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Painting relates to both art and life. Neither can be made. (I try to act in the gap between the two.)


ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG













PART ONE










1 Mirror Site



There’s an art to undressing and there’s an art to getting dressed again. Usually, I want my clothes to be taken off slowly. I like to have my coat unbuttoned and my skirt pulled up, to see my jumper lifted over my chest. I usually interrupt them at some point. I’d rather keep a little something on. Perhaps it is to create a sense of transience, to remind myself that I won’t be staying very long; to let them know that I will soon be on my way elsewhere, that I am dropping by almost as an afterthought. I can stay for an hour, a couple at most. However long I might be there for, it is always just for a moment. Like the men who stuff their watch and keys in their shoes to ensure a smooth exit when the time comes, I have a system. Keys in the right coat pocket, watch in shoes, rings kept on fingers, and if I am in a hurry, I set a timer on my phone.


Some liked to take everything off all at once. Full nakedness upfront, achieved within seconds: ‘Let’s get comfortable,’ they’d say. That was always far too direct for me. It reminded me of the windswept beaches of the Wadden Islands up in the north, where nobody bothers to cover up in a towel when changing, or of the relaxed half-nakedness of the locals reading the weekend papers amidst the potted palms, teal glazed tiles and art deco fittings of Sauna Deco, the little spa on the Herengracht.


The more meticulous ones would hang my coat up in their closet, and conscientiously fold my dress and belt on the back of a chair: it never ceased to amaze me, how neat and fastidious some were. A habit born out of necessity, they would say, dictated by the diminutive size of homes in this doll’s house of a city. It made me smile; I certainly didn’t expect such thoughtfulness. All I wanted was my bra to be tugged at, to have my tights pulled off and my knickers rubbed till they became wet.


I admit I never offered much help in the way of undressing them. Perhaps I would yank at their belt a little, or make a show of clumsily attempting to unbutton the top of their shirt. These were the most overt signs I gave out. Because of my patent indifference to the erotic potential of the male striptease, they usually took their clothes off quickly and discreetly, inwardly praying – or so I imagined when I looked at them from the corner of my eye – that they would manage to avoid the potentially comical effect of the extraction from trousers caught around the ankles.


The art of dressing up again is comparatively harder to pull off. Disappearing to the bathroom for a quick shower is one possibility. Most often, I would spring out of bed as soon as they left the room, deftly collecting the garments strewn across the floor and dressing as swiftly as possible. Falling asleep after the last orgasm was a luxury I allowed myself only rarely. I was ready to leave when they returned a few minutes later somewhat bemused by the change of situation. A dab of lipstick was a dependable way of preventing any last-minute kissing. ‘Am I decent?’ I would flippantly ask, all flustered cheeks, bushy hair and dreamy eyes, and then I was off onto the street, unlocking my bicycle.


At least, that’s how it happened at the beginning, with men. Looking back, I wonder how much of that behaviour came out of memories of movies and novels; a bit of porn also, perhaps. I turned the first lines that Rita Hayworth speaks in Gilda, when she lifts up her chin, gazing at her husband and her former lover standing side by side – ‘Sure, I’m decent’ – into my parting banter.


It was a private joke that none of them ever picked up. But it helped me to keep up the attitude: to always act somewhat aloof and mildly interested, to not appear too voracious or enthusiastic, to learn to offset desire with modesty and playfulness with reticence. I understand better now, as I describe the subtleties of this balancing act, the performative aspect of that tightrope that a woman walks in heterosexual sex. Those unspoken rules that are supposed to make it all work smoothly.


Those rules had facilitated my early sex life in the mid-nineties in London. Now, some twenty years later, I was slowly rediscovering them, this time living in Amsterdam, no longer a carefree twenty-something but a forty-five-year-old married woman whose son had just passed his ninth birthday.










Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam, 5 February 2014



She walks calmly onto the stage. She doesn’t glide, like dancers sometimes do. She wasn’t already standing in position when the curtain rose. She does not march in, or prance, or strut, or shuffle. She walks casually, as if she were stepping in from the room next door. With each step she takes across the stage the slits of her black knee-length shift dress open to reveal a glimmer of pale sinewy legs. Her dark hair is tied in a low ponytail. She strides across the almost empty, uniformly black stage and stops in front of a record player that I hadn’t noticed before. She lifts its arm and I hear the distinct, unpleasant scraping sound of the needle as it hits the grooves of the vinyl record when she places it on the edge of the LP. ‘Once I had a sweetheart,’ Joan Baez begins to sing, playing the guitar, her clear voice filling the theatre.


The woman on the stage casually kicks off her shoes and, immersed in the music, she begins to try out a few dance steps. She hardly looks up at the audience holding its breath in the dark, transfixed by this woman who now stretches out an arm, slides a leg forward and makes a little jump as she turns around. The dancer pauses and turns her head towards the record player. She wants to be absolutely sure to capture each word of Baez’s 1963 concert recording. Now she turns towards the audience and resumes dancing, carried away by the voice and the words.


‘We shall overcome,’ sings Baez as the dancer arches her back, extends her right arm forward and twirls around, her dress fluttering about. She stretches out a leg, flexes her foot, bends an elbow. A little shuffle lifts her right shoulder. Another pause. She looks around briefly, but does not appear to see anything: mind and body entirely concentrated on each syllable of Baez’s singing, on the rhythm of the music as she absorbs it into her body. She steps forward, shifts her weight from one leg to the other; her arms crossed onto her hips to form a sort of coil from which she escapes, skipping lightly, outlining a half circle with her body. She is a teenager dancing in front of her bedroom mirror. She is Joan Baez, age twenty-four, onstage at the BBC, in a knee-length floating shift, dark hair and low ponytail, playing the guitar. She is the Belgian choreographer Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, in her fifties, dancing a solo piece on the stage of the Stadsschouwburg in Amsterdam. From one minute to the next, Keersmaeker blends these different ages of womanhood into one: the lonely teenager in her room, the engaged young musician onstage and the seasoned dancer choreographer on tour.










2 Open Data



My unconscious sometimes speaks so loudly that things seem to come to me unexpected, unrequested but well-timed. This was early February, on a particularly frigid late afternoon, after a public reading hosted by a feminist art collective in an alternative space off Westerdok, in the newly redeveloped harbour on the west side of the city. People spilt onto the pavement talking to one another. They formed clusters that fell apart and came together again in continually changing configurations. Swaddled in coats and beanies, artists, curators, writers and others whose professional activities were as temporary and as vague as my own chattered away in the dark, forever catching up as they exhaled plumes of mist in the damp air. They were just back in town or on their way to a far-flung residence; they had an exhibition coming up, or one that was just ending, or they were working on a new exciting project they could not say much about – all still under wraps. Usually, nothing very personal ever featured in those art-world exchanges, beyond the brief mention of a partner or children. Family life was set aside; side notes to carefully self-curated creative lives that were advantageously presented to one’s interlocutor. But an answer to a question I did not remember asking, to a younger woman I had never spoken with, had been voiced in quiet confidence:


‘You know, Gabrielle, you should try the dating app, it could be fun, and just what you need.’


The woman’s voice was Australian, and for months afterwards, I would run into her at various art events across the city, although, remarkably, I don’t think we ever spoke again.


The dating app had only been introduced in the Netherlands a few months before, not long after it had launched in the United States. Weekend supplements and daily papers ran features and polls about it. It seemed they could not get enough of discussing the new rules of what they increasingly called, in English, ‘dating’: another example of the Americanization of Dutch culture. Magazines interviewed millennials who seemed to live with their faces buried in their phones, and asked them what they expected from it, if it was really all about hook-ups and if so, would it make relationships become more trivial. Nobody over twenty-five ever featured in those articles, which I read with the inattention of somebody who, in their forties, was clearly more the target of the publications than the app they were discussing. And yet, as much as the Australian woman could not have imagined the effect of her words, I forgot everything of the conversation that had initiated them.





I didn’t mention anything to Anton when I joined him later at his friends Adelia and Floris’s for dinner. They lived in an imposing nineteenth-century school overlooking the Da Costakade canal. The austere brown brick building had been converted into loft-like apartments, a testament to the municipality’s habit of repurposing historical buildings as the demographics and the economy of the city changed. These days conversions were most often plush private developments, but this house, like many others, had long ago been a squat, legalized and then many times refurbished. Its careful maintenance now concealed that past activist history completely.


I paused before ringing the bell. I was out of breath after the cold bike ride across town, but I also needed to brace myself. Adelia and Floris were almost a decade older than me, friends from Anton’s student years. They had been very hospitable when Anton had introduced his new Franco-British girlfriend into his Dutch circle of friends. Adelia was a filmmaker, these days, and Floris ran a small art foundation. They were fixtures of a Dutch art scene that prided itself on being international-minded even though it remained, under its English speaking surface, impenetrable to strangers. There would always be the occasional remark or private joke that made you realize something was out of reach. It had much to do with the politicized history of the cultural scene in Amsterdam, that went back to the 1960s and the Provo counterculture movement from which the squatters’ movement of the 1980s, with its fight for social equality and culture, had emerged. That past, although it was never openly discussed, was the backbone of the art world, and you were either part of that history or you weren’t. Like many foreigners attracted to the internationalism of Amsterdam, I remained an outsider. Maybe that was why it was difficult to feel at home with these people. Or perhaps it was that Floris and Adelia exuded a smugness that I found vaguely stifling.


Anton had already arrived. He leant in and gave me a long kiss and a quick neck rub, feeling the coldness of my skin. Marcus, my friend Cassie’s partner, opened a bottle of organic wine while extolling its virtues and those of the wine dealer who had sold it to him.


‘It’s from that small place off the Overtoom, they only do organic wines.’ He laid out appetizer salads and artisan breads, and described at length how the owners travelled in their small van across Italy to remote wineries in Puglia. Floris took appreciative sips before challenging him about the true merits of organic viticulture. Adelia called to Anton to serve me a drink. I took a few steps into the main room, the former school’s grand hall. The elegant cosiness of their vintage rugs, mid-century Scandinavian furniture and designer lamps never failed to intimidate me.


When I walked up to the table, Marcus was explaining the reason for Cassie’s absence – mentioning a delayed flight from Madrid.


‘Wasn’t she at the art fair over there?’ I asked.


He mumbled non-committally about the fair’s satellite events, and said we shouldn’t wait for her; that she would join us directly from the airport. ‘She is due in Schiphol around 8.30.’


Marcus followed Adelia into the kitchen, offering his services to the chef. Meanwhile, Anton and Floris began their umpteenth discussion about the effect of the government’s budget cuts on the arts. I followed it with one ear, circling around them, as I looked out through the arch-shaped windows at the fuzzy orange light that bounced against the rippling murky waters of the canal.


I peered into the kitchen. Marcus was carving a chicken, chatting away with Adelia, who was spooning out the cooking juices into a bowl and piling sweet potatoes onto a serving dish. The kids came tumbling in, gangly teenagers who loaded their plates with chicken and potatoes, reluctantly sampled the salads and scarpered back to their rooms and their computer games.


We sat down to eat, enthusing about the food. I asked Floris about his work and Marcus began to tell stories about his new neighbours, an American couple who had been thrilled to discover Marcus and Cassie had connections to the United States and had wanted to socialize with them ever since.


‘Problem is,’ Marcus threw an ironic side glance around him, ’I find them utterly insufferable, but Cassie of course thinks we should give them a chance.’


‘Speaking of American expats, I heard this story the other day,’ Adelia started. ‘The kids’ maths teacher told me. It’s about two American families, with no connections to one another, although they both live in the Oud-Zuid area, that have been destroyed by a spouse having an affair. According to her, in each case the couples didn’t try to work it out, or get mediation, but immediately decided to divorce. It was over, bang, from one day to the next, no discussion.’


‘And so what? It sounds very efficient to me.’


‘Don’t be a cynic, Marcus. Don’t you think it’s sad?’ She looked at us. ‘You know, not trying to first sort things out, to talk through problems. And then to leave these kids in the middle of the break-up, in a foreign country.’


‘So, what are you saying? That they should have done couple’s therapy?’


Adelia ignored Marcus’ acerbic tone. She could not understand, she said, why people did that: cheated on one another and then broke up without trying to work things out. ‘What is it with these young people? Do they think marriage is a walk in the park?’ People had to communicate, compromize, speak together, she went on, forcefully, pointing out how ‘younger people’ seemed less ready to do that.


‘… Or perhaps they have a far too idealized notion of what marriage is?’ Floris interjected.


‘I don’t know about American expats, but I certainly have the feeling that the French expats here are very focused on the nuclear family model. They seem pretty rigid about it.’ I looked at Anton. ’When we were looking into sending Victor to the French school, years ago we discovered a surprisingly conservative community that seemed to socialize around Sunday school and baptisms.’


Anton leant forward. ‘French or American, or Dutch, for that matter, I think there is something going on with younger generations. People get married and they feel this social injunction to find happiness entirely within the limits of the nuclear family. So, if anything goes wrong, it just implodes.’


Adelia looked pained, toying with her fork on her empty plate. ‘It must be hard to live in a foreign country when that happens; you must feel so isolated.’ She looked up at Floris who was hanging on every word his wife spoke, squinting behind his round gold-rimmed glasses. ‘It’s so important, for a couple to function together for a long time, that each one has their own activities and friends, and of course a fulfilling career. It’s just key.’


‘Sure, but if these couples are breaking up over infidelity, then what they need is perhaps not to each have their yoga classes, book clubs and camping buddies, but to grant one another more sexual freedom.’


‘As in?’


‘Open relationships, polyamory… all that… why not?’


‘Oh come on, Anton, that doesn’t work, everybody knows that, especially a feminist like you!’


‘Why is that?’


‘Because that way either ends up with those pathetic old couples in swingers’ clubs, or it just breaks things up anyway.’ Floris smiled as he spoke, shaking his mane of brown curly hair.


Adelia sat back in her chair. ‘I agree. Anton, you must know that this is what our parents tried out in the seventies, the sexual liberation. And everyone knows that ultimately, it’s the men that profited from it… And then later on they just got divorced and married their younger secretaries anyway.’


‘Isn’t that just a bit of a caricature, Adelia?’


‘I don’t know,’ she replied flatly.


‘Do I sound really politically incorrect,’ Floris paused before continuing, ‘if I say that I think it’s women who don’t want open relationships? That they are the ones who can’t deal with them?’


Adelia, who was now offering seconds to everyone, stopped in her tracks, serving spoon in hand.


‘Yes, you definitely do! Even so, I don’t think open marriage is a solution.’ Adelia was usually up for embracing almost any new trend that suddenly revolutionized your life. But I sensed that while politics, alternative therapies and urban regeneration were all admissible ways of expanding your existence, open relationships were maybe less so.


‘Anyway,’ Marcus held out his plate, ‘let Floris dream on. I think it’s more likely to be the men that can’t deal with it. And yes, please, I would love one more sweet potato.’


‘Why would that be?’


‘Their egos?’ I suggested. Adelia repressed a chuckle and the men remained impassive.


‘But seriously, all of this pressure on the nuclear family comes from the State, the Church, it’s all the work of patriarchy… Gabrielle was telling me about it.’ Anton looked at me. ‘You were reading that feminist Marxist thinker, Federici, and telling me all about it the other day.’


‘Yes, she is fascinating, Silvia Federici. I love the way she argues that marriage was shamelessly instrumentalized to enforce patriarchy and serve the interests of big capital. It’s very convincing.’


I explained Federici’s argument about the makings of modern patriarchy materialising when the owners of the Yorkshire wool mills had raised the wages of their male workforce to encourage women to stay at home, take charge of the purse strings, have babies, and then become responsible for preventing the men from drinking themselves to death after their dehumanising work shifts.


Floris rolled his eyes. ‘So that’s precisely why the open relationship should be the way to go, to defy the patriarchy?’


He squinted questioningly and Anton replied: ‘That’s part of it, but think of those American couples Adelia was talking about; people should give each other more freedom. Sexual infidelity is unavoidable, for whatever reasons, in long monogamous relationships, so why not give the other sexual freedom, as a gesture of love, of communication maybe?’


Marcus refilled our glasses and commented on how idealistic Anton’s position was. ‘People get jealous, aren’t you forgetting that?’


‘I don’t think they are jealous. Like these American couples, it’s more their pride that is hurt, they feel humiliated. And that’s because in the first place, they are constrained by the conventionality in which they live, like the French expats that Gabrielle knows. And then, people get hurt because secret affairs are deceitful. Lying is simply the worst thing in a relationship.’


‘So, people basically are insecure, and couples don’t communicate enough?’ Adelia said in a neutral tone.


‘Well, that’s a bit of a short cut, I would say.’


‘But that explains why those two American couples broke up so swiftly, and also why it’s important to talk a lot and have a fulfilling and independent life within the couple.’


I was about to argue that monogamy needed to be seriously questioned as an ideology when the doorbell rang. Floris rose and Adelia started to collect the dirty plates.


‘Better late than never,’ Floris announced, stepping back into the room, followed by an exhausted yet glowing Cassie who apologized for her lateness, distributing kisses and hugs, and then slumped into an armchair. Marcus walked in from the kitchen bringing her a plate of food.





We left, not long after Cassie’s arrival, to relieve our babysitter. I headed down the narrow bike lane first, playing back some of the evening’s conversation in my head. I was glad Anton had brought up the open relationship topic with his closest friends, that he was willing to open up about something we had agreed on some years back.


Anton caught up as we reached the sleepy Jacob van Lennepkade canal that extended from the centre deep into the Oud-West district and we cycled side by side along the water.


‘Thanks for bringing up the open marriage thing tonight,’ I said.


I vaguely discerned a half-smile in the dark, as Anton veered to avoid a car turning onto the canal.


‘They didn’t seem to like the idea much, though, did they? I was a bit shocked at Floris’s reaction.’


‘Understandable, though. I saw him looking around the room, at his perfect domestic harmony. He wouldn’t want to risk it all for a little excitement.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Something happened long ago, and Adelia was not happy about it. He is in repentant mode forever. That’s the dynamic between them.’


We circled around a young man who had stopped bang in the middle of the street on his bike to argue noisily over the phone, the guttural intonations of his voice resonating in the empty canal street. I had sensed a tension between Adelia and Floris. But still, I had long hoped that Anton would tell them about our open relationship at some point. To avoid gossip, if anything. ‘They don’t like me so much,’ I pressed on. ‘They would have a field day if they thought we were cheating on each other.’


‘They like you, darling, it’s just that they are a bit… I don’t know… stuffy. Anyway, I love you, and I am glad we have this open thing going on and that we talk about it, a lot! I love you, Gabrielle Bloom.’


Anton extended his arm towards me and I reached out to catch his hand, leaving only one perilously steering as we cycled hand in hand further down the canal, past the city’s old pathological anatomy lab that now housed a hip restaurant and art space, and turned into the Nicolaas Beetsstraat. As we entered the Vondelpark, our bikes came even closer, and we heard the muffled screech of the tyres as they reached the sandy path. The front lights of our bikes suddenly illuminated the dense rows of trees ahead of us, turning the park into a movie set.










Fiona Tan, Eye Filmmuseum, 10 February 2014


The montage of old ethnographic film footage, flickering ghosts from a vanished world, lights up the cinema-sized screen in the museum gallery. First comes an assembly of men in worn-out military uniforms and turbans standing in neat rows in a lush landscape. They seem to be waiting for a photographer to capture them in a formal portrait as the camera slowly, hypnotically, pans the group, capturing expectant and bored gazes. The scene is cut short and then four Japanese women in kimonos and obis appear, standing on a dirt path. They cautiously patter towards the camera, simultaneously playing the flute, their heads covered in bulbous woven hats that conceal their faces entirely. A sharp cut.


Now a city appears, somewhere in South Asia: the camera, presumably mounted on a car, sweeps past a row of rickshaws, their drivers standing by, waiting for clients. And then it smoothly runs through neighbourhoods filled with men and women dressed in shirts and sarongs going about their affairs. The film’s motion is slowed down enough that the city seems suspended in time and space as the graceful choreography of bodies captured somewhere, sometime unfolds across the screen. Cut. Two small girls look into the camera. One gently kisses the other’s cheek. Their curled hair, matt skin and clothing suggests somewhere in North Africa.


The lack of information about Fiona Tan’s film forces me to read faces and movements, to project things – cultures and nationalities – and inevitably to misread signs and misunderstand gestures. More sequences follow. Somewhere in Africa: two young men and a woman, barely clothed, walk into the camera frame, pose and then spin clumsily around, moving slowly in one direction and then the other, following a sequence of steps that I can only imagine they have been coerced into performing. This is followed by shots of families and then a scene where kids in tattered clothing laugh at the camera. None of those images can erase the unsettling scene of the three men and woman forced to present themselves to the camera, and whose only possible resistance is to misperform.


The screen fades to black and when it lights up again, it shows a man in a gleaming white shirt who energetically cranks a hand-wound camera and directs it towards us viewers, grinning. As brief as his presence might be, I feel like he’s observing me, putting me on the spot and under watch. I turn around. The thick carpet must have muffled the steps of the other viewers who were standing there with me minutes ago but have now left. I would have liked to see their reactions but all I can do is to follow them and walk away from the film and into the museum’s foyer. The flood of light, the asymmetrical angles of the futuristic building resting on the banks of the IJ, the inner sea that separates the north of the city from the rest of Amsterdam, are disorientating after the film’s dark, fragile images resurrecting a colonial past.


I walk to the pier where the ferry to Amsterdam Centraal Station awaits, eyes filled with these unknown faces, with these bodies constrained to behave and behold the camera, and these gazes telling a thousand stories, none of them directed at me.










3 Facing Forward



Towards the end of the morning the pale blue winter sky filled with clouds and lashes of rain began to blow across the city. I was sitting at the back of a tram that wound its way through the Indische Buurt neighbourhood. It departed by the waters of the Eastern Docks, and after swerving a little to the right, it began to outline a circle along one of the furthest of the concentric streets that give maps of Amsterdam their familiar clam-like shape. A week or so after the public reading on the Western Docks I had yet to take up the suggestion made by the Australian woman whose voice still lingered in my head.


I was returning from a follow-up visit to an artist who had applied for funding at the foundation I worked for. The discussion about her project had been a joy: her practice had been consistent over the years, and she had a good story to tell. It was clever, as well as politically and socially relevant to the present context; all things the Covert Foundation would be glad to support. The visit had taken longer than expected. My background as an art critic in London interested her. We had ended up talking about artists whose work she felt close to, and discussed exhibitions one of us had seen and the other had missed. We spoke about people we both knew and listed galleries or museum spaces she might be able to show her final project at. These kinds of encounters helped me to bridge my past and present lives. Years before, as a young, idealistic art critic, I would have derided the kind of art bureaucracy that my current job was all about, with its reports, application forms and select committees. But years down the line, after moving abroad and realising that neither art criticism, nor teaching, let alone freelance curating were exactly viable career options, I was grateful for a part-time job that allowed me to travel around the country occasionally and become acquainted with an art scene that I wanted to be included in.


Surprisingly, at some point in the conversation the artist had brought up the dating app. She said that one day it would be seen as a social experiment, and that she was considering using it for a new art piece. She liked the arbitrariness of the encounters she could make with it, and the randomness resonated with the rules that she based her multimedia installations on. She hoped it could lead to uncovering a hidden history of the city through the thousand stories those strangers would tell her.


Following her directions, I first downloaded Facebook to create an identity under an assumed name, so as to then connect it to the app and create a profile there. I liked the idea of an alter ego of sorts, to glide between identities, and keep a certain privacy. My new name would have to be international-sounding and work in different languages, but familiar, too, to Dutch speakers: Emma, maybe, a name that had recently topped the charts for baby names in the country, or Ada, after Nabokov’s ardent heroine. Then I discovered I needed an age, an occupation and a few photographs: the very basics of an online identity. On an app where most users were said to be millennials, forty-five seemed out of place, unimaginable. I paused, typed thirty-nine. Looked at it, erased it. Typed forty-three. I would try and see, be truthful about my age, give or take a couple of years.


I looked up. The carriage, almost empty at first, was getting busier, picking up at each stop older men and women dragging shopping trolleys, presumably on their way to the open-air market on the Dapperstraat. I went back to the phone screen: the profile wanted its boxes to be ticked. ‘Occupation’: ‘researcher’ sounded vague… Vague enough or too vague? ‘Art critic’ might get me into fiery art discussions, and that was certainly not the point. It was a filtered randomness I was after. I wanted to give myself over to the algorithm, and discover the kind of people I had not yet come across in Amsterdam, people I would not meet in the art world. Maybe also men and women of my generation, not that of Anton and his friends, who were all over fifty.


I had to brand myself, so much I understood. ‘Arts administrator’ was far too dull, and it was only temporary, or so I hoped. ‘Teacher’ might awaken domination fantasies but that career option had been sampled and abandoned long ago. Eventually, I typed in ‘Art historian, researcher’: vague enough, but intriguing, with a bit of luck. ‘Researcher’ was accurate, at least, so far as the app was concerned. The rare photos I could find on my phone in which I was neither with Anton nor with Victor would have to do as well. They were few and far between, as if my son had provided, in the past nine years, the only impetus to take pictures of me, and the years before that, I could not take a picture without Anton being somewhere in the frame. I would not put any of that hobbies crap, but just a list of interests, kept vague, and highbrow: books, architecture, design.


The tram now crossed the Linnaeusstraat and glided along the far end of the Oosterpark, occasionally brushing against the bare lower branches of the park’s monumental planes. On the other side of the street, South Indian and Surinamese food shops lined up along the sidewalk, in a continuous row occasionally punctured by a recently opened trendy bar. I searched for one that I knew, Bar Bukowski. It should be somewhere along this portion of the street, the one that had changed the most since I had discovered this part of town a few years back. The downpour continued and people stepping onto the dry tram exhaled with visible relief, slogging down the aisle as their dripping clothes swished about. Others prepared to step out, gripping umbrellas as if they were life rafts.


On the app, however, it was perpetually summer. It showed me men, and occasionally women, all between forty and forty-five, as I had requested. Many were dressed in swimming trunks, hiking shorts, or casual T-shirts and jeans, and wore sunglasses. They drank from beer bottles or sat in restaurants, looking tanned and happy; occasionally, an arm connected to an intentionally blurred female face sitting beside them. An entire sequence showed balding men on boats holding very large fish. I realized I didn’t know anyone who ever went on fishing vacations. The prevalence of sports and holidays in the sun was confirmed swipe after swipe while the rain battered the windows of the tram. I went back to the settings and added a short line to my list of interests in the profile description: ’Not particularly interested in sports or travelling’.


The tram jolted as it reached the raised banks of the Amstel, and we crossed the muddied, agitated waters of the river. The landscape became a blur specked with picturesque lamp posts. Looking out as far as I could, I saw only water, river and sky, a sea of textured greyish-beige, animated by streaks of rain and the swirls they created on the surface of the river. The tram stopped, the doors opened and closed. In came a couple, tourists I presumed. Out went a group of Italian-speaking goths. I continued to swipe. Casual wear seemed to be the norm, although a few men photographed at wedding parties wore suits with flowers on their lapels. Necks bulged from shirt collars, muscled chests stretching their fabric. In front of me, a young father in a dripping rain poncho preceded by a small shy-looking boy boarded the tram. More to my taste, I thought. A banker appeared on the screen: swipe (left); a restaurateur: swipe (right, with hesitation); an estate-agent: swipe left (resolutely).


Poncho daddy stepped out of the tram without so much as glancing in my direction. I continued to swipe away. More wide necks and reddening faces, more balding heads and hardly any women: that was evidently not meant to be, at least today. Instead, a whole age group gradually appeared on the screen: middle-aged men whose physiques were shaped by drink and exercise. I thought again of the found-footage video piece in the museum, and of the individuals the artist had excavated from the film archive, of those bodies that were coerced into performing for the camera, of those who were discovering it for the first time, of those who seemed to ignore it. Ethnography had wanted to scrutinize those ‘other’ bodies, and colonialism, to subject them to the power of Empire. The camera was a key technology to do just that. The photographs on my phone showed a different type of image-making: self-promotion in carefully calibrated shots that exuded the sitters’ pleasure to display themselves and exhibit their well-fed exuberance.
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