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For Jill 




You keep your mind to yourself at the cost of closing out the gods.

ANNE CARSON

[image: ]

Love is not to the point at all: the antagonism one feels within oneself in its presence is far more crucial.

VIVIAN GORNICK 
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Preface

In the ongoing legend of my life, I’m a god like every other god: massive and excessively real and utterly alive. A tiny piece of the prima materia from which everything else springs—light and dark, a seedling and a joke—a crack, growing into and through life’s errant rot. I am as immortal as hypocrisy, by which I mean I am always living exactly as much as I am dying.

The other gods won’t admit it, but they perish at their own hands, too: killing themselves, or killing one another, or watching as their creations drown in the intoxication of their own myths. But over time, the gods got smarter; they exorcised themselves of that which threatened their goodness. But how to dispose of it?

In me they saw an ordinary god like an ordinary girl, full of her secret loneliness and insecurity, and they knew they needed only to wait. Soon enough I would corrupt myself, would take away their burden, would become the embodiment of all earthly evil. The gods named me Jealousy and banished me from heaven to the deepest and darkest valley on Earth.

The ideal place to build a house, I thought, the simple home I always wanted, and deserved. So I dug and dug into the side of the cliff until the earth became so thin and porous I could hear the underworld scream. At the sound, all nearby life withered and died, rotting into a thick fog that didn’t dissipate but endured, as shadow endures, the double and immaterial soul.

Now, everything I touch becomes filthy with the same black grime. The snake at my feet, for example. I pick it up and let it slither inside me, feeling it sustain the endless pleasure of my bodily decay. My bad breath and my molding teeth, this venom dripping from my tongue. My crossed eyes that cannot look in the same direction. Suspended as I am between life and death, I stay sleepless through the long-extenuated nightmare of my life because the gods may not want me but they need me. Minerva is always about to knock at my door, to ask for another favor so as not to contaminate her good soul by despairing the happiness of others. She needs me as all stories need me. Yes, she’ll send me out, again and again, to drip my jealous venom into open but unsuspecting mouths and unleash their latent bad.

I’m happy to do it, really I am, for the only happiness I know comes at the sight of someone else’s trouble. What else is empathy if not life’s constant gnawing, gnawing, gnawing at others the way I am being gnawed.

This is my shame. This is my mythology.




In the time before the beginning

Everything was indistinguishable, monochromatic, and pure. There was nothing but the unanimous self. Glub, glub, glub. And then, at the first thought of me, I flashed into existence. Inverted and embryonic, I entered the womb of my mother, emblazoning through her liquid dark.

But already I’m getting ahead of myself, zooming past the time before the beginning, past eternity (which language can only attempt to describe—urgeless, imageless, ungraspable—an animated void). The only way to approach the prima materia is by way of its opposite, which isn’t the afterword but the origin, the firm point in time that suddenly asserts out of the timelessness of nothing and nowhere. So let’s start again at the beginning and then take a step back.

The moment of insemination was recently captured on film. In black-and-white photographic stills, the egg appears as a dark circle in a dark frame. The fertilization appears the inverse of a total solar eclipse, a dark circle illuminated by a ring of light—a zinc firework, it’s called—before quickly fading, but not quite back to black. The light lingers. Stubborn. It won’t go away, because the instant has already passed into the time before the beginning when my mother was just a woman nesting inside a succession of mothers who were moaning and moaning and moaning: the sound of mythology devolving into poems. There is always another version of the story that’s been told.

In the colormap version, the egg appears as a yellow-green circle with a red bulge of sperm on its edge. Suddenly, it attaches. Blue edges form, and the green separates from the yellow, contracting to the center. Meanwhile, the yellow pushes out, dispersing in a circumferential burst of ions that release—an instance of light—and the blue edges bleed in: a flood of indigo and violet and magenta. For a moment, the green is overwhelmed. It disappears. But from the zero point, it resurrects as the rest of the spectrum dissipates. The egg is back to yellow green and the sperm is returned to red, just as it was in the time before the beginning. The same, but different now because darkness exists as an absence.

Let’s not get too attached to that beginning either, to the yellow-green self and the red other. Color and meaning are just tricks of the light. Interstitial nonentities. Consensuses undermining themselves in order to reinforce; it appears the story is standing still while it’s actually running away and out of reach.

Soon the egg’s membrane will embrace the sperm by extending dozens of armlike flanges to wrap and pull the other close until the membranes fuse. Once inside, the sperm will dissolve to expose a net of genetic material, already tangling with the egg’s to form colorless X-shaped chromosomes—chromo for color; soma for body: the discordant name for the form that has neither. Not yet. But, in the aftermath of light, it’s impossible not to imagine life embodied in color because imagination is both a crushing force and a unanimity, two versions of a story becoming one that’s as untrue as it isn’t. And yet, over and over again, this is the experience of the real, and the real is the bedrock of the divine.

For a long time, everyone agreed that, if there was a beginning, then there must be a God: a first mover, a first cause, a first turtle, a first grain of sand. It didn’t matter whether natural laws were applied or abandoned, philosophers and scientists and priests all agreed and, for the most part, they still do.

There are only two ways around God. One is to deny the existence of a beginning. (Good luck with that.)

The other is to become suspicious, as Wittgenstein did, of the so-called laws of nature, which “people should stop looking at as unassailable, as did the ancients at God and Fate.” The truth is there are no rules. Beginnings and endings are made of the same absurdity as the ongoing now, but no one can hold on to that. Yes, people cling to their convictions, to their gods and their fates. Just as I cling, stubbornly, to these attempts to understand the start because the problem isn’t beginnings, it’s me: always looking past what’s right in front of my face.

Maybe the only way to understand is to tell the story in reverse, to say that, before I existed, there was a woman and a man who met at the Bus Stop, which was a strip club. And before that, there were two cabbies taking fares back and forth to the Crossroads, which was a mall. And before they were in cabs, they were in bars, and before they were working, they were shopping, and before there was a mall, there was construction, which was first an undoing, a noisy machine removing the trees and the grasses and even the hills until the land was flat and apparently barren. No longer virgin ground, but widowed. And before there was grass, there was spring, and before there was spring, there was winter turning everything into one white and continuous form.

Let’s go forward now, just a little, because it’s difficult to presage the arrival of spring, which happens before it’s noticed, an unwitnessed event. Deep underground, the perennially forgotten roots turn from ghostly white to pale green, the feeble shade of prophecy because, before there was life, there were stories of life, and before there were stories, there was color; it’s only after the color and after the stories that “life itself is a picture,” or so Frederick Douglass writes. “But to be seen it must be withdrawn from view. Only begin to imagine its absence, and sun, moon, and stars halt in their courses. All nature is hushed, silent, petrified—dark, shadeless, voiceless, sightless—dead.”

In other words, before there is life, there is darkness, but nested in the dark is an eternal appointment with the dawn. 




Origin Story

No one remembers my mother’s birth, not even her mother, who thought it might have happened on either the twelfth or nineteenth of June. Maybe this is just the nature of beginnings—destined to slip away. But it’s more likely their amnesia was actually an omission: when my mother was born, she almost killed her mother, as daughters sometimes do. So, from either the twelfth or nineteenth onward, the family loved her as a double negative loves; love as a self-erasing contradiction; they loved her life to the brink of death.

I think the only time my mother was happy, like, really happy, was when I was inside her. She was thirty-two, and for nine months, people’s mouths genuinely lifted at the sight of her. She was so happy that she bought an asparagus fern and sang to it to help it grow. She got a perm. She went swimming every day. Everything was buoyant, even my Father, who was mostly absent, off drinking bubbly beer and performing stand-up comedy at the Crossroads Mall.

The Crossroads Mall also sold asparagus ferns. And perms. And swimming suits. To try one on, my mother stepped inside a changing room and drew the curtain, her silhouette stretching across the white drape while her reflection multiplied in the triptych of mirrors. Impressed by the reformation of her body into its refraction, she leaned in to get a better look at the now-infinite expanse of checkered retail floors compressing and expanding her pregnant figure: her tricky intersection—her keyhole to the crossroads that has always been the source, lying latent the way my mother was once latent in this world made out of women before they become mothers now regenerating at the mall.

She says it was the first time she felt like herself. In the beginning, she says. And then the thing she always says next, which is I. The first thought, and the first edge. The self arising as a line that divides heaven from Earth. And so the word becomes a joke—a division that unites—because the name I call myself is the name you call yourself, too.




The Fathers

The Father was always making mistakes. At first, He tried to learn from his fuckups, which were increasingly ours. But soon He grew frustrated. Eventually, He seethed with a new kind of feeling, a love all mixed up with hate that insisted on control. He loved us too much, do you understand? Loved as a double negative loves. Jealously, He said, a word so befitting that He offered it up as a hyponym of His name. Another word big enough to reaffirm its own existence. Inspired, the Father issued a command not to picture Him, then another requiring us to love Him, exclusively and forever.

We tried, but we kept making mistakes and so we left the Father with no choice but to destroy groups of irredeemable people, four or five or six times, depending on who you ask. And then, in a fit of despair, the Father destroyed the entire world.

But the Father felt bad. He was really sorry, and He promised He’d be better. As proof of this covenant, He cast a rainbow across the sky: His white-light embrace of our colorful if broken souls by which He started again and we started again. This time, the Father subdivided His perfect self into three even more perfect parts because, like I, God doesn’t dilute, no matter how much He disperses and expands. As His singularity redoubled, mathematical laws buckled to accommodate the Father’s new form: an equilateral triangle without a fatal flaw. A divine mitosis. The imperfectly perfect Father becoming three impossibly perfect Fathers shepherding a succession of really good Fathers who aren’t jealous and who don’t kill but love.

My Father, for example. He claims to be the first man to patent a style of art. To explain, he reverts to the past tense in admission of his ancient imperfection: It started with a mistake, he says, an errant mark that he didn’t cover up but chose to incorporate into the page in order to perfect it. On the privilege application, he coined the erratic style Hot Pop, the phrase by which art would turn into property, branded on hundreds of T-shirts and hats. The phrase was so fitting it became a hyponym of my Father’s name: Hot Pop drew a portrait of Mario Andretti, but Hot Pop really wanted to draw Tim Allen, who just wouldn’t write Hot Pop back, no matter how many Hot Pop hats Hot Pop sent him. It was the permanence of my Father’s success that condemned him to eternal failure, cementing him in the ranks of the divine that thought they could outsmart imperfection. But I’m getting ahead of the story again. My Father was not yet a Father and not yet a Pop. He was just a cabbie after work, sketching on the back sides of cocktail napkins before calling my mother to fuck her and I into conception.

Proof, my Father said months later, holding a blue and parallel-lined pregnancy test he’d bought at the Crossroads Mall. A mistake, my mother said, her head falling into her hands. It was the twenty-first of December.

The Father of the shopping mall is named Victor Gruen. The idea came to the Jewish architect around 1951, just a few years after he fled Nazi Vienna to resettle on U.S. soil. In divinatory speeches, he spoke of his mall as a hotbed for culture. The American version of the Greek agora. A re-creation of his beloved European town square. He spoke of carless cities surrounding expansive parking lots chalked with yellow lines like yellow brick roads leading to a life well lived. Inside, he said, would be paradise: art and music, a post office and a grocery, a shoe store and a dress store and a tailor. Inside, he said, the lights would always be set to just past dawn and the weather would always be perfect.

But the thing about weather is it changes. And the thing about Hot Pop is that I can’t find any evidence of a patent. And the thing about singularities is that, no matter what, they cannot and do not decompress. In other words: jealousy exists, and rainbows and perms fade. But my Father insisted on staying. He loved us too much, do you understand?




The New Age Dawns

I was born on the day I was due: July 14, 1986. It was Bastille Day, but revolution was just another excuse for a holiday. The economy had never been so good, and my mother was tipsy on red wine. Welcome to the world, my mother said to the staccato pop of distant fireworks.

My Father recorded my birth on film, a birth scene that is more or less the same as every other birth since the beginning of time. But in the film everyone keeps saying this one is special. Birth number 117 billion and one. God’s little miracle, my Father says, pointing up to the stars. My mother keeps saying she is overwhelmed, presumably with love.

The first picture of me is taken seconds after I am born. Me: coated in amber mucus, shimmering in white halogen. I’m rising up and off the photo paper with the force of a 5,500-kelvin flash as bright as a cloudless summer day. I appear purer than pure light.

The camera my Father used to capture my birth was a Canon T70. Equipped with a microelectronic chip, LCD screens, and color film, it was advertised as the first camera of the computer era: “However you envision the new age, part of it is here. Introducing the camera with brains.” But its basic function was the same as any camera: a dark box that admits light through a lens to make an image that would later become fixed.

My Father bought the camera at the mall because it was mascoted by a cardboard cutout of Wayne Gretzky saying “It makes the great shot simple.” In the TV advertisement, Gretzky drops four defenders to their knees just by turning around. My Father liked Gretzky because he was good at hockey, sure, but also because of the athlete’s penchant for producing motivational quotes: “A good hockey player plays where the puck is. A great hockey player plays where the puck is going to be.”

It’s a rip-off of a Schopenhauer line: “Talent hits a target no one else can hit. Genius hits a target no one else can see.” Either way, the gist is the same: to reframe the unperceived as what’s worth reaching for. But genius comes with the risk of unrecognition. And, here, at the mall, it also comes at a price: MSRP $290.

The first mall was born in 1956 in Edina, Minnesota. It was called the Southdale Center. It would be Gruen’s new outlet for “that primary human instinct to mingle with other humans.” Forty thousand people attended its opening, and Gruen promised even more to come, because the mall had “magnetic powers to attract more people and hold them.” In still photographs of that first day, people shop at two department stores. They pose in front of mannequins throwing footballs with their smooth-faced Fathers. They peruse seventy-two other shops. In the atrium, men stand around in business suits, and small-waisted women cluster around benches. Globe lights hang down from the ceiling while children point at installations of ferns reaching up toward those electric suns. In picture after picture, the mall holds them, these many “more people for more hours—more cash registers ringing more often for longer.”

Months later, Frank Lloyd Wright came to visit. In a black-and-white photograph, he stands in a gray coat with a gray top hat that nearly hits the short gray ceiling, a sky of drop-ceiling squares. The Father of organic architecture, Wright believed that a building must be an expression of genius that “conceives and integrates” by “beginning again at the beginning,” every time and always. But, in Gruen’s achievement of the never-ending dawn, the mall was a denial of beginnings, a copy of a copy meant to be copied thousands of times so that every reproduction was an idol, a blasphemy, a terrible corruption of the original town square. “Imitation is never flattery. It is insult,” Frank Lloyd Wright said on his way out the door. “You should have left downtown downtown.”

He left Edina for Chicago, where he unveiled his plan for The Illinois—his unbuildable ideal tower, his mile-high “city in the sky.” But before he had to reckon with the impossibility of his design, Frank Lloyd Wright died.

My Father also dreamed of success beyond failure, whether as an artist or a stand-up comedian. But back then, he was too good, too exact. When he painted—cars and motorcycles and malls, for example—people said the pictures looked just like photographs. And, although some people found his representational talent impressive, they mostly found it irrelevant. When he told jokes, people thought he was just being mean, their laughter coaxed from delusions of superiority and then seduced into accord.

For example, in almost every set, my Father told one about having an affair with a hot and naked redhead. When the wife got home early, the redhead jumped out the window and clung to the windowsill while he peed, shit, and vomited all over her, only for her to realize she’d been hanging just a few inches from the ground. There’s more to the joke than that, but I won’t bother to explain, only to say that once, when I asked my Father how he depicted shadow, he replied: All art is of shadow because it’s shadow that depicts.




The Problem of Fixity

In 1833, William Henry Fox Talbot decided he wanted to become a Father, too, one of the many Fathers of photography. He was on his honeymoon at Villa Melzi and, in the early dawn hours, he sat alone outside. In front of him stood a great white house on top of white stone steps guarded by white stone lions. To his left, a row of trees announced a pathway to a cluster of faraway white houses. Ahead, a white stone balcony edging Lake Como’s blue water. He wanted to capture it, the place and the beauty and the fact that he was there, a part of the full scene he both experienced and witnessed. So the draftsman unpacked his camera lucida, a piece of faceted glass hovering above his sketchbook on a metal armature. As light passed through the prism, an image of the Italian scene was refracted and superimposed on the page. All Talbot needed to do was trace.

The resultant image is childlike. Correct, but cartoonish: silly lions, sloppy stonework, teensy houses with oblong windows. Talbot explained his failure: “For when the eye was removed from the prism—in which all looked beautiful—I found that the faithless pencil had only left traces on the paper melancholy to behold.” He vowed to remove the problem, which was himself, by inventing a camera that wouldn’t need an artist’s direct hand.

For years and years and years, Talbot tried. And the other Fathers of photography tried. Niépce and Daguerre and Talbot all trying and failing until, eventually, Talbot failed his way into a photogram, an impression of shadow to paper by way of touch—flowers and leaves, a pattern of lace, the reticulations of an insect wing—images of material opacity, recently departed. What appeared on the paper was not real, but reality’s imprint, part specter and part revelation in reverse.

But too soon, the shadows were obliterated by the light that once created them, page after page returning to newfound blankness. “Fairy pictures,” Talbot called them. “Creations of a moment, and destined as rapidly to fade away.”

In the defeat of the decay, the question of fixity sprouted in Talbot’s mind. “But how charming it would be,” he mused, standing among twenty-five thousand pieces of paper too sensitive to expose to light. “And why should it not be possible?” Talbot calls this question his “original idea,” which is a nice way of thinking about questions and ideas and origins: as incidents of pursuit and avoidance, paradoxes that both excavate and explain the ungraspable.

Several of the other Fathers had the same original idea, their collective idée fixe that spawned a litany of photographic beginnings. In 1826 or 1827, Niépce solved the problem of fixity with bitumen of Judea and lavender oil. Daguerre solved it with mercury in 1839. Talbot solved it with salt in 1841. Sir John Herschel with iron in 1842. Heliotypes and daguerreotypes and calotypes and cyanotypes: so many first copies of the world.

Jean-Christophe Bailly is right to remark on this repetition of beginnings, to say that “it’s important to return to them, again and again, to try to understand not just how it came about, but what it was that came.”

And Bailly’s right to assign these beginnings a nodal quality, too, to liken them to the non-places where eclipses occur, to those grand upheavals when day masquerades as night and so when it’s most difficult to discern the quality of the hour, to a singular event that’s also a lineage of events in which the trajectory of human consciousness pivots and changes, to a point in time and space that’s nonexistent but nevertheless real, to art, to Longinus’s “mighty genius carried into the souls of its rivals, as from a front of inspiration, an effluence which breathes upon them until [. . .] they share the sublime enthusiasm of others.”

But photography is also a science with a history and a technology that progresses and a product that’s for sale and it was Daguerre who received the state-sanctioned certificate of invention. This version of the story isn’t a lie but a deception befitting his process. To fix the image, Daguerre enclosed himself in a small, dark room filled with vaporized mercury: a remedy that’s also a poison; a friend that can flatter and lie. For hours, he inhaled and exhaled and waited for an image to emerge that could compete with reality and, upon the occasion of his success, he emerged from the dark with a declaration: “I have captured the light and arrested its flight! Now, the sun itself shall draw my pictures.” (Then again, it’s only the Devil who can cast a shadow in the dark.)

In sober reinforcement of Daguerre’s claim, Frederick Douglass described the accomplishment as a transference of “sublime, prophetic, and all-creative power,” from God to man. Just as the first Father’s creations, Daguerre’s proved to be flawed and fragile, too. Early practitioners compared the surface of the prints to butterfly wings, disintegrating a little bit with every human touch.

Daguerre’s first images didn’t survive. The oldest one that remains is a still life, taken in Daguerre’s art studio turned photographic. Arranged in a traditionally artful composition, there are drapes and baskets and a ram’s head and a plaster relief of the human form. But the viewer’s focus rests on two central putti, those cherublike guardian spirits that link the human and divine realms. This point of origin can be taken in two ways: as another suggestion of the nature of photography, or as a turn back to cherublike baby me.

The day after I was born, my Father took me from my Jewish mother’s arms and drove me to church. He stripped me naked at the altar and surrendered me to a white-robed priest. When he returned me to my mother, he said: Sarah Rose has been saved.

It was then that my mother noticed the furrow between my eyes, like a gutter, she says, pointing to the pictures, to where the holy water funneled from my brow and into my mouth until I was consumed by milk and holy water.

In picture after picture, I glow undiminished. Evidence, my Father said, of your godliness, my Father said, the lunar reflections I impelled from row after row of downcast and devoted faces. Crowds parting and then clamoring to see my freckles, each as perfectly placed as the stars.

Except that, in the pictures, the stars don’t sparkle. Time doesn’t tremble. The violence of the passing hours stops, or appears to stop. I am a baby forever, anointed by a god who is outlasting time, but can’t succumb to it as we can. Or, I am a baby forever condemned, by a devil who is fixing time, trading souls for seized shadows.




The Muse

When I was a toddler, my Father took me to the mall, where he bought me markers and a suncatcher that passed from the shelf to his finger without ever weighing down my hand. I knew the prism only as lofty and untouchable: a heart-shaped thing capable of exposing ordinary light for what it really is, a consortium of colors. Foolishly, I crawled around the room lusting after the tiny rainbows, Walter Benjamin’s flock of winged creatures flitting about, from form to form.

Benjamin thought children understood color better than adults because they assumed it to be “the medium of all changes, and not a symptom.” Like me, they tried to capture color as a thing in and of itself. If Benjamin and children are right, then color not only precedes the spectrum but is its basis. And if the spectrum is the medium, then color could be the same as the universe itself. Imagine it: a time before the beginning that’s utterly chromatic; a chaos of color.

Of course, the theory is unconventional and difficult to prove because, “roughly speaking: objects are colourless,” writes Wittgenstein. Roughly speaking, he is right. Language insists on color as an attribute: black is an expression of soot, red is only borrowing from rust, and a leaf is not qualitatively green, but for a time appears to be. Once the chlorophyll drains, color proves to be a trick of light now playing a trick on me as I fumble around chasing rainbows while my Father chants the spectrum, again and again, seemingly determined to turn its uneasy syntax into a song—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet—as if the music might recollect the index of refraction back into a light white whole.

He doesn’t know his playful musicality has antecedents. After discovering the color spectrum in the mid-1600s, Newton assigned each slice to a note because he assumed that color was a vibration the same as sound. His scale begins with D, which is the halfway point between violet and red. Ringing out, it’s the note by which the spectrum becomes a circle eating its own tail. While I fumble around, the laughter intensifies, the color and the laughter that’s been hiding in plain sight, as curving and continuous as my mother’s arms now drawing in to collect her silly little girl.

Back at home, my Father sat me down to draw another portrait becoming the scene and the site of his invention. As the story goes, I ripped the pen from his hand and demanded he draw me with the colorful and washable markers instead. So he did, drawing me in red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet. But the markers were too big and his hands were clumsy with them. His strokes were broad and wild and never quite right. He tried again; he drew another portrait; another, then a dozen more until the floor was littered with paper and the Irish white skin of his hands was covered in color smudging into black. Eventually, he declared the work finished, by which he meant a work without mistakes. He stood back to admire his salon: dozens of girls who looked vaguely like me, dozens and dozens of white girls made of color. He wanted to give me all the credit. You did it! he said, picking me up and spinning me around and calling me his inspiration to abstraction.

Finally, he said, I’m a real artist.

I doubt it was explicit, or self-aware, but my Father’s statement was also his original idea, the point at which art became a word like I or God that’s too big to be real, even as the word points, compass-like, to reality. It was my Father who taught me this. To paint is to handle color, he told me once, years later, when we were standing in front of Ellsworth Kelly’s Red Yellow Blue II. But I didn’t think the triptych qualified as art. It was too easy. My Father held out his hand and swooshed it back and forth through some imaginary thickness, the conductor of an orchestra of color made material. And then he just stood there for a while, thinking, until he said, Well, look how little it took to make you ask such a big question.

Seeing the gallery of me collecting on my bedroom walls, my mother didn’t see art but idolatry, a girl not loved
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