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Last summer, the white dog ran by us on the opposite side of the street; its neon pink
lead trailed behind.

It was 10PM and | was putting the leash on our own dog. We had just parked our
car when | saw the flash of white in the corner of my eye. Halfway down the block an
elderly woman screamed, begging for someone to catch her dog. lan ran in pursuit.

| walked with the woman for a block or two. She asked every person we passed if
they had seen her dog. Eventually, | wandered back to where we had parked and
waited. lan wasn’t answering his phone, but fifteen minutes later he called me out of
breath. He had caught the dog. | had returned to where the woman had initially lost her
dog, so | told lan to walk back there as | wandered the surrounding blocks looking for
her. She was nowhere to be seen. | took our dog home and then met up with lan. He
had run after the dog deep into Borough Park. The dog had no name tag, just an ID
number. lan decided to call her Janus. We called 311, but no animal centers are open
that late, and the operator on the line suggested taking her to the East NY center at
8AM. A form on the dog license website allows us to enter the ID and leave a message,
but no way to directly contact the owner.

We tried to lead the huge husky around, testing if she wanted to walk up any
porch in particular, leading us to her home. After this failed, we decided to take Janus

home for the night. We didn’t know her status with vaccines or her temperament with



other dogs, so | slept in the bedroom with our dog, and lan slept on the couch with
Janus. We both fantasized about our future second dog. Why was the owner so hard to
reach? Why did the dog have no tags? Maybe this is meant to be.

In the morning | took Janus to East NY. When you find a dog and take it to an
animal center, they make you sign a form stating that if the owner isn’t found and no
one adopts the dog, you consent to the center putting the dog down. | asked them to
contact me well before that.

By the time | made it to work and called the center to check in, Janus’ owner had

picked her up.



In a dream, | pass a friend in a crowd. We’re in a truncated and rearranged Downtown
Brooklyn. The sidewalk is brimming with strangers, but | recognize Bristol and she
attempts to hug me. It's then that a wave of anxiety hits me. Why am | here? Why are
any of these people outside? | try to explain to Bristol why | can’t hug her, but she
continues to get closer and closer. | lay down on the sidewalk, holding my hand five

inches above my head. “This is six feet.”



Figure 1. Studio photograph of abandoned, in-progress painting, 3/11/20.



On Wednesday March 11, 2020 | put in as many hours of painting as | could physically,
attempting to get as far as possible on the two canvases | had in progress in my studio.
One is very large: six feet tall, and eight feet wide. My friend messaged me “where are
you sailing?” after | posted a picture of the surface in an early, gessoed state. The other
is smaller, a tall window-like proportion. Earlier that day, the news broke that
CUNY/SUNY classes would be moving online for the duration of the semester, a
precaution to combat the spread of COVID-19. Convinced that | would imminently lose
access to my studio and these unfinished oil paintings, | stayed into the night. | wanted
instead to look into my phone for hours, doom-spiraling. There was no desire to paint.
When | felt like that apathy was outweighing my ability and short-circuiting the pieces, |
finally left.

The next day, | went to my day job. By the end of the shift, the suggestion to
work from home became mandatory to all but the managers. By the weekend, a
coworker told HR someone she had dinner with the previous week tested positive for
the virus. The office was completely closed. By Monday, most of my friends with service
jobs were laid off. The unemployment website crashed, and then crashed again the
following day. | worked as many hours as | could from home, reaching my cap. My fear
was that, while I'm unbelievably privileged my job transitioned to work from home, |
wasn’t sure if the company could sustain itself remotely a month or two into this crisis,

and | would eventually lose that income.



10

Events seemed to move both incredibly fast and interminably slow. On the 17th,
Governor Cuomo said the peak of NYC infections was still 45 days away. | remember
being bewildered by that length of time, which months later seems like nothing.
Everything had already changed that first strange week, yet | was mostly impatient. |
didn’t desire the seemingly inevitable, but the purgatorial suspension was insufferable. It
felt then like we were rushing at breakneck speed into disaster and that we were also
perpetually two weeks/ten days away from the real descent, armchair experts resetting
that clock daily. Even with consistent moisturizing, the obsessive hand washing ignited

eczema across the back of my right hand.
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Figure 2. 1-2 Stills from Ingmar Bergman, The Seventh Seal, 1957 (1:32:33, 1:29:51).

o0

When | place my figures at tables, they are often waiting, one or many making eye
contact with the viewer. | always think about the penultimate scene of Ingmar

Bergman’s The Seventh Seal. The main character, a knight, has spent the film trying to
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outsmart or outrun Death, in order to make it home to his wife and family before dying.
He does in fact make it home, but Death has followed him and kills them all together,
including the travelers that joined the knight along the way. The scene that made a mark
on me is when Death is at the door. Everyone who had been sitting at the reunion
dinner stands to see who is there. The camera takes on the vantage point of Death, so
we, the viewers, are in his position, as he pans across their fearful faces, several
making direct eye contact with him/us (Bergman).

The large canvas | left unfinished in my studio has two figures on the right-hand
section sitting at a table, one figure is cut off, the other makes direct eye contact. The
space these two inhabit has a reddish tint. | wish | could keep painting into it. | didn’t get
the atmosphere | wanted---one more dim, stuffy. The glow comes from outside, behind

the head of the engaged figure. He is sitting here waiting.

Waiting, waiting, waiting.
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In 2015, lan, my husband, found a lump on his neck while shaving. It was September.
He had just turned 25. A swollen lymph node. We cycled through everything it could be
that week. He had just had an intense cleaning at the dentist. Sometimes that can make
a node swell. Maybe it was a cyst? Even a cyst in that position would require surgery
that could paralyze part of his face. Couldn’t it just be some benign fluke that would
disappear on its own? lan couldn’t wait (luckily) and the following day took a break from
work and quickly entered a walk-in appointment with a nurse at CVS. Without
performing any tests, she said she thought it was Hodgkin’s Lymphoma and he needed
to seek care immediately. Her warning was completely (thankfully) unprofessional. A
month of specialty ENT visits and a surgery to remove the node eventually proved her
correct.

A network of connections happens when someone has cancer. Everyone’s friend
of a friend of the family is briefly (or maybe long-term) connected to the new inductee,
and stories are shared. lan’s sister’s friend, at a similar age but in rural Indiana, took
well over a year to be diagnosed. Her purgatory stretched out and diminished the
effectiveness of her care. lan’s month-long race towards a diagnosis was itself
interminable, but even with a planned, specifically targeted treatment, waiting became a
constant in our lives. Two months of chemo, followed by a brief break, and if the scans
were clear, two weeks of daily radiation. Then scans every few months, then twice a

year, then not required going forward.
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The Seventh Seal, so appropriate for a pandemic, wasn’t the first film | thought to
re-watch. Instead, | spent my first night self-isolated slowly making my way through
Tarkovsky’s The Sacrifice, stopping every few minutes to refresh various news sites or
friends’ feeds. In this film, a retired actor has his family and neighbors gather at his rural
home to celebrate his birthday. However, before dinner is served, a governmental
warning is issued. Nuclear war across the globe is imminent. There is no safe place to
be. Everyone must just wait the night and see if the world still spins in the morning. The
actor gets on his knees and begs god to restore safety to the world. He bargains, and
says that he will burn his home and kill his youngest son if the apocalypse were not to
occur. When his neighbor tells him that a housekeeper of the actor’s is a witch, and that
if they have sex, she will grant him a wish, he sneaks away from his wife and rides a
bike to the woman’s house. She hasn’t had her television on and doesn’t know about
the danger. She resists his advances until he threatens to kill himself, manipulating her
into performing the task. The next morning, the world is still there. It seems like nuclear
war has been avoided. The actor convinces his family and friends to go for a walk. His
son is missing. While everyone is gone, he sets the house on fire and is taken away in a
car by men from a psych ward. The vehicle passes his son outside as it winds down the

road (Tarkovsky).



But what shall we do now?

The telephone isn't working, of course.




We could get into the car
and drive north,

where it's quieter...




But it's no use.

No. It's the same everywhere.
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And no one knows where it's worst.

Figure 3. 1-7 Stills from Andrei Tarkovsky, The Sacrifice, 1986 (1:07:52 - 1:08:17).
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To return to a normal requires a sacrifice. The world will never be the same. While

writing this, | perform the painful task of reading through messages sent to a friend while

lan was being diagnosed and treated. Even early on, it'’s clear | could feel the sides of

the beast we’d have in our lives from that point forward. That waiting, and trauma, may

luckily offer us a reprieve but they mark everything.

@ Jaci Kessler

[ "I
should see a therapist

like no matter how well things go, if
he has cancer, how will | ever not
think about it

'Eh you will always think about it

b but youd learn to live with it
and to make other things mare
important

yeah, i mean this sounds stupid, but
the loss of being able to take things
for granted is still a loss

_& yeah

S om 2t o

e S A A e e 6

he's writing back

i don't want it to happen, but i just
fesl like he has it

&nd even though | know you can get
treated for #, especially early, and
live & normal life span

i just feel like death is a presence
now

like this stripped that lack of
BWArENESS aWay

i'e always been ocd afraid of death
but now it just feels like a real thing

-

‘ e Send a message s

e | Send a message s

Figure 4. 1-2 Screenshots of a 2015 gchat conversation.

Reading Tarkovsky’s own writing on The Sacrifice, | am struck that the original idea was

much less global in scope. “The focal point was to be the story of how the hero,

Alexander, was to be cured of a fatal disease as a result of a night spent in bed with a

witch.” (Tarkovsky 217).
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Tarkovsky himself would die of cancer the year The Sacrifice, his final film, was

released.
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The left side of the large canvas in my studio is still in flux. A demon that was doubled in
the preparatory collage felt like the wrong tone, so | replaced those monsters with a
reflected figure. Between him and his double is a mutant flower.

During lan’s recovery and those tenuous first months of remission, | slowly began
to paint and draw again. | tried to make a lexicon for discussing his cancer and the
dread and uncertainty | felt around it. | painted figures singled out in crowds. Knots. He
photographed chains to represent the lymphatic system. There were paintings | made of
the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden. The mutant flower became a symbol to me of
our relationship, but also of the inflection cancer left. It's romantically mirrored but, like a
free radical cell, is doubling dangerously. Eventually lan had the flower tattooed on his
hand. I've drawn him a few times and include the tattoo, now a few levels of
representation later.

At the bottom of the new painting, | have positioned lan. | rarely take my own
photographs for a painting, but | needed a specific pose. | had lan get into this position,
while | looked at Caravaggio’s Narcissus. | wanted the pose to be a few seconds later,
the figure entering a new zone, one that leads out of the painting’s frame. Now thinking

about it, when Narcissus gets too close to this zone, he drowns.



Figure 5. Collage of work made in 2016.
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This is all to say that | understand the actor’'s desire to make a deal with god, and to
return to a previous safety. But a sacrifice is still made to return. The house is burnt to
the ground. It's been over four years now since lan has been in remission. The vast
majority of recurrences occur within the first two years. His oncologist said he was in the
“cured” camp. Still last year, when lan felt what ended up being just a normal part of his
neck, we were back in that terrible state of waiting. Currently, we wonder if lan’s lungs,
forever slightly damaged by chemo, put him in the worrisome category of higher risk for
COVID-19.

On this viewing of The Sacrifice | noticed that the actor’'s house was so open the
entire film. The ground level doors seem to always be ajar. He has to go outside and
climb a ladder on the exterior of the house to get to his private office. People are
constantly entering and leaving. Even before the fire, the house was not a sealed-off,

safe space. Maybe that safety was just a fantasy all along.



24

Figure 6. Still from Andrei Tarkovsky, The Sacrifice, 1986 (2:19:01).
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Day 40-something of our semi-lockdown, | had the urge to reread Kobo Abé’s short
novel, The Woman in the Dunes. The story follows a 31-year-old teacher and amateur
entomologist, Niki, as he takes a weekend trip to a remote Japanese seaside village
hoping to discover a new species of beetle. As he walks to the beach away from the
town center, he notices individual houses half-buried. Eventually there are houses in 30
foot holes in the sand. At the end of the day, a townsperson lures him into staying the
night with a host. In one of the subterranean houses, an unnamed woman makes him
food and lets him sleep on a mattress on the floor. In the morning, the rope ladder is
missing. This begins his imprisonment. He slowly realizes that he has been tricked into
becoming the surrogate husband to the woman. The townspeople and the woman never
speak directly of their intent. He is never afforded their reasoning. Days and weeks
pass.

The most oppressive phenomenon is not that he is at the bottom of a hole, but
the constant wafting in of sand from the dunes. Every few minutes centimeters of sand
collect. At night, when it's cooler, the woman and he must shovel the day’s worth of
accumulation into buckets the townspeople pull up. When they sleep during the day,
they must cover their faces even inside to avoid aggravation. There is barely any water
rationed to them each day. Abé describes the discomfort of sand and heat in such detail
that my skin crawled while | read.

Niki attempts at one point to hold the woman hostage until the villagers will let

him up. They refuse him water for days and he unties her. He then tries and almost
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succeeds at an escape a few weeks in, creating a rope to leave the hole and run, but is
tricked into quicksand by the villagers in pursuit.

Most of the novel, which traces the events of more than a year, takes place in the
first few weeks. There is a time warp to this imprisonment. As Niki gets used to his new
routines, time flows faster.

Many more months pass. His awkward and confusing relationship with the
woman turns physical and she becomes pregnant. Secretly, he focuses on devising a
method accumulating a bucket full of water each day behind the house, which would
make him less reliant on the villagers and more able to bargain. When the woman has a
medical emergency related to the pregnancy, the townspeople pull her out of the hole to
take her to a regional hospital. Niki notices that in their haste they left the rope ladder
unfurled. He climbs to the top and looks around, seeing no one. Instead of leaving, he
thinks of his water-collecting invention that he hasn’t finished, and returns down the

hole.

Certain types of insects and spiders, when unexpectedly attacked, fall into a
paralytic state, a kind of epileptic seizure . . . an airport whose control tower has
been seized by lunatics . . . a fragmented picture. He wanted to believe that his
own lack of movement has stopped all movement in the world, the way a
hibernating frog abolishes winter. (Abé 54).
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Right when quarantine began, | received an email from Italy. It was from an opera
director and set designer, Fabio Cherstich. He had seen my work online and one piece
in particular reminded him of the deceased painter, Patrick Angus. | had seen a piece
from Angus in Yossi Milo’s 2018 Intimacy show. It had stood out to me in the cluster of
salon-hung works, but | hadn’t looked into his paintings any further.

Fabio sent me articles about Angus, and a catalog from a show he himself
helped put together. Years ago, his friend had introduced him to the little-known body of
work, and Fabio searched and searched for information or more work from the artist. A
regional museum in Arkansas put him in touch with Angus’ mother, Betty. When Fabio
had first reached out to Betty in 2012, it had been 22 years since someone had
contacted her about her son’s artwork. Fabio made his way to the U.S. to see the
mother’s collection.

In a BOMB article about his experience of Betty’s home, Fabio says:

When we arrived at the small house where she lives, | realized that she had created
a kind of home museum, starting with the garage, which was filled with paintings.
After becoming a widow, she had painted all the walls in white and organized the
works with very clear parameters: in the living room the abstract paintings were
combined with handmade doilies. In another room were Patrick’s portraits of her and
her husband, in the kitchen the food paintings, in the guest room—called the
Dolphin Room because of the motifs printed on the bedspread—were views of the
harbor of Fort Smith, and then in the corridor portraits and self portraits. It's a nearly
unknown collection.

The hyperobject' of COVID-19 warps my viewing of the catalog Fabio sends me. Angus

painted people together, alone. People watch and are watched, Angus’ deft line itself a

" In the sense of the word that Timothy Morton dissects in Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World in
relation to Global Warming
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record of intense looking. | am drawn to his deeply felt individual portraits. His specific
and strange color palette, more muted than Hockney but linked, finds spots across the
sitter to let the hue sing. When | worked for Billy Sullivan, he described painting flesh as
touching the figure. When the figures in Angus’ paintings are in groups, they often are
watching pornos in theatres or performances on stages. The desire to see, to know, and
to touch seems to me the crux of his work.

Angus died in 1992, victim to another mishandled pandemic that also
dramatically changed ideas about the safety of physical contact and the specter of
contagion.

Fabio, like us, slightly before us, was self-isolating in his home, teaching his
students remotely. | could remark on the relative good news out of Italy days before he

could remark on the relative good news from NYC.
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Figure 7. Screenshot of a PDF of a Patrick Angus article in Apartmento magazine, issue #24.
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