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Queen of the Road: Carnival and Chronotopes in JT LeRoy’s Sarah

Among the blurbs on the inside jacket of JT LeRoy’s Sarah, one calls the novel “hysterical” but “disturbing”; another calls it “upsetting” yet “fun”; others call it “darkly funny” and “road-kill beautiful.”  The oxymoronic nature of these quotes accurately assesses the self-contradictory nature of the novel. On one hand, it reveals a disturbing, dark side of life, where children are mentally, physically and sexually abused; human bodies are treated as so much chattel; and violence rules.  On the other hand, Sarah tells a comically bizarre tale of adventure laced with folk magic and eccentric folk.  LeRoy gives the reader ludicrous passages about hookers with “ramp flatulence” (49) and a mythical jackalope that cures children “blinded from masturbating” (32).  He counters these with horrific scenes of pedophilia, drug addiction and threats of castration.  Contradictions reign supreme.  Truckers who wear “thermal long john shirt[s] over [. . .] Victoria’s Secret Midnight Miracle Bra[s]” (25) eat “Wellington of king salmon with truffle[s]” as others nearby “spit in their spitoons”, while the entire crowd watches an angry pimp poison the trucker who “did [one of] his boys a bad turn” (5) .  Coarse, profane and pornographic passages lie juxtaposed to haunting, poignant lyrical ones. Tragedy and comedy jockey for position and, in the end, the reader is left puzzled about which is the winner.  This exploration of the oddly serio-comical nature of LeRoy’s book will focus upon its relation to Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of the carnivalesque and the chronotope.   


LeRoy’s semi-autobiographical Sarah recounts the (mis)adventures of the narrator/protagonist, a boy in his early teens trying to cope with life as the son of a vagabond truckstop prostitute (also named Sarah).  Frequently abandoned and perpetually abused, he copes, not by running away, but by burrowing in.  Rather than reject his addicted mother and her decadent world, he imitates her by transforming himself into “Cherry Vanilla,” a transvestite “lot lizard.” Out to conquer the world of roadside prostitution, he “dedicate[s] [him]self to being the best lot lizard ever” (LeRoy 23).  When Cherry knocks at the truck-cab door of her first trick, he inadvertently answers the truckdriver’s “Who is there?” by blurting out “Sarah,” and the title character of the book is born (LeRoy 19).  Soon after, a rival pimp from another truckstop kidnaps him and transforms him into “Saint Sarah,” a virginal little “girl” with mystical-religious powers.  When the “powers” fail and the money stops rolling in, Sarah is forced to work as a boy, a “little brother seat-cover date” or “faggot beaver” (LeRoy 122), in the seediest part of the truckstop.  Eventually, friends from his original truckstop rescue him, and he returns “home” only to find that his mother has since disappeared without a trace.  Throughout these strange events, LeRoy incorporates features of carnivalesque ambivalence and the chronotope of the road.

In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin explains that “the realm of the serio-comical” is marked by “a carnival sense of the world [that] possesses a mighty life-creating and transforming power” (107).  Creation and transformation mark Sarah’s adventures throughout. By transforming himself physically, through drag as well as gestures, he creates a number of new selves, each comprising its own “carnivalistic mésalliance” within one body, particularly the “sacred with the profane” and the “lofty with the low” (123): merging boy with girl, child with prostitute, prostitute with saint, saint with boy.  These internal mésalliances reflect a number of Bakhtin’s concepts.  

First, the narrator epitomizes the “unfinalizability of a man, his noncoincidence with himself” (Bakhtin, Problems 117).  Even though he creates his own transformations, their frequency and bizarre nature render him powerless to keep them under control.  At one point, after a brutal haircut changes “Saint Sarah” into a boy, he struggles to understand his own image.  “I turn my head and, in the mirror’s reflection, I see someone [. . .] I don’t recognize” (LeRoy 114).  As with menippean adventurers, dreams and daydreams have destroyed his “epic and tragic wholeness [. . .]: the possibilities of another person and another life are revealed in him” (Bakhtin, Problems 117).  For Sarah, these possibilities are both blessings and curses—blessings in that they seem to provide him with survival tactics, curses because they land him in precarious and “extraordinary life situations” (Bakhtin, Problems 114).  Consequently, “he loses his finalized quality and ceases to mean only one thing; he ceases to coincide with himself” (Bakhtin, Problems 117).  Rather than being the creator of his own personae, he ends up being manipulated by them, swept up in their force, temporarily becoming whomever/whatever they dictate.        

Second, Sarah’s internal mésalliances recall Bakhtin’s concept of the “grotesque image,” which “reflects a phenomenon in transformation, an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and becoming” (Rabelais 24).  Each change leaves behind one persona and integrates another, metaphorically enacting Bakhtin’s definition of the “grotesque body” as “a body in the act of becoming.”  This body “never represent[s] an individual body,” but constructs a “double body” wherein the “life of one [. . .] is born from the death of the preceding, older one.” LeRoy’s metaphoric adaptation of “grotesque imagery” relies mostly on psychical rather than actual, transgendering physical transformation; but the beginnings and ends, births and deaths of the narrator’s selves exemplify the “two-bodied image” in which “one body offers its death, the other its birth” (Rabelais 318).  Even on the last page, we are left with an enigmatic suggestion that Sarah’s metamorphosis is yet ongoing.  Glad the pimp tells him, “You’re a different kind of lizard now” (LeRoy 166), and readers are left to speculate on what that actually means and how long it will last.  The 166-page representation of Sarah as “the epitome of incompleteness” strongly suggests that his life will continue “in its two-fold contradictory process” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 26), a metamorphosis in progress, as it were.

The carnival-grotesque shares much with the “primary carnivalistic act” of “mock crowning and subsequent decrowning” (Bakhtin, Problems 124), the third manifestation of Sarah’s internal mésalliances.  LeRoy combines this carnival act with the transformations of his protagonist.  For Sarah, crowning and decrowning entail not actual crowns, but substitutes—a raccoon penis bone, a fake halo, and his hair.  From the opening sentence of the book—“Glad holds the raccoon bone over my head like a halo” (1)—this first strange talisman plays a pivotal role.  The Doves Diner pimp, Glad, rewards each of his new male prostitutes with a raccoon bone necklace as a rite-of-passage of sorts.  For the boys, these strange amulets hold practical and political powers.  On the practical side, they guarantee free meals at the Diner, protection from rival pimps and violent tricks, and immunity from the local law.  As the narrator says, “Nobody bothers with Glad’s boys” (LeRoy 2).  The bones also have a carnivalistic ambivalence in that they signal the debasement of the master-slave relationship between the “goodbuddy lizards” and the pimp who owns their “stable.” As a status crown, the size of Sarah’s necklace merely makes him a “pavement princess,” not a queen or king (LeRoy 1-2).    After all, “The better the whore, the bigger his bone” (LeRoy 17), and his dream is to “walk in to The Doves with the grandest-ever raccoon penis bone make the place hush in awe and respect” (23).  How this crowning glory ends up signifying his decrowning is closely linked with Sarah’s other crown, his hair.  During the same penis-bone induction ceremony, Glad says, “Those divine golden curls of yours are very much admired” (LeRoy11).  He knows that Cherry Vanilla’s crowning glory will translate into money in his pocket.  The narrator says, “I want to take an iron and straighten out my hair so it flows like floss, but Glad won’t hear of it” (18).  The pimp’s business acumen proves correct; it also inadvertently determines Sarah’s subsequent decrowning, wherein he loses his bone and his hair.  

Determined to reign as the lot-lizard-supreme, Sarah sneaks off to visit the Holy Jackalope Shrine, another ambivalent carnival image that unites religion and folk magic. (Interestingly, the Holy Jackalope also enacts a carnival-grotesque duality by combining body parts of two animals—a jackrabbit and an antelope.)   As part of his campaign to be truckstop royalty, Sarah makes the pilgrimage to Holy Jack’s Jackalope, “the patron saint of lot lizards,” in hopes of enhancing his sexual skills, maybe even gaining “second sight” (LeRoy 25).  After all, “Being a lot lizard is one thing; being a failed one is a travesty” (LeRoy 26).  As he waits in line with the other lizards, Sarah makes friends with Pooh, the number-one lizard of Le Loup, the pimp from Three Crutches, the rival truckstop.  After clutching his penis bone and chanting to the Holy Jackalope to “Make me a better lizard then [sic] Sarah [his mother],” he meets Le Loup and goes with him and Pooh to Three Crutches.  Unaware that Sarah is a boy from Glad’s “stable,” Le Loup and the other truckstop denizens welcome him and then, through a series of misunderstandings and fabrications, beatify him.  

A weird conflation of Christianity and superstition, what Bakhtin calls “travestied allusion[s]” (Rabelais 192), pervades the Three Crutches truckstop.  The name parodies the three crosses.  A 3-D picture of Pope John Paul II hangs on the ceiling over Le Loup’s bed, where he “baptizes” new lizards on “consecrated satin zebra sheets” (LeRoy 40).  Burning, watery eyes, caused by the fumes of uncooked ramps, are called “the Crutches’ stigmata” (LeRoy 46).  Most important of all, misinterpretations of everyday events convince the Three Crutches patrons and employees that the new girl, Sarah, not only produces but also is a miracle.  The first “miracle” happens on the road between the Jackalope and the truckstop, when he throws up in Le Loup’s car, “spew[s] like a tornado [. . .] and not a drop g[ets] on her” (LeRoy 56).  The second comes from a direct lie that the narrator tells the others: “I’ve had babies inside me, but I didn’t think that could be.  Just like Sarah in Genesis” (LeRoy 51).  This leads to the third “miracle,” which is not a lie exactly, but a cleverly misleading truth: “I never ever had the monthly blood,” he says (LeRoy 54).  From this, the gullible crowd concludes that Sarah is “not only a figure of tragedy but [. . .] a miracle in our midst,” maybe even “Sarah, Abraham’s wife reincarnated” (54).  Thus Sarah the lot lizard becomes Sarah the Saint.  The only person to question the crowning is Pooh, who, before Sarah’s arrival, was the undisputed queen of the truckstop, but has now been decrowned.   When Le Loup returns and is asked whether or not he believes that Sarah’s a saint, he replies, “Whore or saint, don’t matter.  They both bring in money” (LeRoy 62).   Since he’s in charge, the crown stays and, through his use of trick lighting, actually becomes a halo.  But the halo/crown is temporary.  

Sarah intentionally loses his first crown, the raccoon penis bone, for the sake of survival.  When Le Loup notices it under his blouse, Sarah lies and says that it’s a cross; he then reluctantly takes it off and tosses it out the window in the skunk cabbages, where no one will be likely to go (LeRoy 66).  The decrowning has begun.  The precarious enterprise of pretending that he’s a she, and that she’s a saint soon falls apart.  The business of blessing truckers with good luck, which had begun successfully, turns sour and ends, taking with it the second crown, the electric halo.  The third and most devastating decrowning comes when Le Loup finds out that Sarah is a boy.  In brutal retaliation, the pimp hacks off Sarah’s golden curls with a switchblade, leaving not only a head of ugly stubble, but also a number of bleeding gashes.  The decrowning is complete yet prolonged.  Relegated to turning tricks as a boy and living in the most decrepit part of the truckstop, the decrowning ceremony is repeated by the second-in-command pimp, who shaves Sarah’s head every ten days (LeRoy 126).  Bakhtin writes, “Debasement and interment are reflected in carnival uncrownings, related to blows and abuse” (Rabelais 370).  That provides an apt description of the narrator’s final transformation; the “lofty” has become the “low,” the “great” the “insignificant” (Bakhtin, Problems 123).  The road that was supposed to lead to awe and respect instead has led to degradation and misery.  The metamorphosis that was supposed to transform the boy into lot lizard royalty fails to stabilize at its pinnacle, and continues in a downward spiral to the lowest stratum of an already seedy world.  He has reached the “zone of immediate and even crudely familiar contact with living contemporaries” characteristic of the serio-comical realm (Bakhtin, Problems 108).  

Here too are traces of the “carnivalistic treatment of the three planes of the menippea” (Bakhtin, Problems 133).  Like the “heroes of the menippean satire,” Sarah “ascend[s] into heaven” where he is treated like a saint; he “descend[s] into the nether world” where he is debased and abused; and, in the end, returns to his home world, The Doves Diner.  On his journey, he “wander[s] through [an] unknown [. . .] land” and is “placed in extraordinary life situations.” Unlike the menippean heroes, Sarah does not encounter “fantastic lands” as such; although, neither the narrator nor the other characters discredit rumors about the magical powers of the Jackalope, leaving open the possibility of the fantastic.  In line with Bakhtin’s menippean characteristics, LeRoy certainly does combine “a mystical-religious element with an extreme and [. . .] crude slum naturalism,” mixing saints and sinners, religious icons and superstitious fetishes.  Bakhtin also writes that “adventures of truth take place on the high road, in brothels, [. . .] in taverns, marketplaces, [and] prisons,” (Problems 115).   In LeRoy’s novel, the brothel and the marketplace are combined in the truckstop parking lot and adjacent motels, the Jackalope resides in a tavern, Three Crutches is as much a prison for Sarah as anything else, and the road is the link that binds them all together.  

The road represents an vital part of Bakhtin’s discussion of chronotopes in The Dialogic Imagination.  Bakhtin remarks the importance of the “literary artistic chronotope, [where] spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole” (84).  In Sarah, LeRoy precisely integrates time and space.  For the plot to work as it does, timing must be exact; for example, if the protagonist arrives at the Holy Jackalope five minutes earlier or later, he will not meet Pooh or Le Loup.  The same holds true for space; it is not only intricately connected to time—Sarah must be in the right place at the right time for the plot to work—but also significantly related to abstract markers of place, such as safety zones or danger zones.  More specifically, LeRoy engages the road chronotope and the meeting chronotope. As Bakhtin says of the meeting chronotope, “the temporal marker (‘at one and the same time’) is inseparable from the spatial marker (‘in one and the same place’)” (Dialogic 97).  In LeRoy’s novel, the meetings take place at various spots along the Interstate; therefore, “the unity of time and space markers” must be “exhibited with exceptional precision and clarity” for the chronotope of the road to work (Dialogic 98).  

Much of LeRoy’s use of temporal and spatial markers conforms to Bakhtin’s discussion of time and space in the “adventure novel of everyday life.”  Using Apuleius’ The Golden Ass as his example text, Bakhtin gives two prerequisites “which define the peculiar nature of time in this novel”: “metamorphosis” and “the course of [. . .] life must somehow correspond to an actual course of travel” (Dialogic 111).  Sarah’s ongoing metamorphosis inextricably links with his actual journey; each new locale produces a variant transformation.  As Bakhtin says, the basic plot of such a novel is “a life sheathed in metamorphosis”—an accurate summary of Sarah’s life.  Bakhtin writes,  “Metamorphosis serves as the basis for a method of portraying the whole of an individual’s life in its more important moments of crisis: for showing how an individual becomes other than what he was” (Dialogic 115).  LeRoy’s book diverges from this because it does not portray Sarah’s whole life from youth to old age, as Bakhtin’s “entire life-long destiny of a man” seems to imply (Dialogic 1114).  Otherwise, Sarah conforms nicely to the essentials of the Greek adventure.  Sarah’s transformations are subtle, rendered mostly by cosmetic changes, so “there is not evolution in the strict sense of the word; what we get, rather, is crisis and rebirth.”  His crises motivate personal reinvention, so that “we are offered various sharply differing images of one and the same individual” (Dialogic 115).    Like the Greek adventure novel of everyday life, LeRoy writes “only the exceptional, utterly unusual moments” of the narrator’s life (Dialogic 116), and his novel “fuses the course of [Sarah’s] life (at its major turning points) with his actual spatial course or road—that is, with his wanderings” (Dialogic 120).  

A further connection can be seen between Bakhtin’s description of the Greek-adventure hero and LeRoy’s creation.  Bakhtin says that “the hero cannot, by his very nature, be a part of everyday life; he passes through such life as would a man from another world.  Most often this hero is a rogue, a man who changes his everyday personalities as he pleases and who occupies no fixed place in everyday life” (Dialogic 121).  Whether or not we see the narrator as a parallel to such a hero/rogue depends on how everyday life in Sarah is defined.  The rival truckstops certainly lie outside the realm of everyday life as we think of it in actual world terms.  But for the characters at Doves Diner and Three Crutches, that life is everyday life, and I read Bakhtin’s description to mean just that—everyday life in terms of that fictional world.  Thus, the above statement about the personality-changing misfit precisely suits Sarah.  

Bakhtin offers a more exact match to Sarah when he describes the role of the “adventurer” and the “parvenu,” both of which are appropriate descriptions of the LeRoy narrator: 

The role of the adventurer and parvenu is the role of one who has not yet found a definite or fixed place in life, but who seeks personal success—building a career, accumulating wealth, winning glory (always out of personal interest, ‘for himself’); [. . .] And so he begins his journey ‘to the depths’ (where he rubs shoulders with servants, prostitutes, pimps, and from them learns about life ‘as it really is’): such a character can climb upward [. . .] and thus reach the high peaks of private life—or can suffer a reversal on the road or can remain to the very end a lowly adventurer (an adventurer of the slum world).  (Dialogic 125-26)

Here the pieces fit perfectly.  Sarah’s lack of place prompts his campaign for glory, an entirely self-serving campaign.  Through intimate contact with people from ‘the depths,’ he soars to sainthood and then plunges to the bottom of the lot lizard pecking order, learning some hard-fought lessons about life, and, in the end, remaining in the “slum world.” 

This foreign world and its inhabitants differ from the narrator’s own world only by virtue of proximity; they are merely unknown extensions of the world to which he is accustomed.  As Bakhtin explains, “the road is always one that passes through familiar territory, and not through some exotic alien world [. . .]; it is the sociohistorical heterogeneity of one’s own country that is revealed and depicted (and for this reason, if one may speak at all about the exotic here, then it can only be the ‘social exotic’—‘slums,’ ‘dregs,’ the world of thieves)” (Dialogic 245).  The unfamiliarity of the Three Crutches truckstop and the diversity of its inhabitants (from Sarah’s point of view), combined with the events that take place there, give the place its carnivalesque exoticism. As one of the “places of action” that “become meeting- and contact-points for heterogeneous people—[such as] streets, taverns, roads, bathhouses, decks of ships, and so on,” Three Crutches “take[s] on this additional carnival-square significance” (Bakhtin, Problems 128).  

The same can be said of The Doves Diner.  Both truckstops are spatial markers on a road that runs through the same country (world).  However, there remains a distinction to be made about the significance of the “two-world condition” inherent in a carnivalesque novel such as Sarah.  Like the revelers of the medieval carnivals, the communities in LeRoy’s book have created a world that is “subject only to its laws, that is, the laws of its own freedom” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 7).  Demarcated by their own spatial and temporal borders, they enjoy “a completely different, nonofficial, extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of human relations.”  They exist in “a second world and a second life outside officialdom” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 6).  Law enforcement agencies do not interfere, even though the places are rife with moonshine, prostitution, kidnapping and murders.  Religious dicta bear little weight, except as fodder to be mixed with their own superstitions and black magic.  Finally, hegemonic social conventions and traditional etiquette norms fail to influence their behavior.  Their carnivalesque approach to life disallows officialdom.  In the prologue to Rabelais and His World, Michael Holquist writes that Bakhtin’s “folk are blasphemous rather than adoring, cunning rather than intelligent; they are coarse, dirty, and rampantly physical, reveling in oceans of strong drink, poods of sausage, and endless coupling of bodies.”   Change the strong drink to moonshine, and the poods of sausage to bowls of ramps, and you have the folk of LeRoy’s world.  But perhaps the most important parallel between Bakhtin’s carnivalesque and Sarah can be heard in another passage from Holquist’s prologue, one that seems specifically tailored to LeRoy’s novel.  “[T]he book is finally about freedom, the courage needed to establish it, the cunning required to maintain it, and—above all—the horrific ease with which it can be lost” (xix).  Who better to exemplify this than Sarah’s unnamed narrator?  
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