Writing on the Wall
Words made the painter anxious. When he had to read anyway, the words would become images. Unlike acrylics and watercolors and pastels and oils, the pictorial substance implicit in words was constantly changing. One day the image for "words" might be a table, the next a chair. And for "images" a sleeping body, and then a drunkard's nose. So meanings changed and time opened its hands. Which turned out to be filled with clusters of blue stars.



He tried everything to regain control of his senses. He drank. He went for walks. He smoked again. And stopped smoking again. Finally, he decided to do this, turn his painting into a form of calligraphy, handwriting the words himself instead of reading what others suggested. Vowels first, he thought, pencil poised, sharpeners ready, paper carefully selected, desk clear, window with a view.

Sure enough, they came readily enough, a e o and u, aureoles that he would dot with punctuation points, only to discover their resemblance to breasts. Then consonants all of which had a razor edge and so frightened him he was led to handwrite life-size, letters so large they became statues with lives of their own, lives that fled from his imagination. 
The pace slowed, but his heartbeat accelerated, and the meanings still left him far behind, took off through the window, on their own. In his own hand, the word for “star” left him with nothing but a vanishing point in the middle of the paper, a vanishing point that had no end. And a word for something concrete, and real, like “wheelbarrow,” when deprived of anything except its own letters and transformed into a large fresco on the wall, became a dance of all the pains he had ever known, the 'ees' like a skin disease, attached to the 'rrs' that he heard crack like bones. 
Perhaps another language, it was suggested, so he tried Hebrew and Arabic which went backwards, and from right to left, but once he had mastered the intricate curves leading into the narrow and charged space of those tongues and their written equivalent, the same thing happened: not only did he not know how to pronounce the combinations of strange letters, but he had to duck and step out of their way when the scribbled forms came flying back at him with their oriental curves like scimitars and their stranger seriphs like rakes. Or birds' beaks. About to give up, he decided he would write so small, nothing but his own sense of things would survive in the circumscribed space described by his hand. A for apple it said under the white magnifying glass, b for baby, c for caress, d for Daddy, e for elegy. But there too, it was pointless. When he set the work aside and came back to it, he couldn't find the magnifying glass anymore, his handwriting had been reduced to what looked like dust and meaning was lost in the very effort to provide some. 

Finally one night he fell deeply asleep. In his dream he was blind. An old woman came to read to him. She was equally at ease reading from the book she had brought or from his face. She read from his face by touching his cheeks which were, she said, "hands," and his knees, which were, she said, "trumpets." In the book she also discovered "a rich man's cane," a "vintner's press," and the "mane of a horse." He asked her to describe the rich man's cane. It was topped with a silver knob, itself gnarled like the burl of a tree and apparently extremely heavy for there was no place on the cane where one could balance it on a finger, without the cane tilting toward the ornate bulb. This excited him and he asked her to describe the other words. The "vintner's press" was heavy, about three feet high and two feet broad, softly shaped by the resistance of a century of grapes and the ceaseless clockwise and counter-clockwise twisting of its ancient purpose. The "mane of a horse" was white, thick and wild, inseparable at first from a winter storm that blew about it as the rider of the horse plunged along the crest of a low ridge, and then, when viewed from afar, the woman said, reading out loud, though the storm had not subsided, the same flakes were silent and hung on the night like flakes that had already fallen in a storm from another season.

The man woke. He lay in bed for a long time. He stared at his hands but only saw them as "hands." He tried to read a book from a friend (who had signed it, “To C, from R, forever”) but though he got through the first page, could see nothing in it. He wondered if he was not perhaps really blind at last. Then, instead, it occurred to him that "death" was the one word that had never had an image before and as he stared at the "black blank page," slowly, very slowly, he turned it over, and over, and, after all, so to speak, in spite of himself, came to the conclusion that there was nothing to be frightened of anymore.
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