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FOREWORD

Siri Hustvedt




Inside each human eye and the eyes of other vertebrates, there is a  


blind spot where the retina meets the optic nerve. This area, the optic  


disc, is insensitive to light and receives no visual information. Every  


person should therefore experience a significant blind spot in her or his  


visual field—about the size of an orange held at arm’s length. And yet,  


normally sighted people do not walk around with holes in their vision.  


Somehow the absence is filled. The unanswered question is: How? The  


hypotheses vary, and they depend on a larger understanding of the  


human organism and its relation to what lies beyond its skin. There are  


ongoing arguments about whether we see the world directly or whether  


we see an internally generated representation of the world. The argu-  


ments on either side are complex, nuanced, unresolved, and, depending  


on how you frame the problem, not necessarily contradictory.

There is considerable evidence, however, that perception is not  


purely passive—that we not only take in the world, we also make it, and  


that learning is part of that creativity. Experience establishes patterns of  


repetition, and those repetitions become recognitions that in turn gener-  


ate predictions about the world. Sometimes our predictions fail, and we  


are surprised. Every human being has had moments when the familiar  


is rendered suddenly strange or one thing is mistaken for another. I  


once walked toward my own reflection, fully convinced it was another  


person. My error was the result of my disorientation in space, which in  


turn disrupted my expectations about what was what and, in this case,  


who was who.

Such delusions prompt philosophical as well as physiological ques-  


tions. What is seeing? What is inside the looking person and what is  
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outside him? How do we parse what we see? “We see the world,” Teju  


Cole writes in this book. “This simple statement becomes . . . a tangled  


tree of meanings. Which world? See how? We who?” In the photo that  


accompanies the text, I see the nose of a red car parked behind a white  


van against a white wall. On the van is an enlarged photograph of a  


classroom with a few students in orange uniforms working quietly at  


their desks. I look into the recesses of that room and know I am seeing  


an illusion of depth on the vehicle’s nearly flat surface. Because the  


image is not a painting, I also know that the room existed somewhere at  


some time, but that place is elsewhere. I am seeing a photograph inside  


a photograph, a world within a world, but also an uncanny displacement  


of one space with another. And then I have the further thought: the van,  


not its representation, but the one that exists in the world, carries that  


image of a classroom along with it on the road.

By the time I reached the words “We see the world” and the corre-  


sponding image taken in São Paulo in March 2015, I had arrived on page  


273 of this book, and I had already circled the globe. “Teju Cole really  


gets around,” I said to myself. In three years, he has ricocheted from  


Seoul to London to Lagos to Capri to Selma, among many other destina-  


tions. I had to look up the names of some of the towns he mentions and  


locate them on the map to orient myself. Teju Cole jets from city to city.  


Teju Cole explores one outpost after another, and Teju Cole punctuates  


these flying leaps with visual and written records. The camera’s eye is  


not the human eye. The camera takes in everything inside its frame. We  


do not. Human beings have poor peripheral vision. Details vanish be-  


cause we cannot focus on everything at once. Sequences blur. We pay  


attention to what is most salient for us—a donut takes on a charm when  


we are hungry that it doesn’t have when we are not hungry. We are  


prone to cultural biases. They vary from place to place, are notoriously  


stubborn, and are often unconscious. Sexism and racism are born of  


skewed perceptions, of overvaluing masculinity and whiteness and  


treating them as absolute categories, which they are not. We, all of us,  


are prone to these debilitating forms of blindness.

When the shutter clicks, the world stops in a frame. Once they have  
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been written, words, too, are fixed. And yet, pictures and words are  


dormant until they are seen and read. I, the viewer-reader, animate the  


book, and, as long as I am alive, I am a body in motion. The book’s  


rhythm is established from its first sentence and its first photograph. It  


is the rhythm of a peripatetic philosopher, the itinerant thinker who puts  


one foot in front of the other. The body’s kinetic music is not separable  


from thoughts or their metaphors. The feet move, and mental connec-  


tions are made step by step. “There is a secret tie or union among  


particular ideas, which causes the mind to conjoin them more fre-  


quently, and makes the one, upon its appearance, introduce the other,”  


wrote David Hume. But the steps made in this book are not those of  


deductive or inductive logic. I follow a meandering, not a straight, path,  


one that branches into many paths, paths that then cross and recross  


over the course of my journey through the book.

From the beginning, I read and I look. I find “a tangled tree of mean-  


ings” between text and image, a metaphorical wood. On the first page, I  


am in New York State, a small town called Tivoli. In the photograph, I see  


the shadows of a tree’s bare branches that sprout into a road. Beyond  


that road, I see a hedge with its first fuzz of tiny leaves. A white house  


rises beyond the hazy hedge-screen. I begin to read, “Spring, even in  


America, is Japanese.” Really? That’s a surprising sentence. But when  


I look at the photograph, the tree’s shadow evokes the countless images  


of branches in Japanese art, usually in full spring flower. (Here the  


blossoms are implied by the association but are absent from the image.)  


Spring, the time of birth, of bloom, of stirring motion.

“It is not only the leaves that grow,” Cole writes. “Shadows grow  


also. Everything grows, both what receives the light, and what is cast by  


it.” This light and the lengthening shadows it creates are followed by a  


simile—the “more” of the world “proliferating like neural patterns.” I am  


taken from one scale to another, from tree shadows in a road to the  


brain hidden inside my skull with its billions of tiny neurons and their  


branching axons and dendrites. Next, I read that spring is “the most  


melancholy season” and am hurtled back to Sparta in the seventh cen-  


tury and to the words of the poet Alkman, who worried about food. Alk-  




xi



[image: image]


FOREWORD




man’s poetry consists of fragments, word rubble from a vanished age:  


“[?] made three seasons, summer / and winter and autumn third / and  


fourth spring when / there is blooming but to eat enough / is not.”

Cole writes, “Resurrection is far too close to death.” The word “res-  


urrection” summons the Christian story and the Passion of Christ. I  


imagine the women who arrive at the tomb and find it empty because  


the dead man has come back to life. But the word has pushed my  


thoughts and mental imagery beyond the immediate text. The reference  


to resurrection here is to the ambiguous border between the deadness  


of winter and the rebirth of spring, which is instantly followed by eyes  


opening after sleep.

Then I recognize the name of a film: Sans Soleil. I have seen it, and I  


smile. Chris Marker, the filmmaker, was another man who circled the  


globe and made a film about his travels. Important sequences take place  


in Japan. One of the earliest lines in the film, spoken by an invisible  


woman, is this: “He wrote, ‘I’ve been around the world several times,  


and now only banality still interests me.’ ” The documentary is a philo-  


sophical meditation on memory, time, space, and vision. The woman  


who narrates the film talks about the letters written to her from a film-  


maker, Sandor Krasna, a fictional mask or pseudonym for Marker. (It is  


good to remember that in the history of literature and philosophy, such  


masks sometimes take on lives of their own.) The movie leaps from  


Iceland to Japan to Guinea-Bissau to San Francisco. Cole’s text ends  


with a story told in the film. A man loves a woman who dies. After she  


dies, he “drowns” himself in work, and in May he kills himself. “They say  


he could not stand hearing the word ‘Spring.’ ”

One paragraph of text and a single photograph have generated a host  


of flowering images, thoughts, and references. Some of the mental  


“ties” are apparent; others are veiled or masked—there to be found if  


one cares to look, but if one doesn’t look and doesn’t read closely, if one  


doesn’t take time to uncover what lies in, between, and beyond the  


words and pictures, one will be blind to their meanings. The tree that  


casts its shadow is not inside the frame of the photograph. Alkman’s  


fragment is referred to but is not quoted in the text. The cycling of the  


seasons, sleeping and waking, dying and being born, presence and ab-  
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sence, and the blurred border between one and the other open Blind  


Spot.

The allusion to Sans Soleil is not then merely to the story of a suicide  


in the spring in Japan but to the movie as a whole, to what is, in fact,  


missing from Cole’s text and image. The film is not a chronological doc-  


umentary report on a man’s travels. The movie quickly establishes pat-  


terns that do not obey sequential logic. It is not organized according to  


proximal spaces either; the periphery is as important as the center.  


Cole’s homage to Marker is an announcement of his book’s form, his  


own invisibility, and his subject matter. The film audience never sees  


Marker/Krasna. We listen to another person read his letters.

The reader-viewer does not see Teju Cole either. I read his silent  


letters in the voice of my own internal narrator and look at his images  


on the page. There is only one “selfie” in this book, and it is never taken.  


The wish to take it occurs in a dream, another shadow realm. After he  


wakes up, the writer remembers his desire for a picture of himself with  


Princess Diana, who is alive in the dream but long dead in the world.  


Krasna’s declaration that only banality interests him lurks behind the  


reference too. Cole writes that he is not interested in tourist sites. In  


fact, he avoids them. The photographs in this book have little to do with  


the glossy and gorgeous scenic images that weigh down coffee tables  


all over the world. They are not idealized “art” photos either. They em-  


phasize the pedestrian.

I leave one page and turn to the next, and with each new leaf, I locate  


“a tie or union among particular ideas,” as Hume put it, an association  


by word or picture that carries me along further and further into the  


book. It turns out that my fantasy of the women at Christ’s tomb  


prompted by the word “resurrection” anticipated a recurring theme of  


the dead, tombs, the cross, and graves, as well as what is hidden and  


what is seen. Everyone walks on the dead because we walk on the  


earth. The author tells us he has lost his faith. As a boy he believed, and  


then the world looked different. Religious faith creates an order to vision  


that vanishes without it. As a child I believed in angels, those winged  


messengers between heaven and earth. They figure strongly in Cole’s  


text as liminal figures that cross boundaries and defy the laws of gravity,  
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as insubstantial or substantial as human wishes, hallucinations, and  


dreams.

The shroud of the Christian bible story mutates into multiple forms—  


the white cloth that receives the body of Christ as it is lowered from the  


cross and the rags left in the empty tomb become other materials, rep-  


resented in words and pictures, materials that catch the light or billow  


in the wind, that cloak bodies and buildings and cars. But there are also  


references to the draperies depicted in Renaissance and Baroque paint-  


ing, an artist’s proof of skill, but also a testament to visual ideas in which  


the neat boundaries between inside and outside collapse in the fold.

As I move through the book, I shuttle from concrete image to abstract  


thought. I see a ladder in a photograph before I read the word “ladder”  


on the following page. The ladders lead me up and down. I climb with  


Jacob. I fear falling with the author and, with him, I recall the ladder in  


Dante’s Divine Comedy and see it again in my mind’s eye.

Greek myths and stories circle through the text—Agamemnon’s  


death, Hermes’s winged feet, Oedipus’s scarred feet and self-inflicted  


blindness. Feet fly, hobble, and limp through this peripatetic volume. A  


mysterious photograph of two tubes, one beside the other, resembles a  


pair of legs. Eyes open and close. Eyes see, go blind, and are closed in  


death. One myth, one story, connects to other stories and to pictures,  


both in the book itself and in the minds of the people who hold the book  


in their hands. Images created by dead artists are conjured in language:  


Caravaggio, Dürer, Degas, Hitchcock. Dead poets speak: Theodore  


Roethke, Seamus Heaney, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and Kofi Awoonor,  


the Ghanian poet who was shot by terrorists in the Westgate Mall in  


Nairobi in 2013, close to where Teju Cole was staying, a horrifying con-  


flation of space and time, a collision of chance and vicious ideology.

Monstrous acts committed then and now in the name of ideas are  


omnipresent—witch-burning; the crimes of the Ku Klux Klan; the geno-  


cide of Hitler’s National Socialism; the abuse of impoverished “contract”  


children in Switzerland, Verdingkinder, who were taken from their  


homes and forced to work on farms; the mass murders in Indonesia,  


which remain unrecognized by the regime; 9/11 in New York City; the  


brutality of ISIS; the murders of black men by police in the United States;  
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men going from Lebanon to Syria to fight. These bloody events are not  


seen in the pictures. Cole is on his way to a demonstration for Black  


Lives Matter. He takes a photograph: five folding chairs squeezed be-  


tween a vehicle and a fire hydrant. Do not be mistaken: protest and  


outrage simmer in these pages like a pot on low boil.

On one page, I read that the great abolitionist born into slavery, So-  


journer Truth, sold photographs of herself. “I Sell the Shadow to Sup-  


port the Substance,” she said. Cole’s photos are shadows, too, of things  


that may or may not exist anymore and of moments that will never be  


repeated. After Sojourner Truth’s sentence, I find the last three lines of  


a poem by Tomas Tranströmer, a poet I know well: “but often the shadow  


seems more real than the body. / The samurai looks insignificant / be-  


side his armor of black dragon scales.” The poem is “After a Death.” The  


second stanza, not in Cole’s text, is as important as the lines that are  


quoted:

One can still go slowly on skis in the winter sun

through brush where a few leaves hang on.

They resemble pages torn from old telephone directories.

Names swallowed by the cold.

The few remaining leaves on winter trees merge with names, lists of  


the many now dead, who are no longer substances but signs only. The  


elegy replaces the body that has disappeared and the words become  


more real. The stanza is literally a blind spot in Blind Spot, an absence I  


must fill in, as the mind fills in the empty space in the visual field.

One morning in 2011, Teju Cole woke up blind in one eye. He suffered  


from papillophlebitis, perforations to his retina. The disappearance of  


sight in one eye makes depth perception impossible, and Cole informs  


the reader that he had trouble walking. Space changes if you can’t see  


its extensions. It is not so easy to put one foot in front of the other. A  


person’s gait, the rhythm of his steps must change to accommodate his  


altered vision, but inevitably there is a corresponding wrench in thought.  


Cole had surgery to correct the retinal tears and afterward was uncer-  


tain about his sight for a period of months during the winter. He writes,  
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“The photography changed after that. The looking changed.” A reorien-  


tation became necessary.

“Because we are in the world,” Maurice Merleau-Ponty wrote in his  


preface to the Phenomenology of Perception, “we are condemned to  


meaning.” Merleau-Ponty is alluded to twice in Blind Spot. The philoso-  


pher’s name came as no surprise to me. Long before I arrived at the  


references to him, it was clear to me that Teju Cole’s project is a phe-  


nomenological one. It is a study of a person’s embodied consciousness  


in relation to the visible world. Merleau-Ponty referred to phenomenol-  


ogy as a “will to seize the meaning of the world . . . as that meaning  


comes into being.” I would modify this statement with an s, to the mean-  


ings of the world, plural because they proliferate, grow, and multiply. It  


is further true that these meanings are not immediately evident. Some-  


times they elude us. Sometimes our expectations make us blind. And  


sometimes a period of blindness opens us to visions we have never  


seen before.

SIRI HUSTVEDT is a novelist and scholar who lives in Brooklyn, New York.  


She has a Ph.D. from Columbia University in English literature and is a  


lecturer in psychiatry at Weill Cornell Medical College. She has written  


and lectured about art and artists for many years.
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TIVOLI

Spring, even in America, is Japanese. It is not only the leaves that grow.  


Shadows grow also. Everything grows, both what receives the light, and  


what is cast by it. There is more in the world, all of it proliferating like  


neural patterns. Almost all of it: it is also the most melancholy season,  


for, as Alkman says, there is nothing to eat. Resurrection is far too close  


to death, and the moment when the sleep begins to leave your eyes is  


the most fragile, the most porous, for at times in spring, even the emo-  


tional granaries are depleted.

I remember the lines from Sans Soleil: “Newspapers have been filled  


recently with the story of a man from Nagoya. The woman he loved died  


last year and he drowned himself in work—Japanese style—like a mad-  


man. It seems he even made an important discovery in electronics. And  


then in the month of May he killed himself. They say he could not stand  


hearing the word ‘Spring.’ ”
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LAGOS

One sense of sleep is the disappearance of the eyes. The head turns  


inward, toward darkness. Another is an entry into a state of being car-  


ried. Outside a church in Lagos, a man sleeps. The body transitions from  


carrying itself across the earth into being carried by it, into giving itself  


up to that. The body of Christ is on the now-lowered cross. A white cloth  


is draped around him. He is not dead, only sleeping (a sleep of two  


nights and one long day). Around him at the moment of descent are  


John the Beloved, Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, Mary Magdalene.  


Closest to him is his mother, in white. John holds out a larger white  


cloth with which to receive his body. The earth carries the cross. The  


cross carries the body. The body on the cross carries the world: in a  


state of sleep, one common dream is that of superhuman strength. It is  


said (in the Orthodox tradition) that the True Cross is made of cedar,  


pine, and cypress.

It is said (by Calvin) that were all the fragments of the True Cross  


held in all the reliquaries of all the cathedrals of Europe to be assem-  


bled, an entire ship would be filled with the gathered wood. In sleep, one  


form of vision is foreclosed, and another becomes available. Outside an  


Anglican church in Lagos, the sleeping Christ dreams of sustenance  


and levitation.
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BTOURATIJ

The texture of memory and the texture of dreams are curiously similar:  


an intense combination of a freedom verging on randomness and a  


specificity that feels oneiric.

Most narratives of dreams simply don’t work, on a technical level,  


while most dreams do narratively “work” as dreams. You don’t have a  


dream and think, “That was not a dream.” But often when you read  


about a dream, or see a depiction of one, you feel like you’re reading  


about or seeing something that isn’t a dream.
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NUREMBERG

In the spring of 1507, Albrecht Dürer returned from his second trip to  


Italy. He had seen Leonardo’s oil sketches, and been impressed by their  


use of drapery to suggest form, movement, wind, and light. A folded  


drapery is cloth thinking about itself. Under pressure from itself or the  


influence of external agents, a material adopts a topographical surface.  


A material, around the axis of itself, faces some part of itself, and con-  


founds its inside and outside.

A drapery study of Dürer’s from 1508 shows the influence of a  


sketch of Leonardo’s from about two decades earlier. Folding: “falten”:  


to bring something together, and also to iterate that bringing together: a  


joining and a repetition. In the crumples, pleats, gathers, creases, falls,  


twists, and billows of cloth is a regular irregularity that is like the sur-  


face of water, like channels of air, like God made visible. The human is  


the divine enfolded in skin. (There is a curious comment about folds in  


John’s account of the Resurrection: a folded cloth that remained folded  


even as events unfolded: “Then Simon Peter came, following him, and  


went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the  


cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings  


but rolled up in a place by itself.”) In Nuremberg, almost within sight of  


Dürer’s house, I saw, about eight minutes after they began their stellar  


journey, some several rays of the sun describing the folds on the cur-  


tains of my hotel room.
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AUCKLAND

Tane and his siblings conspire to push apart their mother,  


Papatuanuku, the earth, and father, Ranginui, the sky. In the  


space forced between the two is the light of the world. The  


light falls and flows between two eyelids.
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MUOTTAS MURAGL

They used to burn women here. In these peaceful-looking cantons,  


women accused of consorting with the Devil were executed in the most  


sadistic ways imaginable, for God’s greater glory. Now the landscape is  


long settled, like a reputation. The eye scans and organizes the folded  


mountains. All is at peace. Nevertheless, in one enciphering corner of  


my mind I believe still that every line in every poem is the orphaned cap-  


tion of a lost photograph. By a related logic, each photograph sits in the  


antechamber of speech. Undissolved fragments of the past can be seen  


through the skin of the photograph. The tectonic plates are still busy in  


their rockwork, and there is a faint memory of burning ash. The differ-  


ence between peace and mayhem is velocity.
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PIZ CORVATSCH

One of the smallest things in this picture—the reddish mound at the  


southwest corner of the red mesh—is in reality one of the largest. The  


picture was made at three thousand feet on Piz Corvatsch in the Enga-  


din, and that wine-dark smudge is one of the great peaks of the Bernina  


Alps. From this point of view, it is about the same size in terms of area  


as the last small parcel of summer snow on the scree. Both are far  


smaller than the open shadows cast on the bottom left by unseen rail-  


ings. Corvatsch was Nietzsche’s favorite mountain, and maybe a line  


from Ecce Homo could caption this picture: “Philosophy means living  


voluntarily among ice and high mountains.”

But maybe not. Something less strident is needed for an inventory  


picture like this one, in which no square centimeter is allowed to lord it  


over any other one, just as we learn in school that a kilo of iron miracu-  


lously always weighs the same as a kilo of feathers. Instead of philoso-  


phy, this is a picture of fact: siding, poles, mesh, sky, mountain, gravel,  


railing, and shadow, as well as color, angle, horizon, and loss of bal-  


ance.
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CAPRI

Later on, I thought of the catalogue of ships in the Iliad. “I could not tell  


over the multitude of them nor name them, / not if I had ten tongues and  


ten mouths, not if I had / a voice never to be broken and a heart of  


bronze within me, / not unless the Muses of Olympia, daughters / of  


Zeus of the aegis, remembered all those who came beneath Ilion.” But  


that was literary, that came later. On the day itself, on the evening of the  


morning in which I opened up the window of my room to see the ap-  


parition of a shining fleet on the Mediterranean, what I thought of was  


what Edna O’Brien said to those of us in the audience: “We know about  


these beautiful waters that have death in them.”
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McMINNVILLE

In February 1930, a man and a woman were involved in a car accident,  


the man died instantly. The woman, his wife, not long after. She’d been  


pregnant. Their son, raised in an orphanage, became an industrialist,  


founded an aviation company, and died at age eighty-four in 2014.

In March 1995, a former fighter pilot died in a car accident before his  


thirtieth birthday. His grieving father, who had founded an aviation com-  


pany and was to die many years later at the age of eighty-four, in 2014,  


was said by locals to have been CIA, a charge he never confirmed or  


denied, saying only that it was better than being KGB.
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