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To Zoe, the artist of the future



 
This novella is a homage to Thomas Mann. I first read Tonio Kröger when I was eighteen in 1972, and it continues to inspire me. Tonio was born approximately in 1875, Tony about 2100.



 
 Only that which has no history can be defined
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The winter sun, poor dim-ghost of itself, hung reddish and washed-out behind layers of haze above the old highway. The thick, damp air engulfed him with heat and humidity, though he did not feel uncomfortable. He stared at the sun and at the same time sketched. The performance had just ended and school had let out.
Hands was late for their after-school walk. Tony cried miserably as he drew, thinking he would not come. 
 “Ah, there you are at last, Hands,” said Tony Kruger. He had been waiting a long time on the highway and went up with a smile to the friend he saw coming out of the gate talking with other boys and about to go off with them.
“What?” said Hands, and looked at Tony. Tony closed his sketchbook.
“Right! We'll take a little walk, then,” said Hands Hansen. Tony said nothing and his eyes were clouded. Did Hands forget—had he just remembered that they were to take a walk together today on the abandoned highway? And Tony had looked forward to it with incessant joy. 
“Well, good-bye,” said Hands Hansen to his comrades.
Feeling a bit short of breath, Tony Kruger felt released.
He didn’t so much feel the oppressiveness of the end of the world, but the oppressiveness of his love for Hands.
Often he confused the end of the world (if we can say the end of the world is an event), with causes and effects, and really, he knew nothing, nothing about this world, and where it had come from, where it was going, if he should have hope or not.
Tony did not speak. He suffered in silence. His slanted thin brows were drawn together in a frown, his sensual lips were rounded to whistle, and he gazed into space with his head on one side. Both his posture and manner were habitual. 
Hands played with his Cat’s Cradle string, making patterns and shapes, constructing buildings.
Suddenly Hands shoved his arm into Tony's, with a sideways look—he knew very well what the trouble was. And Tony, though he remained silent for the next few steps, felt his heart soften. 
“I hadn't forgotten, you see, Tony,” said Hands, gazing at the asphalt, “I just thought it wouldn't come off today because it was so hot and that it might rain. But I don't mind that at all, and it's great of you to have waited. I thought you had gone home, and I was mad....” 
He put away his string. Everything in Tony leaped and jumped for joy at the words.
The two chattering teenagers walked on the rubbish laden asphalt near the old Mill Valley/Highway One exit. The old freeway was abandoned and wrecked. Unreachable Old Frisco across the acrid red bay smoked and spurt fire like a kiln. The collapsed ruins of the two major bridges were like severed arteries. The flaccid red water was empty of objects, like a desert.
After the afternoon’s squashing tempest of rain, the excruciating heat and humidity made the two sweat slightly, even pleasantly; they were comfortable in their Tsuits. The Tsuits made the conditions bearable, even pleasant, no matter the sultry tropical-like Bay Area weather.
They were both fourteen year old teenagers; with limited vocabularies, boundless useless hope, with no kind of intelligible future. Hands was absolutely Tony’s physical and intellectual opposite. Hands had wavy blond hair, was athletically built, with narrow hips and thin lips, and blue-eyed; Tony was nearly a bag of bones, Asian and dark, with a “mongoloid” face, including single-lidded eyes, black straight hair.
The interests of the two boys differed as well, as Tony was well aware. Tony liked to doodle and draw and already had the ineffable artistic drive, which made him feel different from others
Hands had utterly no interest in imagination or unreal sad nostalgia—he lived in the moment. 
Tony already felt a strong sense of isolation and loss, and saw himself as a romantic figure, the
disillusioned artist who did not have any feelings for humanity, which he understood to be “normal” feelings. He felt artistic self-consciousness and wondered of the role of the artist in society, what his role might be for the future.
Tony, intellectual—whatever that could mean in this context—and sensitive, too much so, without any hope, with no kind of discernible future, carried a piece of charcoal in his hand and his sketchbook under his arm. Occasionally Tony stopped to draw something on the concrete, make an image, a sign, even just a few lines, while expressing his sadness to Hands.
  Hands was against all the doom and gloom talk from pessimistic Tony.
“Man, I mean, shit, what the fuck. It’s all good, dude. Even this. There must be a plan. Maybe divine intervention. We just got to invent something new. That’s what my dad says,” said Hands passionately. Rather than doodle, he liked to fiddle with his hands, always playing with something like string or wood.
All they had ever known was war, disaster, and scarcity. “We got gypped,” as Tony often said. Kruger felt childhood memories of Mill Valley, the sense of being cheated by the world, with memories of something different that he could not possibly have ever experienced. Tony felt both superior to Hands in his insights and envious of Hands’ innocent vitality. 
They had very little stuff. Food, water, even a place to sleep was getting problematic, let alone any hopes for urban renewal. SEC was over—Sacred Electric Connectivity. It was gone. According to Tony’s mother, SEC—it was really something, the sacred connectivity. Now most information technology was dead, and satellites in space had outlived their usefulness, and most had plunged from space.
The plug had been pulled. Technopolies almost killed us, said Tony’s mother. She said: We humans only need food, water, a place to sleep, and face-to-face connectivity. That’s all at a bare minimum. And that’s about all we have now. No more manufactured stuff, no more virtual reality
Stuff is dead; technology needs to invent something new, said Tony’s dad. New ways to live. Get business rolling again!
This was Kruger’s world—felt memories of Mill Valley, the sense of being cheated by the world, with memories of something different that he could not possibly have ever experienced and yet the bigger picture was much worse than what he imagined to be his alienation. 
Tony’s mother said we needed to think outside of the box. Problem, she said, we’d been shut in a box with no possibility of escaping the box, let alone thinking. She hated euphemisms, she said. Things were fucked, no doubt about it. Didn’t have many objectives. Planning was a joke. It was unfair. It was not unfair. It is what it is. Fate. Don’t take it personal. God does not exist. God is punishing our hubris. This was her language, always speaking in dichotomies, testing contradictory points. The irony was beyond most people nowadays.
All the two teenagers really knew was the world was lacking. There were so many negatives. The information, the content, the explanations, and worse, the interpretations weren’t hopeful. The thing was, you didn’t know what to believe. War with billions dead, destruction, food running out, death camps, forced euthanasia, and basically, no more entertainment, let alone learning, had done a number on us, Tony thought. The world was fucked up. 
Some said we were like apes in the primitive times of millions of years ago, but with more developed brains that would need to adapt more quickly.
Just as after any crisis, like a plague, the smart and brave would survive. But how could anybody really know? It was as if history had stopped.
They still had to go to school. They learned mathematics, the alphabet, how to read and write, though there was little to read or write, took gym, or at least an exercise class. “You are the future,” the elders pounded into them every day.
In school that day, both Hands and Tony had watched a performance by Mary Verme called “The Plague,” about the aftermath of the Great War. She was also an artist, but Tony was wary of her, even though she seemed to gravitate towards Tony. She was an actress. She enjoyed taking on roles, memorizing dialogue, and performing. She claimed humans were innate story tellers. Tony was moved by her performance; he felt something like purification, but Hands thought it was a waste of time. “That’s not anything for me,” he said. But Tony didn’t defend Mary, since he felt ambiguous about her, and about his feelings during the performance. But he still felt sorry for Hand’s “normality,” though he wouldn’t have wished his own artistic sadness on anybody. 
His mother had told him long ago, maybe when he was six—to be an artist, one has to be dead to everyday life. That had started to make more sense now that he was fourteen.
But Tony had to admit this was an extreme view. Wasn’t everything already dead? What about the need to live, to be happy, and to procreate? To be safe, as a child, as a teenager, as Hands felt and Tony did not. His mother loved art. But she had the old knowledge of it. It was gone now. She told Tony your infatuation and entanglements of your heart, your passionate heart, would—was destined—to give shape to its feelings in art, but that was no consolation to Tony. 
Tony looked over at Hands. Blond-haired and blue-eyed, muscular and pale, Hands was beautiful. Tony imagined drawing him naked without his Tsuit. He’d already made hundreds of secret drawings of a naked Hands using his imagination. He wouldn’t dare share  them with Hands or anybody else. 
Hands scarcely questioned anything. He wouldn’t understand. Culture meant nothing to him. He said there was only one choice—to rebuild again. 
Tony’s mother questioned everything—the “venerated conventions”—she called them —science, religion, art, politics, morals, and language. She said science killed us. She said there’s no such thing as morals—it’s all custom and habit. Religion was all myths (Which wasn’t a bad thing, she said. She liked Mary Verme’s outlook.), language had evolved to banality. 
Eventually Chinese conformity and consumerism became the ideal until they initiated the forced migration of their people to other parts of the world. She didn’t have anything against the Chinese, she said. His father was Chinese. Supposedly they were the ones that finally destroyed everything in the War of Annihilation. 
We’re all animals now, she said. She was suspicious, nonetheless. Seeking the truth? She was against that also. Anyway, who sought truth nowadays, she said. What is truth, anyway? She didn’t believe in divinity. Religion she mocked. The Tech First terrorists everywhere had blown things up, poisoned the food and water, destroyed. Anything unexamined was bogus and anything examined turned out to be bogus, she said. We’re always evolving, she said. It’s perpetual adaptation. 
It’s hard to believe his innocence, Tony thought—Hands’ innocence in all of this. It’s all good, he said. He still believed. He was no doubting Thomas, man. The world was gone, man. It was beyond dystopia, it was meta-dystopia. The world was dead. We’re so separated from life, Tony thought. Yet, his mother said it had always been so—Dichotomy—she called it. Between art and life, intellect and nature—we who still had consciousness had to explore the ramifications of this separation. We could be agents of reconciliation, she said. But it wouldn’t be anything practical. That’s our role, she said. This was confusing for Tony, even as her words molded his vision. The world seemed to demand practicality now, and he felt lesser than Hands and embarrassed for Mary the thespian. 
Not that we could have art for art’s sake, said his mother. That was certainly ludicrous, she said. Dumb. Over three hundred years ago—the end of the 18th century—she ranted, the Germans started a movement. It was called romanticism. The idea that anybody could escape into some kind of aestheticism, which promoted art as a refuge from actual living. He was fourteen and didn’t understand all that, other than his mother was worried.
Tony didn’t remember his father very well. After things started really getting bad, he disappeared. He was a businessman, but that profession no longer had any use. 
She told Tony his last name was no longer Kung, but Kruger. Her name was Consuelo Diaz. She hated her name. She said her first name meant “Our Lady of Consolation,” which was another name for the virgin mother of Jesus. Her grandfather’s name was Carl Wilhelm Kruger, a German immigrant to Mexico. She preferred to call herself Sophia Kruger.
His father distanced himself from the world, his mother said. Now I am distancing myself from the world. The world doesn’t love me. It doesn’t care about me. 
Or course, how could it, said his mother. Until recently, we believed the earth was the center of things, of the universe; we were homocentric, species centric, whatever you want to call it. First, it was all about man, then humans, then us, then me. 
But the horrendousness of physics had destroyed the world, his mother said. It had destroyed being. What is being, asked Tony at a young age. Being is that which is, his mother said, which didn’t help much. You know, your father didn’t understand irony, she said. Only things and money which could buy things. What’s irony, asked Tony? It’s when things turn out to be much different from what you expected, his mother said. 
She was a philosopher, his mother, but with nobody else to talk with but a fourteen year old boy who knew nothing and felt like he’d been thrown into this primeval wasteland.
He just liked to draw.
He liked to look at his reflection in the pool of the ruined fountain, and then draw himself from memory.
The ancient granite fountain, the old Eucalyptus trees, Mt. Tamalpais in the clouds, the magic mountain, his mother’s useless electronic keyboard, and away in the distance, the imagined city across San Francisco Bay, within sound of whose murmurings he contemplated—these were the things he loved, within these he enfolded his spirit, among these things his inner life took its course, as it blurred with the outer life and he tried to capture this blurring.
Dozens of times a day he painted these things—the magic mountain in the blue clouds—the volatility of natural phenomenon. Even the keyboard was different in each painting.
He left hundreds of drawings and watercolors of the ruined fountain, the magic mountain, the obsolescent keyboard.
The fact that he had a note-book full of such drawings drawn by himself—the fact he even had paper—leaked out through his own carelessness and injured him with the elders as well as among the young. Lost in the clouds, they said. Somehow his mother had an infinite supply in the old bunker under his house, along with pencils, pens, watercolors, oils, canvas, charcoal, and other materials.
Tony observed the droplets of condensed moisture on his suit. The thick hot fog lay on both sides of the bay. Gray-yellow streams poured over the hills. It looked like a swirling haze, he thought, wanting to draw the scene, thinking the world never stays the same.
He made pictographs, piled rocks, shaped gourds, carved and drew on bone. He had an insight that the images seemed to stand for something else! He liked the feel of the charcoal in his hands. He grasped it, rubbed it, felt its power. Sometimes he picked up fragments of metal, plastic, plaster, wood, concrete and made sculptures. He thought of garbage as a natural product of human life. Even dead body disposal interested him. Bodies were like any other garbage. Eventually he’d be thrown out with the rest to decompose somewhere. 
These thoughts disturbed him. It was as if life had been turned upside down from the normal for him, but not the others. Pathology, one of the instructors said. Normal is doing the right thing. Abnormal is doing the wrong thing—and it’s pathological. 
His mother was pathological. She had burrowed. She really wasn’t a good mother to him. 
“Did you actually come from my own body,” she said to him more than one time. 
It smelled like a swamp around them with the damp rust of the abandoned vehicles adding to the pungency. It all reeked of decay, Tony thought, looking down at the machines, wheels, frames, junk in the swampy water just below the elevated freeway. 
Hands and Tony stopped near an off ramp and Tony unwrapped a loaf of bread from some leaves. It was made from, by and large, wood sorrel, one of the first plants the community had cultivated after the war. Loads of vitamin C, roughage, his mother said. Eat it and be happy. 
The two sat side by side on the rusty guard rail in the middle of the swamp swarming with mosquitoes. They pulled off their hoods, and unzipped a bit.
“It’s damp,” said Hands.
Tony gazed at the loaf. He was entranced. First, a ritual as Hands took out some dried herbs. They smoked out of a bamboo pipe sharing, passing it back and forth. 
We still have our opposable thumbs, Tony’s mother always said. 
After several inhalations, Hands announced he felt excellent. He said let’s be cheerful and do nothing else but sit here, smoke, munch on our bread. We still have connectivity, he said. We’re not solitary, like some I know. We don’t have to be lonely individuals. My father says do not judge—just desire, and decide if your desire is reasonable. Then you’ll be fine. Be here now. Live in the moment. 
Why do humans smoke, drink, Tony wondered. There’s no need to wonder, said Hands. It makes us feel secure as if nothing can happen to us; we don’t need anything else, not even anything sacred.
“I feel like pissing outside,” said Hands. 
“You can’t do that,” said Tony. “You know the rules.”
They wore Tsuits. Synthetic suits that dissolved any reek and body odor by a photocatalyst and antibacterial nanomatrix shell. Every survivor had one, the last and perhaps greatest technological invention to take into your shelter. One that allowed you to live in a poisonous world afterwards.  
They also wore what used to be called diapers and now were known as a urine fecal collection unit (UFCU). Every so often, they visited the waste center on Throckmorton Street to empty their UFCU’s. They could also receive an antiseptic bath weekly at the facilities. This was considered important by the leaders. 
Bathing was useless anyway, Tony’s mother said. Personal hygiene as we used to practice was a cultural fetish, actively promoted by those with commercial interests through marketing. Influence, thought Tony. That’s what it used to be. There’s little that can influence me. That’s one advantage of global warming, she said, we don’t have to bathe as much anymore. 
When Tony was six, he remembered playing in the compound’s sandbox. Those were his earliest memories, playing in the sandbox with blue-eyed Hands, Mary, and another friend, green-eyed Inka, who spoke in a clipped trill. It was very warm. They were naked with some kind of shelter over them to keep out the sun. 
He remembered his mother used to play chess with another parent. It was an innocent time. He didn’t know about the destruction and dehumanization his mother would later rave about. Later it was all Them-bad, We-good in a kind of preachy way. But later, as we aged, when our expectations had been even more diminished, it made sense.
When he was about twelve, he suddenly loved Inka. He felt a tinkling inside when he saw her. In those days, she would twitch at him, shrug a lot, put him down, and give him the cold shoulder, sometimes she even spat at him. All because he had a crush. 
The children hardly ever did anything. There was little to do but play, and for Tony, to draw. There was no education but what the compound could teach you but that was very little. 
Inka used to make fun of Tony. 
“Why do you always make art?” She stared at him with her  green eyes showing disgust.
“I like to. It cheers me up.”
“It’s not normal. What is it for? What good is it?” she said in her clipped accent. She was descended from princesses in Punjabi, she said.  All he knew about Punjabi was his mother said they used to have lavish weddings. She said that part of the world was gone now. 
“What good is anything you do?” he said. Those words made her cry and run off.
His mother said we were marginalized. We lived in margins. Tony didn’t understand what that meant. She said we cannibalized others. Tony didn’t understand that. 
In those days, he found an artificial vagina and used it to relieve himself. He liked the feeling when he came. It felt like a gushing, like making art. His mother didn’t seem to mind as long as he did it out of her sight. 
Tony looked across at Old Frisco—the Hellhole, his mother called it. Hobbesville, others called it. Everybody there used to make money, that’s how they spent their time, making money; time was money, money was time, the fools. He looked across at the city and imagined how they lived over there. The collapsed bridges cut off access. It was said once you were there you couldn’t leave. He looked across at what he imagined to be the winter festival of death, what his mother called the evil fervor of fever that destroyed us all. He wanted to see for himself.
They killed print, she said. They, or we, she said, killed culture, killed knowledge of being, publishing, the museums, the repositories of knowledge and beauty were ransacked, all reality left only on the computer, it all survives in Virtualization, but what was Virtualization, if we weren’t connected to it? It had depended on orbs in space—satellites—and we were no longer tethered to them. We were once human beings, she said. 
You stupid kids don’t fucking understand. Being used to pass through us, we processed being. We let being be. Being spoke through us—poets and artists. We were rich in consciousness. Whatever that was, he wondered. That too was destroyed, a sad fiction, the neurologists say, she said. Even our tragic sense was now laughable.
Censorship, filtering, surveillance increased. There was no longer a distinction between democratic and authoritarian states. They imposed the Great Firewall on us. Being was denied to us. But then the Tech Terrorists took over anyway. They were now more powerful than the governments and corporations. 
They used viruses to deploy denial of service attacks, takedowns, mix-ups, and finally information shaping. Advertising collapsed, and then consumer society as consumption went kaput. The Chinese finished it with their bombs. We’re the only ones left, she said. And even if there were any others, how would we or they know.
We used everything up. It was use more in my day, she said. Planned obsolesce, then use less, green, don’t use, finally scarcity. 
“You think there might be zombies over there?” asked Hands.
“Zombies, no man,” said Tony. “At least we don’t have zombies. That would be too fantastic.”
“Yeah, zombies would be cool, though. We could fight them,” said Hands. 
“At least we still have surprises. You have to be open to surprises,” said Tony. “Maybe there are sea monsters.” He suddenly wanted to draw one. 
The landscape was an infinite dump. Maybe once it was a place, maybe it still was. It had been snuffed. At least it was no longer dangerous  the past few years. It was now stable, if that’s a place, now that the unstable forces had settled.
Perhaps the teenagers were excavating. The brain was still an excavating entity. Not only Kruger and Hansen’s brains, but also any animal’s brains. Even green slime, devoid of a central nervous system, had to excavate to find food and entertainment. 
From Kruger’s earliest days, he had been an excavator. He inscribed his own tracks on the landscape, looking for stuff, marking and naming, looking for things to excavate. He liked to roam. It was safe now. No chance of encountering monsters, his mother told him. They were now on the edge, she said. Without technology, there were no more monsters. But who knew what excavation would uncover, she said, future technologies?
The teenagers were off on yet another scavenger hunt along old 101. There was no competition between the two. They were non-competitive and non-aggressive. Those were the only ones left, his mother often told Kruger. That must be part of the adaptation. You must be special.
You could always find paint and construction materials, sometimes paper, clothing from hundreds of years ago, like blue jeans, and black turtlenecks, blond wigs, Mercedes fenders, photographs, piano keys, antique furniture, computer screen glass, useless phones, fragments of printed language in different fonts, small words and phrases that used to add up to somebody’s existence. They produced a lot of trash, Kruger’s mother always said. You could see for yourself digging along 101. You even found objects still in their packaging, still usable, if it was usable, but most was not usable. 
Even Kruger felt uncomfortable about this. He wanted to make things. His mother said techne was the Greek word for art. But the world that had previously existed had been a world of too many things. It had been overrun with stuff. Art somehow seemed different. And there wasn’t any of it still around.
His mother said we were an irresponsible people in an irresponsible consumptive system. We forgot impermanence. Now at least we could make peace with impermanence. Nothing is permanent or new. All of earth’s atoms were created billions of years ago by exploding stars, she told him. The War of the Annihilation was just a grain of sand on a beach. We were again simply to reorganize these bits to build our own objects and structures again, inhabit with our bodies, and finally convey meaning yet again. Nothing lasts. 
Kruger looked at the vast orange sculpture garden across the water, remnants of the old bridge. Really it was a mash of junk, but he thought of it as a beautiful sculpture garden to admire.
Kruger planned to go to San Francisco somehow. That was still where it was happening with its five thousand inhabitants. An immense city. But you had to be invited as somebody useful. There he would see how good—or how bad—life could be. There he would affirm his faith in humanity, and love for life, his purpose.
His suppression of all this experience, feeling candor, surrender—hiding behind irony—passed on by his mother—and not being surprised by passion, feeling. He loved life; but life did not love him. Life had destroyed them. Aestheticism’s nuances worth more than the world, he thought.
He took a nibble of bread. It was good. He inhaled the herb. It was good. Hands was right. 
As a child, Kruger experienced conflicting feelings for the people around him. He felt both superior to them in his insights and envious of their innocent vitality. Kruger sought knowledge of the world in order to come to an understanding of it and of other human beings, in order to become a part of life in service of his art. Knowledge is all-knowing, understanding, forgiving; it takes up no position, sets no store by form, he thought. It is compassionate with the abyss—it is the abyss. So we reject it, firmly, and henceforward our concern shall be with beauty only. And by beauty, we mean . . . a return to detachment and to form. But detachment . . . and preoccupation with form lead to intoxication and desire, they may lead the noblest among us.
He first started drawing at two, his mother said. She said he was already a prodigal genius then with mnemonic techniques, drawing from memory. By the age of five, he could do pretty good portraits. He always like to hold a crayon in his hand, burnt sienna, was his favorite. The warm-reddish-brown color must have been a kind of connection to an imaginary earth he would never know, his mother said. Even today, when he drew his mother, he used burnt sienna. It’s as if my longing for my mother, is like my longing for the earth, which I will never know, he thought. My blackouts of memory, the sense of her existence during my childhood, have just about disappeared completely. 
Kruger enjoyed sleeping and dreaming, which offered a kind of other-worldly nostalgia. It felt deep and happy. A sense of necessity, feeling nature’s healing powers, his internal sensations, and a fabrication of his imagination. It was self-generating, organic. He often imaged his mother, earth goddess, fetishes, temples; finally, the earth groaning and screaming.
He already felt like an artist—an exile from reality. Alienated, estranged, and though he did not know why, missed his mother, even when she was still there.
Little was known of Kruger’s infancy and childhood. Born on 10 August 21__ in the village of Mill Valley, he was an only child. His Chinese father was a merchant. His mother played electric piano, sang, and sculpted. From his earliest memories, Kruger was unhappy. His fluctuating metabolism, unpredictability, and archetypal memory were a source of concern to him. He felt different from others.
Kruger’s father, named Wing Kong, dignified, a respectable and stoic business merchant, Confucian, disapproved of art, while his mother, born in Mexico supported it. She had artistic talents. Kruger, however, quietly agreed with his father, finding his own tendency to draw meaningless and inappropriate. But he was torn. He already showed signs of his struggle between art and what he perceived as normal life. 
Kruger knew that he had become engrossed with drawing and then painting, and was especially attracted to the emotional content in art. It satisfied something deep inside him, but his father’s disapproving voice made him guilty, weak and useless.
Hansen, on the other hand, was more enamored with his toys, and less ambiguous. Kruger felt pure horror at the idea of Hansen “suffering” as an artist like him, thinking that Hansen should remain as he was, clear and strong.
Kruger felt separate from and, at the same time, admired the rest of his community, their sense of purpose, and lack of suffering, which he took to call their normalcy. 
 
Seldom in history has an artist meant very much. What’s the purpose of art? It certainly didn’t change the course of history. In the past, most were satisfied by eating, drinking, sleeping, maybe a little entertainment, a little sex, and if you were lucky, a little satisfaction at work. That was the ideal life. Even during the Neurohacking and Avatar years before the final war, The War of the Annihilation, those things were still true. In fact today, the low-tech life was easier to live, since without tech access, the collective consciousness had easily forgotten how surrogates once lived our lives for us. But now, some would say, isn’t contemporary life pretty close to an animal’s? Animals without curiosity, without questions, concerned with satisfying its immediate appetites. Is that life? Is that good? Is that the ideal Good? Good questions!
But did anybody really need enchantment, or to be “disturbed” even more, or to uselessly dream?
With over ninety-nine percent of any art ever created in the last four thousand years gone, just like everything else—vaporized—just like that—there were no more traditions, let alone a traditional artist, or avant-garde ones, or rebels or creators, destroyers, or shockers. Representational, abstract, a holy fresco that might have taken hundreds of assistants many years to paint in a church, or displaying a urinal, or covering your body in chocolate, digital or performance, it was all the same—gone. If anybody had any artistic impulse now, it was just the basics like graffiti or cave art. So Kruger was special. Kruger’s mother told him a lot about the history of art, and history period, but it just didn’t register, despite his exceptional memory. There were no books, no images, no accessibility through technology. And yet, somehow, Kruger was himself in a class or a tradition, a noble endeavor. 
Of course, there’s no ultimate meaning of life for scientists, even social scientists. The expression is nonsensical. And yet, art like many entertainments, can help us pass the time, fascinate us, stimulate us, enchant us, disturb us, affect our dreams, take us away from mere instinct. Perhaps it could even bring us joy and transform our lives. 
An artist must have some technique. But not in the technological sense, though computers, instruments, software and machines were previously involved. What we mean here is an artist, like Kruger, must start with his body. He looks, if he’s a painter. Listens, if he’s a musician. He decides he wants to achieve certain results. So, he starts with his emotions, his sight, then transforms them. So, what good is art? What is art good for? In the old sense of the world “utilitarian,” not much, if one says it’s not useful. But where does “useful” begin and end? Isn’t it useful to be distracted by art? Or to play? Dream. Anyway, isn’t most of history about a humanity that just eats and drinks with no other aim in view, with no other possibility of rising any higher, except to increase the “quality” or “quantity” of those activities. But history is not really about them. The most interesting history is about individuals who had visions and did something, like artists but more influential. No one could deny that was the situation before the War of the Annihilation. No matter if you were democratic or authoritarian, capitalist or whatever. This is the mediocre standard of history. It was the rule.
Art could be said to uplift, demand, and transfigure. That’s why it disturbs. There is no morality about it. But there is no morality either. We know that now. Could art elevate us above this realm of no morality? Of course, if you look at a painting by Kruger, you may not feel much of anything. That’s your fault. You’re the animal. We’re not talking about a positive or negative moral effect. We no longer care about good and evil. Perhaps after we reboot, we’ll go back to these fruitless questions, but here we’re saying the artist can transcend good and evil. Things are very horrible now. But Kruger tries to lift us out of ourselves. 
One of the reasons for this dystopic situation is people didn’t like an austere life. Many people, especially the young, just wanted to have fun, even while the world was collapsing around them. They weren’t serious. They just wanted entertainment from their things. Then everything collapsed. Now here we are. Now we’ve discovered existence is difficult, but we deal with it by sleeping, hanging out, little action, little noise, no reflection, even less seriousness, only, since now we’re much less linguistically complex, we’re rarely depressed. Some used to contemplate, use critical thought, and even silence. Most now have no inkling of a clarity of thought , let alone acceptance of responsibility. We lack the former passion and enthusiasm and so-called individuality. The formerly primitive and religious is now ironically gone, while we are now more than ever primitive. Detachment is difficult. 
Let’s simply say art lifted Kruger out of himself. 
 
When Kruger was sixteen and in love with Inka Holm, he was beside himself. He’d known her all her life but was just becoming aware of her as a sexual being as he watched her dance with another boy, maybe it was Hansen. Everybody wanted to marry Inka and start having babies.
“What an unthinkable monkey!” thought Kruger to himself. But he saw the absorbed smile on bright little Inka's face as she followed the handsome boy’s movement; and that, though not that alone, roused something human in him.
At a dance class, he stared at her. Holm was brown like the earth with green eyes. Holm did not pay Kruger any notice during the class, but Kruger was not without admirers. Another girl named Mary Verme was more like Kruger and admired his art. She was an actress and dreamed of joining a troupe.  But Verm was plain looking and he avoided her. He thought she was a loser. 
“Faithfulness,” thought Kruger, when he was sixteen, “Yes, I will be faithful, I will love you, Inka, as long as I live!” He said this in the honesty of his intentions. And yet a still small voice whispered misgivings in his ear: after all, he had forgotten Hands Hansen utterly, even though he saw him every day! 
And the hateful, the pitiable fact was that this still, small, rather spiteful voice was right: time passed and the day came when Kruger was no longer so unconditionally ready as he once had been to die for the lively Inka, because he felt in himself desires and powers to accomplish in his own way a host of wonderful things in this world. 
But now, Kruger, however, would rather love Holm, who teased him for his art. He did not find comfort with his gravitation toward the arts; he was still embarrassed by Mary’s acting. Perhaps he thought drawing was superior to drama. Once again, Kruger was still attracted to that dignified and respectable quality he saw in his father! 
While dancing the Electric Slide, Kruger became part of Holm’s group. Her presence made it difficult for him to focus, and he unthinkingly danced the female percussive part. Everybody laughed at him. He left the group with the laughter and scorn of the other “normals,” and contemplated his existence in the corner, torn between art and life once again. He admired people like Inka Holm who had no interest in art and just flirted and wanted to start families again.
As he contemplated, he also waited. Inka must come, he thought. She must notice where he had gone, must feel how he suffered! He was drowning! She must slip out to him, even pity must bring her, to lay her hand on his shoulder and say: “Do come back to us—don't be sad—I love you, Tony.” He listened behind him and waited in frantic suspense. But such things did not happen in this world. Kruger vowed to renounce love, and swim only into art, at that moment.
He heard of his father’s death in Venice Beach. He had been a trader in the south, it turned out, where old traders died along the old Venice boardwalk. The short, practical, dignified, Confucian, formerly carefully dressed gentleman, who believed in doing business, and towing the line was dead.
Kruger always dreaded death, and yet he equated his art with death. Now the one who’d contributed bringing him into the world was dead. 
After living with his mother for the past years, and the unwitting recipient of her barrage of wisdom during the formative years, his beautiful, fiery Mexican mother, who played the piano so wonderfully, before the electricity gave out once and for all, and to whom nothing mattered at all, she married another  musician—a virtuoso with a Latin name on the acoustic guitar, and went away with him toward the desert cities. She said they would be troubadours. “Thanks for nothing, bitch,” he said. 
Kruger accepted all this, though he was slightly surprised by her lack of love for him, or even a little concern, but who was he to call her to care about him, an artist himself—who did not love others—and could not even give an answer when asked what he meant to do in life.
His house was abandoned, with only him living there. Most of it was collapsed anyway. He used a hammock suspended between two eucalyptus trees and didn’t really care. He tried to live alone for a few months but they forced him to move into the compound’s collective for orphans. He only missed the old granite fountain in the backyard. 
Even forced to live in the compound, he felt great isolation. At the same time, he continued his experiments in visual perception. And to continue debate with himself on the contribution of art to society. 
He knew it as a cliché—the misunderstood genius. He felt instead, the need to engage with world and to communicate to others. But he still delighted in his own talent. 
While attending a Health Ed class in the nature of sex, mating, and the purpose of procreation—realizing these normal functions were expected of him—Kruger finally rejected the Mill Valley life as “the absolute denial of art.”
And so he left his native town with its tortuous, dusty streets with the damp warm wind whistling through them; left the fountain ruins in the garden and the ancient eucalyptus trees. He wandered about the state of California.
He at last articulated his vision. His art would be simply his activity, it would be a lifetime of practice to present truths using light, color, and form. The world had been blown apart by unparalleled forces, technology had sent us back to the stone age—but still the world was extraordinarily volatile and there were new possibilities, and he would use new methods to take all this on himself. He would continue to paint to show the world’s mutability, its ever-changing forms, tremulous light, this ever shifting world in a state of flux particularly in this turbulent period in history, perhaps even the insignificance of human beings.
 
Kruger lost his connection to Mill Valley and developed a greater talent for painting and eventually moved to San Francisco. He was called to come by the inhabitants of the walled city.
Invited to San Francisco to join what he thought to be a utopian and more deviant community, since he felt deviants might be necessary for the utopia, he found the utter disappearance of consciousness in the larger city. Not many were allowed in; nobody could get out of the city of their own choosing; nobody wanted out of the city if they could help it. It was a kind of inertia. 
There were two types of predominant people there—the Sleepers, who did little—and the Gung-Hos, who wanted to do everything they could with the limited resources. There were overlaps, of course; you can’t sleep or be gung-ho all the time but little was known about the benefits of equilibrium. 
He lived in the large city promising first himself a luxuriant ripening of his art by being with those more like him in an artistic community. But with his heart still dead and loveless, he fell into sexual adventures, descending into the depths of lust and searing bodies, and suffering even so. It might have been his father in him, that Chinese man, which made him suffer, aware of sin, in the city now and again he would feel a faint, yearning memory of a certain joy that childhood had offered.
With the lightweight rear-entry Tsuit, there was always a certain amount of contortion to get in and out, but it was generally easy on the body, compared to the old style suits. Sex was easier now and some people were starting to live without their Tsuits in the indoors since the environment had stabilized. 
He felt existential Angst—a deadly detachment from world— hinting at the very terror of existence, and only when he painted did he feel rapture and a kind of euphoria. He was likely one of the most feeling individuals in the city. But his feelings of dejection, resignation, hyper artistic awareness—and now biblical guilt—he couldn’t talk about that—worried he would be expelled back to Mill Valley for admitting these feelings in the utopia.
In Old Frisco’s Twitloin on the ruined Nob Hill above the water with its large residences, like the ancient Palatine Hill in the center of Rome, he lived. Looking down on one side, the encroaching  bay; on the other, the old ways of life. He discovered nobody is really secure, without materialistic wellbeing and accumulation. This was the message of the Gung-Hos. Even an artist needed these basics—maybe just not so much. Here was still the rationing of synthetic food, with little personal space, with little to do, but there was more “life.” Sexuality, dancing, drugs and alcohol of dubious authenticity was for the taking—either for those who completely gave up, or for those who needed a break from optimism. There was little walking or exercise, nothing to do, a fledgling barter economy—albeit with little to barter, synthetic food, treated water, your one piece of clothing—the Tsuit—to protect you from weather, though inside some residents some took off their suits and went naked. 
He had plenty of pencils, coal, paint, paintbrushes, sponges, rags, glue, watercolors, and very valuable quality woven paper to better show the nuances of color, wash, and texture. And a public more interested in his work. 
He began to decorate citizens’ Tsuits with color, patterns, and forms, to individualize. He got a reputation.
Access to more materials piqued a greater interest in the technicalities of his art. He was able to eat and sleep comfortably in the city and produced massive amounts of work. Much of it was displayed in the city but without any protocol. Many looked at the works as so much more junk and garbage, which the residents were discouraged from contributing even more of to the city. Residents were encouraged to live in an orderly and simple environment and aesthetics was not much debated, as the public cared little about art. However there was an emergence of critics who might debate these concerns. 
As he made more art and lived in the city, he forgot Mill Valley, and his younger self’s battle with dichotomies—his father and his mother.  
His draftsmanship improved dramatically. He experimented with the rational and irrational order of space in his compositions, and used subtle and radical coloring. He continued to feel detached, but found the detachment was beneficial for his greater technique. Sometimes he felt autonomy, which felt good to him in a world of sameness and sociability in the city. He did not talk about art. Art was everything in his life, but when it transcends existence where does it lead us? He was reticent to discuss this with the normals who wouldn’t have understood. He was astute enough, like someone insane, trying to hide his mental condition by appearing normal. 
He constantly painted the fantastic storms over the city capturing the volatility of natural phenomenon. He added titles to his works. He called one “Storm Monster,” which was more experimental since he added an imaginary monster that seemed to be evoking the storm.  
That painting was a minor sensation. An urban myth spread that some citizens had mental breakdowns after encountering the Storm Monster in the painting—and yet, the painting was quite beyond the comprehension of most normals. 
In his pocket, he carried something from Mill Valley, a shell with whirled patterns from Tennessee Valley, to counter his blackouts of memory. Sometimes the sense of time and place disappeared completely and he would remove his shell and feel memory twitching again. With language cut down to the bare minimum in the city, using less words—consciousness seemed smaller; with our ignorance in politics, God, and spirituality and our lack of machines and interest in science, nobody was really free or honest.
To spice up life, Kruger did some graffiti painting in his late twenties. This behavior was not encouraged in Old Frisco, in fact, it was illegal, in so far as there were laws, but surveillance was primitive and he honed his guerrilla skills. He did not consider himself a political artist. Kruger left graffiti around the city—not fully aware of what he’d created, while the public, or a kind of ruling class public, formerly called critics, were oblivious.
 He became a graffiti artist or a Scratcher, painting obscenities on walls, little faces and bodies using stencil. Though amateurish and incompetent, he considered this art as affirmation. How much easier it is to be an artist with action—acting as an artist—than to live and suffer, he thought. 
He enjoyed returning to the embellished sites and observing viewers engaged with his work. He felt there was meaning even in his graffiti work, meaning embodied in the work, which could only emerge when viewed by a engager. 
He had a small circle of friends. He was able to barter some of his art to meet his simple needs. In the city were a few connoisseurs, his patrons, who wanted his work as decoration in their residences. He was known to be unique in his work. There couldn’t be said to be collectability since art, like most activities had no monetary value. But there were movements to bring back the monetary system in the city. He wondered what kind of existence that would be like—working for money. But that was far away in the future, he thought. After his time.
All this egotism—or self-interest—or repressed consumerism—arising in the city meant morality would have to be taught again. It was felt that this would be more useful than compulsion and government suppression. When you have broken eggs—like a dystopia—you make an omelet—a utopia. We hoped to engineer better people. But for Kruger, art replaced life and therefore—transcended even—morality itself. 
Kruger didn’t understand himself. How could he? He lacked many intellectual concepts intelligent humans might have had before the War. Sometimes he just saw producing art as an exercise. He was happiest doodling and doing simple works he felt contained emotion. He didn’t know the theory of the objective correlative, but would have understood it. He showed his works to people in the city and some responded. That made him happy.
The authorities wondered how far to let Kruger’s artistic freedom extend. And we didn’t have much time to decide if this highly creative brain, grappling with art, his quest—the role of the artist—was necessary to a utopian society.
Here, the experiences of his youth lead to what he finally felt must be the way of the world in art, as his mother expressed it: “the person who lives does not work and… an artist must virtually die in order to be fully creative.” This conflict continued into Kruger's late twenties.
He devoted himself to the power of the intellect, but remained elusive to others. His perception became sharpened, but what he saw disgusted him. His sexual encounters in San Francisco left him unfulfilled—he decided he would not procreate—and he finally came to see life and art as mutually exclusive.
And then, with knowledge, its torment and its arrogance, came solitude; because he could not endure the blithe and innocent with their darkened understanding, while they in turn were troubled by the sign on his brow. But his love of the word kept growing sweeter and sweeter, and his love of form; for he used to say (and had already said it in writing) that knowledge of the soul would unfailingly make us melancholy if the pleasures of expression did not keep us alert and of good cheer. This kind of idealized thinking was simply beyond simple virtuosity. 
A gated community of rich, leisure, orderly, efficient, antiseptic, surveillance, some luxuries, a nice place really, but you can’t leave, world of glass, steel, snow-white concrete, pounding music, his friends at the disco, making gestures like apes. San Francisco was alternative values with ineffective laws, no enforcement, no compulsion, you could began to live a private life, your own life, but there was the pressure, the expectation to procreate and began to build a new society. Without any images, most could not imagine the carnage of the Annihilation. If there were images, many would have been glued to the images of the carnage.
Outside the city: Drums, flags, patriotism, parades, animal worship, exaltation of the primitive, fire (banned in the city). Kruger certainly didn’t want to go back to that. But inside the city, he still felt his suffocating ironic sensibility, his skepticism of life, his estrangement from the normals. 
In his thirties, Kruger met Lisa Ivanova, a young sociologist or social engineer. She told him,  Nietzsche asserts that the “subject” is nothing but a spell cast by “the snare of language,” that “no such agent—as the subject—exists; there is no “being” behind the doing, acting, becoming; the “doer” has simply been added to the deed by the imagination—“the doing is everything.” 
She told him the “I” is only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being.  She explained history to Kruger, as the progressive triumph of science and technology over superstition. Space technology. We must use means of science and technology to enhance material existence. We have to do it again. He was upset by that knowledge. As a romantic, conditioned by his mother, he believed in the self, and the priority of that self. She told him that idea was unintelligible and probably caused many of our problems. 
She further upset Kruger by saying, “In my limited medical knowledge, I think you’re diseased with mental aberrations.” She twisted the knife by finishing, “Certainly your mother should have been in an asylum, if we’d have them, and now that we can have them, maybe yourself.”
“I know I’m different but isn’t an asylum where they lock people up by themselves?”
“Yes,” she said. “Indicative of mental diseases—disturbed mother as a bad influence, your solitary existence—how’s that any different than a life in an asylum—abandoned by your moral father and immoral mother, your wandering...”
He whipped off a drawing of Lisa to please her. Every time he told her how he adored her almond eyes, Asiatic like his, she would say, “Please, cut out the almond eye shit.” Still, he drew her quickly and handed over the sketch. She took it. 
“Is that really me?” she asked.
“It’s you,” I said.
“Why did you stop?” she asked
“You mean, why didn’t I keep drawing?”
“Yeah, how do you know when you’re done?”
“That’s a good question. The question of stopping.”
“Well, how do you know when to stop?”
“I guess I don’t.”
“Why do you stop?”
“I’ve got to stop sometime.”
“But if this is me, am I finished?”
“No, you’re a work in progress.”
“But the drawing is finished, isn’t it?”
“Sometimes, I do it fast, sometimes slow. My mother told me artists used to get intoxicated by the actual act of painting. As if, the inner life of the artist was more important. I stop when I got tired.
Lisa continued to gaze on her image. It never failed. It was like magic. He didn’t copy her. That’s how I could do it so fast. 
“You expressed me.” 
“I could draw you so crudely, you wouldn’t recognize herself and you’d still view it with awe.”
Somewhere in her, in us, somewhere in our brain, there remained this worship of the image, he thought. 
Tony stared at Lisa. She was beautiful but a pain in the ass. Always arguing with him. He tried once to explain to her that there’s a first bloom in all human feelings but she wouldn’t hear of it. 
 
As he acquired more concepts from Ivanova, Kruger felt a remorseless pessimism, “sickness unto art,” his own sickness for the world’s sickness despair, metaphysical isolation; there’s no such thing as pessimistic art, art affirms, he fought back.
He was an increasingly isolated figure, at odds with the world, and deliberately evasive, increasingly working for his own satisfaction. He fascinated Ivanova. 
“You’re a visionary,” she said. “Aware as nobody else—what art might be.”
“I’d like to think,” he said. “An exceptional artist could transcend the time, be understood as untimely.”
“A German philosopher once said something familiar,” she said. 
Lisa Ivanova was about the same age as him—just past thirty. She sat there on a low stool, in her clinical white uniform she wore inside, and leant her chin in her hand. Her compact brown hair, already a little grey at the sides, was parted in the middle and waved over the temples, framing a sensitive, sympathetic, dark skinned face, which was Slavic in its facial structure, with a flat nose, accentuated cheek-bones, and little bright black eyes. 
After their discussions, he walked the streets and looked at the objects in the world. She encouraged him. On the streets he was aware of solids, utility, strangeness, overheard fragments. He saw himself as seeing, the myriad possibilities, the transitions, objects as massive obstacles, around which his thoughts could not pass. Kind of primitive society, everybody with tattoos, piercings; computers are illegal Slogans on walls, screens, 
Even the most virulent among them can survive that transcendent one-two punch— connoisseur concurrence and the passage of time. 
He confided in Ivanova. He even told her he enjoyed talking with her. He had never enjoyed talking before. She told him about the concept of cognitive dissonance psychology, and he was able to recognize his mental discomfort came from holding two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values at the same time and she confronted him with new information that conflicted with his existing ideas. 
“Strive for internal consistency,” she said.
“That’s just not something I’ve been able to do,” said Kruger.
After she told him consciousness is gone, dead—there’s only the brain and behavior—he said, “I’ve got consciousness at least. They used to say, my mother used to say, let animals be animals, let humans be humans. But then we learned we’re all animals anyway, so what were we supposed to let be? I love to wander the streets of Old San Frisco. Everything’s quiet here. Know what I saw once? A cow skull. Polished. They say that was the butcher’s district—old Union Square—until the animals ran out. I thought, somebody must have eaten what was around that skull once. I thought I could smell something there. I like to watch the men defecating and smoking indifferently. Don’t even wear Tsuits. Most lie on the ground sleeping. That skull was stripped of skin. I look at the rows of men defecating and smoking, gazing blankly into the distance that’s not really distance, and I wonder, looking at their brooding eyes gazing blankly towards the water—I think, what’s the difference between them and me? Their dirty dark bodies, the black water—Black-Kali—my mother said she worshipped Kali, some kind of god, she said. We used to grin into our iMeMys like baboons, she said. Punching buttons, grinning, shrugging, sending messages. Plugged in to Speak, using Think, what kind of life was that? Good riddance, she said.
“Thing is, you know, nobody’s free. My mother always told me that. She said we were all dishonest and insecure and if we wanted to remain alive, we had to use those qualities to remain alive. Like my father, she said. I always wanted to turn my sickness into art. That sounds profound, doesn’t it? This was a lunatic world, she said. Full of cause and effect. Don’t let it happen again, she said. But there was no hope. It was historical necessity, she said. But the crazy thing, she said, was that history was a now a myth. It was a fantasy, fantasies, nobody knew what was up, what was cause and effect. What happened to progress, she said.  We were taken out of time. We had no history. She said we’d lost our memory, but actually, she said, I didn’t have any memories, she had only a few, not enough to make a difference, and the little she had were getting wiped out, she said, and my memory was bogus, she said, I didn’t and couldn’t have memories of something different, all I ever knew was this dystopia, she said, not that things ever were a utopia. She said people, cultures used to have alternative values and practices, but the wars, scarcity, entertainment, pollution, and technology had killed this kind of diversity. We were all the same now. We were all primitive now, she said. We’d made the final adaptation—the neuron adjustment—it was no longer survival of the fittest—now it was take the line of least resistance.
“I told you I like the feel of charcoal in my hand. Have you ever wondered what charcoal is? Since the War, we’ve got a lot of charcoal. We must have had some forests here. Eucalyptus, pine, bamboo, or something. Anyway, I’ve got little sticks and clumps of charcoal I use for drawing. I like the feel of the charcoal in my hand. I feel power. I feel like a god ready to create. You don’t see too many holding a piece of charcoal. You know what I saw? I saw the defecating men eating bamboo charcoal. They say it relieves hunger and indigestion. How ’bout that Mother Nature? I did some drawings of the defecating men. My drawings hint at the terror of existence, I hope, though we hardly need any more hints, do we? Anyway, still, that’s what it does—hints at the terror of existence. Can’t escape that. But at the same time, my drawings affirm existence. How about that? We’re human. Rational and all that. But we’re dark. Like we have some unfathomable strains inside us. Those defecating men. They could be our ancestors. They could be lined up in some kind of sexual fertility rite, they could be the obliteration of consciousness, the  beginning of consciousness, the simplicity of existence, rootedness, with hardly a thought intervening in their existence. I mean, my drawing, could be standing for something else! Perhaps my drawing expresses a longing for our earth—our poor destroyed earth. It could stand for plenitude and well-being. The drawing could be a tragedy, the end—or beginning of violent ritual, a tragedy. The return of the earth goddess! A longing. That’s art! My drawing could be an allusion. A metaphor. A representation. An expression. A symbol. It could even be humor. It could be a social caricature. I mean what’s more funny than a row of defecating men, eating coal, and smoking too! But would this drawing give you solace? Them? So why do I do this, you ask? I don’t know. I don’t know why. I only know I like to do it. I’m not into science and technology, you know what I mean? Sometimes after I hang my drawings up in the street and watch people’s reactions, I feel a little happiness. They look and walk on. Look and look and then walk on. Look, mumble to themselves. Some look and call somebody else to look. Sometime they look and another looks and they—talk to each other! Some pull it down and run away. Some take it off and rip it up. Some turn it backwards. Crumble it and toss it. Some even try to eat it. 
“I went for a walk today and hung out at the Chai stand near the Buddy Brook running down old Stockton Street toward the bay. The Chai person had set up some chairs near the tunnel to enjoy the view. Everything was quiet. I enjoy sitting in the street drinking a Chai—wonder what they use in it—I watch the cockroaches—so large now—they say—feeding on the minerals dropping out of the sky in the air pollution. Some corporation, or some guy, was distributing the Chai. He spoke a little English with a clipped Punjabi trill. He reminded me of a girl I used to love in Mill Valley. She was Punjabi. The dubious purified water, sugar, some herbs, tea—wasn’t that once from China—was it really tea, well, it was a leaf—probably sorrel. But just to think it—a Chai stand. Things must be improving...I mean this is a world of extremes, isn’t it?
Extreme beauty, extreme repulsion—but to have a wonderful delicious taste of tea—to smell it—I think it’s one of the most beautiful things —the Chai stand. The Chai stand, with its steaming pots and pans, wafts of sweet aromatic sensuality, gathered crowds and sweltering conversations. 
Many were smoking cigarettes and drinking. Who knows where and how they came here. Were they once the Gung-Hos? The men and women smoking. Outside the boundaries of the Chai Stand, others were lying on the ground sleeping. The Sleepers. Near the old garage, I saw a pile of stripped out skulls. Some other men were defecating near the tunnel. They looked like stone statues. Buddy Brook was a sewage hole really with the stench of the feces—don’t they know not to shit there—and the large rim of black water sluggishly flowing toward the bay. The sparkly oily gloss, the skim, was shiny. I saw some men pacing, walking the same path, turning around repeatedly, like under a spell, a trance. Most covered in filth, eyes gazing blankly at the water. I even did some drawings—Chiaroscuro—all black and shadow.
“I thought of my so-called quest. To go somewhere. But there was nowhere to go. A journey to the north, the growth of the soil, life’s path. It used to be, my mother said, you didn’t die because you lived on in the future children. The children were the hope. Our progeny would ensure our immortality. But now we’re expired. My mother told me many times, it’s cruel to bring children into this world. She was sorry she brought me into it.
“Looking around at the Chai Stand, I saw everybody greeting each other like baboons. Hugging, touching, picking, low-vocab slang, ritualistic, the pats on the shoulders, and I wondered what instincts of our being were downloaded and rebooted in this utopia?”
Later Ivanova sat there measuring Kruger’s work with her head on one side and her eyes screwed up; her features were drawn with a look of misgiving, almost of pity. Lisa Ivanova was a good friend, to whom he told all his troubles, his deepest thoughts.
“Did I disturb you with all that babble, Lisa,” said Kruger.
“Goddamn, Tony Kruger! Don't be so formal,” she said, with her lilting intonation. “Everybody knows you were taught good manners in your compound. I listened to your rambling, didn’t I?”
He transferred his brush to his left hand that held the palette, reached her with his right, touched her cheek, and looked her in the face, smiling and shaking his head. 
“Yes, but you are working,” she said. “Let's see. Oh, you've been getting on,” and she  looked at the color-sketches leaning against chairs at both sides of the easel and from them to the large canvas covered with a square linen mesh, where the first patches of color were beginning to appear among the confused and schematic lines of the charcoal sketch. A portrait of his mother.
“Why do you do them?” she asked.
He had a sense of nostalgia about the past—a melancholic longing for his mother. He was exhausted confessing to Ivanova. He held his hands clamped together. Time has moved on and he would never be able to return to what now lay far away in the past. 
He looked at his work. His mother was a thing. She was formless and chaos. Not static. She was energy. Round tube-like genitals hanging. Crusty. Inscrutable. He wanted to take her face and alter it. Enlarge her lips. Then he decided to change the face to Ivanova’s.
“You know I’m having trouble with this painting because of the hot weather. My mother used to say, ‘Goddamn the summer!’ because she was unable to think, ‘while harassed by a swarm of inappropriate sensations,’ she said.” 
“Only a normal believes a creative person is allowed to feel,” said Kruger. But it wasn’t true. He needed to keep distance from human experience and feeling, he thought, in order to depict it in any kind of art. 
“But you’re not a normal,” she said.
 “I’m ashamed…of being an artist...but I’m touched by the warm and awkward human feelings that my art has evoked.” 
“It’s like a curse,” said Lisa.
This touched off another explosion in Kruger.
“When does one begin to feel the curse?” said Kruger. “Early, horribly early. I should have been living in peace and harmony with the world. It begins by feeling yourself set apart, in a curious sort of opposition to the nice, normal people; there’s a gulf of ironic sensibility, of knowledge, skepticism, disagreement between you and the others; it grows deeper and deeper, you realize you are alone; and from then on any relationship is hopeless! Your self-consciousness is kindled, because you among thousands feel the sign on your brow like Cain and know that everyone else sees it. I once knew an actor, a woman of genius, who had to struggle with a morbid self-consciousness and instability. When she had no role to play, nothing to represent, this woman, consummate artist but impoverished human being, was overcome by an exaggerated consciousness of her ego. It used to embarrass me to observe. A genuine artist—not one who has taken up art as a profession like another, but artist born and damned—you can pick out, without boasting. I didn’t like her. Mary Verme was her name.
“But what is it, to be an artist? Nothing shows up the general human dislike of thinking, and man's innate craving to be normal, better than his attitude to this question. When these worthy normals are affected by a work of art, they say respectfully that that sort of thing is a ‘gift.’ And because in their innocence they assume that beautiful and uplifting results must have beautiful and uplifting causes, they never dream that the ‘gift’ in question is a very dubious thing and rests upon something sinister. Everybody knows that artists are ‘sensitive’ and easily wounded; just as everybody knows that normal ordinary people, with a normal ordinary wallop of self-confidence, are not. Now you see, Lisa, I cherish at the bottom of my soul all the scorn and suspicion of the artist that my upright Mill Valley normals there across the bay would have felt for any phony entering their houses. 
“Oh, yes, Lisa, art is a draining job. In human society, a reserved and skeptical man can be taken for stupid, whereas he is only arrogant and perhaps lacks courage such as my father. Don't you think there's a good deal of phoniness in the prompt and superficial way an artist can get rid of his feelings by turning them into a painting? If your heart is too full, if you are overpowered with the emotions of some sweet or exalted moment—nothing simpler! Go to the artist, he will put it all straight for you right away. He will analyze and formulate your condition, label it and express it and discuss it and polish it off and make you indifferent to it for time and eternity—and not charge you.”
“I have listened to you carefully, Tony, from beginning to end, and I will give you the answer to everything you have said this afternoon and the solution of the problem that upsets you,” said Ivanova. 
“You really love life, despite its incongruity with art,” she said. “You love the health and innocence of the normal people who prefer to simply live without self-consciousness,” she said.
He thought for a moment about Hands. How he had loved him and his direct simplicity and he wouldn’t have wanted him to suffer as he did. 
“Still my art and life can only combine painfully,” he said.
“You’re a lost burgher—”
“What’s a burgher?”
“It’s an old word. It mean a regular citizen—or a member of the bourgeoisie—”
“Bourgeoisie?”
“Another old word. To be a bourgeoisie was the opposite of the artist, do you see? Like what you’d call a normal.”
“In other words, you’re saying I’m a member of that from which I’ve always felt so separate—my old town,” he said.
“You got it,” she said.
“Am I?” he asked crestfallen. 
“Yes, that hits you hard, it must,” she said. “So I will soften the judgment just a little! You are a normal on the wrong path, a normal who failed to live up to being a normal.” 
Silence.
He got up resolutely. 
“Thank you, Lisa Ivanova. Now I can go home in peace.” 
 
After the collapse of America with its chemical and economic collapse, its lost relevance, transnational terrorists, urbanism, mass hallucinations, the final abandonment of the malls and stores, then offices, finally, homes. Foreign languages banned, libraries destroyed, the closure of museums, suppression of books, destruction of culture, only pharmacology and biochemistry had priority. No old age, euthanasia; finally, the young partaking of the easy out.
Whole cities like Manhattan gone, then most of America, Asia, Europe gone. The last straw was China forcibly repopulating ruined American with over a billion of its citizens from its major cities. The war with China—The War of the Annihilation—afterwards, a kind of back-to-nature, with little consumption with the limited resources. Population cut by nine or ten billion back to the level of the year 1.
Survivors chose among several options. Some created societies of just several people, kind of low footprint nomads. They walked more, tried to hunt and gather. They initiated their young males by cutting and tattooing their bodies. While the young girls’ initiation was into childbirth by dancing and gesturing toward their genitals. There were only rumors on their successes in Northern California. Use it or lose it was the expression for these people. But it’s difficult to know how they’re surviving. 
For those who chose to do nothing, that is, to remain where they were, some survived. There was sustenance, the various paste synthetic foods, clean water, the Tsuits. The problem was there was just so little to do. These people, often in the ruined cities like San Francisco, often did not get up, even sit up, they stayed off their feet, their bones and muscles atrophied. They lost it. They were the equivalent of the extinct jellyfish.
 
When Kruger was five, he produced one of his first paintings, now missing, of a body disposer’s wife having a baby. The little drawing of the woman directing her newborn down, while not remarkable, showed Kruger’s propensity for unsentimental observing. He drew the woman squatting in simple black coal, with highlights in white. He expressed the wretched conditions of the times with a remarkable sincerity showing their families and their harsh and meager existence, as she gave birth. Kruger’s mother served as a midwife and you can observe her large arms holding up the birthing woman as she expels the infant, with no waste of energy, just as the painting shows little wasted energy. It’s as if your Kruger is already plugged in the feminine energy, which was to be necessary for his art.
One of the few existing early works shows the husband—the body disposer on his way home from the disposal grounds near the bay. A dark hood conceals his face except for his nose and mouth. His stooped posture and his difficult progress uphill away from the bay—his left hand rested on his thigh indicate his exhaustion after a hard day’s toil of disposing bodies. 
Even in this early work, Kruger captured the awfulness of existence, the reality of the situation. Given he had probably never seen any images, and, of course, had no formal training in design and coloring, he reduced the figure to one of essentials. The shoes were simple rectangles. The footpath barely made out. The robe barely sketched out. The hooded head was executed in detail, especially the curves of the overhanging hood. The surroundings were minimal. As a young child in Mill Valley suffering deprivations in the bleak suburb, just emerging from his survival shelter with his mother and father, perhaps he created the drawing as an alternative to the surroundings outside him. In other words, he created an imaginary world in his head. Perhaps this compensated for the lack of entertainment inside the shelter, the lack of food, for being lonely and scared. 
 
For obvious reasons, writing, reading, writers, and readers are passé. However, these observations and thoughts are necessary to help us eventually cohere again as social human beings, Ivanova thought. This, then, is a work about the habits and adventures—the quest—of Kruger—and his art in a language unique to him—which perhaps will shed some light into the artistic process, and the role of the artist in society. 
Ivanova observed Kruger for over a year, and believed she had insights into him—and his art produced in a language unique to him—and into human beings, and where we are heading.
Old Frisco was of great interest to those studying the human race, Ivanova thought.  She knew there must be many other academics pursuing this project. But she wanted to narrow her neuroanthropological study. This is why she wanted to focus on Kruger and specifically, what she called the “Quest of the Artist.”
She believed Kruger was of special interest in any kind of study, of acquiring information, whether neurological or psychological, or anthropological. If fact, she would have liked to utilize all these methods of inquiry in her thesis. 
We know less about human beings, she wrote, than ever before. 
In fact, we know no more about them than we did of any other land animal, of which, of course, there were very few. The reasons for this, of course, are the current problems. 
 
This is not the time, she wrote, to discuss the wars, environmental collapse, the social and economic collapse, et al. I’ve just touched on this history to supply some background.
 Suffice to say, we’ve, human beings, that is, have returned to a primitive state of nature resembling the apes. Ape study was very difficult due to the extreme inaccessibility and, of course, the final demise of the last ape. Studying them in captivity, unfortunately, led to many errors understanding them in an artificial environment and of course, captivity eventually contributed to their extinction. The good news is human beings living in Old San Francisco can now be studied. I (We), the researcher(s), can keep them in sight most of the time. We can interact. We can watch days on end, taking note and documenting their behavior. 
Neuroanthropology is the study of culture and the brain. This would have been my preferred area of study, but wasn’t possible because we lacked the machines to map the brain. But it’s only a matter of time to reacquire this technology. This field explores how new findings in the brain sciences help us understand the interactive effects of culture and biology on human development and behavior. In one way or another, neuroanthropologists ground their research and explanations in how the human brain develops, how it is structured and how it functions within the genetic and cultural limits of its biology. “Neuroanthropology” is a broad term, intended to embrace all dimensions of human neural activity, including emotion, perception, cognitive, motor control, skill acquisition, and a range of other activities. 
My interests is in the evolution of the hominid brain to now, cultural development and the brain, the biochemistry of the brain and alternative states of consciousness, human universals, how culture influences perception, how the brain structures experience, and so forth. Art is why I was specifically drawn to Kruger.
In comparison to previous ways of doing psychological or cognitive anthropology, it remains open and heterogeneous, recognizing that not all brain systems function in the same way, so culture will not take hold of them in identical fashion. But the current situation had turned things upside down. We were now a new culture in an incubator and I was particularly interested in what use a pathological disease, so to speak, like Kruger, would be in this brave new world.
Human beings like Kruger must now adjust rapidly to the new environment. Without technology, an outside-the-box adaptation is necessary. New habits and new behavior will develop, taking into account the now bleak surroundings. 
So, conditions are favorable. Human beings, a few million in the United States, at least, continue to exist. From a high of ten billion, after the death rate increased dramatically, we think there may still be a quarter-billion human beings left in the world, mostly in Africa. Of course, I’m just tossing numbers around. I am confident that with research like mine, we will soon arrive at the near-precise number. 
(As an aside, don’t think me callous—if that word even has any meaning after what has happened in the last forty years—we must all keep on. I am a human being also. I am also alarmed.  I have more than most, and could be said, to still have rational “consciousness.” However, to be sure, remember, I have feelings. I am also a scientist. I am going to keep on keeping on. What choice do I (we) have?)
I will not be looking at subsistence, which fatefully, is not an issue. However, man does not live by bread alone, as they used to say. What of low and high brow entertainment? Subsistence is not sufficient to give purpose in life. We must be entertained? Or do we? This is to a degree my own quest. So, as I said, the reader will notice some contradictions, some perhaps, aversions on my part. But also purpose. I mean what else can I do? To move on—I intend on showing to the reader that Old San Francisco is the perfect place to study remaining human beings in a natural state, and in which, the human beings must make changes of habit to live.
This is why it is essential that I record my observations, no matter how difficult for my conscience or even my life. Again, what makes this study so important is its urgency. Obviously, it is a self-seeking reason—as is usual with human beings, even scientists. Our continued existence on earth is now jeopardized. We’re going to have to make some changes. What those changes are nobody knows. We destroyed ourselves. That was the price of our knowledge, it could be said. We foolishly thought the purpose and reason for human beings were apparent in the evolution. We thought we progressed. Religious centric thinking, consumerist thinking, what came to be called sacred electronic connectivity, claimed human beings to the perfect product of nature. The goal of the last thousands of years, millions of years, or billions of years, depending on what your origin beliefs told you. 
Of course, there were scientists who told us this was foolish thinking. All we had going for us, was natural selection. We as humans could fit into any kind of environment due to natural selection. Of course, climate change put the “perfection” myth of  “infinite adaptability” to rest. Anyway, natural selection is still true. Inhabitants of Old San Francisco must still take refuge in a horrific natural environment, uneasy to live in, but will have to learn new knowledge, which will be essential for our existence. We have paid dearly for our previous knowledge. But it is only this hostile reality where human beings can jump start natural selection, and ensure the survivability of our species. 
Now initially, I thought, Kruger was one of those individuals of a race, a species, who would help us survive. I was even rooting for him. But I have since modified my original thoughts.
He is a somewhat divergent individual. An artist. Now you might ask why I don’t remove him from his environment and drop him into, say, mine. But that would defeat the purpose of what I am trying to communicate. Human beings in history until now have demonstrated great diversity in their variations. We’re big and small, smart and dumb. Now, however, after our degeneration, we need to get back. 
We’ve suffered starvation, natural disasters, viruses, war, you name it. But the interesting thing is, nowadays, bodily and mental diseases have virtually disappeared. Perhaps now the population will increase. If that is to happen, will the correlative be more evolution? I am optimistic. We will not follow the dinosaurs yet. Natural extinction for human beings is not obvious. Restoration is possible. 
Of course, with over ninety-nine percent of all life extinct, and with the human race cut by about 9-3/4 billion, this might be grounds for pessimism. But that is not human nature!
Dinosaurs once ruled the earth for millions of years. We can read their history and decline in the rocks. Now they have vanished. Most of the animals are gone and much of the plants. So, back to human beings. I believe we will adopt a great strategical measure to ensure our existence! I think we still have a million years left! For this purpose, scientists like myself must be called in and to contribute in acquiring the necessary knowledge for our next struggle. 
But what of artists?
Kruger once showed me a painting. It was about the size of an average flat-screen TV. As one approached the smallish canvas at close range, it was difficult at first to decipher the subject matter. However, as one moved back from it, the composition came in focus, as if on demand, and revealed itself to be a loaf of bread from an overhead perspective.
 Of course, it was a fictive loaf of bread, since Kruger had not seen one, let alone eaten one for many years. However, given that Kruger had dreamed up this loaf of bread from his childhood, it was not difficult to read Kruger’s still life as a commentary on our recent upheavals. This is, of course, speculative. Kruger would not and could not comment on his painting or his intent. 
One could readily walk past this painting without taking much notice of it. Perhaps a title such as “Loaf of Bread” would have helped the viewer with such an allusion. However, without the verbal cue, one might not infer what the picture implies—that is, what it depicts, at first or even tenth glance. This inscrutable composition was, perhaps, the apex of Kruger’s painting. Kruger did tell me he was dissatisfied with his other images of a loaf of bread. No matter the quality of the image. He did not want to compete with those images, he said. What he did do, he told me, is paint a loaf of bread in a more realistic style, and then scrape away several layers of paint to render his canvas as an atmospheric suggestion, rather than an explicit depiction of a loaf of bread. 
So, when one approaches the painting, the image is at the very edge of being recognizable, at the ambiguous point where the information of the painting could be read in many numbers of ways and one would have to approach the painting to create one’s own picture using the artist’s diffuse, ill-defined contours of forms and the apparently brown coded color. 
In sum, one would have to mentally reconstitute a likeness that is in effect disintegrating before their very eyes. Kruger’s version of a load of bread, then, was an eroded representation of not only a food, but a way of life, a culture that was now blown to smithereens. 
Kruger’s painting was psychic, I initially thought, and could heal a culture. Unfortunately, very few would have understood his painting, let alone enjoy it, and certainly would not trade for or buy it, since we pretty much lacked a marketplace for art, let alone one for any other goods and services. 
This was my interest in Kruger. Not as an art appreciator, or god forbid, an art historian, but more in understanding his behavior—his behavior as an artist when the world around him is negative. I wanted to symmetrically study Kruger and his painting in these dreadful conditions. For this reason, I ventured to study him and anything interesting about his quest as an artist. 
It’s obvious I considered Kruger to show some of the greatest divergence from type than most others in Old San Francisco. 
My interest in him was accepted without comment by Kruger. He told me he understood he was different from others. He said he cared little about facts and what concerned him habitually was observation. He often carried a sketchbook, in which he drew frequently using his charcoal, or his crayons. He wrote a question—or a series of questions, really—both what he called objective and subjective—on the first page of each sketchbook, which, he said, prompted him in his observations. 
His current sketchbook had the questions—“How might my drawings help the world, ease the world’s pain, its facelessness, its obsolete past, our lack of selfhood, sense of identity, how can we find ourselves again? If I draw a line, what is the nature of that line? Can I make visible on this paper things and even substance, can I make it more than a habit?”
I used to wonder if we had more Krugers, would the world be better? After all, before the War of Annihilation, we often said our time was the time of the Killed Imagination, a time of such technological resurgence, that this technology had all but killed creativity and the imagination, which, of course, had been one the major traits, which distinguished us from the lower primates. I initially saw Kruger as an anomaly, but a useful anomaly that should be reintroduced into the gene pool, to ensure a happier future. As I said earlier, I was biased, I admit it, and I rooted for him. 
 
After everything, years later, we had to adapt to the new conditions of life. After the initial cowering, it was time to reboot. Science destroyed us. But that didn’t make religious superstition safe now. The vision of an orderly universe superintended by a God who created rational-minded creatures in his own image seemed dated. We were all irrational now, but some would rise with their rationality. However, even naturalism seemed suspect since the collapse. And yet the alternative, seemingly friendlier to science, and its random process of natural selection seemed a bit nightmarish, a lot to swallow, especially in these times. 
We had lost belief in a past which formerly may have not been in need of a proof, or the philosophy of humanism, or even in the existence of other minds. All most of us knew is something(s) happened. Bad things, which practically wiped us out. We live in time, but who knew that anymore? Who understood that very well? Let alone all those old crazy theories of time. Bending, parallel, twisting, double ling back, reversing, slowing down, etc. 
History is what? Remembering. Testimony. Explanations. Digital. Writing things down. Documenting. But it seemed as if things had just happened and we were here. I mean this current situation was way beyond mere molding or determining. First of all, adapting to what? The conditions of life. There was very little activity now. No memory for solace, no matter how elusive they may have once been for human beings. It was as if we are now part of a huge experiment. Go about your business. Reboot the economy, the system. Adapt to the new conditions of life. 
Many just hung out. There was nothing to do. No entertainment, imagine that. Some went on aimless walks, not so much for foraging, but just to alleviate the boredom. We couldn’t go back to the past. It no longer existed in any way. We couldn’t just speed up the future, speed up time, which might have been exciting, that is, to be caught up in the process of rebuilding (and not repeat the same mistakes!). 
Some played a game of make-believe. Some came to terms with the moment, the lack of the days ahead. With nothing left but a past, that few remembered. And remember, the documentation was gone. We—certainly the young—were increasingly ahistorical. 
Now there were few who could recount the past, let alone, remember it. Usually, in history, this was the time for courage, willpower, endurance, hope, all that. Otherwise, there would be despondency at our predicament. 
The good news, we were not despondent. The bad news, we were indifferent. 
There would be no redeeming moments from the Annihilation. They wondered, or squatted, forlorn at all hours. The outside world did not exist. There was no entertainment. No distractions. No escape from things. 
Horribly, there was little imagination, even if you shut your eyes. Very few of us could close our eyes and picture other things. Conjure up with all our might, Mount Tamalpais, a redwood tree, a mother’s smile. There was nothing to cherish. We could only live for the day, most of us, in horrible boredom. 
The vast indifference around us, and in us. The abandonment of us. The futility of it all. With not even the weather to talk about. We weren’t even weather-conscious. If anything, we were at the mercy of the weather. The warming stifled our interest in the weather. 
I, like Kruger, used to walk around and observe the brooding. The sufferers brooding in distress. Human language all but atrophied decades ago, nobody could even tell a story, or what quaintly used to be called an anecdote. “Sup,” “Nothin,” was about the most, many of us could come up with in greeting and a discussion, let alone compose a poem, song, play, or god forbid, a literary work. Only the scientists produced but their language, giving concise and correct information, does not make a culture. To be sure, most of language was useless. We didn’t have much to say, to promise, to lie about. Monotony is preverbal. There was little ordinary conversation, and hadn’t been any for decades. But without entertainment, we now had to come to grips with the world, the emptiness of the world. 
I often enjoyed, like Kruger, looking at the old toppled cranes across the water in Oakland. Of course, they reminded me of dinosaurs. A rich symbol. Dinosaurs who once ruled the earth. If I could have explained that to Kruger! But in my disinterest in his work, I did not want to appear a connoisseur. 
If only, there was digital. But even those were dead. Besides, even if you had something and could “play” it, what good would it do but kill a few hours? 
Altruism might have helped. That’s still a mystery to neuroanthropologists.  Giving a thought for others. And certainly, overpopulation was no longer a concern. There was less of a public to address. A government might have helped us give a thought to the general public. Civic duty. Certainly there wasn’t any public welfare beyond sharing the synthetic food, and we had plenty thanks to foresight. Our private welfare now was so little demanding. 
Kruger lived in a world of art, divorced from reality. The old screams, cries of grief somehow lived in him. As the summer blazed, the scorching winds drying up the dust, the daily downpours flooding us, as we survived in the incessant heat and light and water, most of us in our Tsuits, at least. Some of us, walked in the empty sweltering nothingness of the Old city with the spaciousness of the skies above us, a kind of primitive shelter.
If you asked the average man in the street, what was the meaning of life, no one could have said what it was. Some had an inkling that the question—if that’s what it was—was boring. It was meaningless. It didn’t exist. The feeling of exile and separation from the past was so dominant, the subject may have ceased to exist. All we had to do was adapt to the current conditions. To the very conditions of the situation. With desire, certainly without emotions. It wasn’t just falling into line. There was no line. It was just existing. Most choose it with listlessness, indifference, even boredom. There was little to be aggressive about. Everybody was mostly modest. 
We were for the most part without memories, certainly without any documentation of them. We had no hope, little desire, we lived for the moment. The here and now meant everything. No friendship, no love. We were filled with utter apathy for the future since we had no memories. We couldn’t really make plans. The idea that we used to make plans, or one made plans was beyond most of us. 
We weren’t jealous of each other. Most had it the same. The lack of energy was the defining characteristic. But there was no void, at least. That was too abstract for most of us, the sleepwalkers, the trancers, the zombies. We were exhausted. 
And yet in Old San Francisco we all hung together. It was so hot and muggy, but nobody remembered fog. Our Tsuits made the conditions somewhat comfortable in the elements. Those without the artificial skins, stripped, filthy, sweating—their bodies glowed like—like what?—very few could make a metaphor. 
What did we do? Nothing. Our empty hands, our idly dangling arms hanging from our thin shoulders, quieter and quieter. All we could do was bond together. Connect in that primeval way going back millions of years, or even just thousands of years, listening to the buzz of flies, scratching. Were we dignified? 
I used to look at them “thinking.” The vacant gaze. What did life mean to them? They didn’t even think of death, they thought of nothing. Nobody was really thinking anymore. There was nothing to think about. There was no diversion except for the flies and itching. 
At least there was a lack of crime. We sat in the sweltering heat with the golden sun bearing down on us, scorching us, sandwiching us, the smell of piss and iodine in the air, the water lapping on the fallen stones. Nobody ever smiled. 
At this time, in his self-willed isolation, Kruger seemed to be increasing aware his time was “limited.” At this time, we had our conversation when I called him a “burgher” and he was so crestfallen. 
After our discussion of life, he decided to visit his homeland of Marin in order to escape what he now perceived as the sterility of his life in the city and to experience the ordinary joys that he had missed in his childhood. He decided to return to Mill Valley. I told him I had connections to help him leave the city.
 
On an old, still usable surfboard, as he paddled on the water across the Golden Gate, he felt himself as isolated, more than even before in the city, an isolated thinking being no longer simply object but subject. Nobody else can solve my problems, my situation, he thought. 
I have to face them, sink or swim, he thought, detouring around the wreckage of the bridges, as he made his way across the bay. At that time, Kruger didn’t know that it was Ivanova herself who’d allowed him to leave the city. She had already decided he was not essential to creating a new society. She wanted to send him away, an exile so to speak.
After an absence of thirteen years, Kruger returned home north across the water. In his hometown, he found a kind of peace, communing with the source of his childhood memories and the quiet of the village.
Kruger’s trip home turned out to be a strange one. He walked about, unrecognized, facing many of his old fears and ghosts from childhood. He wasn’t sure but he thought he could smell the eucalyptus when he removed his head gear. He came upon his childhood home, which had become a museum displaying his work. Just as he believed art had replaced his life, so too had art works literally filled the inside of his house, replacing all of the objects of his former life. 
Hundreds of watercolors hung on the walls filling up the whole building. Drawings of the naked Hands Hansen, chiaroscuros of Inka Holm, birth scenes, the magic mountain—Tamalpais—in its myriad of moods. His mother from every possible angle, even looking up at and down at, like an earth goddess. 
Primitive drawings he didn’t remember doing. He must have been younger than five and still in the shelter during the war. 
He suddenly remembered his youngest years, maybe two, holding pencils and crayons. His mother saying she’d gone first to an art supply superstore nearby, everybody else looting the markets for food, alcoholic beverages, useless consumer machines. She’d looted artistic supplies enough to last decades for one man. 
While in Mill Valley he continued to examine his isolation, his estrangement. He observed and was observed. He produce a kinetic art piece out of some colored glass he found. A man stopped to observe it. As it moved in the breeze, and tinkled the man laughed. Kruger felt vindicated. A validation of the artist, of his contribution to society, his understanding of culture, and even, principles and values. He wondered if he had a reputation and for a moment thought of posthumous vindication in a world finally ready to accept him. Perhaps a feeling a mortality, which his mother had always said was necessary for art and the artist.
Just as he decided to leave his hometown, he ran into trouble with the authorities, as they  looked for a thief—an escaped criminal—who was known to be traveling. The criminal had stolen a dead person’s Tsuit—to do what? Kruger was mistaken for the criminal, which reinforced his inner suspicion that the artist must be an outsider relative to “normal” society. 
Kruger proved his identity by quickly drawing one of the authorities and, thus, his position as artist gained him some respect within his old society. However, it was still only a grudging respect, as the authority was still not fully convinced. 
He presented the authority with a painting done on the spot in minutes, his old house from his imagination. 
Kruger again saw that, while he was not totally separated from life, he still did not fully belong. 
Another of the authorities explained Kruger had been given a pass by Lisa Ivanova, a scientist, and then Kruger realized he’d been a “test subject” for Ivanova.
Kruger accepted the equation of art and death but perhaps now more subtly. In order to create, the artist must be other than human, must be separate from human concerns and common human perceptions of respectability and propriety. This was necessary to his or her art, to his ability to create for others with attention to style, to the game, the wiles, of representation. 
True, simply having deep emotion does not produce art. Everything for the artist occurs and exists at a distance. The artist is, then, in a very particular fashion on the side of death, witnessing life without being alive himself.
The artist and art exist as an unhealthy state of the spirit. Tony Kruger did not want Hands and Inka in their perfection as living creatures to fall to art like his unhappy world and enter a world other than vital and healthy, as much as given the circumstances. There can be no healthy society in which all men and women are artists, that would be a sanitarium in which even the doctors are sick. 
The artist expresses things healthy men cannot express, and that Kruger hoped they did not feel, but that nevertheless exist and are real in the society in which the artist lives. 
There are men who play at being artists, and then there are the helpless artists who, despite their desire for another, normal existence, cannot be other than who they are, can only be creative or sterile.
Kruger the artist, then, lived and worked in the tension between the living and the dead, in the realm of impossibilities, communicating across the lines. 
Walking to the north county, he saw a few small animals. He drew them quickly. Something with hair.
He noticed new growth, new plants, including ones with edible roots, which gatherers were eating.
He saw buildings with high walls built around them. He suspected normals were doing some kind of work within them. He asked somebody about the building, and she said, they were growing petroleum.
Kruger settled in a hostel in Petaluma where, he learned, there were to be visitors for a dance that night. As he watched the guests arrive, he suddenly saw Hands Hansen and Inka Holm pass through the room. He stood in the corner and spied them.
The group began to dance—kicking and shaking and yelling—on the dance floor. He realized it was a kind of initiation dance into sex and procreation, just as it had always been, he thought. 
He wondered that more life seemed to be happening here than in the city. 
He joyfully contemplated all that time while observing—it was for them and those like them that he painted, and slyly peered around to see if they, too, were clapping together.
At the dance he also saw a girl reminiscent of the actress Mary—who’d he’d once shunned, and he helped her up when she fell while dancing. She thanked him and he went back to his corner. He suddenly thought to himself that it was people like her who spoke the same language as him. She would appreciate his art.
He was exhausted with jealousy for them, and worn out, even though he’d had no part in the evening’s dance. Just the same, just the same as it had always been, he thought. Always with burning cheeks he had stood in his dark corner and suffered for you, Hands, you blond, you living; and for you, Inka so brown and no-nonsense—you happy ones! 
Somebody must come now! Inka must have noticed he had gone, she must slip after him, lay her hand on his shoulder and say: “Do come back to us—don't be sad—I love you, Tony.” He listened behind him and waited in frantic suspense. But such things did not happen in this world.
Yes, all was as it had been, and he too was happy, just as he had been. For his heart was alive. But between that past and this present what had happened to make him become that which he now was? Icy desolation, solitude—mind, and art, really. 
He lay down, with images racing in his mind. Two names he whispered into his cushion the few pure words from his youth, which meant for him his true way of love, of longing and happiness; that meant to him life and home, meant simple and heartfelt feeling. 
He looked back on the years that had passed. He thought of the dreamy adventures of the senses, nerves, and mind in which he had been involved; saw himself eaten up with art and introspection, ravaged and paralyzed by insight, half worn out by the fevers and frosts of creation, helpless and in anguish of conscience between two extremes, flung to and fro between austerity and lust.
He wanted to tell Ivanova that artists like him can be nothing other than what they are. Successful or unsuccessful, paid or unpaid—all meaningless concepts—they would still be distinct and separate from the people around them, they would still create and work.
So after that night’s frigid and artificially heightened ecstasies, the erring, forsaken, martyred, Kroger sobbed with nostalgia and remorse. Here in his room it was still and dark, but from below in the large meeting room, life's rhythms came faintly to his ears. 
Even when society, class, and wealth inequity have been destroyed, we can still say that manners and conventions permeate society and play a dominant role in our relationships to one another. That is a necessary part of our social reality as humans, this world of signs and symbols by which we recognize one another and allow our fellow humans to categorize us as friends, as enemies, as indifferent entities passing through. But he would play the role and he would continue to produce art. That’s what his heart told him. 
Kruger sat up in the room, composing his promised letter to Lisa Ivanova. In the letter from Kruger to Ivanova, delivered by an itinerant, Kruger at last revealed he’d “come to terms” with his position in life as a “burgher who’s gone astray in art”—even using the word “burgher”  and he admitted he in truth did connect his love of the “normal” condition with that love of life, an idea that was often received as a welcome idea from Ivanova. 
 
“Dear Lisa,
You probably still remember you called me a burgher, a bourgeois man. Or as I prefer to call it, a normal man. You called me that after, led on by other confessions I previously let slip to you. I confessed to you my love of life, or what I call life. I ask myself if you were aware how very close you came to the truth, how much my love of  ‘life’ is one and the same thing as my being a normal. This journey of mine has given me time to ponder the subject. 
 
My father, you know, had the Chinese temperament: solid, reflective, puritanically correct, with a tendency to melancholy. My mother, of Mexican blood, was beautiful, sensuous, naïve, passionate, and careless. The mixture was extraordinary and contained extraordinary dangers. The issue of it, a normal who strayed off into art, a rebellious artist who feels nostalgic yearnings for the easy life, an artist with a bad conscience. For surely it is my father’s conscience that makes me see in the artist life, in all irregularity and all genius, something profoundly suspect, profoundly disreputable; that fills me with this lovelorn weakness for the simple and good, the comfortably normal, the average respectable human being—what you call bourgeois.
 
I stand between two worlds. I am at home in neither, and I suffer in consequence. A real artist would call me a normal, and the normal try to arrest me... I don't know which makes me feel worse. The normal are stupid but necessary, and artists... But you adorers of the new world, who call me apathetic and without aspirations, you ought to realize that there is a way of being an artist that goes so deep and is so much a matter of origins and destinies that no longing seems to it sweeter and more worth knowing than longing after the bliss of the commonplace. 
 
I admire those proud, cold beings who adventure upon the paths of great and demonic beauty and despise ‘mankind,’ but I do not envy them. For if anything is capable of making a poet of a maker of art, a painter, it is my “normal” love of the human, the living and the usual. It is the source of all warmth, goodness, and humor. 
 
As I write, the ocean bay breezes whisper to me and I close my eyes. I look into an empty and sick world unborn and formless, that needs to be ordered and shaped; I see into a whirl of shadows of human figures who beckon to me to weave spells to redeem them: tragic and laughable figures and some that are both together—and to these I am. The work I have so far done is nothing or not much—as good as nothing. I will do better. I will combine art and life!
 
But my deepest and most secret—isn’t that a taboo concept now—“secret love” belong to the blond and blue-eyed Hands and the brown and green-eyed Inka, the fair and living, the happy, lovely, and commonplace. 
 
Do not rebuke this love, Lisa; it is good and fruitful. There is longing in it, and a gentle envy; a touch of contempt and no little innocent bliss.
Tony”
 
After he finished his letter, he went to bed. 
Kruger was a type.
 He lamented he was at home in neither of these realms but he was not completely cold to life. Though he still felt excluded at the dance, he said he rediscovered his love for such people as Hands Hansen and Inka Holm, and even Mary Verme.
We don’t know whom in reality he saw that night. It was not Hands and Inka, of course, but two similar to his old loves, who allowed Kruger to revisit his childhood from a new perspective so he could rediscover his love for the “normals.” Or so he said.
He did not approach them, however, so up to the last, Kruger remains a contradiction in his “confession” to me—his fellow human—of his alienation overcome at last by his love for humanity.
Kruger’s final reconciliation, as cozy as it sounds, expressed many ideas about his art. Life is possible as a work of art. He said  he was no longer  the artist—but had become a work of art. But he would serve humanity.
I shared my notes with a colleague, a kind of psychologist. He agreed with my diagnosis and agreed our society would be better off without him. 
Artists like Kruger want to destroy the world because they are hostile to life. It used to be said they only wanted to destroy the bourgeois, the materialists. As dated as it sounds, these were called the romantic dichotomies: artist/bourgeois, art/life, mind/body, and individual/society. To a degree, I believe this is true. Now no doubt, we can imagine a bourgeois-bohemian—a “Bobo,” so to speak. Perhaps this is the modification for the future. But for now, we need practical citizens. We need a new bourgeois world. Where there’s an artist—the health and innocence of a community are not! If fact, the psychologist said to me, Kruger is not even a healthy male. He might be homosexual. Furthermore, his extreme narcissism and dislike of the normals might be the obsessions of a pederast. That Kruger’s lack of human development, his rejection of normal sexuality and aging, his regret at growing older could possibly result in him living vicariously through the bodies of the young. I did not agree with these interpretations, but I didn’t argue with the psychologist. After all, I’m a neuroanthropologist, and I don’t see the use of using the language of neurosis or perversion, or art as sublimation.
He walked toward the deserts east. I’d like to think he had his role within social contexts now. That attuned to the world, and attuned to the societies left in it, he would present his truths using light, color, and form; that he would show the world as dynamic, create optimism, perhaps a catharsis; that he would illustrate our limitations, our hubris, but at the same time delight us and present those living with the lessons of history, the prospects of the future world, beauty, important truths. He would communicate, perhaps not be understood, but he would not be misunderstood. He would be a visionary, as no other before him, of what the world might be. In this, he would transcend time.
Later some would denigrate his work, even call it incompressible, but that would inspire him even more to communicate.
There would be commercial considerations, no doubt, the sale, barter, and even commissions after we began trade again. 
Kruger was part of my experiment, I’m a social engineer after all, but as Nietzsche said—it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified. I might believe or wish it true, but it’s a dangerous premise in creating a new society.
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