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in art. In his own wor
a lot of people that a
I don’t know if it’s b
the paintings or wha

and I'm glad that
as the protagonis
that’s why I use character
in all the paintings.” His 1983 piece o/~
lywood Africans (on display at the Whit-
ney Museum here in New York) depicts
Basquiat, along with graffiti artist Toxic
and musician Ramellzee, in a style which
has been linked to Roman depictions of
Emperor Augustus.® This power display,
along with background texts that can be
associated with the film industry and Afri-
can American roles in it, calls attention to
the lack of representation of Black artists
in Hollywood. While not present in this
painting in particular, Basquiat’s most fre-
quent motifs—the three-pointed crown
(seen, for example, in Red Kings) and the
West African grios (seen, for example, in

Basquiat’s grave. Photo by Chenyu Jiang.
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can be understood both as a
or enthronement of African
t and as a reflection of his
white-dominated art scene.

o marked the beginning of
se friendship with Andy
ould act as a friend and fa-
he young artist. Although
y met before, art dealer

erger formally intro-
of them in 1982. On the

f a polaroid picture Warhol
f the two of them, and gifted
ol. The two worked together
ed each other for a few years,
their joint exhibition, Paintings,
n at the Tony Shafrazi Gallery in
New York in 1985. The exhibition and
their friendship were strongly criticized
by the media, which claimed that War-
hol was using Basquiat to gain relevance
and, in the process, hindering the latter’s
development as an artist. This eventually
led to their separation. Among their many
collaborations, Basquiat and Warhol bot
cited the piece Ten Punching Bags
Supper) as a personal favorite,
a series of ten punchin,
with drawings of Jes
uses of the word “Judge;

complemented with his pe

Warhol’s sudden death in 1987 wou
timately lead to Basquiat’s own. Althoug

Dos Cabezas (1982)

they had grown apart since 1985, Basqui-
at’s devastation over Warhol’s death com-
pounded the drug abuse problems he had
been having for a few years. He ultimately
died of an overdose in August 1988. One
of his last paintings, the aforementioned
Riding with Death, shows a black figure in
a style reminiscent of cave paintings, being
dragged by a white skull, believed to be a
or for the repression of and dis-
against African societies and
that greatly affected Bas-

i lack figure

famous.
es, a tru

Notes

1 Eric Fretz, Jean-Michel Basquiat: A Biography
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2010).

2 Larry Warsh, ed., Basquiat-isms (Princeton
University Press, 2019).

3 Dieter Buchhart, Jean-Michel Basquiat (Editions
Gallimard, 2019).




FICTION

Borges’s Eleven

By James S. Lee

hen ChatGPT was first made public, I amused my-
self by asking it to combine the styles of disparate au-
thors. I had just finished reading Ficciones, so I asked
ChatGPT to rewrite popular films in Borges’s cerebral voice. The
mental image of Borges reworking Szar Wars—carefully imbuing
it with ideas of the infinite, mirrors, and mazes—was dispro-
portionately funny to me during those months of the lockdown.
It goes without saying that I was in a deep state of dissocia-
tion.
One mashup in particular caught my attention. I had asked
ChatGPT to pretend it was Borges writing a version of Ocean’s
Eleven. I present its response in its entirety:

In my version of Ocean’s Eleven, Mooney Heistman [author’s

note: For reasons that were hilarious to me then, I asked ChatGPT

to refer to George Clooney’s character as “Mooney Heistman”] and

PHOTOS BY JAMES LEE

his team of expert thieves plan to pull off the most audacious heist in
history: stealing the concept of infinity from the mind of a reclusive
mathematician.

But as they begin to put their plan into motion, they begin to re-
alize that the true nature of infinity is more complex and elusive than
they could have ever imagined. As they delve deeper into the myster-
ies of the infinite, they find themselves facing impossible challenges
and paradoxes that threaten to unravel their entire operation.

At the heart of their quest is the enigmatic Mooney Heistman,
a man whose own understanding of infinity is put to the test as he
navigates the twists and turns of the heist. As he grapples with the
complexities of the infinite, he must also confront his own limita-
tions and mortality.

In the end, Mooney Heistman and his team must decide wheth-
er the pursuit of infinity is worth the risk, and whether they are will-
ing to pay the ultimate price to achieve their goal.
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This was so stupid it was kind of inspiring. 7he concept of in-
Jinity from the mind of a reclusive mathematician . . . The line could
have been at home in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. By imi-
tating Borges, ChatGPT landed in a style closer to Douglas Ad-
ams: More Babel fish than “The Library of Babel.”

Could I do any better? I lay on my bed and imagined myself

as Borges writing a version of Top Gun:

Two gauchos are knife fighting on a plain. As one delivers a
killing blow to the other, there is an eruption of blood, and for an un-
certain moment they do not know who has killed and who has lost.
But—instead of ending, the moment becomes interminable, and in
that infinite moment, they realize they have met on the battlefield
endless times:

In 48 B.C., a man defeats his rival in Pharsalus, forcing him
to flee to Egypt where the only shelter his head will find is inside a
silver platter.

And: In 1586, two monarchs linked by blood plot each other’s
assassination, justified that the other’s rule is illegitimate, destabiliz-
ing, and above all, un-Christian.

And: During a particularly delirious Carnival, 2 madman en-
tombs a scandalmonger who shouts, “For the love of God, Montresor!”
as the final bricks are laid.

And: In 1986, they are dogfighting in the air over the SS Layzon.
In endless permutations—split by the prism of a violent sky—each
man is, for a lifetime, Maverick, or Iceman, or one of the faceless
pilots of the MiGs, or Hollywood, or back to Maverick again, or . ..

As these two fight, every strike and counter-strike mirrors and
doubles itself across time. For as much as their fight is with each
other, it is the timelessness of conflict itself that traps the two in an
endless—

Just then, the clattering of pots and pans as my neighbors on
81st Street climbed out onto their roofs, fire escapes, and win-
dowsills to cheer our healthcare workers snapped me out of my
writing.

Ilooked at my draft. It was going as well as my postdoc: There
were moments that I could get excited about, but ultimately it was
unoriginal, uninventive, and uninspired.

I was in a despairing mood, as it seemed that to be a good
scientist nowadays you had to be able to (1) be good at running
experiments, (2) present your work well enough to get people in-
terested in your work, (3) write papers, (4) illustrate the figures for
your papers, (5) edit and revise your papers, (6) write fellowship
and grant proposals, (7) read the literature and attend seminars,
(8) connect and network with colleagues, (9) mentor and grow as
a teacher, (10) engage in novel collaborations, and (11) self-thera-
pize when (1-10) inevitably hit stalls and stumbling blocks.

In other words, you had to be eleven people. I imagined my-
self split into those eleven people, all of them chasing zhe concept
of infinity—an infinity of tasks, ha! I got dizzy and distressed and
dozed off into a dream.

In my dream, the story of Borges’s Eleven took on a different
shape. Gone was the reclusive mathematician, and in fell a very
Borgesian setting: a labyrinth.

Eleven of us entered the labyrinth, which was of an incon-
ceivable size. The eleven figures were split versions of myself: sci-
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entist, thief, layabout, misanthrope, colonist, immigrant, writer,
con-artist, esotericist, larrikin, and prim city-dweller. We had all
entered the labyrinth to steal, from its center, a safe containing all
objects in the universe.

(It is simultaneously confusing, true, and trivial that this safe
contained, amongst its infinite contents of the universe, a laby-
rinth of inconceivable size with eleven men racing towards its
center, at the heart of which was a safe containing, amongst its
infinite contents of the universe . ..)

Importantly, we were racing to steal from this safe. There
would only be one winner, and the path to the labyrinth’s center
would most assuredly be violent. We were all drawn to the center
as we each remembered exactly one-eleventh of what it was like to
be a whole being—and we felt those ten missing parts as phantom
pains of unimaginable grief and wonder. Each of us had sought
balms around the world until, through convergent but slightly
distinct paths, we were pointed by shamans, mad kings, discredit-
ed research, etc. to the labyrinth.

Getting to the labyrinth meant navigating a maze in and of
itself: The labyrinth was secluded on an isle in an archipelago of
a million islands. A boatman, who knew which island housed the
labyrinth and how to get there, had to be paid. The man’s eyes,
ears, and tongue were mutilated, yet he mysteriously navigated
the wheel by the feel and churn of the ocean beneath his ship’s
rudders. Whether his physical afflictions were self-induced, to
prevent him from giving up the secret location of the labyrinth, or
the results of torture that apparently failed (as his was still the sole
path to the labyrinth) was unclear.

Each man paid the boatman with the item that pained them
most to lose: a signed first-edition copy of Lincoln in the Bardo,
the voicemails of a deceased grandfather; a parakeet by the name
of Dante; a murder-weapon that, if turned to the authorities,
would mean the electric chair; a 2009 Honda Accord ...

One man, inexplicably, paid with a pendant of Willie from
Free Willie.

All of these tokens the boatman accepted, and the eleven were
ferried to their hidden destination.

Inside the labyrinth, time of an uncertain length went by.

As in any good stress dream, I felt myself chased from behind.
Was it one of my ten other selves (come to eliminate me from the
competition) or some Minotaur whose peace we had disturbed?

I pressed on, always pursued by my assailant, through hall-
ways and dark bends.

In a few heart-pounding moments, I found myself down a
dead end, with no other choice but to turn around, with my back
to the wall, and brace myself to fight. But each time, my assailant
retreated to someplace unseen instead of boxing me in.

Perhaps they intended for the maze to tire me, to wear me
down to the point where I would no longer have the will to turn
around to brace for a fight, and instead would simply fall kneel-
ing—to make easy the job of a knife or garrote.

But the maze had not fully tired me yet, and I remained des-
perate to reach its center.

While the shamans, mad kings, texts, etc. all agreed on the
existence of a safe containing all objects in the universe, they did
not agree about what specifically would happen if a person accessed
the contents of this safe.
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https://youtu.be/iuumnjJWFO4?si=zzBmvXn2TibCyJ84&t=126
https://archive.org/stream/TheLibraryOfBabel/babel_djvu.txt

Those with the greediest and narrowest minds thought no fur-
ther than the access this would provide to all the world’s wealth.

Others, the literalists, could not accept that all objects in the
universe could fit into a safe. They posited instead that the safe,
maze, and universe were one and the same—that the labyrinth
folded out, over, and back in on itself so as to contain and involve
the entire universe.

Some, through clouds of opium smoke, suggested that the
safe provided access not just to all of the physical objects in the
universe, but to thoughts, dreams, and abstractions as well. (After
all, don’t abstractions reside iz some way as contents of the uni-
verse?)

Ever unhelpful, but not without point, the nihilists believed it
would be an aimless victory to own such a safe. They argued that it
would take a person an infinite amount of time to find any specific
thing within the safe, as it would be mixed in with all the other
infinite contents of the universe.

But I, the con-artist and therefore the least deceived of them
(as you can't con a conman), knew the safe to be a simple and
pragmatic thing. Neither literal nor metaphorical, it represented
totality and completeness, and so it would serve my purpose. By
reaching it, I would finally be whole and able to end this tired
searching.

As I made my way deeper into the structure, walls and rooms
of the labyrinth began to shift. Elevators took me horizontally
then vertically through nonsensical paths.

Passing through a series of rooms, I arrived at a foyer with a
double helix staircase leading upwards to floor upon floor. Such
were the dimensions of this structure that, looking up from the
hollow core of the staircase, I could not discern an end to this
repetition. Each floor had to be checked for a path forward, and
on the 3,435th floor I finally found a means of egress.

Here then, at last, was the center of the labyrinth.

I did not see the blow, but I felt tendrils of incendiary pain
spreading like a flash fire across my spine, shutting me down. It is
usually true that you can’t feel pain in your dreams... unless there
is something in real life causing the pain. Like, perhaps, falling
asleep on your arm and cutting off its blood supply. I had, in my
restless sleep, cut it off entirely, like some general cutting off rein-
forcements to an enemy camp.

I awoke feeling a not-inconsiderable amount of guilt, for I
realized what was in the safe. Indeed, I had placed it there. And I
realized that, by waking, I had removed it from those eleven men
and ruined their hopes entirely.

In the center of this scientist’s mind, made reclusive by the
lockdown, was what was to those eleven men infinite: that is, this
story, which I myself had stolen from a plagiarist machine. ll
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HUMOR

Making Scents of New York City

A New Yorker presents and rates seven of
their most salient olfactory experiences, in no
particular order.

hey call it the city that never

sleeps, call it high-energy, say

it grows and even eats people
alive. Well, as a near-living entity, I can
tell you a couple more things it does: it
breathes, and when it does, it smells. Con-
sidered by some to be the “(s)center of
the universe,” youre bound to find what
youre sniffing out on these streets—it’s
just a question of how many stops you
make along the way. Without further
ado, here are the scents I recommend you
check out in your time here, and those

to approach with caution . . . if you dare.

1. The smell of spring is a seasonal pop-
up that can reliably be found all around
the city between April and early June,
generally more concentrated in parks and
tree-lined streets. But nothing is

as special as catching it early—
sometimes, as March starts

getting old, and winter

starts feeling like it’s defi-

nitely been around lon-
ger than last year, you'll
catch a whiff just
briefly. It hasnt set
up shop yet, so it’ll
just be a moment at
first, something sweet
and deeply refresh-
that
carries the promise

ing, something

of a warm yellow
sun through those
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By Maya Z. Wyse

bright green leaves, of magnolia blooms
and birds singing again. True, some ar-
gue that you can only get the “authentic”
experience beyond the city limits, but I
say its contrast against the city’s cease-
less barrage of sensation—car horns and
neon lights and psychic readings galore—
makes it all the sweeter. 5 out of 5 stars.

2. Alas, not all seasonal pop-ups are
pleasant. When they warned us of
global warming, of the melting of
the ice caps, I didn’t think it would
have a scent. Yet, as the city begins to
thaw at last, and the soot-blackened
mounds of snow start to melt, they be-
gin to release (like the glaciers of yore)
untold dangers held captive for so long.
And in NYC at least, let me tell ya, they
STINK! Stale, back-of-throat-scratching
car exhaust and too-dark urine (we hope
that’s dog) and finally rotting food scraps, a
glorious symphony that we, the city, creat-
ed in harmony. A rare occurrence in NYC,
but not one I'd recommend seeking
out. 1 out of 5 stars.

3. First, you are en-
gulfed in steam, then

a gentle warmth,
then cautiously you
breathe  something
clean and soft-scent-
ed—maybe laven-

/ der or eucalyptus.
Strange for a mo-

ment to encounter

S—

e

this smell, unadvertised
and unmarked, hover-
ing by yet another cool

brick edifice, until you spot a sliver of base-
ment window, fluorescent lights, thrum-
ming laundry machines. You remember
everyone who has ever cared for you, made
your bed, folded your clothes, made you

warm and safe and dry. 4 out of 5 stars.

4. Shit! That one’s shit (and again you
find yourself hoping it’s dog). Aaand yep,
there’s a bit of it in the treads of your shoe.
God damn it, you thought you were bet-
ter than this. How can an animal that pri-
marily subsists on kibble do #4is? I mean,
it’s indescribable. More honestly, it is very
much describable, but you've been trying
not to breathe deeply since you got that
first fresh whift. Maybe if you just . .. yup
. . . just scrape the bottom of your shoe
right there on the curb ... 0 out of 5 stars.

5.'There is a particular spot, outside the strip
club on 60th St between First and Second
Avenue, which hosts an even more par-
ticular smell. One that you only get when

ILLUSTRATIONS BY MAYA WYSE




you try
very hard

to mask one strong
smell with another,
and then, for some
try  again.
Spilling out of the

tinted double doors

by the dumpster,

you'll get top notes of
bleach, cologne, chlorine, and
something sticky. Underneath, a base note
that can't entirely be masked, although it
might be entirely imagined; the smell of
lust and bodies, booze and bodies again.

reason,

I hear this one is an acquired taste, and
I am just a little bit afraid of the people
who have put in that work. Hey, it’s cer-
tainly unforgettable! O out of 5 stars.

“An antidote to the loneliness of our species.” *

—ROBIN WALL KIMMERER

FOREST
EUPHORIA

The
Abounding

Queerness
X of Nature

*

PATRICIA ONONIWU
KAISHIAN

LAYOUT DESIGN BY JAMES WANG

6. The smell of baked goods is abundant
and can be found all around the city, but
I come to you today with a niche rec-
ommendation, a spot that you have
to work to get to but is worth the
effort. Crossing the Queensboro
Bridge by bike or by foot, you'll
find, just as Queens looms be-
neath you, that the smell of
salt and tar is hushed for a
moment by the scent of fresh-
baked bread. Yeasty, hearty, a
hint of caramel and butter, and a
pleasant mystery of how this smell
found you here. Hours are unpre-
dictable, but when it’s there, this
is where it will be. 4 out of 5 stars.

ing old tunnel air and track grease and
rats and rubbish and sweat from anyone
just passing through, and it is a wet, warm
smell that pushes itself up through

the grates. It is evidence of prog-
ress and of old money, of an
organism running out of new
money, and of everything the
city stands for. And a voice in
the back of your head that sug-
gests, kind of unreasonably (but
then again, maybe not),
that the more time
you spend breath-
ing it, the closer you
get to your death.
3 out of 5 stars. W

7. You may not notice it when
you're in the subway, but always do
when you find yourself on top of a
subway grate and it blows its hot
breath up from under you. There
is a city underneath this city spew-

BOOK REVIEW: NONFICTION

Forest Euphoria: The Abounding Queerness of Nature

By Patricia Ononiwu Kaishian

'The line between humans and nature is beautifully blurred in Patricia Ononiwu Kai-
shian’s Forest Euphoria: The Abounding Queerness of Nature. Kaishian’s training as a my-
cologist and her lifelong connection to the outdoors culminate in a voice that compels
the reader to view nature and oneself in all of our variable and dynamic ways. With
scientific evidence and personal anecdotes, Kaishian explores the non-conforming
essence of nature, including non-heteronormativity and the nuances of sex in biology.
The behaviors of fungi, plants, and animals are often studied through the lenses of
evolution and adaptations, but among humans, these conversations and perspectives
are less cut-and-dried. By pairing these real-world examples with discussion of the
way humans view these concepts in the context of our society, readers are left with the
provocative questions: what is natural,and who or what gets to decide that it is so? This
book levels the playing field between humans and the other life forms that inhabit our
planet—nature decides what is natural, and nature doesn’t require any explanation.

—Lola Neal
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GRASSROOTS

Looking for Faces in Flowers
During the Pandemic

By James S. Lee

% o0

| I 1 he flowers of Manhattan kept me
sane during the pandemic. Over
the five months of the lockdown
and gradual re-opening of New York City,
they were my substitute for company, and I

enjoyed myself (as much as one could during
the quarantine) by taking portraits of them.

Over this time, I learned a bit about
these flowers—their names, seasons,
locations, and gardens. These tidbits,
more than anything else during the pan-
demic, have stayed with me. While I

and others have memory-holed much
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of the lockdown, I can recall, vividly,
where each of these photos was taken.

When I went out to photograph these
flowers, I found that lowering the light
sensitivity of my camera and shooting with
a high sun allowed me to isolate the flowers
and make them look as if they were floating
in a sea of darkness. It felt to me a little like
how we all were during that time, I guess.

Elsewhere in this issue, I share a fiction-
alized version of how I went through the
pandemic. Here, I wanted to share an ac-

tual version. Though, even now, I'm not
entirely sure what drew me to the flowers
during the lockdown. The flowers were
pretty and I saw faces in them—sure. But
I think there was something else I was
searching and hoping for each time I went
outside, looking for new flowers. I think
I was looking for images that would help
me believe that even in isolation—with-
out the care or connection of others—
there is just an inherent beauty in being.

For all those lost, or who experienced loss,

during the pandemic. B
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https://hub.jhu.edu/magazine/2022/spring/covid-pandemic-memory-loss/
https://hub.jhu.edu/magazine/2022/spring/covid-pandemic-memory-loss/

Top: Camellia, 91st Street Garden, June 23, 2020
Center: Dogwood, Rockefeller Campus, June 20, 2020
Bottom: Dahlia, Conservatory Garden, June 9, 2020
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Dog Rose

91st Street Garden
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June 7, 2020

Petunia
Rockefeller Campus
June 22, 2020
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Top: Rose, Rockefeller Campus, July 2, 2020

Center: New Guinea Impatiens, Shakespeare
Garden, June 18, 2020

Bottom: Peony, 91st Street Garden, June 7, 2020



Hydrangea
Carl Schurz Park
June 26, 2020

Narrowleaf Evening Primrose
915t Street Garden
June 23, 2020
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Top: Peony, 915t Street Garden,
June 7, 2020

Bottom: Rose, Shakespeare
Garden, June 18, 2020

Roses
Carl Schurz Park
May 30, 2020
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Rose
86th Street
June 13, 2020

Top & center: Hydrangea,
Rockefeller Campus, June 22, 2020

Bottom: Hydrangea, C/.:erry Walk,
June 23, 2020
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