
S i X S T i l l  /  l i Fe

The brush holds the words; the paint holds the image. 

begin with eight sets of words; three words in each set. The words  
are objects or animals, not phrases. The words do not have obvious  
associations; they are random combinations; they do not rhyme:  
mop-hedgehog-snow; flower vase-butterfly-branch; tea cup-rabbit-spiral.

each person has three sheets of paper, a brush and black paint. 
one partner says a set of three of words to their partner: 
mop-hedgehog-snow.

The partner makes a painting to illustrate each of the words; one sheet of 
paper for each painting. if the partner forgets one of the words, their partner 
can remind them. This finishes when each person has made three paintings, 
one painting for each word.

clear away the paint and brushes.
Place the paintings on the table. each person says the three words 
prompted by the painting, i.e. mop-hedgehog-snow; vase-butterfly-branch; 
teacup-rabbit-spiral etc. establish a rhythm. continue until the chanting 
ends naturally. 
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‘ N o’  To  dayS ,  daT e S ,  a N d  Pr e S i d e N T S

M a S o N  l e av e r -ya P

  On arriving in my friend’s kitchen one after-
noon a year ago, she turned and said she was going through a mourning process 
for me. I remember this incident with clarity, not least because the beer I was 
opening at the time irrepressibly foamed up and out of the neck of the bottle, 
soaking my shirt, but also because I couldn’t quite understand what she was 
saying. I felt embarrassed about the spillage that had darkened my t-shirt  
and made me stink in the hot apartment, and by my simultaneous failure  
to comprehend what sounded like a prepared confession.

As I mopped myself up and asked what she meant, my friend tried  
to explain that she was mourning me in relation to my recent first person name 
change. She was referring to the fact that I had, over the past year, shifted my 
name from an explicitly female-sounding proper noun (one that my immigrant 
father had, admittedly without knowing the gender usually given to that 
name, first spotted on a reusable internal mail envelope at work) to a gender 
non-specific noun that I had appropriated from my maternal grandmother’s 
maiden name without much consideration.

I didn’t finish the beer or the conversation, and was left feeling  
my lack of continuity disturbed my friend, and possibly others – embarrassing 
them and, consequently, embarrassing myself. My natural instinct was to 
withdraw from confrontation – one made up of emotions to which I had diffi-
culty relating but had, nonetheless, been responsible for inspiring.

Up until that point, I felt the name change was simply a publishing 
exercise in relation to the by-line of my writing, which had become increas-
ingly intimate. The publishing was an attempt to match something I believed 
was personally obvious. But this change had seemingly produced a rupture in 
the security of an external idea of what or who I was to others. After leaving 
the apartment, I realised I had difficulty participating in – and no desire to 
recognise – the modest grief resultant of me circulating a noun perceived  
as significantly different to that which had gone before. This new noun had 
replaced and, to my friend, seemingly destroyed its precursor. This grieving 
was less to do with loss and more to do with the anxiety about the explicit 
emergence of realities that had always existed.

 
  A couple of years ago, my maternal grand-

mother was beginning to forget people’s names, including some vagueness 
about my birth name too, but she frequently and with enthusiasm said she 
liked my purple and black muscle t-shirt. She mentioned this on a twenty-min-
ute loop, so I would wear it whenever I would see her, partly because I knew she 
liked it but also because I enjoyed receiving her clockwork compliments about 
my dress sense. Praise like this had previously dropped out of our conversa-
tions around the time I was eight years old, when I started dressing myself  
in boy’s tracky bottoms, oversize t-shirts and, later, unisex or male perfume. 
Now, however, she seemed to like the look and smell of me, and the ambiguity 
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of names was less important than her interest in deep 
purple – a colour she had previously protested as ugly.

As an adult I would visit her in her house. 
This was a home my extended family felt had become 
– within a decade of her declining health – the wrong 
shape, size and feel for her needs. But she liked it the 
way it was, as long as someone else was around to keep 
her company. My visits would not be frequent enough  
to alleviate my guilt over previous absences, though  
she didn’t seem to notice the difference.

In the afternoons, she would ask me to turn 
pages for her at the piano. The musical interlude was  
a way of suspending the need for conversation. She  
did not seem to relish discussions about shared family 
events from the past ten years, but would happily play 
music on my old electric keyboard. Since childhood,  
I remember she would only play the kind of music that 
my father privately characterised as “problematic”: 
German interwar music, American cowboy folk songs, 
and some Austrian romances about purity and the coun-
tryside. Given that she couldn’t always recall the lyrics 
in her later life, there had been an unexpected political 
corrective applied to her amnesiac’s repertoire. This  
was further enhanced by the fact neither of us could 
figure out how to switch the Casio keyboard preset from 
anything other than the “funky clavi” effect. Her rendi-
tions of songs like ‘Edelweiss’ had the feel of an Isley 
Brothers cover.

The gaps in her memory, of which there were 
many, filled up with new narratives that had the feel of 
autofiction. We talked about things that had been previ-
ously off limits. I didn’t care whether it was true or not, 
though occasionally I felt scandalised by the possibility  
of their truth, as well as her newfound trust in me as  
her confidante. Sitting on a creaking swing chair at  
the bottom of the garden and staring across the Welsh-
English countryside border one summer afternoon, she 
told me about the first time she ever saw someone have 
sex and how informative her voyeur’s experience had 
been. She was speaking to me as an adult. This was 
something rare in our traditional family structures, 
where the casting of appropriate roles had once seemed 
the most hardened, and had consequently fled. I told  
her that she reminded me, in that unlikely moment,  

A woman has a long scar across  
her arm. She was injured when she 
started out doing choreography 
classes for people with dementia. 
She calls this early part of her 
career her “naïve period” – a time  
in which she had not yet understood 
that even if someone can’t recall 
their past explicitly, it is always 
implicit.
 She got the scar when she was 
teaching a choreography class that 
got out of hand, and tried to bring  
it to order. She addressed one of  
the members of the class and told 
him to go back to his chair. On 
hearing this reprimand, he grabbed  
a walking stick stick and hit her 
across her arm. She later found  
out he’d been previously worked as  
a teacher. In his act of hitting her, 
he had meant to discipline her 
unruliness. One regime of appropri-
ate behaviour was met with another.

of Jack Smith as he wrote, “all fantasies are valid.” 
Much later, when I looked up the Smith text again,  
I realised I had already expunged some detail in my 
retelling. He actually said, “all sex fantasies are equally 
valid.”

 
  Three years ago, I was 

working through the archive of a retired curator in the 
Midwest. She had recently donated her correspondence, 
gifts of art, ephemera and moving image collection to 
the museum. I was keen to go through some of her corre-
spondence with a number of now-iconic artists with 
whom she’d worked very early on in their respective 
careers.

In her work, she had the unique talent  
of giving many artists their first institutional break 
– commissioning suites of films, securing locations, 
funding, exhibition spaces and tours, and maintaining 
contact over decades, as their practices and audiences 
grew. With a few of the artists, she moved across the 
country in order to live closer to them. She had spent 
much of her life with these people, many of whom had 
since passed.

She and I met a few times, down in the 
museum foyer for coffee, or else we would go to watch 
matinee movies in the museum cinema. She couldn’t 
remember many of the people she worked and lived with 
throughout her life, nor the day, date or president, and 
she didn’t recognize me from previous visits together. 
But our afternoons weren’t a fact-finding mission. They 
were about coming to terms with an archive beyond  
its material contents, and establishing recognition  
of a more emotional knowledge: persona, motivation, 
impulse, even the voice in which many of these letters 
and essays had been written. Though admittedly partial, 
many of the facts were already preserved in the archive 
(a life’s work secured in temperature-controlled, acid-
free, systems of encoded knowledge). Her contribution  
to culture had already taken place: it had been acces-
sioned and ordered. What was taking place between us, 
then, was an emphasis on the present tense: the way  
in which a conversation could move in any direction, 
untethered by memory and convention, yet still marked 
by emotion.

 “We are here under conditions.  
You either accept them or fight 
them... but you’re not going to 
change the conditions.” That was 
Annie Dillard. She is a non-fiction 
writer who retired from writing  
a decade or so ago because one day, 
entering a room and spotting her 
handwriting on a legal pad, she 
failed to remember why she had 
written the note, or the idea to 
which the writing pertained.
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One time, while waiting to enter the cinema 
to watch The Goldrush, a Charlie Chaplin impersonator 
turned up for the screening. I saw the woman’s moment 
of confusion, hilarity, and uncertainty about this mono-
tone comic figure as he waddled through the foyer, 
frequently dropping his cane, and finally extending  
the crook of his arm to her – an arm as an invitation  
to accompany him into the cinema auditorium.

The normative motivation to  
fix someone who cannot be fixed  
(and who may also have no interest 
in being fixed) has its roots in the 
desire to propagate reasonableness 
and remove difference. The unknow-
ability of someone makes us feel 
uncomfortable. We use our discom-
fort to validate our correctional 
impulse to redress gaps, false 
memories, and give permission to 
tell someone else’s tale as the right 
version. But these stories are correct 
for whom, and to what end? It is  
the indulgence of a bad listener’s 
sentimentality that legitimises  
the movement against another’s 
change of character.
 While dementia could be 
understood as a wrecking disease,  
a disease of lack, it is also a struc-
ture through which an author 
renegotiates and produces narra-
tives unbothered by the limitations  
of historical accuracy and linear 
chronology. The value of demented 
truth sheds knowledge and reveals 
feeling. Like incantation, narratives 
are saturated with emotional 
meaning. Knowing the day, date  
or president is perhaps not the best 
criteria through which our human-
ity should be measured. Fantasy 
becomes the new guardian.


