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DECONSTRUCTING DESIRE: AN
IN-DEPTH LOOK AT THE
CONSUMER BY MICHAEL GIRA

In the sprawling, often chaotic landscape
of  experimental  music,  few  figures  are
as  enigmatic  and  commanding  as
Michael  Gira.  Best  known  as  the
mastermind behind the legendary noise
rock  col lect ive  Swans,  Gira  has
cultivated  a  reputation  for  creating
music  that  is  both  punishingly  intense

and profoundly beautiful. While his work
with  Swans  has  been  dissected,
analyzed,  and  revered  for  decades,  a
particular  piece  of  his  solo  catalogue
stands as a stark, unflinching monolith of
artistic  vision:  The  Consumer  by
Michael  Gira.  Originally  released  in
1994 as a book of short stories and later
adapted into a spoken word album, The
Consumer  by  Michael  Gira  is  not
merely a side project; it is a foundational
text that illuminates the very core of his
creative philosophy.
To  understand Gira's  music,  one must
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first  confront  the  raw,  unadulterated
prose found within The Consumer by
Michael Gira.  It  is  a  work that  strips
away the sonic armor of Swans to reveal
a  vulnerable,  grotesque,  and  deeply
human interior. This article will explore
the creation, themes, and lasting impact
of  this  essential  work,  offering  a
comprehensive guide for both longtime
listeners and newcomers curious about
the mind behind the music.

THE GENESIS OF A VISION: FROM
NOISE TO NARRATIVE

By  the  early  1990s,  Michael  Gira  had
already pushed Swans through several
distinct phases: the industrial nihilism of
their early work, the gothic grandeur of
the late 80s, and the apocalyptic folk of
albums like White Light from the Mouth

of  Infinity.  After  temporarily  disbanding
Swans in 1997, Gira poured his energy
into  various  projects,  including  the
formation  of  The  Angels  of  Light.  But
before that, he compiled and published a
collection of short stories and poems he
had been writing for years.
The  result  was  The  Consumer  by
Michael  Gira,  a  book  that  defies  easy
categorization. It is part autobiography,
part  fever  dream,  and  part  social
critique.  The  stories  are  brief,  often
reading like sketches or journal entries,
but they are packed with a density of
emotion and imagery that rivals his most
powerful songs. The spoken word album
that followed is equally potent, featuring
Gira’s distinctive, gravelly voice reciting
these  texts  over  sparse,  haunting
musical  backdrops.
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From Page to
Sound: The
Spoken Word
Experience
For  many,  the  definitive  entry  point  to
The Consumer by Michael Gira is the
audio recording. Released on Gira's own
Young God Records, the album features
20 tracks  that  blend his  literary  voice
w i t h  m i n i m a l i s t  m u s i c a l
accompaniments.  Unlike  traditional
audiobooks, this is a performance. Gira
does  not  simply  read  his  work;  he
inhabits  it.  His  voice  cracks,  whispers,

and  growls,  pulling  the  listener  into  a
world  of  despair,  longing,  and  fleeting
moments  of  grace.
The  music  itself  is  a  stripped-down
version  of  the  sound  Gira  had  been
perfecting  with  Swans.  Acoustic  guitar
drones,  subtle  piano  chords,  and  field
recordings  create  an  atmosphere  of
isolation.  It  is  a  perfect  vessel  for  the
material,  allowing  the  words  to  take
center stage without the overwhelming
sonic assault of a full band. This makes
The  Consumer  by  Michael  Gira  a
unique artifact in his discography—it is
perhaps  his  most  direct  and  personal
work.

CORE THEMES: CONSUMPTION,
ISOLATION, AND THE BODY

The  title  itself,  The  Consumer  by
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Michael Gira, is a masterclass in irony
and critique. At first glance, it suggests a
commentary on American capitalism and
the  voracious  appetite  of  consumer
culture.  While  that  theme  is  certainly
present,  Gira  applies  the  concept  of
"consumption" on a much more intimate
and terrifying level.

The Body as a
Devouring
Machine
Throughout the prose, Gira explores the
idea of the human body as a consuming
entity.  His  characters  eat,  drink,  and
fornicate,  but  these  acts  are  rarely

portrayed as pleasurable. Instead, they
are depicted as desperate attempts to
fill an existential void. The physical body
is a site of decay, desire, and hunger.
This theme connects directly to his work
with  Swans,  where  the  body  is  often
presented as a vessel for overwhelming
experience—both pain and ecstasy.
The  stories  in  The  Consumer  by
Michael Gira  often feature grotesque,
almost  surreal  physicality.  A  character
might  feel  their  insides  rotting,  or
experience a visceral hunger that cannot
be  satisfied.  This  is  not  shock  for  the
sake of shock; it is a metaphor for the
insatiable nature of human longing. We
are all consumers, Gira seems to argue,
not just of products, but of experiences,
relationships, and sensations.
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Isolation and the
Urban Landscape
Setting is crucial in The Consumer by
Michael Gira. The stories are frequently
set in New York City, but it  is not the
glamorous New York of popular culture.
I t  i s  a  c i ty  o f  empty  lots ,  gr imy
apartments, and forgotten streets. Gira’s
New York is a landscape of loneliness,
where  people  pass  each  other  with
barely a glance. This urban alienation is
a  powerful  backdrop  for  the  internal
dramas of his characters.
The protagonist in many of these pieces
is  a stand-in for  the author himself—a
struggling  artist,  an  outsider,  a  man
haunted by his  own past.  He wanders

through the city, observing the detritus
of modern life. This sense of dislocation
is  palpable.  When  you  listen  to  The
Consumer by Michael Gira,  you are
not just hearing a story; you are being
placed  inside  a  specific,  gritty,  and
emotionally  charged  environment.

LITERARY STYLE AND INFLUENCE

Gira’s  writing  in  The  Consumer  by
Michael Gira owes a clear debt to the
French  Symbolists  and  the  American
confessional  poets.  His  prose is  direct,
often  employing  short,  declarative
sentences that  hit  with  the force of  a
hammer.  He  avoids  flowery  language,
preferring  a  stark,  almost  clinical
precision.  This  style  makes  the  most
disturbing  passages  even  more
impactful because of their matter-of-fact
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delivery.
Fans  of  writers  like  Charles  Bukowski,
Jean  Genet,  or  Antonin  Artaud  will  find
familiar territory here. Gira shares with
these  authors  a  fascination  with  the
abject,  the  criminal,  and  the  sacred.
There is a religious undercurrent running
through  The  Consumer  by  Michael
Gira, a search for transcendence in the
midst  of  filth  and  decay.  It  is  a
profoundly  spiritual  work,  even  as  it
wallows  in  the  darkest  corners  of  the
human psyche.

The Role of

Repetition and
Mantra
One of the most distinctive features of
the spoken word album is Gira's use of
repetition.  He will  sometimes repeat  a
phrase  or  a  sentence  multiple  times,
allowing  it  to  sink  into  the  listener's
consciousness.  This  is  a  technique  he
perfected  with  Swans,  where  a  single
chord  or  lyric  might  be  repeated  for
minutes  on  end,  creating  a  hypnotic,
almost  trance-l ike  state.  In  The
Consumer  by  Michael  Gira,  this
repetition feels like a mantra, a way of
drilling down into the core of an emotion
until it becomes almost unbearable.
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THE CONSUMER'S PLACE IN THE
GIRA CANON

Fo r  anyone  seek ing  t o  deep ly
understand  Michael  Gira's  artistic
journey,  The  Consumer  by  Michael
Gira  is  an  indispensable  document.  It
bridges the gap between the apocalyptic
noise of early Swans and the more folk-
oriented, narrative work of The Angels of
Light and later Swans albums like The
Seer and To Be Kind.

It provides context for the
lyrics: Many of the themes Gira
explores in his songs—guilt,
redemption, consumption, and the
body—are laid bare in their rawest
form in this book and album.
It showcases his versatility:
While he is rightly celebrated as a

musician and bandleader, The
Consumer by Michael Gira
proves that he is also a gifted
writer with a unique literary voice.
It is a standalone masterpiece:
Even divorced from his music, the
work holds up as a powerful
collection of short fiction. It is dark,
yes, but it is also deeply honest
and often surprisingly tender.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon its initial release, The Consumer
by Michael Gira  was met with strong
reactions  from  his  existing  fanbase.
Critics  praised  its  uncompromising
v i s i o n ,  t h o u g h  s o m e  w e r e
understandably put  off by its  bleakness.
Over the years, however, it has attained
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a cult status. It is regularly cited by fans
as  one  o f  the  most  in tense  and
rewarding entry points into Gira's world.
The  work  has  also  influenced  a
generation of musicians and writers who
see in Gira a model for how to maintain
artistic  integrity  while  exploring  difficult
subjects.  In  an  era  of  sanit ized,
algorithm-friendly  content,  The
Consumer by Michael Gira stands as a
defiant  monument  to  the  power  of  raw,
unfiltered expression.

How to Approach
The Consumer

Today
For  a  first-time  listener  or  reader,
approaching  The  Consumer  by
Michael Gira can be daunting. The best
strategy is to engage with it on its own
terms.  Do  not  expect  a  traditional
narrative arc or a happy ending. Instead,
approach  it  as  you  would  a  work  of
abstract expressionist art or a piece of
avant-garde  music.  Let  the  language
wash over you. Feel the weight of the
words.  Pay  attention  to  the  spaces
between the sentences.
Many listeners find that the spoken word
version  is  the  most  accessible  entry
point.  Put  on  headphones  in  a  quiet
room,  close  your  eyes,  and  let  Gira’s
voice guide you through the darkness. It
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is  a  challenging  experience,  but  for
those who stick with it, The Consumer
by  Michael  Gira  offers  a  kind  of
catharsis  that  is  rare  in  any  medium.

CONCLUSION: EMBRACING THE
VOID

The Consumer by Michael Gira is not
a  work  for  everyone.  It  is  difficult,
confrontational,  and  unapologetically
bleak. However, for those willing to meet
it  on  its  own  terms,  it  offers  a  profound
exploration  of  what  it  means  to  be
human in a world that often feels empty
and hostile. It is a testament to the idea
that art does not need to be comforting

to  be  valuable.  Sometimes,  the  most
meaningful art is the kind that forces us
to look into the abyss without flinching.
Ultimately, The Consumer by Michael
Gira is about the search for meaning in
a consumer-driven world. It  asks us to
consider  what we are truly  hungry for
and whether  that  hunger  can ever  be
satisfied.  It  is  a  dark,  beautiful,  and
essential  work  from  one  of  the  most
important  artists  of  our  time.  Whether
you come to it as a fan of Swans, a lover
of  experimental  literature,  or  simply
someone  curious  about  the  edges  of
human experience, this work will  leave
an indelible mark on your soul.


