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I eolleet these moments. Tlnow they hold the ke, I doesn't
murtter to me iFthe key must remain perched in a lock. incipéent.
—Magrie Nelson, The Argonauts

vuu should check gat the Witch's House,” Erica says, body

slung betwesn two camp chalrs in my backyard, "When [ was
inthe group home, they'd bus us around to the weird sights of
Milwaukes, That was my favorie®

The phrase “group home" floats like & lure abere us, bt
we're been friends for ower o decade_ Instead | pek, “What's the
Witch's House?™

*The estates of artizt Mary Nohl. She filled her yard with
these androgynous creatures made of poddled concrete.”

After eight dispiriting years applying for academic jobs, I'd
moved to Mibweukee o get & PhD in creative writing. | bought
a house in order to create a solid financial base for my writing
practice, one that wasn't contingent on being plucked from
o slush pile, Erica now lives in Seattle with her wife and is in
town for a few deys to help her dad move [nto & retirement
home, Culling through his stuff earlier that day, she'd found a
photograph of heraslf ar thirteen with & teased sut perm and a
pink sweater vest, She brought it with hen, and we had laughed
at her terrible "B0s fashion,

“Pepple gave me such a hard time for being a “tomboy™ she
explained. “I tried follewing the rules of being a girl just 20
pecple would leave me alone.”™

It's hard to ieagine her self-consclous, knowing her now,
watching her walk through my house a litthe forward on the
balls af hey feet, running her palme along the walls. When
we settled into the backyard, her confident and opéen posture
easily melted into the foldout chalr,

The appearance of the female body can be a treublesome
disruption, throsting you into wisibtliny, inviting regulation. For
mae; the trouble appeared in the form of a gray sedan crawling
behind me as | walked from day camp to the bus stop, the
sound of automatic kecks my last clear memaory of that summer,

[ azk Erica why she calls to Nohl's sculpture garden the
"Witch's House”

“The neighbors started calling it that and the name stuck,”
ghe explaing. “When they took us up there, they didn't even
tell us whao the artist was, They just said it was the "Witch's
House) What does that tell you about what people think of
women artists?™

“Can you get insbde of 17"

“fou can only see it from the road, The BEohler Art Center
owrns the land, but it's not open to the publle. They may hawe
some of her work on view in their musewm in Sheboygan, itsa
schlep up to Shebopgan, but worth (£

“Excuse me, will you please say, ‘1t's a schlep up to
Eheboygan, again?®

We are laughing at the remnants of a midwestern accent
threading through her speech,

“h yah, it's a schlep”

A fewr months later, [ drive to the Nohl eatave in Fox Point, &
wealthy community fust north of Milwaukes, Since Nohl disd
in 20:07, the Kohler Cenver has atternpted to open the property
to the public, only to be thwarted by the neighborhood council
who is afrald throngs of visttors will affect property values.
1 ignore the “No Parking” signs and get out of my car to peer
through the chain-link fence,

The house 5its on the edge of Lake Michigan, shscured by a
stand of pines. On slther gides of the driveway are tag cement
columns topped with grinning busts. Mahl helped her dad
bulld these posts—minus the busts—In 1924 when she was
tems shortly after he bowght the one-and-a-third-acre site
for a surnmer horme. Afver her father died of cancer in 1961,
Mokl transformed the property into an “art environment,” or
an art installatdon meant to be viewed In its entdrety in sio
Associated with folk and cutsider art, art environments are
aifter Buflt within an artise’s home of on thelr propesty and
made from cheap and found materials, Art historians have
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The bodyis a
clever and selfish
machine, apt to
throw the mind
under the bus for
its own survival.

identifled three art environments built by women
in the United States—Nohl's house i one of them.

Nohl made her own concrete from sand she
hauled wp from the nearby baach, shaping it inte
friendly creatures, To the left of the driveway,

I notice a snub-nosed dimssaur scaled In beach
pebbles with glass insulators for oyes. [t's
tounging like a Great Dane, head 15fted, as IF it just
heard my approach. A taller dino lurks in the trees.
Mahl called this nerelve-
feat-high animal her
“mongten,” but It roars
writh dull teeth, affably
surprissd natead of
fierce. A gangly fAgure
with a cap af curly halr
Leans their shoulder
blades against the
dinc's legs a8 if using
this unthreatening reptile a3 a back serafeher.

[ wralk along the fence, glancing over my
shoulder to check for irate neighbors. Through
glats, [ spy & collection of sculpbares full of
mements of intimacy and physical touch. A
persen with a jasunty hat holds an emormous fish
on their lap, the two facing sach other with open
smiles; four children with arms slung around
each other look ta the skis and a langueid cyclops
snuggies its long-limbed companion, The fiew lone
figures touch themselves, palms pressed to their
chests or arms wrapped around columnar torsos,

Frustrated that [ can only eateh glimpass
through the fence, [ climb back into my car.
Driving south on the wide and curving roads
while trees drop golden leaves on generous
lawmes, 1 can't help but think of a bus full of
kids from a group home tooking out at these
pristine mansions and the level of violence they
maust have experienced to be removed from
their families—my friend among them. And in
thoas moments in which we have forgotten our
friendship, forgotten her marriage, and become
tangled together as if trying to cheat physbes, |
have pressed my mouth to the twin scars on her
wrist In gratitude to the gl who found her and
the body's stubborn will and whatever story she
weants ta tell me without asking her for more.

Mohl had a decidedly un-sinlster childhood, Born
in 1914 to & successful lawyer and aspiring singer,
ghe grew up on the south side of Milwaukes,
flwing kites and playing with her older brother,
Max. She formed the “Under the Porch Club,”

o group of friends who wrote secrets on scraps
of paper they buried in empty soda bottles.
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W abways had more bottles than secrets,” she
recollected In an autobiography she wrote for

a creative writing class in 1950, which is now
housed in the Hohl archives at the Kohler Art
Center, At age twelve, she started recording her
Life inm five-year diaries, large notebooks providing
eight lines per daily entry, Her direct observations
are driven by verbs: “Saw boys push boat out.
Gat pussy willows, Rode home with Mom. Gota
couple of angler worms In the face.... Played ‘keep
away” and got all full of mud”

A a child, [ had more secrets than bottles.

“What happened. honey?" asked a nurge in the
etnergency room “Did you fall off your bike?"

Bereft of language, | nodded. It seemed
plausible that [ had fallen, or that my body had,

I lost track of it weeks ago, slipped out of it as
easily as changing out of gym clothes,

“Let's get a dector.” she sakd, “And something
for the pain”

It wras like I'd been idly listening toa
conversation at the end of a long hallway and
suddenly everheard my name. Pain, It beckaned
e back, this mean spiteful serape. 1t was a jopful
reunion, to run back into the arms of oy own
liwing bedy. | theught I'd never see It agaln, that it
wis locked ina car or en the ground in the woods
where [ beft it, belng rained on, discovered by
scarrengers. [ started talking and couldn’ stop, 1
related the plat of 5. E. Hinton’s The Ouwisiders. |
sang Simon and Garfunkel's “Eathy's Song™” | told
jokes. The nurses clustersd pround my bed and
beamed. | was so charming, no one bothered to
contact the authorities.

In his 1901 The Mental State of Hysterioals, Plerre
Janet maintaing that trauma fixes & personin
time like amber arresting a moth mid-flight: “As
if their personality development has stopped at
a certain point and cannot expand anymone by
the addition er assimiation of new elements.”

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud comes to
a simflar conchusion, describing his patients as
doomed to "repeat the repressed material as a
Ccontemporary experience.”

1 should be pissed at Freud because, in an eardier
text, he referrad towhat we now call childhoed
sexunl abuse as “seduction.” But [ thought of the
mean who hurt me as my first boyfriend wnkil 1
wias in my early twentbes, Bemance enabled me to
make senee of the chaos unfolding around and on
e, allowing my brain to stay detached and alert,
ready to adjust to his mercurial behavior,

The body is a clever and selfish machine, apt
o throw the mind under the bus for its own
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survival Its adaptive responss to protect itaalf
frem injury, plus the anatomical proximity of the
fear and pleasure systems, can result n abuse
victims experiencing sexual arousal and even
orgasms. Mo one wants 1o talk about this, least of
all me, Howewver. when there is collective silence
arpind a particular experience, thess who have
had that experience are marcaned in o wordless
space and, like people lost in the desert as
temperntures drop, make increasingly desperate
chaboes, chaloes that takes thern sway from rescue,
As a child it's impossible to understand the fact
that, as Maggrie Nelson writes, “pleasure can
coexist with awful degradation without meaning
the degradation was justified or & species of wish
fulfillment.” [ was left feeling “beth accomplice
and vietim; and ... such ambivalence can live on in
an adult sexual life.”

Researcher Bassel van der Kalk dragged Janet
and Freud into the present by reexamining their
ideas in the light of modern discoveries about
the body s physiolegical response to stress. He
revisited Freud's idea of "repetition compulsion,”
the unconscious urge to repeat trawma in an
effort to force a different outcome by adding that
trauma survivers are often quite conscious of the
fact that they are behaving in ways that make
them feed bad. For me, it was & return to a subject
position that felt familiar, comfortable even,

1 carefully copled “repetition compulsion™ into
my notebook. | wanted to carry it with me, fash
it like a badge if anyone asked about my past.
Although [ fail to when Erica asks, "1"ve had
=0 many gquestions for such a long time about
your relationship with dudes. Like, why?™ [
recebred this text while standing in Home Depot,
weighing the satisfying heft of an impact driver.
[ could have explained van der Bolk's concept of
“repetition compulsion.” | could have tald her
gex with men was like watching & movie with
a few frames of another mavie spliced in, ora
calor maovie with a Mack-and-white flashback.
Except it's a diorama [ whalk arcund in, Only
it's warped by memory’s gravity, yet strangely
familiar. | could tell her once you accept the
position of abject and abject, everything can
happen to you, nething can happen te youw, and
you will never be surprised.

When | first looked through thess fencing slats
into Mohl's garden. | saw the art of someone who
seemed frozen in childhood with ungendered
figares, giggling fish, and obsessive repetition,
Afrer graduating from the Art Institate of
Chicago in 1939, she had her first=—and only=jobs;
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tepcliing art to middle schoolers. She quit after
five years and moved back into her childhood
badroom. She admired Dadaksm and surrealism,
both movements that deferred to the instinet of
the child's unconscious mind. In his surrealist
manifesto, the movement's founder Andre Bréton
writes, "It iz perhaps childhood that comes closest
to one’s real Life™

Mohl didn't start working on her art
envirenment in eprnest until her late forties.
She began it in 1961, a year after her brother
Max was killed in a ear accident. He had been a
diver, zetting a world's record when he reached
420 feet in Lake Michigan. In college, Mary
drew a comlbe steip called Danny Diver about a
lonely diver searching for friends on the ocean
floor. In one, he takes a ride on a grouper until
the fish slips from his grasp. In another, he tries
having a conversation with a skelaton splayed
out next to a shipwreck. Many of the sculptures
in her yard have featirsless aval faces ke
Max's diving mask.

When [ write about women artises, [
wrestle with how to account for the personal,
disparited by how aften eritics deny women
choice; attributing their art to persenal tragedy,
instinet, or madness. | want to find a way to
bring pain inte the critical conversation without
erasing genius or reducing a woman to her
wiounds. In “Grand Unified Theory of Female
Pain,” Leclie Jamizson writes, “The motnent we
start talking about wounded women, we risk
transforming their suffering from an aspect of
the female experience into an element of the
female consttution—perhaps its fnest, frallest
consummation.” | hate the idea that & work is
“merely personal” or that art 1= less valld if it
arises from a domestic or an interier space, In
her novel | Leove Dick, Chirs Kraus throems up her
hands: “Why iz female vulnerability still only
peceptable when it's neuroticized and personal;
when it feeds back on itself? Why do people
still not get it when we handle vulnerability
Lke philo=ophy, at some remove?” Can [ see the
passibility of arguing that Nohl's woark is in part
relabed to the tranma of lesing Max without
it fieeling like a threat to her seriousness ag an
artist, ko my seriousness as an artist, towomen's
seriousness in general?

“Have you ever fired a gun?' [ ask Erica,

“My cousins took me hunting when | was 10,
bast [ wis too small to handle the rifle,” she says.
“1 hated it. It made me into & girl."

“You didn't want to be a girl?"
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“[ didn"t want to be interpolated a5 a girl,” she
clarifies, “Then [ was just sent back to the houses
to be quiet and help in the kitchen.”

We are trading “have you evers” stretched our
aver the generous hotel bed in Las Vegas where
she is presumably attending a conference, She'd
flown me out to join her and mostly played hooky.
When she did attend, I zat In the lobby reading
Posanna Warren's Earthworks. Warren writes of
her friend undergolng chema: “Yeur mouth was
sutddenly tender, the mowth of a girl."

There 13 a thine when we are just our weind
kid seives, digging holes for secret bottles or
tromping through woods. Then samething
thrusts into our gendered badies. Is it cur
tenderness, our vulnerability? Being banished
to the domestic and exiled from the weods?
For me it was viclence, For Nohl it's impossible
to say. She has torn out all of the pages of her
diaries that correspond to her adolescence.

“Girlhood is & flame," Warren writes, but she
daesn’t specify wha it buirns,

In her Introduction to [ Love Dick, poet Elleen
Myles writes, “[ just knew Ina quiet way I was
rulned. [f 1 ageeed to be fernale. There was so
much evidence on the screen and in bookas™
I'wonder abowt this notion of agreement, its
suggestion of chodce, [ think she means if we
agres wo participate in narratives of female
abjection and self-abnegation. But they accrete
so slowly it"s impessible to pinpeint when we
agreed: “1 am Snow White, come and take me in
my sleep.” Or Bess in Breaking the Woves, Anna
Karenina theewing herself under a train, the hot
chick hooked by neck in & horror film, or any of
the sex-obsessed collections of holes that pass for
women in Jonathan Franzen, When dowe decide
to light the match, burn curselves alive in our
wedding dress?

“Tf you're looking for sexual tidbits as a
female child; and the only omes that present
themsslves depict child rape or other
viglatiens., then your sexuality will form around
that fact,” Nelson writes. “There is no control
group.” What happened to me iz not & shocking
aberration, though it should be. It's the logical
conclusion of & culture that launches images
of sexualized girls and Infantilized women. [
stayed alive using the skills of compliance and
performance, and | don't think ] knew to do
that instinctually. They didn't just emerge from
within me without antecedsnt,

And in 2012, in Cleveland, Texas, a8 defense
attorney leans against the fury bax to describe his

client's eleven-year-old wictim: “Like the spider and
the fly, wasn't she saying, ‘Come into my parler?™

“Why does everybody think that wormen are
debasing themselves when we expose the
canditions of our own debasement?™ Kraus
contines in her heady, gorgeous rant. What

if debagement [s the only material you have to
work with? In “Waste Hot Want Mot An Inquiry
inte What Women Saved and Assembled—
FEMMAGE," Miriam Schapiro and Melissa Meyer
define a feminist art practice within the arena
of decorative craft. They write, “Women have
always collected things and saved and recycled
them becawse leftovers yielded nourtshment in
nawr fiorme.” These cheap and free materials—
images sxeized from discarded magasines,
remainder fabric, shoe boxes—are available to
arvists without institutional support. In addition,
the art practices related to these materials
enabled women to make art coverty via activities
that were “acceptable™ according to received
gender roles. Slave quilts, memary baxes, and
decoupage are “craft,” while Picasso's collages;
Jozeph Cornell’s boxes, and bike Eelly's button
collecting are fine art.

While at the Art Instinate, Nohl seedied with ar
historian Helen Gardner, who was congidered an
fconoctast because she collapsed the distinetdon
between craft and fine art, Gardner taught folk
art along with the so-calted masters and took
her students to the Field Mussum to sketch
non-Western art. In Understending the Arts,
she writes, "To see the significant aspect of
commonplace things i to transform what is
medioera, if not ugly, ints something that L= leraly
and worth our while."

While Mohl had the credentials and resources
te enter the art world, she pursued craft, In
1947, she opened Mary Nahl Pottery, but loathed
the commercial aspect of the endeavor and was
relieved when In 1954 her studio was razed o
make rocm for a cloverleaf expansion. She moved
thousands of pottery pieces inka her parents’
basement and spent the next several years
making plans for how she would use them when
the Fox Point property was finally hers. She
sketched out possibBities, hid sculprures in the
bushes, and made clandestine trips to the town
dump for materials.

She inherited the house when her father died,
along with a substantial treet fund, and spent
the rest of her life working on and making art in
and around the house, It was a space in which
ghe could work without bowing to the aesthetic
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standards of the art world or the commercial
demands of craft. She kept a riporous schedule,
devoting almost every waking hour to projects:
carving a blue wooden gate for the driveway,
adding to the menagerie of stulptures, and
covering the exterior of the house in bas relief
fish, Like the femmage artists, she relied on
casts-offs: driftwoosd heaved up on the beach,
baxes of old buttons, carpet remnants, phywood
seavenged from the dump. She ate nothing

but scrambled eggs for weeks, blowing out the
innardes and cutting delicate windows in the
shells. She created tiny dioramas inside with
dizcarded voys. Her baserment was meticulously
grganized by material types old keys hung from
one gection of peghoard and bobbing on another.
Long thin scraps of wood piled to the left, squat
round pleces to the right. Her art arose from
the exigencies of the material: figures without
armatures puddle at the edges, skelatal dancsrs
made from bristling clumps of drifiwood, or the
crocked whimsy of a face accommodating a burl

Applying the idea of femmage 1o Mohl is
complicated by her privilege, She didn't need to
scawenge, she chose to and her sesthetics and
practice flowed from this choice. Fernmage may
heree originally arisen from paucity, but it can
alzo offer abundance. Found objects provide
an alternative baseline to “the tradidon.” Itis a
techndque of generating a lot fram a wery Linle,
1 see jts principles st work in literary projects
like Wonderwater: Alice Offshore, in which four
eollaborators annotate an elliptical vext by Rond
Horn. It seems that Hom offers her collaborators
next to nothing with fragments like “to place™
or "list of liquids.” However, she is being
avergenerons, gifting expansive space to writers
like Anne Carsan, who uses it to reconsider
another project, her translation of Hilderlin, az
well as write erotic love poems and record some
thought= on the geddess Nestis who “uses her
tears to keep all things wet"

Under “If on & Winrer Night...Rond Hoen
Carson writes, peevishly, “No [ don't want to deal
with Roni Horn et She leaves the rest of the
page blank, then inserts her cen page without
Horn's text. She writes, “You may come face
to fece with yourself as & speaker, & silencer. a
silenice.” | close the book suddenly, not wanting
to deal with myzelf as & silence, yet. Though
it's unavoidable. The most salient aspect of my
captivity was my silence, It is possible [ didn®t
speak for the entirety of that time. [ remember
anly the thunk of wet leawes on the windshield,
thet particular clacking of the bedroom's folding
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door, and the television, tuned to PBS, chattering
in Brivsh accents or replaying the ghostly beeps
behind Jacques Coustean's dives.

Sexual violence i3 a crime intimately caught up
in language. It violates a cultural understanding
that words hawve efficacy. If somecne says stop
ar o or you're hurting me these sembotle units
are understood to have enocugh foroe to prompt
the other to cease. This understanding conmects
bodily autonomy with language. Sexual wiolence
rends the two, It snatches language away and,
with language, the self.

T am thinking how we can use what we have
{ to inwent what we need,” writes Adrienne Rich.
What I hanne is other writers. [ got feral around
citations, searching for methods for constituting
the self win grammar, the solidity of experience
concretized Into words. | found my way into
writing via my own femmage; layering fragments
from others with my own feagmentary memory.
Poetry is my chosen medium in part becauise
it sirmultaneously ereates and shatters form
via the line break and is therefore particularly
well-sulted for o flickering seif. Like Fraus, “I've
fused my silence and repression with the entire
female gender's stlence and repression™ She
adds, “There's not enough female irrepressibility
written down.. [ think the sheer fact of wamen
talking, being paradoxical, inexplicable, fip, self-
destructive but abhove afl alae public bs the most
revolutionary thing in the world."”

HMohl was frrepressible. There jan't a sliver of
that house that she didn't perform an intervention
on. She used carpet remnants to make bright
textured prints on the walls, treced gold stripes
aroind the interior columns, and scribbled paint
om the carpet, chairs—even the phone. Her work
was, in fact, public, thaugh her public—neighbars
and friendz—was amall and intimate, However,
as her public grew, she encountered problems.
Starting in the 1960, visitors began referring to
her as & witch, and rumors circulated that she
wras single becangs she killed her hushand and
buried him under her sculptures. She built a fence
after vandals broke and burned her work. In 1969,
a group of teeneage boys gathered cutside of her
gate ane night and chanted, “Witeh come out.” She
respondied by inlaying the word “boo™ inbeach
pebbles an her stoop,

Schapiro and Meyer urge us to see fernmage's
“aesthetie slementz for what they are—the natural
materials needed for spiritual, and often physical
survival® And just because art keeps us alive
doesn't mean it isn't serious, worthy of study, and
driven by canny cholces

HOOVER
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Whait | love about Ann Cvethovich’s An Archive of
Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Leabian Public
Culterres is that it wrests trauma studies fram
doctors and peychologists and eonsults different
experts: screaming fans at underground punk
shows, women negatiating the butch-femmes
spectram, memoirists, and gay kids sewing
patches on jackets, She argues queer culture and
queer touch do the work of therapy without the
necessity for diagnosis. While van der Kolk uses
a treatment protocel with physical exercise to
help his patients reconmect with thelr bodies,
Cwetkovich invites us to scream back *You gotta
keap on, keep on lving™ at a La Tigrs concert.
Recovery is communal and public because sexual
violence has a political

Art is a means sl context.

to discover a

Ehe confronts the
fact that gaymess has

way of Becoming e pigsze
rather than an e emeton

writh ehildhood sexual

expression of ... .

who you are. “Whycntsaying

that ‘sexual abuse
causes homosexuality” just easily be based on
the assumption that there’s something right,
rather than something wrong with belng lesbian
or gy She suggests there are “unpredictable
connections between eexual abuse and itz effects”
and attempts “to name a cannection while
refusing dotermination or causality™ The truth is
the wiolence | experienced as a child and the sex
[ hawe now are connected, I ondy because they
are a part of one life, my life, The way they are
connected can shift and change, and the anclety
of causality can be set aside when causality isn't
linked to pathalogy.

In other words, this book offered me the
freadomm me to enjoy consenaual gueer sex without
the apparition of a pedophile stalking the corners
af my bedroom. | can find fucking & woman
healing and liberating without having to figure
out il it's just becanss she's a different gender
than my rapist. Admittediy [ gained that freedom
through an idiosyncratic reading of Cvetkovich,
but it is a freedom I savor nonetheless.

Cwetkoebeh haolds out the possibility of
therapeutic activity without the hurdle of
emationally taxing disclosures. In relationships,
1 thought it was important to share the story of
my rauma to create intmecy and to explain the
phiysical markers left on my bedy, the textured
scars. But it just ended up creating distance,
atherizing me, making my former abuser a space

HOWER

around which my lovers touched, It dida't occur
to mee to explain armything the first time Erica
and | made love, Perhaps it's the comfort of our
years of friendship or that by now [ just find it
exhausting to think of myzelf as deformed.

Afterward | awlosmndly brought up my scars.
She propped herself up on her elbow to look at me,

“All I noticed was that it was like having a
mouth full of wild dajsies”

"Look at me when 'm talking to youw. / Your
healing is not in my hands, though / [ toach you as
if to make you whole” Jerichs Brown connects the
hesling potential of gueer touch with language as
miuch as with personal responsibility. Erica and |
hawe abways been excessive in terms of language.
When we first met, we Hved o twenty-minute
bike ride apart and still wrote each other letters.
Recently we have been engaging in a voluminous
ermail exchange on the subject of valnerability.

“] want to lobby for shift in understanding of
vilnerability from exposing/disclosing the self
to being an alert and reliable witness to an/
other/s" or to your own life," [ write. She replies,
“What does vulnerability even mean, anyway.
Authentcity, truthiness, a currency that earns
relational capital, a public expression of a Hved
experience? Facts and fligures can make us
vulnerabile, but o do sunsets and strong drink
and departing trains and award ceremonies. We
make ourselves vulnerable in every use of the
subjunctive in cur sentences.”

Meanwhile we have paralle] conversations,
She texts, “Did Cradk and Lockhart figure out how
to measure the elliptical gap between memory
and rendering?™ Mot knowing the answer, |
Xerox a 5-page description on Eleanor Antin's art
installation A Ghast Story and makl o with my
annotations, She mails it back having writben on
the werss, inexplicably, a detalled deseription of
how the Mississippi River “carved deep runnels
irito the londzeape” to the east of Minneapolis.

I hawe never registered her inexplicability

as frustrating. [ just lowe the “sheer fact af
women talking, breing paradoxical, inexplicable,
flip” though | am glad we have both left “self-
destructive” behind.

Helzon asks, "Can 1t be that words comprise
one of the fiw economies left on earth in which
plenltude—gurfeit, sven—comes at no cogt?
Becaust there aren't readymade roles to step
into, queer relationships tend to be language-rich,
Decisions to be made and unmade and, because
there s the potential to discover radical new
methodologics of decision making. we might as
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wedl talk about how decisions were made and

if wre should make them a different way. And is
sweetie the wrong term of endearment glven how
you understand your gender? Now [ want to tell
VOu your eves are 50 pretty but adjectives are

alse gendered and now we are trying different
adpectives or making up new adjectives or quoting
Anne Sexton:

The walls of that grotto
watre everycalor blue and
you said, "Look! Your eyes
are seacaben, Look Your eves
are skycolor” And my ejres
shut down as if they were
suddenly ashamed,

Nowr I'm kissing your eyelids to say cpen open.
All this talking hores me into the present,
It invites me to stay, even as words become
gounds that are more lke sobs than anything
else, which makes sense because we come
home to grieve, and | don’t want you to touch
me anywhere and [ want you to towch me
everywhere and somehow, in your quist patient
way, you manage to do both.

Hohl wrote obsessively. She faithfully kept those
five-pear diaries, as well as decafled written plans
for the house and grounds. Her writing is rooted
in action, rarely reflection or emation. One of

the fewr reflective remarks she made was to her
biographer Barbara Manger. She said art “gives
me iderntification.” Mdentification is an action or

a process, inflacted with movement rather than
fixdty. Art is & means to discover o way of becoming
rather than an expression of who you are.

This sense of the perpetual infuses her practice.
She never considered any of her pieces finished
and never dated therm. She constantly added
elements to sculptures or took chunks from
one plece and Integrated them into another.
During the 19505, she creabed some tem
hundred odl paintings depdeting human Agures
in androgynous stretchy bodysuits floating in
eplotehies of calor [n 1993, she started adding
white highlights to every painting and then
determined Ythey all needed more dark parts "

Like Geryon in The Autobiography of Bed “love
does not f make me gentle or kind." When |
lenrned, ten months after the fact, that Erlea
had gotten married, [ dida't say congratulations,
We were a1 a dinner party, and friends were

describing a wedding reception. Stowly, | realized

norchamaricanraviewors

they were talking about Eriea. She sat next to me,
head dewn, peeling at her cuticles,

“] thought you cabd marrisge was assimiladonise ™

Though not very nice, this statement was true,
During the fight against Prop 8, 1 flew out to
Loz Angeles to join my friends in protesting and
distributing signs, timing my trip to Erica’s San
Diego conference. She drove up for a night and we
had a maddeningly circular conversation as our
Thai food got cold.

“Why are we pouring energy inte marriage
when gay kids are dying on the street!™

“Wea can do bath!™

“Mat by sending them to prom!™

I had newver seen her that upeet, 2o | gave up my
argument and listened as rge poured out. [ didn'
yet know how close she had come to being a gay
kid dying in the strect or how her queerness was
treated a5 a problem in the varbous institutbons
whaere she spent her early teenage years. People
constantly tried to talk her out of i, dangling
freedom to tempt her to straight behavior. And
she held on, like you keep a feather becauss jt
loioks like & blade but, when you ran your thumb
along its edge, the barbs bend and open softly
under your skin

The only married couple 1 knew growing up were
my grandparents who were married in a grim,
determined way. It seemed anfair to me that the
government provided financial incentives for this
one particular type of domestic arrengement. |
joined my friends in LA because it was important
to same of them, not because marriage seams
wital or interesting to me, Erics wasn't my enly
friend anemic to the idea

"What's the point of being gay if you act
sraight,” my friend Michsel quipped. “1'd endy want
gay marriage so | could be someons's mistress.”

A self-identified “faggy slot,” Micheel viewed
casual sex as an ethical and caring activity. He
had a three-part ritual before every encounter
irvelving safe-sex, expectations, and mutually
defining consent. He also taught me my most
important lesson about being a shat: it's not for
everpone. And it certabnly i2n't for me.

Mor are long-term partnerships. Plagued by
the ldes that everyons recefved & manusl on
sppropriate emotional responses, studied i, and
passed the exarn while | was trapped in & man's car,
1 find relationships confusing and overwhelming.

In 20015, at Michael's wedding to s
perpetually giggling man with a luxurious black
beard, | gave a toast that began, “Anyone who
knows Michael, knows he is a big slut.” as a
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benediction to our past, and to what he taught
me, and to love, and how, when it comes, you
might just want to epen your fist and let go of a
story you ence chutched with no mercy.

It was Michael who pulled me over at the
dinmer party where | learned about Erica’s
marriage and said, "Hot nlee”

“Sorry. ['m being a brat.”

*Poar baby,” he patted my arm. “You enly sabd
that becase you wish you were her wife.”

But | don’t. | don't want to be anyone’s wife.
This is not to 2ay [ am not completedy besotted.
And it's not about the freedom to sleep with
other people, This is exactly as much as 1 want to
have and to give, | keep the rest for myself to, a5
Hahl did, “revel In my ownership and freedom
to do anything that [ want.” ['m sure [ can figure
aat sorme way to pathologlze that cholce, but I'd
rather just feel the sense of it, its sufficiency.

S e If onr aftuatbon had been totally different
and Erica had asked me to marry her, | would have
said no. But then agaln, she mever acked.

In 1938, Nohl experienced one of twa
romances, In a diary entry from the summer.
she notes “liking Carl dangerously much.” By
Dctober, he disappears from the diary. She cut
thin steips of paper and glued them over two
dozen lines from that year. Thirty years later
she met another man whose name she dossn't
bother to record, Y] enjoy an occasional date,”
she admits but adds that she iz toe busy with
har art to pursee it, “He sounds interested and
I'm sure 1 won't be She adds, “My faith in
people becomes less and less.” What was the
danger in liking Carl? Heartbreak? Pear that he
could take her from her work? Something more
sinister? Maybe she just thought it weasn't
warth the risk.

1 ko more and more woemen who have
made that cheice, preferring alternative famiky
structures and all-women spaces. My friends
Courtney and Becca, tweo straight women, live
together. Courtney has two small children from
a previcus marriage and Becca is doing IVE. They
have group dinners, share childeare duties, get
emoticnal support from friends, and use Tinder
for sex. Before each date, they let the other know
where they are going and set time to check in
If they don't, one will eall the police. Recontly,
Tes=s moved in. A month before her due date, her
hushand wardlesshy retreated into the basement
cheessively making electronic music and refusing
to talk about why he won't sbeep in the same bed
with her.

“Wou're lucky you can just date woemen," Beoea
says in that awful way that straight women erase
the complexity of quesr women's experbence,

I don't call her out because [ just want ta be
there, rocking Tesa’s newborn 50 Tess can sleep,
my nose against the infant's warm head, smelling
that yeasty baby amell. Also, Becea's not entirely
wrong I'm still attracted to men, but it"s just tos
hard—wsithout a contrel greup—to puzzle out
what's patriarchy, what's personality, and what's
the past. | don't knew if' 1 will ever get over the
disappointment of watching the willowy man
1 met at a feminizt book club smash my plates
against the wall in & rege after [ asked him to
clean up after himself.

As shie got older, Mohl similarky found
community in all-women spaces. Arcund fifty-
three, she ended her isolation, writing in her
journal, “T've carried my privacy much tos far”
She doesn't elaborate on why she arrived at
that conclusion at that particular paint in her
life. Instead she catalogues the actions taken to
address it: joining several women's clubs and
sending letters and making phone calls to friends
from college, In callege, she lived in the Three
Arts Chab; a co-living space started by progressive
women and festoomned with found object mobiles
and eollages. [t was a place of pranks and parties.
but ales of intellectual work. [n a letter o her
parents, Nohl describes staying up Late reading
Emerson’s essay "Friendship” sut loud: Y] don't
knoer when ['ve enjoyed an evening as much....The
subject of friendship is one that we all want to
understand.® In her fifties, she recreated that
atmosphere by inviting women over to collabarate
afn art projects or read with here.

She also reignited her friendship with Rosalind
Tubesing, whaom she had ariginatly met in 1941
whirn they were both teaching middle school They
barded ever wanting oty new wiays of making art
and set up a clandestine glasshiowing studio in the
achoal They ales took camplng and drawing trips
to northern Wisconsin and the Upper Peninsula
of Michigan. In 1945, they both apprenticed at
Midwest Pottery Company; renting rooms next to
each other in a boarding house. Nohl begged Ros, as
she called her; to break off her engagerment so the
e af them eould stact & pottery butiness together.
When Ros refused, Mary stopped speaking to her,
When Mary reached out thirry pears later, she wae
delighted that Ros enthusisstically reciprosated her
offer of Priendship.

[ arm a restleas art viewer who causes anxtety
among security guards as I search for the best
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way to poslton my body in relation to the work.
With a painting, 1 start by approximating the
distance from corner to corner and stand at

that distance, | mowe from there, leoking for

the compositional weight, where the marks
cluster. [ press my ear against the wall and book
at the surface of the painting sidewsys 1o see
artifacts of the artist’s gestures in the paint,
their brush strakes and drips. With a scolpture,

1 cirele until  understand its invitation, When

1 find the right spot or spots, [ am reminded of
how the philosopher Elaine Scarry describes

the relationehip between beauty and justies by
beauty, that the external surface of a beautiful
object la "crucial.. to its partleular way of turning
us towand justice” And, yes | think that lecking
at art is a way to practice enacting justice because
it begins with a decision to bring oneself into
accordance with another and acknowledge
mastiial aliveness, marks made by living hands.

This is why | couldn®t understand Maohl until
I entered her environment, I managed to charm
my way in after a chance encounter with the
conservator who lives on the property, When |
pull up in the early morning mist, he is waiting
for me at the gate, After shaking hands, he
winlks me into the house rattling off Nohl's bio.
As we tour the property, the lake is & constant
presence, murmuring, crashing, or urging hush
hush ne matter whers we are, The conservator
tells me Mary hung waoden slats from trées and
made a windmill to amplify the sound of water.

The multicalored living room has an enormous
window owerlocking the expanse. The photos
I'd seen collapsed the space, making it look
compadsivedy filled, full of the ancdety of horror
vacui pieces or the claustrophobia of Victorian
design. Cnce inside, that sense disappears. This is
a howse a person fived in. She left herself space to
oo around. [nstead of croveded, the art is present
and companionable, everywhere you turn a new'
dizcopery In the form of a tiny diorame, drawing,
or a delicate soulpture perched ina corner,

There was an exterior piece | had been deavwn
t0 in the book and [ ask the conservator if 1 could
spend some thme with it He takes me outside ta
four children sitting on a bench, arms loosely
hung eround sach other. Three have thetr heads
flung back, disk-shaped faces almost parable]
to the graund. Thedr mouths are apen smiles,
collecting needles from the evergreens above,
Thetr halr is in spikes so their faces look like
cartoon suns or unthreatening porcapines. The
fourth kas shoulder-length hair. Her free arm s
tucked into her stomach. She leans slightly away
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from the athers, chin dewen. After strolling along
the length of the piece, | crouch to bring myself to
her bowad, try to loak inte her Blank concrete syes,

“Dho you think it's a self-portrait?

“I*ve never thought about [t that way, but, you
know, she didn't really make self-portraits.”

After a few minutes of slience, he paints out
a globular cement tower, Hollow in the center,
the tower is embedded with squares of blue, red,
and wellow.

“A ot of found material artists use glass to
make mosaics” he explains, "But she made
stalned glase, She Incorporated the glase pleces so
the sun can come throwgh.”

As 1 orbit the tower, | e flaches of lght licker
through bits of glass,

“Im thee mvorning, it makes these intense beams
of colored light,” he tells me,

Cwetkowlch writes about trauma’s paradoxical
nature: it is ephemeral because it is unrecorded
and even unrécardabie, but also persistent and
indelible, leaching into the fibers of the hady.
Cathy Caruth refers to trauma as “unclaimed
experience,” fundamentally unknowable, exceeding
the limits of representation, ['ve been looking
&t wormnen artists—MNohl included—for tactics to
represent the uncepresentable, | was circling Nohl:
lecking for her trauma. But Mohl ks an artist of
delight, her acsthetics are rooted in pleasure. [n
ane of her yearhy Christmas letters, she deseribes
“the pleasure of mixing concrets in a wheelbarrow
and straining sand firom the beach,” a pleasure
she discowered while helping her father build the
gateposts &8 a girl, “I'm sure my sculpoure-fitled
yard had its origing in the gateposts.”

If it iz possible to fuse our “slence and
repression.” it must be also pessible to fuse our
foar. What | learn from Mokl i less about trauma
and more about transformation. I'm not sure that
I by that trawma i8 uneepressntable. By now,

I could probably write down what happened in
that rrafler, make my reader foe] the squalor of
that space, But [ want to do something more than
podnt at horrorand say, “Tsn't that swful™ Don't
we already know it is awrful to rape a child?

HNaohl's art followed materials, allowing their
inherent qualities and serendipitous discovery to
guide her process, As a poet, | follow my materials
into an unexpected place: the courtly tradition of
the sonnet. t's & form that reliss ona tuen, called
a volta, This volta is an intervention into the
communal space of language, mediating between
the public and private because it dramatizes an
internal emotional or ntellectual change, It can
enact=via lnnguage=healing and make it "abowe
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I desperately
want Mary Nohl
to be say and
have a secret
lover, Ros or
another woman
who walks
through her
sarden placing
her palm on
the heads of
the sculptures
as if anointing
them. Maybe
she brings Mary
marbiles or
shells to sink
into the wet
cement. Maybe
they wear thick
wool socks and
cdrink tea as
wind whips off
the lake.

HOONVER

all else pubfic.” If the scraps | begin my femmage with are
what's 1aft over From sexual tracima, | can 583l end with &
tower of morning light.

My first crush was on a girl named Jackie, Her mother
was an artist and we would make tableaux from the
random objects her mother kept on hand for still lives,
In a phato of us, | am holding a dried starfish with a
mirror propped on my knee, Jackie stands on a milk
crate dropping dried flowers on my head. During
sleepovers, | would sprawl on a pile of blankets next
to her bed and we would stay up all night singing and
holding hands. Eventually, one of us would come dewn
to the floor or climb up to the bed, Then summer came.
and [ went to camp.

[ lost that part of myself in his trailer. so it is with
some sweet lrony that | was reunited with it in a
double-wide converted into a gay bar in the Midwest,
watching Erlea lean over her D table with intenge
focus. Bhe was already with the woman who is now
hier wife and our friendship started haltingly after my
awkward attempt to take her home with me. Over years
and over great distance, we somehow find & way to keep
ending up in the same city if only for a few hours, She
has negotiated samething with her wilfe regarding these
trips. and [ don't cencern myself with the details,

My friends are dead set against this (Michael being the
obwvious exception). Chat of love and hope that | end up
partnered, they urge “protect your heart™ and “we want
you to have a real relationship” But this is the longest
and the most tender relationahip 1'we sver had. And if
heartbreak is coming. [ have, as Melson writes, “gained
an outsized fafth in arttculation itself as offering it own
form of protection.”

Adrienne Rich maintains, “The only real love | have ever
fedt / was for children and other women. / Everything else
was hest, pity / self-hatred.” | desperately want Mary Mohl
o e gy and have a secret lover, B ar another woman
who walks through het garden placing her palem on the
heads of the sculptures as if anointing them. Maybe she
brings Mary merbles or shells to sink into the wet cerment.
Marybe they wear thick woal socks and drink tea as wind
whips off the Llake,

Uwrant this not only because [ am constantly and
selfishly searching for models as [ build my owen life
but also becanse | know that exhilaration of catching a
glimpse of your unbroken self, that sense that you have
finally come home, And | want that for her. I want that
for all of us. ®
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