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 The following pages describe works that I have made during the 15 months (and counting) of

the COVID-19 pandemic. Twenty years from now, glib didactics describing “this time” will

pepper the walls of museums for their surveys of “art practice in the time of plague” (or

whatever) and I’m already rolling my eyes – rolling them to keep from crying. The true accounting

of the pandemic has yet to be performed, but I – as a writer, as a student, as a teacher, as a feeler of

feelings – offer these words to the record as a primary source. As a real-time recording. As a survey

of my art practice in the time of plague. It’s a little creased and torn and crispy from the drying tears,

but I think it will serve.

 My experience of the pandemic has been a languid oscillation between fey hope and grief,

with particular moments and days inflected with profound frustration or bewildered catatonia. The

following document comprises an overview of the creative output which emanated from that sense

of bewilderment.

 In the first section, I will present two pieces of writing produced during the initial weeks

and months of lockdown. The second section consists of an explanatory summary of a web based

Machine Learning project, along with images and a brief text that was written for the piece. The

final section contains a narrative retelling of the events leading up to, during, and after lockdown.



he	following	pages	describe	works	that	I	have	made	during	the	15	months	(and	counting)	of	
the	COVID-19	pandemic.	Twenty	years	from	now,	glib	didactics	describing	“this	time”	will	
pepper	the	walls	of	museums	for	their	surveys	of	“art	practice	in	the	time	of	plague”	(or	

whatever)	and	I’m	already	rolling	my	eyes	–	rolling	them	to	keep	from	crying.	The	true	accounting	
of	the	pandemic	has	yet	to	be	performed,	but	I	–	as	a	writer,	as	a	student,	as	a	teacher,	as	a	feeler	of	
feelings	–	offer	these	words	to	the	record	as	a	primary	source.	As	a	real-time	recording.	As	a	survey	
of	my	art	practice	in	the	time	of	plague.	It’s	a	little	creased	and	torn	and	crispy	from	the	drying	tears,	
but	I	think	it	will	serve.


My	experience	of	the	pandemic	has	been	a	languid	oscillation	between	fey	hope	and	grief,	
with	particular	moments	and	days	inflected	with	profound	frustration	or	bewildered	catatonia.	The	
following	document	comprises	an	overview	of	the	creative	output	which	emanated	from	that	sense	
of	bewilderment.

	 In	the	first	section,	I	will	present	two	pieces	of	writing	produced	during	the	initial	weeks	
and	months	of	lockdown.	The	second	section	consists	of	an	explanatory	summary	of	a	web	based	
Machine	Learning	project,	along	with	images	and	a	brief	text	that	was	written	for	the	piece.	The	
final	section	contains	a	narrative	retelling	of	the	events	leading	up	to,	during,	and	after	lockdown.
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Batman:	2020	and	BodyHorror	are	short	pieces	of	autobiographical	fiction	written	during	
the	first	months	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	The	square	footage	of	my	world	became	identical	to	the	
square	footage	of	my	apartment.	Access	to	art	materials	and	places	to	make	work	became	harder	
and	harder	to	come	by.	And	the	result	was	extended	periods	of	isolation,	during	which	I	had	to	draw	
from	the	well	of	my	memory	for	material	to	generate	any	kind	of	creative	work.

	 The	resulting	works	recount	specific	incidents	involving	myself	and	my	family,	but	
interwoven	with	the	factual	elements	of	the	texts	are	elements	of	hyperbole,	references	to	popular	
culture,	and	absurd	humor.	The	relationship	between	reader,	author,	and	text	are	destabilized,	
leaving	the	texts	open	to	many	possible	readings.	While	the	texts	are	truthful,	they	are	not	the	truth.	
They	are	fictionalized	memoir.	They	are	nonfiction,	but	filled	with	lies.


	 The	text	of	Batman:	2020	is	reproduced	in	its	entirety	in	the	following	pages.	This	work	
describes	my	relationship	with	my	estranged	cousin	over	the	course	of	about	20	years.	The	first	
section	is	in	the	form	of	a	play,	with	the	majority	of	the	action	occurring	in	the	stage	direction.	The	
second	section	contains	a	list	of	(possibly	misheard	or	misremembered)	information	about	my	
cousin	that	I	received	second-hand	over	a	course	of	many	years.	The	third	and	final	section	is	a	
fictionalized	narrative	recounting	of	the	funeral	and	wake	of	our	common	grandmother.	

	 My	cousin	is	called	“Batman”	throughout	the	narrative;	this	and	the	various	gestures	toward	
the	extended	lore	of	the	comic	book	character	Batman	can	be	viewed	as	anachronisms	or	redactions	
to	create	distance	between	the	writing	and	the	true	events	upon	which	the	writing	is	based.	
However,	these	references	to	a	well	known	intellectual	property	complicate	the	characterization	of	
the	actors	in	my	narrative	and	blur	the	boundary	between	memoir,	parody,	and	fan-fiction.
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Figure 1: cover of the first print run of Batman: 2020. The first edition was prepared in 
an edition of 90 and made available for free during the exhibition Notes on the 
Unseen at the Jacob Lawrence Gallery from October 28 - November 14, 2020. 
Photo by Henry Detweiler.
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BodyHorror	contains	multiple	narratives	that	deal	with	living-while-dying	in	different	forms.	
The	main	narrative	describes	a	vacation	that	I	took	with	my	mother	to	a	cave	in	central	Kentucky	
when	I	was	a	child	and	my	subsequent	experience	of	living	with	her	as	she	underwent	aggressive	
medical	treatments	for	cancer.	This	narrative	is	intercut	with	chapters	that	stray	from	the	story,	but	
they	continue	to	build	on	themes	established	in	the	main	narrative.	Topics	of	these	interstitial	
chapters	include	a	recounting	of	a	famous	cave	explorer’s	(famous)	death,	a	meditation	on	a	
particular	clip	of	archival	footage	of	musician	Stevie	Nicks,	and	a	chapter	that	takes	place	within	
David	Cronenberg’s	1986	film	The	Fly.

The	text	of	BodyHorror	is	excerpted	in	the	following	pages.	The	full	text	has	not	been	
reproduced	here,	but	ways	in	which	these	chapters	interact	with	one	another	is	broadly	typical	of	
the	whole	text.
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Until	The	Sky	Falls	Down	on	Me	is	a	computationally	generated	video	piece	with	
accompanying	text.	Using	artist	Bas	Jan	Ader’s	1971	?ilm	I’m	Too	Sad	To	Tell	You	as	the	starting	
point,	I	used	a	Machine	Learning	program	to	generate	a	video	“deepfake”,	in	which	my	likeness	
replaces	Jan	Ader	in	the	original	?ilm.	The	?ilm	and	several	variations	on	the	?inal	?ilm,	are	posted	on	
my	personal	website	with	interstitial	texts	that	explore	the	space	between	performed	and	earnestly	
felt	grieving.	The	work	is	less	about	inserting	my	likeness	into	an	art	historical	archive	–	although	it	
is	that	objectively	–	and	more	about	the	experience	of	recognition	and	a	desire	for	a	cleansing- 
through-grief	that	is,	for	whatever	reason,	unattainable.	The	text	interstitials	from	the	web	version 

of	the	work	are	reproduced	in	an	adapted	form	on	the	following	page.	
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1971:
Somewhere in southern California, Dutch expat and artist, Bas Jan Ader 
cries [on camera]. This document of [performed] pain will enter the 
archive as a recording on consumer-grade celluloid.


1975:

Bas Jan Ader disappears without a trace while attempting to sail a 13-
foot boat across the North Atlantic, solo. He is last seen rounding 
the horizon sometime on July 9, 1975.


2020:

It’s winter in Seattle. 

The rain and the virus keep me inside. 

I feel as though I barely move anymore. 

I barely feel as though I feel. 


I watch I’m Too Sad To Tell You over and over and over, impassive. 

The contours of the Dutchman’s [performed] grieving fascinate me. 

I’ve been here watching for so long that my laptop knows my face.


Imagine what it would be like cry like that. 


To sob. 

To weep. 

To bawl. 

To keen. 


And after… to feel productively emptied.


Two networks work to shape my mask to his grieving.

Every iteration makes the grotesque twisting of my face more…
plausible.


With every iteration, my catharsis becomes more convincing.

Even as he becomes more redundant.


What would it feel like to fill the ocean with tears, 

only to be swallowed by it?

Did his eyes burn from his salt as he performed for the camera  back 
in 1971? 

Did they burn again [and for the last time] in ‘75?

Lachrymation, then oblivion.  

UNTIL THE SKY FALLS DOWN ON ME
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Figure 2: Stills from Until The Sky Falls Down On Me, 2020. http://henrydetweiler.com/
untiltheskyfallsdownonme Photos by Henry Detweiler.
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et	me	tell	you	about	the	last	thing	I	did	before	lockdown.	As	the	pandemic	was	

beginning	to	crash	like	a	great	wave	upon	the	shore	(from	sea	to	shining	sea),	I	stood	

in	the	center	of	a	circle	of	36	twenty-somethings	–	all	of	them	unmasked	with	

touching	elbows	(we	didn’t	know	better	yet!)	–	and	told	them	that	they	didn’t	have	jobs	

anymore.	COVID-19	–	or	“covid”	as	my	employer	insisted	we	all	refer	to	it	in	written	

communication	–	came	early	and	hard	for	small	businesses	and	restaurants	across	the	

country.	The	smallish	Seattle-based	coffee	company	I	worked	for	was	no	exception.	Sales	

had	tanked	and	we	knew	a	shelter-in-place	order	was	likely,	so	we	closed	all	the	cafes	and	

“temporarily”	laid	off	all	of	the	front-of-house	staff	to	stem	the	hemorrhaging	capital.


	 The	murmurings	that	this	might	be	bad	in	the	US	began	in	earnest	sometime	in	

January	2020,	if	memory	serves.	Over	the	weeks	that	followed	I,	and	pretty	much	everyone	

I	knew,	watched	with	growing	horror	as	images	of	streets	populated	only	by	masked	

“essential	workers”,	besuited	in	off	the	rack	Tyvek,	began	rolling	in.	First	from	Wuhan,	then	

Florence,	then	New	York,	then	Kirkland	–	a	small	municipality	in	Washington	state,	

separated	only	by	about	ten	miles	(and	a	lake)	from	me	and	my	studio	apartment	on	the	

western	slope	of	Seattle’s	Capitol	Hill.


	 In	the	week	leading	up	to	this	mass-firing	event,	I	had	attended	several	hastily	

coordinated	meals	with	friends	and	acquaintances	in	the	International	District.	The	

neighborhood	sits	immediately	south	of	Downtown	and	is	so-called	because	it	contains	the	

city’s	Chinatown,	Japantown,	Little	Saigon,	and	has	a	density	of	locally	owned	small	

businesses	and	family	run	restaurants	that	is	unlike	anywhere	else	in	the	city.	Businesses	in	

the	ID	were	some	of	the	first	to	be	financially	impacted	(Luna	2020)	as	a	nascent	fear	–	

heavily	inflected	with	racism	–	began	to	take	hold	of	the	city.	Remember,	this	was	well	in	

advance	of	any	mask	mandates	and	shelter-in-place	orders,	so	as	far	as	I	knew	at	that	

moment,	while	this	was	a	serious	disease,	it	probably	wasn’t	serious	enough	here	or	yet	to	

keep	me	from	going	out	to	dinner	with	friends	for	the	third	or	fourth	time	that	week.	If	this	

coronavirus	was	going	to	be	a	serious	issue	in	Seattle,	surely	there	would	be	some	clarion	

guidance	from	public	health	officials.	Surely	that	would	be	coming.	Surely…
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xactly	13	days	before	the	mass-firing	event,	I	had	returned	to	Seattle	on	a	redeye	

flight	after	a	10-day	tour	of	coffee	farms	in	Huehuetenango,	a	mountainous	region	in	

the	western	highlands	of	Guatemala.	Six	of	the	soon-to-be-unemployed	twenty-

somethings	had	accompanied	me	on	the	trip	and	together	we	rode	for	hours	on	narrow	dirt	

roads	in	the	beds	of	pickup	trucks.	We	switchbacked	deep	into	the	mountains,	climbing	

ever	higher,	flanked	by	sheer	cliffs	on	either	side.	Immeasurably	up	on	one	side.	Dizzyingly	

down	to	the	valleys	below	on	the	other.	Everything	covered	in	growing	coffee.


There	was	a	day	midway	through	our	time	in	Guatemala	when	almost	everyone	was	

sick.	Mercifully,	I	had	been	sick	two	days	before	and	had	mostly	recovered	when	the	others	

went	down.	As	a	result,	I	was	able	to	flit	from	bedside	to	bedside,	administering	little	glass	

bottles	of	this	cloyingly	sweet	coconut-flavored	electrolyte	drink,	like	some	sunburnt	

Florence	Nightingale.	I	like	to	be	helpful.


Our	translator	and	guide	was	named	Hugo	–	not	his	real	name.	He	and	I	passed	the	

time	chatting	while	the	others	tried	to	sleep	between	their	frequent	sessions	of	

gastrointestinal	evacuation.	We	had	been	talking	about	the	news	and	American	politics	and	

at	some	point	Hugo	asked	me,	“what	do	you	think	about	this	COVID	thing?”


I	said,	“it	seems	like	it’s	not	really	gonna	be	much	of	a	problem	in	the	States.	I	mean,	

if	you	don’t	have	a	compromised	immune	system,	you’ll	probably	be	fine.”


“I	guess	these	guys	are	screwed,”	he	said	looking	at	the	moaning	infirm	around	us.


	 We	both	laughed,	sardonically.
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Figure 3: coffee cherries growing at Finca Rosma in Huehuetenango, Guatemala. Photo by Henry Detweiler
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	had	been	cleaning	a	toilet	when	I	got	the	call.	


	 One	of	the	new	baristas	had	flaked	and	didn’t	show	up	for	their	shift,	so	the	

responsibility	fell	to	me,	as	the	coffee	company’s	Team	Development	Lead,	to	fill	in	at	the	

last	minute.	The	cafe	was	situated	on	the	main	retail	drag	of	one	of	those	suburban-feeling	

Seattle	neighborhoods.	The	ones	that	are	composed	mostly	of	modest	single	family	homes	

who’s	aging	middle	class	inhabitants	had	accidentally	become	millionaires	when	housing	

prices	began	exploding	in	the	early	2010s	(Figure	2).	The	company	operated	several	cafes	

around	Seattle	and	this	was	by	far	the	busiest	–	outpaced	in	revenue	only	by	the	Downtown	

location	when	the	reliable	summer	traffic	of	tourists	would	swell	that	shop	to	bursting.	

There	was	a	lull	in	the	interminable	queue,	so	I	volunteered	to	clean	the	toilets	and	

disappear	for	a	while.


	 I	don’t	really	mind	cleaning	toilets.	Or	making	coffee	for	that	matter.	In	fact,	the	job	

was	basically	the	best	that	I	have	ever	had.	For	the	first	time	in	my	life	I	had	an	employer	

who	seemed	to	respect	me,	value	my	input,	and	(importantly)	paid	for	medical/dental,	gave	

me	a	subsidized	transit	pass,	plus	2	weeks	paid	vacation.	The	salary	was	modest	by	Seattle	

standards,	but	it	allowed	me	to	pay	all	of	my	bills	and	put	a	couple	hundred	bucks	away	in	a	

savings	account	each	month,	so	it	was	enough.	There	hadn’t	been	enough	three	years	before	

when	I	was	making	sub-minimum	wage,	living	off	day-old	pastries,	and	using	EBT	for	

groceries	in	Chicago.	There	definitely	hadn’t	been	enough	two	years	before	that,	when	I	had	

been	hired	as	the	Interim	Director	for	a	small	arts	nonprofit	in	Kentucky	and	somehow	got	

stuck	paying	almost	all	of	my	meager	paychecks	to	a	board	member	who	had	agreed	to	“let	

me	stay”	in	their	condo	(with	black	mold	in	the	walls)	while	I	“got	settled”.	Kentucky	had	

established	a	healthcare	marketplace	under	the	Affordable	Care	Act,	but	I	wasn’t	making	

enough	after	paying	for	rent	to	pay	for	groceries	and	insurance,	but	(on	paper)	I	was	

making	too	much	to	qualify	for	Medicaid.	So	I	did	without	healthcare	that	summer.	But	

booze	and	cigarettes	are	cheap	in	that	state	and	can	be	a	serviceable	alternative	to	

antidepressants	when	you	can’t	afford	a	doctor.	At	least	they	can	be	for	a	while.
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Figure 4: graph showing the increase of housing prices in Seattle from 1975-2021. A noticeable (ongoing) increase 
can be seen starting in the early 2010s. (FRED 2021)
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o	I	was	sitting	(pretty)	pretty	cleaning	that	toilet	in	late	summer	of	2019.	I	didn’t	

particularly	like	making	coffee,	but	I	also	didn’t	mind	it	too	much.	And	when	I	wasn’t	

filling	in	at	the	cafes,	I	was	basically	working	a	normal	office	job	and	it	wasn’t	too	

mentally	taxing.	I	learned	to	speak	in	the	company	jargon	in	meetings	and	would	offer	

insights	on	“workplace	happiness”	and	“the	employee	condition”	–	which	were	basically	

just	half-remembered	platitudes	that	I	ham-handedly	cribbed	from	those	glorious	8	months	

in	Atlanta	back	in	2015	when	I	was	able	to	afford	both	antidepressants	and	a	regular	

appointment	with	a	therapist.	


	 But	then	I	got	the	call:	I	had	been	accepted	to	the	UW	Photo/Media	program	after	all	

and	classes	were	starting	next	week.
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	had	already	gotten	over	the	sting	of	disappointment	of	not	being	accepted	to	the	

program	–	it	wasn’t	the	first	time	I’d	been	rejected	from	grad	schools.	All	seven	of	the	

years	that	had	elapsed	since	undergrad	were	marked	with	nearly	universal	rejections	

from	graduate	programs,	RFPs,	residencies,	etc.,	so	this	latest	one	wasn’t	that	surprising.	I	

had	slapped	together	the	application	materials	in	the	days	leading	up	to	the	deadline.	I	had	

frantically	called	old	colleagues	and	professors	to	write	letters	of	recommendation	and	dug	

through	hundreds	of	gigabytes	of	badly	labeled	images	to	find	ones	which	might	be	

convincing	enough	to	make	it	appear	as	though	I	was	an	artist	–	a	description	I	barely	felt	

still	accurate	for	pointing	to	what	“I	am”.


	 Getting	asked	to	interview	had	certainly	been	a	surprise.	We	had	started	on	a	faulty	

Skype	connection,	so	we	improvised	and	moved	to	a	phone	call.	I	felt	like	I	had	made	a	fool	

out	of	myself	afterwards,	which	is	usually	how	I	feel	when	I	interview	for	anything.	But	it	

was	still	nice	to	get	asked	all	the	same.	


	 Given	the	circumstances,	I	wasn’t	surprised	by	the	rejection	email.	It	had	landed	in	

my	inbox	just	a	few	days	before	my	30th	birthday	and	I	opened	it	at	work.	At	that	time,	I	

was	working	as	the	manager	of	a	different	cafe	which	had	just	been	sold	to	new	owners.	

They	were	a	middle	aged	couple,	neither	of	whom	had	any	previous	experience	(or	

interest)	in	the	service	industry.	But	their	self-confidence	(buoyed	by	the	millions	that	they	

had	made	in	tech)	combined	with	their	general	love	of	DIY	television	had	them	convinced	

that	they	would	succeed	at	coffeeshop-ing	–	or	at	least	that	it	wouldn’t	matter	much	to	their	

personal	bottom	line	if	they	failed.	They	announced	their	intention	to	keep	everyone	on	

staff	and	kindly	asked	me,	as	the	manager,	to	stay	on	with	more	responsibility	–	they	didn’t	

know	the	first	thing	about	coffee	after	all	–	but	with	a	$15k	cut	to	my	salary.	


	 So	when	the	rejection	letter	finally	came	it,	it	hardly	registered.	There	were	more	

pressing	matters	to	attend	to.	I’d	focus	on	feeling	like	an	art	failure	after	I	knew	where	the	

payments	for	next	month’s	rent	($1300/mo),	health	insurance	($400/mo),	and	student	

loans	($300/mo)	would	be	coming	from.	Not	to	mention	the	payments	for	that	pesky	$8.5k	

predatory	personal	loan	I	had	used	to	refinance	the	(even	more	predatory)	credit	card	debt	

that	I	had	somehow	accumulated	over	years	of	working	low	wage	jobs	while	trying	to	make	

a	career	as	an	artist.
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hankfully,	it	didn’t	take	too	long	to	find	a	job	this	time.


	 About	two	weeks	after	my	30th	birthday,	I	was	hired	by	the	coffee	company	

that	I	was	working	for	when	I	got	the	call	from	UW.	It	wasn’t	the	most	exciting	job	

and	it	certainly	wasn’t	in	my	field,	if	indeed	art	was	my	field.	I	may	have	had	to	clean	toilets	

and	serve	coffee	sometimes,	but	they	were	gonna	send	me	to	Guatemala	with	a	group	of	

team	members	the	next	spring	to	learn	about	coffee	cultivation	and	production,	and	that	

was	exciting.


	 The	company	had	been	sending	small	groups	of	employees	to	Guatemala	for	the	past	

4	or	5	picking	seasons	to	get	a	first	hand	taste	of	the	backbreaking	labor	that	goes	into	

every	cup	of	coffee	before	it	reaches	the	cafes.	According	to	my	bosses,	the	past	couple	of	

trips	had	been	less	than	successful	due	to	what	certain	of	our	farming	and	trading	partners	

perceived	as	a	lack	of	curiosity	from	the	Americanos.	There	were	also	whispers	of	

employees	who	might’ve	overindulged	on	certain	substances	on	past	trips,	which	had	been	

looked	upon	unfavorably	by	our	Guatemalan	hosts.	


	 So	this	time,	despite	the	fact	that	I	had	not	yet	been	with	the	company	for	the	

requisite	calendar	year,	they	would	be	sending	me	as	a	glorified	chaperone.	The	plan	

seemed	pretty	reasonable,	since	I	can	talk	to	most	people	about	pretty	much	anything	(once	

I	get	going),	they	hoped	that	my	presence	might	prime	the	pump	of	question	asking	–	the	

fact	that	I,	as	a	teetotaling	tricenarian	might	be	seen	as	a	potential	narc,	was	just	cake	

frosting	to	the	company.


	 But	then	I	got	the	call.
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hat	I	was	able	to	glean	through	the	selective	omissions	was	this:	an	Australian	

national,	who	had	initially	accepted	a	place	in	the	Photo/Media	program,	was	

denied	a	student	visa	at	the	last	possible	minute	due	to	some	derogatory	

information	in	their	legal	record.	So	they	had	withdrawn	their	acceptance	in	the	days	

before	the	first	classes	after	what	I	imagine	was	much	bureaucratic	hoop	jumping	and	

personal	consternation.	So	now	there	was	a	spot	open	and,	although	it	was	highly	

unorthodox	to	do	so,	it	was	being	offered	to	me	–	and	not	because	I	was	already	living	in	

Seattle,	a	point	to	which	my	general	anxiety	and	pride	made	me	ask	for	clarification	

multiple	times.


	 I	cried	a	little	when	I	told	my	bosses	at	the	coffee	company	that	I	was	considering	

accepting	the	offer.	I	don’t	know	why	I	cried	exactly,	but	it	happened.	They	responded	

unexpectedly	by	pretty	much	refusing	to	let	me	quit	out	of	hand.	They	insisted	that	I	stay	on	

in	a	part-time	capacity,	at	least	through	spring	2020.	My	inner	cynic	believes	that	this	was	

probably	because	they	knew	that	they	could	extract	more	or	less	the	same	value	from	my	

labor	at	less	than	half	the	pay	and	with	none	of	the	paid	benefits.	My	inner	compassionate	

realist	is	more	inclined	to	believe	that	they	probably	like	me	and	didn’t	want	to	try	to	find	

someone	with	the	same	soft	skills	who	would	work	for	what	they	had	been	paying	me.


	 Whatever	the	motivation	from	the	university	or	the	coffee	company,	I	accepted	the	

spot	in	the	Photo/Media	program	and	used	the	$9k	recruitment	fellowship	to	immediately	

pay	off	that	predatory	personal	loan.	I	then	proceeded	to	start	adding	to	the	pot	of	federal	

student	loan	debt	that	has	been	hanging	over	me	since	undergrad.	
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ere	we	are.	It’s	June	2021	and	it’s	been	nearly	two	years	since	I	got	that	phone	call	

while	cleaning	toilets.	The	graduating	MFA	class	of	2021	got	almost	two	full	

quarters	of	on-campus	education	before	the	global	pandemic	forced	the	world	to	

shut	down	and	now	the	only	phone	calls	I	get	are	scams.	


	 In	these	nearly	two	years:	I	was	officially	diagnosed	with	ADHD,	herniated	a	disc	in	

my	lumbar	spine,	and	had	two	distinct	major	depressive	episodes	for	which	I	have	not	been	

able	to	receive	clinical	treatment	(because	the	whole	world	seems	to	be	having	a	major	

depressive	episode).	Also,	I	have	made	a	few	friends,	made	some	art	that	I	think	is	alright,	

done	some	writing	that	I’m	actually	proud	of,	and	moved	in	with	my	boyfriend	of	3	years.	

Two	weeks	ago,	I	officially	resigned	from	my	position	at	that	coffee	company,	even	though	I	

functionally	had	stopped	working	for	them	months	ago.


	 Judging	the	experience	of	Pandemic	Grad	School	against	Grad	School	As	It	Might’ve	

Been	is	an	unfair	rubric.	I	do	still	have	my	critiques	and	quibbles	with	how	the	institution	

handled	things	–	particularly	relating	to	the	first	quarter	of	lockdown-induced	remote	

education	and	all	the	incoming	freshmen	and	outgoing	seniors	who	paid	caviar	prices	for	

porridge.	So	much	less	than	what	was	promised	by	those	endless	stacks	of	purple	and	gold	

marketing	materials.


	 My	boyfriend	and	I	biked	through	the	university	grounds	the	other	day.	We	were	

heading	to	the	Henry	Gallery	to	look	at	the	MFA	show	(“my”	show).	It	was	the	middle	of	the	

day	so	all	of	the	high-powered	LEDs	that	had	recently	been	posted	on	the	perimeter	of	the	

Drumheller	Fountain	were	switched	off.	Instead	of	reflecting	the	psychedelic	purple	wash	

that	the	LEDs	provide	in	the	evening,	the	towering	jets	of	water	only	reflected	the	muted	

grey	of	a	pregnant	sky.	Still,	posted	on	the	perimeter	of	the	fountain	at	every	quadrant,	

there	were	smiling	soon-to-be	graduates	posing	in	their	$50	matched	sets	of	acetate	gowns	

and	cardboard	caps.	(“Cap	and	Gown”	n.d.)	Their	photos	won’t	really	show	the	deep	

disappointment	that	I	know	many	of	them	feel	about	going	to	school	in	the	past	15	months,	

the	pandemic	months.	Their	toothy	grins,	wreathed	in	polyester	tassels	and	cords,	look	

pretty	much	the	same	as	they	might	have	in	any	other	year.	And	so	will	the	photos.	The	

fountain	is	on.	The	water	jets	are	freshly	renovated.	Maybe	if	they	don’t	look	at	the	photos	

for	a	few	years,	it’ll	blunt	the	remembering.
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	 After	looking	at	the	show	at	the	Henry,	my	boyfriend	and	I	sat	on	the	small	stairs	just	

outside	of	the	gallery,	the	stairs	that	lead	up	to	the	towering	bronze	George	Washington	

statue	that	(for	now)	looks	out	west	toward	the	still	snowy	peaks	of	the	Olympics.	Every	

time	that	I	passed	that	statue	in	the	days	leading	up	to	the	opening	of	the	exhibition,	I	was	

vaguely	reminded	of	the	tens-of-thousands	of	George	Washingtons	that	I	now	owe	to	the	

government	upon	completion	of	this,	my	second	degree.	Maybe	I’ll	be	able	to	find	a	better	

job	with	degree	number	two?	Or	maybe	all	federal	student	debts	will	be	cancelled?	Or	the	

State	will	collapse	and	a	different	future	will	become	available	to	me?	What’s	more	likely	is	

that	an	inevitable	pandemic-amnesia	will	set	in	and	all	of	those	twenty-somethings	in	

cardboard	hats	and	I	will	look	back	on	the	photos	we	took	and	the	work	we	made	with	just	

the	smallest	soupçon	of	yearning	for	the	ghost	of	what	this	all	might’ve,	could’ve,	should’ve	

been.


	 So	we’re	sitting	on	those	steps	in	front	of	the	Henry	Gallery	and	I	kind	of	lost	it.	My	

boyfriend	listened	patiently	–	I	really	love	him	a	lot.	After	hearing	my	ten	minute	frustrated	

soliloquy,	he	said	that	now	that	all	of	this	–	school,	the	horror	of	the	early	days	of	the	

pandemic,	my	job	–	is	ending,	I’ll	need	to	take	some	time	to	process	what’s	happened	and	

try	to	make	sense	of	what	this	has	all	meant.	Maybe	even	mourn.


	 I	responded,	“how	can	I	begin	to	mourn	when	I’m	not	done	dying?”
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Figure 5: Work by Henry Detweiler installed at the Henry Gallery for the 2021 MFA Thesis exhibition. 

Photo by Henry Detweiler
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