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​Chapter 1: American Rococo
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There is a highly sensuous quality to the American retail experience, whether easing a toasty warm Potbellian sandwich or a Culver’s fudge pecan frozen custard sundae into your mouth, navigating the broad aisles of a Walmart (designed for people hooked up to oxygen canisters in electric carts), or perusing the apparel and guns at an outdoor recreation chain such as Gander Mountain. The latter’s elegant gun displays are laid out behind glass cabinets with the patient precision of a history museum curator. The hushed church-like atmosphere of the store, the combat green industrial carpeting, the wide wiggle room between the clothing carousels (reducing your risk of bumping into a customer with a concealed weapon), the durable feel of the fabrics’ weave in the fingers, the astonishing variety of pockets, the stylish camouflage patterns on everything from rifles to sunglasses, and the great deals (five dollars for a genuine Australian Akubra hat)—all conspire to make shopping intensely satisfying, even for types such as myself who don’t normally enjoy shopping.

For a culture that prides itself on individualism, American design is surprisingly uniform throughout the country. The straight lines and perpendiculars, the strongly balanced symmetries, the calibrated surfaces from shiny to rough and textured, the dedicated space surrounding buildings emphatically demarcated by manicured landscaping and freshly mowed lawns, and the extraordinarily large shopping mall parking lots, enable everything to be properly placed by being put in its proper place (the correlative of Americans’ need for ample personal space). We also have the regulation cinderblocks coated in thick semi-gloss paint that structure prisons, schools, medical centers and government buildings and are designed to survive tornadoes; the white stucco ceilings of motel rooms and de rigueur quilted floral bedspreads in golds and browns; the surprisingly sturdy tubular aluminum door handles of commercial shops polished to matte silver and their black aluminum door frames that open and close with ease; the unobstructed residential sidewalks so satisfying to the feet and the eyes with their sloping curbs and tiny rainwater troughs (and the special affection we feel for their crumbling counterparts in depressed neighborhoods); the solidly constructed tables and chairs in diners that never wobble and the equal reliability of the blueberry and lemon meringue pies; the tried-and-true appropriateness of every commercial shop sign’s typeface and design; the lonely beauty of the American stop sign, invisible to foreign newcomers who drive right past it.

Everything in its proper place. Yet what often fills this all-American space is the most unseemly and improper of sights. Until I had a revelation on my latest visit to my homeland. The sight had grown more startling with each trip back. I finally needed to rationalize it, and I succeeded in doing so by a mental 180-degree reversal of perspective.

You may have heard of the “People of Walmart,” pictures of whom circulate on the web. A demeaning phrase, to be sure, but I’ll use it as my starting point anyway. We refer to the loudly or obnoxiously dressed, often overweight folk you see in Walmarts, supermarkets and other venues where everyone can be seen passing through, but above all Walmart because its size ensures the largest audience for these lovable harlequins to parade their inimitable fashions: transvestites or transsexuals of indeterminate age and sex, cosmetics painted on so thickly you wonder if it’s not Halloween; grannies in garishly dyed hair and miniskirts; dazed people with meth-ravaged faces; fat middle-aged dudes showing off their thong underwear as they bend over, and the like.

[image: 说明: shutterstock_104928239]

But it’s mostly the sight of the obese that shocks and awes—and impresses. What’s impressive is not how obese they are but how shameless and confident they appear in their obesity. They stand or sit there in their carts, examining the goods on store shelves or waiting in line at the cashier with expressions of perfect calm and equipoise, as if they were not in fact distressing to the eye, as if they couldn’t give a damn and they don’t, even as their gut sack spills out like some massive scrotum because their shirt isn’t long enough to contain it. And that, to me, is really cool. As soon as I realize this, I see their beauty, their peculiarly American beauty, their rococo beauty. Why rococo? This requires a brief historical digression before I loop back to this question later.

The clean facades of contemporary US design in fact proceeds from an unbroken tradition going back through nineteenth-century Colonial Revivalist, eighteenth-century Neoclassical and Georgian, and ultimately the plain facades of seventeenth-century Colonialist architectures, but stripped down and streamlined into an equally plain Modernist uniformity. What these styles all have in common is a rigorous prioritizing of balance and space over plasticity and ornament. The pendulum of the Western aesthetic has regularly oscillated between these two poles since Greek and Roman antiquity, that of purity and symmetry on the one hand, and complexity and extravagance on the other: in reaction to austere Renaissance Classicism, the Baroque countered with asymmetry, curvature and play. Ultimately this tendency descended into ornamentation and filigree—frivolity for its own sake, the kitsch of the eighteenth century—which defined the Rococo period. Though dismissed at the time by the refined and discerning as vulgar and distasteful, the fashion for Rococo spread until the pendulum swung back again to the Neoclassicism of the mid-1700s and its Apollonian principle of simplicity of form and function. Romanticism represented the next swing to Dionysian excess, before Modernism returned once again to severity and functionalism.

Every nation has its defining features. The United States has always had a soft spot, indeed a powerful bias, for Classicism, apparent as much today as in the past in the spare lines and symmetries of American design. There is little space for play and riot, except within the tame confines of certain restaurant and hotel signboards employing antique-style typefaces with rococoesque curlicues (e.g. Edwardian Script and Bickham Script Pro), conjuring up the calligraphy of the Declaration of Independence—and by implication conservative American values. There is also the cartoony type of commercial logo such as the Potbelly sign pictured above, whose irregular script also has a rococo feel. Beyond the shop sign, however, the true rococo spirit—spontaneity, elaboration, ornamentation—must find alternative outlets for expression. In the contemporary American city, the only really genuine example is the brilliant, gorgeous “balloon”-style graffiti art originating in New York City in the 1970s.

I lived there in the final years of that decade and remember the graffiti onslaught well. The walls lining the subway and railroad tracks formed an ideal infinitely unfurling canvass. It was the sardonic answer to the niggardly spots on museum walls doled out solely to the artistic elite. The walls of buildings in depressed urban neighborhoods offered more extensive and unlimited canvass. The only fee for the use of these huge gallery spaces was the cost of spray paint, appropriately stolen. Then they grew brazen and took over the subway cars themselves, both inside and outside, every square inch, until you couldn’t make out what station you were in because the windows were spray-painted over. The city clamped down and eventually got the graffiti out of the subway, but by then the virus had spread to almost every city in the world.

[image: 说明: rococo-pattern]

The basic rococo pattern

Like the virus, rococo’s essential feature is its capacity to replicate, to reproduce a pattern: the patterns of lace, crystals or snowflakes. It’s also exemplified by multiplying glyphs that fold onto one another in tightly interlaced sequences or expand outward in the infinite regression of graffiti art. Rococo-like graffiti threatens to creep onto every American surface like vines, like a disease, more successfully in the inner city but also the suburbs. As it is something that needs to be contained it is of course illegal, though like weeds it’s ineradicable, and it crops up everywhere regardless of efforts to stamp it out.

Most maddening of all to the Establishment and graffiti haters alike is its illegibility (whether that be the elaborate artistic variety or the primitive “tags” squiggled on building walls by gangs to mark territory). Though formed of letters and words, there is no message, just language dissolving into lace writ large. The refusal to be coherent, to clearly state one’s point and reveal one’s purpose, one’s logos, one’s Word, is a refusal, above all, to be Christian. It represents a mockery of all that’s civilized, legitimate, proper and productive. Arabesques are not only anti-American, they are suspiciously Arabic (and are in fact Arabic in origin). Yet the big irony is that graffiti art, finally, is nothing other than an example of contemporary American rococo at its finest.

[image: 说明: shutterstock_299628821]

New York-style graffiti

Meanwhile, where graffiti art languishes, nature is happy to take over, to take up the virus and carry on the invasion of arabesques wherever and whenever it can. This is no better exemplified than by the urban ruins of the American inner city.

Consider a city with the reputation for being the most unloved in the land, Gary, Indiana. It had something of a heyday in the decades after it was founded in 1906 to house US Steel employees. But with the collapse of the steel industry in the 1960s, the city has hemorrhaged over 100,000 residents, or around sixty percent of its peak population. Long seen as the source of the factory odors of rotten eggs and burning plastic that creep over Chicago (actually they originate from the industrial belt around Gary and not the city itself), it has earned the moniker the “armpit of America.” It is now so forlorn and forgotten you can’t even find graffiti on its buildings since the gangs too are spooked by the place, though it has turned into a hot destination for producers of horror movies (seriously). Venture down the ghost city’s tattered streets, west of Broadway in particular, and note the ample spaces between houses—once large plots owned by the wealthy residents of yore, now overgrown with weeds, the former buildings crumbling or long gone. A massive 1997 fire gutted many more houses in the rotting neighborhood; their charred remains are still standing.

[image: ]

A closer look and you then discover something most extraordinary: trees emerging from inside long-abandoned homes and protruding from living-room windows. Blasted cities restore the rococo in their curly outgrowths and curved sprays of vegetation, but it’s fitting that nature’s revenge originates from within the ruined structures themselves, where they are most improper, their significance most telling, their insult most profound—barging in and taking over like that. Ruined buildings are hairy. They grow beards as it were, not trimmed and domesticated like vines but unkempt and scruffy, nature’s incontinence obscuring their aspect until they are lost to view altogether. J. G. Ballard celebrated this in his novel The Crystal World, as did Alan Weisman in his The World Without Us, another great paean to the city reclaimed by vengeful nature. It’s why the most beautiful cities in the world are ruined cities. Or if not the most beautiful then the most sublime, and this makes Gary the most sublime city in America north of the Yucatan. Just give its saplings a few more centuries to catch up to the towering strangler figs and silk-cotton trees and that have burrowed their way out of the ruins of Ta Prohm temple at Angkor Wat in Cambodia.
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Let’s return to the Rococo era and the irreducibles of the design. The original examples of the art are based on patterns and shapes found in nature. Nature after all is the supreme fount of abundance and the richest source of elements to elaborate upon through infinite replication: plants with curling and intertwining tendrils and foliage, but also the seashell, with its strange giggle. The word rococo is thought to be a combination of the French words for stone or pebble, rocaille, and shell, coquille (or the Italian word for pearl, barocco). Many early Rococo artworks featured shells and stones as their decorative material, particularly seashells of all shapes and sizes.

[image: 说明: shutterstock_277865375e589afe69cac]

The seashell’s tight swirls and replicate folds that culminate in a tiny vortex is one of the most perfectly realized shapes in nature: gaping voluptuousness twirling in upon itself into a sweet little rotundity, obsessive-compulsiveness stopped up by its own self-reflexive logic. It finds its analogue in the twists and folds of heavy people, except that human fat rotates outward rather than inward, with the potential to unspool to infinity. It is as if seashells could grow into the size of elephants or dinosaurs, or merely the size of people. In this respect we must acknowledge that the human obese are impressive in direct proportion to their size. Not only are fat people attractive, but it’s only when they really start to take on weight, when the flesh begins to roll and cascade and thereby gain proportionate beauty, that the body realizes its full potential as a vessel of rococo splendor.

[image: 说明: shutterstock_248185456]

I have now begun to understand why the obese tend not to seem to mind being so, and why it is they can spill out their flesh in public without apparent concern or mortification. With their body free and unencumbered and allowed to settle in its proper shape, when it is given full play to extravagate, they can relax. For when they assume the aspect of a sculpture or a giant seashell, or some other unique structure, they have something you don’t, something striking and magnificent. You are stuck in your measly little stick-figure condition, each one of you the same as the next in your cookie-cutter predictability. You fail to stand out. The obese do stand out, quite memorably so and distinguish themselves through this. Why should they be shy or embarrassed about it? I think deep down most of them realize their worth and stature this shows in their supreme contentedness.
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​Chapter 2: Theatrics of Japanese Noh, Kabuki, and the Mixed-bathing Onsen
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Elusive and enigmatic, the Japanese konyoku onsen, or nude mixed-bathing hot springs, is forbidding enough of access as to retain a quasi-mythical status—somewhere between the zebra and the unicorn—not only for foreigners but for Japanese as well. Information about naked onsens is spotty even in the Internet age and often requires word-of-mouth or a personal guide. I presume the literature in Japanese is more extensive, yet it’s still an esoteric topic for most natives. Places that are said to allow mixed-sex bathing turn out not to when you arrive, while rumors swirl of countless onsens which allow it yet don’t advertise the fact; there are even onsens that let guests set the bathing rules during their stay. You may succeed in getting to one only to discover you are the sole patron, and then what’s the point? If you’re traveling without Japanese help, you need to master the complicated travel routes and times, as most hot springs are located in rustic or mountainous retreats. If you have to stay the night in the onsen’s ryokan (tatami inn—there may not be other accommodation nearby), you need to establish beforehand whether there are any vacancies. All this makes konyoku onsen hunting one of the more challenging of travel experiences, more akin to trekking in the Third World than in one of the world’s most developed countries. 

If most Japanese themselves don’t know much about this famous institution except by hearsay, it’s because to acquire even a working knowledge, much less expertise on the subject, means a prohibitive outlay of time and expense. Imagine you’re a Japanese male travel writer or novelist, the sort who might develop a fascination with the mixed onsen. There is in fact a lineage of Japanese literati onsen fanatics, the Nobelist Yasunari Kawabata for one. (I’m not suggesting Japanese female writers can’t be equally interested—I wish more were—only that for reasons which will become clear later on, it’s less likely.) You have come up with the idea of visiting as many mixed onsens as possible over a year and write a book about it. As a native, you’ll have a far easier time arranging your itinerary than a foreigner would, of course, yet it still requires considerable ingenuity in planning.

There are hundreds of onsens in Japan, with an unknown number offering mixed bathing. Let’s say your goal is to visit two daily, a day visit to one and a night visit to another in the same vicinity (many hot springs are clumped together in onsen villages), or 730 in total. As onsens all have their quirky business hours and may be closed on certain days of the week (or in the winter season if the mountain roads become impassable), offer mixed bathing only on specified days or at certain times of the day, and so forth, much research is needed to work out the intricate scheduling before setting out. Onsen inns charge anywhere from 8,000-15,000 yen ($100-$200) per night per person, so you probably can’t afford to take anyone along with you, as your total accommodation will already amount to USD $50,000 for you alone (if we assume an average nightly fee of 10,000). A hearty dinner and breakfast is normally covered by the inn, but you still have to pay for lunch and the entrance fee for the day-visit spas. Transportation expenses, often involving a combination of rail and bus lines, can also quickly add up. I could guess having to shell out $60,000 for the entire excursion. How many people have that kind of time and money to spare?

The intrepid traveler on a budget, starting in northern Japan in the spring and working his way down to the warmer parts in the winter, by mountain bike and personal tent, making use of all available campgrounds, cooking by campfire wherever possible, might considerably cut down on expenses. However, he would miss out on the total onsen “experience,” which is to sample each inn’s cuisine and cozy atmosphere and perhaps any resident hostesses offering their services for the night (as they did in legendary times past at least). Regardless of financial means, the virtue of such a fantasy onsen adventure would be the invaluable insider knowledge of the most scenic and, if fortunate, crowded hot springs.

After getting a few obligatory sightseeing spots in the country out of the way, my Chinese girlfriend Chen and I set out on the fly with the modest luxury of three days to spare and the goal of sampling five or six onsens. We ended up bumbling our way from one error to the next, and it is only because the trip wasn’t an unqualified disaster that I can justify writing it up at all.

We set off for the Kashiwaya Onsen at Bessho onsen village, a lovely mountain town in Nagano Prefecture, requiring a couple hours on the bullet train from Tokyo and transfer to a more leisurely train to Bessho. Thrown off, however, by the town map, which confusingly listed some hot springs in Japanese characters and others in Romanized script, we ended up at the wrong onsen without realizing it, finding ourselves in sex-segregated indoor baths after emerging from our separate changing rooms. I could have sworn the website indicated the existence of outdoor baths, at least one of which was mixed. I made what use of the tiny pool I could, which was scarcely able to accommodate three other males present and myself. On our way out, I asked the lady at the entrance about it. She pointed to the establishment next door.

It indeed appeared to be much nicer and more substantial, with a large elegant lobby. But before paying and wasting another entrance fee, I pulled out my laptop with the onsen’s website and accompanying pictures of the mixed outdoor pool to get the desk attendant’s confirmation. We were at the right onsen, he said, but sorry to say none of the pools was mixed-sex. It was evident from his ready response he knew we had come for this, but his lack of English barred any explanation for the discrepancy, and my Japanese was no longer good enough (after a twenty-year absence) to pursue one.

Taking no more chances on this village, we headed straight for the northern tip of Honshu, Aomori Prefecture, which boasted two famous dedicated mixed-sex hot springs, each within one or two hours of Aomori City: the huge indoor Sukayu Onsen and the Aoni or “Lamp” Onsen (rejecting electrical lighting for traditional oil lamps). Since it was already late afternoon, we opted to go back to Tokyo and return to the region the next morning, to do one in the daytime and the other in the evening. What we should have done, it turned out, was head straight up north to find a hotel in Aomori. For by the time we got to Aomori City by noon the next day, the last bus of the day had already left for the Sukayu Onsen and the last train had left for the Aoni Onsen. Our one consolation was that we had purchased a Japan Rail Pass for unlimited riding and some nice sightseeing as we ricocheted back and forth around northern Honshu.

We headed back south, transferring at Morioka to Tazawako in Akita Prefecture. At the information center in Tazawako station, an attentive woman helped us book a room at the Magoroku Onsen in Nyuto or “Nipple” Onsen village (after the shape of a nearby mountain) for $300. She also worked out for us how to get to the Tsurunoyu Onsen the next day for an afternoon visit, when we guessed the most famous of the area’s mixed onsens to be at its most crowded. Dashing out of the station in the cold, the lady even saw us off to make sure we were on the right bus. It’s almost worth a trip to Japan alone to witness Japanese politeness in action. The bus had tire chains and after much climbing along snowy mountain roads, dropped us at a remote stop where we were picked up by a car to take us to the onsen nearby. We were shown to our room, soon nice and toasty from the kerosene heater, whose smell conjured up my old days living in a tatami house in the Wakayama countryside during winter.

In the dining room we were joined by a dozen or so men in groups and, disconcertingly, no women. After dinner we changed into yukata, the obligatory robes supplied in Japanese inns, and rubber boots provided in the entrance, and stepped through the snow into the changing cubicles of the mixed indoor pool. The pool opened onto two outdoor pools, one that was much too hot and the other just tolerable enough to stay submerged for a minutes before having to get out and patter back naked to the cooler indoor bath, careful not to slip on the wet rocks and wind up in the snow. The subzero temperature outside was not a problem once in the water. The scene was idyllic. The only thing missing were other guests. We were alone. The other fellows were apparently saving their bathing for later in the evening, possibly because a hot bath was not considered healthful directly following a meal. Still, I would have thought they’d hasten up a bit to try to catch a peek of Chen. If not, I guessed this onsen to be too small to attract mixed-bathing enthusiasts, and those who came here did so for the sake of some male-bonding thing and not out of any expectation of female visitors. After an hour, we quit and returned to our room, and hoped for better luck the next day at the Tsurunoyu Onsen.

To get to which we boarded the same bus, which dropped us off at a visitor’s center with a diorama display of the area’s volcanoes, before being picked up by a shuttle operated by the onsen. It was still morning and the arriving bus disgorged a large group of patrons who had spent the night, half of whom were female. Upon arriving, we discovered that the “six mixed outdoor baths” promised on the website turned out to be only one; there was one other outdoor bath for women and several segregated indoor baths.

The layout of the mixed outdoor bath was interesting and requires some expounding, as its theatrical features bore more than passing resemblance to the traditional Japanese dramatic stage. While not terribly large, it was big enough to accommodate perhaps fifty or more bathers under crowded conditions. To access the pool, visitors walked along a path at the water’s edge, which conveniently allowed them to take in whatever crowd happened to be in the water before deciding to take the plunge. At the end of the path was a small hut with segregated changing rooms. The male changing room openly disgorged the men, holding a hand towel over their privates as they dipped into the water in full view of visitors along the path. The female changing room fed the women into the pool from around the side, enabling them to enter already submerged in the water through an arbor-like structure. I realized that this structure uncannily resembled the gallery entrance to the stage known as the hashigakari or “bridgeway” in the Noh theater.

At first glance, Kabuki rather than Noh might come to mind when confronted with the layout of this bath, since any woman emerging into the pool, if crowded, would be surrounded by bathers on all sides as she made her way to the stage, much like the catwalk-like bridge in the Kabuki theater known as the hanamichi or “flower path” cutting directly across the auditorium to the stage, with the audience arrayed on both sides for a close-up view of the performer proceeding along it. The gallery entrance in the Noh theater, on the other hand, joins the stage along the side of the auditorium, at greater remove from the audience (figures 1 and 2).

[image: 说明: noh]

Figure 1. Layout of the Noh theater

[image: 说明: kabuki]

Figure 2. Layout of the Kabuki theater

But despite the Kabuki hanamichi’s historical derivation from the earlier Noh hashigakari, their respective purposes are different. The Kabuki walkway is extra-dramatic: it serves to spotlight the entrance of the most popular actor in a Kabuki play, suspending the action for a few moments so that the actor can strut and preen to his applauding fans (who originally tossed flowers—hence “flower path”), before alighting the stage proper and resuming the action. I don’t think many female visitors making their entrance in a mixed-bathing onsen are up to such a challenge. The main character entering in a Noh play, by contrast, seems to do so reluctantly, slowly making his way along the gallery by drawn-out increments, stopping at points as if to get his bearing, keeping his gaze straight ahead under the anonymous Noh mask and effectively obscuring himself until his forward trajectory on the main stage brings him before the audience. You can’t “see” him, even as his mask is a highly expressive vehicle of emotions in its subtle movements.

As ever, we got off to a bumbling start. There were laundry trays in the changing room for holding one’s clothes and articles, and a coin locker outside to keep valuables, which I didn’t notice until I had removed my clothes; nor did I have change for the locker. My belongings were probably not in danger but I didn’t want to take any chances with my passport and wallet. I got my clothes back on to run over to the main office for some change. Chen had already entered the water and saw me dash across the entrance path. 

“Where the hell are you going!” she yelled in a panic at being left alone with two other men in the pool.

She retreated to the female hut and collected her valuables in her locker while trying to figure out what I was up to. We later discovered we didn’t have to use the changing booth at all. Some male patrons who had booked rooms at the onsen were scampering back and forth from the indoor to the outdoor pool stark naked with their laundry tray in their arms, while other male arrivals simply stepped off the entrance path and onto the stage to disrobe directly, placing their tray on the stage bench in full view, obviating the need for the coin locker. 

Now finally immersed in the pool, we were soon joined by more males and one other middle-aged female, who kept herself submerged up to the neck, her white hand towel draped over head, hiding her face like a Noh mask. It appeared she had second thoughts, as she never made it out of the hashigakari but retreated after a few minutes and was gone, not to return. I wondered if I had only imagined her, so fleeting was her performance (figures 3, 4).

[image: 说明: Tsurunoyu]

Figure 3. Layout of the mixed bath at Tsurunoyu Onsen

The pool was comfortably hot, not quite hot enough in fact, but this enabled people to stay in it without having to expose themselves when taking cooling-off breaks. We lingered for an hour, during which time the number of males grew to about thirty, with some twenty in the pool by the time we left, others having recycled out earlier. Also over this interval, eight women in three separate groups appeared along the entrance path, or audience viewing area rather, before disappearing into the changing hut. Great, the bath was about to experience greater sexual equality. Alas, each of these groups suddenly reappeared back on the path and beat a hasty retreat, also having second thoughts.

I found it odd and unfortunate. I mean, why make a show of arriving at all unless resolved to go through with it? Even Chen had her limits. However discreet and polite the glances of the men in the pool, she surely disappointed them by keeping her breasts out of sight under the milky water (I certainly didn’t have a problem with her displaying them and she knew that). Of course, it’s bad form to stare or gawk in mixed-bathing onsens. Nevertheless, the prospect of the opposite sex’s nakedness is, let’s face it, the only reason why anyone ever ventures to these places. They wouldn’t otherwise exist and sex-segregated baths would be sufficient for everyone’s purposes. And your fellow male bathers are indeed protesting their disappointment when they give up after twenty minutes and leave. The stark truth is that the men do very much want to see your body. You can see theirs too. Isn’t that fair enough? Well, Chen did compromise a bit later on, draping her wet hand towel around her neck so that the ends just covered her nipples as she sat up out of the water.

[image: 说明: nyuto-1]

Figure 4. The author advancing toward the stage along the hashigakari

After giving the matter some thought I came up with three likely and not necessarily mutually exclusive theories to explain the reluctance of our would-be female participants.

1) They never had any intention of joining in but merely wanted to satisfy with their own eyes their mildly scandalized curiosity as to what the mixed-bathing pool looked like, before fleeing to the safety of the women-only pools. But since it’s rude to gawk, they made as if to join in by making it as far as the changing hut, pausing for a few seconds inside it, and then retreating—all calculated to give those of us in the pool the sympathetic impression that they had spontaneously gotten cold feet.

2) They really did get cold feet. They had honestly wanted to give it a try but really didn’t know how they’d react until they were actually there. Once they saw that the pool looked a bit smaller and more claustrophobic than they had imagined, they freaked. I guess we have to give them credit for making an honest go at it at all and wish them better luck next time.

3) They had decided beforehand they would join in, but only on condition there were enough fellow sisters present in the pool upon their arrival to make them feel safe and welcome. When they discovered only a single woman present who was outnumbered by a score of men—Nope, sorry guys.

This presents an interesting paradox. There will never be enough women in these pools to satisfy everyone’s expectations. I call this the Mixed Bathing Law, formulated after I took another peek at the pool once we’d gotten dressed and had some lunch as we waited for the shuttle bus to take us back. Most of the male bathers had departed and only two remained, just as when we had entered the pool, with of course no women present. The law works like this. When a female bather appears, male bathers quickly materialize out of nowhere. Their number can be expected to increase exponentially with the addition of each new female. Now, if you’re a potential female bather, would you rather share the pool with no other women and a mere two or three men, or with two or three other women and fifty or sixty men? The best time to get into the pool is precisely when there are no other women present; you need to take advantage of this brief window of opportunity before it quickly fills up on account of your presence, and god forbid, another woman or two, and the number of males skyrockets.
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​Chapter 3: Philip Glass and Tan Dun
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PHILIP GLASS

You know, there’s a lot of music in the world. You don’t have to listen to mine. There’s Mozart, there’s the Beatles. Listen to something else. You have my blessings. Go out and listen to something else. I don’t care.

Philip Glass

Glass is really a composer in the spirit of the Baroque, producing music on demand, tailoring each piece to the occasion. He is the determined antithesis of the Romantic artist, the one who writes in suffering secret for a posthumous public.

Alex Ross

Early on in the documentary, Glass: A Portrait of Philip in Twelve Parts (2007, dir. Scott Hicks), we visit Philip Glass’s summer home in Nova Scotia, on the east Canadian coast, where he’s making pizza for guests. Present is his wife Holly and his two children by her, his sister, the renowned conductor Dennis Russell Davies, a few other friends, and a mysterious Japanese woman the caption identifies as “Maki Namekawa, concert pianist.” The fleeting images of the latter helping out around this wealthy man’s homespun kitchen (a bottle of cheap Two Oceans wine sits on the counter, I guess, I hope, only for cooking use) and generally getting in the way, initially pass unnoticed but seem incongruous in light of later revelations. Davies is off in another room perusing the score of Glass’s Eighth Symphony. Glass himself is chatting with Hicks in the kitchen. One senses Namekawa wouldn’t speak if invited to, given the typical modesty and low English proficiency of the Japanese, but she seems to like being where the action is. Later the camera swings to the living room and we catch sight of her there. Now her black sweater is off her shoulders, revealing a sexy low-cut sleeveless dress. We don’t know whom or what this luscious woman is staring at, as if at a loss for something to do. It’s an inadvertent erotic gaze, haplessly bearing the force of a femme fatale, threatening even when askew. Glass’s wife is busy with the kids in the living room as well (why is she always avoiding the camera?). Next to Holly’s hard, humorless mien, the exotic Oriental girl looks out of place. Or is it the wife who is out of place?

We soon learn that Glass’ marriage—his fourth—is on the way out. Holly is invited to elaborate on what’s going on in her relationship with the most famous living composer in the world. She gives the director a tour of their New York home and is interviewed. In all of this, she has nothing to say about her husband’s music—never admitting to so much as liking it—except as it interferes with her life. Evidently she didn’t marry him for his music; they met in a restaurant where she worked as a waitress and was pursued by Glass. I wonder if she even knew who he was at the time. This is what she does have to say: “I am a wife with a new, young family, and it’s hard to live with someone who’s writing three scores at the same time. Our paths have diverged... [holding back tears]. We have a lot of love for each other, but we are wanting different things in our lives at this point. So it worked for a while. I’m sure it’s a very lonely world, writing as much music as he does.”

I think Glass would beg to differ that the composer’s calling is necessarily a lonely one. In two hours of fascinating bonus interview footage as a DVD extra, he waxes almost banal on his career achievement of hundreds of works (including twenty-five operas) and counting: “I have no secrets. Actually I have one: you get up early in the morning and you work all day.” He enjoys composing so much he calls himself a “funaholic.”

Clearly, his wife lacked the art gene and failed to grasp the nature of the man she married. Anyone could have warned this bourgeois woman what she was getting into: Of course, it’s going to be hard to live with someone who’s writing three scores at the same time! His life revolves around his work, not you. Your role is that of the pre-modern wife, to lie low and stay out of the way until summoned for duty in the bedroom. You want more? Only a musical woman, an artistic woman, could ever find a way into his heart. You don’t appear to evince the slightest interest in his music. You say, “I see now more profoundly than ever before that music is his underlying passion for absolutely everything he does.” It took you this long to figure that out?

Anyone could have warned Philip Glass as well that there was no way such a mismatch could last. But when things fell apart, I don’t think he much cared, because deep down, Holly could never have been that important to him. I wish he had paid more attention to the opportunities in plain view, such as a Maki Namekawa, who was obviously at the dinner party because she admired his music. There this potential beautiful wife and soul mate was standing right next to him in the kitchen, while the albatross was off in another space tending to the kids (Holly appeared to be a good mother anyway).

Such is the scenario a viewer of the documentary otherwise unacquainted with the composer’s life might arrive at. The actual situation was somewhat different. Ms. Namekawa is an accomplished pianist based in Germany who often performs with Davies (they are married), the two having released several CDs of piano duos by Glass. Not privy to insider knowledge, we can assume no more about her motivations in being at the party other than Glass or Davies had invited her along (or she had invited herself). Glass and his wife divorced around the time the documentary was released. He then became or had already been “romantically involved” (according to Wikipedia) with the cellist Wendy Sutter, who had recorded his Songs and Poems for Solo Cello (2007) around the time the documentary came out.

Glass has been lambasted for his prolificacy, as if the ability to churn out a steady stream of compositions can only come at the expense of quality. His music is often described as decorative and thin, repetitive and ephemeral, falling somewhere in the “crossover” genre between contemporary classical and pop. Barbed comments like that of a critic back in the 1970s that Glass stands in the same relationship to serious music as “See. Spot. Run.” stands to literature, continue to be echoed today by sarcastic critics in the American classical world (he fares better in Europe), who refuse to take him seriously, like Justin Davidson: “He is a master of texture and pattern, and roaming through his output reminded me of browsing among the great rolls of fabric arranged on racks in a Lower East Side upholstery emporium: endless lengths of sumptuous brocades.”

The charge against prolificacy is misguided. The idea that an artist must engage in a tortured, drawn-out struggle with the muse to carve out a work of quality and greatness derives from Beethoven, the first major composer to compose wholly on his own terms, blithely dismissive of royal patronage. After Beethoven, we notice a significant drop in productivity among later Romantic and Modern composers, a typical lifetime oeuvre counting in the hundreds rather than the thousands of works of earlier composers. But in fact Beethoven was quite prolific by today’s standards, if Glass is any yardstick.

With 200 works over five decades, Glass composes at a rate of one work every three months. During his productive lifetime, Beethoven, the consummate perfectionist, composed an average of one work every two months. The Baroque composers 100 years earlier seem to have worked more quickly, Handel churning out a composition every month and Vivaldi every three weeks. In fact, there is no strict relationship between composers’ productivity and their era. Handel’s contemporary J. S. Bach wrote a work every two weeks on average, but so did Haydn, a classical composer writing in Beethoven’s time. Another Baroque composer, Telemann, dashed off a composition almost every week, but so did Beethoven’s contemporaries Mozart and Schubert. No one would question the quality or integrity of any of these composers’ works; they represent the summit of the High Baroque and Classical eras. Relative genius aside (Telemann fades before Bach), one might argue that the more productive a composer is, the higher quality his works are likely to be, given that productivity generates experimentation, discovery and self-development.
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