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BETWEEN FUR AND SKIN  

 

 

https://vimeo.com/211377649 

 

Skin functions like a traffic light, toggling between denial and access. 

Red to green. Sensing and signaling. Skin is a barrier, but also a 

membrane that both absorbs and transmits. So, whether we feel 

comfortable, or trapped, in our own skins, or develop a thicker skin for 

protection, the touch for which we can reach, to which we can pay 

attention, and remember is key to a sense of sustained and 

meaningful connection. That said, look both ways before you cross. 

https://vimeo.com/211377649
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    MONKEY & MAN 

 

     

MONKEY & MAN is an existential fable that I wrote in 1992, which 

tracks the growing up and growing together of a monkey and a man 

who meet through the Great Lottery, and end up sharing a 

comfortable house with a white picket fence in the Old Neighborhood 

(Zelevansky, 1992). While the stories explore adult concerns about 

learning, work, family, friendship, living and dying, the form and 

language is cast in a way that would be understandable to a child. My 

younger daughter was 9 years old at the time that I was writing the 

book, and I read her all the stories to make sure that the words would 
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remain simple and accessible.  

 

Each story is punctuated by the Monkey, Man or some other 

character -- animate or inanimate -- posing the question: "What is 

the point of this?" Meeting increasingly complicated obstacles to 

getting through the day and beyond, they inevitably learn something 

new, before moving on to the next set of problems and 

circumstances. Monkey & Man are routinely surprised by these gaps 

in knowledge, but they come to understand that while exercising 

control over life is temporary, fragile, and difficult, it offers great 

rewards. In this way, Monkey & Man develop some skills and 

resilience, if not thicker skins. 
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(Monkey & Man in New York City, 1992) 

 

https://vimeo.com/211378777 

 

After the book was published, I did many readings, and also more 

elaborate performances in which I played the Man and a red-orange 

monkey puppet with Velcro arms and legs played the Monkey. We 

acted out the stories in silence but were accompanied by a narrative 

sound track made up of dialogue, music, and sound effects.  

As skin is a site and a sign of vulnerability in people, fur represents 

protection and warmth in animals. The sensation of skin on fur 

experienced by pets and their caretakers suggests an 

accommodation between these poles of sanctuary and risk, as a fur-

lined jacket embodies a possibly perverse sacrifice of one species 

(and one skin) to another. Yet life for Monkey & Man is a little less 

daunting, even symbiotic, as they proceed through the stories on 

fairly equal footing, a bit like a cross-species Odd Couple. 

 

I recently made a video of one of the early stories in which Monkey & 

Man are on screen before the Mac computer video camera.  

https://vimeo.com/211378777
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(Monkey & Man in Pittsburgh, 2016) 

 

https://vimeo.com/211379411 

 

If you compare what I look like now to the earlier photo from 1992, 

things have clearly changed. Salt and pepper beard, bags around the 

eyes, wire rim glasses. The Monkey for his part looks essentially the 

same although, literally, more worn around the edges. In the video, 

the Monkey has his arms wrapped around my neck, which is 

necessary to my being able to manipulate him, but more importantly 

https://vimeo.com/211379411
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creates an immediate tactile connection. This is actually quite 

concrete, as I felt the comfort and weight of the fake fur and an 

emotional closeness to the puppet that has been part of my work for 

so many years.  

 

BODY AND MIND: 

[IMAGINE THE SOUNDS OF HEAVY BREATHING] 
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In this instructional illustration from a 1950s Red Cross pamphlet on 

reproduction, the boy and girl are defined by their nakedness and the 

space between their bodies. They are each measurably growing -- 

the horizontal lines tell us that -- but their nakedness and 

schematically sketched in genitals add a frisson of sexual tension, 

even if their faces do not. We may assume that the two-dimensional 

boy and the girl share a common biological destiny. But in this 

moment they may only be thinking of their individual circumstances, 

and not preparing for what comes next for their bodies and minds. 
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Hi, My name is Tina. I am a Las Vegas 

Showgirl. When I'm not working, my friends 

and I love to talk and make new phone 

friends from around the country. Will you 

be my phone friend? Call us just once and 

we will always be there for you. Love, 

Tina. 

 

Several years ago when I lived in Los Angeles, "Tina" appeared on a 

phone sex postcard, its arrival no less provocative for its being 

unanticipated junk mail. Pictured with bleached blonde feathered hair 

and a dreamy, distant look on her face, she is caressing her body and 

thinking of "you." The purring insincerity of her print voice rendered in 

faux handwriting, makes the request for intimate conversation even 

more provocative. Amazingly, this appeal for phone friends is 

described as something other than work, but it is even harder to 

imagine anyone believing that Tina and the other showgirls will 

"always be there." Since the graphic and narrative target of this 

proposal is the red diamond on Tina's bikini bottom -- or more 
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precisely what the shape marks and conceals -- this coy little girl 

passivity may invite aggression, possession, and frustration.  

 

The arrow of desire is guided by the magnetic focus on Tina's crotch, 

apparently validated by her handwritten signature. In whatever form a 

$5-a-minute dialogue with a fantasy date takes place in the caller's 

head, it still serves as a form of practice for varieties of predatory 

behavior that take place outside in the real world of consequences, 

where Las Vegas showgirls and even phone-sex callers have jobs, 

and friends can be relied upon to appear in person with their own 

reciprocal desires and needs. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Close-up of the mammalian penis. 

 

“A worm has some things going for it. 
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For instance, it can’t fall down.” 

(Milton Berle) 

 

As this joke by Milton Berle suggests, the body of a worm has limits, 

but they can be useful, while our human limits may get in the way: we 

are certain to fall down at some point. According to Kier (2012), the 

body of a hermaphroditic worm is a hydro skeleton, and 

hydroskeletons consist of “fluid-filled cavities,” surrounded by 

muscles (p. 1249). The coordination of fluid and muscles enables 

movement, shape-changing, and flexibility. According to another 

reference (Kelly, 2002) this structure is the “functional morphology” 

for the “mammalian penis” (p. 216) -- a biological association that 

creates a flutter in my stomach.  
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WHAT DO CATS THINK OF US? 

 

 

 

This video still of our cat Pom, suggests his attentiveness to my 

presence, but beyond that what can be read in his eyes? He is 

looking at me (and the camera) and, by extension, the Audience, but 

what does he see? Is this recognition, an engagement with memory 

and interpretation, or just a response to something going on: 

entertainment in the world, no different than watching a squirrel in the 

tree outside the window? I would like to believe that Pom “cares” that 
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it is me, and that we have a relationship of sorts where skin meets 

fur: I scratch between his ears, he sleeps on my legs for warmth, I 

chase him around a chair – just to annoy him. When we travel, a pet 

sitter comes to take care of him, so, does this exchange of need 

really matter as long as food and water appear on schedule? Is it a 

case of out-of-sight-out-of-mind as is sometimes the case with 

people? 

 

Pom and his sister, Flora, were rescue cats that we adopted from a 

shelter in Los Angeles. They were named after two of Babar the 

elephant’s children; thus we doubled down on sentimental 

associations, as the Babar books were beloved when our children 

were small. Pom and Flora routinely drop their half-chewed cat toys 

(stuffed mice, tigers, bears) on our bed after letting out piercing cries, 

which we assume re-enact now domesticated hunting rituals. While 

the cat’s toys could also be described as cute and furry, we feel no 

sympathy for their dismemberment, and accept our cats hunting as 

gratitude for feeding and housing them. This deepens the sense of 

obligation to their care. We are loved!  

 



 13 

But whether they are seen as stuffed animals with a heartbeat, or 

domesticated jungle beasts, the cats, who live with us, die. The two 

who preceded Pom and Flora, Pippi and Olive, both died in my 

presence. Pippi who had a serious bladder problem was “put to 

sleep” in a veterinarian’s office. Whatever a cat is to us, to feel the life 

flow out of its body is existentially chilling. Olive, after months of 

illness from diabetes during which I gave her daily insulin shots, 

finally stopped eating and ceased caring for herself.  She was so 

weak that one night, that I placed her inside a favored cat tunnel and 

figured if she didn’t go on her own, I would put her down the next day. 

I found her in the morning stiff and cold in the tunnel.  

 

On the scale of human tragedy, the loss of a pet does not rank that 

high for me -- they are after all highly pampered guests who pay their 

way with acts of affection and idiosyncrasy, and have a lot of time to 

sleep off their labors -- but they become part of our everyday lives 

and history, and so, an intimate piece of our past leaves when they 

leave.  
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TWO SIDES: 

This is the hand I have been dealt. 

 

This is the hand I choose to play. 

 

Slap me five!  Give me some skin! 

 

What do we owe the card? Small enough to be held in one hand, 

carried in a pocket or wallet, or sent though the mails, cards are 

engineered for endurance, flexibility, and portability. Inheriting the 

wear, tear and traditions of their use, cards are also cultural 

fragments designed for many hands. Cards (playing cards, photo IDs, 

ATM cards and so on) can be both coercive and participatory, 

initiating social negotiation by acknowledging established rules, 

declaring and signaling intentions, while masking strategies and 

perceptions:  
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The hand, like the card, has two sides: the front, identified with the 

gesture of the open palm, mimes (in Western usage) a reaching out 

in friendship, generosity, or need. The open hand also signals a 

pause, a full stop, or in the case of the “La Mano” Loteria card, a 

possible threat. In contrast, the back of the hand is aligned with 

dismissal and rejection, if not physical assault. Yet, the card is also a 

handshake of sorts: a servant of the hand, both a souvenir and a 
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promise of future exchange, which does not seem to require the 

cleansing services of Purell.  

 

PUT IT ON THE PAPER: 

 

Hold the paper up to the light 

(some rays pass right through) 

Expose yourself out there for a minute 

(some rays pass right through) 

Take a little rest when the rays pass through 

Take a little time off when the rays pass through 

Go ahead and mess it up...Go ahead and tie it up 

In a long distance telephone call… 

Hold on to that paper 

Hold on to that paper 

Hold on because it's been taken care of 

Hold on to that paper 

See if you can fit it on the paper 

See if you can get it on the paper… 

 

The song “Paper” from the album Fear of Music (1979) reflects on the 

material properties of paper -- its translucency, fragility, tangible 

support as documentation and legal proof -- as a way to 

metaphorically speak of the risks and benefits of relationships, art-
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making, and life in general. The song also associates the qualities of 

paper with that of skin: “Expose yourself … some rays pass right 

through.” Paper poses a challenge offered to writers, artists, and 

listeners of the song: “See if you can fit on the paper. See if you can 

get it on the paper.” 

 

 

Q-TIPS: 

 

If you don’t tell your own story,  

someone will do it for you,  

and they may be wrong. 

(The Monkey) 

 

Late in Monkey & Man, the Monkey, who has been slowly 

accumulating index cards of facts and descriptions for the story of his 

life, begins to make drawings for what will eventually be “The Book.” 

I decided to produce illustrations that were simple, strong and 

sufficiently direct to mirror the Monkey’s attitude and unpracticed 

skills, so I made them using Q-Tip cotton swabs and india ink. As the 

cotton of the Q-Tip absorbs the ink and deposits its “stain” on and into 
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the paper. The resistance of the surface, or lack of it, impacts on the 

qualities of line and shape. The give-and-take between tool and 

surface is guided by the fingers and the wrist, but there is also the 

transgressive pleasure of the Q-tip itself: a hygienic tool that I stick it 

in my ear after I shower. The swab can also be used to gather skin 

cells for a DNA test. 

 

 

JOHN HULL “TOUCHING THE ROCK” 
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(Touching the Rock, Pantheon Books, 1992) 

 

Touching the Rock (Hull, 1992) is a pristinely-written diaristic account 

of John M. Hull's descent into blindness. A professor of religion at 

Birmingham University in Great Britain, and a father of four young 

children, he describes in almost dispassionate terms the 

disintegration and erasure of a lifetime of habits, practices, and 

expectations after losing his sight completely at 48 years of age. This 

monumental challenge to his belief in his abilities as a scholar, 
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husband, father, his sense of himself as a man, and his faith in a god-

centered universe cause Hull to attempt to deconstruct and 

reassemble the lost facts of his sighted life, in order to live fully within 

the conditions of blindness.  

 

The blind person experiences the impact of the wind upon his body and 

the sound of it in the trees. He knows perfectly well where it is coming 

from: It is coming from that direction; he is facing into it. The wind is 

coming from the direction I am facing when I face into it (108). 

 

 

 

To be blind is not the flip side of some perceptual equation in 

which one sense is neatly compensated for by the enhancement 

of another. Hull’s gaps in perception, whether producing temporary 
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flashes of inspiration, or trap doors into despair, are the product of 

an essential negotiation between body and space. 

  

When a sighted person is lost, what matters to him or her is not where 

he is, but where he is going ... It is his direction he has lost, rather than 

his position. The blind person lost has neither direction nor position. He 

needs position in order to discover direction. This is such a profound 

lostness that most sighted people find it difficult to imagine (145). 

 

In the world in which most of us live, a world made for those with 

sight, blindness is a severe trial that requires profound realignments 

of expectations and skills, private and public. Apart from his 

wrenching evocations of personal alienation and dislocation, Hull's 

filling in of what is missing in the darkness casts a dazzlingly clear 

light on the broad authority of sight, in particular the degree to which 

the eyes confirm and explain most encounters and exchanges with 

the environment and other people. 

 

For the blind person, the house is only there because of past 

experience. Space is reduced to one’s own body, and the position of 

the body is known not by what objects have been passed but by how 

long it has been in motion, Position is thus measured by time (94). 
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https://vimeo.com/55967303 

 

“If it is fated, it comes by itself 

 into the house” 

 

https://vimeo.com/55967303
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As this Yiddish proverb suggests, our lack of control over what is 

meant to be will become apparent whether we open the door to it, or 

not. Every day we engage dynamically contingent perspectives: 

inside to outside, real time, digital time, in person, on-line, and so on. 

Engaged one by one, these points of view are familiar and relatively 

easy to incorporate into the catalog of everyday circumstance. But 

either way, shifting perspectives means that someone, or something, 

is left behind. The view from where you sit is inevitably partial. Yet 

along comes the smart phone, a prosthesis that extends our voices, 

images, and identities and promises to leave nothing out of reach.  
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THE CELL PHONE SCREEN IS A SECOND SKIN 

 

 

 

The touch screen functions like a second skin through which we 

intercept, access, and process experience. Some screens detect 

touch by measuring vibrations or changes in light. The iPhone screen 

is “capacitive,” which means that contact changes the electrical 

charge. So the screen then literally adapts to the physics of touch -- 

swiping, tapping, pressing, typing -- and like human skin “protects us 

from invaders” with the aid of passcodes and finger print sensors.  

 



 25 

Every morning I unplug my iPhone from its charger and bring it back 

to life. I hold it in my left hand, and with my right index finger swipe 

left to unlock, punch in my passcode, and begin to check messages. 

Unless I am expecting or hoping for a particular message, this is just 

a ritual through which I begin the day. Welcome back! 

 

The screen is not alive in a biological sense. Yet I touch it perhaps 

hundreds of times a day, depositing the grease from my fingers as I 

act out my intentions. Because I expect the rapid and consistent 

arrival and departure of messages day in and day out, I must in a 

sense believe the phone is very much alive and under my control. I 

also know that it is useful to forget that it will eventually fail, and make 

demands that I trade up to a more powerful version. Fortunately, 

Apple has this covered. 
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MONKEY & MAN LEAVE THEIR MARK: 

 

ONE DAY, Monkey & Man stepped off the 

sidewalk into some wet cement. They were visiting 

the City for the first time in quite a while and were 

busy noticing the changes all around them when 

they suddenly found themselves stuck in the 

pavement up to their ankles. Shocking as this 

was, Monkey & Man were even more surprised 

when, after a kind Citizen finally helped them 



 27 

back on the sidewalk, they realized that part of 

them was still in the cement. The man’s sensible 

size 8 brown loafers refused to be moved from the 

big step they had taken, and for their part, the 

Monkey’s size 8 footprints were beginning to 

harden. 

 

When the Monkey stands briefly in the cement, he begins to realize 

that time, like the clock above the door of the Bank, is not 

automatically following him around. In fact, it may leave him behind. 

He thinks about what it would mean for his footprints to remain visible 

in the pavement, but also starts to wonder whether anyone would 

care either way, particularly in the future when he was no longer 

alive. Whether produced by fur or brown loafer, footprints are 

transient, fragile signs of life. Someone was once there. Where are 

they now? 
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On the train trip back home, when Monkey & Man arrive at their 

station, the Announcer says: “Neighborhood Station. Take all 

personal belongings with you when you leave the train.”  

Red light, green light, keep in touch. 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/211712818 

 

 

Paul Zelevansky may contacted at: pzelevansky@comcast.net 

 

https://vimeo.com/211712818
mailto:pzelevansky@comcast.net
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