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People sometimes think I take a white canvas and paint a black sign on it, but this is not true. I paint the white as well as the black, and the white is just as important.

—Franz Kline






Part One




1.

That summer, they threw bombs and made signs for peace.

They went into the streets and the parks and the squares, the same as they had done two years before, and three years before that, and six years before that, and three years before that, which of course meant that they had never really left the streets and the parks and the squares in the first place.

There was a president in Washington and nine Supreme Court justices. There was a war in Europe. There was not yet a war in America because America fought its wars elsewhere. On the news, they spoke of complications and complexities. They spoke of gas prices and networks of risk. They spoke of supply chains and the specter of scarcity.

It was not an extraordinary year in a remarkable time. Disgusted, not surprised was the slogan of their era.

Still, they went into the streets and the parks and the squares. They lifted their signs. They shouted. They marched. They organized. They sued. They settled. Some wondered if the streets and the parks and the squares were themselves merely other settings for the unfolding of a vast play. But was this cynicism not merely an excuse for a lack of resolve? They had to believe in the possibility of change. The very possibility of freedom was freedom itself. So, they went into the streets and the parks and the squares. They smoked outside bars. They argued over what tomorrow might bring. The lesser among them, the timorous, the doubtful, and the wavering, stood back, watching, waiting for some greater sign, savoring their doubts.

It was a hollow time. It was a dull time. It was summer, and Manhattan steamed between two rivers.

Downtown, in his studio at the corner of White and Cortlandt Alley, on a Thursday evening in late July, Wyeth sat on his stool and considered the irresolute underpainting on his canvas. Since June, he had been working fitfully from a set of photographs he had taken on a blazingly sunny afternoon in Union Square Park when a group of people had arrived to protest the Supreme Court’s recent overturning of Roe v. Wade via Dobbs v. Jackson. In one such photo, protesters’ signs were an uneven horizon of partially obscured slogans: 22,000 WOMEN DI—Migrant Youth DENIED Abortions by Office—KEE ABO SA—OVERTURN ROE? HELL NO! Beyond the crowd, dark trees, and rising above the trees, a set of offices and apartments. One of the park lights, its white globes uncannily egg-like, framed the right side of the field. In the photo’s bottom-left corner, a child pressed to someone’s chest gazed directly at the viewer.

The photo was not a photo of the child, a boy about three or four years old, but Wyeth had been thinking of it as the photo of the boy because the intensity and the directness of his gaze—almost a quiet hostility—inverted the focus of the image so that what you noticed was not the overwhelming totality behind him, but this little boy tucked in the lower-left field. This perhaps had something to do with the curious luminance of the boy’s face, as in paintings of saints, as though the glow were the emanation of grace. Wyeth hadn’t gotten the exposure right, and greasy shadows overwhelmed almost all the fine detail in the boy’s image. Some of the signs were blown out, their messages lost to the highlights. The protesters themselves were all sharply in focus, but the boy, so near to the lens, was the only thing in the image not in focus, so that he seemed to emerge from some other place, from the real, as it were. The more Wyeth looked at the reference photo, the more the boy’s gaze chastised him. There’s history happening, and you’re looking at me?

Otherwise, Wyeth’s worktable was a graveyard of reference prints depicting subjects he had already set aside, sketches in various stages of completion, torn paper, and cut canvas. Wyeth had taken several photos of a woman wearing three layers of denim vests, all filled with pins and slogans against fascism, against patriarchy, against the pipeline, against the former rapist in chief, against starving children, against book bans, against transphobes. She had more enemies than she had space on her vests to proclaim those enemies. She also carried a sign with still more policies and agencies she hated and resisted: Abolish ICE! Protect the wetlands! Save the mountains! Stop fracking! End corporate greed! Preserve the permafrost! Close tax loopholes! Defund the FBI! The woman’s gray hair, her sunglasses, her sharp nose, her soft chin, and her utterly humorless expression contrasted with the almost cartoonish proportion of her political expression. It would not have made a very interesting painting because the image’s juxtapositions were funny, but ultimately obvious.

Wyeth had accidentally taken a photo of several people on an oblique with their heads bowed as if in prayer. To their right, a woman raised her hand, jabbing her index finger forward and shouting. Five people looking down was not an interesting shot in itself, and he’d totally missed the pointing woman the first time he looked. But when he did spot her, some new quality emerged from the image, a narrative. As if the people were a chorus of the voiceless, and she their avatar. This was likely not the case. They might have all looked down to check a news push alert or maybe there had been a call for a moment of silence, and the pointing woman had been moved to shout at that instant. There were innumerable explanations of varying degrees of plausibility, but that made the image interesting to him. He’d tried to sketch it, but the angles never seemed as natural as in the accidental shot. All of Wyeth’s translations were bad, forced, totally artificial.

In itself, working from photos didn’t constitute a radical departure in process from his usual method. He had always relied on references and citation in his painting. The issue was that he found the photographs inert because they depicted real things and real people. The content of the images was immutable, and any change he made in translating the photographs to canvas or to paper felt totally arbitrary and false. It had been a month of trying and failing to locate a scene within the mess and randomness of life as captured in the photographs from that day. Failing always because nothing he could draw or paint, nothing that he could extract from the substrate of those photographs, had anything like the strange spontaneity, ease, and ambivalence of life itself.

Typically, Wyeth worked from cinema, transposing scenes and compositions from films and filling them with black people he had imagined, so that, say, two black women stood drinking apricot juice from champagne coupes in the gorgeous but mildly eccentric apartment in Rohmer’s Conte de printemps. The younger woman smiling coyly, as if with a secret, while the older of the two, still young herself, anxious and polite, looks at the strange columns in the kitchen, trying not to be rude about it.

The dynamic between the women in the film and the women in Wyeth’s transposition of the film were, he thought, almost identical in content, but the viewer’s relationship to that dynamic was different because the two black women in such a setting had to have some accounting for how they had come to be there. This tension, this disbelief needing suspension, led people to say strange things about Wyeth’s paintings. Sometimes, Wyeth’s work was described as bourgeois, betraying a desire for black ease and affluence, trading in a corrosive and politically dubious desire to see black people rich or at the very least in luxurious settings. Sometimes, it was described as fantastical, depicting unrealistic and strange juxtapositions, as though the black people in his paintings had wandered into a genre or set of conditions totally discordant with what the viewer considered their actual reality.

As both realism and fantasy, his work disappointed people because there was never, some said, quite enough life in it. Early in the spring, Wyeth’s friend Bernard had said to him that his black people were always hypothetical and that this gave his work a sterile air. They’re cut off, Bernard had said, from real black life as it happens in the real fucking world. You make thought experiments, not paintings.

This was not the first time Wyeth had heard something like that, not even close (he had been to art school, after all), but it did crystallize something he had been feeling for a long time about his painting and his limitations. As a result, Wyeth set himself the task of painting from life like a documentarian rather than responding to how he felt when he watched neorealist cinema. Yet, all of his attempts ended in failure. The photographs would not yield. They remained impervious to his imagination. The painting was not going well.

All evening, Wyeth had been listening to an album of nocturnes by the composer John Field, performed by the pianist Benjamin Frith. The Field nocturnes and the active noise canceling of the headphones flattened all of life’s native sound and replaced it with thematically suggestive music. This false unity of image and sound transformed what he saw—his studio mates, the banal boredom of a Thursday evening, phones and laptops, stained paper towels, torn canvases, shredded sketchbook pages, and moldy water in buckets—into a scene, setting it off from reality. But while a scene might suggest real life, it was not real life itself.

He shared the studio with four other guys: Marat, Solomon, Aki, and Ferd. Late in the previous year, Wyeth took the place of an installation artist who rigged up sexually graphic tableaux involving adult-size dolls dressed in the iconic wardrobes of famous cartoon characters. The artist left these tableaux around various parts of Brooklyn and Lower Manhattan, and once, he’d even done a pop-up in Austin. But then, he’d been sued by a large multinational for breach of copyright and had pivoted to making adult content and other forms of digital sex work.

Marat was a production assistant for a television show about nineteenth-century white people whose money had dubious origins in textiles. The show had recently been picked up for a second season, which had given Marat a very inflated sense of his own importance. There were rumors, he said, about him maybe being bumped up to the writers’ room. Marat mostly used the studio to edit his short films and to write scripts that he workshopped with people who had never succeeded in selling a single screenplay. Wyeth often overheard the workshop discussing lines of desire. What was the character’s big want and was it articulated on the first page? It all seemed a rather dry and sad way to go about writing, and Wyeth wondered if this approach was the reason none of them had sold anything.

Solomon sculpted uncannily realistic re-creations of everyday objects from clay. His last show had been a collection of crushed soda cans scattered around a small SoHo gallery. Solomon had made NO LITTERING signs from handmade paper. A trail of cans led down the hall, culminating in a pile stacked in the southeast corner of the main gallery. You were encouraged to pick up the cans. It was all very Félix González-Torres. The most alive and surprising thing about Solomon’s cans had been how heavy they were when you picked them up to carry them to the pile in the corner. You couldn’t deny the reality of the weight in your hand, and yet you had the memory of what cans were supposed to feel like: light, easily discardable, crushable. There was something electric in that moment, when the madness of the piece forced itself upon you. Wyeth wasn’t sure what it meant—why cans, for example—but he had to admit that he’d been moved a little by that moment of genuine surprise under the gallery lights.

Aki was a visual artist and sculptor, and also somewhat famous—meaning very famous to a certain segment of New York. Aki wielded the soft power that lived and thrived on social media. The sort of power that existed solely in being known by a cadre of celebrities and microcelebrities who themselves were mostly known for being proximal to actual fame. It was possible in New York to be considered famous and utterly anonymous at the same time, and to wield that power in service of, for example, getting a trendy new restaurant to deliver a small meal to you and your hungry friends in the middle of dinner service because the owner hoped that the next time you might come in or at the very least drop a grid post. Aki made things that resembled music videos but which he insisted were not music videos because they weren’t really about the music despite all of his video installations featuring a kind of trance dream pop that he composed himself.

The videos were shockingly good.

Ferd worked in oils, favoring a kind of abstraction that was in the process of going rapidly out of style and ceding the cultural landscape to hypergraphic, naive-style acrylic work based around memes and other artifacts of digital life.

They were all in the studio even though it was a Thursday evening and they might have otherwise been out. Whoring, as Aki liked to call it, making the rounds at gallery parties and openings or crashing the party of some ascendent B-list celebrity about to make a star turn in the season’s token indie Oscar Bait film about contemporary life. Aki played with a scalpel while talking to Ferd. Marat sat hunched at his laptop, and Solomon lay on the couch, scrolling.

When Wyeth took his headphones off a moment later, he was met with the rush of city noise and the discordant jumbling of music from Marat’s laptop, Ferd and Aki’s conversation, and the occasional outburst from autoplaying videos on Solomon’s phone.

“You look sad,” Aki said.

Wyeth realized he had been staring.

“Like, locked-ward sad,” Aki added.

“Is that in the DSM? Locked-ward sad?”

Ferd laughed. Aki shrugged. Marat looked up, annoyed, as though he weren’t at that very moment playing music in a shared space without headphones.

Aki and Ferd crossed the studio.

Ferd studied the reference photos while Aki picked loose threads from the pair of dull scissors Wyeth kept for scoring and priming. Ferd’s gaze passed over a series of shots Wyeth had taken of helicopters. From over the field of signs and from around various buildings, including one with the Doomsday Clock over Union Square. Something of the pervasive element of being watched, and all of the protesters hemmed in like fish in a net. Wyeth had also taken shots of cops, including a very handsome, very tall man who looked Samoan. The pictures showed the man standing with a wide stance, fingers tucked under his riot vest. The man looked on with bored, dark eyes, not at all out of place on the line of cops ringing the perimeter. If the cops had moved on the protesters, they would have moved on the chess guys and the finance bros and the two older black women eating lunch on the steps and the moms with their strollers trying to go to Whole Foods and Wyeth himself, who was not a part of anything but certainly was there. They were all there, and therefore they were all subject to the force of the state.

That seemed to be the point the protesters were making, that they were all subject to the force of law that had swept over them, and that the erosion of abortion rights was really the erosion of all their rights, and at that precise moment they were all particularly vulnerable. In the park, Wyeth had felt a certain upward titration of his risk, his vulnerability, and yet as unsafe as he felt, as uneasy as he felt, he stayed to take pictures. It seemed the least he could do when other people had come out at much greater risk of much greater harm, and on purpose.

Then Ferd came to the photos Wyeth had taken of the chess hustlers, the reason he had gone to the park that day in the first place.

Wyeth had been trying to capture the random camaraderie arising from their coaxing strangers to sit and play a game or two and the jovial and bumbling spirit of the fintech bros plopping down on crates to get their asses kicked. The raw and dazzling charisma of the chess hustlers, turning everything into a conversation and into an exchange in which both parties got a little of what they wanted and needed. Wyeth was interested in the dually patronizing impulse in those exchanges. The way both parties condescended to one another at the same time, and how the chess hustlers used their superior understanding of the dynamic to their advantage. It wasn’t even about the game, really.

One of the chess guys with a gold tooth and a glass eye, wearing a Bulls jersey and Air Force 1s, pulled on Wyeth’s wrist, trying to get him to sit and play a game, “Come on, I’ll spot you,” he said. Wyeth had laughed and said, “I don’t even know how to play.” In retrospect, this was exactly the last thing he should have said to a chess hustler. “Me either, brother,” the man had said. A finance bro took Wyeth’s place, and their game quickly got under way.

Looking at the photos laid out and scrambled across the table, there was a startling transition from that particular set of shots to those of the protest. At first, the protest was visible only as a gathering in the background of the shots of the hustlers and the marks. Gradually, however, the crowd asserted itself so that the chess hustlers became background and the protesters filled the foreground. The crowd had consumed both the park and the focus of Wyeth’s photographs. When he tried to recall the substance of their speeches and chants shouted into megaphones, he couldn’t. He did not remember the exact nature of their argument or rhetoric. Only the sound, harsh and inarticulate in its bad reverb. Yet, the exact nature of what was being said did seem somewhat secondary to the point.

“These are nice,” Ferd said, looking over a patch of small prints showing the chess guys. Their weathered boards with deep creases, their battered clocks. Their repurposed office chairs and the way the men leaned forward in thought, dark fingers lingering over the pieces. The finance guys, faces tight with concentration, working so much harder than the chess guys, whose expressions remained relaxed, even gently coaxing, Hey man, lighten up.

“I mean, it’s a little dry,” Aki said. “A little cute, no?”

“Yeah,” Wyeth said. “I don’t think there’s anything in them.”

“Like, as photos or …?” Aki asked.

“They’re just images, to me. You know? Like there’s no there there.”

Aki laughed.

“Well, yes,” Ferd said. “They are images. What else would they be? They’re pictures.”

“Yes, but I can’t paint them. I can’t paint the people,” Wyeth said. “I don’t know them. I took their pictures, but I don’t know anything about them. So if I painted them, I’d only be making shit up. Imposing some story on them, which, fine, but also, that feels … specious? Bad? False? Unethical? Like, all the people there, the protesters, the chess guys, every person in that picture, went there for some reason, a real reason. I don’t know what those reasons are. But they’re real people, I don’t know.”

He had gone to the park that day to paint the chess guys and their marks, to work from actual images of black people rather than what he could imagine black people looked like. He was in search of the real, so that people might stop saying he had no genuine understanding of life as it happened to real people. Real black people, he had thought as he took the photos, reminding himself again and again that he had come for black life, specifically. That seemed so silly to him as he stood there with his camera. He felt like a wildlife photographer, trying to document something that had nothing to do with him. Standing on the outside, collecting material data to use in a painting. Like Caravaggio and his corpses, his prostitutes and gamblers. Yet, even Caravaggio had been part of that world. He’d given himself over to it in a way that Wyeth did not give himself over to the chess guys in the park.

“I didn’t even play a game,” Wyeth said, laughing. “Can you believe that?”

“Did you at least tip them or something?”

“No,” Wyeth said. “I only took the photos, isn’t that pathetic? It seems obvious now, like, sit down and play a fucking game. But at the moment?”

“That’s kind of sad,” Aki said. “Like, really sad.”

“You didn’t even ask their names? That’s cold.”

Wyeth could only laugh.

Maybe Bernard was right and there was something wrong with him. He was always looking in the wrong direction when the real made its presence known.

Wyeth had entered graduate school three months before Tamir Rice’s murder in 2014, and it was a murder, regardless of what the law said. After putting himself through undergrad by picking pecans, peaches, and beans in the summers, and working in chicken plants during the winters, Wyeth had been looking forward to having health insurance and a stipend as a grad student. There were five other black people in Wyeth’s studio program at the University of Wisconsin–Madison.

That November, in Cleveland, Tamir Rice was shot and killed while playing with a toy gun. Shot and killed. Murdered.

The other black artists in his program all began to work in images of dead boys. Lost youth. The ceramicist abandoned ceramics entirely to work in video installation, looping footage of black boys playing dubbed over with audio from the TV show Cops. One of the women took up beadwork and made beach-towel-size tapestries of black boys and their mothers in Pietà pose. All around Wyeth rose a cavalcade of black boys murdered, killed, or otherwise just dead. During crit, the ten or so white artists in the graduate program broke into two broad genres of response. There were the sympathetic ones, overly deferential some might say, who wept and made teary speeches about how beautiful the work was. How moving. How urgent. Then there were the artists who made snide, cutting remarks about the roughness of the material, the emotionalism of it all.

Wyeth’s work at that time was very small in both form and ambition. He painted on letter-size paper in a very dry acrylic style. He painted scenes from movies he liked, but with black people in them. It wasn’t a matter of representation, though of course it was this too. Into scenes from Rohmer, Visconti, Cukor, Demy, and Richardson, he painted images not of himself or people he knew, but imaginary faces, imaginary people. Enjoying the summer sun, those vivid Rohmer beaches, or beautiful French apartments. He painted black people into L’Innocente and its gorgeous scenes of formal dinners and marital betrayal. He remade the eerie, forceful compositions of Cukor—those lingering close-ups, when you could see the quality of light change in his actors’ eyes—with black faces that some of his white classmates called hostile or uncomfortable. Yes, he wanted to say, like Gaslight.

His classmates did not know what to make of these paintings. Not totally true: His black classmates knew immediately what he was doing and found it boring at first, but after the murder of Tamir Rice, they found it disgusting. How could he engage in this act of fantasy in the wake of what was happening to them all right then, right now? While history was calling, he was imagining himself in a fucking French movie?

His white classmates thought that he was doing what the other black people were doing.

Wyeth was insulted for himself and for his cohort mates because their project stemmed from an actual political activation.

As a result, his crits resulted in people asking both “Where are you in all of this?” and “Why are you putting so much of yourself in these scenes?”

His painting at that time had been personal, yes, but impersonal too. He felt misread on both scores.

But he didn’t know how to paint any other way. What he had was what he had, and so he turned inward and tried to stop caring so much about what other people said of him or thought of his art. But each time he had to show a painting, the other painters kept saying it was either too much of him or too little. They wanted to read him exactly as he was in his work, but not too much. They wanted him to show that he had a mastery over himself and his image.

Three of the black artists in his program left. One became a prominent activist. One ran for local government and won in her hometown in Missouri. The third moved off the grid and hadn’t been heard from in years. Of the two who remained with Wyeth, one now taught art at Harvard, where his parents had both gone to school for engineering and medicine, and the other produced a weekly segment on art for PBS.

Two of his white classmates had shown at Auxier-Kline and Gagosian. One had a solo show coming up in London. Another worked for a prominent gallerist in Paris.

After art school, Wyeth moved around the Midwest, to Ohio, Michigan, and back to Wisconsin. When he was lucky, he taught art in community centers and at camps. When he was not, he returned to working in chicken plants. Once, he’d done a few months in a lumberyard. When there was enough time, there was not enough work, and when there was enough work, there was not enough time. He tried to apply for fellowships and grants, but when he was asked to describe his work or his project, he faltered. He’d be sitting in his 2007 Ford pickup outside the chicken plant in the early dark, cold, typing the application on his phone, fingers gone numb, trying to think of how he would describe his project. All he could think was, What project? He needed the money so he could have the time to think of a project. There was no time to think. And when there was time, all he could think about was how he needed to be working because rent was coming due and there was nothing to eat.

There was, too, the hot shame in his belly when he thought of trying to explain the pictures that his classmates had criticized. What use was his work? Black people in scenes from French movies? Who cared? So he stopped watching movies, thinking he could coerce himself into painting from life, but that didn’t work. His desire to paint dried up, and when the pandemic came, he hadn’t painted in two years. But he was painting again, now, badly, poorly, and trying to be a different sort of artist.

“Maybe it’s too real for me,” Wyeth said, looking over the photos of the protesters and the chess guys. “I can’t seem to get my head around it.”

Aki blinked at him.

“Real? You think this is real?” Aki gestured to the photographs. “This isn’t real.”

“Is it not?” Wyeth asked, laughing.

“No. These people are crisis actors.”

“Don’t start,” Ferd said.

“No, really, I mean, come on now—people show up to these things all dressed up and they say their little chant and go home. It’s the spiritual and moral equivalent of Zumba.”

“There’s a name I’ve not heard in a while,” Wyeth said. “They did seem to mean it though.”

“So?” Aki asked.

“I’m trying to paint some real stuff for once, stuff about real people, real life,” Wyeth said. “As it happens to real people.”

“That’s sweet,” Aki said.

“This is why I don’t deal with figures,” Ferd said. “Too complicated. The whole social matrix bullshit. Once you start pulling threads, it’s all over.”

“No, you make up a bunch of stuff about how you’re exploring the nature of experience, capturing the essence of consciousness,” Aki said.

“No,” Ferd said. “Everyone knows that abstraction has moved beyond trying to render consciousness. How reductive. Do you even read?”

“No, I can’t,” Aki said brightly. “I’m too good-looking to read.”

Wyeth would have laughed, but unfortunately, Aki was entirely correct. He was good-looking and tall, with toned arms and thick dark hair. He said he wanted to look like Toshiro Mifune in Snow Trail at every moment of his life. Had any man ever been as beautiful as Toshiro Mifune in that movie? Aki had achieved the haircut, but not the easy masculine charisma of Mifune because Aki was not easy.

“I wish I were too good-looking to read,” Wyeth said. “Or to work.”

“That’s not so hard,” Ferd said.

Ferd, like Aki, was more attractive than was entirely necessary. He was a little shorter than Aki, but more muscular. In person, Ferd’s expressions were always open and warm, but when photographed, like many gay men in their early thirties, he always looked severe and angry, like he was contemplating voting against the end of slavery out of sheer spite.

“It’s really not,” Marat added from across the room. He had been listening to their conversation. Marat and Solomon were also attractive, but not as attractive as Ferd, who himself was not as attractive as Aki. Wyeth considered himself pretty ordinary, which meant that literacy was not negotiable for him.

“No one asked you,” Aki said.

“Yeah, well, you guys are so fucking loud.”

“Have you heard of headphones?” Ferd asked.

“You aren’t supposed to use headphones for too long. It damages your hearing,” Marat replied.

“Yes, you’re all very beautiful,” Wyeth said.

“No, they’re not,” Aki said sharply. “I mean, like, let’s not be crazy here.”

“Yeah,” Ferd said. “You wouldn’t want to dilute Aki’s only good trait.”

“Oh, is this where you say I have a bad personality?”

“No,” Ferd said. “Because you already said it.”

Ferd’s expression was serene as Aki stuck the scalpel into Wyeth’s tabletop, right through a photo of the Samoan police officer. When the dull blade went through the photo into the table, all three of them watched. Then Aki pulled the scalpel up, taking the photo with it, and in a bit of comedy, he flailed, the photo spinning from the action like a pinwheel.

“Oh my God,” Ferd said.

“I’m sorry!” Aki said. “Oh shit.”

“Honestly,” Wyeth said, “that’s kind of an improvement.”

“My bad, my bad,” Aki said.

“For real though, abolish the police,” Ferd said. “He had it coming. Get him again.”

Aki studied the cop or what was left of him now that he had been impaled on a scalpel.

“He’s kind of hot, though, right?”

“Oh, he was,” Wyeth said. “Extremely.”

“Too bad he’s a pig,” Ferd said.

“Like you’ve never fucked a cop,” Marat called.

“I haven’t,” Aki and Ferd said together. They looked at Wyeth.

“Not … a cop,” Wyeth said. “Like, he wasn’t police police.”

“Oh my God?” Aki gaped at him.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” Wyeth said. “Back roads, deep country, no one around for miles and miles—you kind of take what you can get.”

“That is not an excuse!” Aki said.

“Well, it is,” Ferd added. “But not a good one. Wait, Marat, does this mean that you have had sex with a cop too?”

“Well, yeah,” Marat said. “It’s hot.”

Wyeth, Aki, and Ferd blinked at Marat.

“What?”

“That’s …” Aki started to say. Ferd laughed, which set Wyeth off too.

“It is!” Marat said. “Like, I mean, he was from Jersey.”

“I find this fascinating,” Ferd said.

“Wyeth’s was probably in Virginia or something! He probably had a Confederate tattoo!” Marat said.

“He was black,” Wyeth said.

“You fucked a black cop?” Ferd asked.

“He wasn’t a cop. He was a resource officer.”

“You fucked a school cop?” Aki screeched.

“It was art camp.”

“This is so bleak,” Ferd said.

“Don’t they shoot children?”

“Come on now,” Wyeth said sharply.

“Watch what you say,” Ferd warned.

“I don’t see a problem,” Marat said. “I think it’s perfectly fine.”

“You probably also let your dog lick you in the mouth,” Ferd said.

“So?”

Wyeth studied Marat’s blank expression, trying to figure out if he actually did French his dog. Either case seemed plausible, which was to say, it was likely that Marat did let his dog lick him in the mouth.

“Yeah, that tracks,” Wyeth said.

Quiet except for the music from Marat’s laptop and Solomon’s videos. They all turned to look at Solomon, who had not moved from his slump on the couch. He had fallen asleep, they realized, his feed scrolling without him.

“Sad,” Ferd said.

Aki pulled the scalpel free of the photo and set the print on the table. The Samoan cop stood there with a slit for a face, a little rip in the world.

Wyeth wedged his finger into the hole and pressed the photo until it tore in half.

“Damn,” Aki said. “Still, sorry about that.”

“Nah, it’s fine,” he said. “It was a dead end. They’re all dead ends.”

Aki picked up the sketch of the praying protesters. He studied it a moment. Wyeth watched Aki’s eyes move across the page. He had done the sketch in loose, light graphite.

“Your line work is so good,” Aki said. “But maybe you need to forget all this protest stuff, it’s kind of played out anyway.”

“Oh God, I’m having crit flashbacks,” Wyeth said.

“You have an aversion to compliments.”

“That’s not the part giving me flashbacks.”

“For what it’s worth,” Marat said, “I think you should do what you want, the world is ending.”

“Again, no one asked you,” Aki said.

“I mean, I do want to,” Wyeth said. “I want to want to paint it. But also, when I do …”

“Overdetermined,” Ferd said.

“Yeah, like, I don’t know that I have anything to … add? I wasn’t there to protest. I wasn’t there in solidarity or whatever. And, yeah, I feel it’s important, obviously, protesting, resisting, et cetera, but I don’t know that I have very robust thoughts about … the moment.”

“The moment,” Aki said. “What even is the moment?”

“Climate change. Abortion rights. The creeping tide of fascism. The end of democracy. The destruction of basic liberties. Unraveling of the social safety nets. All that stuff?”

“Why on Earth,” Aki drawled, “would any of that have anything to do with your little paintings?”

“But shouldn’t it?” Wyeth asked.

They stared at him.

“Is that a crazy proposition? You’re looking at me like I’m an alien.”

“Should is kind of a death sentence for art,” Aki said. “Should is for propaganda.”

“I think I agree most of the time,” he said. “But lately, I don’t know. Okay, so normally, right? I do these scenes from movies and stuff, but with black people. But it’s always like, Bergman or Pialat or something, which, like, there is nothing in their work that is distinctly un-black, right? But when people see the composition with a black person, suddenly, it does something to their brain where, they want … an explanation, how did a black person get here, what are they doing here? When all I’m interested in, really, is the scene itself. But people can’t see past the blackness of it. They want the blackness to mean something, and when it doesn’t, they get confused.”

“Yeah?” Ferd offered.

“So?” Aki asked impatiently.

“Okay, so I thought, if I paint scenes from life, I might find something to say about the blackness. I might find a way to make it … mean something? Especially, you know, with the moment we are currently in. Like, maybe it should mean something. It being … blackness? But also, the things I am painting.”

“Yeah, that sounds dumb,” Marat interjected as he crossed the studio. He cracked his knuckles against his hip. “Are you an artist or a pollster? You can’t run PR and make art at the same time.”

Wyeth sighed.

Aki glanced in the direction of the canvas.

“Do you think,” he said, “that what you’re doing is going to have some … effect on the lives of others? Are you going to save the world with your paintings?”

“No,” Wyeth said.

“Right, so you should do what you want,” Marat added. “Like I said. The world is ending, who cares.”

“We should probably still … think about the world though? Even if it’s ending?”

Marat scoffed.

“Sounds like you have an art cop in your head. You gotta kill him,” Aki said.

Wyeth laughed because it was not entirely untrue. “How am I supposed to do that?”

“You know who doesn’t have this problem?” Aki had already taken out his phone and was at that instant swiping through a gallery of screenshots. When he located the one he was searching for, he turned the phone to Wyeth.

The screenshot depicted an invitation to a gallery show. The invitation consisted of a square the color of turmeric, with dark lettering in a sharp serif font. The invitation indicated that in forty-five minutes, in a gallery a little way north and west of where they stood, there would be a show of new art by MangoWave, a collective of careerist young painters whose mission was to explore the Southeast Asian diasporic visual idiom.

Wyeth knew their work. Everyone knew their work. They had become famous virtually overnight during the pandemic. They had no qualms about turning their identity into a political glaze to be slathered all over their brand because it was a brand more than it was an ethic.

Their work was derivative of the postwar grotesquerie one saw in Lucian Freud, Celia Paul, Alice Neel. What began, Wyeth thought, as a sincere attempt to exteriorize the spiritual and social collapse of modernity became instead a less sincere attempt at exteriorizing the vague colonial condition.

Wyeth had been thinking of going to see the show with Bernard in part because Bernard thought they were grifters, and it would be fun to see them perform the grift in real time. Bernard had been the reason Wyeth moved to New York in the first place, having gotten him a job and offered him a place to crash until he found an apartment. They’d known each other since Wyeth was in graduate school, when Bernard had come as a visiting fellow, and now they worked together, though work was not exactly the word for what they did. However, Bernard had pulled out of their plans, citing other schemes, and Wyeth didn’t necessarily want to go alone.

“Diasporic grifters? That’s your solution?”

“You’re the one who said you wanted to paint the moment. This is what that looks like,” Aki said. “You should stare into the abyss.”

“But it’s literally so ugly,” Wyeth whined. “All the green.”

“Think about the schadenfreude,” Aki said.

Wyeth looked around the studio. Marat had gone back to his laptop. Solomon’s phone was still scrolling, intermittently subjecting them to blasts of dialogue that ended almost as swiftly as they began, giving the impression of a movie played with the audio track stuttering and skipping.

“Text me the invite,” he said.




2.

Wyeth was aware that part of his aversion to MangoWave was because he himself had once participated in an identity-based art grift.

Before he lived in New York, Wyeth lived in a guesthouse in Madison. The property belonged to a much older gay man named Gerald, who was an acquaintance of one of Wyeth’s instructors from art school. Guesthouse made it sound better than it was. It was basically a studio, not weatherproofed, with a little cot in the corner. Wyeth had to cross into the main house to use the bathroom and to shower. But there was a small woodstove out there, and a wide view of the lake that became problematic in the winter because the glass was not insulated. Still, he didn’t mind. He had the use of the guesthouse by virtue of labor exchange, and he spent his weekends and some mornings cleaning and doing maintenance.

That the arrangement occasionally rhymed with slavery on the level of optics did not particularly bother Wyeth—most days he found it kind of funny, actually—but when Gerald said or did certain things (calling him boy, for example, or asking him to come in through the back when there was company), Wyeth wondered if the man was unaware of how their situation looked.

For money, Wyeth worked odd jobs and ran deliveries. During the winter months, he worked on a dairy farm near Middleton.

He and Gerald were not particularly close during those two years, not until the pandemic and the shutdown forced them to become a pod. Gerald was immunocompromised and high risk, so Wyeth shopped for them and did all of that early plague hygiene theater. Sanitizing the groceries. Burning the cardboard. In exchange, Gerald cooked and they watched movies together. The movies were always sad, but beautiful. They moved through Gerald’s Criterion Blu-ray collection, and it was in this way that Wyeth watched Bresson, Pialat, Varda, Jarman, Pasolini, Preminger, and films that he had not seen by directors he knew already: Visconti, Godard, Cukor, Wong Kar Wai, and Haneke.

Gerald had a particular passion for Bergman, whose films Wyeth knew only by reputation. They started with Through a Glass Darkly, which Wyeth found troubling and confusing for the way Bergman’s rational realism ran discordantly across patches of the surreal. He couldn’t shake the sense that something had been done to him by that movie. As though it had attached a thread or bit of spidersilk to the back of his neck. The next afternoon, they watched Autumn Sonata. Gerald found the movie incredibly funny. Wyeth found it a little too close to the bone. His mother had been like that—determined to turn the child out as quickly as possible, honest but mean-spirited. Sometimes, he thought, you should lie to your children.

Wyeth’s favorite film from that time was Winter Light. He preferred the Swedish title, Nattvardsgästerna, translated to The Communicants. The film concerns Tomas Ericsson, a pastor in the Church of Sweden undergoing a quiet but desperate spiritual struggle. At the start of the film, Ericsson has come down with a cold that grows steadily worse over twenty-four hours. Ericsson coughs and sweats, almost swoons off his feet. Other members of the congregation—Marta (his former mistress), the organ player, and one of the laymen—also sniffle and cough and wipe snot from their noses. There is a general air of respiratory infection in the film in the same way that a spiritual illness plagues the community. The film’s first crisis is presented in the form of a local fisherman, who faces existential despair at the threat of nuclear annihilation from China. At his wife’s insistence, the fisherman comes to Ericsson for spiritual guidance, and Ericsson, recognizing a fellow soul in the throes of great doubt, declares that they will be happier and better off without belief in God, who Ericsson believes has forsaken him.

During the pandemic, any depiction of sickness provoked an eerie echo in Wyeth. Whenever someone coughed or sneezed on-screen, he recoiled and made to cover his mouth. It was the same with kissing, and depictions of physical intimacy made Wyeth uneasy, like he was watching something dangerous. There is a scene in the film in which Marta rushes to console Tomas, and kisses his face and presses her damp eyes to his hair. Wyeth gasped at that scene, not for its emotional intensity but because he and Gerald were living through a phase of history in which human touch had the potential to kill you. It later occurred to Wyeth that Gerald had lived through an earlier phase of a similar history, with the AIDS crisis.

The arrangement with Gerald had been brought about so that Wyeth could focus on his painting without the need to pay rent. But in those two years, he painted nothing and drew very little. Instead, he worked and paid his loans. There were moments when he felt that he had gone to college and later to art school in order to become a person who paid student loans for a living. In a way, his life was a slowly depleting sum in a ledger somewhere, updating each month he shaved off the bulk of his income to pay it down. That’s what it all had been for. To join the other sums in their cells, blinking, sometimes going up, never down as fast as one hoped. They were not citizens. They were entries.

This pained Wyeth at first, but over time he got used to it, thinking that the painting part of his life was over and the sooner he accepted that, the happier or better off he would be. Not in any financial sense, but emotionally, spiritually.

However, watching movies with Gerald, even when he didn’t particularly enjoy what they watched (as was the case with Jarman), replenished something in Wyeth. For the first time in a long time, he had a desire to draw and paint what it was he saw and felt. To make some use of the films’ compositions and to ask of them other questions. He wondered if his lack of painting had come about because he had stopped watching movies and cut himself off from the source of his ideas. What was he without films and without a larger repository of images to draw upon for reference? He had stopped himself from watching films in part because he was afraid that he had become entirely reliant upon them. The return of his desire to paint at the very moment he resumed watching movies was worrying, but it was such a relief to want to paint again that he let himself enjoy the feeling.

The evening they watched Nattvardsgästerna, Wyeth returned to the guesthouse. He sat with his sketchbook open on the table and held the film’s images in his mind. The stark white of the snow cut by the black of Ericsson’s frock or thin branches of the trees. It was a film of hard contrasts, where nothing was soft except the knit of the characters’ sweaters and gloves. Even their expressions of tenderness toward one another had something flinty about them. The film was so close to his life, and Wyeth wanted to seize it.

The first drawings were bad. The second drawings were bad. By the following afternoon, Wyeth had worked up what he considered an interesting set of compositions. The first depicted two heads, one in the background, gaze to the lower left of the field, one in the foreground, gaze more straight-on but cast a little down. The drawing had come from the scene in which Tomas and the fisherman have their spiritual discussion, and Tomas expresses perhaps for the first time the nature of his doubt. Wyeth loved the white eyelashes on the fisherman, his gaunt and troubled expression. Tomas’s fleshy face and full cheeks, his vivid eyes and crisp hair.

In Wyeth’s depiction, the two men were black, one lighter skinned, one very dark-skinned. He made the man in the foreground, the one whose troubles are existential rather than spiritual, the darker-skinned man. The man in the background, he made light with bright eyes. What was important to him was the spiritual subtext in the scene. That the man in the foreground had been told something he could not make use of, and that this was the very moment when all hope was lost. The man who had come for assistance, for help, for peace of mind, and had received only another man’s spiritual burden.

Here was a scene into which Wyeth could place two black figures amid a spiritual and existential crisis. Self and shadow self, Faust and Mephistopheles, Jesus and Judas, Othello and Iago, but also different from those dyads in that there was no attempt at deception, not really, not truly. In Wyeth’s tableau, it was truth that was the undoing, the terrible burdening, and once divulged, life was irrevocably warped and could not be put back into a comfortable shape.

When it came to depictions of black people, black men, there were almost no spiritual or philosophical subjects. No psychic or existential quarrel. Only the brute materialism of the field either in ecstasy or suffering.

In the film, the fisherman kills himself by the river. Tomas is called to the scene and finds the fisherman slumped on the ground at the base of a tree. A river rushes in the background, and two hapless men stand on the bridge, watching. Tomas in his winter cap, dressed in black, peering down at the fisherman, whom we recognize only through his clothes, his head and the bulk of the damage hidden from view. There is something about the fisherman’s posture, almost peaceful, the slumped formlessness of a sleeping child who has nodded off in an inappropriate place. Two other men come to drape the body in a tarp from the back of a car, and once draped, Tomas and the two men carry the body into the vehicle. Before the men drive off, they shake hands with Tomas, who stands and watches them go. The camera then does something quite strange: It stays in the back of the car as it pulls away, sticking close to the body, and the viewer sways with dips in the road. There is something flatly realistic about it, as if Bergman is saying that there is no mystery here as to what happens to a body after a death, only rote protocols. Procedures to follow. Documents to sign.

But Wyeth was most moved by Tomas standing over the fisherman’s body as if he had stumbled across it on a walk. There is something in his expression suggesting that he believes the fisherman to be merely sleeping rather than dead. This doubt creates a streak of shadow in the otherwise stark rationalism of the scene. It is a moment of genuine ambiguity—or, even, hope.

Wyeth painted the scene, once more replacing Tomas and the fisherman with two black men, though of course there was nothing implying that the dead man was black because of how the body was placed in the scene. He transposed them from a riverside in rural Sweden to a nondescript bit of pavement surrounded by patchy brown grass that he streaked in lightly. The standing figure was an older black man whose expression was somewhere between hope and terror. As for the figure on the ground, Wyeth tried to capture the unnatural, forward posture of the slumped form, the unusual rotation of the shoulder, palms up, so that it was obvious something was not right. What you were observing, if you looked closely enough, was not a state of natural sleep.

Both of the men were in contemporary streetwear. The downed figure in a North Face puffer coat. The standing man in a long white memorial T-shirt bearing a face in grayscale. Red cap pulled low.

There was a splash of dark red near the figure on the ground, which might have been a dropped bottle or a bit of graffiti or street chalk.

It was the greatest set of departures he had made in a transposition, Wyeth realized. Normally, he left virtually everything in the register of the original text, only bringing in black figures. But in this painting of the downed man, he had shifted the whole social context.

He uploaded the picture to his social media when he finished. In the first hour, it got a few likes. This was more than he was accustomed to getting for anything he posted. Then he went about repairing the sliding doors at the back of Gerald’s house because they had come out of the track. By the time he was done, the post had blown up. It had gotten several thousand likes and reshares across various platforms. There were people sending him private messages. Telling him how much they liked it. How much they hated it. Accusing him of being a race-baiter. Accusing him of using his race for clout.

He found the response rather strange until he realized that the painting was being read as a reference to the murder of black men and women as an ordinary feature of life in America. This should have been obvious to him, in retrospect, but Wyeth had been interested only in the ambiguity of Tomas’s expression and had back-doored his way into a dead black boy painting.

Around his post in the feed, there were live streams of protests and glowing infographics about how to support bail funds and local initiatives. There was a clip of police cars getting torched in Paris. There was a shooting in Kenosha. Riots in Minneapolis. The police beat protesters. The police arrested protesters. A man crazed with zealotry killed several protesters with an automatic rifle. There was so much footage. So many images. So much audio. Of cries and chants and screams for justice. It was possible to loop footage of George Floyd’s death if you wanted to. A kind of endlessly recursive forever-lynching. A lynching in perpetuity. Scrubbing your finger across the progress bar to restart the footage, not even letting it complete, but playing it from the beginning.

Wyeth’s project—was it a project, his small paintings of black people in scenes from movies that only cinephiles could spot, his habit of quotation with blackness?—acquired a new context, the context being the social uprisings of 2020. Somehow modulating the class dimension of the work made the work more accessible, so that suddenly people were reading into his paintings a set of motivations he had never intended. His motivations were almost entirely selfish. But now, something in that selfishness resonated with the political valence of the moment.

Nothing in the content of the paintings was radically different from the pieces he had made in art school that his classmates and teachers had criticized and labeled impersonal—everything was exactly as it had been, intellectually, though he flattered himself by thinking that his technique was better, more expressive.

But in the deluge of images coming out of the Black Lives Matter protests and the horrifying footage of the spectacle of black suffering that proliferated across platforms, his images depicting tableaux and compositions from Bergman’s Nattvardsgästerna, but with a black figure as the priest, garnered him a small amount of attention.

In particular, a painting depicting the moment Tomas braces himself at the altar rail, as if he’s trying to lever himself up, kneeling on the floor while a stoic woman looks on from a distance, out of focus. A gleam of sunlight in the window in the background, the bare trees. Wyeth had done the painting in A4 size, and there was nothing indicating that the figure was black, except perhaps the texture of the hair and the implied race of his companion, and yet people read into it a theme about resistance, a theme about hope, a theme about the weariness of the spirit, and more. The image went viral, and later, someone reached out to offer him an amount of money that he found mind-boggling to contemplate at that time.

He wanted to explain that there was a misunderstanding about the nature of the paintings. When he told the man that the painting was a scene from Bergman, the guy said, Yeah, I know! That’s why it’s so great. Beautiful. Wyeth needed the money.

When he sold that painting, it had been at the edge of what would turn into a white-hot market for the work of certain kinds of young black painters. Those with enough of a foot in galleries already but not yet famous, when all of the speculators descended and made stars of a new generation of black artists. The prices had gone up and up and up, six figures and more. Wyeth’s little painting had gone for $10,000, entirely off some social media engagement.

After he mailed the painting to the buyer, he stopped posting because he was afraid more people would think that he was cashing in on black suffering for financial reward. His social media following stalled.

Around that time, there was another windfall. Bernard called to say that the rich guy he worked for was willing to bring him on as a handler in the gallery. Bernard had been a visiting fellow during Wyeth’s time in graduate school, and he’d been the only other black person who didn’t view Wyeth’s work with suspicion or dislike. Bernard had also found Wyeth a position with a restorer on the Upper West Side. All he needed was to find his own apartment. Could he do that?

Wyeth almost asked Bernard why he’d want to do a thing like that. Move to New York. For what? But then he thought, why not? He was tired of living on crumbs and loose ends. He was tired of the chicken plants and the art camps. It was not a glamorous life being offered to him, but it was a different mode of life, and had they not come through the end of the world? Wasn’t this the time to risk it?

He told Bernard that he would take both jobs. A week later, he had packed his few possessions and driven to New York. He sold his truck and he moved in with Bernard briefly until he found a place.

Still, he was never able to shake how gross he felt. Commodifying himself. Profiting off racialized violence.

The MangoWave show was in a gallery that had once been a penthouse that had once been two lofts. The floors were original wood rather than the usual poured concrete but hadn’t been releveled and stabilized in the reno. As a result, there were no true right angles in the white maze of narrow halls that comprised the gallery. Even shadows seemed dizzy. Hostile geometry, Wyeth thought. Frankly, it was the worst place in New York to hang a show.

People didn’t really come for the art. They came for the free wine. For the rooftop access. They came to pose with Washington Square Park at their backs and the city tinkling around them. They came even in the boiling heat, out of the late dusk and early evening, wearing their stretch chinos and dry-fit shirts and summer knits, for the last opening before they all decamped to the Hamptons or upstate or to Paris, London, Berlin, Lyon, Marseille, Madrid, Ibiza. What better way to mark the closing of the New York summer and the opening of summer elsewhere than to have oysters and white wine, soft cheeses from the good cheesemonger, specially procured jamón iberico, sliders made with ahi or wagyu, or both if you were so inclined, there being a chef on retainer for the evening. They also came to gossip and to see for themselves if the gallery was really in dire straits, if the owner really was in a throuple with a young Swiss and an older Italian who was not not a count.

The art was secondary—only a fool would come to see it, but Wyeth was a fool if nothing else.

“pour les intimes” comprised nine paintings, mostly oil and acrylic in both landscape and portrait. The smallest was a tiny postcard and the largest was 48x60. The subject matter was mundane—life scenes and still lifes of modern objects, everything suffused with an aura of gentle melancholy and playful eroticism. There was, too, a juvenile prurience to the delight with which some of the paintings depicted male genitalia. A flat-style aerial view of a tabletop: keys in a shell-shaped dish, a half-peeled orange, a smoldering joint, a phone displaying a series of notifications, including one from what looked suspiciously like a gay dating app. Here were messages, codes, mores to decipher if you were feeling interpretive. For example, you could ask what it said about the person to whom the phone belonged that the phone was a newer model smartphone and also that the particular gay app in question deployed push notifications only for its premium accounts. The table in the painting retailed for more than $8,000, which you could know only if you had been to the apartment of a certain gallerist who made passes at attractive black men and threw large parties at which he spent quite a lot of time telling people how much that table had cost. What to make of the fact that you knew it was this particular table only because you also recognized, below, the rug rendered in softest eggshell, and the light falling from the right across the field of the painting. If you had been in the room, you knew that table. What did it say about the viewer of the painting that they knew the table? Were they implicated? Was one to believe that the implied narrator of the painting belonged to this cadre of attractive young men who had been cruised into submission by the wealthy gallerist? Was that the particular and unique subjectivity at work? Or was it bragging?

The largest painting showed a party scene done in shades of light purple and soft gray, nocturnal though not dark. The scene also took place in the apartment of the wealthy, handsy gallerist, but in a different, lower room. The party scene had a spangled quality—light shivered and slid across the field, matching the sense of reverie among the figures with their dark hair and soft limbs, the glow of phones lighting up their faces, which were distinct yet dreamy, hard to fully see.

The painting in its specificity of emotion but vagueness of lineation reminded Wyeth of the writing of a popular Irish novelist he enjoyed. Once you came through her novels, what you remembered were not the names or the plights of the characters, but how they had felt about each other.

The title of the show, Wyeth realized, and also its governing subtext, was that each of the paintings represented something that might have been posted to close friends on social media. That is, something that was shared publicly but displayed to a curated list, a specialized and smaller public. You posted to close friends because sometimes you went to a party and wanted other people to know you had been to the party but didn’t want to deal with the judgment that came from everyone knowing where you had access. So you told a few people, les intimes, but these were not your most intimate friends, not your closest friends, just the people you felt you could brag to without ending up in the guillotine, the people who would also gossip about what they had seen you do in a socially advantageous way.

Wyeth had of course participated in this trope. Taking pictures of himself at the gym. Or after a run, mugging for the camera to show that he was aloof, strong. Or else taking a covert snap of himself in a very particular mirror in a very particular restaurant bathroom downtown and posting it to his close circle so that the people in it would know where he had been because they had also been there or seen it on other circles, so that they could adjust his social capital appropriately. It was all signifying.

The artists of MangoWave were geniuses at turning the game of social capital into paintings. They were simply doing it with brown people and calling it radical.

Each of the paintings depicted a scene in the gallerist’s apartment. Each at a different time of year, signaled by the accoutrement scattered around the compositions. The colors told the passage of time. The party scene was winter. The small postcard was a summer scene of light striking crystal dishes set on the edge of a small end table against a white wall. There were others too: a sketchy painting of a door left ajar, with thick coat sleeves in red and black spilling out, a pair of boots left by a corner, two food scenes, one autumn, one spring, pool scenes with bodies rendered as vague shadows passing underwater, or choppy waves in the rooftop pool, and then finally, a night scene, a New York rooftop viewed from a neighboring balcony, really viewed around a corner, the glow of a fire peeking through the edges of a bush.

Walking from room to room, Wyeth marveled at how the gallery swallowed up the work. There wasn’t enough of it and the pieces were too small to be hung this way. The painters were talented. There was something. But the work also lacked finish or even heat. The party scene stirred him, but what was that emotion in service of? What was the sum of it all? What hung on the walls of that show was an accounting of time spent in a rich guy’s apartment. The show didn’t sear him down to the bone. He did not feel anything about it except that these people had made these paintings, and if you knew enough about the art scene, then maybe that mattered to you, maybe it meant something, coming out of the vast network of petty relations that was New York two years post-COVID, but other than that, the literalness of the art itself, in the raw and pure encounter: It was just stuff.

But what did it say about him that he recognized those rooms and the impulse in the work to reflect those rooms and to want to belong to them, or if not a desire to belong to them, then at least to have passed through them at all? What did it say about Wyeth that he could look at those paintings and recognize immediately that they belonged to a particular space and milieu and set of ideas about what made art valuable? But maybe that was a boring question. Maybe the art was trying to indict the whole line of thinking of what does it say about me that I recognize myself in this work? Maybe the work was an attempt to self-destruct the whole idea of self-identification within the work of strangers. Maybe the only safe interpretation of “pour les intimes” was alienation, because to parse any of its symbols—even to find them trite or meaningless—was to implicate oneself in the muck that had given rise to them in the first place. Maybe the art was an invitation into the idea that all judgments were ultimately compromised and that objectivity was really not paying attention to the matrix of relations that made the world worth inhabiting.

Viewed that way, Wyeth could argue his way into finding the show interesting, but he still thought the paintings were ugly.

He knew of several people in attendance but had never spoken to them, being that he was not important or interesting or useful enough to those trying to become very known. There were a lot of women in rented skirts and thrifted jewelry. A few of them had wandered in from the NYU dorms next door. They kept pausing and blinking wide-eyed at the paintings, giggling behind their hands, or otherwise trying so hard to make their smooth faces look bored in an elegant way rather than in a way
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