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For the prototype for principled, passionate pursuit, Shadrach Emmanuel Lee, my parents, and the three graces




We never know how high we are


Till we are called to rise . . .


—EMILY DICKINSON


My barn having burned down


I can now see the moon.


—MIZUTA MASAHIDE


Men are greedy to publish the success of [their] efforts, but meanly shy as to publishing the failures of men. Men are ruined by this one sided practice of concealment of blunders and failures.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN1


. . . We may encounter many defeats, but we must not be defeated. That sounds goody two-shoes, I know, but I believe that a diamond is the result of extreme pressure and time. Less time is crystal. Less than that is coal. Less than that is fossilized leaves. Less than that it’s just plain dirt. In all my work, in the movies I write, the lyrics, the poetry, the prose, the essays, I am saying that we may encounter many defeats—maybe it’s imperative that we encounter the defeats—but we are much stronger than we appear to be and maybe much better than we allow ourselves to be.


—MAYA ANGELOU
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THE RIDDLE






ARCHER’S PARADOX


The women of the Columbia University archery team stepped out of their van on a cold spring afternoon with a relaxed focus; one held a half-eaten ice cream cone in her right hand and a fistful of arrows with yellow fletching in her left; another sported a mesh guard over her shirt, on top of her breast as protection from the tension line of the bow. Baker Athletics Complex, the university’s sporting fields at the northern tip of Manhattan, seemed to have a set of carefree warriors on its grounds.


A man who maintains the property never thought they would arrive. Maybe he was new, because I asked where the archery team would practice and he looked at me quizzically. He didn’t believe that archery was a real Columbia team sport. It was understandable. I had arrived early and the targets were not yet up. Releasing arrows at up to 150 miles per hour aimed at targets seventy-five yards away means safety issues for all around, so the archery team doesn’t practice next to any other. Mastery of this high-precision sport stays largely out of sight.


Coach Derek Davis drove up with the archers and greeted me with his elbow leaning against the gray van’s driver’s side window. His silvery-white dreadlocks hung past his shoulders, covered under a blue patterned bandana that matched his Columbia University archery sweatshirt. He struck me as a composite fit to match this clan: gregarious and at ease, yet focused. On the phone a few days earlier, he had told me that he first picked up the sport as a casual hobby at his wife’s insistence in the late 1980s (“It was safer than pool and didn’t involve alcohol”). He has led the varsity and intramural club teams since 2005 as one-part biomechanical expert, one-part yogi—a university sage fit for ancient warfare turned sport.


The young women smiled and sized me up a little, then passed as I stood beside the chain-link fence entrance to their designated turf. One threw away her melting cone and joined the others who were unpacking the gear from the van’s trunk. They spoke not with words, but by exchanging numbers, their ideal scores or degrees to position themselves to hit their targets.


The women were preparing for an upcoming Nationals competition.1 (There are no men on this varsity team, only at the intramural level of play.) I watched as they carefully set down their compound and recurve bows—like those used at the Olympics, with tips that bend away from the archer—then drew and let loose arrows that curved and fell out of sight as they hit the round target face. Davis didn’t hover, but stood a good distance behind them, perhaps assessing who might need support. Spread out, farther off at the edge of the turf, were toolkits filled with spools, pliers, wrenches, hammers, and nails.


Two archers lined up to shoot. Only one wanted to know her score. Davis was looking with his binoculars downrange, the length of nearly two tennis courts from their location, as one archer let her first arrow fly. I could just hear the sound of a whip cracking the air.


“Seven at six o’clock.”


“Nine at two o’clock.”


Her shots weren’t grouping yet.


“Ten, high.”


“Ten, way high.”


After the next arrow sailed, there was no sound.


“No. Don’t look at that one!” she said, shifting her feet, dropping her bow. “I don’t even think it hit the target.”


“Yeah,” Davis confirmed, “I don’t even see it.”


As I stood behind her, trying to place myself in her position, I couldn’t imagine how even one had hit the target. Every archer calculates the arc of a rise (the drop and horizontal shifts of an arrow’s path), a trajectory only they can predict. Before even accounting for wind speeds, there is always some degree of displacement that happens when the arrow leaves the bow at a skew angle from the target so that the fletching doesn’t hit the string upon release. This is how the arrow is crafted. If you are right-handed in archery, you’ll aim slightly to the left to hit the bull’s-eye. This skill means focusing on your mark, the likely shape of an arrow’s arched flight, and the many variables that can knock it off all at once. The most precise archers call this process of dual focus split vision.


It also requires constant reinvention—seeing yourself as the person who can hit a ten when you just hit a nine, as an archer who just hit a seven, but can also hit an eight. Archery is one of the sports that gives instantaneous, precise feedback. It puts athletes into rank order of how they measure up against their seconds-younger selves. Archers constantly deal with the “near win”: not quite hitting the mark, but seconds later, proving that they can.


If an archer’s aim is off by less than half a degree, she won’t hit her target. “Just moving your hand by one millimeter changes everything, especially when you’re at the further distances,” said Sarah Chai, a recent Columbia graduate and former cocaptain of the varsity archery team.2 From the standard seventy-five-yard distance from the target, the ten-ring, the bull’s-eye, looks as small as a matchstick tip held out at arm’s length. Hitting the eight-ring means piercing a circle the size of the hole in a bagel from 225 feet away. And that’s while holding fifty pounds of draw weight for each shot.


It’s a taxing pursuit. Well into a three-hour practice, two of the women were lying down, their backs on the turf behind the shooting line, staring up at the sky. Three hours per day of meditative focus, trying to find what T. S. Eliot would call “the still point of the turning world,” requires a unique, sustained intensity.3 Living on a landscape where an infinitesimal difference in degree leads to a massive difference in outcome is what makes an archer an archer. It means learning to have the kind of precision that we find in the natural world—like that of a bee’s honeycomb or the perfect hexagonal shape of the rock formations on Ireland’s Giant’s Causeway. When archers start getting good, with scores consistently above 1350 (out of 1440), they taper down, shoot less, and attend to their concentration, breathing techniques, meditation, and visualization. One teammate, overwhelmed with exams, still made it up to Baker’s fields because the focus she gets from archery calms her about everything. “When I was studying abroad, I was going crazy without having it,” she said. Without the regimen, she felt irritated all the time.


I stayed at the archery practice for three hours. Someone watching me might have wondered why. For all the thrill of discovering a new sport, it was, admittedly, interminable. I hadn’t brought binoculars, and it is hard to concentrate for three hours on what is right in front of you but not easily seen. It was also a cold day, but I stayed to witness what I was starting to feel I might never glimpse: “gold fever,” or “target panic,” as it’s called—what happens when an archer gets good, even too good, compared to her expectations, and starts wanting the gold without thinking about process. In extreme cases, it means that one day she is hitting the bull’s-eye, the next day her arrows could end up in the parking lot. No one is clear about whether it’s choking, a kind of performance anxiety, or some form of dystonia.4 But what we do know is that the only way to recover fully from it is to start anew, to relearn the motions and to focus on the essentials—breathing, stance, position, release, and posture. None of the archers I saw seemed to have target panic. Few are willing to admit it even if they do.


Yet something else about archery gripped me enough to keep me there. The reason occurred to me as I left practice, walking down Broadway. I stumbled upon a national historic landmark, a restored eighteenth-century Dutch colonial farmhouse owned by the Dyckman family. It once stood on acreage that spanned the width of Manhattan from the Hudson to the East River, but is currently nestled on the busy avenue behind shrubs and foliage, raised and hidden nearly out of sight. The incongruity of the farmhouse on Broadway intrigued me and I went in for a tour. It was, in fact, my second such visit of the day. Watching an archery team in this modern age had been like seeing a similarly ancient relic, a vestige of a past way of work that we rarely spot in action—not a contest, where there is a victor, but the pursuit of mastery.


The mastery I witnessed on the archery field was not glamorous. There was nobility in it all, but no promise of adulation. There is little that is vocational about American culture anymore, so it is rare to see what doggedness looks like with this level of exactitude, what it takes to align your body for three hours to accurately account for wind speeds and hit a target—to pursue excellence in obscurity. It was an unending day in and day out attempt to hit the gold that few will ever behold. Perhaps I noticed it more than I would with the practice required for a more familiar, popular sport such as basketball or football, one with more chance of glory or fame. To spend so many hours with a bow and arrow is a kind of marginality combined with a seriousness of purpose rarely seen.


There was another reason. As each arrow left for its target, the archers were caught between success (hitting the ten) and mastery (knowing it means nothing if you can’t do it again and again). If I had to hazard a guess, I would say that this tension between the two, the momentary nature of success and the unending process required for mastery, is part of what creates target panic or gold fever in the first place.


Mastery requires endurance. Mastery, a word we don’t use often, is not the equivalent of what we might consider its cognate—perfectionism—an inhuman aim motivated by a concern with how others view us. Mastery is also not the same as success—an event-based victory based on a peak point, a punctuated moment in time. Mastery is not merely a commitment to a goal, but to a curved-line, constant pursuit.





From a certain height, we can see it: Many of our most iconic endeavors—from recent Nobel Prize–winning discoveries to entrepreneurial invention, classic works of literature, dance, and visual arts—were in fact not achievements, but conversions, corrections after an arrow’s past flight. I have long had a magpie curiosity about how we become. As an only child who lived in my imagination, I would delve into the life stories of my elders; my contemporaries; historic innovators, creators, and inventors; and those working at the peak of their powers today—people whose lives are like mine, but at the same time vastly different from my own. I couldn’t escape one observation: Many of the things most would avoid, these individuals had turned into an irreplaceable advantage. I still remember the shudder when I sensed a knowing as sure as fact—that I might only truly become my fullest self if I explored and stayed open to moving through daunting terrain.


I had been thinking of this for much of my life, though it only occurred to me when I was midway through writing this book. It happened when I went to Cambridge and walked into a down-sloped room on Harvard’s campus as Bill Fitzsimmons, the longstanding Dean of Admissions, told us, an audience of alumni, that he had been expelled from high school for truancy. He had fallen in with the wrong crowd and started skipping school. He had to work to apply to another high school in the neighboring town. It gave him a sort of resilience, he said, and something he thinks is critical for life itself. “I remember your application,” the dean said to me when I went to greet him after the panel. He said it again as if he were sure, as he looked at my nametag with my Harvard college alumni year. He grinned, and pursed his lips as if suppressing a thought.


Perhaps he didn’t want to disclose what he had recalled and I had forgotten, a memory long-suppressed: I had written my college application essay about the importance and the advantage of failures—my own—as I perceived them at age eighteen, and in general as a matter of course. I stood there and remembered how I had hidden the essay from my parents and even my college advisor, knowing full well that it was classified as “high risk.” I revealed it at the last minute so that if there were any objections, the lack of any substitute essay would force their hand and let me send it in. I wanted to explore in writing what I was beginning to sense about life—that discoveries, innovations, and creative endeavors often, perhaps even only, come from uncommon ground.


In hindsight, I realize that I was focused on improbable rises because I was beginning to live with the gift of what it means to be underestimated. What happens when the world often assumes, before you’ve even uttered a word, that you could be a failure—based on not fitting a given expectation of the human package in which some expect to find excellence—and how have people turned that into an advantage to meet their aspirations, their dreams?


It was a belief that had crystalized when I would visit my maternal grandparents, who lived in rural Virginia, in a wooden house that was just about ready to sink into the earth. All that was holding it together, it seemed, was their will and a handyman’s attempt. Life for my late grandfather, Shadrach, and grandmother, Blanche, when I was at their house centered around three rooms—the kitchen, filled with all sorts of food I prayed they didn’t eat; the dining room; and the living room, where we did all the things you’re supposed to do in the dining room. Uniting them all was a pass-through chamber where my grandfather would paint his multihued world of characters, both human and divine. He was a janitor by night, a jazz musician always, and a sign painter on the weekends. But at that dining-room table, he would show what he had conjured. The dining room was a place for showing dreams, and his dreams were shaped by hardship. The reality of what he didn’t want helped him more clearly conjure what he did, and it aided who he would become. Above all, I would not have written this book without his example.


As I stood there in that room in Cambridge, I realized that, fifteen years later, I was still thinking about the unheralded yet vital ways that we re-create our future selves.


We have heard the stories: Duke Ellington would say, “I merely took the energy it takes to pout and wrote some blues.”5 Tennessee Williams felt that “apparent failure” motivated him. He said it “sends me back to my typewriter that very night, before the reviews are out. I am more compelled to get back to work than if I had a success.” Many have heard that Thomas Edison told his assistant, incredulous at the inventor’s perseverance through jillions of aborted attempts to create an incandescent light bulb, “I have not failed, I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.”6 “Only one look is enough. Hardly one copy would sell here. Hardly one. Hardly one. Many thanks . . .” read part of the rejection letter that Gertrude Stein received from a publisher in 1912.7 Sorting through dross, artists, entrepreneurs, and innovators have learned to transform askew strivings. The telegraph, the device that underlies the communications revolution, was invented by a painter, Samuel F. B. Morse, who turned the stretcher bars from what he felt was a failed picture into the first telegraph device. The 1930s RKO screen-test response “Can’t sing. Can’t act. Balding. Can dance a little” was in reference to Fred Astaire. We hear more stories from commencement speakers—from J. K. Rowling to Steve Jobs to Oprah Winfrey—who move past bromides to tell the audience of the uncommon means through which they came to live to the heights of their capacity. Yet the anecdotes of advantages gleaned from moments of potential failure are often considered cliché or insights applicable to some, not lived out by all.





This book is about the advantages that come from the improbable ground of creative endeavor. Brilliant inventions and human feats that have come from labor—an endeavor that offers the world a gift from the maker’s soul—involve a path aided by the possibility of setbacks and the inestimable gains that experience can provide. Some could say that what we call “work” often does not. “Work is what we do by the hour,” author Lewis Hyde argues, but labor “sets its own pace. We may get paid for it, but it’s harder to quantify. . . . Writing a poem, raising a child, developing a new calculus, resolving a neurosis, invention in all forms—these are labors.”8


A division line often positions creativity, innovation, and discoveries as a separate, even elite, category of human endeavor: chosen, lived out by a few. Yet our stories challenge this separation. If we each have the capacity to convert the excruciating into an advantage, it is because this creative process is crucial for pathmaking of all kinds.


What we gain by looking at mastery, invention, and achievement is the value of otherwise ignored ideas—the power of surrender, the propulsion of the “near win,” the critical role of play in achieving innovation, and the importance of grit and creative practice.





This book rarely uses the word failure, though it is at the heart of its subject. The word failure is imperfect. Once we begin to transform it, it ceases to be that any longer. The term is always slipping off the edges of our vision, not simply because it’s hard to see without wincing, but because once we are ready to talk about it, we often call the event something else—a learning experience, a trial, a reinvention—no longer the static concept of failure. (The word was, after all, not designed for us, but to assess creditworthiness in the nineteenth century, a term for bankruptcy, a seeming dead end forced to fit human worth.)9 Perhaps a nineteenth-century synonym comes closer—blankness—a poetic term for the wiping clean that this experience can provide. It hints, too, at the limitlessness that often comes next.10 Trying to find a precise word to describe the dynamic is fleeting, like attempting to locate francium, an alkali metal, measured but never isolated in any weighted quantity or seen in a way that the eye can detect—one of the most unstable, enigmatic elements on the Earth.11 No one knows what it looks like in an appreciable form, but there it is, scattered throughout ores in the Earth’s crust. Many of us have a similar sense that these implausible rises must be possible, but the stories tend to stay strewn throughout our lives, never coalescing into a single dynamic concept. As it is with an archer’s target panic—an experience widely felt, but not often glimpsed—the phenomenon remains hidden, and little discussed. Partial ideas do exist—resilience, reinvention, and grit—but there’s no one word to describe the passing yet vital, constant truth that just when it looks like winter, it is spring.


These chapters form the biography of an idea that exists without a current definition. When we don’t have a word for an inherently fleeting idea, we speak about it differently, if at all. There are all sorts of generative circumstances—flops, folds, wipeouts, and hiccups—yet the dynamism it inspires is internal, personal, and often invisible. As legendary playwright Christopher Fry reminds us:


Who apart


From ourselves, can see any difference between


Our victories and our defeats?12


It is a cliché to say simply that we learn the most from failure. It is also not exactly true. Transformation comes from how we choose to speak about it in the context of story, whether self-stated or aloud.





On that cold day in May, I watched the Columbia archers and saw why errorless learning does not lead to certain wins. Some archers spend months practicing rhythmic breathing to release the arrow at the rest between their heartbeats, miming the motions, training their bodies to have impeccable bone alignment and scapula motion. They start by using just their hand and an elastic band at very close range on a target with an extremely large face. Their aim has to be nearly flawless before they can move the target farther and farther back. Yet triumph means dealing with the archer’s paradox, handling what lies out of our control: wind, weather, and the inevitably unpredictable movements in life. Hitting gold means learning to account for the curve embedded in our aim.


This book is not an Ariadne’s thread, not a string that prescribes how to wind our way through difficult circumstance. It is an exploration, an atlas of stories about our human capacity, a narrative-driven investigation of facts we sensed long before science confirmed them. The many who appear on these pages gave me their trust to present their journeys and offered me a critical reminder, one that created the unintended thesis of this book. It is the creative process—what drives invention, discovery, and culture—that reminds us of how to nimbly convert so-called failure into an irreplaceable advantage. It is an idea once known, lived out, taken for granted, and now, I hope, no longer forgotten.





THE UNFINISHED
MASTERPIECE


Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can accomplish.


—MICHELANGELO


Last year, I drove out to a place where our sight extends far enough to glimpse the curvature of the Earth. There the familiar relationship between earth and sky fractures. No orienting horizon, foreground, mid-ground, or background is there to guide our path. The phenomenon occurs on a short list of locales: where I went, the salt flats, the bone white, briny swath of a prehistoric lake bed in Bonneville, Utah, just shy of its border with Nevada; Lake Eyre in Australia; the Salar de Atacama in Chile; and the larger Salar de Uyuni on the Bolivian Altiplano, where those near-mythical pink flamingos come to nest. In these regions, sea evaporation has outpaced precipitation year after year, and arid winds have buffered down the miles of remaining salt to a plane so level that it is isotropic—it appears with the same flatness, the same dimension in all directions.1 Last I was there, I met a man at the edge of the salt flats who told me, perplexed, that he had driven across the entire state of Illinois on less gas than it took him to drive across the Bonneville Salt Flats. To walk it, to drive on it, feels like standing on a ball—each step forward on the blindingly white ground feels unexpectedly new. It creates an endurance walk, one that seems to extend how much we think we can traverse.
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Anna Batchelor, Driving Bolivia’s Salt Flats, 2012.





Mountains are what create the illusion on the Bonneville Salt Flats—the massifs can appear as if sky-suspended mounds of earth. The eye catches what we think must be their bottom, but that pile of rock bends with the exact downslope of the planet, beyond our line of sight.


The distortion creates mountains with floating edges, sharp like an arrow’s tip. The flint blade-like ends hover, as if pinched by a giant. Set down before us as if a materialized taunt, they seem to show a future within our sights, but just out of our grasp.


Few get out on the salt flats. It is the kind of site you visit when there is nowhere left to go—you have to drive through it to get to your destination, or you venture out deliberately, as if the Earth’s other natural wonders can no longer move you and what’s left is this alien locale. When it’s dry, the land is a place of seeming freedom. After all, there’s little there. Some head there to set land racing records of up to 450 miles per hour. Others go for the annual National Archery Association Flight Championships. When I went, it was so quiet that for vast stretches I heard only the sound of my shoes on the crinkled land. Except for the occasional sound of a thunderclap shearing the air, a race car breaking the sound barrier, this is a silent ground.
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Mike Osborne, Floating Island, 2012 (Bonneville, Utah).





It mirrors the process in ourselves, when the road before us is flat, when we’ve accomplished much of what we’ve set out to do. When any direction seems possible, we walk forward with the clarity that comes from contrast. Save one large obstacle in our sights, we could be disoriented, aimless, adrift.2


They say we never walk in truly straight lines, but on the salt flats, a ruler-lined walk is impossible. A seemingly direct forward march turns out in hindsight to be a series of curves. Without realizing it, we constantly autocorrect, covering more ground than we knew we could.


A friend, an artist who has gone to the Bonneville Salt Flats more times than I have, tells me that even with the assistance of a navigator, she has never made it fully across, never walked an arched path all the way to the edge to meet the foot of the massifs that ring the salt flats like a bowl. Last we spoke, she had attempted it three times. We agree that it is an uncanny walk, “like trying to climb up a mountain and not being sure if you’re at the top or not, so you keep trying to rise higher, and by the time you get to what you think is the highest point, you’re at the edge, can’t really see, and realize that you’ve managed to go beyond the peak.”3
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Chris Taylor, Impossibility of straight lines, 2003, Bonneville Salt Flats, Utah. Photo: Bill Gilbert.





To walk on the salt flats is to live out archer’s paradox, an off-center logic that the best archers use to thrive.





How often have we designated a work of art or invention a masterpiece or a classic, an inexhaustible gift, while its creator considers it incomplete, permanently unfinished, riddled with difficulties and flaws?4 More times than we could possibly know. I considered a partial list: William Faulkner wrote sections of The Sound and the Fury five different times after it was already published, adding new writing as an appendix to the novel’s later editions.5 Paul Cézanne worried that he would “die without ever having attained this supreme goal”: to create a work of art that came directly from nature, as he put it. He found his painting oeuvre wanting.6 Cézanne identified with Frenhofer, the protagonist of Honoré de Balzac’s 1831 short story Le Chef-d’oeuvre inconnu (“The Unknown Masterpiece”): a Pygmalion figure whose aesthetic ambition to re-create reality by painting the female form ends in inevitable failure.7 Frenhofer probed the meaning of color, of line, “but by dint of so much research, he has come to doubt the very subject of his investigations”—a dynamic that Maurice Merleau-Ponty would later call “Cézanne’s Doubt.”8 Frenhofer was a favorite literary character of Cézanne’s. Émile Bernard recounted that during a visit to Cézanne in Aix in 1914, the conversation turned to Frenhofer and “The Unknown Masterpiece” and the painter “got up from the table, stood before me, and striking his chest with his index finger, he admitted wordlessly by this repeated gesture that he was the very character in the novel. He was so moved by this feeling that tears filled his eyes.”9 When he sketched self-portraits, he labeled some FRENHOFER. Cézanne rarely thought that his works were finished, but put them aside “almost always with the intention of taking it up again,” which meant leaving most of his works unsigned.10 Less than ten percent of paintings in his catalogue raisonné bear his signature.11


Nobel Prize–winning poet Czeslaw Milosz was one of many who repeated this coda as if on a constantly extending crystalline ground. After every book of his poetry came out, he said, “There is always the feeling that you didn’t unveil yourself enough. A book is finished and appears and I feel, Well, next time I will unveil myself. And when the next book appears, I have the same feeling.”12


We thrive when we stay on our own leading edge. It is a wisdom understood by Duke Ellington, whose favorite song out of his repertoire was always the next one, always the one that he had yet to compose. Like trying to find the end of a sound wave, the endeavor is never complete.





The pursuit of mastery is an ever onward almost. “Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can accomplish,” Michelangelo implored, like a perpetual Adam with his finger outstretched but not quite touching the Old Testament God’s hand in the Sistine Chapel.13 When Michelangelo was commissioned to paint the vaulted fresco ceiling sixty-five feet above the ground, he complained of his brain nearly hitting his “back,” and that he nearly had “goiter” from “the torture” of having his “stomach squashed” beneath his chin and his face doubled as “a fine floor” for the “droppings” of paint from his brush above him, as each gesture had become “blind and aimless.” “My painting is dead. Defend it for me. I am not in the right place—I am not a painter,” he implored his friend Giovanni in a letter written as a sonnet.14 Next to it he drew what looks like a self-portrait: a figure stands, cranes his head, and paints a devil-like face on the ceiling. While laboring over his second cycle on the vault of the Sistine Chapel ceiling, The Flood, his plaster mixture sprouted mildew and a lime mold plagued the work, as if some crude joke. Michelangelo wrote to his patron, Pope Julius II, “I told Your Holiness that this [painting] is not my art; what I have done is spoiled,” and asked to be replaced.15
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Michelangelo Buonarroti, Sonnet V (to Giovanni da Pistoia) with a caricature of the artist standing, painting a figure on the ceiling over his head, c. 1510. Pen and ink, 11 x 7" “To Giovanni da Pistoia When the Author Was Painting the Vault of the Sistine Chapel,” 1509. Casa Buonarroti, Florence, Italy. Photo: Studio Fotografico Quattrone, Florence.







He had left commissions unfinished before. He would leave works deliberately unfinished so often that it became a style—the non finito, as scholars call his sculptures of figures emerging from rough-hewn stone.16 His public came to know his habit. In the midst of creating a costly bronze statue of the pope in Bologna for the Basilica of San Petronio, he admitted to his brother, “The whole of Bologna was of the opinion that I should never finish.”17 Yet his aesthetic of the intentionally incomplete became a metaphor for humility and thriving.


There are enough forms of the unfinished to create a taxonomy. Some works seem complete to the outside world, but remain truncated in the eyes of their makers, stopped short perhaps by an imposed deadline. Others are abandoned out of pure defeat. More still are curative works, ones that remain incomplete, but have helped an artist improve. Some are cut off by death and then completed posthumously by others.


We often linger over this final form of unfinished works, wondering how far what we are viewing, hearing, or reading is from that vision that just shimmered out. When an artist dies before finishing what we expect might have been a classic, we often continue the enterprise, frustrated by a sense of foreclosed possibility. We may ask if it is right to expose a work that the artist did not have time to complete for public scrutiny. Yet often, we finish the work anyway, as we did with Ralph Ellison’s Juneteenth and Three Days Before the Shooting, culled from the two-thousand pages of notes that the writer left when he died, or David Foster Wallace’s multi-stranded, titled but unfinished novel, The Pale King, as if we must know what would have come from the artist’s continued efforts.18


Franz Kafka, who saw incompletion where others would see only work to praise, purportedly had one “last request” upon his death. He wrote it in a letter left on his desk in Prague just before he passed: “Everything I leave behind me . . . in the way of diaries, manuscripts, letters (my own and others’), sketches and so on, to be burned unread.”19 He addressed it to his friend of over two decades, Max Brod. Three years before, he had told Brod that the request was coming.20 Brod refused to honor it and published all the novels we now have by Kafka: Amerika, The Trial, and The Castle, which even stops midsentence. During Kafka’s lifetime, he had only published 450 pages of text yet “according to a recent estimate” the New York Times reported “a new book on his work has been published every 10 days for the past 14 years.”21


To fill in based on the fragment is part of the mechanism of vision itself. This skill can be attributed to the brain’s ability to reconstruct a complete image out of a once-spotted sliver of information—the back of a person’s head, for example, though we haven’t seen them in years. As neuroscientist Semir Zeki bravely describes it, the unfinished “stirs the imagination of the viewer, who can finish it off mentally.”22 Artist Romare Bearden considered this fragmentary viewing central to his definition of being an artist: “An artist is an art lover who finds that in all the art he sees, something is missing; to put there what he feels is missing becomes the center of his life’s work.”23


We thrive, in part, when we have purpose, when we still have more to do. The delibrate incomplete has long been a central part of creation myths themselves. In Navajo culture, some craftsmen and women sought imperfection, giving their textiles and ceramics an intended flaw called a “spirit line” so that there is a forward thrust, a reason to continue making work. Nearly a quarter of twentieth century Navajo rugs have these contrasting-color threads that run out from the inner pattern to just beyond the border that contains it; Navajo baskets and often pottery have an equivalent line called a “heart line” or a “spirit break.” The undone pattern is meant to give the weaver’s spirit a way out, to prevent it from getting trapped and reaching what we sense is an unnatural end.


There is an inevitable incompletion that comes with mastery. It occurs because the greater our proficiency, the more smooth our current path, the more clearly we may spot the mountain that hovers in our gaze. “What would you say increases with knowledge?” Jordan Elgrably once asked James Baldwin. “You learn how little you know,” Baldwin said.24


The technical term for this, if you like, is the Dunning–Kruger effect—the greater our proficiency, the more clearly we recognize the possibilities of our limitations. The converse is also true—ignorance protects us from the knowledge required to perceive just how unskilled we may actually be. Albert Einstein, who left his desk with a splay of papers at his Princeton, New Jersey, office at the time of his death, still at work on the Theory of Everything, summarized the effect in a quip to a young girl, Barbara, who wrote to him upset that she was a little below average in math.25 “Do not worry about your difficulties in mathematics,” Einstein told her. “I can assure you that mine are still greater.”26


The Near Win


At the point of mastery, when there seems nothing left to move beyond, we find a way to move beyond ourselves. Success motivates. Yet the near win—the constant auto-correct of a curved-line path—can propel us in an ongoing quest. We see it whenever we aim, climb, or create with mastery as our aim, when the outcome is determined by what happens at the margins.


The Olympic Games, one of the few sporting events where such a pursuit is on full display, once included alpinists and artists alongside athletic categories during the first half of the twentieth century. Between 1912 and 1952, entrants in the categories of architecture, literature, music, painting, and sculpture were listed among the world-class athletes at the Olympics in Stockholm, Antwerp, Paris, Amsterdam, Los Angeles, Berlin, and London. There were a few well-known judges and participants, such as Igor Stravinsky and Josef Suk.27 Yet it was hard to consider artists selling their work as amateurs and not professionals, an early stipulation for Olympic competition, and the art competitions went the way of the alpinists, the shorter-lived competition of the two on that world stage. Odd as it may seem to consider artists and athletes side by side, there is a high level state to both endeavors where outcome is determined by our inner resources—our spirit, will, belief, and focus. All those who do more than compete, who strive for mastery, play on a field that exists largely within.


We glimpse the phenomenon with silver medalists, according to Thomas Gilovich, a psychology professor at Cornell University, who was fascinated by the particular responses of silver and bronze medalists during the 1992 Summer Olympics. His research team assessed all that he could from visual and verbal responses, differences in their answers in post-competition interviews, to their postures on the medal stands, and found that silver medalists seemed far more frustrated and were more focused on follow-up competitions than those who earned bronze—those farther away from fama, the glory of victory. Silver medalists can be plagued by “if only” thoughts about their near win.28 Bronze medalists, often projecting satisfaction on the medal stand despite being in the lowest rank order on the podium, Gilovich found, are often just thankful that they medaled and were spared fourth place.29


The illogical swap occurs because of counterfactual thinking, ideas we have about “what might have been.” Daniel Kahneman and the late Amos Tversky first discovered this through a thought experiment that asked people to imagine their level of frustration after missing a scheduled flight by five minutes or thirty minutes. It is easier for the slightly late traveler to conceive of how she could have made it—if only she had driven to the airport faster or found her keys more easily when trying to leave. Arriving at an airport thirty minutes earlier than planned is harder to imagine. The more frustrating scenario is more likely to result in a change in future behavior.30


The jolt of a near win is so enduring that slot machines and instant lotteries are often programed to display a higher than expected amount of one-number-off misses, to encourage follow-up play. Near win scratch-off tickets, called “heart stoppers,” so consistently manipulate the duration of sustained play that in the 1970s, Britain’s Royal Commission on Gambling put them in the category of industry “abuses.”31 Slot machines and games hold the probability of winning at a constant on each throw of the dice or pull of the lever, yet near-win tickets give players the feeling that a win may be close at hand.


On the field, in a game of preparation, not chance, bronze medalists often think like Jackie Joyner-Kersee. In the 1984 Olympics, she came in one-third of a second behind the frontrunner in the 800 meters and missed taking the gold in the heptathlon. Her coach and husband Bob Kersee predicted that it would give her the tenacity she needed in her next Olympic competition in 1988. There, she set the heptathlon world record of 7,291 points. No athlete has come close to her score since. When she lost again in the 1991 qualifiers in Tokyo due to injury, Kersee knew that it would propel his wife to win the gold again in the heptathlon. “I think she can,” he said, not because of new training methods, but simply because “the ghost of Tokyo has been bothering her.” She took the bronze in the long jump in 1992. True to counterfactual form, the woman then known as the world’s greatest all-around athlete expressed no frustration. She had competed through injury. The bronze became her “medal of courage.”32





The near win is all around us, fabricated or anticipated, even when it’s not. As I was leaving the Columbia team archery practice, I called Andrea Kremer, a veteran reporter respected for her probing, tough questions covering teams and players for HBO’s Real Sports and NBC for the past thirty years, who told me stories about how winning athletes find ways to eat “humble pie,” “to manufacture failure, manufacture weakness just so it can be further motivation.”33


The pressure that comes before winning is one thing that fascinates her. Without it, we often lack some of the drive that we need. This might be part of the reason, she believes, why no NFL team has ever “three-peated,” taken the championship three years in a row. Just as a seasoned professor might rattle off facts from decades of study, she listed the few other teams that could seem to invalidate her theory with ease. “[In basketball] the Bulls have done it twice, the Lakers have done it once, yet no team in the NFL has ever three-peated. There have been a couple of repeats—the Steelers, the Patriots, the Broncos—but it’s very difficult because you get yourself so up and to maintain that level of euphoria is difficult.” The mental discipline and flexibility required to sustain excellence is different, and often harder, than the exertion it took to get there in the first place.34


When the ground is too level, high-level performers can manufacture mountains, creating the experience of a not quite, the thrust forward of the incomplete. James Dawson, the affable and ebullient headmaster of the Professional Children’s School (PCS) near Lincoln Center in New York City, has a unique lens on it. For nearly twenty years, he has run this school for ballet dancers, Olympic-caliber athletes, and gifted actors, which offers the same classes as public and private schools, but scheduled at times to accommodate the lives of its students—elite working professionals who are still children. Over 40 percent of the dancers of the New York City Ballet are PCS alumni. Some of the school’s 200 students are actors on Broadway or Off-Broadway. Yo-Yo Ma, Sarah Jessica Parker, Uma Thurman, and Berenika Zakrzewski are part of their long list of graduates, out of whom 95 percent apply to college and 85 percent attend.


Over breakfast in a restaurant near Columbus Circle, Dawson ordered pancakes and ate every last one while telling me about how exacting his students are in self-reviews. With their permission, he described one Russian pianist who asked if Dawson had noticed that he missed the third bar on the fourth movement in one of his concerts. “Of course, I hadn’t,” Dawson said, his face deadpan, then he smiled and shook his head.35 He told me about a violinist who was in a major competition, came in second place, and told Dawson afterward that his minor mistakes made him feel as if he had failed Mozart himself. The student wallowed. He stopped practicing for some time, then told Dawson in a “whispered aside” one day in the halls that he had picked up the violin again. “Half of my job is being able to let students come in and close the door,” Dawson said about the safe space that he offers to these often public young performers, for whom the inner landscape of striving can make coming close feel like the most common place of all.


With trash talk, however playful, we often see propulsion on this fabricated near win terrain. The inimitable German filmmaker Werner Herzog famously dared his friend and colleague, filmmaker Errol Morris: “If you finish the film, Gates of Heaven, I will eat my shoes.” He didn’t think Morris could bring his projects to completion. Morris finished the film. Herzog boiled and ate one shoe. Restauranteur and chef Alice Waters helped him prepare his footwear at the Chez Panisse restaurant in Berkeley, California, with a little spice, garlic, stock, and herbs, stewed for five hours.36 At the premiere of Morris’s Gates of Heaven at a Berkeley campus theater, Herzog ate it in public, cutting the shoe with sharp scissors and a knife on a white plate rimmed with black, tossing aside the only bit of the shoe he didn’t eat—the sole—like discarding chicken bones, talking about the importance of film between his chews.
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