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After Caravaggio

1

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, born in late 1571 in Milan,is

the quintessential uncontrollable artist, the genius to whom nor-

mal rules do not apply. “Caravaggio,” the name of the Northern

Italian village from which his family came, reads like two words

conjoined, chiaroscuro and braggadocio: harshlight mixed with

deep dark on the one hand, unrestrained arroganceontheother.

Raised in the city of Milan and the village of Caravaggio in a

family that some say wason the cusp of minornobility, Caravag-

gio was six whenhelostboth his father and his grandfather, onthe —

sameday, to the plague. He was apprenticed aroundage thirteen

to SimonePeterzano,a painterin the region, from whom he must

have learned the basics: preparing canvases, mixing paint, per-

spective, proportion. He apparently developeda facility forstill-

life painting, and it was probably while studying with Peterzano

that he absorbed the pensive atmosphere of Leonardo da Vinci

and great NorthernItalian painters of the sixteenth century like

Giorgione andTitian.

Caravaggio mostlikely first went to Romein 1592. The reason

 

 



 
     

   

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

might havebeen his involvementin an incidentin Milan in which

a policeman was wounded(thedetails, as with so much else in

hislife, are foggy). It would befar from the last time he had to

get out of town. In Rome,it did not take him longto gain both

acclaim and notoriety, and by the mid-1s9o0s his paintings had

settled into the styles and subjects we often think of as Caravag-

gesque:lutenists, cardplayers, a panoply of brooding androgy-

nous youths. Eminentcollectors vied for his work, CardinalSci-

pione Borghese and Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte among

them.Success wentto his head,orperhapsit activated something

that had always beenthere. His language coarsened; his drink-

ing worsened; he gotinto fights often and wasarrested multiple

times.

In 1604, Caravaggio wasthirty-two. Healreadyhad behind him

a string ofindelible masterpieces, made for Roman patrons and

churches: The Supper at Emmaus, The Calling of Saint Matthew in

the Contarelli Chapel, The Conversion of Saint Paulin the Cerasi

Chapel, The Sacrifice of Isaac, The Incredulity of Saint Thomas. By

that year he had also completed The EntombmentofChrist, a work

ofprofoundgriefand astonishing achievement, even by Caravag-

gio’s already high standards. But in his personal conduct, he re-

mained reckless. “Sometimes he looked for a chanceto break his

neck orjeopardize the life ofanother,’ writes Giovanni Baglione,

a contemporary and one ofhis first biographers. Giovanni Pietro

Bellori, a later seventeenth-century writer, tells us, “He used to

go out on the town with his swordathis side, like a professional

swordsman, seeming to do anythingbutpaint.” At lunch in a tav-

ern one day, he ordered eight artichokes, and whenthey arrived,

he asked which were cookedin butter and whichinoil. The waiter

suggested he smell them to figure out the answer himself. Cara-

vaggio, always quick to suspect insult, sprang up and threw the

 



 

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

earthenwareplate at the waiter’s face. Then he grabbed a sword;

the waiterfled.

Asa boyin Lagos, I spent hoursporing over his work in books.

The effect his paintings have on me, the way they move mebut

also make me uneasy, cannot be due only to long familiarity.

Otherfavorites from thattime,likeJacques-Louis David, now sel-

dom excite me, even as Caravaggio’s mesmerizing power seems

only to have increased. Andit cannotonlybe becauseofhis tech-

nical excellence. The paintings are often flawed, with problemsof

composition andforeshortening. Myguessis thatit has to dowith

how he put moreof himself, moreofhis feelings, into paintings

than anyone else had before him.

The themes in a Caravaggio painting might derive from the

Bible or from myth, butit is impossible to forget even for a mo-

mentthatthis is a painting madeby particular person, a person

with a specific set ofemotions and sympathies. The makeris there

in a Caravaggio painting.We sense him calling out to us. His con-

temporaries may have been interestedin the biblical lesson ofthe

doubting Thomas, but weare attracted to Thomas’s uncertainty,

which weread, in some way, as the painter’s own.

Butthere’s more than subjectivity in Caravaggio: There’s also

the wayhis particular brandofsubjectivity tends to highlight the

bitter and unpleasantaspectsoflife. His compact oeuvre is awash

in threat, seduction, and ambiguity. Why did he paint so many

martyrdomsand beheadings? Horroris a partoflife we hope not

to witness too often, but it exists, and we do haveto see it some-

times. Like Sophocles or Samuel Beckett or Toni Morrison—and

yet unlike them— Caravaggio is an artist who goes there with us,

to the painful placesof reality. And when weare there with him,

wesensethat he’s no mere guide. Werealize that he is in fact at

homein thatpain, that helives there. There’s the unease.

 

 

 



 
  
   

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

Late in May 1606, twoyearsafter the artichoke incident, Cara-

vaggio lost a wager on a gameoftennis against a man named

Ranuccio Tomassoni. A fight ensued, in which several others

participated. Caravaggio wasinjuredin the head, but heranhis

sword through Tomassoni,killing him. After two days of hiding

in Rome,he escapedthecity, first to the estates of the Colonna

family outside Rome, and then,near the endoftheyear, to Naples.

He had becomea fugitive.

Caravaggio’s maturecareer can bedivided in two: the Roman

period, andeverything that cameafter his murder of Tomassoni.

The miracle is that he accomplished so muchin that secondact,

on the run. His work changed —the brushwork becominglooser,

the subject matter more morbid—buthe remained productive,

and he remained valued by patrons. He worked in Naples, in

Malta, in as manyasthree differentcities in Sicily, and in Naples

again before he set out for Romein 1610, in the expectation of a

papalpardon. Hedied onthat return journey.

In the summerof 2016, I had plans to be in Rome and Milan

for work. The US presidential campaign was proceeding with

wall-to-wall coverage, and the bodypolitic was having a collec-

tive nervous breakdown. The bizarre candidacy ofDonald Trump

had established him,againstall odds, as a contender. Right-wing

movementswere gaining ground across the world. Fleeing war

and economicdistress, thousands of people were dying in the

Mediterranean.The brutality ofISIS had made videosofbehead-

ings part of the commonvisualculture.What I rememberofthat

summeris the feeling that doom wasn’t merely onits way; it had

already arrived. (It had arrived, but thenit evolved, and four years

later, had become somethingelse again.)
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2

I knew I would revisit paintings by Caravaggio in Rome and

Milan. At least he would tell me the truth about doom, and I

would findin him thereprievecertain artists can offer us in dark

times. And that was whenanold and long-cherished idea came

back to me: Whatif I traveled farther south, visiting each of the

places Caravaggio hadin his years of exile? Many ofthe works he

madein thoseplaces remain, somein situ. Naples, Valletta, Syra-

cuse, Messina, and possibly Palermo. The more I thought about

the idea, the more I wanted to make it happen. I wasn’t after a

luxurious summersojourn. The places of Caravaggio’s exile had

all becomesignificantflash points in the immigrationcrisis, which

was notentirely a coincidence: he’d gone to them because they

wereports. A port is where a given territory is most amenable to

arrival and to escape, wherea strangerhas a chancetofeel less

strange. I had twostrong reasons for deciding to undertake the

journey:First, I longed for the turmoil I knew I wouldfeelin front

of Caravaggio’s paintings in the museums and churches where

they were held. But second, I wanted to see something of what

was happening at that momentoutside, beyondthe walls.

I arrived in Naples in late June, by train from Rome.It was

myfirst time in thecity, and thetaxi driver, a middle-aged man,

must have guessed as much. Heexplained that there was a fixed

fare of twenty-five euros between the Napoli Centrale station

and destinations in town. Bythe time the concierge at the hotel

confirmed that the trip shouldn’t have cost more than fifteen

euros, the driver was gone. Later that evening, on Via Medina,

half a block from myhotel, I passed by a womansleeping on the

ground. Mostofher bodywas covered bya small blanket, but her

feet stuckout, and I was remindedofthe bare anddirty feet ofthe

 

 

 



  
  
  

 

 

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

Virgin Mary that had so offendedthefirstcritics of Caravaggio’s

Death of the Virgin. The next day, the sleeping womanwasgone,

but I saw another womanseated near the same spot, yelling at

passersbyin garbled wordsthat were probably incomprehensible

even to speakersofItalian.

Naples bookended Caravaggio’s years of exile. The first visit

was late in 1606, the second in 1609, and he undertook impor-

tant commissions onbothvisits. By October1606, he was already

being plied with offers and welcomedinto the highest Neapoli-

tan artistic circles. Oneofhis first completed works in Naples was

for the recently formed charitable society of the Pio Monte della

Misericordia. The painting, for which he was paid without delay

and whichhe was quick to deliver, was a large canvastitled The

Seven Acts of Mercy. It can be seento this day in the church for

which it was commissionedin the center ofthe city, just off the

narrow Via dei Tribunali. The Seven Acts of Mercy is a complex

painting that tries to compile into a single vertical plane seven

distinct vignettes, allegorical counterpoints to the seven deadly

sins. In reproduction, the picture seems a congested mess. But in

reallife, at more than twelve feet high in a small octagonalbuild-

ing, it is uncannily absorbing.

‘The protagonists emerge from pools of darknessto play their

respectiveroles, and theyseem to drop backinto that gloomwhen

the viewer's eye movesonto othersections of the painting. On

the rightside ofthe paintingis an allegory of charity from ancient

Rome:the elderly Cimonbreastfed in prison by his daughter. A

body being carried out behind her (we see only the feet) repre-

sents the burial of the dead. In the foreground, a bare-torsoed

beggar, sprawledat the feet of Saint Martin, represents the cloth-

ing of the naked. The Seven Acts ofMercy, with its stacked narra-
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tion as wellasits light effects, was to have a sensational influence

on Neapolitan painting after Caravaggio. This was something ofa

pattern for him:in each citywhere helived, he waslike a lightning

bolt, a startling but briefillumination in whose aftermath nothing

was ever the same again. WhenI cameout ofthe churchinto Via

dei Tribunali, The Seven Acts ofMercy, with its surging movement

and sharp divisionsoflight and dark, seemed to continue on the

busystreet.

Onthe dayI arrived in Naples, I saw some young African men

selling shirts and hats just outside Napoli Centrale. That after-

noon, I went down from Castel Nuovo to Castel dell’Ovo, where

boys dived from the causewayinto the bay. Near the entrance of

the castle, a mansatselling trinkets. He was Senegalese and some-

times workedas a translator of books. He wasfluent in French,

Italian, and English. His current project, he said, was about the

African presence inItaly. I asked him where the Africans were

in Naples, and he said perhaps I'd find someat Piazza Garibaldi.

But, he added,that was not a neighborhoodI’d wantto bein after

nightfall.

That evening I wanderedinstead through the Quartieri Spag-

noli, the crowded “Spanish Quarter,’ where Caravaggiolived and

where he found the combinationofhigh culture andlowlife that

so appealed to him. Thestreets of the quarter were narrow, the

buildings tall; manywalls were decorated with grafhti. It was easy

to imagineit as a place wherelife had been boisterous and cheer-

ful for a long time, a place of concealment and informality—

just the thing for a man on the run. The Quartieri Spagnoli was

crowdedthat night, full of residents, students, and tourists. My

server at the pizzeria where I dined,a jovial young man,hada tat-

too on his arm:veni, vidi, vici. It was an allusion toJulius Caesar, of

 



il mca

10 AFTER CARAVAGGIO

course, butit could also be, I later found out, an identifying mark

among membersofItaly’s resurgentfar-right movement,a sign of

their nostalgia for Mussolini’s fascism.

The next morning, I went up to the Museodi Capodimonte,

locatedin the northern partofthe city in a building that used to

be the palace of the Bourbonrulers of Naples andSicily. After a

long, straight sequence of rooms,I arrived at Caravaggio’s The

Flagellation of Christ (figure 1). Christ stands at the column,life-

size, and around him are three assailants, two of whom pull at

 
him, the third of whom crouches, preparing a whip. As so often

with Caravaggio, thereis the story thatis depicted, but beyondit,

and often overwhelmingit, is an intensification of mood accom-

plished through his use of unnatural shadow, simplified back-

ground, anda limitedpalette.It is an image ofbrutal injustice, an

image that makes us askwhy anyoneshould be tortured.

WhenI left the museum and walked down the Capodimonte

hill, strolling through the busy city at evening, I was distressed.

I imagined that I was being watched by people in the doorways

and windows.I beganto think about how Caravaggio, once hees-

capedintoexile, could never take a goodnight’s sleep for granted,

butI wasalso thinking aboutall the peoplein thecity at that very

moment whowerein one wayor anotherprecarious guests: the

womanin the doorway at Via Medina, the mansellingtrinkets

at Castel dell’Ovo, the many young Africans I saw atthe train

station.

Naples had given me two magnificentlate paintings by Cara-

vaggio, but my efforts to see a third had been thwarted. The

Martyrdom of Saint Ursula, reputedto behis very last painting,

wasout on loan. I decided I would leave for Palermothe follow-

ing day. I wasn’t traveling in correct order: Caravaggio went from

Naples to Malta, and only thento Sicily and eventually back to
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FIGURE1. Caravaggio, The Flagellation of Christ (1607). Oil on canvas. Museo di

Capodimonte, Naples. Photograph: Wikimedia.

Naples. But myintuition was to leave Malta almost for the end, a

remote culmination to a dream journey.

Night had fallen by the time I got back to my hotel room.

Below melay the city, its houses packedclosein the dusk, their

lights glittering like a cloud offireflies all the way to the edge of
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12 AFTER CARAVAGGIO

the water with its ferries and cruise ships—beyond whichlay, in

almost total darkness now, the Bay of Naples, Mount Vesuvius,

the Isle of Capri, and the Mediterranean Sea.

3

The Oratory of San Lorenzo on Via Immacolatella in Palermois

surroundedbya tangle ofstreets so narrow andtwisty that I got

quite close to the building withoutseeing it. I took two wrong

turnsbeforeI finally found the entrance. Onthe highaltarin the

chapel ofthis oratory, Caravaggio’s Nativity with Saint Lawrence

and Saint Francis hungfor centuries. Caravaggiois likely to have

made the painting in 1609, though the somewhat conservative

style (elementsofthe composition bring to mind his muchearlier

Calling ofSaintMatthew), as well as the paucity ofdocuments, put

that date in doubt. Whatis certain is that the painting was made

before 1610, and that it was one of the treasures of Palermo until

the night of October17, 1969, whenit was hackedoutofits frame

by persons unknown,neverto be seensince.

The consensus nowis that the Mafia was mostlikely involved

in the theft and almostcertainly responsible forthe final fate of

the painting.Whatwasthatfinal fate? Stories havefloated around.

It was sold off; it was fed to pigs; it was burnedin fire. But no-

body knowsforsure. In its place now,on thehigh altar of the

oratory, hangs a copy commissioned in 2009 and painted from

photographsoftheoriginal, a plucky facsimile that looks noth-

ing like an authentic Caravaggio. Perhaps this is why the printed

tourist information asksvisitors to cast their eyes elsewhere and

enjoy “the beautiful marmoreal floorrealized in 1716 bytheartists

of murble Francesco Camanlino and Alojsio Mira.” But my pil-

grimage was not to see a marblefloor. Caravaggios are so few—

aroundeighty are agreed upon by scholars—that the absences
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feel like scars: those mentioned by seventeenth-century writers

that haven't survived or beenidentified, the three that burned in

Berlin in 1945, the onethat haunts the oratory in Palermo.

The summerofmy trip was a difficult timein Italy, but Sicily

hadits own special difficulties. I couldn't be sure, for instance,

whether the manyexamplesofgraffiti I sawwith theword “ultras”

referred to soccer fanatics, right-wing political thugs, or some

combination of the two. In the heat of the afternoon, I walked

through the Ballard market, its gaudystalls offering produce and

cheap goods. WhenI returned, the sun was going down,and the

city had undergone a change. The market's stalls were shut, the

streets almostsilent. There had been stories about the conflicts

some Nigerians in Palermo had had with the Mafia,their involve-

mentin prostitution, the terrible acts of violence they both en-

dured and perpetrated, the stabbingsand slashings. Noneofthat

wasvisible during mystroll through the Ballard marketthat eve-

ning, but the vibe wastense, and I knew thatI didn’t wantto stick

around.

4

Twothings wereclear to mebythetimeI took a train the follow-

ing morningalongtheSicilian coast from Palermo —via Cefalu,

Capo d’Orlando, Gioiosa Marea, and Barcellona, a succession of

unfamiliar towns— to Messina. Thefirst was that I could no longer

separate my exploration of Caravaggio’s years in exile from what

I was seeing around mein contemporary Italy: the sea was the

same, the sense of endangerment rhymed. The second wasthat,

after my stymied attempt to see The Martyrdom ofSaint Ursula in

Naples and the predictable disappointmentofseeing the replica

Nativity in Palermo, I was morethan readyto stand in front of a

real and great Caravaggio painting again. I got into a taxi at the

13

 

 
 



   

      

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

station in Messina. Thedriversaid, “So, you're a football player?”

I laughed. Indeed, what else could a young African headed to a

hotel be? “No,I’m hereto look at paintings by Caravaggio.”“Ah,

Caravaggio,” he said, unconvinced. “Caravaggio. Great.”

In Messina I met up with Alessandra Coppola, a Neapolitan

journalist who had agreed to be my guidein Sicily. After lunch,

we walked aroundthe city, which was unlike any I hadseen in

Italy: modest, modern, full of flat-roofed multistory buildings

devoid of ornament. There was a good reason forthis: an earth-

quake leveled Messina in December1908, destroying 90 percent

ofits buildings and killing more than seventy thousandpeople in

the surrounding area. The city that emergedin the aftermath was

plainer and morerational than manyotherItalian citiesits size.

Manyof the new buildings were designed to withstand future

earthquakes.

In the late afternoon, Alessandra and I went to the Museo

Regionale di Messina, a simple building on rise near thestrait

that separates Sicily from the mainland. There were trees and

marble antiques scattered about its grounds.We werevisiting on

aWednesday afternoon, and almost noone wasthere.Wefelt for-

tunate as we movedthroughthesilent galleries. Stepping into a

large gray room,withoutfanfare or warning I found myself stand-

ing before The Raising of Lazarus (plate 2). It hit me like a sud-

dengust ofwind. I don’t know if I cried out, but I know I began

to shake. I approachedit, makingsenseofit as I moved closer—

a harshlylit, frightening picture, an entanglementoflimbs, some

as yet unresolved drama—andasI did so, I saw that there was a

secondpaintingin the room,also by Caravaggio:his Adoration of

the Shepherds. This was a quieter work, butit was also large and

had its ownforce field.

I sat on a benchin the middle of the room,the two paintings
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set at a right angle to each other. I was awestruck, out of breath,

caught between these two immensities. The very act of looking

at an old painting canbe so strange.It is an activity that is often

boundupwith class identity or social aspiration.It can sometimes

feel like a diverting, orirritating, stroll amongWhite people’s an-

cestors.It can also often be wonderful, giving the viewer a chance

to be blessed bya stranger’s ingenuity orinsight. But rarely, some-

thing even better happens:a painting made by someonein a dis-

tant country hundreds of years ago,an artist’s careful attention

and turbulent experience sedimented onto a stretched canvas,

leaps out ofthe pastto call you—tocallyou—to attention in the

present, to drive you to confusion by drawing from you both a

sense ofalarm anda feeling of consolation, to bring you to an

awareness ofyour own self in the act of experiencing something

that is well beyond the grasp of language, something that you

wouldn't wish to live without.

The Raising ofLazarus, painted around 1609, is dominated by

the dark expanse in its upper register. Below, as thoughspotlit,

is the scene of resurrection. At the center, stretched out in a di-

agonal, taut between death andlife, is the pallid, almost greenish

body of Lazarus. A man supports him, andhis sisters mourn on

the right side of the painting. Ontheleft is the figure of Christ,

with his headbacklit, stretching out his right arm to summonlife

back into the dead man. Goldenlightis flecked over hands and

faces, arms and legs.

I’ve always been movedbythe story of Lazarusasit is re-

counted in the Gospel ofJohn. The basic shape ofthe narrative

is recognizable andrelatable: someonedies, and the heartbroken

family pleadsfor their-loss to be reversed. In the case of Lazarus,

Christ is so moved bythe family’s grief that he interferes with the

natural order of things and grants an exception like no other: he

4S

 

 
 



 

  

  
     

16 AFTER CARAVAGGIO

brings the dead man backtolife. This makes it an exemplarofa

kind of cosmicpartiality, what we would all hopefor at our most

woundedandvulnerable. Caravaggio pins the scene down toits

material facts: the confused faces of the onlookers, the downcast

facesofthe sisters, the necrotic bodyofLazarus, the supernatural

authority of Christ.

The dramathat unfolds in The Adoration of the Shepherdsis,

by comparison, much quieter. What can one dowith the stable

wherethe infant Christ was born? Manyartists cannotrise above

the story’s fairy-tale baggage, but in Caravaggio’s hands,the nar-

rative is broughtalive again. The key, as usual, is his trust in real-

ism: show what things looklike, and the feelings will come. The

painting is a pool of burnt umber, swirling around the placental

red ofthe robes worn bytheVirgin and oneofthe shepherds. This

is no sweet family scene, but rather a documentofroughness and

need. Why should a newborn and his mother be in such a dirty

place, barely protected from the elements? Whatcornerofa refu-

gee campis this? Whydothese people not have a home?

Caravaggio left Naples in 1607 and ended up in Sicily in

late 1608, taking commissions in Syracuse, Messina, and prob-

ably Palermo. But betweenhis time in Naples andhis arrival in

Sicily, he spent more than a year farther south, in Malta. He had

to leave Naplesfor reasonsthat are not clear. Then, Caravaggio

being Caravaggio, he had to escape from Malta after committing

a crime there. And whenheleft Sicily, it was inevitably in a hurry,

this time becausehe feared forhis life. He went from Sicily back

to Naples, and then beganto make his way toward Rome. He was

productive in those convoluted final years and months, but he

wasalso harried and homeless.It isn’t hard to imagine that when

he painted The Adoration of the Shepherds, he might have found



 

AFTER CARAVAGGIO

himself in deep sympathy with the Holy Family. They were,after

all, confronted with oneofthe simplest and most complicated of

all human needs:a safe and decent place to spend the night.

5

At the hotel in Messina, I read in that morning’s Corriere della

Sera about a boat that sank more than a year earlier with seven

hundred people onboard. That boat had now beenretrieved by

the Italian coast guard.It had been raised and was being taken

from the sea to the Sicilian port ofAugusta. I decided I would go

to Augusta and watchthe berthingofthe boat.We departed from

Messina and drove downthecoast, past Taormina and Catania,

on a clear bright morning that had Mount Etna’s smoky peak

visible on ourrightfor long spells. The town ofAugusta, whenwe

reachedit, was bright and deserted. Wehad lunchata cafe there

but could notfind any information aboutthe retrieved boat. So

wedrovefarther down,past Syracuse,all the way to the southern

tip of the island, to the resort town of Pozzallo. There was heavy

traffic as we madeour way through the town. A hearse wentby,

tailed by a large crowdon foot.

At the beach in Pozzallo, we met up with someItalian and

American friends and then drove into the port area, where fer-

‘ries and containershipsusually docked. The gates were open, but

there was no one at the window and no oneelse on the grounds.

Between the dock andthe road, fenced in behind theportarea,

andsitting on the parking lot somefifty yards away from us, were

eight large woodenboats. Painted blue, white, andred, theywere

crammed upclose together, eachtilted to one side, several lean-

ing against one another. I left my companions behind and began

to walk toward the boats. Orangelife jackets covered the decks

17

 

 
 



   
  
      

18 AFTER CARAVAGGIO

and spilled out from them, and by thetime I reached the boats,

the strong smell they emanated had becomea stench. The boats

seemed to have been dragged in from the sea with no attempt

madeto clean them. They were festooned not only with huge

quantities ofdirty life jackets but also with plastic water bottles,

shoes, shirts, andall the filth of many days of humanhabitation

at close quarters.

There was no wayoftelling which,if any, of these boats had

tipped its humancargo overinto the Mediterranean, which had

beenintercepted by Europeanauthorities, or which had brought

terrified travelers safe to shore. I had my notebook with me as

I walked among them,and I made notes of what I wasseeing.I

observed the details, wondering how I mightsetit all down in

writing. What happened next took me by surprise: I suddenly

collapsed to my knees and began to sob. Mychest pulsed, my

tears flowed, and between thoseboats with their strong smell of

humanbodies, I buried my head in my hands, ambushedandas-

tonishedbygrief.

WhenI regained my composure, I climbed into one of the

boats, unbothered now bythe stench, wanting onlyto be there,

imagining the unseen and desperate crowd ofseafarers. Then,

after a while, I rejoined the group. We droveout of Pozzallo and

returned to Augusta. It was a provincial port, full of cranes and

ships and containers, much busier and much more extensive than

Pozzallo’s. There wasa large fenced-in areaset aside with tents for

people who hadbeenpickedupwithinthe last few days or weeks

and who were awaiting processing and transfer to other sites. A

large ship with many passengers was supposed to come in. We

were nowtold it would not dock that night.

Buta smaller group ofmigrants had arrived during the day, and
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a police officer gave me permission to speak with two of them.I

wasled to a room with bright fluorescentlighting. The men were

Bangladeshi, both young, probably in their twenties. Theylooked

dazed. They’d beengiven clean clothes—a checked button-down

shirt for one, an athletic T-shirt for the other—and ontheir feet

they wore plastic Crocs. They presumably spoke Bangla. There

wasan interpreter, a Pakistani man whowasfluent in Urdu. He

could get the general idea of what the men were saying, I as-

sumed,possiblybecause they also knew some Hindi, which over-

laps appreciably with Urdu. But there was another problem:this

interpreter spoke fluentItalian but only halting English. Andso,

there was work involved in getting him to understand my ques-

tions and further work involved in him getting the Bangladeshi

mento understand his interpretation ofmyquestions.When they

finally understood something of his questions and responded,

there were the same numberofimperfect steps to get the answer

back to me.

The men were both named Mohammed.Oneofthem wasbig-

ger than the other. They had been rescued from a boat coming

from Libya, where they had beenliving and working for more

than a year. Whydid they leave Bangladesh? To find work, they

said. And how had Libya been? Big Mohammedshookhis head.

It was very bad,he said, they had to get out ofthere, the Libyans

were cruel; butit cost a lot ofmoney to gain passageon the boat.

And howwasthe journey? Again,it was big Mohammed whoan-

swered:Thetraffickers hadlied, he said. The passengers were told

theywould beinItaly in six hours. But theywere outatsea foral-

most an entire day before theywere picked upbytheItalian ship.

I asked them what they hopedto do, and it was the smaller

Mohammed who spoke up now. They wanted the freedom to
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work in Europe, he said. His companion nodded in agreement.

Their fatigue was apparent—the fatigue of having just that day

survived an ordealat sea. That’s what I kept thinking about: that

they hadlived but others had died. Why had things turned out

that way? It was a matter of luck, and this seemedto contribute

to their bemusedair.

Weweretold ofanother boat that was to docklater that night,

at a second and smallerport in the Augusta area, a few minutes’

drive away. Thelarge ship we had expected, we were nowtold, had

been prevented by the authorities from docking. But a handful

ofits passengers were to be brought ashore for emergency medi-

cal attention. And so we wentto this otherport, andafter halfan

hour, a small covered boat did indeed comein. There were other

membersof the press present on the pier with us, and we were

all allowed to witness the boat’s docking butnotto getcloseto it

or to take pictures. Police officers patrolled the area while six or

so medical professionals, clad in white full-body protective gear

and white face masks, boarded the boat. Soon,theylifted out a

frail man and placed him onto stretcher. He was wheeled over

to the ambulance. OneoftheItalian journalists suggested he was

Eritrean.

Notlong afterward, the medical professionals in their white

suits and masksled a Black couple, a man and a woman,outfrom

the boat, and then a second couple. Both womenwere pregnant.

Eachof the four was helpedoff the boat and onto the pier and

then led upthepier to the waiting ambulance. I went up to the

ambulance. Oneofthe men wasseated near the door, and I asked

him wherethey were from. “Nigeria,” he said. Feeling that I was

somehowoverstepping myprofessional bounds, but also imagin-

ing that perhaps these people would not hear many soft words in
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the coming days, I said, “Welcome.” Then I added, “God be with

you.” Before the man could respond, a police officer closed the

ambulance door and waved me from the area.

6

Syracuseis built ofa honey-colored stone, the samestoneusedfor

humble homesaswell as for the cathedral dedicatedtothe city’s

patron saint, Saint Lucy. Her legendis typical of female Chris-

tian saints: avow ofchastity, consecration to God, defianceofthe

temporal authorities (in her case the governorof Syracuse), and

subsequent gruesomeexecution. Versions of the legendsay that

Lucy’s eyes were gougedoutbefore she was executed.Saint Lucy

is the patron saintof the blind, andin her statue atop the cathe-

dral, she holds a dish in whichshecarries her eyes.

A contact in Syracuse had put mein touch with a young man

from Gambia who cameacross by boat from Libya someeight

monthsearlier. D. had registered as a minor—he admitted to me

that he was no longer one, and I puthis age at about twenty—and

he had beenplacedin a group homewith other minors. He had a

dark andintelligent face and an easeful mannerthat reminded me

ofmyyounger cousins. He seemedgladto be speaking English to

someoneand waseven happier whenI told him I was Nigerian.

“I love Nigerian music,” he said. “It’s all I listen to.” I asked him

whyhe migrated. His father had been a small-time politician, he

said, and hadfallen afoul of Gambia’s then president, YahyaJam-

meh.“My father wasforcedinto exile in Dakar. Things were very

difficult for my family. For my mother, for mysisters.” But why

didn’t D. also move to Dakar? “I wasn’t so close with myfather.”

But then his father died, and the situation became even more

desperate. He wentto Libya, to find work there, and managed
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to send small sums home. Whenheatlast decided to pay money

to human smugglers fora passage to Europe,hetold no one back
home.

“You weren't afraid of dying?”
“I was,a little,” he said, “but Libya had becomebad. I had

to go.”

It was the same story, in essence, as that of the Mohammeds.
“And the journey, wasit as bad as you feared?” “Worse,” D.said.
The smugglers had given a radio to oneofthe passengers, whom
they arbitrarily appointed “captain.” The instructions were that
hetry to contact one ofthe Italian shipsafter a certain period of

time. After a few frantic hours, the stratagem worked, and the mi-

grants were picked up andtakento Sicily. Only on arrival did D.
let his family know he had even attempted thetrip. He said the
Italians had been kindto him. Hewasstill living in the housefor
minors, where he had a certain amountof freedom.But he had
very little moneyand no working papers. Months hadpassed, and
he was nowitchingto leave Syracuse and go to a largercity.

Then he asked me why I was in Syracuse. I told him I was
there to see a painting by Caravaggio.I pointed towardthe Piazza
Duomoandaskedifhe wouldlike to accompany me.Hesaid he
didn’t see why not. As'weentered the church of Santa Lucia alla
Badia together, he said, “You know, I come around here every day,
aroundthis piazza, and I’ve never been inside a church. Notthis
church, not any church. In my wholelife, I mean.I’ve never seen
theinside ofa church.” Hewasraised Muslim. He seemed amazed
that he could just walk in, that no one questionedhis presence or
stopped him at the door. We wentto standin frontofthe altar-
piece.

The Burial of Saint Lucy is enormous, at ten feet across and
more thanthirteen feet high.It is in poor condition now:the paint
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surfaceis abraded,andlarge areas are damaged.Butthis does not

weakentheeffect of the painting. If anything, the materialfrailty

of the image helps focus your attention on its funereal mood.

Saint Lucy, dead, is stretched out on the ground, a cutvisible in

herneck, her eyes sealed shut. A crowd has gathered behind the

body. In the foreground, two powerful-looking men dig into the

ground, but this “ground,”lost in a field of dark browns, makes

it seem as thoughtimeitselfwere burying the picture. Darkness

encroacheson the protagonists from all sides. As D. lookedat the

painting, I wantedtotell him about how Caravaggio,bythis point

in his travels, was quite paranoid and had taken to sleeping with

his sword. But I didn’t. We looked atthe painting together for a

while, and then we stepped out of the church. Outside, D.’s eyes

seemedfull ofwonder, as much from Caravaggio, I supposed, as

from me,this strange fellow West African who appeared out of

nowhere, asking odd questions.

7

From theair, the first impression I hadofthe largest of the Mal-

tese islands wasof a large corkboard floating in the sea: a flat

brownterrain set off from the waterbyvertiginouscliffs. On the

drive in from theairport, the taxi driver offered, unprompted,

“Malta is nice, but we cannotfeedall these refugees. We are a

small island. We are not a big country.” Malta is distinguished by

well-preserved homes and churches, the imposing fort of Cas-

tel Sant‘Angelo, andthelasting and omnipresent influenceofthe

Sovereign Military Hospitaller Order of Saint John of Jerusa-

lem of Rhodes and of Malta. It was the patronage ofthis militant

Christian organization, also knownas the Knights of Malta, that

drew Caravaggio to Malta inJuly 1607.

Caravaggiolived in Malta fora little over a year and in that time
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madea small numberofpaintings for the Knights, whose patron

saintis SaintJohn the Baptist. Hisstiff, dutiful portrait ofAlofde

Wignacourt, the grand masterofthe order, hangs in the Louvre.

Another portrait of Wignacourt is presumedlost. These paint-

ings were probably madeto curry specific favor: to get him into

the good graces ofWignacourt, so that Wignacourt would grant

him a knighthood, to improve his chances of a papal pardonfor

his murder ofTomassoni. Theislandstill has two major paintings

from Caravaggio’s time there. The first is Saint Jerome Writing.

The secondis the work that, more than anythingelse, took me to

Malta: The BeheadingofSaintJohn the Baptist (plate 1), a painting

Thad known aboutsince I wasa boy, well before I had anyidea of

Malta as an actualplace.

The most populatedpart ofMalta is a dense agglomeration of

townsnearValletta, the capital. I stayed in Sliema, one of those

towns, dinedbythe waterside, walkedin the quieter streets, wan-

dered. It wasn’t until the third day that I plucked up the cour-

age to go to the Co-Cathedral of Saint Johnin Valletta. The co-

cathedral (so called because the old Maltese capital, Mdina, in

the interior ofthe island, already had a cathedral)is gilded and

ornate and pulses with the murmurofvisitors. But if you follow

the signs, passing through a small door at the back, you enter a

small, quiet, chapel-like room, the oratory. Straight ahead, but

visible only after you come arounda fixed partition, is The Be-

heading of SaintJohn the Baptist. The effect is of having walkedin

on something horrible, something you wish to unsee.

The seven people depicted in the paintingfeellike real people

in a real space, dwarfed bythe dark background.Thelighting, the

monumentalscale (even larger than The Burial ofSaint Lucy), the

height at whichthepicture is hung, andthe distribution of dark

andlight all add to the impression that what youare seeing is an
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actual event: the two prisoners watching the execution; the ser-

vant girl with the gold plate; the old woman; the mandirecting

the killing; the executioner reaching for the knife with which to

finish the job; and Saint John himself, prostrate on thefloor, his

neck spurting blood. Caravaggio signs his name below, the only

time we know him to have doneso, with a red line drawn out of

that blood.

All the malevolent force of the paintings by Caravaggio I had

seen in the preceding two weeks—Judith Beheading Holofernes,

The Martyrdom of Saint Matthew, David with the Headof Goliath,

The Flagellation—all that murderous power seemed nowto have

beendistilled into a single nightmare image, a surveillance cam-

era trained on an unfinishedcrime, a snufffilm.

The Beheadingof Saint John the Baptist wasdifficult to absorb

into my understanding ofwhateverit was I thoughtpainting was.

Morethan a year would pass before I found a key that helped

meprocess what I saw in Malta: two briefvideo clips from Libya

madein 2017. Thefirst, filmed by an unnamed source, shows men

being sold at a slave market. The second was made by CNNjour-

nalists who wentinto the suburbs ofTripoli to confirm the story.

The men beingsold are migrants from Niger, a few ofthem stand-

ing at night against a bare wall, a desolate courtyard like that in

Caravaggio’s painting. Thelightis poor.It’s hard to see. The busi-

nessis brisk and rapid:prices are called out, unseen buyersbid,

andit’s over. In thoseclips, what I saw waslife turned inside out,

life turned into death,just as I had seen in Caravaggio’s painting.

Notsimply what oughtnotto be, but what ought not to be seen.

The painting impressed Caravaggio’s hosts. On July 14, 1608,

not long after his completion of the painting, he was named a

Knight of the Order of Saint John. Alofde Wignacourt made the

proclamation, comparing him to Apelles, the greatest painter
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of ancient times. Caravaggio was awarded a gold chain and, ac-
cording to Giovanni Bellori, Wignacourt “made him gift oftwo
slaves.” Most ofthose enslaved in Malta were Muslim,at a time
whenthe hatred between the Knights ofMalta and the Ottoman
Empire was at a mutually fanatical pitch (there were many en-
slaved Christians in the Ottoman lands).We don’t knowthe iden-
tity of the two people handed over to Caravaggio, but many en-

slaved people who workedin a domestic context in Malta were

from Bornu, which spanned parts of present-day Nigeria and
Chad.

Caravaggio did notget to enjoy his cruelstatusfor very long.

By late August, he wasinvolvedin yet anotherviolentfracas. Gio-

vanni Rodomonte Roero,a high-ranking knight, was wounded

one night in an assault, and Caravaggio andfive other men were

implicated. Caravaggio was held at Castel Sant'Angelo for weeks.

But he somehowescapedfrom captivity, lowering himself from

the fort with a rope. Finding a boatman, whom he mayhave

bribed, he made straightfor Sicily. Thus came Syracuse, Messina,

Palermo, the great paintings he madein those monthstrailing

him like so many bread crumbs; andthen,feeling he was under

mortal threat in Sicily, perhaps fearing the reach of the Knights

of Malta, he returnedto Naples, to anotherspell ofproductivity

in a city he knew well. He thought he would besafe in Naples. He

was mistaken. In October 1609, on his wayoutofa tavern, he was

surrounded by a group ofmen.Theybeat him upand slashedhis

face. It has been suggested that he waspartially crippled and par-

tially blind after the attack. It took him a long time to convalesce.

Betweenthat assault andthe endofhis life, a nine-monthperiod,

he produced no morethan a handful ofpaintings, the last two of

which are believed to be The Denial ofSaint Peter and The Martyr-

dom ofSaint Ursula.
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Less than a year after I went to Naples, the Metropolitan Mu-

seum received The Martyrdom of Saint Ursula onloan. I was able

to see it side by side with The Denial of Saint Peter, whichis in the

Met’s collection. Because we knowhe died not long after, we can-

not help readingthese paintings throughthelens ofalatestyle, as

worksthat convey both the tremendousskill of the artist andhis

sense of hurry. They are paintings of great economy and psycho-

logical depth. The fear in Saint Peter’s eyes, the grief on Saint

Ursula’s face: wasthis the insight ofa man who knew hislife was

almost over? It’s tempting to think so. But Caravaggio expected

to recover from his injuries of the previous year. He expected a

pardon from the pope. Even with a substantial body ofwork be-

hind him already, he was only thirty-eight. He must have thought

he wasjust getting started. He wasn’t movingfrom life into death,

like John the Baptist. He was moving from death backintolife,

like Lazarus. So he thought; so he hoped.

In the summerof 1610 Caravaggio received word thata par-

don wasbeing arranged for him in Rome, with the involvement

ofhis old patron Cardinal Scipione Borghese. Heleft Naples on

a felucca,a sailing boat, in the middle ofJuly, taking three paint-

ings with him aspresents for the cardinal. A weeklater, he was in

Palo, a coastal fort town twenty miles west of Rome, from which

he presumably planned to make his way to the city. But some-

thing went wrongin Palo. On disembarking, Caravaggio got into

a scuffle with the officers of the fort and was arrested. The felucca

set sail without him but with his paintingsstill on board. It headed

north to the coast of Tuscany, to the small town of Porto Ercole.

Possibly there was anotherpassengerto drop off. When Caravag-

gio was released, days later, he hurried overland in thedirection

of Porto Ercole, a day’s ride. Uponarrival, he collapsed in an ex-

hausted heap. The feluccaarrived around the sametime.
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It was a hotJuly day in 2016 whenI headedto Porto Ercole. My
train from Romepassed by Palo after about thirty minutes and
arrived in Orbetello-Monte Argentario an hour anda half later.
I imagined it could have been a fever-inducing journeyin July
1610. I stayed in Orbetello and took a taxifrom therethefollow-
ing morning,acrossa spit of land that endsin the promontory of
Monte Argentario, on the southernside ofwhichis Porto Ercole.

Thad breakfast at a cafe on the rocky beach.A quartetofvisitors

wasseated near me, two of them,from their accents, American.

One American wasan older man. “Well maybethis guy will win
the election, and he can put an endtoall that,” he said.“Political
correctnessis just crazy. You’re not even allowed to compliment
anyone anymore. They'll cry sexual harassment.” He held forth

with the attitude of one who wished to be overheard. He com-

plained abouthis ex-wife. His three companions nodded sym-

pathetically.

 
Caravaggio neverpainted the sea. I search his oeuvre in vain

for a seascape; vistas of any kind are rare. We can address only
| whathas survived of his work, and in what has survived, there

are no swells, no waves, no oceanic calms, no shipwrecks or

beaches, no sunsets over water. Andyethis final years made a

chart ofthe sea, and his ports of call wereallliteral ports, portals
of hope, ofwhich Porto Ercole was the final, unanticipated stop.

He’s buried somewhere there, perhaps on the beach, perhaps in
a local church. Buthis real body can besaid to be elsewhere: the
body, thatis, ofhis painterly achievement, which has gone out to
dozensofotherplaces aroundthe world,all the places where wall
labels say, “d. 1610, Porto Ercole.”  He was a murderer, a slaveholder, a terror, and a pest. But I
don’t go to Caravaggio to be reminded of how good people are,
and certainly not because of how good he was. To the contrary:  24
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I seek him outfor a certain kind of otherwise unbearable knowl-

edge. Here wasan artist who depicted fruit in its ripeness andat

the momentit had begunto rot, an artist who painted flesh atits

mostdelicately seductive and its most grievously injured. When

he showedsuffering, he showedit so startlingly well because he

was on bothsidesofit: he metedit out to others andreceivedit

in his own body. Caravaggio is long dead,as are his victims.What

remainsis the work, and I don’t have to love him to know that

I need to know what he knows, the knowledge that hums, cen-

turies later, on the surface of his paintings, knowledgeofall the

pain, loneliness, beauty, fear, and awful vulnerability our bodies

have in common.

I walked down to the harbor in Porto Ercole. Small boats in

their neat dozens bobbed on the water, and I asked oneof the

waiting men to take me out. The air wasclear, the water a deep

blue with faint hints of purple. For the second time on myjour-

ney, I got into a boat. We zipped along, and when the boatman

took his shirt off, I did the same. He seemedto be inhis early

fifties, and he said he had alwayslived in Porto Ercole. He spoke

little English. When I told him I was from NewYork,he grinned

and gave me a thumbsup. “Oh, New York!” he said. We were a

couple of miles out. Did he know of Caravaggio? Of course he

did. He pointed to the beach. “Caravaggio!”hesaid,still smiling.

I signaled to him to cut the engine. It sputtered to a stop,

andthesilence camerushingin, so that the only sound wasthat

of the waves lappingat the hull as the boatrose and fell on the

Mediterranean.
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What Does It Mean

to Look at This?

A photograph of a group of suffering people: we look at them,

and from the sadness oftheir expressions and gestures, we know

something awful has happened. Butfinding out exact details,

through the photographalone, is more difficult. Who thesesuf-

ferers are, why theysuffer, whoor what caused the suffering, and

whatoughtto be done about it—these are altogether more com-

plex questions, questions hard to answerby only looking at the

photograph.

The accounts journalists typically give of their motivations,

particularly for photographing violence, aren’t always convinc-

ing. Whygooff to wars or conflict zones at great personalrisk to

take pictures of people whoselivesare in terrifying states ofdis-

array? The answeris often tautological: the images are physically

dangerousandpsychologically costly to make, and therefore they

mustbe the right images. Susan Sontag, probably the most in-

fluential writer on the intersection ofviolence and photography,

didn’t buy this argument. With forensic prose, she cut through

complacent apologiasforwar photographyandset photojournal-

istic images of violence squarely in the context ofviewers’ voy-
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eurism. This was the argument advancedin her 1977 essay col-

lection, On Photography. Sontag believed that a certain passivity

was inescapable in spectatorship, and that any imageofviolence

would betainted bythis passive distance. “Through the camera

people become customersortourists ofreality,” she wrote. Look-

ing at images of violence, she seemed to suggest, was bothself-

absorbedandself-absolving.

Sherevisited the subject near the end ofherlife, with more

complexity. In Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), she still

viewed photojournalists with skepticism (she dubbed them “star

witnesses” and “specialized tourists” ), and remained averse to the

kindof prurient gaze that images of torment canfoster. But she

amended someofherearlier positions. She hadpreviouslyargued

that photographs, despite their capacity to generate sympathy,

could quickly shrivel it through overexposure. She becameless

sure about that. She also queried the idea, implicit in her earlier

arguments and explicit in the work oftheorists like Guy Debord

and Jean Baudrillard, that the abundance and distribution of

images madereality itself little more than a spectacle:

It suggests, perversely, unseriously, that there is no real suffer-

ing in the world. Butit is absurd to identify the world with those

zones in the well-off countries where people have the dubious

privilege of being spectators, or of declining to be spectators, of

other people’s pain, just as it is absurd to generalize about the

ability to respondto thesufferings of others on the basis of the

mind-setof those consumers of news who know nothingatfirst

hand about war and massiveinjustice and terror.

Sontag wondered, near the end of Regarding the Pain of Others,

whether “onehasnoright to experience the suffering ofothers at
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a distance, denudedofits raw power,” and she cameto the conclu-

sion that sometimesa bit ofdistance can be good.“There’s noth-

ing wrong with standing back andthinking,” she wrote. (Even

more than the incisiveness of her judgments, Sontag’s willing-

ness to reconsiderher previous viewsis what endearsher to me.)

The challenges of viewership have only intensified in the

twenty-first century. Images of violence have both proliferated

and mutated, demanding new formsof imageliteracy. Some re-

cent scholars of photography have argued with some of Son-

tag’s assertions in On Photography. Oneofthosescholars, Ariella

Azoulay, has questioned the claim of voyeurism. Azoulay reads

images of conflict or atrocity as constituting a more interwoven

set of actors, displacing the question from one of voyeurism, or

even ofempathy, to oneofparticipatory citizenship. Weare all in

this together, Azoulay seemsto besaying (andI don’t think the

Sontag ofRegarding the Pain ofOthers would disagree). In making

such an argument, Azoulay attendsto a different tradition ofwrit-

ing about photography, one connected to an assertion made in

1857 by Lady Elizabeth Eastlake in the London Quarterly Review:

“Forit is one of the pleasant characteristics of this pursuit thatit

unites men of the mostdiverse lives, habits and stations, so that

whoeverentersits ranks finds himselfin a kind ofrepublic, where

it needs apparently butto be a photographerto be a brother.”

But in Azoulay’s view, it is not only being a photographer that

grants a person admission to this imaginative republic. Being the

subject ofphotos, noless than taking photosor lookingat photos,

is one ofa set of mutually reinforcing activities in which the par-

ticipants are interdependent and complicit. The meaning of any

given imagearises from these variousroles as well as that of the

cameraitself. This is one of the points Azoulay makesat length

in her lucid andindispensable 2008 study, The Civil Contract of

103



 

 

104 SHADOWS

Photography. Her argumentrests on thecivic relations between

people: “Whenand where the subject of the photographis a per-

son whohassuffered someform ofinjury, a viewing ofthe photo-

graph that reconstructs the photographic situation andallows a

reading ofthe injury inflicted on others becomesa civic skill, not

an exercise in aesthetic appreciation.” Azoulay’s project arose out

of her own experiences as a Jewish Israeli citizen who, neverthe-

less, had to interpret the images she wasseeing of Palestinian suf-

fering. Are these peopleradically other, or are they somehowin-

cludedin the general “we”?

Photographsofatrocity always confront us with questionsofin-

equality. But these questions can no longer simply be reduced

to “Why them and whynotus?”If, as Azoulay argues, photog-

raphy deterritorializes citizenship, then these images accuse, they

interrogate, and they putus in the same boat with those we are

looking at. “What have we done,” they ask us, “to create the condi-

tions in which others, our fellow citizens, undergo these unspeak-

able experiences?”

The scholar Susie Linfield critiques Sontag in different terms.

In The Cruel Radiance (2010), Linfield defends what she sees as

the noble ideals of documentary photography. She finds fault

with a numberof notable photographycritics (Sontag, as well as

Roland Barthes and John Berger, amongothers) for being dis-

trustful of photography, for not loving it enough. Sontagis, to

Linfield, a “brilliant skeptic,” and Linfield finds this a muchless

attractive persona than the one of the “smitten lover,” which is

whatshe deemsthefilm critic Pauline Kael. What photography

can do especially well, in Linfield’s view, is present the ways in

whichthe ideals of humanrightsfall short. A photograph cannot
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showhumanrights, butit can depict, with terrifying realism, what

a starving personlookslike, what a human bodylooks like after

it has been shot. “Photographs show howeasily we are reduced

to the merely physical, which is to say howeasily the body can

be maimed,starved, splintered, beaten, burnt, torn and crushed.”

This is sharply observed. But the devilis in the details, and the

kindofdetails photographs are goodat are visual and affective,

different from the kind ofdetails we mightcall “political,” which

have to do withlaws, shadesoflinguistic meaning, and the distri-

bution of power. Forall her optimism abouttheefficacy of pho-

tography, Linfield admits that “we, the viewers, must look outside

the frame to understand the complexrealities out ofwhich these

photographsgrew.”

In Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag wrote, “The photog-

rapher’s intentions do not determine the meaningof the photo-

graph, whichwill have its own career, blown by the whims and

loyalties of the diverse communities that have use forit.” The

truth of the statement is obviousin certain cases, such asthat of

the notorious photographs madein late 2003 by Private Charles

GranerJr. and others at the Abu Ghraib prisonin Iraq. In strip-

pingprisoners naked,piling them upinto a pyramid,or ordering

them to masturbate, Private Graner and other American soldiers

might have intendedto use humiliation to “soften” their prisoners

up for interrogation. But the images, oncetheywerereleasedinto

the world, had a much more shocking and enraging meaning.

Or considerthe caseof the Syrian photographer code-named

Caesar. He was making photographs, with a team,as part ofhis

military-police job. Disturbedat the increasing numberofgrue-

some murders he had to photograph, he began to smuggle out

large numbersofimages—imagesofthousandsofpeople starved,

beaten,or torturedto death bythe Syrian state—betweenthefall
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of2011 and the summerof2013. Caesar himselfeventually escaped

Syria. His images,initially made for one purpose(as the regime’s

recordsof its enemies), came to take on a different significance

(as evidenceof astonishing crimes against humanity). The gap

between the photographer’s intention and the subsequentlife of

the imageis usually not as significant as in these two cases. But

there’s always somekindofdisjuncture, a disjuncture that arises

from photography’s tendency to show only so much butoften to

mean much more: a photograph’s tendency, in other words, to

connote more thanit denotes. As Tina Campthaswritten, photo-

graphs don’t speak, but they are not mute. They are quiet, and

solicit a kind oflistening.

A photograph of a group of suffering people: it registers at first

as a familiar type of image, the expertly made photograph of an

atrocity in a faraway country (plate 3). The photographer’s exper-

tise expressesitself through color and visual rhythm; despite the

subject matter, it is a beautiful photograph. Weseefive people:

four women and one man.They are surrounded by rubble. On

a blue doororwall is graffiti. The man and three of the women

have clapped their hands to their mouths and noses, or raised

their hands to cover their faces, as though they are simulta-

neously grieving and protecting themselves from a stench. The

fourth womanhasaverted her eyes. Somethinghorrible is going

on, something wecan’t see.

But what does the photograph, byitself, tell us about what

that “something”is? Not much. Unlessit is supported with extra-

photographic evidence, it will be limited to platitudes about

humanbrutality or the universality ofgrief, truths for which no



 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO LOOK AT THIS?

photographic argumentis required. At the most basiclevel, that

extra evidence begins with the caption: “Susan Meiselas. Neigh-

bors watch as dead bodies are burnedin thestreets ofEsteli, 1979.”

The caption gives us the photographer’s name,establishes a place

and time, andalso gives us a plain description of an event. But

ifwe stop there, we have only decorated the image with a bit of

knowledge. Further investigation mightrevealthat Esteli is a city

in northern Nicaragua, and thatin early 1979, a popular struggle

by the Sandinistas to unseat the dictator Anastasio Somoza De-

bayle was gaining strength. We might discover that the dead

bodiesjust outofsight in Meiselas’s picture were ofpeople killed

by Somoza’s National Guard. The people in the photograph were

reacting, Meiselas said, to “the intensity of putrefied bodies that

have been onthestreet for three to five days in the hotsun.” Out

there photographing, she could smell them.We almost can,too.

This single photograph could be supportedbya shelf’s worth

of books: about the history of Nicaragua, about right-wing

regimes, about Latin Americain thelate ’7os, aboutleftist dreams

of revolution, about American foreign policy, about the sense of

smell, about the personal courage of a woman photographing in

a war zone, aboutthe political economyofEsteli, and so on. The

photograph cannotdothatall byitself, but it can occasion those

investigations.

Recognizing the frustration of trying to make photographs

speakto the incredible complexity of civil conflict, Meiselas has

written, of her time in Nicaragua, “I had photographs, they have

a revolution.”In the course of 1978 and 1979, she made hundreds

ofphotographs. She made many more in subsequentvisits.What

difference did those photographs make? Moreover, what could

be more irritating, and even offensive, than to have someone
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photographing you while you mourn the burning ofa relative’s

body? Would you want a photographerthere, clicking away, on

the worstdayofyourlife?

I return to Azoulay’s idea that the photograph functions as a

bond between the photographer and the photographed, that it’s

a kindofpromise madebythefirst of these people to the second:

I will bear witnessto this. In their grief, in their shock,even in their

irritation at the presence of a photographer, the hope for those

whoare photographedin the midst oftheir suffering is that what

is happening to them will go outinto the world, and possibly, by

being seen,will help bring them relief.

Proofof this is elusive. We’ve all seen war photographs that

are meregrist for the journalistic mill. Some photographers are

addicted to war, and someviewers are voyeurs; and yet photog-

raphyis not limited by these ways of seeing. Photography works

and doesn’t work,it is tolerable and intolerable, it confounds and

often exceeds our expectations. “Conflict photography,” in par-

ticular, arises out of a huge set of moving variables that in un-

predictable, unreliable, but unignorable ways help make the

demandsofjustice visible. Taking photographs is sometimes a

terrible thing to do, but often, not taking the necessary photo,

not bearing witness, or not being allowedto do so can be worse.



 

A CrimeSceneat the Border

On Tuesday, June 25, 2019, Rosa Ramirez wasfilmed at homein

San Martin, El Salvador. Ramirez stands by a doorwayin a small

interior. She is distraught, and her large brown eyesglisten in the

glare ofcameralights.“The last message he sent me was Saturday.

Hesaid, ‘Mama,I love you.’ Hesaid, “Take care ofyourselves be-

cause weare fine here.”

Herface is puffy from weeping.

“WhenI read that message, I don’t know, it made me want to

cry becauseI saw it as a sort ofgoodbye.”

The manlies face downin water, his black shirt more thanhalf-

way hikedup his back. A toddler, also face down,is tangled up in

his shirt. Theylie side by side, her arm drapedacrosshis neck. He

wears black shorts. She wearsred pants pulled uppastthe calves,

tiny shoes, and weseethetelltale bulge ofa diaper. Blue beer cans

bob in gray-green water around them. The rushes on the river-

bankgrow profusely. The photo showsRosa Ramirez’s son, Oscar
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Alberto Martinez Ramirez, and his daughter, Valeria, and it was

taken by the Mexican photojournalistJulia Le Duc.

Oscar Martinez andValeria had traveled from El Salvador and

had been in Mexico a couple of months. Disheartenedbya tor-

turous asylum process, they tried to swim across the Rio Grande

from Matamoros to Brownsville, Texas. That is where they both

drowned. Martinez was twenty-five, Valeria nearly two. In the

video made three days later, Rosa Ramirez speaks as one for

whom all hopeis gone. The previous Saturday, she was reading a

message from her son. By Tuesday, with the cameramen record-

ing, she had herselfbecome news.

Martinez and Valeria are two of the hundreds of people who

will die on the United States-Mexico borderbeforethe year 2019

is through. They are two of the thousands whohave died in the

past decade in awful circumstances. On the border, people have

died aloneor with others, in the desert or in water, of exhaustion

or ofthirst, or shot with bullets, their bodiesleft to the elements

or wild animals.

Whenthe Associated Press distributed Le Duc’s photograph

aroundthe world,it did so within the conventionsofnewsreport-

ing: something happened somewhere, someone photographed

it, the image was picked up by a newsagency, and it went out

to the international press. The photograph was published in the

pages of the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Guardian,

the Wall StreetJournal, and countless others. In news reports and

opinion columns, it was lauded asan actofwitness, and the hope

was widely expressed thatit might activate the conscienceofthe

American government and spur a change onthe border.

Brutal imageseasily elicit sympathy. It is true that a very few
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images of suffering have catalyzed changes in policy, butit is

equally true that terrible images are publishedall the time, thou-

sands of them eachyear, and the vast majority changepolicy not

one iota. There have beentruly astonishing, and truly sicken-

ing, photos from Gaza, Lampedusa, Yemen, Kashmir. But gov-

ernments,in spite of an abundance of memorable photographs,

regularly fail to honorthe legitimate claims made before them by

personsseekingsafety and dignity.

Perhaps too muchis madeofindividual photographs. Whatif

wehad, for each incident, not one photograph, but a hundred?

Whatifwe had photographstaken across the span oftime show-

ing not just what happened in MatamorosinJune 2019 but what

led to it? Would webe able to hold on to our innocence?

In the 1980s, Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush

supported El Salvador’s military-led governmentin a civil war

against variousleftist groups. The government's atrocities have

been well documented, and tens of thousands of Salvadorans

died. Hundreds of thousands morefled to the United States. In

the mid-1990s, President Bill Clinton allowed the “temporary

protected status”ofSalvadoranrefugeesto expire after the end of

the civil war there, and manyofthose whowereforced to go back

formed orjoined the gangsat the coreof the current violence

in that country. In June 2014, President Barack Obama boasted

that Border Patrol agents “already apprehend and deport hun-

dreds of thousands ofundocumented immigrants every year.” In

2017, dozens of suspected gang members wereillegally executed

by United States—funded Salvadoransecurity forces.

In January 2018, the White House announcedits intention to

end temporary protected status for nearly two hundred thou-

lll
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sand people who had cometo the UnitedStates from El Salvador

after a series of devastating earthquakes there in 2001. The effect

of this would beto cut off the ability of those people to support

poorrelatives backhome, threatening furtherinjury to an already

wounded Salvadoran economy. In April of the same year, Bor-

der Patrol agents began implementing a “metering”policy that

slowed the processing of asylum claims at the United States-

Mexico borderto a trickle, creating a huge backlog. InJune 2019,

the United States vowed to provide nofurther aid to Guatemala,

Honduras, and El Salvadoruntil they reduced the migration of

their nationals to the United States—a cruel and counterproduc-

tive measure.

How would sucha relentless catalog of inhumane policy be

photographed? Momentouspolitical decisions, often made by

menin suits in quiet, evenly lit rooms, do not tend to generate

visual drama. The photographs might only show someonesign-

ing a documentor someonein the middle ofa speech. Theymight

show president, a memberofCongress, a Border Patrol agent, a

lobbyist, a judge, a citizen at a politicalrally or in a voting booth.

What if these photographs,in all their bureaucratic banality,

were presented alongside the photograph of two drowned

people? It would be a strange juxtaposition, a strangeness out

ofwhich somevital truth might be articulated. And whatif the

photograph with the dead bodies was omitted entirely and only

the policies that led to the deaths were shown? Wouldwestill be

shocked and saddened? Or do wealways needthe spectacle of

corpses to makethestory real?

The media’s defense ofthe publication of Le Duc’s photograph

wasfamiliar:thatit is the job ofthe press to disseminatethe truth,
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no matter how bitter, and that by showing the bitterest truth,

somejustice might be done. But a photograph of a dead child

on the United States-Mexico borderis not, byitself, the bitter-

est truth. A bitterer truth might be to convey that what we are

lookingat is a crime, not an accident. Thebitterest truth might

be to show that the crime was committed by the viewers of the

photograph,that this is not news from some remote and uncon-

nected reality but, rather, something you have done, not you

personally but you as a memberofthe larger collective. It is you

whohave undermined their democracy, you who have devastated

their economy, you who have deniedtheir claim to asylum. These

are not strangers requesting a favor. They are people you already

know, confronting you with your misdeeds.

Thatis not how such imagesare typically presented or under-

stood. So, what happensif evidence of your crimes is presented

to you over and over again but you do not accept culpability?

What happensis that your assessmentof the evidence becomes

ever more disingenuous.It’s a pity, you say.It’s unfortunate, out-

rageous, heartbreaking. You make these declarations, which are

partly true but mostly false, and life goes on.

But whatalso happensis that the images enter an aesthetic

realm, detached from the humanpain from which they emerged.

Itis too easy to forget Rosa Ramirez standing in herhome, mourn-

ing as any of us would, andit is too easy to rememberthe strik-

ing photo ofher dead son and granddaughter. The publication of

such imagesis often followed by speculation about which among

themis likely to win prizes. The photographerofthe spectacularly

terrible image is immediately congratulated byhis or her peers,

for someglory is surely on its way: a Pulitzer Prize perhaps, or a

World Press Photo award. Andthis slopeslips down to that ever-

louder demographicthat exults in making America great again,

113

 



 

114.

 

SHADOWS

amongwhom thebrutal images do moredirect work. The images

show foreigners getting what they deserve; far from being an in-

dictment, they portray naturalorder. “Reality is don’t beillegal,”

as one commenteron the Times site put it. Another wrote, “The

bad judgmentof the father in attempting to swim river with a

toddler on his backis his responsibility.”

The weak andthe disesteemed should suffer, and indeed they

suffer. They should die, and indeed they die. The world is whatit

is. Not only is it easy to bear other people’s misfortune, but their

very suffering confirmsthat they are undeserving ofmercy.

Photographsofextremesuffering will continue to be published;

few publications will pass up the opportunity to feature a memo-

rable image. If the past is any guide, they will be published in

a way that does not particularly challenge those who wield the

poweroflife and death over others. The New York Times, for in-

stance, describingits decision to publish Le Duc’s photograph,

said it was careful not to makea “political statement” or convey

“a position on the issue of immigration.” This carefulness, in the

face ofhorrific policy, already takes a position.

Noris it likely that the asymmetry between those whose pain

is turned into news and those who “consume” the news can be

corrected. There are powerful, almost incontrovertible, codes

of decorum maintained by and for people who are thought of as

White, or who have beeninvitedto participate in Whiteness. The

racial disparity in published photographsof traumatized bodies

is by now recurring, and almost tedious, question. Media or-

ganizations have standard (and often grouchy) ripostes to the

question eachtimeit arises, usually involving an appeal to news-
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worthiness. And yet, newsworthiness rarely brings destroyed

White bodies to the front page of the newspaper.

‘The questions we need to ask now are more urgent and more

discomfiting. What sort ofperson needs to see such photographs

in order to know whatthey should already know? Whoare weif

we needto lookat ever more brutal imagesin order to feel some-

thing? Whatwill be brutal enough?

These photographs,finally, are mirrors, not windows.We look

into them, and what theyreflect back to us is something mon-

strous and hard to reconcile with our notion of ourselves. We

look, and look, and then—sated with looking, secure in ourre-

actions, perennially missing the point—weput them away.
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Ethics

Whenwespeak of migration, it is easy to resort to watery lan-

guage: we speakof a “flow” of refugees, an “influx,” a “wave,” a

“flood.” These are not neutral terms: they make the condition of

our fellow humanbeings a causefor alarm, not ontheir behalf,

but on ours. But people are not water, they are not inanimate.

WhenI watchthe clips of slave-trading from Libya—the clips

that so reminded meof Caravaggio’s terrifying late painting The

BeheadingofSaintJohn the Baptist—I am not watching a wave or

a flood. I am watching people being sold. The numbersare called

out, and I witness a human being un-humaned. Their abductors

refer to them as “merchandise”; eachis sold for the equivalent of

a few hundred dollars. An obscenity that should not happen to

anyone, an obscenity that shouldnot beseen by anyone.

Humanity is on the move. As of 2019, there were somesixty-

seven million people in one condition of migrancy or another.

The numberswill only rise and will cometo include someof us

who don’t expect to be included. Part ofwhat draws me to Cara-

vaggio is his imagination for the unhoused, the unhomed. His

sympathy for those marginal conditions was shaped by his own
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experience. WhenI look athis tender, violent work, I see that ex-

perience transmuted into a workofwitness. Wetendto think of

the newsas a natural phenomenon,rather than one shaped by

culture, privilege, and imperialism. With Caravaggio, I feel com-

pelled to consider what it might mean to abandon the conven-

tions of “raising awareness,” ofwhat it might mean to commit to

the more dangerous work ofbearing witness. The onewho merely

raises awarenesscanstill pretend to neutrality, while the one who

bears witness has already taken sides, has already committed to

being unprofessional.

There is a difference between reading about something and

hearing something, an irreducible difference betweenbeingtold

about something and seeing something. The differenceis in our

affective responses whenthe sensesare triggered moredirectly.

Andourresponsibility, painful as it might be, to seek out thatdi-

rectness as a form ofethical knowledge. I am reminded ofa story

Anne Carsontells in her remarkable bookNOX,whichis an elegy

for her brother:

When mybrotherdied his dog got angry, stayed angry, barking,

growling,lashing, glaring, by day and night. He wentto the door,

he went to the window, he would notlie down. My brother’s

widow, it is said, took the dog to the church on the dayofthe

funeral. Buster goes right up to the front of Sankt Johannes and

raises himselfon his pawson the edgeofthe coffin and as soon as

he smells the fact, his anger stops.

WhenI went down to the US-Mexico border in 2011 to under-

stand better what was happeningthere, I saw manythings that

altered my sense of my belongingin the United States; not only

mysense ofbelonging, but also my sense ofresponsibility. I saw
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people with swollen feet dropped back from failed migration,

cared for byvolunteers in Mexico. In the UnitedStates, I sawbor-

der agents practicing their shooting at an open-air firing range.

And I saw the border wall like a gash, like a wound, between

the two. On a secondvisit to the border, I went to the county

examiner’s office in Tucson, and I was shown the bodies of the

those who haddied in the desert. Many would neverbeidenti-

fied, their bodies too disfigured by wild birds, by wild dogs, by

sun and windandrain. That day, at the county examiner’s office,

I made a photographofthe unclaimed rowsofthe beloved dead.

I rememberthat there wasa faint smell of formaldehydein the

storage unit. But that wasnot the smell of death. I saw the fact,

but I know did not smell the fact. What would have happened

had I smelled the fact?

Moreincisive (mysteriously so), more striking, more deeply

into the fact, is something concerning the border that comesto

mefrom distance. I am thinking of somethingfrom late 2018, an

event that stood as onein string of those dispiriting moments

that Adrienne Rich prophetically termed “our country moving

closer to its own truth and dread.” It was an audio recording sur-

reptitiously made in a detention facility in Texas thatJune. In the

recording we hear children between theagesoffour and ten who

are weeping, deeply distraught at having been separated from

their parents. An agent, who can hearthe raw pain of the kids,

jokes, “We have an orchestra here.” Seven minutesofvery young

children wailing and begging for their parents— mami, they cry

out, papa—while all around them,the practical business of the

border agents and consularofficers continues.Ifone thinks, for a

moment, of any child between theageof four and ten for whom
onecares, the cruelty ofthe policybecomes unbearably apparent.
The violence that subtends oursocietal arrangements can sud-
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denly manifest through our hearing something, or seeing some-

thing, or perhaps most powerfully ofall, smelling something.

This perhaps is the secret of someonelike Caravaggio: that

he can break throughthe surface of the canvas and evoke senses

not normally connected to the art of painting. Ontherunfor his

life, he is as alive as he can bearto be, all across the spectrum

of sense: sensate, sensitive, sensuous, sensual, sexual. Thinking

about the bodies living and dead in Caravaggio sends me back

to what Kristeva wrote: “Corpses show me whatI permanently

thrust aside in orderto live.” The smell of death, the smell of the

fact, threatens one’s identity. This is one of the key assertions in

Kristeva’s crucial essay Powers ofHorror, from 1980, in which she

lays out for us new thinking about the abject. “The corpse,” she

writes, “seen without God andoutside of science, is the utmost

abjection.It is death infectinglife.”

One account, probably apocryphal, says that Caravaggio had

a recently buried corpse exhumedso hecoulduse it as a model

for his Lazarus. But in Caravaggio, the apocryphaland thereal

becomevery close. When we look at the rigor mortis of Laza-

rus, his greenish skin, we can almost smell the picture. Lazarus of

Bethany, friend ofJesus, brother to Maryand Martha,is buried in

a tombsealedoffwith a stone. Jesus, seeing the distress of those

wholoved this man,is himselfdistressed; his poweroverlife and

death does not diminish his affective response. Jesus wept. The

story is told in the eleventh chapterofthe GospelofJohn,anditis

there that I find the detail that strikes me most powerfully:“Jesus,

once more deeply moved, cameto the tomb.It was a cave with a

stonelaid across the entrance.“Take awaythe stone,hesaid.‘But,

Lord,’ said Martha,thesister of the dead man,‘bythis time there

is a bad odor, for he has been there four days.’”

Duccio’s The Raising of Lazarus is part of the predella ofhis
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monumentalaltarpiece, the Maesta (plate 7). In Duccio’s render-

ing ofthe event, we are at the momentofmiracle. Mary, in red, on

her knees, pleads. Martha explains to Jesus that her brother has

been dead too long. The crowd throngs. And he who was dead

comesforth, wrappedlike a mummy.In his eyes we see the con-

fusion, andthe softeningofthe confusion into somethinglikelife

(paintingis its own miracle in the way thatit can toggle between

two emotional states). And there’s a further and unforgettable

detail in Duccio’s panel. A young man,near the entrance of the

tomb, looksdirectly at Lazarus, but he has covered his nose and

mouth.It is a holy moment, but a stench is a stench. This young

maninjects the scene with a sad and humanepoignancy. In cer-

tain scenes ofmourning, there are those whoweep with abandon,

sometimes throwing themselvesat the body. Often,these are the

most closelybereaved, who,in theloss, are at a loss ofthemselves.

But there are frequently others, whoare also grieving but perhaps

with a bit more distance, a distance that allows them to take in

more than theloss, to take in the smell as well and to therefore

covertheir noses. The figure overwhelmedbythe stench ofdeath.

~ WherehaveI seen this figure before?

There she is in Koen Wessing’s photograph from the Nicara-

guan conflict, as published in Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida.

A dead child on the street coveredin a sheet, a mother weeping

in the foreground, another woman, somesteps behind, covering

her nose. Andthere they are in Susan Meiselas’s photograph from

the same conflict. They cover their noses, sometimestheirfaces,

both in grief and in disgust. The bodies, of protesters against the

regime, have begin to putrefy. Perhapsit’s significant that these

are neighbors, for you would not mind the smell —orthere are
things you would find more urgent than the smell—if it were

your child. The gesture of covering one’s nose or the moment of
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being overwhelmedbythe smell is a gesture that indicates a cer-

tain distance, andin this distance, as we note in the paintings of

Lazarus by Duccio and Giotto, and in photographsofNicaragua

byWessing and Meiselas, is a space for the spectator to enter. We

cannotfeel this particular mother’s grief, this sister's loss, but we

know whatit means to be in community and at the same time

be susceptible to olfactory stimuli. We can at least be neighbors.

People whoare in a state of abjection are often the same

people whoare said to “threaten oursecurity.” And indeed, they

do: they threaten ourserise of ourself as secure, as non-abject.

They showtheloss of security that always threatens the human

self. People we have made to suffer extremely are reminders of

something ofwhich we don’t want to be reminded: that we can

suffer extremely too. Our security is threatened not because

there is something they will do to us, some kindofattack, but

rather because of what we are: beings as vulnerable and inse-

cureas they are. This is knowledge that must be suppressedatall

costs, knowledgethat is therefore met with disgust. The abjectis

disgusting because it comes from us, becauseit is our unstable

selves externalized, the intimate fact we cannot bear to smell.

This is what happenedto mein Pozzallo, in Sicily, when I unex-

pectedly encountereda fenced-in parking lot on which migrant

boats had beenstored.I received and understoodthesadreality

of those boats with myintellect, but it was when I smelled them

that I burst intotears.

The newsassertsitselfas a neutral reporton thestate ofthings,

andelicits predictable responses.In fact,it is an elaborate enter-

prise driven by the predictability of the response. “A boat sank,”

a newsreport mightsay, “and 700 people died.” The reader’s re-

sponse might be, “Whata pity.” “Thousandsofpeople have died

crossing the US-Mexico border.” “So sad.” Whatis inaudible in
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202 COMING TO OUR SENSES

all this, and in almostall news, is any sensethat the events are not

simply unfortunate, that they are folded in with our actions, with

the actions of our government, and bearon our personal respon-

sibilities to each other.

In the fall of 2013, I visited the Palazzo Pitti in Florence, where

I saw, amongotherpaintings there, Caravaggio’s Sleeping Cupid,

painted in Malta. Emerging from the museum, walking into the

warren ofstreets in front ofit, I suddenly fell into intense and

bittersweet feelings that I somehow knew were connected to a

memory ofmy childhoodin Lagos. I began to remembercertain

afternoonsin the 1980s when, coming back from school, which

was at the University of Lagos campus in Akoka, and heading

home, which wasacross town in the then-tranquil neighborhood

of Ikeja, we would occasionally stop at a stationery store in Yaba,

where my brother and I would spend our hard-earned pocket

moneyonrare pencils, boxes of pastels, sable brushes, and heavy

cream-coloredartists’ papers.

Mybrother and I were both crazy about drawing and paint-

ing, from whenI was around seven and whenhewasfive, on-

wardinto our teens. Westill are. He’s an artist, and I dabble. Back

then we loved nothing more than to test our mother’s patience

by dawdling in the stationery store. She wouldbe waiting in the

car, eager to get back to Ikeja after what would have been a very

long working day. But for my brotherandI, the ritual of buying

art materials was not to be rushed. We’d examinepencils in the

hard H series (2H, 4H, 6H) andthesoft B series (2B, 4B, 6B, and

so on). Likeall fanatics, we gloried in the specifics and wentlov-

ingly from aisle to aisle, consuming with our eyes and touching

with ourfingers the arrayed products, made by companies whose
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names were mantras to us, two little boys on a school afternoon

in Lagos, manufacturerslike Staedtler, Winsor & Newton, Rot-

ring, Stabilo, and Faber-Castell, namesthat heldfor us the holy

hushofpromise, ofhours ofpleasure to come whenweset up our

easels and sketchbooks at home and,like the rivals we were, drew

and paintedstill-life arrangements. But in that shop in Yaba, the

nameofwhich is now sadly lost to me, we would eventually have

to make a decision andsettle on whatto buy.

‘The reality was that we never had much money. We might be

able to afford the sixteen-pastel set, but not the glorious one with

sixty-four sticks. We might have enough moneyforthe horsehair

brush, but notthereal sable brush, the one that, whenwetted, took

on the shape ofa teardropthat terminatedin a single point. So, on

each visit, desire would meet limitations, and we would have to

spend within our means. We took our time deciding. Afterward,

we headedoutto the car and our mother, whose patience had

likely expired. Of course we knew that the happiness that would

come from one new brush ora newsetofpencils was more than

worth our mother’s temporary displeasure. Besides, she took a

secret pride in ourartistic abilities, since she had no such facility

herself, and sometimes mused on the mystery of having children

with inclinations so radically different from hers.

All of this came rushingback that afternoon in Florence. And

it wasn’t the memories themselves that suddenly overwhelmed

me, it was the feelings associated with those memories, those

intense and bittersweet feelings. I felt unaccountably young,

happy, full ofanticipation, overstimulated, competitive, creative,

and vulnerable, and only after a few moments did the reason for

those feelings revealitselfin the memory ofvisiting the stationery

shop. Where hadthis torrent of feeling suddenly come from,

almost thirty years later and thousandsof miles away, in a for-
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204 COMING TO OUR SENSES

eign country? Whatcould havetriggered such powerful associa-

tions? I turned aroundin the small Florentine street, walkedback

a few steps, and found the answer: I had smelled the fragrance

of freshly shaved pencils. Amazing,that in the cacophony of the

street, I could befelled by somethingso faint and specific. I had

walked bya shopselling art materials, and the smell coming from

its open doors had served as a shuttle to my boyhoodself. The

sensation of smell had bypassed myconscious mind, gone deep

to the root ofmy memory, and given me an experiencestronger

than thatI’d got from the masterful paintings with which I had

just spentthe afternoon, the works of Giovanni Bellini, Raphael,

Titian, Caravaggio.

Henry de Montherlantis credited with saying that “happiness

writes in white ink on a white page,” butI believe that happiness

is no less complex an emotion than sorrow. Theabject smell that

broke myheart in Pozzallo, the painting of StJohn’s beheading in

Malta, the videos and voices from Libya, and the crying ofbereft

children on the recording from Texas:these are all news from the

unhappysideoflife. Each is powerful and unforgettablein its own

way. But the sweet smell of shaved pencils on a Florentine street

is as profoundas anyofthem. Oursensesare unendinglyintricate

and subtle.We cansee, we can hear, we can touch and be touched,

wecantaste, we can smell. We knowwhere the parts ofour body

are, we canfeel hot andcold, we can feel pain, we can maintain

our balance.We can experience moments of synesthesia, we can

be astonished by the smell of jasmine, we can be moved by the

soundofdrums, we canfeel thewayarchitecture acts on the body.

Wecanfind, in book after book,in film after film, those moments

of complexity and complication that shake us awake and bind us

ever moreclosely to life, those embodied and neurological ex-

periencesthat reassure us that weare not alone.
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Moving through the world, finely tuned, encountering others

whoarealso finely tuned, their bodies mingled with ours, their

intricacy and subtlety: all of this bears on our ethical responsi-

bility toward those others. It is as though weare all in the same

boat and,in that same boat, we can smell each others’ bodies. In

Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag soundsa helpful note

of caution: “Compassionis an unstable emotion.It needs to be

translated into action, or it withers. The question is what to do

with the feelings that have been aroused, the knowledgethat has

been communicated. People don’t becomeinured to what they

are shown—ifthat’s the right way to describe what happens—

becauseofthe quantity of images dumpedonthem.Itis passivity

thatdulls feeling.” I’m interested in what Sontag terms“passivity”

here. The quantity of images, she suggests, is not whatis at issue.

Whatis at issue is the way they are received. How can the recipi-

entofthis fact of the world be moreactive?

I often thinkthatif sensitivity is a feature of myethical equip-

ment, then the same mustbe truefor others. I don’t meanthat ex-

quisite sensitivity is required in order to be morally alert. I mean

that it can function as a reminder,as an intensifier, ofwhat we

have always owedeach other. To paraphrase Edouard Glissant,

whenweregardeach other, we should tremble. Thesearethe rea-

sonsI travel, or read, or look atart:to find out, to feel, to tremble,

to forestall anyrisk that the active fact might be renderedpassive

or useless. I open myself up to shakeoff “raising awareness” and

take on “bearing witness,” to go closer, to feel whatI feel there

(wherever “there” may be), to observe what I sense and trans-

mute that into shared responsibility, into a knowledge that my

body— our bodies —were madefitforit.

205

  
 


	1269246.pdf
	1269248.pdf
	1269250.pdf

