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Reconfigured

‘I can repeat the very words you were saying:
“Three foggy mornings and one rainy day
Will rot the best birch fence a man can build.”
Think of it, talk like that at such a time!
What had how long it takes a birch to rot
To do with what was in the darkened parlor?’
–Robert Frost, “Home Burial”

When we were about ten and eight years old, respectively, my 
brother John and I thought it would be fun to convince our little 
sister that our family had been to Egypt without her.

We had a book about how the brain works—or how art works?—or per-
haps how things work more generally. In any case, it was a giant book with 
grand ambitions, and it had spared no effort to make its subject accessible. 
This included a variety of interactive features, including a page with pop-
up pyramids and a pop-up sphynx. I was very impressed by these pop-up 
figures. Despite what I now recognize as a hand-drawn aesthetic, I found 
them utterly realistic, and was sure they would fool our five-year-old sister.

We set up the book outside on the deck. John held the page open while 
I lay on my stomach with a Kodak disposable camera and angled the shot 
through the tiny viewfinder. Throughout the process we chuckled nefari-
ously, imagining what we’d say once the pictures were developed. “Look, 
Virginia, we went to Egypt,” we’d tell her, brandishing the evidence. “We 
saw pyramids and sphynxes.” 

Virginia would inspect the pictures, confused. “I don’t remember going 
to Egypt,” she would say.

“No, well, of course you wouldn’t,” we imagined saying casually. “You 
got left home.”

It took a while to get the pictures developed. The camera had to get taken 
to the store, and then retrieved from the store, and neither of these things 
were a high priority for our parents. I was afraid to hurry them along in 
case they asked any uncomfortable questions about what the pictures were 
of—or, worse, looked at the pictures themselves and discovered our plot. 
But eventually the prints returned. I flipped through them eagerly.

In no respect did the photos evoke the grandeur of the Egyptian pyra-
mids. In one, the tip of John’s shoe was visible holding down the page. In 
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another, the pop-up palm tree was swaying against a background of the 
deck’s wooden slats. In a few my thumb had covered part of the lens: an 
easy mistake to make whether in Egypt or our backyard, but which pro-
duced a pink smudge that only served to blur the already-simple drawings. 
The shoes, fingers, and wood were large, detailed, and obviously real. Next 
to them the pop-ups were clearly flat illustrations.

I figured I might as well try to execute the plan. “Virginia, look, we went 
to Egypt without you,” I said, handing her the photos.

She looked through them, squinting. “What are these of?”
“Egypt,” I said. “We went to Egypt and you didn’t come.”
She handed back the pictures, unperturbed. “No, you didn’t.”
“Oh,” I said. 

What makes something seem real? In his essay “The Reality Effect,” 
Roland Barthes suggests that lifelike character comes from “useless 
details.” Barthes is analyzing literary works here, not photographs, so his 
details are textual: the barometer on the wall in a Flaubert story; a knock at 
a “little door” in Michelet. These are descriptive moments that “no purpose 
seems to justify.” They are there simply because some houses have barom-
eters, because some doors are little. The novelist could never include every 
detail. Instead, he chooses a few superfluities to indicate how much more 
he could have said: as if to indicate, This is a real house, and my eyes might fall on 
anything in it. The barometer signifies nothing of narrative or metaphorical 
importance. For Barthes, it simply signifies reality itself.

In the case of my backyard photographs, the reality signified was not 
the one I had in mind. The shoelace, not the palm tree, was the detail 
that announced “I am real.” It was so obvious, of course, when they were 
together in the frame.

Something happens when things are side by side, and it’s not a function 
of what they signify in themselves. I don’t know if signification comes into 
it at all, in fact—it seems to have more to do with presence, with the effect 
of one thing next to another thing. Less something that’s said and more 
something that’s done: a reconfiguration.

I have two things that are side by side. They are separated by a closed door. 
One I know how to think about and the other I don’t.

Barthes doesn’t like the reality effect. He would rather encounter reality 
itself, not a semblance of it; the mere effect of reality irks him. “Just when 
these details are reputed to denote the real directly, all that they do—with-
out saying so—is signify it.” Details, rather than pointing us to the pres-
ence of objects themselves, “finally say nothing but this: we are the real; it 
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is the category of ‘the real’ (and not its contingent contents) which is then 
signified.” Barthes finds a duplicity in the novelist that frustrates him. The 
barometer, ostensibly an object glanced at as the narrator casts his eyes 
about the house, does not in the end denote a barometer. It signifies the 
realism of the text in a purposeful attempt to create verisimilitude. The 
reality effect is an affectedness, a pretended nonchalance, that has nothing 
to do with things in themselves. Barthes would probably like to talk about 
barometers as barometers, if we could manage it. 

The dog is a dog: that much is easy. Her name is Lulu. She has a pointy face 
and dark brown fur with caramel streaks under her jaw. She likes to jump 
onto people and lick their faces. She loves quickly and easily, except for 
Lauren’s cat Amani. When Lauren moved in with Kurt, Lulu was thrilled, 
except it meant that Amani moved in too. 

I don’t know why the dog is next to the door. I mean, I do know. But I 
don’t know how the dog knew.

A few summers ago, my younger brother, Skip, and I decided to write maga-
zine-style profiles of each other. I think I’d read one too many articles about 
a famous person engaging in some everyday activity, and I wished that my 
own everyday activities would be as lovingly documented. I was also curi-
ous to try my hand at the distinctive tropes of the genre, to parody their 
close attention to their subjects’ lunch orders and draw deep significance 
from an offhand comment.

Unfortunately, you can’t write a profile on yourself. I write about my own 
life often enough, but a profilist writes with a sense of admiration—or at 
least evaluation—that strikes a discordant (read: narcissistic) tone in the 
first person. A profile is predicated on the outsider’s ability to draw insight: 
part of the point is that someone else thinks this person is worth our atten-
tion. So my brother and I swapped. I said I’d write about him if he’d write 
about me.

I did try to write my own profile, in fact. Frustrated with Skip’s slow 
progress long after I’d finished a first draft, I offered to help him get started. 
The result is a curious piece of prose that seems a little too taken with its 
subject, a little too knowledgeable about her inner life. I wrote my brother’s 
narration in a self-deprecating voice he found reprehensible. “You made me 
sound like you,” he said.

There’s an absurdity to the magazine-profile genre: the confidence with 
which it extrapolates from instance to insight, the ease with which it moves 
between the mundane and the metaphysical. In a 2018 New York Times piece 
on Serena Williams, the author begins with a description of Williams 
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looking out over the city. “The room’s normally panoramic view had been 
obscured by a dense fog,” he writes, “making it a challenge to see even 
across the street.” In the hands of a lesser writer, this might have been pure 
scene-setting, a journalistic flourish. But not for the magazine profilist, 
for whom no detail is expressed in vain! The foggy vista “seemed an apt 
metaphor for Williams’s tennis career as she comes back from maternity 
leave at age 36.”

My favorite magazine profiles know that this is absurd. Caity Weaver’s 
profile of Maya Rudolph employs a delightfully extended metaphor between 
Rudolph and God: “Considering his propensity for giving life, God would 
probably be a mother. Considering his appreciation of beauty (e.g. snow-
flake geometry) and busy schedule (e.g. Genesis), he would probably clothe 
himself in breezily tasteful garments…. God would look, in other words, 
like Maya Rudolph running errands on a Tuesday.” 

Part of the appeal here—and the fiction—is the idea that Rudolph on 
Tuesday would give us insight into Rudolph on every other day, that a 
few sessions in someone’s company would make them comprehensible to 
us. I wrote about my brother with the benefit of twenty years’ worth of 
Tuesdays, more or less. Even so, he’d be the first to tell you that I’ve only 
seen part of his life—and that my profile perhaps gives too much import 
to the small moments within my line of sight. But who can resist using 
someone’s breakfast choices as a metaphor for their personal life? And isn’t 
it tempting—isn’t it satisfying—to make a foggy morning emblematic of an 
athlete’s career?

The issue here seems to stem from our interpretive leanings: the impulse 
to find something within, underneath. Susan Sontag writes that, according 
to our modern practices, “manifest content must be probed and pushed 
aside to find the true meaning—the latent content—beneath.” There’s a 
real draw to this orientation: it promises explanation, understanding. But 
understanding of what? Not the thing itself, which remains unexamined 
on the surface. Sontag describes this kind of hermeneutics as “the revenge 
of the intellect upon the world. To interpret is to impoverish, to deplete 
the world—in order to set up a shadow world of ‘meanings.’” Under this 
sort of practice, for instance, Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire 
becomes “about something: about the decline of Western civilization.” In 
“interpreting” the play, we may have understood something about the 
decline of Western civilization. But the play itself—its “forceful psychologi-
cal melodrama”—remains uncomprehended by such aggressive excavation.

I don’t want to say that details can’t be meaningful. My magazine piece 
started as a parody but I think you really can use Eggo waffles as part of 
understanding what my brother is like. Just, sometimes details don’t have 



162 maisie wiltshire-gordon

an “underneath” that makes everything make sense. Sometimes they don’t 
give way to an overarching principle that explains their presence, their 
significance.

I know why he is there. Graduate school took us to different cities, and Kurt 
and Lauren wanted a housemate. He is there because it’s his bedroom. He 
is there because he walked home from the bar before the overdose kicked 
in. He is there because his bed looked comfortable as the energy left his 
body. But I don’t know why the dog is there. When his door is closed there’s 
nothing to see. Anyway she’s Kurt’s dog, not his. Her bed is upstairs.

When the COVID-19 pandemic closed university libraries, I found myself 
reading an unprecedented number of scanned books. Berkeley partnered 
with other academic institutions to digitize millions of texts, which made 
it possible to continue working and researching even without the ability to 
browse the university’s basement stacks. Of course, the reading experience 
was far less pleasant than paging through a physical text. Skimming was 
particularly difficult: each scan took a moment to load, and I missed the 
speed with which I used to flip through pages to find a quote or key term.

But I discovered that my scanned-in reading experience was digital in 
more sense than one: it came with fingers. Images of other people’s fingers, 
holding down the page. They were infrequent but striking. I’d be reading 
an analysis of Jane Austen, immersed in an argument about novelistic voice 
and the impersonality of her style—when I’d come across a human thumb, 
taking up about as much space as twelve words on the page. It’s so clearly 
a different species of thing from the other marks in the image—like a shoe in 
a snapshot of a paper pyramid, when the detail of the sole and laces render 
the pop-up drawing simple and insignificant. “Austen’s work most funda-
mentally consists in dematerializing the voice that speaks it,” the letters tell 
me. Beside them three fingers gently rest against the corner of the paper, 
nails trimmed and knuckles just visible.

But which is the shoe, and which is the sketch? Is it the words, or the 
fingers, that we recognize as flat and meaningless?

Artist Benjamin Shaykin has collected hundreds of such page scans and 
turned them into a book of their own. There are so many fingers littering 
the pages, so many human hands interposing on the work of theory and 
signification for whose sake the scans were made. The scale is off, some-
how; but it’s not quite size that’s the issue. How big should a thumb be in 
relation to a line of text? No, what’s jarring is their incommensurability: the 
inability of fingers to convert to words, of words to turn into fingers. There 
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is no size they ought to be in relation to each other—and yet they are in 
relation. They are unlike terms, juxtaposed. 

And because the fingers are the point of Shaykin’s collection, the argu-
ments themselves are incomplete and out of context. The fingers have over-
taken the theory. It’s the like joke about the interrupting starfish:

Knock, knock.
	 –Who’s there?
Interrupting starfish.
	 –Interrupting star—
[Before the speaker can finish the question, the joke-teller 
puts their hand on the speaker’s face: a five-fingered inter-
ruption.]

You thought you might learn something about this loquacious sea crea-
ture! But the answer turns out to be a different kind of disruption. Less 
illuminating, perhaps. But undoubtedly effective.

This is what I want to investigate: the idea of the irreducible detail, the 
thing that cannot be assimilated into what’s around it, whose impact comes 
not from its signification but its very presence imposed on us. Like fingers 
on the page, or in your face.

The dog is barking. Maybe Barthes would say she is making an announce-
ment. “This is real.”

He is not announcing anything. He is silent except for breaths slowly 
growing labored.

Barthes has a fondness for detail. Not in literature, where the manipulative 
novelist litters it throughout the text to create the appearance of reality. 
He prefers photographic detail: “in Photography I can never deny that the 
thing has been there.” Of course, a photographer may share the novelist’s 
manipulative tendencies—in Camera Lucida, Barthes gives the example of 
a photograph that pairs nuns and drag queens—and such “deliberate (not 
to say rhetorical) contrast produces no effect on me, except perhaps one of 
irritation.”

The details that interest Barthes go beyond a framework of intention 
or signification. They are small elements, separate from the photograph’s 
main subject: a sailor’s folded arms, a boy’s bad teeth, a woman’s finger-
nails. “It is this element which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like 
an arrow, and pierces me,” Barthes writes. He calls it punctum, “for punctum 
is also: sting, speck, cut, little hole—and also a cast of the dice. A photo-
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graph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is 
poignant to me).”

There’s a striking physicality to this characterization. Not detail merely 
as a distinctive element, something that lodges in memory—but rather as 
something that acts on the body. A sting, a prick: things that bring us back 
to ourselves and the immediacy of sensation. In a photograph of a Central 
European violinist, for instance, the texture of the dirt road makes him 
“recognize, with my whole body, the straggling villages I passed through on 
my long-ago travels in Hungary and Romania.” The punctum “has triggered 
me, has provoked a tiny shock” that is like a bodily “wound.”

Barthes probably wouldn’t have believed in the possibility of a textual 
punctum. Details act on us through their presence, and nothing is actually 
present in literature: he recognized a mediatedness inherent to language, 
whereas Camera Lucida suggests it’s possible for photography to escape 
such mediation. “Photography’s Referent is not the same as the referent of 
other systems of representation,” he writes: it is “the necessarily real thing 
which has been placed before the lens.” Barthes joins a cadre of theorists 
of photography who overemphasize the form’s documentary capability and 
miss its pervasive mediacy. But in any medium there are things that escape 
intention; every artwork records traces of contingency. In writing as much 
as photography, then, a detail may pierce us, drawing our physical selves 
into the frame.

It’s like waking up: that moment when you’ve been asleep and find yourself 
called back to your body. Here is a bed, here are sheets. Your life, handed 
back to you: Remember this? The punctum gives that first shudder of being 
called back, the first shiver going through your body. It doesn’t mean some-
thing. It makes something happen by virtue of its presence.

What happens is that Lauren and Kurt look in his room. What happens is 
that they call 911 and give chest compressions until the ambulance arrives. 
What happens is Lauren calls me and I give his medical history to the EMT 
and then I fly to Houston.

“Interpretation makes art manageable,” Sontag writes. This is why it’s 
tempting, of course. It’s satisfying to account for something, to specify 
its meaning. But if the very nature of something is that it cannot be man-
aged—that it exceeds you, your understanding, and the interpretive skills 
you so carefully honed as a close reader—interpretation is a violence that 
offers false comfort.

Theodor W. Adorno, a contemporary of Sontag’s and one of her intellec-
tual influences, frames the issue as one of logical structure. Ordinarily, we 



the iowa review 165

describe the world through conceptualization—subordinating experiences 
to concepts. But no example ever represents a full concept, and no concept 
can entirely account for the example. There’s always something exces-
sive, something mis-fit, when we apply conceptual logic. In his Lectures on 
Negative Dialectics, Adorno describes the disconnect: “The concept is always 
less than what is subsumed under it. When a B is defined as an A, it is 
always also different from and more than the A, the concept under which it is 
subsumed…. On the other hand, however, in a sense every concept is at the 
same time more than the characteristics that are subsumed under it.” In 
other words, explanations, metaphors, interpretations always break down.

But what else is there? To interpret the dog, the door, the breathing, would 
be to disfigure it—to get something deeply wrong about it. And yet these 
things insist on attention, on space in my brain. I remember the Frost poem 
sometimes, “Home Burial”—the grief-stricken mother confronted by a raw, 
senseless juxtaposition: everyday life and her child’s casket. “What had how 
long it takes a birch to rot / to do with what was in the darkened parlor?” 
And who could bear the weight of the uninterpretable?

Sometimes I would lie down to go to sleep and it felt like something was 
sitting on my head, like a heavy thing, pressing down on my face. I would 
have dreams where we were racing around looking for Narcan and couldn’t 
find it.

Derek Attridge notes that Barthes’s account of the punctum—which focuses 
on what it does, not what it means—is itself processual. His readings of pho-
tographs “are presented as narratives of his readings. Not, in other words, 
‘This detail means x…’ but ‘This detail has, or had, x effect on me.’” It’s 
motion, not meaning, that Barthes is attending to here. “It is important to 
stress that it could be told only as a personal history,” Attridge writes of 
Camera Lucida, “since it is not essentially a theoretical argument.”

Barthes’s approach might be a way to resist depth-first structures of 
definition and interpretation. Instead his theoretical work happens through 
progression, through juxtaposition. Adorno, writing on the essay as form, 
describes a similar model: “The essay becomes true in its progress, which 
drives it beyond itself, not in a treasure-hunting obsession with founda-
tions.” As in Barthes’s description of the punctum—and as in Attridge’s 
description of Barthes—we see insight described as a function of move-
ment. “Each [concept] becomes articulated through its configuration with 
the others…. the elements crystallize as a configuration through their 
motion.”

It’s not that the essay form isn’t trying to understand the world—it’s 
that it recognizes the failure built into its attempt. The essay presents its 
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thoughts “with the consciousness of its own fallibility and provisional 
character.” If part of the issue with interpretation is hubris—that we could 
explain Tennessee Williams’s play, that we could give an account of a celebri-
ty’s character based on her shopping habits—then the essay chooses radical 
humility. “It shrinks from any overarching concept.” Instead “it thinks in 
fragments, just as reality is fragmentary, and finds its unity in and through 
the breaks and not by glossing them over.”

But this is growing quite theoretical. What does juxtaposition feel like—
what does it mean for our experience of the world? Reading Adorno I some-
times wish for a scanned thumb or finger: signs of a body beside his words.

I heard the literary critic James Wood speak in Boston once, in an old 
church on Newbury Street with wooden paneling and stained glass. He 
described a scene from Orwell’s essay “A Hanging”: as a condemned man 
walks to the gallows, Orwell sees him swerve to avoid stepping in a puddle. 
“There’s still some question that needs to be asked about how this detail 
moves us, and why,” he said. “And that is the thing that I find so difficult 
to describe generally in fiction and in poetry.”

In his talk—and his books, which flesh out the view more fully—Wood 
suggests that a detail’s poignancy is a function of its concreteness. He 
writes that the most compelling literary detail is one that “draws abstrac-
tion toward itself and seems to kill that abstraction with a puff of palpabil-
ity.” Echoing Barthes, he sees detail as what makes the scene feel realistic. 
But this rankles him less than it does Barthes, because for Wood detail 
doesn’t merely signify realism: it is realistic. “Fictional reality is indeed made 
up of such ‘effects,’ but realism can be an effect and still be true. It is only 
Barthes’s sensitive, murderous hostility to realism that insists on this false 
division.” Our experience of our lives does in fact include superfluous 
detail, and this is what the novelist captures. “There was no logical reason 
for the condemned man to avoid the puddle,” Wood reminds us. The man 
walks around it—and Orwell writes it—because this is part of what it is to 
be alive: we avoid puddles. Our bodies move with the habit of memory, and 
the detail remembers.

But I also want to point out that the man stepping around the puddle 
is not poignant in isolation. Wood hints at this when he says that a detail 
“draws abstraction toward itself”: the description comes at a moment where 
abstractions are in play. The detail’s force comes from the way it is juxta-
posed with the larger ideas invoked by the hanging. Such juxtaposition 
makes it possible for the detail to “kill the abstraction” with its tangibility.

In other words, details are moving because they make us move. The execu-
tion of a man and the social conditions that brought it about: these are 
weighty, hard to grasp. We have to look with a wide lens to see the systemic 
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failure of an institution, to think about the state’s power over human life. 
But then Orwell shows us a man stepping around a puddle—and we have 
to zoom way in. That movement from big to small is what helps us feel the 
magnitude of our subject. It’s easy to lose track of size from far away: are 
those shrubs or trees outside the airplane window? But Orwell brings us 
back to ground level. We know how big a puddle is. We know the feeling 
of not wanting to get wet. And these smaller, familiar things act as a scale 
for the rest of the scene. Details move us by situating us, like a map with 
an arrow to the point where we’re standing. You are here.

Without this? We are unmoored, unbounded. Detail satisfies what Wood 
calls our “hunger for specificity.” But this hunger is, at its heart, the desire 
to fit ideas and experiences into our frame of vision. Nothing is specific 
until we can conceive of its borders.

If he died it would have been an oil spill. I think about that sometimes. I 
do not think about it all the time, which is what I mean. If he had died I 
would have thought about it all the time. Dark, sticky, iridescent, all over 
everything. When Deepwater Horizon exploded in 2010, the spill left thir-
teen hundred miles of coastline covered in black puddles and balls of tar. 
Cleanup crews had to keep working the same stretch of beach over and over 
because the oil wouldn’t stop coming.

They have lost a child. A baby—their first, though Frost doesn’t give us 
much more detail about the death itself. Instead we face what follows. 
There are no other characters in the poem: just a husband and wife and 
their mismatched grief.

“You could sit there with the stains on your shoes / Of the fresh earth 
from your own baby’s grave / And talk about your everyday concerns,” she 
accuses him. He’s come in from burying his child with a comment about 
the impact of the foggy weather on wooden fences, and she can’t take it. 
“What had how long it takes a birch to rot / To do with what was in the 
darkened parlor?”

The answer, of course, is nothing at all. And yet Frost puts them side 
by side, and asks what happens next. The poem is about the gall of the 
everyday: the clash of things that are of different kinds, the death of a child 
and birch fences. Something is in the page scan that doesn’t belong there. 
The life populated with birches and children now includes birches and the 
death of a child.

“Home Burial” insists on a juxtaposition that the wife finds unbearable 
and that the husband can’t quite fathom. Their stairway window gives a 
view of the graveyard—something his wife has long known, but which he 
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is just now realizing. “So small the window frames the whole of it,” he says, 
looking out at the stone slabs and the fresh mound of earth.

Frames the whole of it: as if their child’s death could fit in a frame; as if 
her grief could. “‘Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,’ she cried.” The husband sees 
the smallness of the graveyard within the edges of the window. He doesn’t 
understand how big it is, how it’s spilling out. The borders are wrong. “I 
must go— / Somewhere out of this house,” she says. The house is bound-
ing a grief she wants to recognize as unbounded. “‘I must get out of here. 
I must get air.’”

I think about the call I didn’t have to make, sometimes. I wonder if I would 
have called his mom right away or if I would have called my own parents 
first to say what do I do, how do I do this, how will I tell her that her son 
has died. 

I would have called her right away, I think. I would have flown to Houston. 
I would have occupied myself with the things I know how to think about 
and tried to care for other people for something to do.

But I would have cried, same as I did, wishing for my own mother to be 
there with me, to be like a map reminding me of my own size next to her 
and next to this. You are here.

The wife’s question to her husband is one of juxtaposition, of scale. What 
had it to do? What had a birch fence to do with the loss of a firstborn? What 
had a window frame to do with grief like an oil slick? What had three foggy 
mornings and one rainy day to do with the endless days and nights ahead 
of them in which their child is dead and dead and still dead? 

The wife is terrified of the scale offered by the everyday because she 
cannot bear to diminish the death, cannot bear to contain it. But windows 
and birches don’t contain it, in the end: they only reveal its foreignness. 
Juxtaposition doesn’t interpret the death, or mitigate it. Instead it shows 
where we stand in relation to the tragedy—which is the tragedy: that your 
ordinary life has a death in it.

Meanwhile we, who haven’t lost: we see her grief more clearly next to 
the birch fence and the window frame. We come to understand what she 
already knows—its incommensurability with the ceilings, the dirt over the 
grave, her husband standing there the same as ever. She knows her grief 
doesn’t belong among the everyday. But the juxtaposition lets us know it, 
too. She cannot scale her grief but the poem can.

I only know how to think about this with the dog. Without her there is no 
scale, only an oil spill. 
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Maybe you will say, that’s not because the dog’s presence gives scale to 
the unthinkable. It’s because she literally prevents it.

But I don’t only mean afterwards, how can I think afterwards, how is 
there a life in which I am thinking and not only spilling oil. I mean how can 
I think of that moment, how can I think of what was happening—how can 
I think of it as happening, as the very worst thing happening.

And I can only do that because there was a dog next to the door, and I 
know how to think of her. I could not think of him with his breaths slow-
ing but I can think of her and she is next to him with his breaths slowing 
and so I can think of him too, of what was happening, that he was more 
and more not happening.

It’s the difference in charge, not the charge itself, that makes an electric 
current flow. The imbalance is untenable. When a high-charge cell is con-
nected to a low-charge one, the electrons move.

Lauren and I text each other sometimes—pictures of food, birthday greet-
ings. Small things. But it’s always side by side with something else, this 
memory of the time she called me. Our message history makes one long 
text thread, and there it is, an interrupting starfish among our trivial inter-
changes: Best wishes for a heatwave. The story of a ski trip. A report that 
the Narcan worked and the person I love most has not died. A picture of 
roasted chicken with orange.

Everything she sends me will always be side by side with this other thing 
that happened, and whenever she sends me a picture of something she’s 
cooked it will always be scaled against the moment when I saw her calling 
and knew it was nothing good.

And when his mom texts me sometimes to say happy 4th of July or I hope 
the school year is going well I wonder if it’s the same for her, that my easy 
replies are intertwined with the time I called her to say he’s unconscious, he’s 
unconscious but the EMTs are there and I’m sure he’ll be okay, which of course I 
didn’t know but I said anyway.

It’s kind of funny to get a text from Lauren about roast chicken. But I’m 
grateful for it, for its smallness. I know what to do with chicken. I know 
how it fits into my life.

In their essay “Surface Reading,” Sharon Marcus and Stephen Best write with 
both Sontag and Adorno in mind. “We have been drawn to modes of read-
ing that attend to the surfaces of texts rather than plumb their depths,” they 
write. If the downfall of interpretation is its insistence on “deeper meaning,” 
Best and Marcus point us to “what is evident, perceptible, apprehensible in 
texts; what is neither hidden nor hiding.” Depth-focused hermeneutics some-
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times goes by the name “symptomatic reading”: the idea that there’s some 
underlying cause, akin to an illness, that gives rise to the text before us. But 
rather than treat literary works as convalescent individuals, Best and Marcus 
prefer an approach with Adornian resonances: “that we replace the symptom, 
which depends on the contrast between surface and depth, with a constella-
tion of multiple surfaces understood as concealing nothing.”

And our lives? Perhaps we can surface-read these too: noticing the way 
that side-by-sideness configures and reconfigures, the way that juxtaposi-
tion re-scales our field of vision. And this offers not definitive conclusions 
but a way of thinking, a way of paying attention.

Reading Barthes, we might feel that there’s a way in which juxtaposition 
is argumentatively lazy: just putting something next to something else, 
without saying anything about it. But putting something there is a way of 
saying something—or, better, a way of doing something. And one of the 
things it does is reconfigure our sense of things, which is after all what we 
ask of argument in the first place. Maybe juxtaposition is disquieting as 
an argumentative mode because it’s not explicit about the way it wants to 
reconfigure your thought. It just does it.

And if by “lazy” we mean that the argument hasn’t bothered to ham-
mer its examples into conceptual boxes, maybe that’s a feature, not a bug. 
Maybe that’s how the essay accomplishes the thing Adorno says it does 
best: it “shakes off the illusion of a simple and fundamentally logical world.”

Why am I writing this? Because of all the factors that conspired to save his 
life the most immediate one is this: the dog barking at his door. And I want 
to know how this is possible, how someone’s life could hinge on a detail 
so small. The other things that are going to save his life, that did save his 
life—diagnoses, medication, his personal reckoning, the love of others—
these things make sense in the frame. What is the dog doing there.

Wood writes that detail “centers our attention with its concretion.” But 
details don’t work just because they’re concrete. They work because they’re 
the right size. We understand how they relate to us, where they fall against 
the scale of our bodies and the scope of our experience. Everything else is 
too big to think about: life and death, the love of mothers, thirteen hundred 
miles of oily coastline. But the dog re-frames, re-scales. She is the inter-
rupting starfish, the finger on the page, the shoe in the photo that redefines 
reality. This is what I would like us to pay attention to. Not discursive logic 
or conceptual boxes. But something next to something else: the way that 
side-by-sideness reconfigures our experience of the world without recourse 
to an over or under that would displace it.
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His arms are wrapped around me, my head on his chest. He’s speaking qui-
etly but I hear his voice resonate through his ribcage: the gentle reverbera-
tions make a low rumble through my body. He is saying words that mean 
something, but what means more is that I can feel them. I don’t know if 
we are unlike terms or like ones but we are juxtaposed, and I know where 
I am, and I know where he is. Everything else is too big to think about but 
we are body-sized and side by side, and this configures the rest.


