0. THIS IS A PHOTO ALBUM OR A STOP WATCH 





1. Today is Monday or Tuesday. Every reading begins with the time of day. “I thought a lot about Ikea and the zoo.” Every novel begins with a photograph of things at the moment it gives them away. The best novel resembles a bunch of anecdotes. I am Chinese-American. I grew up in SE Ohio near the Hocking River, which used to flood every spring and leave behind a line of silt about 1 foot from the floor of our basement walls. Today is Monday or Tuesday. A friend of mine likes to gather scraps of wood. On my way home, I saw a red couch on the street and it made me laugh out loud. 





2. a series: someone I’ve known since high school, Charles, found an 8 foot long 2x4. He decided to make the piece of wood into a series of sculptures. He cut the 2x4 into eight equal sections, made a sculpture out of the pieces,  photographed each sculpture, dismantled it, and then began the cycle anew until he had 2400 photos of the sculptures he had made and unmade. In this way, he made sculpture into a kind of time-lapse photography, just as Muybridge turned the human body into a series of individual sculptures of all the motions a body could make. Charles drew each sculpture because drawing made it harder to repeat anything. In this way he used sculpture like a stopwatch. Jackson Pollock did that but he did it in on a single canvas. The canvas was his arena and paint was his stopwatch, just like a poem or a novel should be calibrated to allow the things inside it to drain out at a standard rate. For Charles, every sculpture is a model or equation of the time it took to see it. Things that are near to comprehension are nearer to themselves in time. The only way to see something is to dismantle it. The best way to dismantle a sculpture is a photograph.





3. Photos: for 3 years, I have photographed every gift I’ve gotten. I usually wait till my birthday or Christmas to open these items, so there is a time lag between my expectations and my photograph. I am very attracted to time lags between something that I see and the feelings that I don't yet have. By the time these photos were taken, in b/w, a kind of static architecture has already set in, in my mind: the standardized events (birthdays, weddings, etc.) through which time passes and has already passed. Time like everything else needs to have events like buildings to pass through. What is a finite set of gifts but an excuse to have an emotion, again and again and again. No one ever really has an emotion until one has already had it. The heart is a very flat place for infinity to happen in. The Infinity Walk is a highly engineered crooked place. None of my emotions stays there very long. The most efficient feelings are the ones we store in photographs or poems. Sculpture is much less efficient than a poem for storing the feelings that one has had. All sculpture is a form of stop-motion photography. All writing should aspire to the condition of a video loop. 





4. Today I walk into what Charles calls Infinity Walk. He is sitting on the floor with a circular saw. When I walk onto the piece, it is big, about 28 feet long. It is shaped like the symbol for infinity but in 3-d so that one can take an endless circular walk that rises to the ceiling and then descends before rising again. It looks like a roller coaster for skateboarders. As I walk across the irregularly shaped surface, made of OSB and 2x4's, I feel as if I am wasting Time in the most general way possible. One of my feet is asleep. I am pacing at a regular rate in a confined space. Every breath feels rehearsed. Nothing ends prematurely. For a Buddhist like my father, there is no such thing as patience or Nature. Nature is too boring for words. 





5. As I walk up and down the piece, I wonder: How reverse the stopwatch? Instead of using sculpture to measure time, why not use time to dispose of sculpture altogether? I think: I will photograph every present I give. Next to each photo I type the recipient’s age. The project ends when all years between 1 and 100 have been recorded, backwards, in strict chronological order. To preserve the purity of the project, all recipients remain anonymous. My gift campaign will be as austere as possible. The best presents are the ones that don't have to be given. That will be a book. I need a publisher for a list of gifts I never gave.





6. Today and yesterday I received two envelopes from Charles that contain all sorts of things I don't like to see. I immediately start to photograph the contents to insure that the process of standardization will continue and that all ephemerata is made modular. I ignore questions of scale. It doesn't matter how large or small the pieces are. The most formal thing in the world is a unit of time. The most formal unit of time is the time it takes to expose a scrap of film to the world out there. If one minute is the same as the next then you have infinity. That is why I hate looking at and handling the things Charles sends me and why I photograph them as soon as I look at them. It is important not to use my Polaroid or the digital camera, both of which are too fast and lack the element of craft. I hate craft. The second, more photographic and thus more poetic half of this [novel] will bear this out. Only by photographing these objects with Tri-X and Fujicolor print film can I convert them into modules of  time and thus make the invisible and infinite structure of the world seem like itself: a standardized block of time that resembles the strip malls of the suburbs. Today, color film is more standardized than black and white and that is why I prefer it. You can get color film processed at any K-Mart in America and the colors are always beautiful K-Mart colors. This is paragraph # 6. 





7. That is why Charles videotaped himself making out with someone for a�whole hour and another videotape of himself painfully holding a smile�for one hour. His videos convert the flat t.v. screen into architecture�or sculpture. His medium is color, the awkward standard colors on a�t.v., which are shot out by a cathode ray tube. An hour is too long to�smile and it is too long to make out with someone in color, though it�would be beautiful in b/w. That is why the seemingly endless yet finite�variations in Sol Lewitt's Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes are�photographed in b/w and why, as Jonathan Flatley has pointed out, the�systematic permutations are impossible to figure out by looking at.�Asymmetry and irregularity mark the wall drawings and Variations.�Perceiving asymmetry (error) enables one to see the drawings for what�they are: the mind’s creation of an illusion of order. The wall drawings�function like optical illusions, where the mind perceives an underlying�order contrary to direct visual perception. One can look a long time at�the drawings with one’s eyes closed: in ones mind’s eye they continually�trace and retrace the order the mind sees, but they do it effortlessly,�as if the mind were not involved in the exercise of drafting those�lines. Like the 3-d cube models, the drawings (like drafts or�blueprints) enable him to see mistakes his mind could not fully�visualize. Everyone loves to see a mistake. An error is a form of�beauty, made in this case by forgetting, i.e. drawing something so�architecturally complicated that the mind cannot clearly see what it is�seeing: logical system or asymmetrical ‘system’ of mistakes. The eyes�scan the series of lines/shapes restlessly and mechanically, as if�modelling an equation. As with Variations, in the drawings the eyes�execute shape after shape, line after line in the hope of resolving�asymmetry into a system of logical permutations.��Art is illusionistic by nature. The canvas like the retina is two�dimensional, but the world is not. The eyes find pleasure in�irregularity because order is rarely found in nature and the eye is�extremely sensitive to imbalance. This is an instinctual form of what�Gombrich calls schema correction. Scientists know that animals and�insects routinely seek symmetry in their mates. Lewitt’s drawings are�executed precisely, according to a pre-existing system, but they appear�chaotic, like nature. Beauty is an attempt to map the idea of order in�our head onto the world out there. Lewitt’s works are beautiful in the�way that landscapes are. They are optical illusions of an underlying,�hence invisible order. Thus, time expands infinitely when looking at�Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes or Wall Drawing #179, both of which�appear to be endlessly various. This is the first half of paragraph #7.��In Goldman’s work, time contracts to its smallest standardized (least�irregular) module. Every minute is painful and boring if you isolate it�long enough. One minute is exactly the same as every other. The eye dies�a thousand times a minute in Goldman’s video. This is what happens when�efficiency structures desire; it turns our smiles and kisses into empty�sculptural forms, a dead grammar. Video, like t.v., gives us the human�equivalent of scrap lumber or unbuilt architecture. Goldman’s video�gives you not a smile but its façade. It took 59 minutes to create the�sculpture of a smile behind a smile. The videos resemble the 18�cardboard boxes out of which Goldman constructed the semblance of a�city’s readymade skyline. 18 boxes contained 2 years, no more and no�less, of scrap wood. It took 24 hours to resassmble 2 years of wood for�a show that lasted 5 weeks. Two years of wood could be disassembled in a�few minutes by the hand. It took a second to see this with one’s eyes. A�photograph shows us how an image is constructed, like sculpture, out of�the time allotted to it. A poem or a novel shows us how a word is�constructed, like painting, out of the time alloted to it. A sculpture�is over the second it is seen. No sculpture or poem ever lasts more�than a second. An hour long video of a smile contains exactly one second�of smiling. A painting or a novel tries to make time forever. That is�why everything that is not beautiful is beautiful.�


8. The best way to kill time is to turn it into a loop, videotape or serial novel. That is why the best photographers are flirts and the best subjects are models who don't wear much, or scraps of wood. Video artists are the worst flirts and the best porn makers. They make passing the time away painful, obsessive, and nearly impossible. A video tape is like a time capsule without an opening date. A flirt, like a pause button on a VCR, creates pleasure and anxiety by converting a trapped moment of time into something that feels like it has a lot of possibilities, a lot of futures. Looking at Charles smiling for an hour reminded me of a mid-seventies politician or porn-star who deliberately forgot to put on his polyester tie. That is why people today like those television shows about living in nuclear submarines where space is so cramped that sailors sleep under torpedoes or those dating shows where they take a camera and film two people on a first date or two people who want to break up and then follow them around for a night as they feed each other spaghetti or change into wetsuits in their car and then go wind surfing. These shows make each minute pass by twice as fast as normal, which is exactly what one wants when one is watching t.v. Nothing defeats inertia more than a dating game show or World Wrestling. T.V. renders our boredom back to us by compressing it into standardized form (a minute). 





9. Opening one of Charles’ envelopes and finding all this detritus is like watching one of his hour-long videos. I am not sure who is the sender and who is the recipient of all this, which I like. What does it mean to receive rather than send a gift? It means one is interested in boredom. Every item mailed to me has a number associated with it in my mind. What is infinity but a kind of mathematical problem we try to solve in the real world? Charles once told me about how he liked to make mix-tapes for girls he wanted to sleep with. I thought nothing could be cornier and was very glad I was not one of those girls. Receiving a gift that one doesn't like is more pleasurable than giving a mix-tape to someone one wants to love. Doing the latter is like making up a future in the form of a fairy-tale and a fairy tale as everyone knows isn't real time it is fantasy time. The mix tape, like the videos, makes fantasy unreal. This is paragraph #9. One wants real time to evaporate into real minutes that pass away. Today is Monday or Tuesday. The most boring things are the ones that give us the most unexpected pleasure. That is why Andy Warhol called his studio The Factory and why everyone had so much fun working overtime there. 





10. 4 years ago Charles used scrap wood to build a pile of scrap wood on a floor. It just sits there, next to the wall. Parts of it look like a skyline (inverted) that has been dismantled and put together. The piece took a lot of time to build (time and a chop saw were the conceptual apparati), but nothing was glued or nailed. I thought it looked like something but then I realized it was just a skeleton of what I was seeing. Some people wanted to kick the whole thing over. In the gallery, the artificial day passed over it like a sky. It is a travesty to call the miniature city I am seeing "sight." When I stand in front of all those little pieces of wood I realized I was seeing my brain make a model of a skyline, a mathematical equation of a photograph (of the time it took to complete itself). Every time I leave my apartment in New York City's Chinatown I photograph the first thing I see. 





11. Automatically and without thinking, I take this as a cue. I load my camera with film. I set up an appointment with a woman in New Jersey who has offered me a job teaching creative writing. I begin looking around on the upper east side for an apartment and I run into a woman, almost instaneously, outside this four story brick building that looks kind of beat up. I don't know what time it is because I have left my watch at home. I have an appointment for lunch. The building has a sign on the door that says "sculpture center." I have never heard of such a place. I ask if it is for sale and she says yes it is 5.5 million dollars which I think is cheap. We have lunch upstairs in her apartment. She takes out a Weber Mini-Joe and proceeds to grill two lamb kebabs for lunch. There is also couscous and some green beans dressed with olive oil and red peppers. Her husband comes in and pours us all a glass of a little Minervois. Cost: $6.99. Where acquired: Garnet Liquors, on 67th and Lexington. He is a wine buyer. He deals in maderia and port. Conversation, so and so and so and soThe woman's name is Mary Ceruti. I steal a piece of scrap wood as I am leaving. I have lived in NYC for over 20 years. Why is this? I think about Robert Musil and what he said about [?] At lunch, I said: "I like port a lot." Outside the building, after lunch, I am given an assigment. The assignment, roughly speaking, is to write. Charles Goldman is having a sculpture show at the sculpture center. I have been assigned to write a catalog for the show. All assignments like this should be made as automatic as possible. 





12. For example, today is Monday or Tuesday. This is paragraph #12. I receive mail today that includes all sorts of things I don't like. The envelope is addressed to me. Yesterday, I received something in the mail, another installment of junk. All this will have to be catalogued like a novel of the things that went into it. I want to keep the writing as dead as possible and the photography as clean as possible. That is why it is impossible to tell what is living and what is about to die (when I write this), or what is living and what is mechanical in me (when I arrange the material in a way that is not supposed to be pleasing). In Warhol, the pleasure of a celebrity sighting is introjected into the breathing apparatus known as an economy, wherein commodities are recognized and consumed for a part of ourselves. That is why nothing really dies in Warhol's universe. Every face reminds me of something we can't feed back into the system of exchange. Jackie, like Marilyn, is removed from our memories, and thus our feelings, the moment we recognize her. The photograph keeps her alive. That is the way things are preserved, via mindless repetition. This is paragraph #12. 





Every novel should have a photo diary and here it is:





�






