
problems when he responds to his “gut” feelings. The most primitive
of these emotions is tied to the sensorum, to a body which responds to
the world about him without recourse to thought. Here Freud’s model
in Beyond the Pleasure Principle has its appropriate place. The limi-
tations on the experience of the world—represented by Nero Wolfe’s
deep disappointment in love in Yugoslavia—provide a barrier for
other, external experience. It must be highly structured and controlted.
Thus, the passivity of Tubby Schaumann and Mycroft Holmes be-
comes a means, in their own narratives, of limiting the world’s access
to them, rather than their own access to the world. It is the internal
process of remembering the forgotten, of sensing that which cannot
be experienced, which shapes their ability to discover hidden or for-
gotten truths,

Only on a secondary level do rational thought processes enter in-
to the fat sleuth’s means of judging the world. What is striking in the
parallel nature of the nineteenth-century’s parallel understanding of
fat and thinking is that the cultural assumptions which shape the lan-
guage of neurology simultaneously shape the language of popular
fiction, It is a language which seces the need for “fat” as part of a cul-
tural discourse of the healthy and the pathological.
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More Fat Sleuths and Their Nerves

The model of the primitive body that thinks and thinks in an in-
tuitive way becomes one of the models for the detective in the course
of the twentieth century. Other versions of the fat sleuth followed
Conan Doyle and Flechsig. In 1911 G, K. Chesterton began the publ:-
cation of his Father Brown tales.”® Here the question of belief and the
body of the fat amateur detective are again linked. The priest’s body
is represented as chubby; his response to the murders he investigates
ig intuitive rather than rational. Indeed, Chesterton saw the Father
Brown stories as a means of furthering his Anglo-Catholicism, seen in
England, even after Cardinal Newman, as a form of the irrational. The
squat body of Father Brown represents the innate seeking for truth
beyond logic. He is the embodiment of the idea of thought and faith
being aspects of one fruth. It is a truth to be found by those who are
able to see it, not necessarily by those ordained by the state to seek it.

By 1934 and the publication of Rex Stout’s first Nero Wolfe
miysteries, the tradition of the fat detective as a counter-type had been
well established.” In 1929 there was Duddington Pell Chalmers, the
obese detective hero of John T, Mcintyre’s The Musewnm Murder, as
well as Gerald Verner’s Superintendent Budd, the stout detective,
“who 1s fat, lazy, graceful on his feet,” “prone to shut his eyes while
thinking,” and “not susceptible to feminine beauty.”® Like Father
Brown, celibate by definition, Nero Wolfe’s body too is not a sexual-
ized body—any more than is that of Mycroft Holmes. Yet this femi-
nizing quality of the male body masks a life of passion. In the course
of the Nero Wolfe mysteries, we learn of his eartier romantic attach-
ments. All of these took place at a point before his present bulk both
inhibited and freed the detective from the power of physical passion.

In Rex Stout’s first novel, Fer-de-Lance (1934), the hard-boiled
associate of Wolfe, Archie Goodwin, notes the almost archaic ele-
ment in the shape of Wolfe’s body, as in early twentieth-century fan-
tasies of Neolithic man; “Wolfe lifted his head. I mention that, be-
cause his head was so big that lifting it struck you as being quite a job.
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It was probably really bigger than it looked, for the rest of him was so
huge that any head on top of it but his own would have escaped your
notice entirely.”' Wolfe’s body is not only fat; it is huge and archaic
in form.

Wolfe’s fat is the fat which protects: “I said to him something I
had said before more than once, that beer slowed up a man’s head and
with him running like a brook, six quarts a day, I never would under-
stand how he could make his brain work so fast and deep that no other
men in the country could touch him. He replied, also as he had before,
that it wasn't his brain that worked, it was his lower nerve cen-
ters . . . . Wollfe, unlike Archie, thinks with his guts: “I am too sen-
sitive to strangers, that is why I keep these layers over my nerves.””
His fat isolates his nerves: “I carry this fat to insulate my feelings.
They got too strong for me once or twice and I had that idea. If I had
stayed lean and kept moving around I would have been dead long
2go.” One of the best commentators on the Wolfe novels observed:
“Upholders of order are our romantic heroes, and Wolfe qualifies
under that category. His daily schedule is as much an insistence on
order as a tribute to it: similarly, Wolf’s fat, his gruffness, and his
seclusion betray his struggle to insulate himself from emotions, to
harness them, to grant them a place, but a smaller one than they claim,
Reason then is a goal; it is also a process, a struggle. The Wolfe nov-
els value it as both.”* The archaic body struggles with its basic emo-
tional nature. Fat is the weapon which enables Wolfe to succeed as a
detective. '

One must note that the very act of thinking for Wolf is a think-
ing with his body: “Wolfe looked up again, and his big thick lips
pushed out a little, tight together, just a small movement, and back
again, and then out and back again. How I loved to watch him doing
that! That was about the only time 1 ever got excited, when Wolfe's
lips were moving like that . . . I knew what was going on, something
was happening so fast inside of him and so much ground was being
covered.”™® The pursed lips are an organ of eating and an organ of
thought. Here the parallel to Tubby Schaumann (and the rest of the
lineage of fat detectives) is clear. The body has its own life and its
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own rtules. It complements or contradicts the rational mind and
provides the means by which fat detectives set themselves off from
all other scientific observers.

The popularity of Nero Wolfe began a rather long series of
spinoffs of fat detectives in the mass media, beginning with Dashiell
Hammett’s Brad Runyon from 1946 to 1950 on ABC radio. The an-
nouncer opened the show with the following observation: “He’s
walking into that drugstore . . . he’s stepping onto the scales . . .
(SNICK! CLICK!) Weight: 237 pounds . . . Fortune: Danger!
Whoooo is it? The . . . Fat Man!” The oversized actor, J. Scott Smart,
who actually outweighed his character by over thirty pounds, played
him on radio. World-weary, Runyon was a cross between Wolfe and
Sam Spade. The first episode, written by Hammet, was The Black
Angel, which was broadcast on November 26, 1946, The body of the
fat detective on the radio could only be evoked by the image in the
listener’s mind. As such, his bulk became part of the fantasy of the
obese body as heard rather than seen. Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe himself
became part of the invisible world of the fat detective on the radio. In
1982, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation tried their hand at
bringing back old-time radio with 13 one-hour episodes of Nero
Wolfe, all based on novellas or short stories written by Stout. The
svelte Mavor Moore played the bulky Nero Wolfe, but all the listener
heard was the voice of the fat detective.

A more visible world of the fat detective played itself out on
television. In 1981, NBC had a TV series based on novellas and short
stories by Rex Stout, which starred William Conrad as Nero Wolfe.
Conrad, whose voice was well-known from his role as the lanky
sheriff on radio’s version of Gunsmoke, went on to play Frark Can-
non, a tough, expensive, overweight private detective, a sort of hybrid
between Sam Spade and Nero Wolfe.”’ Directed by George McCowan,
it began a highly successful run in 1971, which concluded only in
1976. According to the plot, the key to Cannon’s character lies in the
fact that his wife and infant son die in an automobile accident, after
which he placed all his energy and considerable weight into his new
profession of private detective, In 1987 Conrad continued a version of
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the Nero Wolfe character in Jake and the Fatiman, produced by Ron
Satlof and Fred McKnight, in which his role as J. L. “Fatman” McCabe
was much more sedentary. He was transformed into a slovenly former
Hawaiian cop turned Honolulu district attorney. From the “Fatman”
to “Cracker,” the space of the fat detective, which began on a German
farm with Tubby Schaumann’s careful observation of the emotions
and reactions of the murderer Stdrzer, comes again to be one filled
with the emotional, elemental, intuitive, empathetic.

Certainly the key figure in the contemporary representation of
the “fat detective” is to be found on ABC-TV’s NYPD Blue. He is
Detective Andy Sipowicz, played by Dennis Franz. Since premiering
in 1993, the show has centered itself about this character. Co-creators
Steven Bocho and David Milch, along with executive producers Mark
Tinker and Michael Robin, continued Franz’s character from one who
had appeared in Bocho and Milch’s earlier success, Hill Street Blues.
Franz had played Lt. Norman Buntz from 1985 to 1987. But Buntz
was merely a “tough cop.” In Sipowicz, the darkness and complexity
of the figure were clearly tied to his sense of self as detective.
Sipowicz was portrayed as a recovered alcoholic, the father of a son
he had neglected (and who is killed in the course of the show), a man
of open emotions and clear prejudices. He is a muscular man gone to
fat. It is because of, rather than in spite of, these “flaws” that he is
able to be empathetic with his colleagues and generally to have in-
sight into his own character. The flaws in his character, represented
by his overweight body, make him into a beiter detective. Franz had
played in two short-lived detective series (Beverly Hills Buniz [1987)
and NYPD Mounted [1991]) in which the complexity of the “fat”
character was lacking. It was in NYPD Biue that he was able to de-
velop his role as a detective, self-consciously using his fat body as an
image for his flawed character. Bocho and Milch used this quite self-
consciously in the series. The body-size of the character was literaily
exposed in a nude scene, one of the first on commercial television, in
which Franz was photographed from the rear. Dennis Franz’s body
became the key for the figure of the fat detective. His mode of approach
is that of the hard-boiled defective, the muscular detective gone to
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seed, but his fat body is also seen as an external sign of his empathetic
nature.

The image of the giant, hulking, primitive body, which responds
intuitively, pre-rationally to stimuli, remains a powerful cultural
commonplace. But it is only the appearance of the fat detective which
leads us to assume his “primitive” state. In a cartoon drawn by Scoti
Adams, the creator of Dilbert, a baby dinosaur comments to Dogbert:
“My Dad says that good is what you know in your heart. He says evil
is a bad gui feeling.” Dogbert replies, “Well, of course, your dad’s
brain is so tiny that his other organs have to pitch in like that” The
baby dinosaurs replies: “Maybe I shouldn’t learn about life from a
guy who counts with his toes.” Dogbert concludes: “And thinks with
his guts.”® This is the way that fat detectives seem to think—but, of
course, we know better.
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