

[image: images]






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: images]






Introduction



It’s a privilege to be invited into an artist’s studio. In Daybook, Anne Truitt offers up more: her daily life, her thoughts on the making of art, her childhood, her worries (financial, aesthetic, maternal), as well as her studio practice. Her book is a rare and intense offering, a chance to contemplate the joys and sacrifices artists experience.


When I first read Daybook I was an art student. My copy of the book has its yellowed bookmark from the bookshop where I bought it, long defunct. I was a punk girl with magenta hair and a uniform of black trench coat and fishnet stockings; that girl is gone too, replaced by a lady professor who needs reading glasses. But Daybook remains, its thoughtful, cogent sentences are unaltered. My need, my understanding of Anne Truitt’s experience has changed, though.


As an art student I was searching for women artists who were contrary, steely-minded, committed. I wanted to know how they managed their lives, how they stuck with their art. Art seemed like a difficult calling: how did these women continue, year after year? How did they remain faithful to art?


Now I come to Daybook with different questions. What is success, for an artist? How does an artist’s personal life influence her art? What is lost and gained as the artist reaches middle age and looks back over her body of work? What does she see when she looks ahead?


Anne Truitt was tough. She considered her life and her art unsparingly. She did her best to present all her selves—artist, teacher, mother, child, divorced woman, bread winner, and eventually grandmother—integrated or in conflict, as the events of the day demanded. She was born in 1921 and was associated with both the Minimalism and Color Field movements, but was quite independent in her development as an artist. In Daybook she describes her decision to become an artist and her training, which was figurative and grounded in the natural world. She describes a visit to the Guggenheim Museum in New York, where she saw her first Barnett Newman painting: “My whole self lifted into it.” She went home and began to make the sculptures that were the beginning of her mature work.


Daybook was written just after Anne Truitt had a retrospective exhibit at the Corcoran Gallery of Art. Retrospectives are strange experiences for any artist. The art is considered, curated, gathered and shown in a manner that attempts to be definitive. But if the artist is alive, it can be uncomfortable to be defined. So the journal begins in discomfort and becomes an attempt to regroup, to understand. She writes: “The most demanding part of living a lifetime as an artist is the strict discipline of forcing oneself to work steadfastly along the nerve of one’s own most intimate sensitivity.”


In 2009 I was able to see Anne Truitt’s work for the first time. The Hirshhorn Museum in Washington, D.C., her home city, organized a posthumous exhibition of her work; she had died in 2004. I was with my editor Nan Graham, who was a friend and editor to Anne Truitt. Walking between the human-scale columns with their subtle colors, I felt humble and bereft. The maker of these sculptures had shaped my ideas about living; I would have liked to thank her. I looked at Nan and thought about the ways we all change each other, the ineffable transfer of experience, wisdom, and love from person to person.


Anne Truitt made art and wrote books. She kept making art until a month before her death. She had a family and she recorded both her creative and her quotidian life, not only in Daybook but in two subsequent books, Turn and Prospect. Her thoughts are still relevant, not only for artists but for creative people of all disciplines.


Her words and her art continue to resonate.


Audrey Niffenegger


February 4, 2013
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for Alexandra, Mary, and Sam





Preface



In December 1973, and in April 1974, I was given retrospective exhibits of my work in sculpture and drawing: the first at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, the second at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., where I live. Walter Hopps was the curator of both exhibits; that is, he reviewed all my work in the most minute detail and, with my cooperation, chose which works were to be shown, and installed the exhibits.


The force of this concentrated and unprecedented attention to my work, and to me, swept over me like a tidal wave. The objects that I had been making for years and years were drawn into visibility and, many of them for the first time, set forth to the public eye. But it was not this aspect of the situation which confounded me. The works stood clear, each in its own space, intact. It was I myself who, the longer and the more intensely we worked, failed to stand clear. I felt crazed, as china is crazed, with tiny fissures. It slowly dawned on me that the more visible my work became, the less visible I grew to myself. In a deeply unsettling realization, I began to see that I had used the process of art not only to contain my intensities but also to exorcize those beyond my endurance, and must have done so with haste akin to panic, for it was a kind of panic I felt when once again inexorably confronted by my own work. Confronted, actually, by the reactivation of feelings I had thought to get rid of forever, now so objectified that I felt myself brutalized by them, defenseless because I had depended on objectification for defense. I also felt that my failure to come to terms with these feelings as I was making the work had deprived me of myself in these most profound depths. It was as if the artist in me had ravished the rest of me and got away scot-free. I had the curious feeling of being brought personally to justice, but obliquely.


These feelings made no sense to me until I came slowly and painfully to the conviction that, although I had been scrupulous in trying to integrate the other areas of my life, I had avoided confrontation with the artist.


This anguish overwhelmed me until, early one morning and quite without emphasis, it occurred to me that I could simply record my life for one year and see what happened. So I bought a brown notebook like the ones in which I made lecture notes in college, chose a special day (the first of a visit to a friend in Arizona), and began to write, sitting up in bed every morning and writing for as long a time as seemed right. The only limitation I set was to let the artist speak. My hope was that if I did this honestly I would discover how to see myself from a perspective that would render myself whole in my own eyes.


As I wrote, my life continued in its ordinary round. I took care of my three children, Alexandra, Mary, and Sam, who at the time (1974) were nineteen, sixteen, and fourteen. I cooked and cleaned and gardened and did all the various duties that fall to the lot of a woman living with her children alone. I tried to be patient with the rhythmical unfolding of my writing, never to second-think it, and as the year went on found myself rewarded when a subtle logic began to emerge. I began to see how my life had made itself as I was living it, how naturally and inevitably I had become an artist.


In 1978 my first grandchild was born and I felt moved once more to write, this time with the idea that I might be able to illuminate for myself the painful confusion I felt during the transition my children made as they moved into adulthood, away from me.


So this book has come to exist in a natural way. I hope it may just as naturally keep other people company as they live their lives.


—Yaddo


September 1981





TUCSON, ARIZONA


JUNE 1974





6 JUNE


I have come here to Arizona to visit a friend and to rest because I am in need of comfort after the tensions of last winter, which have left me with a tangle: crossed lines of thought and feeling. I had spent months preparing for two retrospective exhibits, one in New York and one in Washington, and the course of events was much too swift for understanding. I just had to keep winding it all up, every which way. In Kyōto I once saw women rinsing dyed cloths in the Kamo River. The unwieldy lengths of cloth rippled out in long ribbons of blue and green and yellow and orange and red. The river rushed over the colors, the cloth whipped in the swift waves, the women held on to the streamers for dear life. It was a desperate business. I feel as desperate about the unwinding of all that happened to me so fast.


Flying over the desert yesterday, I found myself lifted out of my preoccupations by noticing suddenly that everything was curved. Seen whole from the air, circumscribed by its global horizon, the earth confronted me bluntly as a context all its own, echoing that grand sweep. I had the startling impression that I was looking at something intelligent. Every delicate pulsation of color was met, matched, challenged, repulsed, embraced by another, none out of proportion, each at once unique and a proper part of the whole. The straight lines with which human beings have marked the land are impositions of a different intelligence, abstract in this arena of the natural. Looking down at these facts, I began to see my life as somewhere between these two orders of the natural and the abstract, belonging entirely neither to the one nor to the other.


In my work as an artist I am accustomed to sustaining such tensions: a familiar position between my senses, which are natural, and my intuition of an order they both mask and illuminate. When I draw a straight line or conceive of an arrangement of tangible elements all my own, I inevitably impose my own order on matter. I actualize this order, rendering it accessible to my senses. It is not so accessible until actualized.


An eye for this order is crucial for an artist. I notice that as I live from day to day, observing and feeling what goes on both inside and outside myself, certain aspects of what is happening adhere to me, as if magnetized by a center of psychic gravity. I have learned to trust this center, to rely on its acuity and to go along with its choices although the center itself remains mysterious to me. I sometimes feel as if I recognize my own experience. It is a feeling akin to that of unexpectedly meeting a friend in a strange place, of being at once startled and satisfied—startled to find outside myself what feels native to me, satisfied to be so met. It is exhilarating.


I have found that this process of selection, over which I have virtually no control, isolates those aspects of my experience that are most essential to me in my work because they echo my own attunement to what life presents me. It is as if there are external equivalents for truths which I already in some mysterious way know. In order to catch these equivalents, I have to stay “turned on” all the time, to keep my receptivity to what is around me totally open. Preconception is fatal to this process. Vulnerability is implicit in it; pain, inevitable.


7 JUNE


Sometimes I yearn to “turn off.” I wish I could live in a lower key in a place like the mobile home court through which I walked last evening during a windy, desert-smelling twilight. A makeshift human habitation loosely connected by winding, homemade paths. “Hello” called here and there by a man leaning over his car, by another accompanying his wife, who carried a plate of cookies. A woman watering her lawn (about two feet square) remarked that it was windy. I said it looked like rain. She said she hoped it would. I said, yes, we’ve had a drought. Nothing much, all this, but everything too: usual and, because so, comforting.


8 JUNE


My hand is out. I feel it a numb weight hanging off my right arm as if no longer quick with life. The marks on my fine-grained drawing paper are simply marks, physical traces as meaningless as chicken tracks in the dirt. This is not a new thing to me and is, I suppose, the analogue of writer’s block. Some vital connection in my spirit has gone flaccid. I have learned over the years (there is always the frightening shadow—is it forever?) how to behave. Rest is a concept that seems easy to understand, but I do not find it so, for it is precisely those overstrained parts of myself that persist most obstinately to jangle.


Yet, for all the strains of the retrospectives, I am most profoundly grateful to have had the opportunity to see my work. There were radiant moments. Like the night at the Corcoran Gallery of Art when Walter Hopps and I walked into the room in which we were preparing the exhibit. The sculptures stood in long rows, barely visible, lit only dimly by a skylight. We did not turn on the lights. I walked up and down the dark corridors between their massive forms, most of which towered over me, and held out both my hands to feel them, not touching them. They stood in their own space, in their own time, and I was glad in their presence.


9 JUNE


Consciousness seems to me increasingly inconceivable. I know more and more that I know nothing of its nature, range, and force except what I experience through the slot of this physical body. The tie to my body may feel stronger than it is. So it seems anyway when I remember how I occasionally hold myself separate from it. Yet I balk. When we love one another the most delicate truth of that love is held in the spirit, but my body is the record of those I have loved. I feel their bones as my bones, almost literally. This record is autonomous. It continues, dumbly, to persist. Its power is independent of time. The love is fixed, instantly accessible to memory, somehow stained into my body as color into cloth.


All bodies have this record. It is the magic of drawing them. Here, where my pencil touches the paper, is the place at which a body holds itself intact. The line marks, with infinite tenderness, the experience of a body—a separate unknowable experience inside the line, space outside it.


It was the record of this experience that I was after in the late forties and the early fifties when I modeled human bodies. Classical beauty held no interest for me. I pursued the marks of experience, the lines and lumps left by physical and psychological events assimilated with such difficulty that they had made permanent plastic changes. Elvira, made in 1952 and now destroyed, held her head high over her drained chest; her eyes protruded in a clumsy effort to see what had happened to her. Her hair clung to her head, bunched into an earnest knot at the nape of her stretched neck. She moved out of herself under my hands and then stopped, struck into a stasis she could just barely maintain, a balance so precariously wrought that it had consumed all her vital force.


When I was told, before my marriage, that I was sterile and would never be able to bear children, the deprivation of this palpably physical knowledge haunted and wrenched me; I knew that what I wanted to know for myself had to be known physically. I could not, and did not, accept the fate of remaining as I was then, a woman unmarked by experience, inviolate at my deepest roots. When I modeled one marked, used female body after another, I was recording adumbrations of what I have now, at the age of fifty-three, become. The sculpture failed as art because I did not know at the time, and could not guess except dimly, how much vital force is garnered in the course of assimilating experience. The meaning the sculpture conveyed was skewed toward pain; wrenched proportions twisted it toward caricature. The just proportion of classical form is, I have learned, true to experienced proportion. I now feel my own used body as whole, replete with lines and lumps, but also with a vitality they serve to mark.


13 JUNE


A woman is lost in the desert. A young policeman came to ask us to watch out for her. Senile—“she won’t know where she is”—110 pounds, 5’1”, in a sleeveless one-piece yellow dress with red and green flowers on it. She belongs in a nursing home about half a mile away across the desert. We all know she will not be able to survive the heat, about 100°. “She won’t be in good shape,” the policeman said gently. We watch for her but do not see any yellow and red and green spots in the desert.


14 JUNE


Last night, for the first time in many weeks, I truly slept. I woke once to listen to the little noises of the desert night, and later, chilly in dawn, to pull over me a thin white woolen blue-monogrammed blanket. I had forgotten what sleep is like—a kingdom all its own.


15 JUNE


This morning the light struck the back of my hand at such a slant as to evoke plains stretching far away. A Sahara, sand color; camels could have traversed it only in days of travel. This quick flash took me back to the Saihōji Garden in Kyōto, Japan. There, walking along the paths, which meandered in and out among patches of many varying mosses, my children and I used to play games with scale, wandering in the multifoliate greens clinging to the soft mounds of earth as if in great primeval forests that tangled and roared over our heads.


It has been partly such play with scale that has drawn my attention to the intervals between events, to what is happening when “nothing” is happening. The meaning of two hands clapped is fixed in the soundless interval between the claps. Just so, the meaning of our experience is held in the infinitely short intervals between our sensory perceptions.


It is clearly to be observed in babies and young children. The mother listens to her baby. She tunes her neural receivers to the baby’s and then is able psychologically to hold her child, to prevent the child’s feeling distress. This is the bliss of motherhood, this heavenly capacity to make another human being happy. This same attunement enables the mother to catch her baby’s frustrations before they become too painful for the baby to accept. The art of motherhood is to maintain this nimble adjustment to the child’s course of experience, catching the intervals in such a way that the child can learn to explore independently without coming to harm.


It is no wonder that a man can feel angry when his children are born and this ineffable communication with the mother is established so visibly. Men must occasionally feel a maddening kind of jealousy, most particularly so because there can be no decent relief. And it must be exacerbated by the intuitive knowledge that this is precisely the kind of tuning that occurs in making love. I did not realize when my babies were born how much his natural exclusion from this state of bliss with them may have hurt my husband. I wish I had. The delight was so whole that it seemed to me that he must be burnished by the same glow, especially as it came from a sun lit by him.


17 JUNE


The old woman is dead. She was found on the desert not far from here.


The young policeman said, “She won’t know where she is,” but I think she may have known very well. She left the nursing home in the evening—homecoming time on the desert, when all the animals hunker down. The old woman lay down with them.
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My hand is still out.


19 JUNE


Concerned as I have been these past months to act as intelligently as I could in a complex situation, I have become alert to the frequency with which people tend to act only in the context of their own assumptions. Certain occurrences can then appear to be proof of these assumptions. A wife may assume, for example, that her husband loves her. This may become the foundation for her own actions and for her interpretation of his actions. If he teases her all the time, it is because he dotes on her idiosyncracies. If he drops his clothes for her to pick up, it is because he delights in her care of him. She forgets that it is only within the context of her assumptions that these actions are affectionate. It is just a step from here to the convenience of abstractions that drain the truth out of our experience, dangerously elevating us above the vital checks and balances of the hurly-burly of life.


I leave Arizona tomorrow and, after a brief interval to check on my household in Washington, will go for two months to Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, New York. There, in the unaccustomed company of other artists, I will work, secluded.





YADDO,


SARATOGA SPRINGS, NEW YORK


JULY–AUGUST 1974





1 JULY


This household at Yaddo, of which I am now a part, is organized the way my mother organized the household of my childhood. I feel the orderly rolling of routine around me: repetitive, familiar, restorative. Dinner last night was nostalgic, in the perfect balance of nursery food: candied sweet potatoes, a touch of pineapple, peas, cranberry sauce, cottage cheese, a delightful salad, ice cream, and a large glass of milk. The simple joy of childhood rose in me, a joy elicited by food and by welcome into a household of objective routine.


I have the comfortable feeling of being an inconsequential member of a litter, like a puppy or a kitten. I have a place but am not outstanding in any way. This is a feeling I have always enjoyed enormously. It heals me in some subtle way.


My childhood household was too formal to convey the lighthearted feeling of being in a litter. It was not until 1934, when my younger twin sisters and I visited my mother’s sister, Aunt Nancy, on her farm outside of Charlottesville, Virginia, that I first encountered the relaxation of being one of many children. At that time, as now, I was overstrained by too much responsibility, too much earnestness, and too much sadness. It is a joy to be here, set free, anonymous within a shelter.


2 JULY


My studio here is peacefully widening out. The green shades are furled, the windows are open onto a sweet-smelling meadow with purple martin houses stalking among fruit trees. A grapevine flourishes against the gray stones of the south wall—the studio is called Stone South—and meanders in tendrils over my screens. A wide vegetable garden lies beyond a stout privet hedge to the east. Two triangular skylights allow the northern light to flood in, and me to see the changing clouds. My drawing table stands free to itself. In another area there is room for two sawhorses to support an 8’ X 4’ piece of 3/4” plywood on which I can paint, and other surfaces on which I can spread finished work.


My bedroom is small and white and has a turret and a narrow green-tiled adjoining bathroom. I do not have a telephone by my bed, alert for emergency, and I can leave my glasses on my bureau, yards away, when I sleep. Pine-scented wind sings gently within my shell. I am alone, acknowledged in a silent community.


A community as yet mysterious to me. Guests come and go as quixotically as the White Rabbit. Yet we are all drawn together into a kind of tacit intimacy by being artists, which we handle in different ways. We are gently curious about one another, as if we all had the same disease, could compare symptoms and treatments.
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My hand is back in. The tourniquet that strain had been twisting around it for the past few months has loosened, and its connection with the part of me that knows how to make work in art is once again vital.


I do not understand why I seem able to make what people call art. For many long years I struggled to learn how to do it, and I don’t even know why I struggled. Then, in 1961, at the age of forty, it became clear to me that I was doing work I respected within my own strictest standards. Furthermore, I found this work respected by those whose understanding of art I valued. My first, instinctive reaction to this new situation was, if I’m an artist, being an artist isn’t so fancy because it’s just me. But now, thirteen years later, there seems to be more to it than that. It isn’t “just me.” A simplistic attitude toward the course of my life no longer serves.


The “just me” reaction was, I think, an instinctive disavowal of the social role of the artist. A life-saving disavowal. I refused, and still refuse, the inflated definition of artists as special people with special prerogatives and special excuses. If artists embrace this view of themselves, they necessarily have to attend to its perpetuation. They have to live it out. Their time and energy are consumed for social purposes. Artists then make decisions in terms of a role defined by others, falling into their power and serving to illustrate their theories. The Renaissance focused this social attention on the artist’s individuality, and the focus persists today in a curious form that on the one hand inflates artists’ egoistic concept of themselves and on the other places them at the mercy of the social forces on which they become dependent. Artists can suffer terribly in this dilemma. It is taxing to think out and then maintain a view of one’s self that is realistic. The pressure to earn a living confronts a fickle public taste. Artists have to please whim to live on their art. They stand in fearful danger of looking to this taste to define their working decisions. Sometime during the course of their development, they have to forge a character subtle enough to nourish and protect and foster the growth of the part of themselves that makes art, and at the same time practical enough to deal with the world pragmatically. They have to maintain a position between care of themselves and care of their work in the world, just as they have to sustain the delicate tension between intuition and sensory information.


This leads to the uncomfortable conclusion that artists are, in this sense, special because they are intrinsically involved in a difficult balance not so blatantly precarious in other professions. The lawyer and the doctor practice their callings. The plumber and the carpenter know what they will be called upon to do. They do not have to spin their work out of themselves, discover its laws, and then present themselves turned inside out to the public gaze.


4 JULY


Yesterday’s effort—a long day of demanding work in the studio—seems to have triggered a familiar state. I woke up in the middle of last night hot, flustered, nauseated, and dried out. I had counted prematurely on reserve energy. And now, as in Parcheesi, I am back at Home Start again. I am thankful to be here at Yaddo, where I can stay in bed without disturbing anyone, or anyone’s even knowing.


What worries me is that I try so hard to be sensitive to the variations in my energy level, and fail so often. It frightens me that my children’s security is dependent on my unsturdy, unstable body. Also, the preemptive images that present themselves to me in my conception of my work are on a scale way out of proportion to my capacity to bring them into being. My hand is securely in. My working program was brought into order yesterday. All my projects are on schedule, with the delightful prospect of open time at the end for painting on canvas. But today I am jerked back by the reins of my own physical weakness.


Perhaps the human lesson is always submission. We have a choice: to rebel or to recognize our powerlessness while maintaining our faith. In my own case, the first choice is denied me. I simply haven’t the energy. What rebellion is possible for me emerges as febrile depression. My preconception of how events should go has tricked me once more; I must try to open myself to the flow of cause and effect (of which I am such a small part) with a clean, trusting simplicity.


So I will try to behave intelligently. A day of solitude in bed with The Golden Bowl will probably restore me to work. And I hope I will be here long enough to soak up reserve strength.


5 JULY


The separation of mind and body seems to appear most distinctly after an illness ends. My mind, now clear, is back in the studio, leans over my drawing board, and turns to consider the progress of the sculptures. If it were on its own, I would intently walk over there and intently work. My body walks to the desk and back to bed, glad to return.


6 JULY


Balancing intuition against sensory information, and sensitivity to one’s self against pragmatic knowledge of the world, is not a stance unique to artists. The specialness of artists is the degree to which these precarious balances are crucial backups for their real endeavor. Their essential effort is to catapult themselves wholly, without holding back one bit, into a course of action without having any idea where they will end up. They are like riders who gallop into the night, eagerly leaning on their horse’s neck, peering into a blinding rain. And they have to do it over and over again. When they find that they have ridden and ridden—maybe for years, full tilt—in what is for them a mistaken direction, they must unearth within themselves some readiness to turn direction and to gallop off again. They may spend a little time scraping off the mud, resting the horse, having a hot bath, laughing and sitting in candlelight with friends. But in the back of their minds they never forget that the dark, driving run is theirs to make again. They need their balances in order to support their risks. The more they develop an understanding of all their experience—the more it is at their command—the more they carry with them into the whistling wind.


There seems to be a law that the more conscious knowledge you develop, the more you can expand your consciousness. The artist takes advantage of this law. Wise artists like Titian and Rembrandt and Matisse became greater as they became older. Piero della Francesca died blind at the age of ninety-odd. I think often of what he must have kept on seeing, his own space and color perfectly balanced and alive behind his fixed eyes.


8 JULY


The central fact of the dark run is its high emotion, and this is in no way avoidable in actually making a work of art, even when—as happened to me early this morning—the look of what you are trying to make is clear in your mind’s eye. A certain train of thought that absorbed me ten years ago resurfaced about 5 a.m. in the form of a series of drawings and paintings so plain in their essence that I wonder they evaded me for so long.


This work, which I will begin to make today, is a shear turn of my own earth. When Walter Hopps and I worked on my retrospective last winter, his dogged insistence that I search out every extant piece of work I ever put my hand on plowed, cross-plowed, and replowed this field. The process was unbelievably painful, but I had to watch it happen. Are you sure there weren’t some drawings in 1958 after Mary was born? What happened to the Tokyo work of spring 1967? Where is it? Is it in the basement? Is it on that shelf in the basement? What’s up there, that package? What’s in that box? What’s behind that box? He even forced me to remember three little sculptures I had totally forgotten doing in 1963, because he felt I had made them: three I had forgotten for reasons so close to my psychological bone that I had to stop talking for a moment to collect myself before saying, yes, I had made them, they are here and there, of these dimensions and colors and so forth. He was merciless. He never relented for a second in his intent to see everything.


He exposed year after year of labor. We saw together the character of my effort, as lucid as the annular rings of a tree’s growth. He was like the Hound of Heaven. I felt it that way. I fled. He followed—and followed and followed. His intuitive leap to the certainty of a gap in the work’s natural development prodded my reluctant memory over and over again. Until finally there came an end. “Now you can stockpile again,” he said, and departed from my studio, leaving me as tenderly clean as a wind-washed shell.


The core of my reluctance was, of course, cowardice. I had recorded in order to forget. I had hustled my pain, my despair, my delight, my bafflement onto paper and into clay and wood and stone, and fixed them there as if in magic enchantment. I had thought to hold them, beyond reexamination, reexperience. Sprung from my deliberately wrought tombs, my most secret feelings arose alive, bleeding and dazzling, to overwhelm me once more. I simply could not believe what was happening. And all the while I was in the full midstream of events, decisions to be made, children to be cared for, meals to be cooked, the house to be cleaned, friends to be cherished.


Paradoxically, it was this very pressure that saved me. My past meshed into my present. It had to be taken in, considered, woven. I found, to my surprise, that the experience of my twenties, thirties, and forties had room in my fifties. The warp and woof of my self was looser and stronger than I had known. Thinking I would not survive, I found myself enriched by myself.


9 JULY


My work is coming steadily along. My pace in the studio is practiced. I move from one task to another with the ease of Tarzan swinging on lianas through the jungle. I am at once totally in jeopardy and totally at home.


13 JULY


On the edge of awakening this morning, I slid into the happy consciousness that my life here is just right. I thrive in the repetitive routine. Innocent pleasures suit me. I continue to feel as safe as a younger child in a large family.


My mother’s cool handling of childhood crises was one of my first lessons in how to live. Once I was bitten by a black snake. Blackberry bushes grew close to the dirt road at Lee Haven, a house near Easton, Maryland, in which we spent a summer when I was about seven. Moving through deceptively soft-looking wild grasses that prickled my legs, and picking and eating as I went, I was pushing farther and farther into the thicket when suddenly I felt a blunt, muscular hit on my leg, a sharp pain, and in that second saw the snake’s black body whip out of sight. I remember a moment of paralysis as my seven-year-old mind organized the facts. Then I ran, crying and calling for my mother, to the dark-shingled, frightening house (overshadowed by tall pines, never sunlit), up the white steps onto the wooden porch, in through the wide front door and into the central hall. My mother, in her light cotton dress and white sneakers, was by that time running down the staircase to meet me.


With no loss of time whatsoever and with equally no hurry, she looked at the mark, asked a couple of clear questions about the snake’s body, made me lie down on the black, horsehair sofa in the dining room, told the nurse to put some wet soda cloths on my leg, and called the doctor. I can see her now, dignified and reserved as always, with the telephone receiver shaped like a black tulip held to her ear.


My father was always more anxious about me than my mother. He returned home later that afternoon and rounded the corner into the dining room at a fast trot, flushed with concern and love. Comfortable by that time, I was complacently changing my own wet soda cloths.


I cannot remember ever not knowing that my father loved me more than anyone in the world. I abided in that love, loved and honored it as he loved and honored me. But I never truly understood this central stove of warmth and light in my life until long after my father was dead, until I reached the age he had been in my childhood. Because I was born when he was forty-two, it is only in the last few years that I have wholly loved him. When I was younger, his love seemed excessive, embarrassing because of a proportion I could meet only decorously, never realistically.


It was my mother’s cooler hand that guided, apparently effortlessly and rather unemotionally, my efforts to learn how to live.


14 JULY


Three sculptures are finished, small ones: Parva I, II, and III. And I have now started a series of drawings I am calling Stone South. These are pencil and white paint, very spare: attempts to catch the threshold of consciousness, the point at which the abstract nature of events becomes perceptible. This comes down to the placement of interval: lines meeting and not meeting as close as the force of their lengths will allow; a metaphor for the virtually imperceptible ways in which our lives turn, critical turns of change determined by interval.


I have settled into the most comfortable routine I have ever known in my working life. I wake very early and, after a quiet period, have my breakfast in my room: cereal, fruit, nuts, the remainder of my luncheon thermos of milk, and coffee. Then I write in my notebook in bed. By this time, the sun is well up and the pine trees waft delicious smells into my room. My whole body sings with the knowledge that nothing is expected of me except what I expect of myself. I dress, do my few room chores, walk to the mansion to pick up my lunch box (a sandwich, double fruit, double salad—often a whole head of new lettuce) and thermos of milk, and walk down the winding road to my Stone South studio.


At noon, I stop working, walk up through the meadow to West House, have a reading lunch at my desk, and nap. By 2:30 or so I am back in the studio. Late in the afternoon, I return to my room, have a hot bath and dress for dinner. It is heavenly to work until I am tired, knowing that the evening will be effortless. Dinner is a peaceful pleasure. Afterward I usually return to my solitude, happy to have been in good company, happy to leave it. I read, or write letters, have another hot bath in the semidarkness of my room, and sink quietly to sleep.


15 JULY


My mother’s moral force radiated from her like a gentle pulsation. Sensitive people picked it up and found her presence delicately satisfying. Tall, slender, light-boned, fair-skinned, everything about her was fined down almost to transparency. She moved over the ground lightly, and her golden brown hair (never cut until her head was shaved for an operation to excise the brain tumor that was already killing her) was piled up softly and allowed to fall over her high forehead, above which it seemed to float. Fine, like the rest of her, it would have radiated like an aureole around her head had she not decisively worn a net, invisible, made of real hair.


She was herself only when alone. I used to watch her brace herself for people; even, occasionally, for me. And then watch her straight, narrow back relax, her shoulders drop a little, as she set out for a walk. A few steps away from the house and her feet would begin to skim.


This satisfaction with being solitary was a tremendous source of freedom for me. It implied a delight in self and affirmed my own obsessive sieving of experience. By taking her mind totally off me, she gave me my own autonomy. I knew from experience that she was careful and responsible. I realized that she would have watched me had she not been sure that I was all right. And, if she were sure, I could be sure. Very early in my life, I set out stoutly to look around at everything.


The brick kilns down the street from my house were my first experience of how things were made. They stood on an open lot: low domes with rectangular doors through which, at my level, I looked directly into intense fire—a color unlike anything I had seen before in nature. The bricks went into the kilns fresh and cool and came out dried, hot, and hard. It took me time to grasp this process. I had to return over and over again to see it and to piece the sequence together. Too young to ask, I simply kept going back until I understood.


And so it was with the little town of Easton, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore: an orderly scattering of houses, mostly white clapboard, so small that even on my short legs I was able to encompass the town’s dimensions.


16 JULY


The exercise of this childhood faculty to make a map by simply experiencing the space of an area made Tokyo, where I lived from 1964 to 1967, fascinating to me. There were few street signs, and these I ignored in order to enjoy learning how it all pieced together; in the beginning, I rode in taxis looking out the back window so I could identify my return route. Once routes were established, they formed sections, and these sections finally connected. I devised a web for myself of intertwining, crooked, and elusive roads in which I could live. Yet I never came to feel at home in Japan, hard as I tried. I simply felt incorrectly placed. The air seemed to lack oxygen; the latitude and longitude were incompatible; I felt myself to be in the wrong place on the earth.


17 JULY


Coming into Yaddo has made me realize how dependent I am on this kind of psychological and physical knowledge of where I am. My adjustment here has been a speeded-up run of an old pattern. As a child, I used to lie at night in the Yellow Room at Avonlea, under the roof of loving and loved friends, and feel a flood of homesick desolation, followed by the physical settling of my body into the lumpy mattress. This comforted me. In my body I knew where I was. I would gaze blindly around the darkened room, placing the furniture where I knew it to be from the daytime. The head of the bed backed into a window overlooking a broad lawn that dropped abruptly off into the Tred Avon River. Pallid gray light would begin to fill the room as my eyes adapted to the night. I would turn on my mattress, fitting more securely into it. Spreading beyond the windows behind my head, stretched the lawn, the river, and, following that to the east and north, the town where my house was, my parents, my sisters. I would drift off to sleep, in place.


This dependence on placement is ingrained in me. I pay attention to latitude and longitude. It’s as if the outside world has to match some personal horizontal and vertical axis. I have to line up with it in order to be comfortable.


When I was looking for a house in Tokyo, I was confronted by textural uniformity. There were no residential areas. Everything was interlocked in a repetitive pattern. I felt like a weary seabird trying to decide which wave to alight on in a choppy ocean.


I strained for a state in which I could feel myself placed, and my children safely placed with me.


21 JULY


Sculptors, relying as they do on subtle kinaesthetic cues for the apprehension of weight and form, may be more dependent than other people on placement. I place myself in Washington, almost precisely on the cross of latitude and longitude of Baltimore, where I was born, and of the Eastern Shore of Maryland where I grew up. David Smith, the only other sculptor whom I have known well, chose Bolton Landing, which I visited a few days ago.


For all his apparent toughness, his closely fibered flesh and heavy bones and bristly hair, David was, I always felt, totally vulnerable. He would resist—he tended to keep a field of noli me tangere around himself—and he would fight, but he felt it all. Like a bull walrus, he was crisscrossed with old hurts.


David’s presence was physically comforting, his bulk loomed so. And his intelligence was formidable. He focused it on his art and, like sun through a glass, it could ignite. He seemed never to forget that he was an artist. He just plain chose not to. His professional generosity was total. He taught me the importance of immediately signing and dating every piece of work. He put my attention on how I signed my name. One day in my studio, he grabbed an old scrub brush, marked it with a stroke of white paint, and scratched his name and date into the paint, offering me his way of signing. When I had fabrication difficulties, he suggested technical changes. He accepted me into the honorable family of artists, which he once said was “the only true aristocracy,” and he challenged me to be the “best goddamned artist in the world.” In the next breath he might wonder out loud whether his toe-protector shoes were really strong enough. Or speak with fear—not, it seemed, for himself, but for his work—of not living long. When asked by other artists to critique their work, David always said it was fine, encouraging them no matter what he thought about the quality of their work, because he felt he had no business discouraging anyone who might be able to be an artist.


In January of 1965, I flew from Tokyo to New York for my second exhibit at the André Emmerich Gallery. I landed at night, fourteen hours straight out of the east, and went immediately to Kenneth Noland’s retrospective opening at the Jewish Museum. I felt dazed. All the familiar people were still going on. It was like the last chapter of À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, except that it seemed to be I who had died. David asked me how I liked Japan. I said I didn’t. He looked disappointed in me, began to speak about Japanese art, looked at me again, then leant down and very gently kissed my cheek.


That was the last time I saw David, and after his death the studio felt lonelier. I came to understand that David’s essence for me was that while he was alive he was working. And, if he were working, I was not alone.


22 JULY


One of my mother’s bequests to me was the idea of making things run smoothly. It was engrained in me very, very early that I was not only to make as little fuss as possible myself but also to soothe anyone else who was fussing, and furthermore to watch intently for the first sign of situations giving rise to fussing in order to forestall them. This concern was partly temperamental—my mother was delicately calibrated emotionally—and partly traditional. This curve of control matched, convex to concave, her independence of spirit. Her life was lived on its spine, and mine followed. We paid for our independence inside by doing things well outside.


One step further lurked the pit of hypocrisy: thinking one way and acting another. We avoided this, more or less successfully, in two ways. The first was by taking care all the time to rationalize events into what could be handled smoothly. I can remember watching my mother doing this, both in the drawing room and in the nursery. She chose which aspects of a disagreeable situation she would address herself to, and isolated them as artfully as if life were a game of jackstraws. By this kind of manipulation, we tried to define the course of our lives in accordance with our ideas of what we could handle. We kept our actions honest by the complicated effort of constantly defining what we thought about them.


The second guardrail against the pit was a principle much stronger than that of not making a fuss. In the interest of this principle—that intellectual honesty was the bedrock of a life bestowed by God—making a fuss was sometimes crucial. This life, a gift of grace for an unknown reason, must be lived purely, because at death we return with its accruements to our source. Life is entrusted to us, does not belong to us, and has to be restored in honorable condition. We are responsible for this trust, and must live with this fact in mind.


Wherever we stood, my mother and I, we placed ourselves as upright as possible with God above us and the earth under our feet, trying to forget neither.


It has taken me many years to recognize the mistake intrinsic to my mother’s approach to shouldering this responsibility: She never developed a faith in natural process strong enough to allow herself to trust it, and herself to it. She permitted the circumstances of her life to wear her out while she gracefully maintained a self-defined position in a self-limited world.


I was, I think, more fortunate. In the fullness of my middle years, at the age of forty-three, just when I stood most in danger of stiffening into my mother’s pattern, my husband’s career led us to Japan, where I was unable to play the jackstraws game. None of the straws, neither personal nor environmental, could be sufficiently detached for me to control them.


I felt this defeat adumbrated from the air as our plane banked sharply to land in March 1964, and I saw beneath me a wrinkled-prune land, purple in an apricot-violet mist of evening light. A shock of astonishment flashed through every cell of my body: an instinctive realization that nothing in my experience would help me now, but everything in my experience must be in readiness to learn. In that second, something in me went numb. It was as if the jackstraws game had enabled me to meet the demands of ordinary life and to maintain a kind of structural fence within which I could endure the emotional intensity of my work. Without this security, I became frightened. Though I continued to live from day to day as intelligently as I could, the vital force from which my work had been steadily emerging since 1961 simply stopped. Deprived of this natural flow, as well as of my emotional courage, I was driven to make my work with my mind and its quality so dropped that when I was preparing for the retrospectives last winter I destroyed all the sculpture I had made in Japan. It was simply intelligent work, lifeless.


Looking back, I am astonished that I continued to work at all. Something stubborn and dumb in myself had taken over. I worked harder than I had ever worked in my life, had to work harder because so often the sculpture, varied in a neo-constructivist manner out of a desperate intellectual preoccupation with the laws of visual experience, had to be stripped of color several times before I could even get near to what I thought—thought, not felt—I wanted. A complicating element was the light in Japan, entirely different from that of the United States. When I brought sculptures from Japan to New York for exhibition in 1965, I was horrified to see that the color looked wrong. And I was so out of touch with myself that I used aluminum instead of my customary wood for my structures.


The emotional telepathy of the Japanese penetrated my spirit. I had all my life been accustomed to feeling alien. In Japan, I was alien. And made to feel it. Most particularly by an old woman who lived a few doors up the alley from my studio. My studios have always meant home to me in a special way, so I was painfully vulnerable to her unrelenting hostility, which felt to me like murder. In all the four years we spent as neighbors, she never once returned my greeting, nor even raised her eyes to mine—except on a single occasion and then only to give me a piercing wound. Her entire waking life was spent, apparently, on her front doorstep. All day long she sat there surrounded by piles and piles of old magazines and papers over which she pored endlessly. Around her spread a pool of dark feeling as palpable as smoke. It was difficult for me to take in the facts of her existence. In snow and rain, in heat, from early to late, she never moved except for the shift of an arm, and that I saw only once or twice as a scarcely identifiable movement of her heavy black garments. There was simply nothing to be done about her existence; I could neither help her in her obviously dire poverty nor alter the fact that her attitude toward me wiped out my own existence.


So, unlike my mother, whose ramparts were never breached, I suffered a frightening rout of my habitual defenses. My fortress was indeed so inundated that I was forced to abandon it. I lost forever a whole methodology of living, including my faith in forming such a methodology. Very slowly and painfully, the thrust of my effort to live my life responsibly moved from the habitual formation of constructions to a simple observation that opened my eyes to the natural flow of events. I was forced to grant grace to natural process, myself naked in it, and my life began to present itself in its own rhythm. At first tentatively and then with more confidence, I began to find delight in acquiescence, and finally even a kind of joy in acceptance.


24 JULY


From 1948, when I decided to enter the Institute of Contemporary Art in Washington as a student in sculpture, to 1961, when my work suddenly took an autonomous turn, the forces of instinct and the forces of intuition fought for control of my work. Yesterday intuition fell back briefly before instinct. My hand wanted to draw, to run free. Colors overran, lines tilted, and with about the same degree of effectiveness as Don Quixote going at the windmills. For one whole day I entertained the notion, which had been creeping up on me, of turning my back on the live nerve of myself and having fun.


This morning I am sober. I would be a fool to sacrifice joy to fun.


25 JULY


I now have two large plywood surfaces in Stone South and am working on them in tandem so that the series of paintings on canvas I am calling Brunt is coming along rapidly. They are coming out of the shear turn that presented itself to my inner eye a few weeks ago, a return to the preoccupations in my early sixties’ sculpture: burnt umbers; blacks; dark, dark reds and blues and purples rammed into proportions allowing, to my eye, no room for potential change. They are for me as categorically restrictive as endurance; they are the brunt of endurance. A familiar brunt. It was only in 1967, in the exhilaration of my return from Japan to America, that it occurred to me that I could use the energy I had been putting into endurance to change my life. Yet the concept of brunt, of accepting and enduring, still seems to me to have a kind of nobility. It is, perhaps, less intelligent, but there is a stubborn selfhood about it that is dear to me. It can be, quite literally, the only way to survive.


I am only just now realizing how inorganic, unnatural, my work is. Like the straight lines on the desert, what is clearest in me bears no relation to what I see around me. This is paradoxical, since everything I make in the studio is a distillation of direct experience, sometimes even specific visual experience. Nanticoke, which I’ve never been able to make, is two whole instantaneous “takes” of a bridge and marsh on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, one from childhood superimposed by a second from adulthood. Someday, I hope, these will fuse and come through definitively.


The terms of the experience and the terms of the work itself are totally different. But if the work is successful—I cannot ever know whether it is or not—the experience becomes the work and, through the work, is accessible to others with its original force.


For me, this process is mysterious. It’s like not knowing where you’re going but knowing how to get there. The fifteen years that David Smith thought it took to become an artist are spent partly in learning how to move ahead sure-footedly as if you did actually know where you are going.


26 JULY


Along one of the roads here at Yaddo, a tall pine and a beech tree have grown so close to one another that the beech’s limbs have been diverted by the pine’s trunk. They jut out from joints swollen to uphold them at the angle necessary to allow the pine to grow straight. From this distortion, they encircle the pine gracefully. The two trees do not touch, except at one point where the thrust of the beech’s growth has been turned at a direct right angle. But this touch in no way bends the pine’s erect trunk, which springs in one rigid line from the earth and disappears into the beech’s foliage.


Is this what closeness inevitably involves? The single oak tree in the open field just east of Avonlea spreads in a glistening, dancing summer freedom and reveals in winter the thrusting supports of this brilliance. The full stretch of its power declares itself totally achieved. When I was a child, its perfect growth encouraged and heartened me. It was a plain example of what a tree could be when given a chance. And the chance seemed mostly to be one of place: The acorn had rooted in rich soil, in an open space, in a latitude and longitude that favored acorns.


Yet between the pine and the beech there is a tension that has beauty too. The adaptation of the beech has the grace of submission to circumstances, and their conquest also, as its leaves glitter in the windy sunshine above a certain height and lend their delicate variety to the pine’s harsh needles.


Every place is right for whatever is in it. Acceptance is more understandable to me now than to the child I was. But if I were a tree, I would prefer to be the Avonlea oak.


28 JULY


Yesterday my body began to feel right. The sick fatigue isn’t there anymore. I feel steady. This time I wasn’t at all sure that my body would heal to vigor. Now I can begin to stockpile strength as I am stockpiling work. The protection of the regular routine—the studio hours, the silent days, the naps, the evening reading of Henry James and George Eliot and E. M. Forster, the delicious and balanced meals, the lack of responsibility—has cradled me, and I am recovering from last winter.


31 JULY


A group of resident poets read their work last night in the living room of West House. They read in sequence, a man’s voice, a woman’s voice, each a poem, sometimes quietly repeated until it had settled into us all.


The pain of poets seems to me unmitigated. They are denied the physical activity of studio work, which in itself makes a supportive context for thought and feeling. In my twenties, when I was writing poetry steadily, I heard words at a high pitch. On the deep, full notes of three-dimensional form, demanding for its realization the physical commitment of my whole body, I floated into spaciousness. Using all my faculties, I could plumb deeper, without sinking forever.


Poetry was drawn out of my life, pulled out into lines. Sculpture is not. The works stand as I stand; they keep me company. I realize this clearly here because I miss them. I brought only table sculptures with me. In making my work, I make what comforts me and is home for me.


I expanded into love with the discipline of sculpture. Although my intellectual reason for abandoning writing for sculpture in 1948 was that I found myself uninterested in the sequence of events in time, I think now that it was this love that tipped the balance. Artists have no choice but to express their lives. They have only, and that not always, a choice of process. This process does not change the essential content of their work in art, which can only be their life. But in my own case the fact that I have to use my whole body in making my work seems to disperse my intensity in a way that suits me.


6 AUGUST


In skirting the role of the artist, I now begin to think that I have made too wide a curve, that I have deprived myself of a certain strength. Indeed, I am not sure that I can grow as an artist until I can bring myself to accept that I am one. This was not true, I think, before last winter. I was underground until the two retrospective exhibits of my work. Part of my intense discomfort this past year has been that I was pried out of my place there. I was attached to my secret burrow, which now begins to feel a little stale.


And also egotistic, confined, even imprisoning. I begin to see that by clinging to this position I was limiting what I had to handle in the world to what I could rationalize. As long as I stayed within my own definition of myself, I could control what I admitted into that definition. By insisting that I was “just me,” I held myself aloof. Let others claim to be artists, I said to myself, holding my life separate and unique, beyond all definition but my own.


The course of events in my life has blasted this fortification, as it had blasted another in Japan. The fact of financial insecurity since my divorce in 1971, and the momentum of my own work and my efforts to be responsible for it, have thrown me into the open.


The open being: I am an artist. Even to write it makes me feel deeply uneasy. I am, I feel, not good enough to be an artist. And this leads me to wonder whether my distaste for the inflated social definition of the artist is not an inverse reflection of secret pride. Have I haughtily rejected the inflation on the outside while entertaining it on the inside? In my passion for learning how to make true for others what I felt to be true for myself (and I cannot remember, except very, very early on, ever not having had this passion), I think I may have fallen into idolatry of those who were able to communicate this way. Artists. So to think myself an artist was self-idolatry.


In a clear wind of the company of artists this summer, I am gently disarmed. We are artists because we are ourselves.


9 AUGUST


Aleksis Rannit is right: “Patience is the sister of mystery and tirelessness the best of roads.” In this family, humility is the daughter of truth. As I work to understand my life, its scale seems to diminish, as a tree I gaze up into flattens when I walk up a mountain and look down on it. Humility is really more natural than pride, which seems to me always to involve a lie.


I remember when this lie began for me. I was in my mother’s bedroom, standing in front of a gold-bordered pier glass. It was early afternoon. The light was sunny. It was warm. I had on a white batiste undergarment, all one piece with a drop seat. The neck and arms were edged with narrow lace, and the same lace was on the ruffles gathered by elastic around my legs. I was being dressed for a party. My dress lay on the bed behind me, a translucent white cloud. My mother and my nurse were paying a new kind of attention to me, the same flavor of attention now paid to me at the openings of my exhibits. They were arranging my thin whitish blond hair into a “roach” curl, which was to run from the back of my head along its crown to the center of my forehead. They brushed my hair up, used a little water to hold it, and brushed again. The curl was totally artificial and had to be forced into being. Admonished to stand still, puzzled by their excited determination (very unlike the usual matter-of-fact tenor of the household), I addressed my image in the mirror.


I had never, to my recollection, seen myself before. I looked all right to myself in general; my feeling for my body seemed pretty well matched by what I saw. In fact, I was interested and would have been glad to have been left alone to look. But the chirps about the curl went on and on, and I began to feel uncomfortable. Something was being added to me. They wanted me to be more, and the “more” was the curl. I began to want the curl too, and I remember the first sick feeling of anxiety as they worked to get it to stick there. My healthy self felt whole without it, and recognized quite clearly that I was being made a fool of. But I was fascinated by being praised. The whole room danced with how cute I was. I knew I had done nothing except to stand there. I hadn’t made the hair to begin with, much less the curl. But there it was; I began to want to please in order to get praise. I began to participate in the lie that I was something special, to take that role, to accept what I did not want and did not even think right for myself, in order to taste the sickly sweet flavor of praise.


I remember turning around from the mirror to the bed as they lifted the dress and held it out for me to step into. I held my head stiff with pride.


12 AUGUST


Unless we are very, very careful, we doom each other by holding onto images of one another based on preconceptions that are in turn based on indifference to what is other than ourselves. This indifference can be, in its extreme, a form of murder and seems to me a rather common phenomenon. We claim autonomy for ourselves and forget that in so doing we can fall into the tyranny of defining other people as we would like them to be. By focusing on what we choose to acknowledge in them, we impose an insidious control on them. I notice that I have to pay careful attention in order to listen to others with an openness that allows them to be as they are, or as they think themselves to be. The shutters of my mind habitually flip open and click shut, and these little snaps form into patterns I arrange for myself. The opposite of this inattention is love, is the honoring of others in a way that grants them the grace of their own autonomy and allows mutual discovery.


13 AUGUST


The roach curl is the earliest remembered strand of a web I wove to add on to what I was, what others wanted me to be. The idea that I must meet arbitrary requirements caught fire from my clear recognition that I was very small and powerless; and it coalesced into the fear that if I failed to meet these mysterious requirements I would be abandoned. I began to watch. Anxiety sharpened my wits. From there, it was in retrospect only a step to my adoption of my mother’s constructions for handling experience.


And even these I had to mistrust from the morning I trotted into the kitchen on my very short legs and found her sobbing on a stool behind the swinging door, wiping her eyes on the roller towel. I put my head in her lap and my arms as far around her as I could and pulled. She was like me. Of course, disciplined as always, she stopped crying, reassured me gently but a little briskly, gave me a cookie, and sent me to the garden again. But the fissure had opened, and I was more on my own than before. I understood that there was no safety. It would behoove me to grow up as fast as possible so that I could look after myself. And look after others too, for in that moment I had felt my mother’s acceptance of comfort, her reliance on me. It was ambiguous, this reliance, because I knew and she knew that I could no more protect her than she, it had suddenly become clear, could protect me. But compassion is one of the purest springs of love, and it was love that I took with my cookie out into the garden.


14 AUGUST


The lives we lead appear, on logical examination, to result from the inexorable operation of cause and effect. The point at which we seem able to bring to bear our modicum of will is on our own attitudes, which then manifest themselves in the way we handle events. By our means we can try to tailor our ends. In the interval between event and responsive action, attitude acts like the chemicals in the nerve synapse, mediating the quality of the response. I try to work on my attitude toward what happens. In order to do this I find I must attempt to keep a distance, a position from which to examine my experience. For me, the key to this distance is the memory of how I was when I was very young. From this pure feeling of “I-ness,” my life appears in retrospect to have been structured by a process of acquisition. I learned and retained and organized a set of facades appropriate to various occasions. When I encountered Gurdjieff’s definition of personality as a compendium of many “I’s,” as distinct from the pure feeling of “I” with which we are born, which he calls “essence,” I recognized its validity in my own experience.


15 AUGUST


Opinions underpin attitudes. When I began to move out of childhood, opinions, strongly expressed, seemed to me the hallmarks of adulthood. Choices had to be made between this and that, this being scorned, that being lavishly admired. Everything had to be judged, from trivialities to poetry. By these judgments you were yourself judged. I had acquired the roach curl by others’ efforts, but later acquisitions had a more robust flavor; I flattered myself that I had made them for myself, rarely noticing how deftly I had tailored them to suit the fashion and how anxiously I had watched for reactions to them. Always a little behind, running to catch up, I panted to stay on the right side of all the good-bad dichotomies into which, it seemed, everything was divided. Choices, choices, choices. Did the violet scarf look right with the pink dress? Was it too cold to swim? What did so-and-so mean when she made such-and-such a remark? Why didn’t Miss Perry marry Mr. Lockhart, who sat in the sun outside his hardware store all day? And I could make people laugh by saying, “Because he’s too fat,” tickling myself with pleasure while feeling sick because I never passed him without feeling deep compassion, so short on his little stool, so round a cannonball of stomach resting on his patiently parted knees. Why doesn’t she marry him, I asked myself in a different part of myself, feeling the sere waste of their lives, his resignation to his lonely stool, hers to her sewing machine and to her stolid, passive mother.


The judgments I copied, then learned to make as I observed others make them, with just enough of myself in them to make them amusing or interesting contributions to conversation, began as fragments. It took time and effort to make them fit into cohesive plaques of personality that would be hailed with little cries of recognition and appreciation. It was a lot more difficult than the curl, but the effect was the same: I had to hold myself stiff, but I got the praise. And saved myself from being outcast.


16 AUGUST


The mist muffled sound early this morning. Very faintly, I heard footsteps on the gravel outside my turret. Just so do I remember my father’s step, somewhere around the edge of my life when I was a child, never very far away, a little rushed, like a lively rabbit who was curious. He was an immensely loveable man who never managed to grip the ground in life. He inherited some money and never worked steadily except for charitable organizations and in occasional occupations. The youngest of six children, brought up in a large, rambling, gray clapboard house in St. Louis, he seemed to skim along from day to day, amused (for the most part) and cheerful. Spasmodically gripped by a desire to be, say, a writer or a painter, he would undertake lessons, write or paint for a while, and then the effort would dwindle into the preemptive course of events. Alternating with these spasmodic attempts to express himself were periods of depression during which he would drink. During these times, he wept slow tears that made his soft cheeks shine. My mother was incapable of understanding what he was suffering, and she dealt with him as she would have dealt with a disappointing child: She was polite and a little remote and ashamed.


It was to my mother that I turned for structure and for intelligent decision, but it was my father who matched my zest for life itself; everything that happened was a matter of curiosity to be explored and examined with hearty directness.


His recurrent lapses into alcoholic depression brought me smack up against the problem of loving someone whom I couldn’t entirely respect. I chose to love him anyway and left understanding to fall into place later. This early choice has persisted. It is easy for me to love, to hold someone in affectionate confirmation, even when I can see quite plainly that the feeling is quixotic.


I have always been mystified by the speed with which people condemn one another. Feeling as righteous as Christ chastising the money-changers in the temple, they cast their fellows into the outer darkness of their disapproval. This seems to give them intense pleasure. Whenever I am tempted by this pleasure, I remember some impulse in myself that could have led me, granted certain circumstances, into the condemned position. This has caused me to distrust the part of myself that would relish self-righteousness.


17 AUGUST


This morning, for the first time since the afternoon of the opening last April, I reread the catalogue for my retrospective exhibit at the Corcoran Gallery of Art. The sick feeling of involvement with my work is definitely fading out. What I am left with is gratitude for all the effort so many people made for my work, and the beginning of an acceptance that allows me to let last year slip into the past.


19 AUGUST


Wood is haunting me. In 1961, I thought of making bare, unpainted wooden sculptures for the outdoors. On the National Cathedral grounds in Washington there is a carved wooden bench honed to honey color by weather. It stands under a tree, and so could a sculpture; this was my thought last spring as I ran my fingers over the pure, bare surface of the bench. I have been thinking about Japanese wood and the heavenly order of humble materials.


I come to the point of using steel, and simply cannot. It’s like the marriage proposal of a perfectly eligible man who just isn’t loveable. It is wood I love.


So any outdoor works, if they materialize, will not be heroic contemporary sculptures in the current tradition of David Smith. They will disintegrate in time at something comparable to the rate at which we human beings disintegrate, and with the same obvious subjection to its effects. They will not pretend to stand above the human span, but they won’t be quite as short-lived. They may outlive several generations.


All my sculptures have these qualities, inherent in wood itself. Placing them outdoors would simply shift the balance of power into the hands of time.


21 AUGUST


I sometimes wonder whether my concern in my work with the limen of consciousness, with the threshold at which experience becomes just perceptible, is not related to my very long memory, which stretches back into my infancy. I remember lying on a table in the pale light of night. My lower body is drenched. My diaper is being changed. I already know that I will be comfortable very soon, and I feel patient. My nurse is tall and slender and serene, like my mother, though I know that she is not my mother. I trust her. Her hands are gentle and sure. Suddenly, from my right, a white shadow (flung up, I now suppose, by a passing automobile) lances across my vision, a deliberate lightning, illuminating progressively the windows, the slanted ceiling, my nurse’s leaning form, my body, and a pile of cloth on the table beside me. I am totally surprised to find myself in a small, pulpy body in a place where light moves across darkness.


My nurse’s name was Stella. She was beautiful, her skin a soft, pale copper underlaid with apricot. By the time my twin sisters were born, eighteen months after me, Stella had left us, and my mother took me to see her one warm afternoon. We walked down to Stella’s house and found her lying on a pallet on the floor of the front room. Her length, so often measured vertically from my low perspective, was now shockingly horizontal. My knees were above her head. Her frail body was flat, scarcely lifting the cover under which it was neatly stretched, and her long hair, usually wound around her head, was combed out and spread thinly on the sheet. Her face was pure, as I had always remembered it, but now filmed with sweat. My mother, the same slender shape erect, stood with me, and we spoke quietly for a few minutes. Stella and I yearned for one another, but I could not stay. On the way home, my mother explained that she was dying, and managed by her own acceptance of love and parting to leave Stella whole and forever alive in my heart. There she remains fixed, intact, a touchstone for the quality of love. But love is too heavy a word for this light unity, the color and texture of honey, the sound of summer meadows in fresh winds.


23 AUGUST


I leave Yaddo this morning. It is raining steadily and the mist divides the trees outside my windows into stage flats. My finished work is packed into my car, which rides low with the weight. I arrived at Yaddo depleted; I leave fortified.





WASHINGTON, D.C.


AUGUST 1974–JUNE 1975





26 AUGUST


My house is coming back under my hand. Clothes, washed and ironed, are hung in order in our closets. Sheets are piled up in crisp folds. Tables have been polished so that we may sit around them and laugh and eat a lot of the things we particularly like. The web of the house is caught up here and there, reattached, realigned, loosened, straightened. My bedroom curtains, lightly starched, dance with light. The front porch is swept ready for the winter firewood. Our cat, Rosie, curls around us in welcome, and Bear, our new puppy, guards us. He is charming, all out of proportion: enormous paws, long tail hanging off the end of his skinny body, heavy head with prune-colored eyes that follow us around when he himself is not gamboling under our feet.


2 SEPTEMBER


The stark fact of financial insecurity is once again stage center. Confronted by it in the summer of 1973, I circled the territory of my competence. Several alternatives presented themselves, only to be disqualified. I had one year of formal training in art, no degree. Teaching, requiring in the ordinary run of positions at least a master’s degree in fine arts, would have meant further study, and this seemed ridiculously out of proportion, in addition to costing money itself. My B.A. and three years of professional experience in psychology were negligible professional equipment. A routine job remained a possibility, but one of last resort.


So I came then to the decision to ride out the jeopardy of art with as much courage and faith as I could. Turning it over once again now in my mind, I reach the same decision but with a change in attitude. Last year I did not have enough faith to trust myself to the course of events without a certain anxious steering toward success. Not for the glory of it, heaven knows, but for the sheer earning of money for the children and myself. I feel differently this year. I have set my sails without a preconceived course. It is a change to have sails to set. The metaphor is different. Last year a canoe, this year a ship in full sailing trim, keel stripped, lines coiled, sails patched with new cloth. My hand is light on the wheel. I am open to shifting winds and seas. I am even curious.


And can afford to be. My house is stout and my studio stands a few feet away from it in my garden. My children are healthy. Alexandra has her own apartment. Mary and Sam are well established in good schools and live here comfortably with me. Though I have little ready money, I am fortunate to have a modest inheritance, which backs me up.


3 SEPTEMBER


Last winter, during the course of preparation for the retrospectives, I found myself on the crest of an unspeakable loneliness. Stopped, I told my children that I would like a day to myself and went to the National Gallery. I arrived just before the doors opened and waited on the steps leading up from the Mall, sitting patiently as in a doctor’s waiting room. Admitted, I went straight to the Rembrandt self-portrait, painted when he was fifty-three, my age. He looked straight out at me, and I looked straight in at him.


There is a sort of shame in naked pain. I used to see it in my patients when I was working in psychology and nursing. They found it more seemly, more expedient to pull over themselves thin coverlets of talk. There is wisdom in this, an unselfish honor in bearing one’s burdens silently. But Rembrandt found a higher good worth the risk and painted himself as he knew himself, human beyond reprieve. He looks out from this position, without self-pity and without flourish, and lends me strength.


I sat for a long while in one of the rectangular courtyards listening to the fountain. Feeling the artists all around me, I slowly took an unassuming place (for two of my own sculptures were somewhere in the museum) among the people whose lives, as all lives do, had been distilled into objects that outlasted them. Quilts, pincushions, chairs, tables, houses, sculptures, paintings, tilled and retilled fields, gardens, poems—all of validity and integrity. Like earthworms, whose lives are spent making more earth, we human beings also spend ourselves into the physical. A few of us leave behind objects judged, at least temporarily, worthy of preservation by the culture into which we were born. The process is, however, the same for us all. Ordered into the physical, in time we leave the physical, and leave behind us what we have made in the physical.


I went from the courtyard to Cézanne. Behind the paint marks, shining through like a promise, another reality transcends the tangibility of his paintings. Cézanne affirms that this world exemplifies, illustrates, hints. But he too was caught by his humanness. He died watching the door through which he hoped his son would arrive.


5 SEPTEMBER


An operation for a ruptured appendix in the autumn of 1938, my first year at Bryn Mawr College, temporarily ended my formal education; the surgeon refused to allow me to return for the completion of the year. The following summer I took a course of exercises with the psychiatric patients of Highland Hospital in Asheville, North Carolina, where we had moved from Easton, Maryland, when I was fourteen. These exercises, it was hoped, would strengthen my torn abdominal muscles. They served a more important function. I worked side by side with psychotic and psychoneurotic patients for two and a half hours every day, and slowly my inclination to be a psychologist hardened into determination.


“The schizophrenic patients don’t suffer,” I was told briskly. “They are happy in a world of their own.” I did not think so. I watched their agony. Sometimes all would go well. Their arms and legs would coordinate, the volley ball would soar over the net, the push-ups would proceed rhythmically. Then a terrible pause would intercept their attention. Their bodies would freeze into a grotesque game of Statues. An attendant would coax them back into routine. Heartbreaking resignation stared from their eyes. They were doing the best they could. Their behavior, jerked by the automatic operation of a too idiosyncratic rationale, was logical only within its own context.


7 SEPTEMBER


Flush with youthful idealism and vigor, I set about to train myself. In people who were mentally ill, I found the pain I felt to be general so focused, so concentrated, that I could set myself against it. The practice of psychology offered me a position from which I could engage in battle.


Seven years later, in the spring of 1946, I abandoned the field.


It was not a retreat. I simply walked off it, quite unexpectedly. One minute I was relaxed behind my desk in the psychiatric laboratory at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston, routinely giving psychological tests to a patient, and the next I was erect with the conviction that I was in the wrong place. The patient was a man in his early forties. He was on the psychiatric ward because the doctors thought his ulcer problem was more than usually complicated by psychological factors. Clad in a wretchedly worn, gray terry bathrobe provided by the hospital, bare-legged in floppy slippers, he sat on a straight chair in the center of a laboratory room lit by one bare hanging bulb. It was late in the afternoon, almost twilight. Around him was a detachment unusual in patients, who commonly had a song to sing, a tale to tell, a point to make. This man simply presented himself for examination. I remember feeling particularly competent, at ease in my white laboratory coat behind my desk, pencils at the ready. By this time, I had given these tests often, and the routine stretched blandly before me. I felt intact, invulnerable. A large window at my back gave me further advantage. The room and the patient were at my command. I was twenty-four.


I started with the usual questions in the usual soft, reassuring way. He answered neutrally. I remember noting “little emotional tone.” I kept the introduction going for a while, hoping he would liven up. When he didn’t, I was forced by the exigency of my own schedule to introduce the requirements of the test. This was the pivotal point: He had taken control by his passivity. I had to give him the test. He was granting me the grace to act upon him. I felt nonplussed, but continued. And then, as I paused at the end of the introductory instruction, he suddenly reared his head back and looked up at the hanging bulb with utter, unrelievable, acquiescent weariness, without hope.


The whole situation flashed into a lie. I saw myself as cardboard, propped up in an emblematic white coat behind a desk, irrelevant to his suffering. I realized instantly that my position was false. And shamefully impertinent—looking out from a stuck-up place while his legs stuck out naked. As long as I was separate from the man, I was useless to him. And beyond that opened the blinding insight that this uselessness undercut the whole structure of my endeavor for the past seven years.


It was over in that second when his head flung up against the light. I left Massachusetts General Hospital very soon thereafter. I thought it over, of course. I could have persisted and gone to medical school, become a doctor, and returned to do battle on a sounder and possibly more effective level of knowledge. But the basic separation remained an iron obstacle. No matter how much knowledge I could bring to bear, I would be in the position of acting upon other people, and always ultimately vulnerable to their acquiescence. They would control the amount of help they would allow me to give them. My skill would have to be pitted against those parts of them that wanted to remain ill. I had no stomach for this battle.


I was even more deeply appalled by the sudden realization that, if I locked myself into a position of having to be right for others, I might not only have to defend it, but also—dangerously—have to come to believe it myself.


These reflections were in no sense generalizations, only the tracks of my circling of my own situation and character. They had for me the slightly stale flavor that marks all afterthoughts. The truth of an intuitive leap is pure and straight. I had simply seen that I must unite with pain, abandon my artificial position of elevated immunity, in order to place myself in the way of assuaging it. The relationship of psychologist to patient had ceased to serve my purpose.


10 SEPTEMBER


The familiar strain of sustaining the various demands of daily life is once again a whine in the back of my mind. As I move from cleaning the house to washing and ironing to cooking to work in the studio to helping the children with their homework, even in the atmosphere of satisfaction these activities evoke, their inexorable sequence jerks my body into a faster pattern of response than is natural to it.


I could lower my standards but in so doing would sink with them, taking my children with me. It is not necessary for us to have candlelit dinners every night. But the ceremony of meals has always been important to regard. Where else can children learn so easily and pleasantly, and at such range when guests are included, what it is to be grown-up? The world of children is fascinating but very personal. The presence of adults in the full cry of conversation, with opinions, interests, engagements, and responsibilities discussed, crisscrossed by agreements and disagreements, laced with rhetoric, is so pungent with variety that children can learn without harm to their self-respect that they are, for all their interest to themselves, on their way to larger definitions.


Doing my duty as well as I can is essentially self-serving. It is only by attending to tasks and responsibilities as they arise that I can prevent myself from feeling angry that I cannot work in the studio as much as I want to. This is particularly true now, fresh as I am from the time at Yaddo when I was free from all demands other than those I made of myself. Anger at once excites and deadens my mind. The only answer to it I have found is efficiency. So I have tried to train myself always to keep abreast of the household routine in order to set myself free for clear concentration in the studio.


11 SEPTEMBER


The decision to leave psychological work was the second major decision I made entirely on my own as an adult. Both seem to have been based on the same pattern: while pursuing a course of action apparently wholeheartedly, I had changed behind my own back.


When I applied to Yale in the spring of 1943, immediately before my graduation from Bryn Mawr, I was entirely convinced that I wished to pursue the graduate study of psychology. But when I received word from the university that I had been accepted, I was surprised to find myself mysteriously reluctant. I went for a walk to think things out. As if to invoke the presence of my mother, who had been dead for almost two years, I followed the path she used to walk and rested at a spot from which we had often gazed across the lake. As I sat looking at the landscape, I began to realize that my personal experience felt more valuable to me than my academic training. I had been working as a Red Cross nurse’s aide during the summer following my graduation, and the care of the patients, mostly poor mountain folk, had opened my eyes to a whole new range of human life as well as to the satisfactions of using my hands. The more I turned it over in my mind, the more clearly I saw that what I wanted was a personal involvement with people rather than theoretical knowledge. By the time I got up off the grass, I had decided to join my two sisters in Boston, a city about which I was curious anyway because my mother and her family for generations before her had been born there. I would get a job, I decided, follow my life as it opened in front of me, and learn as I went along.


The decision to leave psychology was more dramatic because I came to it so suddenly, but the facts behind it fell into the same pattern. While working on research projects as a psychologist at Massachusetts General Hospital, I had also worked there at night as a nurse’s aide, and my feeling for the poignancy of human lives had been deepened more by this personal service than by the work in the psychiatric laboratory. In addition, released from the discipline of college, I had read widely and with passion and had begun to write poetry and short stories. These two lines of development had slowly, and without my noticing what was happening, become my principal preoccupations both intellectually and emotionally. The more I observed the range of human existence—and I was steeped in pain during those war years when we had combat fatigue patients in the psychiatric laboratory by day and I had anguished patients under my hands by night—the less convinced I became that I wished to restrict my own range to the perpetuation of what psychologists would call “normal.” And in the light of what I was reading—D. H. Lawrence, Henry James, T. S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf—I had begun to see that my natural sympathies lay with people who are unusual rather than usual.


I honestly do not believe that I would be an artist now had I not been first a nurse’s aide. The evening hours are poignant for hospital patients. In the gathering night, I rubbed backs, fetched ice water, washed faces and hands, remade beds to smooth comfort, toted bedpans, fed blind patients, gave babies their bottles, combed hair, moved patients from floor to floor, and occasionally helped in the emergency room. I listened to low voices, harsh voices, screams and sobs, looked at pictures of families, reassured frightened patients and their relatives, prayed, washed dying bodies to make their transit decent.


Finally night would fall over the lined-up beds. We would dim the lights one by one, patting and smoothing as we passed. Care made a kind of family. When I walked through the dark streets to the subway to return home, I used to feel them all behind me, as if I were myself stretched out inside each one.


So the ulcer patient who flung back his head crystallized for me a whole complex of personal emotional knowledge. I had begun, without realizing it, to open up the ducts through which my life would flow into art.


The hallmark of a decision in line with one’s inner development is a feeling of having laid down a burden and picked up a more natural responsibility. By 1947, when I married James Truitt and moved to Washington, D.C., I had formed the habit of working on my own and had stockpiled a fair number of poems and short stories.


18 SEPTEMBER


I did not see a painting of high quality until I was thirteen. One hot afternoon, my father took my sisters and me to a friend’s house to swim. We were led through a wide central hall at the end of which a screen door opened out onto a sunny lawn bordering a broad river. On the left of this door hung a small painting, the head of a girl in brilliant, clear colors. I gazed, transfixed. I remember swiftly calculating whether it would be rude to ask about it. I felt shy to thrust my curiosity forward, but I was blocking the way as I stood in front of it and I finally found it less awkward to ask who had made it. “Renoir,” was the answer, “a French painter.” Pressed by our small group, I moved on, but I have remembered the radiance of that little painting ever since, along with the dazzling insight that such beauty could be made.


Now, when I am called upon to look critically at the work of another artist, I watch for this response—the spontaneous rise of my whole being.


This instantaneous recognition of quality has been very, very rare in my experience with artists I am called upon to gauge, and in these modest circumstances I make it a habit to start by coming to respectful attention. It is such an act of courage to put pencil to paper that I begin by honoring the artist’s intention.


Usually the work falls into a range I have to examine with my mind, in the light of what I know about the history of art and about its techniques. If the work is the result of honest effort, I acknowledge its validity but I look for the skill and talent that set apart potentially significant art. I try to discern the range of the artist’s gift. When this range coincides with contemporary artistic concerns, the work has cogency in an historical context. This seems to me to be a matter of luck. A perfectly articulated range of sensibility may be just plain irrelevant to the problems confronting artists ambitious to make work of the highest quality in this historical sense. The degree to which an artist addresses these problems usually indicates the degree of his or her ambition. There is a sort of “feel” that marks relevant art. To some extent it can be learned, and here I find that young artists can badly deceive themselves: They can fall into using intelligence the wrong way; they can fail to realize that the purpose of scanning contemporary art is to use its articulations for the purer realization of their own work. As a carpenter might reach out for a newly invented saw, the work of other artists may suggest techniques or even solutions. But the essential struggle is private and bears no relation to anyone else’s. It is of necessity a solitary and lonely endeavor to explore one’s own sensibility, to discover how it works and to implement honestly its manifestations.


It is ultimately character that underwrites art. The quality of art can only reflect the quality and range of a person’s sensitivity, intellect, perception, and experience. If I find an artist homing in on himself or herself, I bring maximum warmth to bear, knowing full well that the process is painful and, lonely as it is, susceptible to encouragement. Companionship helps. And the pleasure of being with younger or less experienced artists can be intense—the delight of watching people grow into themselves, becoming more than they have known that they are.


Sometimes artists use their work for ends that have nothing to do with art, placing it rather in the service of their ambitions for themselves in the world. This forces their higher parts to serve their lower parts in a sad inversion of values. And is, in art perhaps more than in any other profession, self-defeating. Purity of aspiration seems virtually prerequisite to genuine inspiration.


20 SEPTEMBER


When I returned to Bryn Mawr in 1939 to continue my interrupted academic education, I dropped Latin, took the required course in philosophy, and came under the hand of Dr. Désiré Veltman. He burned into my brain the acid uncertainty of knowledge. A proposition examined became a proposition replaced by another proposition. Driven like Liza on the ice floes, I no sooner got my feet on one idea than I had to jump to another. I have always been grateful to him for allowing me to fall into the water often enough to gain some inkling of how to think without hardening the thought in the process of thinking it. He also taught me the pleasure of paradox: delight in Heraclitus’s dictum that the only unchanging principle in life is that everything is always changing. The concept of the logos and the flux lying along a curved line that is at once convex and concave and unifies opposite forces in one identity has remained a spine as intimate to my thought as my backbone is to my body.


Later I studied Greek literature in translation. Of all the courses I ever took, it was the one closest to my bone. Looking back, I wonder why I stuck so tenaciously to my major in psychology, though I am glad I did. The discipline was incomparable: In one course we had eight hours of lab work a week and wrote a report on each experiment, one a week, which often ran to ninety-odd pages. It was difficult material and had to be learned on its own terms. I addressed myself to it as to battle, determined to master it. But a hard loneliness I had not known I had in me melted in the companionship of the Greeks. I embraced them. In some part of my mind Prometheus never leaves his chains; his vulture is my vulture. I flee the Eumenides. Aegisthus’s horror is my horror. Clytemnestra’s fires leap from headland to headland in the velvety night. Sappho’s flowers burn pure color. Themistocles is forever throwing away his sword in a Thracian wood; dolphins scarcely more solid than the pewter sea surge around him. Odysseus fends and feints around the wine-dark Mediterranean, scratching in muscular perplexity and arching his charms. Achilles cannot help killing Hector, whose great bronze helmet rolls under the walls of Troy from which his son Astyanax, forever catching his breath, is flung to the ground. Andromache’s pain detonates off Cassandra’s piercing syllables. The sandals of Tiresias lift stately puffs of dust. His blind eyes comfort Oedipus, whom I follow to Colonus.


The Greek poets saw and felt, and then wrote. They learned from suffering, and the way they learned was to make the effort to articulate their personal experience into forms that transcended it. They combined examined experience with the discipline of art to bring forth a statement forever useful to their fellow human beings. It was their solution to the problem of universal pain that struck me: not the direct alleviation, which I was pursuing so hotly in my study of psychology, but a way that beckoned people toward aspiration.


22 SEPTEMBER


Biology stretched physical scale. Under the microscope, largeness became smallness, which became largeness. It was obvious that both ends were open on this continuum.


I found myself able—I was totally astonished—to draw. With a very sharp pencil, I outlined a beautifully intact amoeba and placed the nucleus where I saw it. It was my first taste of picking up and moving into visual terms what I saw to be true. Being stuck in my habit of literary expression, I had never thought of this possibility as a personal option before, and never actually thought of it then, just delighted in the balanced coordination of eye and hand. The paramecium was a real field of action; the placement of the cilia had to be invented, their movement being too rapid for exact depiction. I remember memorizing the length and generalizing the nature of the pattern their motions made so I could, in terms of art, abstract them accurately. I kept my pencil very, very sharp. I made the lines lightly, but firmly, bearing down just enough. Absorbed by the incredibly compelling life I saw under the microscope, my pencil was in its service. Given a dogfish laid out on a tray, I traced his nervous system with passionate concentration. Palms wet with my intent to see it all, I kept losing the tiny threads and then asking for help. Relocated, I tracked them relentlessly. Under my pencil, the lines were this struggle.


And, when I came to the dissection of a lobster, I connected this line with life and death. Mine was brought to me alive, his heart injected with dye so I could trace his blood’s circulation. When I had finished, I took my tray to the instructor, who killed my lobster and handed him back to me to dissect further. His life ended under my pencil, and continued in my pencil.


The range of simple biological fact was presented in such perfect order and with such ardor for scrupulous methods of investigation that my whole understanding developed soundly. I was given a kind of map, like one of those plastic sheets that, placed over jumbled lines, startlingly organize them into a readable picture. This order fleshed out my inherent intuition of order; it strengthened the conviction that I could trust my own being.


And the discipline of laboratory work placed a pencil in my hand and demanded that through it I convey what I experienced. This cut the first direct channel between my experience and my hand.


23 SEPTEMBER


My mother was a friend of probity. She guarded the ramparts of my integrity. Girded with love, she patrolled the byways of my character. When she spoke, I listened with particular trust, knowing that, although I might not like what she said, I would learn. I trusted her honor to guard mine, having caught its spirit on my torch. When she died, I felt the spring of release from this watchfulness. It was the most irreplaceable bereavement.


She only betrayed me once. In the fall of 1939, when I was confidently expecting to return to Bryn Mawr for the freshman year that had been interrupted by appendicitis, she invited me for a walk. As we rounded a corner near our house, she announced that my twin sisters needed educating and she could not afford to send me back to Bryn Mawr, having forfeited a whole year’s tuition when I had been unable to return the previous November. She continued to say that she had written Bryn Mawr to this effect and had enrolled me in Duke University. I remember standing in the middle of the road, stunned. I simply could not take in the fact that she could have snatched so wantonly away from me what I knew to be my salvation—the opportunity for excellence. I asked quick questions. Did my father know? Yes. Was the whole matter settled? Yes. Was there any option? No. Had she definitely, irrevocably, decided? Yes. She stood there, confronting me in her impeccable white sneakers, and I felt the iron of her decision. I cried and begged and groveled and for the first time in my life felt the limits of my own control over myself. She not only could control my life, she intended to do so, sharp against my will and my own feeling for myself. I had visited a friend at a large university like Duke and had been appalled by the crowded quarters in which my friend lived with three roommates, by the giggling, the disorder, the heavy bodies, the hundreds of herded students, the indifference of a population leveled by sheer numbers into what I at that time felt to be mediocrity. In a blinding, terrified flash, I saw that I was to be placed in that situation, forced to adjust beyond my sensibility. Crying did no good. She held her ground. We returned to the house, having got no further than the curve of the road.


Twenty-four hours later a letter arrived from Bryn Mawr offering me a full tuition scholarship. The dean of admissions, an austere and scholarly woman, had saved me. She must have made the decision by some intuition beyond my guessing. My record in the few weeks I had been in college had been in no way unusually good, and indeed I had failed a Latin test just before the Thanksgiving vacation during which I had been stricken by appendicitis. Partly, no doubt, she was motivated by a sense of fairness. But I felt, beyond that, a faith in me I will always remember with profound gratitude. My grandmother used to say that we never do other people good when we intend to. But we do, even if rarely.


24 SEPTEMBER


In my last year at Bryn Mawr I took creative writing with a professor who lent my work a most delicate attention. Her intellectual sensitivity, as translucently articulated as the frame of a praying mantis, led me to trust her skill; we took equal pleasure in elucidating my tales of my childhood insights. She taught me to be succinct, to weigh each word in my hand, and she clarified for me the syntax by means of which I could make transitions—one in particular I remember in which an ailing old judge totters up his shallow porch steps, lowers himself into his creaking wicker rocking chair, and leans over to speak down to the little girl who was myself, staring up at him from the street.
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About the Author



Anne Truitt was born in Baltimore in 1921 and grew up on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. She received a BA in psychology from Bryn Mawr College in 1943. In 1947 she married James Truitt and moved to Washington, D.C., where, in 1949, she commenced the study of art at the Institute for Contemporary Art. Her English translation of Germaine Bree’s Du Temps Perdu au Temps Retrouvé: Marcel Proust and Deliverance from Time was published by Rutgers University Press in 1955.



The André Emmerich Gallery in New York held the first solo exhibition of Anne Truitt’s sculptures in 1963. Since then her sculptures, paintings, and drawings have been the subject of museum and gallery exhibitions in Tokyo, London, and throughout the United States, including major surveys at the Corcoran Gallery of Art and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., and the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York.



Anne Truitt taught art at the University of Maryland from 1975 to 1996, and she traveled extensively as a visiting artist and lecturer. Her distinctions include fellowships from Yaddo, the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the Australia Arts Council. She received honorary doctorates from the Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas; St. Mary’s College of Maryland; the Maryland Institute College of Art, Baltimore; and Parsons New School for Social Research, New York. In 2003 the University of Nebraska awarded her the Cather Medal for service to humanity.



During the 1950s Anne Truitt had three children. In 1964 the family moved to Japan, where James Truitt worked as Newsweek magazine’s Far East bureau chief. Three years later they returned to Washington, D.C., which remained Anne Truitt’s home until her death in 2004.



Anne Truitt’s work is in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, and the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York; the National Gallery of Art, the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, and the Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, D.C.; the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York; the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis; and numerous other museums. The Estate of Anne Truitt is represented by Matthew Marks Gallery, New York.





