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         ‘I take the essay to be an artful recreation of thought and feeling. At its best, the essay explores the tension between the familiar and the unfamiliar, allowing the reader to experience the feeling of ideas in motion.’ – William Max Nelson

         
             

         

         ‘An essay is a short work of non-fiction prose that is far reaching, yet highly individual; discursive, yet lapidary; capacious, yet pithy. The best examples of the form come off like rodeo stunts, pulling seemingly random observations into a noose, lassoing insights that would otherwise have galloped away.’ – Laura Esther Wolfson

         
             

         

         ‘Just as the arsonist, the curiosity-seeker, and the firefighter can be present at the same fire, an essay can perform any or all of their functions in relation to its subject: igniting, bearing witness, struggling to solve. At its best, however, an essay is the householder’s escape route from his own burning house – or her perilous return for those valuables she cannot bear to leave behind.’ – Garret Keizer

         
             

         

         ‘To me, essay means being present in thought.’ – Dasha Shkurpela 
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            Rosalind Porter

            – Foreword –

         

         What is an essay? This is perhaps one of those Delphian questions that everyone can only sort of answer. Many definitions exist, of course. A ‘trial’ from the Old French essai, which has been in circulation for centuries; ‘a proofe … experiment’ says Montaigne, purveyor extraordinaire of the form; ‘a literary form expressing an original and universal idea in a language common to us all,’ claims Tom Kremer, the founder of the Notting Hill Editions Essay Prize. But much of the modern essay’s appeal, no doubt, is down to its intrinsic fluidity within a somewhat rigid framework. It is not memoir, reportage or opinion per se, though often contains elements of those genres. It is categorically not poetry or fiction. Regardless of what the essay is, what it must do is persuade, and that is precisely what each of the five runners-up and the one final winner of this year’s prize did.

         Joining me as judges were author, broadcaster and cultural commentator Travis Elborough; novelist and critic Kirsty Gunn; editor, critic and essayist Sameer Rahim; and author, critic and essayist Daniel Mendelsohn. More than five hundred submissions were whittled down for us by a team of early readers (thank you, readers!) to a manageable seventy-seven, from which we selected a shortlist of twelve followed by five finalists and one winner. It was a highly harmonious and thought-provoking discussion, but there were disagreements. For what is an essay?

         Some of us felt it was an argument put forth and proven, or at least that a viable attempt to prove an argument had to be evident. Others saw it as more of an investigation, with little or no need for teleology. The writing had to matter, as did style, tone and purpose. The subject did not.

         What was obvious, though, was that no matter how much each of us clung to our particular set of criteria, we could always think of examples which were exceptional to the very principles we were clinging to, and this helpfully informed our conversation about the essays in front of us, which we judged according to their own merits rather than by a set of arbitrary guidelines.

         ‘In My Head I Carry My Own Zoo’ by Karen Holmberg is an expansive consideration of the work of British collagist John Digby. It’s a testament to Holmberg’s writing that I quickly went away and Googled Digby, taken by her descriptions of his art, which is no mean feat, but also the elusive portrait that she presents of Digby by weaving together her observations of him with his own words.

         ‘Grub: A Man in the Market’ by Garret Keizer is a personal essay about doing the weekly food shop. But of course the essay isn’t about that at all. Deceptively simple in its methods, Keizer takes this quotidian chore and uses it as a platform to discuss all manner of things: capitalism, marriage and modernity, to name only three. Affectionate yet authoritative, this essay brilliantly captures the many moods of the form itself.

         In ‘The Future of Nostalgia: Orhan Pamuk and the Real Imaginary Museum’, Patrick McGuiness argues for the importance (and the usefulness) of nostalgia which, along with melancholy, morbidity and introspection (nostalgia’s ‘bandmates’) gets a bad rap for being solipsistic. But McGuiness, by way of Orhan Pamuk, shows us how a longing for the personal past can give us a stronger perspective on a communal future.

         Most of us didn’t know anything about ‘commonplace dachas’ in Russia until we read ‘Dacha’ by Dasha Shkurpela. With its uncertain meandering through the meanings of temporary and permanent summerhouses in the Russian countryside – its questioning and hesitating – this essay threw up strange and surprising links between trains of thought.

         As did ‘Losing the Nobel’ by Laura Esther Wolfson, another unapologetically personal essay which touches effortlessly on the mirage of regret without any hint of self-pity. It’s also a wonderful introduction to the work of Svetlana Alexievich, whose work I would urge anyone to read, and a superb meditation on translation and interpretation, and the nuanced differences between them. 

         ‘Five Ways of Being a Painting’ by William Max Nelson was ultimately named our winning entry, and deservedly so. It is a curious mix of the philosophical and the personal, the argumentative and the ruminative, with each of its many modes mutually illuminating the others.

         ‘It feels larger than itself,’ argued one of the judges. ‘It is idiosyncratic in a persuasive way,’ remarked another. The deft blending together of the strands of Europe and China, past and present, hiding and seeing; the delicate but forceful episodic style; the intellectual reach – this, we concluded, was a real essay.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            William Max Nelson

            – Five Ways of Being a Painting –
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         Five ways of being a painting. Only two of them common.

         
            —

         

         Reflecting on his childhood in Berlin at the turn of the century, Walter Benjamin wrote that he feared being exiled in things. He often felt trapped in objects that absorbed his being. No longer a boy, he was blue and white Chinese porcelain, the bright pigments of a watercolor set, a fluttering white curtain, or a soap bubble floating through a room. Repeatedly, he lost himself.

         Benjamin did not only get enveloped in matter and trapped in objects. When looking at photographs and paintings, he often found himself displaced into the picture.

         
            —

         

         Being a painting can make you strange, to yourself and to others. It has long been a means of exploring who we are and how we differ. Being a painting gives you an existence in both the inverted world and the familiar one. It displaces you through alienation and renewed attention.

         It can be used to reveal one person from another, one culture from another. But it also has other functions that draw on the almost occult power of what Benjamin called ‘opaque resemblance’.

         
            —

         

         At dusk on the dock in La Rochelle, two objects draw me in. A stack of lumber and a pile of goods unloaded from an absent ship.

         Men are cutting rough planks out of tree trunks. They stack the planks in a large square pattern that reaches twice their own height. On every other level of the stack, one plank protrudes. Together these protruding ends make a stairway spiraling around the pile, allowing the men to place a portable metal roof on top each night. 
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         The evening light falling on the men is too good. It is light that does not really exist until we call it crepuscular and sublime and idealize it in a painting.

         Closer to the water, next to an empty ship berth, goods are stacked, waiting to be moved to a warehouse. There are six large white sacks that would look sublime in their plainness if it were not for the number thirty-one drawn on the side of one of them.

         These sacks and the sawyers in La Rochelle are the objects in a painting by Claude-Joseph Vernet completed in 1762 and displayed at the Paris Salon of 1763.

         Although it is too small to see in most reproductions of this painting of the port, a large Chinese character is written on one of the sacks.

         
            —

         

         Berlin Childhood around 1900 is one of Benjamin’s small masterpieces. It grew out of notes he took in the early 1930s when he began to fear that he would have to flee into exile in the near future.

         The notes became a manuscript that he took with him when he left Germany for the last time in 1933.

         
            —

         

         In his written account of the Paris Salon of 1767, which effectively inaugurated modern art criticism, Denis Diderot flirted with absorption while describing Vernet’s painting of La Rochelle. He showed readers a way to get lost in Vernet’s work. If one were to view the painting through a looking glass, taking in most of the image while avoiding the borders, one could easily forget that it was a view of a painting.

         
            —

         

         Liu Bolin says that he first painted himself into a landscape in 2005 when the Chinese government demolished an artists’ colony in which he worked. He painted himself to resemble the background scenery with the help of assistants and had them photograph him in front of the wreckage.

         Many of his works have an overt political message. They are acts of political estrangement and political commentary. But they are also a special type of present absence. Through a blend of painting and photography, the absence of the artist colony is unconcealed by the presence of the camouflaged Bolin. We are made to see things hiding. 

         
            —

         

         The bourgeois home of Benjamin’s childhood was full of knick-knacks and decorative objects. His favorite object to get lost in was the Chinese porcelain. It was only of export quality, thick and clumsy, but he liked the colors and the texture of the mottled surface.

         In the early draft of Berlin Childhood where he mentions this, Benjamin also tells the story of a Chinese painter inviting friends over to his house to view his newest painting. Letting themselves into his house, the friends cannot find the painter, though they see the painting. It depicts a stream and a path running through a park toward a tree-shrouded cottage. They find the painter walking along the path to the cottage, turning and smiling at them before disappearing through the doorway.

         
            —

         

         Diderot was the first European writer to make walking into a painting a form of art criticism. He first attempted a pictorial promenade in his account of the Salon of 1767.

         Only after many pages of recounting his long walk in the countryside with a priest and two students did Diderot reveal that the entire journey, including the picnic of wine and pâté, was imaginary. The series of paintings that he and his companions walked through were all by Vernet. 

         
            —
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         The first Liu Bolin image I saw was a photograph of the stadium in Beijing built for the 2008 Olympics. Camouflaged in the twisting shell of the Bird’s Nest, Bolin stood painted, not far from the camera, hiding in plain sight.

         
            —

         

         The manuscript about Berlin that Benjamin took with him in 1933 was a relatively straightforward journalistic essay. The longer he was displaced in exile, the more he compressed his memories into dream-like fragments of a lost world. Rarely in the text are there moments of waking up.

         
            —

         

         Diderot’s narrative displacement into Vernet’s pictures in the 1767 Salon is a type of exile in things that domesticates the strangeness of the picture. By treating the imaginary landscape as a real place where one can take a tour with a knowledgeable local priest, the landscape becomes knowable.

         But, treating an imagined landscape as a real place makes the painting, as a painting – as a material object of representation – strange.

         It is a type of defamiliarization through familiarization.

         
            —

         

         Bolin is not the first painter to paint himself. In the early 17th century, at the same time as the Dutch began to import massive amounts of Chinese porcelain to Europe, the painter Adriaen Brouwer travelled to Amsterdam. According to a biography from the era, thieves robbed Brouwer of his clothes on the journey. When he arrived in the city, he bought sackcloth that he sewed into a suit. After priming the cloth like a canvas, he painted the suit to appear as if it were made from exceedingly fine fabric. His appearance in the city sent fashionable ladies to the shops to acquire the fabric for themselves. Brouwer revealed his deception at the performance of a popular play when he jumped on stage with two sponges and wiped away his painting. Mundus exteriora rerum ostendit, interiora tegit, the biographer concluded. The world reveals the exterior of things, but conceals the interior. 

         
            —

         

         Benjamin continued to revise and abridge Berlin Childhood until 1938. He published many sections of the text in journals and newspapers. Yet by his death in 1940, while trying to flee France into more distant exile, the book-length work remained unpublished.

         
            —

         

         In exile in 1936, Bertolt Brecht, friend of Benjamin and theorist of estrangement, attempted to form an international society of artists called the Diderot Society.

         
            —

         

         The first Jesuit mission to China was established at the end of the 16th century. In addition to bibles, catechisms, and illustrations of bible stories, the Jesuits brought books about the new artistic techniques for rendering geometrical perspective. They hoped to reveal to the Chinese not only the miracles of Jesus, but also a new way of seeing living space inside a flat surface.

         
            —

         

         Benjamin reused the anecdote of the Chinese painter disappearing into his painting in his famous essay on art in the era of mechanical reproduction. He mentioned it in relation to films, as did two of his contemporaries, Siegfried Kracauer and Béla Balázs.

         Balázs thought that the idea of walking into a painting would never occur to someone brought up with European ideas of art.

         
            —

         

         Another way of being a painting: being photographed into one.

         As a child, Benjamin felt so distorted by similarity to those things that surrounded him that he found it odd to be asked to resemble himself. This challenge was particularly acute when his mother brought him to a photography studio that resembled a mixture of a boudoir and a torture chamber. Put into a costume and posed in front of a painted backdrop, Benjamin did not feel like himself.

         
            —

         

         For Bolin, being a painting is a way of being himself. 

         
            —
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         As children, my sister and I were photographed in front of many painted backdrops. Or more accurately, we were photographed in front of many reproductions of photographs of paintings. My mother regularly took us to a photo studio for portraits.

         Now, as an adult, I can displace myself into Vernet’s picture of La Rochelle more easily than I can into pictures from my childhood.

         
            —

         

         Six years after the first mission of French Jesuits arrived in China, the emperor sent one of them, Joachim Bouvet, back to France as his representative tasked with developing relations with the King of France and bringing back artists. In 1698, Bouvet led seven Jesuits, the sculptor and lay brother Charles de Belleville, and the lay painter Giovanni Gherardini to China, departing from La Rochelle.

         
            —

         

         Benjamin was fascinated by Brecht’s revolutionary theatre. He wrote an essay analyzing and explaining the unusual techniques intended to alienate the audiences, keeping them from becoming too absorbed in the drama. Brecht wanted to cultivate critical thought. He tried to create various theatrical devices to make viewers reflect on what was unfolding around them, not just on stage, but in the wider world. When he wrote his own essay explaining his alienation effects, he used the example of the techniques of classical Chinese acting.

         
            —

         

         In 1782, the seventy-one-year-old Emperor Qianlong of China reflected on a portrait of himself as a young man. It was a portrait of him painted alongside his father by the Jesuit lay brother Giuseppe Castiglione, who lived in China for more than fifty years and became a favorite of Qianlong’s for the way that he drew on his European training and adapted it to the classical Chinese style.

         Qianlong’s adult reflections on the painting became a part of the painting itself. In white characters on the empty blue space of the upper right of the painting, the emperor registered his appreciation of Castiglione’s ability to capture resemblance and his own lack of recognition of his younger self.

         
            —

         

         There are many ways to separate yourself from yourself. Whether intentional or not, this self-alienation creates the possibility of returning to yourself. Catching yourself being a painting, at least momentarily, is one route with five variations of return.

         One. Being caught photographed in front of a painted backdrop. Two. Brushing pigment on yourself, perhaps using the pigment to camouflage yourself within a landscape and then photographing the scene to heighten the strangeness. Three. Pulling a painting inside your mind and making the phantom landscape real, then imagining yourself into the scene inside your head. Four. Finding that a painting drew your attention and held you until you finally noticed yourself returning to your body outside the painting. Five. Most conventionally and strangely, finding yourself captured by pigment in a portrait. 

         
            —
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         Chinese painters already had their own well-established painterly conventions and techniques when the Jesuits arrived with instructions books about perspective. In fact, almost a millennium before Benjamin and his European contemporaries told the anecdote about the Chinese painter walking into his painting, the Chinese understood landscape paintings as worlds in which viewers could walk and dwell. 

         
            —

         

         Liu Bolin makes the world into a painting by painting himself into the world. But he does not make himself invisible. He makes visible how we are already woven into the fabric of the world.

         
            —

         

         In a draft of Berlin Childhood from the early 1930s, Benjamin mentions a studio photograph that shows him as a young mountaineer holding a kidskin hat in his right hand. At this point in the text of the English translation, the reader is referred to the frontispiece, a photograph from 1902 of Benjamin and his younger brother Georg posed in front of a painted backdrop of the Alps. One of the clues that this is either a different photograph than the one described, or that the description was distorted by memory, is the walking stick in young Benjamin’s right hand. The stick has regular ridges dividing it into segments of similar, but unequal, length. There is no kidskin hat.

         It is seeing this bamboo walking stick in the painted alpine scenery that slides me through an unknown aperture and displaces me into the picture, exiling me in the space between Europe and its images of China, the self and self-representations, between photography and painting, image and text, experience and memory.

         
            —

         

         In some sense, there was only one painting from my childhood. The one oil painting made by my father. He began it when I was four and he never finished it. In outlines and broad brushstrokes it shows a dugout canoe on a beach in front of the setting sun, with one palm tree to the left. My father visited the Marshall Islands as a team member of a research project investigating the long-term health of the residents of the South Pacific islands affected by the American military’s testing of nuclear bombs.

         The painting stayed in the attic, only seen on special trips up into the dark cavernous space filled with plywood and cobwebs.

         Four years ago, on short notice, my parents moved out of the house where I grew up. I was living in Berlin for the summer and I did not have the opportunity to return to the house before it was sold. My parents moved quickly because after years of living in an almost finished house that they had built by themselves over more than twenty years, my mother could not take the unfinished state of it and my father could not finish it.

         
            —

         

         The most quoted passage of Benjamin’s writing is about history being a series of disasters that we see as we fly into the future facing backward, like the angel of history. The observation was in relation to a print, ‘Angelus Novus’ by Paul Klee, which Benjamin purchased in 1921 for 1,000 marks, referring to it in his writing as a painting. 

         
            —
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         When I returned to my home in Toronto, after spending the summer in Berlin, my parents visited me. They drove the eight hours from their new home in Maryland. In a spirit of parental generosity and archival madness they filled their car with everything from my childhood that they found in my old bedroom closet and the attic as they prepared to move. These included a sweater for a newborn that my Dutch grandmother crocheted, a list of everywhere I travelled in the first three years of my life, juvenile love letters I had stashed in a shoebox, countless small musical instruments from around the world, and coins that I had collected during trips to Europe as a teenager. My parents also gave me two-dozen photographs from my childhood and a DVD filled with digital scans of other photographs and home movies.

         
            —

         

         The historian is a prophet facing backwards.

         I first came across this quotation in 1994, while completing assigned reading in my first university course on the intellectual history of Europe, more than fifteen years before I would become a professor of the same subject.

         The short sentence is number 87 of the Athenaeum fragments, in full, written at the beginning of the 19th century by Friedrich Schlegel. Immediately upon reading it, I registered it as a something significant, though its significance was hard to identify, since I could not be sure about its meaning. On the face of it, it was a simple sentence, clearly stated, yet it did not resolve itself. It stayed alive and open. Was it an articulation of the idea that the past can teach us about the future, or was it a less familiar idea about the interweaving of past, present, and future? Did the historian see the future in the past, which would defy a sense of the linear and irreversible flow of time? Or does the historian merely find in the past what would become the future, thus affirm the linearity and irreversibility of time?

         I might have passed over the fragment without it making much of an impression, if it had contained an additional word or two, if it had made some gesture toward the metaphorical or if it employed a simile, if the historian was like a prophet facing backwards. But Schlegel’s wording seemed to imply a confused interconnection of foresight and hindsight, past and future, cause and effect.

         Like any good aphorism, the short sentence functions as both a part and a whole. At first, it seems to make sense in isolation, yet it calls out for placement within a context that could reveal some fuller meaning. 

         
            —
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         One of the most striking pieces of evidence of the huge quantity of Chinese porcelain shipped to early modern Europe was the 1985 recovery of a Dutch trading ship that had departed Canton in 1752 and sank in the South China Sea, long before reaching its destination in Amsterdam. When the surprisingly well-intact contents of the Geldermalsen were inventoried, over 150,000 pieces of export-quality porcelain were found in its hold.

         Some of the porcelain artifacts are now owned by the British Museum. One of them shows a landscape scene with three buildings and two figures, one of them walking away from the other, headed up hill, pointing, carrying what appears to be something heavy. It was reconstructed from seven shards and is held together by tape. 

         
            —

         

         When Benjamin chose to give a series of three radio broadcasts for children in Berlin in 1931, around the same time that he began writing memories of his own Berlin childhood, and at the same time as the Nazi Party sat in parliament with the second largest number of seats, he chose the theme of natural and manmade disasters. After talking about the volcano eruption in Pompeii and the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, he turned to the topic of a theatre fire in 19th-century Canton. After recounting the terrible event and the many victims, suddenly, in the last line of the talk he made a reference to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria that had begun two months before the radio broadcast, referring to the way that places of amusement such as theatres had been displaced by what he called the theatre of blood.

         The broadcasts were a success and Benjamin reprised them on Radio Frankfurt. His next broadcasts for children in Berlin were about a railway disaster and a flood. 

         
            —
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         Criticizing a portrait of him hung in Paris at the Salon of 1767, Diderot complained that the painter had given him an affectedness, the air of an old coquette who still tries to charm. This affectedness can be found in many of the portraits of the era, but my favorite one has none of it. In fact, the portrait lacks many features common to 18th-century portraiture. There are no fine clothes, powdered wigs, or carefully chosen allegorical objects surrounding the sitter. There are no objects at all, or other people. Nor does the subject appear to be posed. He is not looking towards us, acting for us, or trying to charm us. Instead, the portrait seems to capture a calm moment of repose when nothing happens. The subject’s half-closed eyes seem to indicate that we might have caught him in the middle of a blink – not really in the middle of an action but a moment between actions, an interstitial happening that does not quite rise to the level of an event. We merely see the subject resting between pearls on the string of time.

         But maybe he is not blinking. Perhaps, the painting represents a different type of non-seeing. The subject of the painting is Samuel Johnson, whose eye troubles were well documented in Boswell’s biography, though Johnson himself was so eloquent about his sight. In order to excuse himself from an expedition, he invoked his eye troubles.

         I see but at small distance, so it was not worth my while to go to see birds fly, which I should not have seen fly; and fishes swim, which I should not have seen swim.

         
            —

         

         Many of the photographs that my parents gave to me were posed portraits, mostly taken in the photo studio at the local mall, a few of them including both my sister and I. No pictures of the Alps, but plenty of leafy fall scenes full of trees with bright reds, warm oranges, and sickly yellows. In the Maryland suburbs of the late Seventies, the leaves were always about to fall.

         Looking through these pictures, the portrait that absorbs me the most was posed in front of a more exotic background. At first, the background seems as anodyne as most mall photographic backdrops, full of big bushy pines and a reflection in the rippling surface of a small artificial pond. But then there is the bridge, painted in bright red, as if taken from a Chinese garden and placed amongst the oaks and pines of my childhood.

         
            —

         

         If you have seen the sea at five o’clock in the evening in autumn, you know this painting, Diderot commented about a seascape by Vernet in the Salon of 1765, eight years before Diderot saw the sea for the first time at age sixty. 

         
            —
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         The painting of Samuel Johnson that I like so much is a copy after an original that was made by the most illustrious British painter of the 18th century, Joshua Reynolds. The original has none of what interests me about the copy.

         The National Portrait Gallery sells reproductions of any of the portraits in their collection, including the painting of Johnson. When ordering online, there are options about what format and what media the reproduction will be. When I ordered a print of the copy of Reynolds’s painting of Johnson, I selected the work to be printed on canvas, giving it the appearance of a real painting. It sits as the sole picture on my office walls. 

         
            —

         

         When I first read about Schlegel’s backward-facing, prophetic historian, I had never heard of Walter Benjamin and I did not know that it was a quotation he appreciated. In the year following my graduation from university, I bought Benjamin’s massive work of collage and quotation, The Arcades Project, whose manuscript was almost lost when Benjamin had to flee the Nazis as they invaded France, where he had been living in exile. When I made my purchase, the book had just been published for the first time in English. Looking back from my current perspective as a history professor sometimes caught in the constricting realms of academic prose, it is now clear that the published manuscript stands as a remarkable monument to a modernist way of writing about history that remains exceptional and unrealized.

         In The Arcades Project, and other writing, Benjamin developed an idea that he called the dialectical image, in which past and present collide. With allusion to the prophet turned backward, Benjamin believed that in dialectical images the historian could see dialectics at a standstill. Shards of the past would rise up and momentarily fuse with the present, creating the possibility, if only fleeting, for profane illumination and a transfiguring salvation of the past, and perhaps, the present. 

         
            —

         

         When my parents brought me the materials of my childhood, it was four months before my son was born. My wife was already quite large, having trouble getting around, as if she was extra pregnant. She had just finished her dissertation and was shifting gears to focus on the documentary film she had been working on simultaneously for the previous four years. I had classes to teach and an academic monograph to finish. We were busy. I was overwhelmed by the material presence of my childhood and the weight of the memories, and possible memories. So I put all of the material into our storage space in the basement of the building. We had a tiny apartment, but the storage was enormous, larger than both of the bedrooms combined. The only things I kept upstairs, in the office that we had still not converted into a nursery, were the folder of loose photographs and the DVD. 

         
            —
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         In the 17th century, an exiled French architect arrived in Holland to find work as an interior decorator. The Netherlands was still in its golden age of wealth built on trade with Asia and their monopoly on importing spices like nutmeg to Europe. Daniel Marot quickly became popular amongst the wealthy citizens, known for his signature use of large amounts of Chinese porcelain for decoration. He transformed mantelpieces into encrusted microcosms of the world, covering them with hundreds of pieces of Chinese porcelain, each one a tiny painting. Innumerable people, landscapes wrapped around cups, scenes of nature in the middle of round plates fading off into crisp-patterned edges. Fine brushwork on paper-thin china. All so thin.

         A merchant, as he made an immense fortune from the spice trade, could sit at home and contemplate the profusion of the world, like a crab that takes its shell for the center of the universe.

         
            —

         

         A small idea tucked inside one of Benjamin’s essays on 19th-century Paris led me, circuitously, to the topic of my doctoral dissertation and now my academic writing on Diderot. Benjamin observed that novelty had not always been so positively valued. In the 18th century, just because something was new did not mean that it was better or more valuable. Out of this simple point, contextualizing capitalism and notions of artistic genius, came ten years figuring out how philosophers in the Enlightenment understood the future. Was it really bound by the spaces of past experiences so that nothing fundamentally, radically, new was expected?

         
            —

         

         The images from my childhood that most absorb me are not paintings or photographs, but films. My parents included a large catalogue of these films (converted to video) on the DVD that they gave to me. The movies are all of everyday moments, mostly sporting events that I participated in throughout my childhood, competitions that were meant to be heightened moments of existence, or at least nervous and charged times of focused attention. Watching the movies, I do seem focused, though the frequency of these events seems to have made me immune to their specialness. Swim team meets. Soccer games. Basketball tournaments. Track meets. I loved all of them and took them completely for granted. The only moments of strangeness that I see when watching them is when I rewind the video and see myself moving in reverse. This was not an experience available to earlier viewers of film, but sitting at my computer I am able to watch long stretches of my childhood soccer games moving backwards, everything moving with a new purpose, like sparks flying back to the source.

         
            —

         

         My childhood is like an exotic unreal place, like many of Europe’s early images of China. Often, I cannot enter into the picture. At best, through the layers of mediation, I can see my childhood in the way I see Liu Bolin – what I see is something concealed. What I see is not so much a presence, but a present absence, since the mediations obscure it while also allowing me to see it hiding.
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