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The Medusa and the Pequod



ART, AND LIFE, IN OUR TIME


The first time the power of art pulled the rug out from under me, I was nineteen years old.


It was the early 1970s. I was in Europe for the first time, on my way through Paris to Warsaw with my Polish girlfriend, on a bizarre quest to sell blue jeans behind the Iron Curtain. On that day, during my first pilgrimage to the Louvre, I laid eyes on a painting that seemed the sum of all things. It was a cosmographic perpetual motion machine, a purgatorial charnel house—as far from the warmth of any human sun as anything I’d ever beheld. The moment I saw it, something like Krakatoa went off within me. That painting was Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa. Standing before it, I felt the gravitational field of my life shift forever.


The Raft of the Medusa is massive in scale, yet its subject matter is as simple as cows in a field, bathers by a river, or a birth in a manger. We see a large raft bearing a crowd of male figures, at the mercy of heaving seas. Their poses suggest a classical frieze, like Parthenon marbles from hell—a collective ash heap of individually vivisected souls stripped bare of humanity. Each of the men is marked by a distinct, unforgettable gesture. Some are reckoning with their wounds; others seem to be coming to terms with death; some seem closer to damnation than to life. Every one of them appears hopeless. Our eyes are compelled by shafts of flickering phosphorescent light that rake at angles across the figures in the painting’s foreground, tracing its dark pyramidal structure. It’s a vision of jagged complexity and somehow also of profound grandeur.


That day, as I contemplated the Medusa, I felt the shattering heartbreak of a long-forgotten memory. My mind carried me back to a moment when I was ten years old, left by my mother to wander alone in the Art Institute of Chicago, scared and confused, until a small colorful diptych by Giovanni di Paolo beckoned to me from across a gallery. A portal opened.


A month later, my mother committed suicide. The portal slammed shut.


I never looked at art again. Until I did.


EVERY WORK OF ART tells a story: From hands on a cave wall to figures arrayed along a table for a Last Supper. From gleaners in a field to luncheons on the grass. From romping Greek gods to a Sunday in the park to the cutout silhouette of a white man beating a slave. As Marcel Proust wrote, “Every reader, as he reads, is actually the reader of himself.” The subject matter of Michelangelo’s David is a biblical tale told in marble. But the deep content of this five-hundred-year-old sculpture—its aesthetic substructure, its crux and lifeblood—includes ideas about sensuality, beauty, majesty, pathos, the power of the self, the potentiality of movement, the inchoate softness of marble, even the awareness of recently rediscovered classical Roman statuary so radical that it almost gave Michelangelo a nervous breakdown. Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son, like Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Nina Simone singing “Strange Fruit,” or Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, makes you experience alienation, rage, horror, revulsion, love, grace, ugliness, absurdity, hopelessness, bloodlust, bleakness, the memories of meetings and partings, nightmares, phantoms, cultural dysmorphia, shapeless inner shadows, the shattering collapse of moral order, and the decay of the soul—all at the same time.


The painting I saw that day at the Louvre had its origins in a real-life story of the transatlantic slave trade. In June 1816, the French frigate Medusa and three other ships were dispatched to Senegal to reestablish operations and resume the trade, which had been interrupted by the Napoleonic Wars. The Medusa’s captain was Hugues Duroy de Chaumareys, a fifty-two-year-old royalist who hadn’t been to sea in decades and had never piloted a ship. The passengers, more than four hundred in all, were a mix of monarchists, left-wing crew members, families, merchants, mercenaries, and convicts. The ship was inadequately outfitted, carrying outdated maps and too few lifeboats. On his first day at sea, Chaumareys disobeyed orders and sped ahead of the rest of the fleet, hoping to impress superiors. Soon he was sailing alone. After a series of miscalculations, including the failure to retrieve a man overboard, others began issuing orders.


By July, the Medusa was approaching the deadly Arguin Bank, an expanse of shallow water more than forty miles off the coast of West Africa that had wrecked numerous ships. The crew knew the maneuvers to steer around this grave danger, but Chaumareys ignored them; finally, fatally, he mistook one crucial landmark for another, and on July 5 the Medusa headed directly into the bank. The color of the ocean changed from deep blue to lighter green, then turned clear altogether. Dread came over the crew; the ship fell into hushed terror. Then, with a great scraping sound, the Medusa shuddered, shook, and ran aground.


The crew scrambled to free the boat. The ship was far too heavy to pull out using lifeboats, and Chaumareys refused to jettison its fourteen heavy bronze cannons to make it lighter, fearing the wrath of his superiors. Panic set in; recriminations flew; fighting broke out among factions reflecting the ship’s political divide. Finally, Chaumareys ordered the construction of a very large raft to be pulled to shore by the six lifeboats. As the raft was being built, the captain, along with his officers and their families and friends, boarded the half-full lifeboats and prepared to cast off.


With that, everything fell apart. Violence erupted; the panicked hordes filled themselves on wine, water, and food and threw the remainder overboard. People jumped off the ship to claim the best spots on the raft. One hundred forty-seven people, including one woman and a twelve-year-old boy, crowded onto the unsteady raft, which sat two feet deep in the water. Many had to stand; others lashed themselves to whatever they could find. In the light of early morning, the lifeboats started rigging lines to the raft. When the ropes were pulled, the raft barely moved. After six hours of struggling unsuccessfully to tow the raft, at eleven o’clock in the morning came the fateful order: An axe was taken to the lines. The raft was cast adrift. Chaumareys and his privileged companions sailed off.


The raft had no maps, steering device, sail, or navigational instruments. On the first day, several threw themselves overboard. That night, a storm wracked the raft. By morning, twelve were dead and many others grievously injured. The next day brought two suicides. Then came hallucinations, hunger, thirst, fights, and another gale. Some ate their belts and hats for the oil in the leather. Next came the violence. People were beaten, stabbed, trampled, hacked with hatchets, had their eyes gouged out, were bayoneted, were pushed into the sea. Political factions slaughtered one another. By dawn, another sixty were dead. On the third day the cannibalism began. Those deemed too weak to survive were sacrificed for food. Their dead flesh was hung from ropes to dry. Some survivors ate directly from corpses. Fourteen days passed this way.


On the morning of July 17, a tiny white speck was spotted on the horizon: a sail. Pandemonium broke out, as survivors gestured wildly for help. Then the sail disappeared. This is the exact moment Géricault gives us in The Raft of the Medusa, the one survivors said was darkest of all: a tableau of souls being cast into hell. This is the deep content of the painting—the moment when all hope is lost.


The calamity of the Medusa is a story of abject human failure. Although the sail eventually reappeared on the horizon, and the fifteen surviving passengers were rescued, five of them died within days of reaching land. As the survivors’ stories of malfeasance, cruelty, betrayal, and barbarism poured into France, the wreck of the Medusa became a national scandal, a symbol of a country torn apart. At the subsequent court-martial, Chaumareys blamed the crew, bad maps, and faulty equipment for the disaster, taking no responsibility himself; he never mentioned the raft. He was found innocent of capital crimes and sentenced to three years for simple negligence. No one else was found guilty of anything. None of the survivors were compensated for their losses.


THERE HAD NEVER BEEN a painting that looked like Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa. While its geometric composition, figurative skill, and virtuosity recall the Neoclassicist art that immediately preceded it, the Medusa is fundamentally different. The surface feels alive and molten, like sluicing paint; its tone is darker, its imagery more graphically dramatic and aggressively convulsive, as if Géricault were approaching some new fiery sublime. He began work in a moment when the qualities of eighteenth-century Neoclassicism—its enervated smooth surfaces, silky perfections, rote lionizations of male strength and idealization of history, myth, revolution, and war—had come to seem insipid and irrelevant. By 1815, when Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo, as many as three million people had been killed in a decade and a half of European wars. The continent was decimated. Great Britain and Russia were ascendant. France was annihilated, its population saddled with rampant unemployment, its national coffers destitute, its society in chaos. It was a nation in mourning, and at war with itself. Yet after all that, less than a month after Waterloo, the guillotined king’s younger brother was named king. Soon he began reinstating many of the failed figures of the ancien régime—aristocrats, generals, bureaucrats, ministers, and lackeys. This, too, is part of the deep content of The Raft of the Medusa: It marks the dying of one epoch and the start of another, one not so different from our own.


Géricault was twenty-seven in 1818, a good-looking, well-off artist who’d just returned from Rome after an ill-fated affair with his uncle’s wife. The Paris he returned to was seething with rage at its leaders over a slate of new censorship laws, and over the fate of the Medusa. Galvanized by the survivors’ stories, Géricault resolved to capture the catastrophic implications of the wreck. Before setting down his vision, he interviewed the authors of the bestselling account of the wreck and met with as many of the other survivors as he could. He sailed the English Channel to study waves, examined J. M. W. Turner’s paintings of skies and water, even retrieved cadaver parts from a nearby hospital to his studio to better capture the appearance of dead flesh. He made scores of preparatory sketches and studies and constructed a full-size replica of the raft in a studio he’d rented just to make this picture. He shaved his head, withdrew from society, and worked alone in complete silence for months, sleeping in the studio, seeing only the single assistant who brought him meals and supplies. By July 1819, three years after the wreck, the painting was done. In August it was delivered to that year’s Paris Salon.


At first the painting was mounted high on a wall, but before the show opened, Géricault persuaded the organizers of the Salon to install the painting more prominently. It was presented under the generic title of Shipwreck Scene, in order to circumvent government censorship, but everyone who saw it recognized what they were looking at: the raft, the faces, the flesh, the horror. Some reviewers lambasted the scene as a “pile of corpses.” Many were disturbed by its gruesome imagery and dark implications. But the wisest of Géricault’s contemporaries understood what one French observer wrote: that “our whole society is aboard the raft of the Medusa.”


THE RAFT OF THE MEDUSA became the most famous painting in France. It was awarded one of the Salon’s gold medals that year, but the government declined to acquire the work. This devastated Géricault, who removed the canvas from its stretcher, rolled it up, and stored it in a friend’s studio. The painting was purchased by the Louvre not long after Géricault died at thirty-two of spinal tuberculosis. At the time of his death, he was preparing another gigantic work—this one on the annihilating atrocities of slavery.


At the apex of the Medusa, its protagonist and focal point, is Jean-Charles, one of three black figures in the work. Many of the other figures on the raft surround, hold on to, stretch toward, and support him; he is their avatar and savior. Here were three black men pictured as people, not property. Other faces depict actual individuals on the raft, including survivors Alexandre Corréard and Henri Savigny, who penned the book that led to the scandal. The model for the figure at center foreground, lying face-down with one arm outstretched, was the young Eugène Delacroix, who found the painting’s effect so “terrifying” that after posing for it he “broke into a run and kept running like a fool all the way” back to his studio. On the right we see the mangled body of a drowning man and the remains of a tattered French flag. On the left, an old man stares into space as he cradles the iridescent dead body of his twelve-year-old son. He is a pietà for a modern age.


The Raft of the Medusa helped initiate the new movement called Romanticism. In it we find the birth of the modern consciousness, with its new anxieties: the individual on their own, homesick for other times and places; the violence of war; the end of rationality and idealism; an interest in mysticism, fairy tale, and the occult; a turning away from God; the worship of youth and innocence; and an ecstasy in sublime states of mind and nature, even as the natural world was on the verge of destruction. It was an age that saw countless institutions collapse. This psychic shattering is reflected in the creations of five other artists working in the same historical moment as Géricault: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818); Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “colossal Wreck” of “Ozymandias” (1818); the Black Paintings of Francisco Goya (1819–1823); the cryptic visions of William Blake (from 1788 to his death in 1827); and Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony (1822–1824).


The elemental power and poetry of Géricault’s Medusa changed me forever. It told me things that I’ve known and lived by ever since. To encounter a work of art for the first time is to confront, for an instant, something you’ve never seen in your life. You are reminded that what you’re looking at was once (or perhaps still is) contemporary art, in direct conversation with its own time. All art is a kind of exorcism. This is what gives art its power to change the conditions of our life.


Art not only saved my life in very real ways (of which you’ll read more in this book); it also exerts an ancient force that gives me access to a place where things are more than the sums of their parts, where—in violation of all natural law—objects give off more energy than went into their making.


ART IS THE GREATEST OPERATING SYSTEM our species has ever invented, a means of exploring consciousness, seen and unseen worlds. It is an instrument, medium, matrix, or miracle that transforms old impressions into new thoughts; that makes a thousand insignificant details light up and draw you out. For many of us, it is another country, a new home. The artist is a sort of Dr. Frankenstein, transmuting the rules of nature and the material world, memory, influence, culture, and tradition, trying to bring something new and unknown to life. Its soul might be instinct. Art is two parts agency and one part inner heat. The artist loves going down rabbit holes, working toward and against something at the same time, translating sensory and extrasensory impressions that all have their own sovereignty or joy, each of them on a journey to bring something back from a personal underworld, to build a new body out of disparate parts and materials. In this way, art is something like an undoing of death.


Art allows us to ask big questions, to think in languages beyond words. It makes us reckon with uncomfortable things, compels us to look for difference, to glean the pressures of necessity, and to notice the monumental in details: how a girl’s pearl earring can become the center of the world, or how the image of a famous face, rendered in Day-Glo silkscreen, might become an avatar of the damned. Art can be talisman or comfort, used to heal or to make people kill. At the same time, art cannot be understood in terms of purpose. As the sculptor Charles Ray has said, art is “for absolutely nothing.” To make, or experience, art is to enter a kind of free zone; it slows us down, places us in some epistemological estuary, takes us into the wild. We make art from our flaws, fragilities, perversities, from our need to communicate or be entertained or stave off death, to create our own mating dances, to deliver our own children, to mourn. Art is bigger than mere subject matter. It is as big as life.


ART IS LIFE is a kind of real-time chronicle of the astounding changes that have overtaken the art world in the twenty-first century. It’s a period that has seen dramatic disturbances in the art world. Massive trees have fallen. The center is not merely holding but continually expanding, multiplying, superheating and cooling over and over again, threatening to atomize or collapse, but then ever re-forming.


Since 1999, the furioso world I call home has been waist-deep in excess but also passion, punctuated by tremors of ambivalence, finally attaining a new equilibrium of contradiction. It has been a time of stratospheric prices, of alpha dogs and megacollectors trying to buy credibility by amassing cookie-cutter collections. It’s the century that saw the birth of the megagalleries—corporations with behemoth spaces in multiple cities, run by massive staffs who pull the strings of even more wide-ranging PR networks, publishing in-house magazines that employ critics and curators who claim to be against just this sort of late capitalism. Some of these behemoths are great; others are a mess. Many of the online art magazines have gone along for the ride, devoting much of their space to these bull elephants, posting nearly all positive reviews and endless features and listicles on “Hot Artist,” “Last Night’s Parties,” “Best Art Fair Booths,” “Price Indexes,” and the like.


All of this has happened against the backdrop of the collapse of one of the longest-lasting movements in art history: Modernism.


Modernism was the most visually and intellectually consequential Western art movement since the Renaissance. It was the spawn of the mid-nineteenth century, when the five-hundred-year hegemony of pictorial realism—representational art aided by the illusion of perspectival space—had grown so universal, so known, that it became an empty vessel and finally a prison. For a half century, artists including Gustave Courbet, Édouard Manet, Claude Monet, Georges Seurat, Vincent van Gogh, and finally Paul Cézanne went about breaking up space, demolishing optical hierarchy to make every part of a work important, while foregrounding process and materials, allowing us to see how a painting is made. What made their work revolutionary was its brilliance in finding new ways to portray old subject matter. That hadn’t happened since Giotto painted the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua in 1305.


It is impossible to overestimate the effects of Modernism as an international style. Everyone reading this book knows these effects in their bones. Modernism is in the air we breathe, the furniture we sit on, the buildings we live in; it’s in our ideas about time, material, form, newness, and progress. Modernism is part of the deep content of everyday life.


Modern art has changed my life many times. It still does. By the turn of the millennium, however, Modernism had become lost in its own myth. What had begun as a disparate set of individual instincts, impulses, and values had hardened into an ideology—a bizarre teleological catechism that maintained that the causes and designs of modern art had an end goal that was embedded in the movement’s very nature. Modernism became isolationist and protectionist; it conceived of art as the exclusive province of its own chosen geniuses and excluded anything outside their realm. It became a mad race for some illusive purity, with artists generating work that was about nothing more than its own conditions, forswearing figuration and illusionistic space in favor of monochrome abstraction. The Modernist canon had the unyielding determinism of a biblical family tree: he begat him, who begat him, who begat the next him, who wanted to fuck, marry, or kill the last white Western him. By the mid-1960s the movement’s reflexes were shot, and an even longer, more oedipal movement kicked in: Post-Modernism. Art became a way for artists to prove what was already known, gaslighting anyone outside the club with catchphrases and novel-length wall texts. By the start of the period covered in this book, Modernism meant aesthetic apartheid.


How bad did it get? In 2004, the brakes of Modernism screeched to a halt. That year, New York’s Museum of Modern Art—the mother ship and Garden of Eden of the movement—revealed a new curation of its vaunted permanent collection. On two floors of its shiny new half-billion-dollar building, women made up only 4 percent of the artists included. The percentage of work by artists of color was near zero. Outrage spread across the art world. MoMA had run aground.


The big museums knew they needed to change, but not yet how. Many chose quantity over quality. Size mattered, not programming. Museums worldwide turned themselves into Modernist theme parks and “architectural destinations,” most with massive atriums that needed filling with mediocrities. The three worst institutional mishaps of the century occurred in New York. In 2008, after being accused of nearly bankrupting the Guggenheim Museum, its mad-expansionist director, Thomas Krens, finally stepped down. The Guggenheim is still in recovery. In 2010, several years after director Michael Govan decided to discontinue the Dia Art Foundation’s massive, essential exhibition space in Chelsea, the building was finally closed to art for good. In 2001, starchitects Tod Williams and Billie Tsien created a new handsome totally-useless-for art museum for the American Folk Art Museum.


In 2014, the building was torn down for MoMA’s next expansion. For a moment, it looked as though the great museums of the Modernist era might not survive the death of that movement.


The elephant in this big room, obviously, is context. In America, the twenty-first century began with the contested election of 2000, followed shortly thereafter by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. From there came the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the financial collapse of 2008, the lightning-rod election of the first black president, the rise of antidemocratic authoritarianism at the hands of his successor, and finally a second contested election and a worldwide pandemic that saw the death of one million Americans and over six million worldwide. All of which is to say: None of the art made in this period happened under “normal” conditions. All of it was produced amid shattering structures. We must acknowledge that the art of these years happened within a context of insanity, hopelessness, frustration; a continual state of emergency; a fear that the things that made our world great, or even tolerable, could be lost.


Inevitably, then, much of the art of this period has been political. But the strongest art of this time has not been obvious, not merely an expression of outrage. The most moving art, as always, deals in ambiguity, unexpected surprises, undermined expectations, complexity, interior drama. Its visionaries are driven by a new and very different set of values. This work reminds us that the contemporary museum, long revered as an elite sanctuary, now beckons as a new commons: a town square, a venue for community building, even an agent of change. A major factor in this is the influence of social media—especially Instagram—with its effect of sidestepping gatekeepers and fostering ardent fandom, debate, cross-pollination, societal change, and a new kind of citizenship. The result has been a great opening, a time of schism and volatility, a feeling of dams bursting everywhere. Everyone felt they had a stake in whatever the future might hold. The art of these decades has shown us that the world didn’t begin long ago, but rather that each of us creates the world anew every day.


One sign of change was that doors of galleries and museums started to open to artists who’d long been ignored by these institutions: artists of color, trans and nonbinary artists, self-taught and disabled creators, artists from indigenous cultures, street artists, older artists, even long-overlooked deceased artists. Ceramics, tapestry, and other mediums long considered “crafts”—and even the nonmaterial material of digital files—assumed equal footing with painting, sculpture, and the like. Without this new openness, we might never have been treated to retrospectives featuring artists like Martín Ramírez—one of the greatest so-called outsiders who ever lived—or Bill Traylor, or Joseph Yoakum, or Beauford Delaney. The walls of the sexy Frieze art fair would not have been graced with the “ledger drawings” of the Cheyenne artist Bear’s Heart, work made in a U.S. Army fort—more like a concentration camp—in the late 1800s. We might know little of the African American quiltmaker and fiber artist Rosie Lee Tompkins, whose work was granted a full-scale retrospective at the UC Berkeley Art Museum in 2020. Space was cleared for works that needed space to achieve their grandeur. The Whitney Museum might not have devoted a room to Kevin Beasley’s monument to slavery, a wildly whirring old cotton gin encased in a room of glass, as alien and silencing as the room at the end of Kubrick’s 2001, leaving humanity in limbo. We almost certainly would have missed the revelatory self-portraits of the disabled body of Robert Andy Coombs. And think of the loss if we had failed to recognize the work of Kerry James Marshall and Arthur Jafa, two of America’s greatest artists, who both worked quietly for decades before their genius received widespread attention. It has been an era of riches.


Along the way, this new ecumenicism also left the door open for certain interlopers. Illustrator Norman Rockwell was granted a retrospective at the Guggenheim. The wildly successful merchant of American sentimentalism, Thomas Kinkade, shared mindspace with the destructive gremlin on the wing of America, George W. Bush, whose deeply squirrely paintings—of Vladimir Putin, of his own father, of himself naked in the bathroom—were somehow both fascinating and vacant. The protest art of Ai Weiwei and graffiti of Banksy made them perhaps the most famous artists alive, though not the best. Christie’s pawned off a fishy Leonardo for $450 million. Maurizio Cattelan’s golden toilet was installed in a bathroom at the Guggenheim in 2016; in 2019 he taped a banana to the wall at an art fair in Miami Beach. Each of these stunts made headlines; the banana was a rare example of a bad work of art that nevertheless made the entire world think anew about what a work of art was. The same could be said of the NFT by Beeple that sold, in 2021, for $69 million.


My lesson from all this is: Take things as they come, case by case. Bad art can tell you as much as good art, sometimes more. In my twenties I embraced Shunryu Suzuki’s idea of maintaining a “beginner’s mind,” the attitude of staying open. This has allowed me to entertain the possibility that the vast variety of other people’s ideas might be right, helping me to process the contradictions of our time without becoming cynical.


Two moments illustrate the tectonic shift that distinguishes our time. The first is the appearance of Puppy, Jeff Koons’s enormous sculpture of a terrier, installed in front of the GE Building on Fifth Avenue in the summer of 2000—the moment before Bush v. Gore, the last time America allowed itself to feel optimistic, or at least a little silly. An arrangement of seventy thousand living plants, each meticulously placed by Koons, Puppy is the greatest control-freak sculpture ever created. One night, Koons asked if I’d like to place one flower in the sculpture. I did. He looked at it and said, “Perfect, Jerry. But I think it should go here,” and moved it half an inch. Puppy was an all-welcoming Jeffersonian object, a kind of huge hood ornament that combined Ronald Reagan’s 1950s optimism, Warhol’s edgy embrace of American culture, and an almost spiritual hope that the American Experiment might redeem all who came to it.


The second, very different moment came courtesy of the artist Kara Walker, whose work I first saw in 1994, when she was still a student at RISD. Even then, her work was already incendiary—it seemed to whisper “After me, the deluge”—and I wrote about her powerful, discomfiting work as early as 1996. In 2014, in an old Brooklyn sugar factory, Walker installed a gigantic sculpture: thirty-five feet tall, seventy-five feet long, a naked sphinx with the features of a black mammy. Part alien, part parade float, and destroyer of worlds, A Subtlety was a new Melvillian symbol for slavery and the continued nightmare of race in America. In its blank, snowy figure I thought I saw misery, winter, excess, fate, and some glistening midnight.


As dissimilar as these two masterpieces seem, they both work a similar kind of magic. They stop people in their tracks; cast spells; quell insider conversation about high and low art. They inject a powerful retinal-emotional-philosophical dose of art directly into the public cerebral cortex. Works like these, and others, account for some of the deepest moments of transcendence in these decades.


The work of three other artists suggests how these twenty-first-century counterforces overlap with one another. In Love Hotel and Other Stories, her mysterious 2005 show, the Japanese-born artist Laurel Nakadate featured photographs and videos of herself engaging with that species of white heterosexual men who seem to lack the ability to seduce or be loved by women, but who try to lure women to them in awkward, halting ways—men who would later become known as incels. Nakadate reversed the polarities of such interactions, using tropes of control, vulnerability, sluttiness, and voyeurism to create situations where these men hit on her, only to have her respond by springing her photographic trapdoor, revealing them acting out sexless renditions of just the kind of sexual fantasies they had in mind for her.


In 2007, the painter Carroll Dunham offered Square Mule, an image of a man bending over to insert a gun into his rectum, like a baboon sexually presenting before he blows himself and the viewer to bits. This figure, at once ridiculous and insolent, appeared in many of Dunham’s paintings of the period, sometimes sporting a fedora, other times adorned in archaic tribal tattoos and dreadlocks.


By 2018, the residents of Flint, Michigan, had spent four years subjected to lethal amounts of lead in their drinking water, due to the mismanagement and negligence of government. That year saw a devastating exhibition of photography by LaToya Ruby Frazier, whose own family’s health was directly affected by environmental toxins in Braddock, Pennsylvania, the steel town where she grew up. Frazier created a shockingly intimate portrait of environmental, physiological, economic, medical, and emotional systemic racism in those two cities, and of how such forces undermine the lives of poor and middle-class families around the country.


Where Nakadate was enacting the disaster of prescribed sexual roles in the years that culminated in #MeToo, and Dunham’s work evoked the bloodlust folly of American machismo in the peak years of two parallel wars, Frazier showed us America turning on itself, throwing bodies into the maw of death. All three offered windows onto the killing machine of the modern social order, echoing Nietzsche’s dictum “One must still have chaos in oneself.” The vision of these artists captured an array of subtle, subsurface emotions: the feeble masculinity common to Nakadate’s and Dunham’s work; the casual malice and indifferent violence portrayed by Dunham and Frazier; and the defiance and hope shown by all three artists in the very act of making and presenting this work. In all three I see the incubus spirits of America: lone gunmen, wounded bystanders sleepwalking in a failing state on a way to nowhere. All three are reminders that looking only forward makes a culture blind.


Today, artists are living by Seneca’s notion that sometimes we need to look backward to see forward. Rather than trying to kill the past, to make everything make sense—like their Modernist predecessors—artists are choosing their own forebears inside and outside the canon. They are collaborating with history: drawing on it, adding to it, extending and re-forming it. Artists are archaeologists and astronauts of the present-day world, storytellers who both witness history and change it in the ways they portray it. What might seem fantastical or unbelievable in their work might actually be the reality of the people pictured. Art is rising from its own ashes. Modernism’s arrow of continuity has finally been scrapped, replaced by a new model of evolution that is more like an ever-changing cloud formation, expanding, condensing, never predictable.


Yet Seneca’s credo has hidden fissures; history is treacherous territory. I fell into one of those fissures in 2015, during Obama’s second term, when it felt like the future might actually be arcing toward justice. Several years before, the Whitney Museum had commissioned a work from one of America’s best sculptors, Charles Ray, to be placed in the plaza in front of the museum’s new building in downtown Manhattan. Ray responded with a standing sculpture titled Huck and Jim—a large, monochrome vision of Mark Twain’s lead characters, naked and resting on their flight through the South en route to Ohio. But in 2015 it was revealed that the Whitney had declined the figure, not wanting to “offend non-museumgoing visitors.” At the time, I wrote that this decision showed a lack of nerve on the Whitney’s part, that the sculpture embodied “so much of America’s past and current struggles.” In an excess of enthusiasm that makes me wince today, I claimed it would be “a beacon, a lightning rod, a second Statue of Liberty.” I wasn’t wrong about the work itself, which is still tremendous. I was wrong that it should be placed there. It was not the time to devote another prominent position to work by a white man, about such a charged subject, when any number of talented contemporary artists of color might have had something very different and pressing to say on the same topic. It’s a mistake that reminds me of the importance of listening to other voices, communities, and experiences. This has nothing to do with censorship; it’s about empathy, compassion, and solidarity.


One thrilling manifestation of this is a new generation’s radical embrace of a genre that many had left behind: portraiture. A generation of artists including Njideka Akunyili Crosby, Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, Mickalene Thomas, Nina Chanel Abney, Henry Taylor, Jordan Casteel, Jonathan Lyndon Chase, Amy Sherald, and many others are investing this dormant genre with unprecedented meaning. They are doing it, as well, through the medium that has always been at the center of art history: painting. These artists are actively excavating the intrinsic intelligence, narrative potential, formal implications, and semiotics of portraiture. The number and variety of black lives we are seeing, through the faces and figures of modern portraiture, amounts to an almost epistemological renaissance. These artists are making art in the first person, not from outside but from within, defining culture rather than being defined by it.


There is a potent antimatter built into this work. We are conditioned, from childhood, to believe stories. Yet the narrators creating the stories in these portraits are authentic and at the same time intentionally unreliable. In their work, not everything is known; references, signs, symbols, signifiers, costumes, histories, and body language are not always easily readable. This decenters the viewer, undermining expectations; the result is to make a simple painting of people at a barbecue as radical-looking as anything you’ve seen. Such works are simultaneously private statements and public addresses. Rather than imploring you to understand the experience of others, they allow you to witness the experience of others. They invite you simply to wonder.


Many of the formal aspects of this new portraiture—its new ideas about color, geometry, shape, surface, composition, space, material, tools, and more—suggest an overdue act of reparation. Artists are taking art back from Cubism and Modernism, revisiting and reinventing cultural norms enforced by five hundred years of colonialism. Museumgoers are seeing lives and faces that have never appeared in museums before. This is one way that artists can change the way we understand the world.


THERE IS, HOWEVER, one almost insanely incongruous paradox afloat in all this. Much of the money fueling this storming of the gates is coming from the very titans behind the system that makes the lives of so many a living hell. MoMA’s former chairman, the billionaire investor Leon Black, donated heavily to Republican PACs and senators Mitch McConnell, Lindsey Graham, and Tom Cotton, and also paid a rumored $158 million to Jeffrey Epstein. MoMA also received $50 million from trustee Steve Cohen, who donated $1 million to Trump’s inauguration and served as vice chairman of that event. Art Institute of Chicago trustee Ken Griffin gave MoMA $40 million and contributed $46 million to Republicans. James Murdoch, son of Fox News’ Rupert Murdoch, is a co-owner of Art Basel. But he’s the good Murdoch, the art world insists, just as it accepted the good Sackler before that.


Today, industrialists, investors, oligarchs, oil barons, and other villains of the world economy use art to enhance their social standing, signal virtue, or store money, by very publicly paying high prices for works of art by women and artists from underrepresented communities. Whether this is slumming or sincere, cultural tourism or actual activism, the art world is collectively willing to dance with these devils. Money and art have always had sex together in public. They’re just doing so now more than ever. The credo seems to be Laurie Anderson’s “O Superman”: “This is the hand; the hand that takes.” It’s a risky strategy. I have doubts, although such deep pockets can obviously have a transformative effect on the careers of emerging artists.


Whatever the case, the results have been dramatic. We will never again see the all-male, all-white museum shows that were the norm at the start of this century. In 2018, the official portraits of the first black president and first lady in American history were painted by young black artists. The 2022 Venice Biennale was 90 percent non-male—and art didn’t die. MoMA is getting its act together, as are many other museums. Maybe the Met will one day install Egypt in the African galleries, where it belongs.


AT THE BEGINNING of the pandemic shutdown of 2020, amid fears that the art world might be lost altogether, gallerist Mike Egan wrote something to me that has stayed on my mind: “Art will not survive as some dull thing, some social good that we must support out of consensual responsibility. . . . Art will explode with the desires of the people to see action play out, with tears, screams, harmonies, and some death. How to survive? Passion. Obsession. Desire.” Egan is right. Art is never neutral. Whatever is happening among the power brokers of the art world—or the greater systems that support them—one senses that artists themselves are impatient, and that something tremendous is blossoming in the paradox.


Art Is Life concludes with a profile of Jasper Johns, who in 1955 dreamed that he’d painted the American flag, followed that dream, and did it. This initiated what we call contemporary art. It’s probably safe to say that Johns will be the last artist who will ever be called “the greatest artist in the world.” Such categories are no longer part of our vocabulary. In his recent full-career retrospective, however, I felt a reconnection with the earliest reservoirs and inner architectures that drew me to art. I saw an artist investing everything into how a thing is made, trying to embed his deepest self in something as basic as paint. I recalled how Giovanni di Paolo demonstrated the narrative power of a static image, how Géricault embedded his art with history and time and the fragility of life itself. I saw the breathtaking power, archaic wisdom, mysteries, and infinity of art.


In his celebrated essay on Moby-Dick, D. H. Lawrence recognized that Melville’s epic tale of the white whale, Ahab’s crippling obsession, was really the story of “the deepest blood-being of the white race.” It was a story of intimations: “Something seems to whisper it in the very dark trees of America,” he wrote, the “doom of our white day.” After decades of wars over territory, oil, and culture, contested elections, black leadership and white grievance, our times have felt like one long American night. Yet perhaps here, on our own Raft of the Pequod, the artists of this new day may look upon the bravery and cowardice and cracks in the world that still control our fate—and transform them into a lasting vision of human possibility. 
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My Life as a Failed Artist



It pains me to say it, but I am a failed artist. “Pains me” because nothing in my life has given me the boundless psychic bliss of making art for hours at a stretch, as I did every day in my twenties and thirties—always thinking about it, looking for a voice to fit my own time, imagining scenarios of success and failure, feeling my imagined world and the external one merging in things that I was actually making.


Now I live on the other side of the critical screen, and all that language beyond words—all that doctor-shamanism of color, structure, and the mysteries of beauty—is gone. With time, I’ve come to consider myself fully and purely a critic, working through the same problems of expression from the other side. Yet I miss making art—miss it terribly. I’ve never really talked about my work to anyone. In my writing, I have occasionally mentioned the bygone years when I was an artist, usually laughingly. When I think of that time, I feel stabs of regret. But once I quit, I quit. I never made art again.


Of course, I often think that everyone who isn’t making art is a failed artist, even those who never tried. I did try. More than try. I was an artist. At times, I even thought I was a great one.


I wasn’t totally deluded. But I was a lazy smart aleck who felt sorry for myself, resented anyone with money, and felt the world owed me a living. For a few years, I attended classes at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, although I didn’t always pay tuition and got no degree. But I did meet artists there, and I learned that staying up late with one another is how artists learn everything—developing new languages, communing, trading ideas.


In 1973, I was twenty-two, full of myself, and frustrated that I wasn’t already recognized for my work. I walked into my roommate Barry Holden’s room in our apartment, three hundred feet from Wrigley Field, and said, “Let’s start an artist-run gallery. The two of us and our friends.” He said okay—and we did it. For lack of a better name, we called it N.A.M.E.


It was great! People took notice; articles were written. I was interviewed by Peter Schjeldahl, the bigwig New York art critic. I met hundreds of artists and felt part of a huge community. I lived across the street from the gallery, in a huge sixth-floor unheated cold-water walk-up loft for which I paid $150 a month. The place had previously been a storage facility for Jerry Lewis’s muscular dystrophy foundation, and my furniture was mostly what had been abandoned there: a wooden bench for a couch, a huge drafting table in the center of the space, a hot plate, buckets on the floor to catch the leaks from the ceiling, a pail to fill for pouring down the toilet to make it work, and a mattress on the floor. I was an artist.


By 1978, I’d had two solo shows at N.A.M.E. Both shows were part of a gigantic project I had begun the day before Good Friday in 1975. I was illustrating the entirety of Dante’s Divine Comedy, starting with Inferno. Both exhibitions sold out. Museums bought my work. I was reviewed favorably in Artforum and the Chicago papers. My work was shown by the great Rhona Hoffman in Chicago and at the proto–Barbara Gladstone gallery in New York. I was delirious. Mice were still crawling on me at night; I was still showering at other people’s houses. I didn’t care. I had everything I needed. I even got a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts, for the huge sum of $3,000—which, along with the help of an artist girlfriend, enabled me to move to New York.


But then I looked back, into the abyss of self-doubt. I erupted with fear, self-loathing, dark thoughts about how bad my work was, how pointless, unoriginal, ridiculous. “You don’t know how to draw,” I told myself. “You never went to school. Your work has nothing to do with anything. Your art is irrelevant. You don’t know art history. You can’t paint. You only draw and work small because you’re too afraid to paint and work big. You aren’t a good schmoozer. You’re too poor. You don’t have enough time to make your work. You’re a fake. You’re not a real artist.”


Every artist does battle, every day, with doubts like these. I lost the battle. It doomed me. But it also made me the critic I am today.


I STILL WONDER, Was it my upbringing that sealed my fate? Art certainly wasn’t in my life in the Chicago suburb where I grew up, unless you count the cheesy reproductions of French-ish Impressionists in our rec room.


When I began as an artist, my main spiritual home wasn’t the Art Institute—even though I spent hours there, spellbound. It was Chicago’s Field Museum of natural history. I loved that the work there wasn’t freighted with art history; I felt freer fantasizing about it. More important, I loved that the ancient artwork at the Field Museum was for more than just looking at. It was meant to cast spells, to heal, to protect villages from invaders, to prevent or foster pregnancy, to guide one through the afterlife. I was devoted to art from the Northwest Coast, the Plains, the Southwest, and South and Central America. My favorite schools of abstract art were Navajo sand painting, Oceanic art, and the newly revealed work of Swedish visionary Hilma af Klint. All this work felt driven by innate spiritualism and inner necessity, a far cry from the abstraction coming out of New York.


What did the contemporary art world look like to me then? There were plenty of artists whose work I loved: Nancy Graves’s sculptures of camels, Eva Hesse’s gnarly materials in space, Lynda Benglis’s giant poured-paint blobs coming off the gallery wall, Jennifer Bartlett’s process dot paintings. And the work of my friends. At the time, I imagined that our nonrepresentational, process- or performance-based, and conceptual art would save Chicago from a group of artists I now love: the figurative surrealists—Jim Nutt, Roger Brown, Christina Ramberg, Gladys Nilsson, and Jeff Koons’s teacher Ed Paschke—who became known as Chicago Imagists.


But art history was more important to me. I adored the Byzantine, the medieval, early Sienese painting, Native American art, Tibetan mandalas, Japanese prints, all of the Baroque, everything from the Northern and Southern Renaissance. I especially loved the cryptic illustrations, charts, and diagrams dealing with magic, mysticism, and visual mnemonic systems made by medieval and Renaissance-era alchemist-metaphysician-philosopher-artists most people have never heard of: Robert Fludd, Athanasius Kircher, Giordano Bruno, Ramon Llull, Giulio Camillo. By the time I was twenty-one, I was making hard-edged geometric drawings and paintings based on the I Ching, which looked a lot like Southwest Native American art and pre-Columbian Peruvian feather art. I thought, or hoped, they could tell the future.


Another regional strain coursed through me, too: Chicago’s powerful connection to self-taught and outsider artists. I saw and loved the great outsider Lee Godie selling her drawings on the steps of the Art Institute; I admired the work of the self-taught Joseph Yoakum, who was promoted by many of the Chicago Imagists. The work of two outsider masters was discovered and embraced by Chicago in the 1970s: Martín Ramírez in 1973 and Henry Darger in 1977. I was a guard at Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art during its show of Adolf Wölfli. I even worked at the New York gallery of Phyllis Kind, the Chicago dealer who showed many of these Imagists and outsiders. I wanted to be an outsider worm in the bowels of the insider hyena.


I BEGAN MY INFERNO project just before dawn on the Thursday before Easter 1975, because Maundy Thursday is when Dante’s story begins in the poem—lost in “the dark wood of error,” having strayed from the “true way.” I planned to finish on Easter, the same day Dante finished his own journey in 1300. I would finish in the year 2000, by which time I would have made one hundred opening-and-closing altarpieces for each of the hundred cantos of The Divine Comedy. The ten thousand finished altarpieces would represent an idea of the infinite—and a way to set myself free.


Why Dante? Especially considering that I barely read at all and didn’t believe in God? I think because The Divine Comedy, which is a gigantic organized allegorical system where every evil deed is punished in accord with the law of equal retribution and divine love, supplied me with the formulated structure I craved. The highly established internal architectonics, the almost primitive definitiveness, what Beckett called the “neatness of identification,” offered me what seemed like both psychological shelter and weapons of revenge. A way to right my own world, to grasp an order like that in the Bible: “all things by measure and number and weight.” Most of all, it was a vision of justice—the good being rewarded and the bad getting their punishments.


All of this seemed like a powerful counter to the chaos of my childhood. My mother had committed suicide when I was ten; my father remarried shortly thereafter, to a Polish Catholic woman with two sons—one of whom was my age, so that I felt I had to go to war with a twin. My step-twin brought drug use into our house; I committed petty crimes and got caught by the police. This was in our otherwise stately suburban home, where the children and the parents had absolutely no overlap—right down to the separate entrances and dining rooms, which came to feel almost like compartments. Or hell.


Dante’s world was also compartmentalized, but it was enormous—the most systemized megacosm I’d ever seen. It was a galaxy of good and evil, catharsis, sin, injured spirits, saints, battle scenes in heaven, a fallen world, those waiting for redemption, monsters, yearning, shame, Satan, and rising again. I did not believe, in the conventional sense of the word, but Dante’s metaphysical, moral architecture got me through my twenties, at a time when I had no internal structure whatsoever. (Or perhaps I had one that was already collapsing under the weight of repressed pain, rage, loss, self-pity, and fear.) Dante is a paradigmatic figure of the canon—therefore a perfect picture of the dream of artistic canonization—but he’s also a weirdo Boschian fantasist; as such, he satisfied my obsession with hermetic traditions, indexes, myth, archaic cultures, and mystics and visionaries like William Blake. This late-medieval universe freed me from making choices; the story and structure told me exactly what to do, what to draw, where to draw it, what came next, what shape things should be, everything—even sometimes governing colors, making Virgil blue and Dante red according to past art. Without knowing it, but in desperate need, I’d contrived a machine that allowed me to make things that I couldn’t predict, which is one of the first jobs of any artist.


I made art obsessively. I’d wake up and go down to the local diner at the corner for coffee and breakfast, smoking, reading the sports section. After breakfast, I’d stand at my desk all day and work while smoking and listening to my music—1970s rock and disco—on an old tube radio that had no covering, just the guts. Lunch was at the same place; dinner at one of two nearby local bars, where I was a pinball champion. I also won a local pool tournament. Other times I’d nurse beers and talk to artists, or go to Chicago’s great jazz and blues clubs, which were so underattended that I met a pantheon of living gods simply by showing up.


I worked on paper because I didn’t have a choice. I had no carpentry skills; I had tried to make stretchers, but I failed miserably, so canvas was out. So were wood or Masonite panels: too heavy, expensive, large, and I didn’t know how to cut them. My medium was pastel, charcoal, and colored pencil. I was too much of a smarty-pants to ever learn to paint. After all, painting was dead and only losers did it. So I would use my hands and rub, drawing over, making ruler lines, scratching and blurring this supersaturated pastel. Every minute or two, I’d take a huge breath and blow the colored dust off the drawing. (The space around my desk looked like a coal mine.) To this day I’m convinced that my susceptibility to upper respiratory infections comes from years of breathing all that dust at close quarters.


I didn’t know what I was doing. I was delusional. But I knew how to do it, and I had the feeling that I was doing it to save my life.


My process was as structured as the rest of the project. I made paper and cardboard templates so that every drawing could have the same size and layout. Since I knew I couldn’t really draw, I turned to drafting tools. I had none of the technical skills you were supposed to be taught in school (what an asshole I must have been), so the tools helped immensely: They were cheap, small, easy to use, and fun to misuse. They let me measure everything and be able to make the same thing over and over again. This meant that my symbolism, shapes, and system were all semi-geometric. (It never occurred to me that I was making geometric abstraction. The thought would have horrified me.) I devised my own pictorial language for everything: hell, Dante, Virgil, boats, dead souls, the whole thing. For the funnel cone of the Inferno that Dante and Virgil descend into—seeing ever more evil sinners and increasingly hideous punishments—I used an upside-down triangle. Above it, always, was a small upward-facing triangle, a symbol of the Mount of Joy that Dante tried unsuccessfully to climb to avoid hell.


ON THE OUTSIDE, things were great. On the inside I was in agony. I was terrified of failing, anxious about what to do next and how to do it. I started not working for longer and longer periods. Hiding it. Then not hiding it. Until all I had left was calling myself an artist.


At twenty-seven, I had what I think of as a yearlong walking nervous breakdown. It was shattering. I began having panic attacks; couldn’t be around people even though I was dying to be around them; got insomnia; took five-hour walks to wear myself down; was filled with bitter envy for everyone and everything. In this state of self-deprecating deprivation, I wanted what others had. I hated anyone who had more space, time, money, education, a better career. To this day, I tell all young artists: Make an enemy of envy, or it will eat you alive. Like it did me.


When I arrived in New York in 1980, to become part of that art world, I didn’t know what hit me. I was so out of step. I had no idea how much of the deep content in my art was a product of Chicago, my own naivete, and isolation. The Chicago art world I’d left behind was still preoccupied with 1970s conceptualism, straight photography, regional ideas of hard-edged abstraction, process art, and pluralism. Things in New York were so different: The city was exploding in Neo-Expressionism, the Pictures movement, and graffiti art. The first of these was out of my painterly and scale reach; the second out of my intellectual depth; the last was nothing I was involved with. And I could never stay up late enough or do enough drugs to participate in clubbing.


I was in shock, unable to muster the kinds of inner resources that real artists use to fortify themselves when faced with such a challenge. When I teach today, I often judge young artists’ chances of survival based on whether they seem to have the character necessary to solve the inevitable problems in their work. I didn’t. I also didn’t understand how to respond to an outer world that was out of step with my inner life without retreating into total despair. Oscar Wilde said, “Without the critical faculty, there is no artistic creation at all.” Artists have to be self-critical enough not to just attack everything they do. I had self-doubt but no real self-critical facility; instead I indiscriminately loved or hated everything I did.


Instead of gearing up and fighting back, I gave in and got out. But I learned so much about being a critic.


Artists often complain that critics are animated by resentment. Most of the time I don’t think they are, but having been an artist, I understand the feeling. Which is why, whatever my flaws as a critic, I have always tried to be as generous toward the people making the work as I would have wanted anyone to be toward my own. I want my criticism to reflect the hell I went through as an artist—to look, even with work I do not appreciate at first blush, for the sign of the soul yelping at me from within or behind. I believe that every artist means everything they’re doing, that no one is making art just to make money or pull the wool over people’s eyes. All artists may want to make money and be loved, but at base they’re still serious about their art. That’s why I hate the cynicism of the art world: All the money and glamour can make it hard to see, and sometimes even harder to believe, that artists mean everything they do as powerfully as anything they’ve ever meant in their entire lives. Jeff Koons is as earnest, in his Howdy Doody– Teletubby way, as Francesca Woodman and Francis Bacon. His willingness to fail flamboyantly is part of what makes his great work great.


Outsiders often see the art world as a fashionable never-ending party, buffered from reality by money. I see it very differently. I see it as a great broken beautiful family of misfits, searching and yearning and in pain—and, under pressure, doing what they have to do to survive. I refuse to believe that this spirit has left the art world, even though I recognize that this exquisite internal essence can be buried under loads of external bullshit. I know that almost every artist wakes up at three a.m. in a cold sweat thinking that the bottom has fallen out of their work. That each of us is self-taught and some kind of outsider. I want to celebrate, examine, describe, and judge this otherness, outsiderness, and try to see if an artist’s vision is singular, surprising, and energized in its own original way. My vision wasn’t—at least, not in a way I was able to realize in the ten or twelve years I spent trying. I didn’t have the ability, or the fortitude. That’s why I always look for it in others—root for it in others—even when the work is ugly or idiotic. I want every artist, good and bad, to clear away the kinds of demons that stopped me, to feel empowered, and to be able to make their own work so we can see the “real” them. It’s why I look hard at every artist, at the rich and well-known but also at the late bloomers, bottom-feeders, outsiders, and eccentrics. Since it’s nearly a miracle that I finally ended up in the art world as a critic—something I never wanted to be—I want every artist to have a shot, to see that the power, access, and agency are in their hands. It’s why, in all writing about art, I value clarity and accessibility over jargon. I want critics to be as radically vulnerable in their work as I know artists are in theirs.


Being an artist also made me realize that I wasn’t built for the loneliness of the artist’s life. Art is slow, physical, resistant, material; it involves an ongoing commitment to doing the same thing differently over and over again. Criticism involves constant change, drama, information coming in from the outside, processing it in the moment in front of everyone, always being in the here and now while also trying to access history and experience. Every week. I love and live for that jolt. As my wife, Roberta Smith, co– chief art critic at The New York Times, has said many times, “Being a weekly critic is like performing live onstage.” That’s what I want, what I need, who I am.


HOW DEEP IS my lack of artistic character? Pretty deep, it turns out. Recently, after I hadn’t seen my art for thirty years—I’d assumed it was gone for good—three portfolios of my work surfaced. No altarpieces. Somehow, though, around seven hundred drawings survived. And within one extraordinary day, three weeks ago, I relived a perfect repeat of my entire artistic journey. I went through these newly discovered portfolios. One by one. Drawing by drawing. I studied them all. I knew almost every one by heart; I knew what every move and mark meant. The few I didn’t remember were like revelations. My breath was taken away. I fell madly in love with my work. I was astonished at how beautiful much of it was. How much sense it all made. I was a great artist, I thought. There were tears of joy in my eyes.


Soon, I went to tell Roberta the news. She came into my office and started looking. For a long time. Longer than I had. Studying, not saying a word. After a while she turned to me.


“They’re okay.”


“Okay?” I said. “What do you mean, okay? They’re beautiful. Aren’t they?”


She turned back to the drawings, looked a little longer. “They’re generic,” she finally said. “They’re . . . impersonal. No one would know what these are about. And what’s with the triangles? Are they supposed to be women?”


“No!” I shot back. “They’re hell!”


“Many artists never get better than their first work,” she said. And just like that, I was right back to where I was when I quit: crushed, panicked, frozen. In crisis.


Looking at the work now, I understand Roberta’s reaction. A number of other ideas from Oscar Wilde apply here. Art that’s too obvious, that we “know too quickly,” that is “too intelligible,” he wrote, is doomed to fail. “The one thing not worth looking at is the obvious.” My work had the opposite problem. It was arcane and therefore obsolete. Only I could decipher it.


Wilde also wrote that “the vague is always repellent.” Roberta was right: My work was generic, impersonal, because of the ideas I brought to it—ideas that were mired in the Post-Minimalism of the 1970s. I wanted to transcend memories, to achieve an accessible complexity, to enter history from the side. I used to tell myself that I wanted every decision that I made in my work to be about beauty. Instead, even when it produced flashes of beauty, the work couldn’t gain emotional traction; it failed to create depth and density, or to evoke mystery, to impart its secrets, ironies, drama, to cross the threshold of history. I was blinded by the rules I made.


Wilde got this, too. “It is with the best intentions,” he wrote, “that the worst work is done.”


(2017)




The World Before and During


1999–2001


Millennial madness is loose in the land. The 20th century is about to become as remote as the 19th. . . . No one country will own the next.


“Our Century, Ourselves” (1999)


[image: illustration]






Living Large


I love museums. It’s museum curators I sometimes wonder about. Maybe I’m just jealous about how little traveling a New York trench critic gets to do. These days, curators seem to have all the fun. They’re the frequent-flying freelancers and salaried professionals. They stay up late, drink together in hotel lobbies, see one another’s shows. Always talking, taking meetings, being on panels, or organizing exhibitions, curators are themselves art stars—power brokers and precinct captains.
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