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For Juniper






It is as though beautiful things have been placed here and there throughout the world to serve as small wake-up calls to perception, spurring lapsed alertness back to its most acute level. Through its beauty, the world continually recommits us to a rigorous standard of perceptual care: if we do not search it out, it comes and finds us.

ELAINE SCARRY, On Beauty and Being Just

This world is empty to him alone who does not understand how to direct his libido towards objects, and to render them alive and beautiful for himself, for Beauty does not indeed lie in things, but in the feeling that we give to them.

CARL JUNG, Psychology of the Unconscious








INTRODUCTION

Once, years ago, when I was in therapy for chronic depression, my doctor asked me a simple question. I had just expressed, for what must have been the thousandth time, my ambiguous relationship to survival. I wasn’t particularly interested in living, and she knew this. But I also wasn’t particularly interested in dying, so we talked around the issue of suicide and focused instead on my general existential dread, my near-constant state of disappointment with the universe. In this particular session, my not-very-good therapist finally asked me a question that mattered.

“What makes you keep getting up and out of bed if you’re so bored of everything?” She may have phrased it more sensitively than that, but this is what I remember. I thought about it for a bit, and then I said something that surprised us both. “Beauty,” I told her. “I get up because I might see or hold something beautiful.” She tented her fingers and hummed. “That’s unusual,” she said.

Is it unusual? Perhaps. But over the years, I’ve come to realize just how important beauty is to my life, and to the lives of the people around me. The hope for beauty makes me leave my bed each morning rather than moldering in the sheets until I develop bedsores. The desire for beauty keeps me going to work so I can make money to buy plane tickets to beautiful places, buy beautiful objects, and support people who make beautiful work. The need to share beauty compels me to write, to create, to interact with others.

Beauty and depression are two central factors of my life. Beauty gives light to the darkness; it gives me hope and a sense of purpose. But beauty isn’t all rainbows and sunshine. Beauty is also dark. Beauty is ugly. In all my beauty-seeking, I’ve never found an object that was untouched by the depravity of human greed or unblemished by the chemical undoings of time. There are no pure things in this world: everything that lives does harm; everything that exists degrades. Yet many of us are drawn to these pretty, depraved things. We want to possess and caress the very things that frighten us.

The attraction-repulsion dynamic is something that has interested me since I was an emo teen reading too much Edgar Allan Poe and contemplating suicide in my mother’s sunroom. Like many of my stoner friends, I was drawn to the seedier aspects of music culture and more than a little obsessed with the figure of the tragic, starving, alcoholic artist. I believed, like many angsty adolescents do, that my suffering marked me as unique, that my pain (and my obsession with pain) granted me some form of dark glamour. As I grew up, I found that adults lack patience for this sort of morbid posturing, so I became rather more private about my ongoing struggle with depression. I stopped dropping casual references to my family history of suicide into party chitchat and I covered my self-harm scars with floral tattoos.

In my twenties, I found work as a home and design writer, where I was encouraged to write about sun-drenched kitchens and engineered-stone countertops—work I enjoyed, but all the focus on prettiness left me feeling a bit empty (and rather like a tool of the capitalist machine). Publicly, I wrote about beautiful things and their various charms, encouraging readers to spend their money on hand-thrown pottery and naturally dyed linen sheets. (I still think these are nice to own, to be clear.) But in my alone time, I enjoyed reading stories of poison and madness, ritual suffering and animal exploitation. I kept returning to dwell on the ugliness of the world. It was seductive and familiar. I was a rubbernecker, I admit it, but I was also looking for evidence of something I believed to be true. I felt that aesthetic experiences, both positive and negative, were more vital than our culture seemed willing to admit, that beauty and ugliness were deeply intertwined, and that our sensory experiences were slowly being eroded and degraded, replaced with virtual reality and sanitized digital representations.

Then in 2018, my dream column was accepted at Longreads. I called it the Ugly History of Beautiful Things, and it was in those pieces that I finally found a way to combine my various interests and pet projects. I began spending all my spare time sifting through histories and collecting stories, devoting hours to reading about perfume mixology, vintage makeup formulations, and the German obsession with uber-white porcelain. I listened to radio shows about cursed jewels and visited botanical gardens to catch a glimpse of historically maligned tropical blossoms. I learned about the quiet, complicated lives of mollusks and the dangerous work of cutting countertops. In researching these objects, I came to see how skillfully we’ve papered over the crimes of the past, how thoroughly we’ve hidden evidence of our ugliness behind beautiful facades, and how quickly we can forget the pain of others if it means increasing our own pleasure. I became disgusted by my own complacency and my ability to justify the harm I’d inflicted through my lifestyle. I began to realize how thoroughly brainwashed I’d been by years of consumerist propaganda, by the constant messaging that I needed to buy more things, to be more beautiful, to spend more money. I came to see my own desire for consumer goods as a form of sickness. While desire can feel good, as life-affirming as sex, it can also feel terrible, a constant reminder of lack. Unfulfilled, this kind of wanting can make you long for an end, any end at all.

It took years, but I came to accept that desire and repulsion exist in tandem and that the most poignant beauties are interthreaded with ugliness. There is no life without suffering. There is no way to live without causing harm. But despite all that, we keep trying. At least, I do.

Even though my lifestyle causes harm to the natural world, it keeps feeding me miraculous scenes, sounds, scents. It’s not quite accurate to say that beauty saved my life, because there were also other therapists, various types of medication, and many different people involved in getting me to this point, where I no longer dream of dying. Certainly, there is more to life than aesthetics. But I do believe that beauty is a necessary part of life, something that thrills and inspires. Wanting beauty is not a shallow impulse. The aesthetic experience can give us awe. It can bring peace. An encounter with a beautiful thing can shift your way of thinking, your way of moving through the world. It can reinforce a sense of connection with the endlessly entangled matter of the universe and it can help ground us within our bodies, creating an anchor tied to the present moment. While I believe we have a moral imperative to change how we consume and experience objects in the twenty-first century, I also don’t think we are evil or weak for loving beauty and wanting to be closer to it. It is natural to desire the high that an encounter with the beautiful brings. It is normal.

It’s also a highly personal thing. Beauty happens in our minds; it’s an experience that we have when using our senses and our critical faculties together. We perceive the qualities of a physical object and then we judge it beautiful. Generally, this feels good. But what pleases your senses is different from what pleases mine. We like different scents, sounds, colors, and textures. Our likes and dislikes aren’t innate. They come from individual experience and cultural values.

In this book, I examine a number of objects that have burned brightly for me, kindling covetous desires and sparking lifelong devotion. Although I’m rarely organized—my desk is a bed and my bed is a mess—this book does have an organizational principle. I’ve placed my beautiful things in order of when I began to desire them, from my infantile mirror-stage gawking to my more recent obsession with marble. You may notice the oversized shadow cast by Victorian tastes over this book, which is due in part to the glut of new luxury goods that arose during these years as well as the cultural emphasis placed on ornate, pretty, pilfered things. People were delirious over orchids, titillated by cursed rocks, fanatical for porcelain, and drunk on sentiment. I’m no Victorian, but I understand why, in times of swift social change, one might find refuge in the seemingly solid world of things. I’m a fairly typical American middle-class woman, which means that I have feathered my nest with a number of useless objects and jammed my closet full with far too many cheap clothes. Since we’re all influenced by marketing and magazines, my desires will likely run along lines that feel familiar to you, though I’m certain we all have our strange loves too. The beauty I crave started small and grew and grew. I went from wanting shiny trinkets to obsessing over vintage glass goblets and hand-painted porcelain plates. I went from scoffing at diamonds to begging for a little sparkle for my left hand.

I was born and raised in America during the last decades of the twentieth century, and this book has been heavily shaped by these facts. During childhood, I picked wildflowers and collected rocks in my dusty New Mexico backyard. Later, once I moved to Massachusetts, I combed the cold beaches for white seashells. As I grew older, my beauties became more complicated and, often, more manufactured. I wore them closer to the skin. As a young teenager with an after-school job at the grocery store, I used my discount to purchase items intended to beautify my face and body. It was the 2000s and I was thin, blond, depressed, and starving. I wanted to look like Kate Moss or Fiona Apple or maybe even Amy Winehouse. I wanted to look frail and bruised, with eyes glazed from late nights. I wanted to find my signature scent, to create an iconic look, to become an object of desire that others could deem beautiful. I wanted what the media told me I should want.

Eventually, I grew out of that phase, though I still wear makeup and perfume, and I still shop for the perfect silk dress, the one that will transform my flawed body into Aphrodite’s ethereal form. But my newest desires tend to fall within the realm of the home. As I’ve grown from girl to teen to woman, I’ve come to finally appreciate the beauties of domestic life and community rituals. The things I took for granted as a child, mocked as a teenager—white porcelain dishes, expensive countertops, glass chandeliers—now ring with sonorous meaning. The pandemic of 2020 trapped me (and everyone else) inside. I continued to work as a home and design writer from afar, doing video tours of houses that were far fancier than my own, seeing how the wealthy have feathered their nests. I began to feel deeply envious but also deeply fortunate—for my safety, my family, my shelter. Fine dishes, I learned, weren’t just for display. They were for gathering, feeding, and sharing. Marble wasn’t just for museum sculpture; it was also for tombstones, modest memorials to the unfathomable loss of young life. Those soft stones gave shape to the pain of shared grief, but they also pointed to something deeper. Every piece of stone gestured toward the bedrock of our country, the systems of oppression that undergird our lives in twenty-first-century America.

Sometimes, I admit, these stories can get heavy. Nazi factories and empty oceans don’t make for easy reading. Some of these crimes are a thing of the past, but many of them are present. The global fashion industry still employs children to clean silkworm cocoons in vats of scalding liquid, and there are young men right now in Colorado fighting for healthcare treatment for their workplace-induced silicosis.

Not every object is ugly because of how it was made, however. Some beautiful things have been used for nefarious means, even seemingly innocuous things like flowers and river rocks. I’ll explain how glass, a miracle material that allows me to see the world clearly, was once used to conjure up wispy, wailing ghosts for audiences of sophisticated Parisians. In my chapter on makeup, I’ll reveal the one product I can’t live without and discuss the still relevant phenomenon of “slashed beauties.” Some of the ugliness found within this book is literal, some is symbolic, some is moral, some is political. Some of the darkness is even quite personal.

This book is shaded, tainted, and colored by my emotions. There’s gratitude, pride, and love in these pages. There’s also guilt, discomfort, frustration, and fear. I feel guilty because of how much I enjoy contributing to the wide world of garbage, how much I enjoy purchasing things wrapped in plastic, how much I like having stones ripped from the earth adorning my hand. I feel discomforted by my desire for more, always more, even when I know I already have enough. I feel frustrated by how socially constructed my tastes have always been, how conventional. And I’m afraid that my efforts to be better won’t matter in the long run, that I will always backslide, that the world will not change, and that I will someday simply stop caring.

By examining the things I find beautiful and interrogating the qualities that create a beautiful object, I hope to expand your capability to find beauty in your own life, as well as your ability to savor it. I don’t want to ruin your beloved objects or steal your happiness. Nor do I want to make you feel judged; these desires are mine and these stories are mine. Ideally, I want to help you see the world more clearly, and more generously. Over the years, I’ve written about many things that I felt ambivalent about at first, like silk. When I started researching this odd animal-made fabric, I didn’t find it all that appealing. I wore silk to prom, but without an office job or many parties to attend, silk felt overly fussy, not something that would fit into my life. But at some point, during those months of reading and writing, I slowly fell in love. I found myself enchanted by the subtle iridescence of the weave, the way it drapes around breasts or over a hip. I wanted to lounge around in silk robes, to luxuriate in silk pajamas, to buy an evening gown and wear it somewhere fabulous. I eventually bought a secondhand silk dress, which I wear over a bathing suit on my frequent trips to the beach. It’s not how I should treat a nice piece of clothing, but I believe it needs to be worn and, truly, I have few other places to wear it.

Fortunately for my bank account, those quiet months spent in isolation with my immediate family, reading and researching, shifted my relationship with the natural world even more radically than they affected my consumerist desires. I’ve stopped treating daily walks like chores and instead approach them with hope. Maybe on this walk by the shore, I’ll spot the tender head of a seal bobbing above the waves. Maybe on this walk through the field, I’ll see a monarch flash its vivid orange wings. Maybe a trip to the bog will leave me suffused with bliss. Small pink orchids, white tufts of bog cotton, the blazing crimson of a blueberry barren—now these ordinary sights can stop me in my tracks, break me free of anxiety spirals, and give me a brief flash of awe and gratitude.

For thousands of years, philosophers and poets have been trying to describe the way that beauty can make us feel with varying degrees of success. From Plato to Kant, there’s a deep well of writing about beauty that can, at times, seem impenetrably dense and outdated. Although I don’t cover the philosophy of aesthetics in this book, my writing has been informed by my education (both formal and self-directed) and by an ongoing engagement with these historic texts. I’ve also found great joy in reading the works of contemporary authors who grapple with the problems of beauty. My writing is informed by the likes of Umberto Eco, Ursula K. Le Guin, Chloé Cooper Jones, Elaine Scarry, and Crispin Sartwell. All of these authors have published lucid and thoughtful explorations into aesthetics, and I’ve found their work helpful in shaping my own.

In his History of Beauty, Eco writes of the nineteenth-century artists and poets who privileged beauty above all else, seeking “the ecstasy within things” and the “epiphanic vision” that can appear during an encounter with the beautiful. Eco summarizes the philosophy: “life is worth living only in order to accumulate such experiences.” Admittedly, I’m a little old-fashioned. I, too, am drawn to the Romantic understanding of beautiful objects as potential sources of revelation. I live for the moments when beauty breaks me out of my own anxious brain. Drawing on the work of philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch, writer Chloé Cooper Jones highlights the “unselfing” power of aesthetics in her memoir Easy Beauty. According to this framework, beauty is a mental experience, one so intense that it quiets the needs of the ego and the concerns of the social self. For Cooper Jones, beauty offers an opportunity to open our minds, to shift first our perceptions, then our actions. Unselfing can happen in an Italian art museum, surrounded by millennia-old marbles or in a screaming crowd at a Beyoncé concert. Murdoch saw this idea embodied in a kestrel, swooping and diving by her window.

Yet we always must fall back down to Earth. The life-giving, thrilling highs aren’t sustainable; nor are they the only things that make life worth living. This book is, like my life, about a lot more than just buying beautiful objects. It’s also about seeking them, sharing them, releasing them, and sometimes refusing them. It’s about living in a world that is both immensely lovely and, at times, almost unbearably sad. It’s about recognizing that desire, a fundamental part of beauty, will always exist. When it comes to beauty, I can never have enough (which, of course, means I already do have enough). “We do not only want to be satisfied; we also want to want,” writes Sartwell in Six Names of Beauty. “To desire is to feel intensely the life within yourself.”

Understanding beauty begets beauty, I have found. It’s like love, in that way. Identifying the mundane qualities of sensory pleasure has enabled me to find so much more of it, just as recognizing the specific quirks of my family has given me greater appreciation for our tightly sewn bonds. I’ve poured my love for beauty into this book, as well as my tendency toward darkness. I want you to become more aware consumers, certainly, but that’s not my only end goal. Ideally, reading this book will help you open your eyes to the beauty that already surrounds you, beauty that already exists in your cities and homes and backyards. I want you to understand how that beauty came to be, what price was paid and by whom, and how you can most ethically partake in the beauty of the world, whether it is by visiting a museum, walking on a beach, or commissioning a painting. I want you to feel as though your relationship with beauty has been expanded and deepened. That you not only know more about beautiful objects, but that you know more about your personal tastes, desires, needs. I want you to move through the moral and physical disgust that comes with witnessing suffering and staring into the abyss and toward a sense of acceptance—maybe even revitalization.






1. THE MERCURIAL CHARMS OF THE MIRROR On seeing and being seen


I like to look in the mirror. I don’t like to watch myself on video, hear my voice on a recording, or see my face in a photograph. This may seem contradictory, but I don’t think it is. I’m not that interested in what a camera can capture, though I do recognize the value of having mementos of earlier times and well-done author photos. When it comes to looking at myself, I simply prefer to see my face in real time, in reverse. I’ve become accustomed to the slick, shiny surface of a mirror. That’s where my truest face resides, where I look most beautiful, most unguarded, most myself. It’s where I’m able to drop my guard, alone in the bathroom, and where I can practice putting the mask I wear for others back on.

Perhaps I should feel some guilt admitting all this, but I don’t. I used to feel bad about how much I enjoyed mirrors. There was a time in my life when I hid my own fascination with the mirror, when I denied how much time I spent in front of them, when I didn’t have a pocket mirror or a vintage mirror in a burled wood frame or a magnifying mirror for my bedside table. Now there are mirrors all over my house. The silvery surfaces are made of glass and plastic, materials old and new. I have one surrounded by stained-glass panels, one surrounded by a tacky gilt frame, and one encased in a carved wood latticework, imported from India. I inherited a small mirror in a gold case with my great-grandmother’s initials etched on the front. I have a large mirror that used to hang at our family camp in the Adirondacks, back when we had a family house, before my grandfather got sick and died. I have a mirror from a junk shop in northern Maine, an old mirror, with real mercury coating on the back of the glass. That mirror might be my favorite. It’s the kind that could make you go mad, were you to lick the glass until the backing peeled off in glittery, poisonous fragments (something I’ve perversely daydreamed about doing). In this mirror, my face is distorted and discolored. I look watery, unformed, and dreamlike. I love it.

I can’t remember when I first looked in a mirror. My life has never been mirror-free; my conception of myself has been shaped by the mirror. According to at least one philosopher, the development of the ego during childhood happens when we look into a mirror and realize that we are people, not fragments of emotions or impulses, but contained people with boundaries to our bodies. French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan called this the “mirror stage” of human development. He suggested that the symbolic moment of recognition creates a minor crisis inside our tiny brains. We realize we’re not infinite, we’re not in control, we’re not very good at moving our limbs or meeting our own needs. I’ve always found Lacan’s model of the mind rather enticing because it puts the broken, needy, wanting self at the forefront. Even when I feel contained and self-possessed, I also always feel a little of those emotions too.

These mirrors bring me complicated pleasure. Mixed in with the simple, childlike admiration for glimmer and sparkle are swirls of frustration (with my appearance and my lack of body neutrality) and grief (for the hours I’ve lost to self-loathing and recriminations). And yet, there’s joy in seeing light move and wink across a silvery surface, so much like water, so much like the heavens. That’s a simple thing, the beauty of reflection and refraction. Light is perhaps the first element of beauty. Even as infants, before we can see color, we can see light.

Some scientists have theorized that our attraction to reflections has an evolutionary purpose. Supposedly, we like gemstones that sparkle and objects that reflect because they remind us of life-giving water. This is just one theory, but I find it interesting. It explains, in part, the seemingly global allure of glitter, polished metals, and atoms arranged in a crystalline structure. Even infants are more likely to shower attention on shiny plates (which they show by picking them up and mouthing them) than on dull ones. Even cultures that never had to compete with their neighbors for resources hoarded gold and gems, although they had no need to accumulate symbols of wealth or worry about trading. For these people, gold should have been just another rock. But it wasn’t, because we like shiny things.

We also like looking at images of ourselves. A mirror can be any reflective surface created for the purpose of seeing oneself. The name is taken from the Latin “mirare” and “mirari” (“to look at” and “to wonder at, admire,” respectively), They can be made of stone, metal, glass, plastic, or even water.

It’s impossible to know exactly when humans first discovered our reflections, though many have tried to imagine the moment. In his 2003 book Mirror, Mirror, Mark Pendergrast paints a wavering, dreamlike picture of a hominid drinking from a pool of water. “The scene: an African savanna after a torrential seasonal rain,” he writes. With brow furrowed in curiosity, the unnamed figure expresses puzzlement at the “fellow creature looking back at him.” First, he is cautious. “Is it an enemy?” he wonders. Then, he is playful. The man winks at himself, touches his nose, and bares his teeth. “He understands, on one level, at least,” Pendergrast concludes. “They are the same, yet they are different.”

Sure, this could have happened. One by one, they could have slowly fallen in love with their reflections, as the Greeks imagined in the story of Narcissus. They could have drowned gazing into their own eyes, so dark, so mysterious.

Or they could have acted like dolphins do, or elephants, or magpies. According to animal psychologist Diana Reiss, animals go through several stages of mirror self-recognition. Animals first try to look behind the mirror, and then often go through a “Groucho stage,” where they repeat odd movements to figure out the relationship between the motions of their bodies and the reflections. Upon realizing what they’re seeing, many animals begin using the mirror to see previously unobserved parts of themselves.

Maybe rather than falling in love with his twin, Narcissus showed the pool his butt, peering over his beautiful shoulder to get the view from behind. Yet we prefer to think of Narcissus gazing at his ravishing face for hours, wasting away (or drowning, depending on your mythological source) because he needs to be punished for his self-love. It’s a story with a moral, one that cautions against vanity and beauty. It’s also a story about the power of reflection, and we keep telling it because it keeps being relatable. We love mirrors, yet we’re loath to admit it. We’ve all been drawn to our own reflection. We’ve all felt fascinated by the image of our own selves, captured in silver or water or glass. The way we look matters, whether we want it to or not: Our appearance alters our job and mating prospects, contributes to our quality of life (a phenomenon sometimes called “erotic capital”). We value different human bodies differently, and the ugly truth is that the ones that fit the prevailing culture’s definition of beautiful are evaluated at a higher worth. There’s both a power and a survival necessity in seeing yourself the way the world sees you.

Perhaps this is why mirrors have long been associated with magic. If they can let you see something you normally can’t—yourself—maybe they can permit you to see other things beyond your vision. Spirits, perhaps, or ghosts, or maybe even visions of the future. Cultures across the globe have, independently of one another, built their own mythologies around reflective surfaces. Often, these beliefs focused on the light-bending powers of mirrors and their use as fire-starters. For many ancient cultures, mirrors were linked to the sun deity, thus making them symbols of warmth, hope, and protection. The earliest known mirrors were made from polished pieces of obsidian and decorated with painted plaster. These eight-thousand-year-old artifacts were found in the burial chambers of several different women from the ancient Turkish settlement of Çatalhöyük. The clay-walled Neolithic village has been described as an ancient “utopia” due to the equal distribution of resources, and many believe that it holds the secrets to human social development, maybe even the “origin of home” as a concept. Former excavation director and archeologist Ian Hodder has had the chance to examine several of the mirrors found on-site. Over the phone, he refers to them as “beautiful things,” adding, “Nobody really expected there would be things like mirrors in those early days. These are the first sort of settlements after people have been living as hunters and gatherers. In many ways, these were quite simple societies, so it is odd.” While researchers have also found evidence of cosmetics and face paint in the same tombs, leading some to believe they were used much in the same way we use mirrors today, it’s also possible that the dark, glassy surfaces had spiritual significance for members of the Neolithic society. It could be, Hodder says, that “they’re something to do with predicting the future or understanding the spirit world through reading images in the mirrors.”

The Wiccan’s Dictionary of Prophecy and Omens features a listing for “catoptromancy,” defined as the “art and practice of divination by means of a special lens or magic mirror.” According to this text, the ancient Greeks used a mirror to catch the light of the moon and, peering into it, were able to see visions of the future. (Another kind of divination practiced during the same era involved looking at birds—“ornis,” a word that birthed our modern term “omen.”) The Roman “blindfolded boys” were special diviners who could call forth images of the future from a thin haze of condensation on the surface of a mirror; one legend has a blindfolded boy predicting the death of Didius Julianus after gazing in a reflective surface, performing incantations, exhaling deeply, and watching as visions of the emperor’s untimely end appeared in the moisture.

Nostradamus, the sixteenth-century French astrologer and seer was famous for his scrying abilities. According to legend, the gout-ridden oracle used either a black mirror or a pool of dark water as one of several methods for gathering occult knowledge. Modern mystics claim that Nostradamus correctly predicted a number of our current troubles, from the invasion of Ukraine to the astronomical rise of Elon Musk. While mirrors are no longer a common addition to tombs, people do still use them in feng shui, and there are plenty of socially acceptable ways to practice scrying. Like Victorian ladies begging the mirror to reveal their one true love, people all over America are still gazing into mirrors with the hopes that they’ll fast-track success.

Today, you can buy a simple polished obsidian mirror online for less than $30. You can also book an appointment to learn how to scry with a black mirror from a New Orleans witch for just $50. If you haven’t the pocket money, you can always watch tutorials on YouTube and DIY scry with your own polished black stone. All you need is the desire to look, long and hard, into the depths.



The first great glass mirrors came from the Italian island of Murano, in the Venetian Lagoon. Venice had been the place for glassmakers since the thirteenth century, and the city drew talent from throughout Europe, all pulled to Venice by the promise of a better life. “The Venetian Republic nurtured them and treated them more like artists than artisans,” writes Sabine Melchior-Bonnet in The Mirror: A History. Although this government protection could be stifling, it also granted them more upward social mobility than other craftspeople. They were allowed to marry daughters of nobles, and some of the wealthier glassmaking families ascended to celebrity status. Venetians were proud of their industry and the gold it brought to their city, and that shine rubbed off on the industrious glassmakers.

It’s not entirely clear who came up with the formula for Venice’s famed translucent glass, nor is it known who first applied a mixture of molten metals to the back of the panes to make the first modern mirror. The glassmakers at Murano jealously guarded the tricks of their trade, as did the Venetian government. Spilling trade secrets was punishable by death, and if a glassmaker dared to leave Murano, their family was sometimes held hostage in an attempt to hasten their return. But even within the reticent community of craftspeople, there was collaboration and experimentation. The mirror makers were always looking for ways to enhance the beauty of their objects, as well as formulas for creating larger and more impressive mirrors. Some added lead to their glass; others embedded glimmering bits of gold leaf within the surface. They lined their mirrors with silver, which had been polished and flattened, or with a tin-mercury amalgam. These materials weren’t safe to work with; mercury, in particular, is highly toxic. Workers who inhaled mercury fumes might develop behavioral and personality changes. Their kidneys might fail; their hands might begin to shake. They might begin to experience memory loss, insomnia, depression, and sometimes even delirium and hallucination. If you’ve heard of “mad hatters,” you know about these symptoms, which were just as prevalent in mirror makers as milliners. And they knew precisely what was causing their pain, yet often lacked the economic mobility to make other choices. In 1713, Bernardino Ramazzini documented the ailments of mirror makers: “Those who make the mirrors become palsied and asthmatic from handling mercury. At Venice, on the island called Murano, where huge mirrors are made, you may see these workmen… scowling at the reflection of their own suffering in their mirrors and cursing the trade they have chosen.”

It was not an easy job to quit, however. The demand for their product remained absurdly high, for Venetian mirrors were considered the height of luxury. Nobles in Germany, Iran, and France installed Venetian mirrors in their palaces, and it became fashionable for upper-class ladies to have a “chamber of mirrors” in their private rooms, following the example of Catherine de’ Medici. Naturally, everyone in Paris wanted one. According to receipts from the time, a Venetian mirror framed in silver sold for more than a painting by Raphael. King Henry IV of France tried to hire mirror makers, but he proved unsuccessful in starting his own glass workshop. By the time Louis XIV took the throne, nobles had been scheming for years, trying to concoct new ways to get that valuable glass-rolling technology out of Italy and into their studios, factories, and shops.

In the early 1660s, Louis XIV’s finance minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, successfully lured a handful of glassmakers away from Murano to start a competing factory. But in 1667, fear gripped the workshop as rumors spread of Italian retribution. Several top artisans died, and there were whispers that they had been poisoned. One got sick with a sudden fever and died after several days of suffering. Another experienced mysterious stomach pains before perishing. They were working with heavy metals and toxic gases, yet their deaths weren’t blamed on the workplace conditions. Dread began to permeate the air, polluting the fume-addled minds of the surviving mirror makers. The head of the factory requested an investigation. He blamed the Venetian Republic for the deaths, and he wasn’t alone.

This wasn’t the beginning of the mirror-based cruelty or the end of it. Two Venetian workers had been assassinated in 1547 after they attempted to emigrate to Germany, and others had seen family members condemned to work on galleys for their choice to leave the country (a sort of punishment by proxy, though it was more common to fine families or seize their property than to jail them). The volley of violence and intrigue went on for the better part of a decade. Italy sent spies to France; France sent spies to Italy. France attempted to bring over the workers’ wives, and Italy tried to thwart this tactic (France won the battle in the end, thanks to the malingering of Venetian women, who were all too ready to feign illness if it meant they could escape under the cover of darkness to new lives abroad). Both countries suspected the other of murdering glassmakers, who were well compensated but shackled to the whims of autocratic rulers.

In 1670, the French royally backed company finally figured out how to blow, flatten, coat, and polish large panes of glass. The cat was out of the bag, and Colbert’s workers soon began spreading that knowledge to French craftsmen. And in 1684, with the unveiling of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, it became obvious to everyone that the closely held secrets of mirror making had truly and irrevocably escaped from Murano.



The history of mirrors is ugly not just because of the poisonous mercury that lined their backsides, or because of the purported murders that ran like a bloody thread through seventeenth-century Europe. Though these things are certainly hideous, the slow, quiet suffering caused by our cultural obsession with looks—and our disavowal of those who fail to measure up—feels even more insidious.

When mirrors were associated with magic, we had more reverence for the power of the object. When they were nearly priceless, mirrors were recognized for what they were—objects of beauty, tools of projection. Today, magic is relegated to the fringes and mirrors have become simple symbols of vanity. Instead of seeking a deeper self or a connection to ancestors or a link to higher powers, a woman looking in the mirror is commonly understood as seeking one thing: the image of herself. Once hoarded by kings, mirrors are now seen as primarily feminine items, despite the fact that everyone uses them. Mirrors, when stripped of their magic, become nothing more than shiny surfaces, which makes it even easier to deride women for their mirror-gazing habits.

This isn’t exactly groundbreaking—any student of art history will stumble across hundreds of images of women peering lovingly into mirrors. Titian, Degas, Courbet, Manet, and likely a thousand other painters have used their skills to show feminine bodies doubled in a silvered surface. Some have even gone so far as to title their pieces Vanity or Allegory of Vanity, failing to see the significance of mirror-gazing for women; it was (and still is) a survival technique. In reality, a woman at the mirror is practicing. She’s seeing herself how men see her, how society sees her. She’s assessing her value and figuring out how to enhance her worth, her power.

While these masculine painters were creating lovely paintings of supposedly shallow objects, many of them were also using the mirror in their compositions to show themselves, to reveal the creator behind the piece. These painters used mirrors to cheekily insert themselves into a scene while also showing their technical prowess. Yet that same object, when paired with a woman’s body, takes on a belittling power. Women aren’t shown working in their mirrored reflections, like male artists often were, but simply looking. Art critic John Berger once famously wrote, “You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her, put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting Vanity, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you had depicted for you own pleasure.” The two subjects (reflections and women) have been linked so frequently, and depicted with such scorn, it’s almost hardwired into our collective consciousness.

We don’t often speak of the control a mirror can exert over a person. Instead, we allow this force to alter our perceptions, to diminish our happiness, while denying its power. Looking in a mirror is just something you do—just something women do. We’re so used to seeing this impulse as vanity that most of us have forgotten the innate sense of awe that comes with looking. We’ve forgotten how to face our reflections not with judgment or fear but with a sense of joyful discovery, a sense of hope. Instead, we face the mirror with a certain amount of suspicion, as though desiring knowledge of how the world sees you is somehow wrong.

In contemporary culture, there has been some motion toward rewriting the visual symbolism and reclaiming the act of looking in the mirror, primarily through embracing and supporting the art and power of makeup. Young YouTubers frequently show themselves staring into mirrors, carefully applying winged eyeliner, rainbow eye shadow, ombre lips, or mermaid makeup. For them, the mirror is a necessity, and their makeup isn’t a way to conceal so-called flaws but rather is an income-generating art form. Unlike the artists of old, who used their mirrors to more realistically depict the human face, these artists are using mirrors to transform the self into whimsical, fantastical creations. One of my favorite trends of recent years has been the “ugly makeup” movement, which encourages surreal makeup looks, like seed pearls glued to eyelids like opalescent warts or baby’s breath used as false, fluffy eyebrows or eyelids painted sinister blood red. Browsing through the “ugly makeup” hashtag, it is immediately obvious that no one is trying to look hot. They’re trying to look feverish, or old, or strange, or like fairies. They’re using cosmetics to embody something other than beauty, something more interesting than so-called conventional beauty. They’re often rather disconcerting to look at, but these mirror-made faces have a form of whimsical power. They allow a childlike playfulness to return to the space of the mirror, stripping the reflection of its seriousness, its potency. Seeing so many of these “ugly” creations inspired me to mess around with glitter and paint. Pulling faces in the mirror, painting my eyebrows green—it was good quarantine fun. It reminded me of playing with my baby in front of the big mirror at my mother’s house, three generations of women sticking out our tongues and waggling our eyebrows.

I think this is the best way to approach a mirror: not with suspicion but with curiosity and openness. Not seeking flaws or great truths but looking for the quirks of one’s face, the shifts of expression, the image of oneself whole and in motion. But it’s also important to remember that mirrors, even full-length mirrors, show only a part of the story. It’s so easy to forget this, to get swept up in the mythologies of modern life, like that misleading adage, “What you see is what you get.” What you see is limited; sight does not equal knowledge. Mirrors have been used to create false realities, to trick people into believing in ghosts and spirits. Too often, we act as though what we see in the mirror is complete—a self fully formed and rendered truly. But the mirror is capable only of showing what others see. Mirrors can reinforce the idea that a person’s value lies on the outside of their body, that it’s possible to learn our value by examining (and altering) our appearance. Mirrors remind us of the significance of our looks, and even though it may feel good to collect likes and compliments on a selfie, it still reinforces a system in which some physical features are more valuable than others. I know this logically, yet I am not exempt from the desire to be granted a market price, to be visually appraised by relative strangers and found acceptable, attractive, worthy. I look at my face in a mirror and I don’t see myself—I see how others might see me, how others might know me, want me. Sometimes, I find myself substituting a camera for a mirror. I turn my iPhone toward my face and use its small screen to check my teeth before a meeting. In the screen, I am flattened and compressed, smaller than myself. I glean information from this likeness, but I can also get lost in it, or overwhelmed by it. I can begin to believe that this version of myself, 2-D and frozen in a picture, is all there is.

Stripped of magic and removed from scenes of worship, the image of the public-facing self is becoming even flatter and more compressed, and the space between the private person and the public image is narrowing. There’s something claustrophobic about this. Everything is visible, but nothing really matters. We know the mirror is a trick and a trap, but we also know it’s a tool to succeed in a system that is broken, a world that assigns value arbitrarily and penalizes those who can’t adequately perform or conform. Perhaps that’s the ugliest thing about mirrors. They reveal more about society than they do about individuals.






2. MOUTH FULL OF PETALS, VEINS FULL OF WAX On stealing, eating, praying, and playing with flowers


I’ve been eating flowers for as long as I can remember. I don’t recall who taught me that violets and wood sorrel were edible, but I can picture myself, barefoot on my childhood lawn in Massachusetts, picking dog violets from the place where the woods met the grass, and popping them into my mouth. I remember collecting big bunches of them, handfuls of purple, fragrant little flowers, their stems juicy like pea shoots. I spent hours picking violets, stopping only when my hands were too full to fit another transparent stem. I presented them to my mother, who put them in a squat glass tumbler by the sink. When I felt I had done my daughterly duty, I would switch to collecting flowers for myself.

As a little girl, I played at several violet-based crafts. I pressed them and candied them. I tried to make perfume, which resulted in a bottle of murky, foul-smelling water dotted with slimy plant matter. Years later, I made violet-scented syrup, which I poured into fizzy gin cocktails, garnished with white violets. I made this girly, frothy drink for myself, to celebrate my thirty-second birthday. It amazes me sometimes, how little my tastes have changed in the past few decades.

Eating flowers is a pleasure I rarely deny myself. A forager friend once showed me her trick for entertaining guests—she likes to roll a log of goat cheese in nocturnum, dandelion, and marigold petals collected from her backyard and serve it on a piece of cabbage with crackers. I’ve adopted this practice as my own. Like her, I also eat daylily buds before they open, throwing them into stir fries or adding them to soup. I love lavender ice cream, particularly when it’s sweetened with honey, and I never say no to a piece of rose-scented Turkish pastry. Once, at a restaurant in Mexico City, I ordered a bowl of soup that was supposedly made with over thirty different kinds of flowers. It was creamy and luscious, an orange bowl of savory sunshine.

I’ve begun to see bouquets of edible flowers sold at outdoor markets. Edible flowers pop up most often on social media, often categorized under the “cottagecore” aesthetic. For adherents of this cutesy, nostalgic, outdoorsy lifestyle, edible flowers are a staple. While it hasn’t quite caught on with the masses, there is a name for people like me: we’re called lotus-eaters or lotophagi. The nickname was popularized by The Odyssey, which was translated into English for the first time in the early seventeenth century, and not long after, the phrase “lotus-eaters” started popping up in the works of poets and playwrights. In this story, the hero’s ship has been blown off course by some rogue, god-sent winds, and he has to drop anchor on a pretty little island, covered with greenery and laden with fresh fruit and water. The island is also home to a group of natives who don’t do much except eat flowers and fruit and bask in the sun. Odysseus discovers that the natives have shared their delicious botanical sustenance with his men, and that it’s making them a little too mellow. They’ve forgotten their lives and duties. He stomps his feet and shouts and drags his crew back to the ships, where they can labor long and hard to get the hero home.

Ancient Greek historians, including Herodotus, the so-called father of history, believed that the island of the lotus-eaters was a real place. There were several different locations given for the slothful paradise, but typically lotus-eaters lived in North Africa. Although their lives sound lovely and wholesome to me—a tribe of peaceful vegan stoners napping contentedly in the sun—English and American writers tended to agree with Odysseus’s assessment. They were lazy, and according to the dominant Christian culture, laziness wasn’t just a vice. It was a sin.

Calling someone a “lotus-eater” is never a compliment. Poets and authors, including Alfred, Lord Tennyson, W. Somerset Maugham, and James Joyce drew inspiration from the episode of the lotus-eaters, as did a number of musicians and filmmakers. While the works differ greatly, their message is the same: lotus-eaters aren’t to be emulated, even if you might be tempted by their relaxed lifestyle. In Tennyson’s famous poem “The Lotos-Eaters,” the poet makes it clear why one might want to linger among the “dark faces” of the “mild-eyed melancholy Lotos-eaters” but also why an upstanding Greek mariner would not. They may look like a contented, liberated, and peaceable group, but their island life was “hollow.” In nearly every work of fiction or poetry, it’s implied that the lotus-eaters were both purposeless and godless. Unholy and unambitious; I don’t know which was seen as worse.

While the moniker appears more often in fiction referring to drug-addled foreigners than to actual petal-crunchers, its very existence speaks to the tendency to censor, eroticize, and exoticize non-white cultures and their practices. And while it’s unlikely the actual flower described in Homer’s epic was a lotus, I think it’s significant that English-speakers chose to assign such negative connotations to a flower that is held sacred in many non-white cultures. “Of all the flowers that have inflamed human societies, the lotus has to come first,” writes horticultural historian Jennifer Potter in Seven Flowers: And How They Shaped Our World. The lotus, she argues, has played a larger role in religious and cultural symbolism than any other blossom on Earth for the greatest number of people. From Egypt to India to Japan to China, these aquatic blossoms reign supreme.

Blue lotus was central in the creation myths and burial rites of ancient Egyptian peoples. The flowers, which open in the morning and close around noon, were seen as symbolic of regeneration and were linked in one creation myth to the birth of the sun god, Ra. They were also baked into the secular life of the populace. People wore blue lotus crowns to parties, ate blue lotus petals and roots, distilled the blue lotus flowers into perfume, and decorated their houses with bowls of fresh blue lotus flowers. In the burial chamber of King Tutankhamun, archaeologists found blue lotus–inspired art and dried flower petals, including a striking lotus-shaped chalice carved from a single piece of alabaster and a set of silver lotus-shaped trumpets.

In South Asia, it was the pink-tinged “sacred lotus” that captured the minds of storytellers and artists. Compared to the spiky, elongated petals of the blue lotus, the sacred lotus is a round, blushy, soft-looking thing with a yolk-bright yellow center. It has a distinctive paddle-shaped seed head that contains edible, nutrient-rich seeds (also known as lotus nuts) inside its unevenly spaced holes. Sacred lotuses are native to the warmer regions of Asia, but these days they can be found all over the world, from Australia to Russia to South America. Its image is just as widespread, and once you start looking for a lotus, you’ll spot them everywhere (particularly if you practice yoga or frequent your local vegetarian restaurants). But before they were adopted as shorthand by hippies and wellness types, lotuses were used by artists to convey devotion.

As the name might suggest, English-speakers have long known that the sacred lotus plays an important role in the cuisine, mythology, art, and religion of many cultures. As a lapsed Catholic, I can’t help but compare the lotus to the cross. I used to wear a small gold crucifix necklace everywhere I went, because those simple lines were a reminder that I loved my religion. To me, the cross meant faith, protection, and striving toward goodness. Wearing the necklace was a way to reconnect with my values. Although the iconography is very different, the lotus shape that appears so often in Buddhist and Hindu art and adornment seems to fulfill a similar function for many people. Often shown in profile, the flower is sometimes just an abstraction—an upward crescent of spiked petals. According to Floriography by Sally Coulthard, the lotus is a “symbol of purity” in Buddhism. Thanks to something called the lotus effect, the petals of the flower are highly hydrophobic—meaning they are naturally water-resistant and self-cleaning. Dewdrops and mud both slide with ease off the surface of the flower. In Hinduism, these flowers represent the ideal of beauty and the rejection of material attachments. In both religions, its unfurling petals are used as an allegory for the blossoming of the human soul. To see a lotus is to be reminded of the potential for goodness, the possibility of transcendence, the hope for growth.

While this knowledge has greatly increased my appreciation for all water lilies, it also casts a shadow on the lotus jewelry, stickers, candles, and statues that I see in boutiques. I don’t wear my cross anymore, because it no longer makes me feel connected to the symbolic realm. It no longer aligns with my values, and although the lotus seems a closer fit, I don’t want to wear that symbol either. The subtle power of iconography isn’t something I take lightly. Even commonly used symbols are important; I try to choose mine carefully. (I’ve come to the same realization about cowrie shells, but we’ll get to that later.)

I do understand why flower-eating feels like such a rich metaphor, but it’s also something people do every single day, all around the globe, often without even thinking about it. Alongside being quite plainly disparaging, this metaphor also reveals an ugly tendency to denigrate those of us who love beauty so much we just want to consume it, from stem to stamen. It’s not a phrase you hear very often anymore—we have plenty of newer, harsher words that shame the pleasure-hungry even more effectively—but it’s one worth remembering as you’re traipsing down the aisles of floral history. Instead of connecting over the very human desire for blossoms, we’ve turned flowers into symbols for how we are different and transformed the desire to enjoy physical pleasure into a source of shame.



When it comes to blossoms, I’m a glutton in more ways than one. In the spring, I like to buy unopened bunches of daffodils from the grocery store and arrange them in vases and jars throughout my house. I wait eagerly for each one to blossom and spread its strange perfume. In the summer, I gather big bunches of wildflowers from alongside the road, cups of lupines and daisies. In the fall, there are asters, and in the winter, I buy dried flower bouquets from the farm up the road.

I have no problem admitting to this type of behavior. Loving flowers is a very human trait; some evolutionary biologists even theorize that flowers and people evolved together. Following a study on the natural joys brought on by receiving a gift of cut flowers, Jeannette Haviland-Jones, a professor emeritus at Rutgers University suggested that the evolution of flowers could have been akin to the domestication of dogs. Maybe they’re another example of “non-species emotional support.” In other words, maybe flowers evolved to be beautiful because we love beauty.

We also love sex, though I find it can be hard to talk about sexual desire in such plain terms. I understand entirely why one might use a flower as a stand-in for their sexual organs or as a way to vaguely gesture toward the hidden folds of the human body. Flowers allow plausible deniability—they can put a veneer of scientific innocence on smutty talk. I find it easier to vocally admire the lush purple petals of Georgia O’Keeffe’s iris paintings than to admit that I sometimes find other women’s vulvas downright remarkable. It’s still traditional to throw red rose petals on the bed of a newly married couple, scarlet harbingers for the juicy action to come, and we still consider flowers a part of the human mating ritual. We wear floral scents; we give flowers to lovers. Some people even still use the phrase “deflowering” to describe one’s first encounter with the sexual act.

It makes sense that we reach for blossoms during times of transition. The Victorian era was a time of great social upheaval, and during these strange decades, people went absolutely mad for flowers, particularly orchids. Members of the orchid family grow everywhere—on every inhabited continent, which just means they haven’t figured out a way to thrive in Antarctica yet. They live in the temperate woodlands of Sweden and in the arid, rocky soil of Arizona. They hang from trees in humid tropical jungles and decorate the mountains of the Middle East. Yet when most people close their eyes and imagine an orchid, they picture a tropical variety. Perhaps the moth orchid, which you can buy in almost any grocery store or gift shop. These orchids have big fuchsia or white petals and sepals surrounding a delicately proportioned “lip” and “throat” (i.e., the flower’s sex organs). Or maybe they picture the pale and eerie ghost orchid, the subject of Susan Orlean’s The Orchid Thief, a book that served as source material for the Academy Award–nominated movie Adaptation. You may have seen pictures of the monkey-faced Dracula orchid, whose flowers resemble little simian faces, or the Italian orchid, which looks like a big-dicked stick figure (thus earning the nickname the “naked man orchid”). There are plenty more orchids that you wouldn’t even know are orchids, like spiky green bog orchids and plain-jane ladies’ tresses. But while North American and English native orchids are important to their ecosystems, they’re not the ones that caught Charles Darwin’s eye.
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