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Letter from the editors
Dear readers,
As our country reopens at high-speed, we are excited to present
the Summer 2021 Issue of The Documentarian, “Open
Envelopes.”
We began conceptualizing this issue around ideas of loss
and absence when we reached the one year anniversary since
the first COVID-19 lockdown. Over the Spring, the issue evolved
beyond these more desolate themes and expanded into a
collection of reflections, histories, and diaries both hopeful and
introspective. It was also recently the one-year anniversary of
our first issue, on May 19, and the birthday candles on the
cover are an apt visual to this strange celebration. We had a
little fun with this theme as you’ll find on the rear cover; a
birthday wish from a younger Mána.
To write an entire issue about loss seemed too difficult
however, so we decided to focus on what is lost in a more
abstract and poetic sense. Fragments of lost family histories
are documented in this issue as well as pieces of a translated
text, missing letters, and reflections during a coup d’etat.
It is interesting to notice how the photographs in this issue
resemble those of our first issue, with faces obscured by
illustration; this time through cut-outs and collages. Though we
didn’t intend on this similarity, it seems too obvious to ignore.
As this issue marks our one year anniversary, we will be
including more photography of non-obscured faces in
upcoming issues, while continuing our documentarian
instincts.
We have lost a lot this year, but as documentarians it is
our duty to preserve and keep reflecting, making, observing,
writing, and publishing these issues. When you reflect on what
you have lost, there is also the possibility to notice and
appreciate what remains.
As always, thank you for reading and supporting our
magazine. See you in the Fall.
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Note From the Photographer
I hold onto time through photography while examining the
subtleties of changes in people and between people through
many exposures. After living two years away from my family
and returning home, I was surprised how fast my younger
sister had grown up. Suddenly, I felt like I had missed her last
moments of childhood which I never realized would actually
come to an end. I dove into our family archive to look back at
those moments that had fled so fast. I assembled images from
my archive which includes drawings and family snapshots. In
an attempt to blur the memories, I manipulate the drawings
and images to reveal and hide, mimicking the way we hold
onto certain moments of the past.

Image List
Front cover: Birthday #5 (2018)
Page 6: Maman [1] (2018)
Page 11: Pink Balloon (2018)
Page 13: Birthday #3 (2018)
Page 27: Swan Lake (2018)

Elise Seigenthaler is a French-American fine art photographer
based in Chicago, IL.
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Air Castles

I

I come from a family of
gamblers. We bet on everything:
horses, dogs, knowledge, love,
health, and on one another. We
win and lose in equal parts. No,
not in equal parts. We lose more
than we win, but a victory can
erase a thousand defeats, and
return the balance to the
unbalanced. As every good
gambler knows, the possibility
of losing will never stop a risktaker willing to gamble everything,
just to confirm that their
intuition was correct. It is that
fleeting moment that makes us
continue to live in and for the
game, that hope that maybe this
victory will change everything,
and finally solve that problem
that is not a problem, and
therefore has no solution.
The gambler argues with
the future while balancing an
uncertain present, avoiding the
public secrets of past mistakes.
The real game being played is
that of useless divination, and
being inconsequentially allpowerful for a short-lived
moment of gratification. But I
like to think that there is a
certain art in gambling, this
semi-science of random
assumptions. I remember my
father’s telling of how my
grandfather came home every
night from the racetrack, either
in a new car or barefoot, leaving
on the dining table the
newspaper of that day's races.
This parchment of brilliantly
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By Maness
useless knowledge, full of annotations,
endless calculations, and the furious
scrawl of a pen filled with rage at being
proven wrong, could have been the
answer to the meaning of life. My
grandfather, a businessman by trade,
never won a significant victory that
made him stop chasing the adrenaline
of the game. In that process, he lost
everything, dying at a young age of
throat cancer, which was credited to
smoking, though part of me thinks that

important birthday dates, followed by
an infallible distribution of the winning
prize: “I am going to give you kids a
monthly payment so that you can go on
a trip to learn another language, and I
am going to build myself a little house
where I can write in a hammock in
peace. The rest, we are going to keep it
in the bank and hopefully it will
generate good interest, oh but don't
even think about saying anything about
the price to your mother, I bet she’d like

My father
bet everything
on a prize
that was impossible to win,
and lost
the fury of losing, which rises from the
pit of the stomach and twists its
perfumed hands on the neck of the
helpless, was what finally put him in the
grave. My father buried him when he
was thirteen years old. In his mind, my
grandfather became a mythological
figure of magical realism and secret
anecdotes, interspersed with addictions
and an explosive character common
among Spanish refugees of the time.
When he died, he left a family of three
and a tenacious wife who supported her
family and, despite everything, always
remembered him with a fondness
distorted by the passing of years that
can make anyone a saint.
“If I win the jackpot, you can't tell
anyone…” my father used to say when
he bought his lottery tickets at the dry
cleaner’s with his friend ‘El Güero.’ This
was our small ritual on Saturdays,
where my brother and I were
questioned about numerology and

to give it all to your uncle Jorge!” Uncle
Jorge is the worst type of gambler,
unaware of being one, or rather,
pretending not to be one, you don’t
want to be like uncle Jorge, gambling
with someone else’s work and money,
loyal in his defeats, and a stranger in
his victories. Although, to be honest, it
is the fluctuation of ownership that
makes the game interesting, no
triumph is fixed and eternal, what is
yours today, tomorrow will be mine
forever and ever, amen.
That surprise strike of luck never
came to my father, there was never that
great lottery prize that changed
everything, and I am sure that if instead
of having used that money to buy the
lottery tickets, it had been put aside in a
savings account, there would be a
modest amount for emergencies, but
that would have meant Saturdays
without daydreaming of the hammock
and the little house to write. Despite

everything, we never stopped believing
in chance and in possibility. The most
fervent defender of miracles was my
father, who — despite his tumultuous
divorce, having been an atheist
repudiating any form or flavor of
religion, and a hardcore member of the
communist party in the tumultuous
Mexico of the ‘70s — never stopped
believing in the power of the numerical
combination of the TV show Lost and
the birthday dates of his children. In
my opinion, he was the best type of
gambler, the one with a sense of humor
and loyalty to his family, who despite
vetoing my mother on the distribution
of the imagined treasures, always
retracted and gave her a share of hot
air. My father bet everything on a prize
that was impossible to win, and lost. I
buried him when I was thirty years old,
and still gamble with his numbers. D

Maness is a musician and artist
interested in the creation of narratives
that develop dialogues through
repetition and form. Influenced by his
background in cinema and music, his
work has gravitated around sound,
installation, and sculpture, constantly
drawing from the cultural conjunction
of his upbringing in Mexico and
migrating to Europe. Maness currently
lives and works in Berlin.
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Afgan Story Gallery

In February, I read a press release about the show
United States of Al, a sitcom from the creators of Big
Bang Theory. The show is about an Afghan interpreter
who comes to the United States to live with his best
friend, an Army veteran. While there was a list of
things that initially troubled me about the show, one
of my biggest concerns was how it contributed to the
dehumanizing narrative of Afghans being solely victims of
war. After following the outrage and critiques from other
Afghans on social media, I decided to start a project called
“Afghan Story Gallery.” I asked Afghans to send me their
stories: the joyful, melancholy, or mundane. In turn, I repost
the stories to my Instagram account along with a piece of art
drawn by me and inspired by their story.
My motivation for this project was to reclaim the task of
representing Afghans, and put it into our own hands instead
of relying on outside sources to do the job for us. Productions
such as U.S. of Al use the stories and labor of people of color
with the intention of centering a white audience. The goal of
my project is to center Afghans by creating content by and for
Afghans. When non-Afghans come across my work, then
maybe they can see what art made by and for Afghans can
look like.
The following is a story submitted by my father to the
Afghan Story Gallery project, along with my artistic
interpretation of it.

By Shiraz Fazli

“Back in Zahir Shah’s time when I was a high school student,
one day my father gave me an envelope to take to the
Ministry of Justice in person, to Mohammad Anwar
Arghandiwaal who was a close friend of my father. The Justice
Ministry was located in the Microrayon neighborhood in
Kabul in a four story building, and the Minister’s office was
on the fourth floor.
As soon as I entered the ministry, I saw a long line of
petitioners starting on the first floor and going up the stairs
to the fourth floor. I took my place on the line and patiently
waited to see the minister. Soon, I heard the minister was
leaving the ministry for a meeting but as he was coming
down the stairs, he was taking the petitioners’ petition and
was passing it to his secretary with instruction and assuring
them of appropriate action regarding their complaints.
On the second floor a Kouchi woman complained to the
minister that that morning, she sold a khoumra [clay dish] of
yogurt to a man in the nearby neighborhood but the man
refused to pay her. The minister summoned a police officer
and instructed him to accompany the Kouchi woman to that
man’s house, get the yogurt money from the man, and arrest
him for his action.
In today’s Afghanistan, not only you can’t see a
government minister, you cannot see any high or low level
government official. Not only that, you can’t even walk on a
street that a high level government official or a parliament
member works or lives.” D

Shiraz Fazli is an interdisciplinary artist born and based in
Brooklyn, New York. In drawings, paintings, and videos, she
visualizes the ghosts of the past and the undefined location of
those who wander. In doing so, she finds inspiration in the
constantly changing landscape of time. Her menacing figures
entangle with each other as they overlap, collide, and multiply
over abstract spaces, demonstrating humanity’s inherent
interconnectivity through the chaos.
She is currently collecting stories from Afghans around the
world and making art inspired by them. If you would like to be
a part of this project, contact her through her website https://
www.shirazophobia.com
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Lost in Isolation: The Desperate Need to be
Productive in a Suspended World
By Nicole Mattea

I

I used to thrive on a perceived sense of
productivity. I had never felt happier
than when I was working two jobs, had
an internship, and was going to school
full time. I was busy seven days of the
week and hadn’t had anything even
slightly related to a hobby in over two
years. I barely had time to think and
that’s the way I liked it — constantly
moving at full speed.
It shouldn’t come as a surprise that
many people felt similarly to me. A set
schedule or expectation for life is how
most of us function, especially in a
capitalist system. In Conspicuous
Consumption of Time: When Busyness
and Lack of Leisure Time Become a
Status Symbol, Silvia Bellezza, Anat
Keinan, and Neeru Paharia discuss this
idea, stating that:

displaced by the lack of structure and
normalcy they had come to expect from
their lives, experiencing mental health
issues as a result.
Mental health has been a huge
topic of conversation throughout this
pandemic. In the United States, about
four in ten adults have admitted to
symptoms related to depression and
anxiety, a rise from early 2019 when the
rate was one in ten. This rise can be
attributed to many different COVIDrelated factors including the stress that
comes with adapting to a new homebased lifestyle. Those working from
home have reported burnout and
worsening mental health conditions,
especially when schools have also
transitioned to being online, leaving
workers to juggle both their work and
family simultaneously. In a Hinge
Health study, of the 900+ workers in the
United States surveyed, 48 percent have
reported to having experienced stress,
anxiety, or depression since working
from home, with 73 percent stating that
their mental health symptoms are new
or have worsened with COVID-19.

once again lead me to believe I was
being productive and doing something
worthy with my time and energy. As
Vicky Spratt aptly states in No, You Don’t
Need To Use Isolation To Write A Novel
in Refinery29,
Self-improvement as we experience it
in our capitalist society is always about
productivity and never about true
enlightenment, pleasure or fulfillment.

So, although I recognize that prioritizing
what I deem to be “productivity” does
not give me or my life more value, my
brain continues to struggle to come to
terms with what to make of my life
without it. I try to do things I genuinely
enjoy, like reading books, but find
myself unable to truly enjoy them
without my anxiety in the background
whispering “Couldn’t you be doing
something better with your time?”
COVID-19 has led to insurmountable
loss, perhaps in more ways than we
recognize. Beyond the loss of life, there
is also the loss of what we once
recognized as our daily life. This loss
has both positives and negatives, as the
abrupt shutdown of recognized society

COULDN’T YOU BE DOING SOMETHING BETTER WITH YOUR TIME?
positive status inferences in response
to long hours of work and lack of
leisure time are mediated by the
perceptions that busy individuals
possess desired human capital
characteristics (competence, ambition),
leading them to be viewed as scarce
and in demand.

Additionally, with deliberate busyness
comes a schedule or set of expectations
for one’s daily routine. COVID, the
subsequent quarantine, and restrictions
that followed have put an effective halt
on what we once perceived to be a daily
routine or even a “busy” lifestyle. Many
have transitioned to working from
home or lost their jobs altogether.
While some individuals have enjoyed
working from home and the newfound
freedom that comes with a lack of
commute and set schedule of
production, many have also felt
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Along with burnout, there has also
been a rise in what is deemed
“productivity guilt.” Beyond being
productive at work, many have reported
feeling as though they should be using
their time working from home or in
quarantine productively — whether it be
learning a new skill, writing a book,
adopting a workout routine, etc.
Productivity is so ingrained in our way
of living that even having extra time to
breathe and decompress in the light of
so much death and fear is perceived as
negative to the subconscious.
A year into this pandemic, I still
feel as though I can be doing more,
even when the thought of actually doing
so gives me mental anguish. I often
contemplate getting a second job or
returning to college to pursue a
Master’s degree — not for any genuine
desire to do so but because it would

demonstrated just how much some of
us rely on productivity for fulfillment
and self-worth. Without an effective
and recognized way of coping with this
change, many are shown to suffer in
terms of their mental health and
wellness. It is difficult to say if there is a
solution to such a problem, as COVIDrelated conditions change every day
and what we recognize as today’s
circumstances and way of life can just
as easily shift and change tomorrow.
Further, productivity and labor are so
ingrained in our society that it would
require a deviation from pretty much
everything we’ve been told to aspire to.
Easier said than done. D

Nicole Mattea is a contributing writer to
The Documentarian based in Chicago.
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A Man of (Missing) Letters
By Nora A. Taylor

F

For the past couple of years, I have been studying the work of
the Vietnamese-Danish artist Danh Vo. Among the works that
caught my attention was a performative piece that involved
his father, who grew up in a Catholic family in Vietnam, and
was particularly skilled in penmanship. As a gay man, Vo had
a difficult relationship with his father and found that giving
him a task would create a connection between them. The task
consisted of re-transcribing by hand, in cursive script, a letter
that had originally been written by a young Jesuit missionary
named Jean-Théophane Vénard to his own father prior to
Vénard’s execution. A letter that was once written by a son to
his father was now re-written by a father for his son.
I thought about this recently in connection to my own
father and our epistolary relationship. For the past six years,
since my mother passed away, he has been demanding the
return of letters that he had written to her. My siblings and I
only discovered after her passing that she had not only kept
the letters, but copied them with a typewriter and placed them
into a folder in chronological order. This act of re-mediation,
from handwritten to typewritten seemed poignant.
I could picture my mother at a desk, pressing her fingers
hard onto the keyboard, re-writing each of my father’s words
loudly with a vengeance. This act was different from what I
imagined would be a gentler and softer gesture used by
Phung Vo, Danh Vo’s father. Granted, the letters my mother
typed were from her friend, then lover, then fiancé, then
husband, then ex-husband, and the content of the letters was
likely vastly and dramatically different from the content of
those of the clergyman. My father must have expressed more
intimate feelings toward my mother in his. They might have
confessed wrongdoings and begged for forgiveness. Many of
them were also written with love. What interested me most
about Phung Vo’s letter writing, though, was his participation
in his son’s art practice through his calligraphy. The letter’s
content didn’t matter. It was about sharing something with his
son. The father didn’t understand what he was writing, since
he didn’t read French, but he understood that the gesture of
writing made his son happy and gave him the opportunity to
share his own talent with his artist son. Not being able to
understand even what his son’s practice was about, he knew
that he had a talent for letter writing and was proud to offer it
to his son. Still, in writing the letter, he embodied the author
of the letter, re-enacting the moment when the original letter
was written.
My mother’s act of typing my father’s letters was also a
reenactment but in a different way. Rather than embodying
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my father, she was reliving his words, reliving the moment
when he wrote them, yes, but also when she received them.
She was recalling the emotions that she felt when she had
read them the first time. I haven’t read those letters, because
they disappeared after we initially found them. I only read the
first and the last one and then put the folder aside for later,
but I haven’t seen it since. The letters ranged from 1954 to
1984. Thirty years of love and anger. Thirty years of words
from my father, and none from my mother. She received the
letters, her replies, though, are absent. He spoke and she
listened. I know she wrote back.
Archives are filled with such letters. Countless literature
buffs, historians and librarians have consumed such letters.
Letters from famous people are sold at auction. Indeed, even
Danh Vo has purchased letters that were typed on White
House stationary and signed by Henry Kissinger. A film based
on Lee Israel’s autobiography about forging letters from
celebrated authors was released in 2018. Letters are the
closest thing to a person’s thoughts and voice. They have aura
because they are the closest thing to a relic from a person’s
mind. Written in the first person, narrated by the self, they
are windows into a person’s soul. In the digital age, when
most people communicate via email, the significance of the
word letter has changed. We can write letters on a computer
now and send them electronically. A letter that has been
written on paper is now seen as an anachronism, an artifact
of the past.
When paper letters were the only means of transmission,
they were direct channels of communication from one
person’s thoughts and feelings to another. When the telegram
was invented, letters were not as expedient and were used for
slower, lengthier and more economical means of sending
one’s thoughts. Telegrams were used for short news and
urgent announcements. Later, the fax machine enabled a
written or type-written letter to be received instantaneously. I
remember having to explain in great detail how a fax worked
to my incredulous mother. “It is like a photocopy,” I would
say, “only it gets sent via wire.” She didn’t understand how
that was possible. Faxes were examples of remediation, one
could say, only a machine did the transmitting and printing.
But, one could still pen a letter, it just came out on a different
kind of paper. Emails take a step further. You can still type a
letter but you cannot use a pen on paper. There are styli now
that might allow you to actually script a note on an electronic
pad, but you still can’t use paper.
The letters that my father wrote my mother were
originally on paper. I can’t say which of them were originally
hand written and which were drafted on a typewriter, but all
were given a new form and typed by my mother on the same
kind of paper and placed in plastic sleeves in a binder. My
father’s letters were not the first that my mother had
transcribed. She spent years translating and typing her
parents’ letters to family in Geneva for a book about her own
father. She probably obtained the idea from her grandfather
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who, after his son’s death, had painstakingly typed on
onionskin sheets of paper backed with carbon, to make
duplicates and then bound them into books. Those books of
letters were among the only records of her parents’ thoughts
and feelings. She treasured them, read them over and over
again, probably hearing their voices in her head. In time,
those voices became her voices. Those letters channeled
communication not between her parents and their parents,
but between her and her own parents. Through the process of
remediation, and her reading of the letters, they came to
embody her own absent parents.
I suspect, that my mother’s re-writing of my father’s
letters had a different purpose. Since she never told her
children about them, it is not entirely clear why she kept the
letters after reading them, nor why she chose to type them
and preserve them in a binder. I have several theories. They
were powerful letters and she needed to process them. They
couldn’t be digested immediately. They were powerful not
only because of the words that they contained but also
because of the person who wrote them: my father. He had a
lot of power over her and he had the power of words. He was
a man of letters after all. He was an educated man with a PhD
in English Literature, specializing in Old Norse poetry. He
read a lot. He could recite lines of poetry and recall passages
from Shakespeare to Joyce.
His passions were varied
and went from W.H. Auden
to Rudolfo Anaya, from the
Icelandic sagas to Native
American literature. Born
from the union of his
single mother and an
adulterous affair, he found
father figures in many of
the writers whose works he
devoured. He sought
kinship amidst this large
literary family. I can
sympathize. As an art
historian, I too, have
looked for affinity,
inspiration, and intimacy among artists and scholars.
He also wrote many letters. Like many of his generation,
letter writing was the primary means of communication with
distant acquaintances, family and colleagues alike. And he
was particularly fond and adept at writing letters. As the
letters to my mother attest, he courted her through letters. He
won her heart through letters. But, as the last letters also
demonstrated, he broke her heart through letters as well. He
devastated her through letters. As adeptly as he could avow
his love to her, he could also destroy it through his words. In
typing them, she needed to extricate those words from her
heart and contain them, place them in a box. Typing them
was an act of exorcism perhaps.

W

When I was younger, I received many letters from my
father too, only they were not from him. They were from a
character named Magic Oyster. I don’t recall who came up
with this name or concept, but I remember receiving letters
and postcards from him when my father was away. Magic
Oyster was not a person in my mind, but some sort of alien
being whom I had never met but knew who I was. I was aware
that MO, as he sometimes signed his letters, was a “he,” and
my father’s alter ego, but I played the game and never
revealed that I knew it was him. He was my Santa Claus. I
wanted to still believe he was real because I loved those
letters. I loved MO’s existence. He was a secret pen pal, an
imaginary friend. MO could have stood for Modus Operandi,
an agenda, a plan, but MO felt like a door to a whole new
world in the sense of “the world is your oyster,” a private
place for contemplation, a retreat.
MO probably saved me
from a nervous breakdown. I
was a painfully shy child,
insecure and terrified of failing
at anything. MO traveled the
world, sent postcards,
remembered my birthday, gave
me gifts and could read my
thoughts. He was the father that
gave me courage. He was sweet
and kind and funny. He wrote
limericks and made puns. If he
was a father substitute, sadly, he
somehow disappeared from my
life, never to be replaced.
I have always been
interested in stories about
letters myself. Maybe because my mother was so fond of the
letters that her parents wrote. Also a fan of crime fiction, I
devoured Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Purloined Letter”
about a letter stolen from a woman’s boudoir. The letter was
said to contain compromising information and was
substituted by the perpetrator for an insignificant letter. The
police believe the thief to be the writer himself, a minister
who had been blackmailing the woman to whom the letter
was written, the owner of the letter. There are interesting
parallels between Poe’s story and my parents’ correspondence.
Poe’s story was the basis for George Perec’s “The Missing
Letter,” La Lettre Manquante, only this time he made use of
the word letter’s other definition, the character in the

When paper letters were
the only means of
transmission, they were
direct channels of
communication from one
person’s thoughts and
feelings to another.
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alphabet. Perec wrote a story that is missing the letter “e.” As
the founder of the Oulipo school of writing, he was fond of
structural linguistic puns, a device that originated at the
University of Geneva’s department of Linguistics (where my
father taught his entire career) with Ferdinand de Saussure
who identified the difference between the signifier and the
signified, the gap between a word’s meaning and its visual
form.

T

These letters that my father wrote to my mother have
also undergone a number of linguistic shifts. They started as
a gift from a man’s heart to the woman he loved, a gesture
and an act of transcribing feelings into words on paper. They
became the possession of the woman to whom the letters
were addressed. They had a physical and emotional form. The
words translated into an expression of love that she received
from this man. Indeed, they were evidence of the man’s love
for her. She kept them to remind her of that love. I don’t know
how many times she would have read and re-read them, but I
assume that she typed them and placed them in the binder
after they were divorced. They shifted in meaning then too, as
relics of their marriage that had by then dissolved. When she
died, the letters took on yet another significance. They
became part of her belongings, a set of documents which her
children had to make a decision to preserve or discard. By
then, the letters had shifted from their content; transcribed
feelings, to their materiality, their form, from signified to
signifier.
What my mother kept were letters that in fact she herself
had written, that is, that she typed. She purchased the paper.
She typed the letters — the characters — on the page. In typing
them, she took control and possession of those feelings,
reclaiming them for herself. And that is why they remained
among her belongings when she died. She wanted us to know
that she had rewritten that history.
This is a case of crossed narratives, differences between
signifier and signified, between words and papers, missing
letters indeed. D

Nora Annesley Taylor grew up in Geneva, Switzerland and is
an art historian and professor at the School of The Art
Institute of Chicago. She specializes in Modern and
Contemporary Vietnamese Art. She has lately been researching
artists and archives.
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The Live Book:
A Visit with the Auchinleck Manuscript

By Morgan Bielawski

Courtesy of the National Library of Scotland
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O

On August 8th, two years ago, I
jumped out of a car on the left side of
the road. The traffic was terrible due to
the tourists for the Edinburgh festival; It
would be faster to run. I was late for an
appointment at the National Library of
Scotland to visit a nearly seven-hundredyear-old manuscript, nicknamed “The
Auchinleck.” I leapt up the sprawling,
sandstone steps of the Library, past the
busy café and the gift shop to a small
desk. A young woman with short
ringlet-curls sat there.
“I’m here to visit a manuscript,” I
said, “I have an appointment. I’m so
sorry that I’m…”
“Don’t trouble yourself. The head of
Special Collections is stuck in traffic
too.”
They took my photograph and
printed me a glossy ID. “That way to the
researcher lockers” she said and
pointed with a painted fingernail. I
found a locker and pushed my wet
raincoat into it, trying to look like I
belonged here to the other people
seated around circular tables eating
sandwiches in mostly beige tones.
I went over the rules again in my head:
“if you are touching the manuscript,
then you are not touching your pencil”
and the like. Thank god for my
Medieval Studies professor at Bard —
she gave me the rundown on exactly
how to handle the precious manuscript
via email some nights before.
I took the elevator up to Special
Collections, way at the top. With me I
had my notebook, my pencil, and my
shiny new identification with a red
sticker on it, meaning “permitted to
handle rare books.” Fear shed off me
and I felt pure excitement. I rose higher
and higher in the elevator. I felt like a
champagne cork being shot at the roof.
There was a metal detector, a
second debriefing, and then I was given
a seat with two halves of a foam
“cradle” for the manuscript, and two

page-weights or “snakes” to hold the
pages in place while reading.
The room had huge windows
looking out over town — buildings and
chimneys poked up like the points on a
coal-colored crown. I sat at one table
among many. Across me, a man in
tweed looked at a beautiful illuminated
manuscript. He frowned and savored it.
I gave a tug to the loops of my
necktie and approached the great, long
desk. “I’m here to see the Auchinleck
manuscript.”
“Right.” The woman behind the
counter smiled intelligently, “You’re the
1PM. Have you ever handled a book like
this before?”
“No,” I confessed. She disappeared
and returned with the book in a small,
grey box. It was smaller in length, but
thicker than I imagined. She helped me
situate its spine in the cradle, smiled,
and left me.
I carefully opened the book. It
exhaled a musty, sheep-like smell. I was
struck at the feeling of skin on my skin,
that came from the vellum pages. For a
moment, I was simply stunned. Then
my thinking brain started to kick in. I
remembered the words of the
Auchinleck scholar Ralph Hanna. He
said,
The machine requirement of
reloading pages estranges one
from visual contact with the book,
now a discontinuous sequence of
images. Handling the ‘live book’
interposes no such discontinuity
and thus allows considerably
more immediate perceptual
refreshment.

It certainly did seem alive. I leaned
in to smell it again, hoping the man in
tweed wouldn’t catch me.
The Auchinleck is the only one of
its kind. We know that it was written
between 1331 and 1339. It is among the
earliest surviving books written almost
entirely in English. By any and all
likelihood, it was commissioned, but
not by a King. Perhaps it was a
merchant’s book, since trade was
allowing for relatively regular folk to
accumulate wealth. A book like this

would have been an enormous purchase
for a family in the 1330’s. It would have
entertained the family with its fortyfour items.
One of the most widely accepted
theories behind the book’s production
is that it was made in a bookshop with
six scribes, 3 rubricators, and at least
one illuminator. (The number of
scribes is disputed since some think
Scribe I and Scribe VI are the same).
Graphology is difficult to resist; I
remember using the scribal handwriting
to project the scribes’ personalities in
class. Scribe I, with his even and
organized lettering, would have been
the practical one — kind, but never
mawkish, perhaps a bit stern. Scribe II,
with his deviations from the formatting
rules, was a troublesome man with a
perpetual smirk.
After months of studying digital
facsimiles of the text, reading printed
versions, studying secondary sources,
and writing about the manuscript, here
it was in front of me.
After some hours, I found “Sir
Beves of Hamtoun,” whose illumination
stuck out to me like the face of a friend
in a crowd. Below are the first 54 lines
of that particular story translated by me
from Middle English, to Modern
English. “Bevis” is one of the stories
that does occur in other manuscripts,
and it is considered in some circles to
be one of the most important nonArthurian stories of its time.
Though we often consider the past,
especially the far past, to be obsolete, I
would argue that it is still very much
alive. Homo Sapiens is the same animal
that it was in Medieval Europe; there is
much that Medieval literature can
continue to teach us about our own
predilections, desires, and potentials.
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Beves of Hampton (Translation)

5

Lords, harken to my tale!
It is merrier than a nightingale,
That I shall sing;
Of a knight I will tell you,
Beves, he was called, of Hampton,
Without lying.

I will tell you all together
Of that knight and of his father,
Sir Guy.
10 Of Hampton he was sired
And of all that same shire,
To guard
Lords, this, of what I tell,
Never a man of flesh was fell
15 Neither one so strong.
And so he was in each strife
And ever he lived without a wife,
All too late and long.
When he fell into old age
20 That he himself could not wield,
He then took a wife;
Soon thereafter, I understand,
Rather than lose all his land,
He should have her forsake
25 As an old man a wife he took in hand
The daughter of the King of Scotland,
So faire and bright.
Alas, that he ever chose her!
For her love he lost his life
30 With much vice.
This maiden of whom I’ve told
Faire she was, and bold
And nobly born;
Of Germany, that emperor
35 She had loved him, paramour
Much before then.
Often to her father he had sent
And he himself had there went
For her sake;
40 Often he desired to make her his wife
The king for no thing alive
Would let him take her
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Then he gave her to Sir Guy
A stalwart and hardy earl
45 Of South Hampton.
Man, when he falls into oldness
Grows feeble, and loses boldness
Though he is still right in reason.

50

Eventually they went together to bed
A boy-child between them they had,
Beves, he was called.
He was a fair child, and bold.
He was not but seven winters old
When his father was killed.

Beves of Hampton (Original)

5

Lordinges, herkneþ to me tale
Is merier þan þe niȝtingale
Þat y schel singe;
Of a kniȝt ich wile ȝow roune,
Beues a hiȝte of Hamtoune,
Wiþouten lesing.

Siþe a ȝaf hire to sire Gii,
A stalword erl and hardi
45 Of Souþhamtoun.
Man, whan he falleþ into elde,
Feble a wexeþ and vnbelde
Þourȝ riȝt resoun.

Ich wile ȝow tellen al togadre
Of þat kniȝt and of is fadre,
Sire Gii.
10 Of Hamtoun he was sire
And of al þat ilche schire,
To wardi.

So longe þai ȝede togedres te bedde,
50 A knaue child betwene hem þai hedde,
Beues a het.
Faire child he was & bolde;
He nas boute seue winter olde,
Whan his fader was ded. D

Lordinges, þis of whan y telle
Neuer man of flesch ne felle
15 Nas so strong,
And so he was in ech striue,
And euer he leuede wiþouten wiue,
Al to late and long.

Morgan Bielawski is a contributing writer to The
Documentarian based in Chapel Hill, NC.
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Whan he was fallen into elde,
Þat he ne miȝte him self welde,
He wolde a wif take;
Sone þarafter, ich vnderstonde,
Him hadde be leuer þan al þis londe
Hadde he hire forsake.

25

An elde a wif he tok an honde,
Þe kinges douȝter of Scotlonde,
So faire and briȝt.
Allas þat he hire euer ches!
For hire loue his lif a les
30 Wiþ mechel vnriȝt.

Þis maide ichaue of ytold
Faire maide ȝhe was & bold
And fre yboren;
Of Almayne þat emperur
35 Hire hadde loued paramur
Wel þarbeforen.
Ofte to hire fader a sente
And he him selue þeder wente
For hire sake;
40 Ofte a ernede hire to wiue;
Þe king for no þing aliue
Nolde hire him take.
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Careful Bloom
a will to live
By Paige Naylor

An audio recording can be heard at https://documentarianmag.com/sonic/
Paige Naylor is an MFA candidate in the Sound Department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago specializing in
voice and electronics. Her work exists between the popular and experimental, between sound and performance art.

21 The Documentarian

Summer 2021 22

By Diana Zaw Win

Myanmar, 2014 by Mána Hjörleifsdóttir Taylor

A Lost Train of Thoughts
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O

On February 1st, 2021 in Burma (Myanmar),
the military orchestrated a coup d’état by
overthrowing the legitimately elected civilian
government by force. The country rose up in
protest and the Spring Revolution begun. At
the time of writing, over 600 unarmed citizens
have been murdered by the terrorist Burmese
military. This collection of monologues is one
Burmese person’s thoughts during this dark time. In order to
fully understand the contexts behind each monologue, please
look into #whatshappeninginmyanmar.
***
I have always believed that I was born to be someone special.
Like a destiny or a calling. I feel I am always awake. Perhaps
that is how one feels to be alive.
I have too much pride to admit that my dreams are broken. I
would rather say I threw them away instead.
***
I joked to my boyfriend on video-call that I have had enough
of thriller/horror movies for a lifetime. I am currently living
it. They just released 23,000 prisoners. Drugged them and
paid them to do arson, murder and rob our neighborhoods.

***
“So how are you guys going to take down the bad guys?” asked
an international friend through Instagram message. I wonder
if he thinks I have the time and energy to water down and
explain to him all the tactics we have been using to fight this
evil in a few text messages. No, I am exhausted and Google
exists.
***
My boyfriend is from mainland China. The Burma-China
relationship during this period has become very very bad.
And after every insensitive statement from CCP, it isn’t fair
but I lash out at him. But I also do that to give him a taste of
what to expect if he wants to marry me. Because I don’t plan
to leave Burma.

If we take it, we will be cursed forever.
***
A friend from college showed his support for Burma through
his Instagram story: “#whatshappeninginmyanmar
#fuckthecoup.” The next story was of him being high.
I am thankful for the support. But, I was also offended. These
days, when I check social media, my friends from college
seem to be living in a different universe from me. And I’m
mad at everyone.
***
“Sometimes I want to run away,” he said, “Maybe to
Cambodia. I have friends there. I get so depressed thinking
about these every night.”

***

“Come live at my house,” I said, “We still have Wi-Fi here.”

I wondered what kind of a conversation Aung San Suu Kyi
had with her husband, Michael Aris, when she decided to stay
in Burma and to stand with the people.

“Yeah. Let me clean up the house here. I’ll come the second
week of April. I’ll come before the war begins.”

Our government wants us dead? They released bio-weapons
to kill us in the night. Am I human? Are they human?

***
Did they talk about the future of their kids? Was Aris angry
when the subject was first brought up? What was Suu Kyi
feeling? Did she need a hug?

There is a Golden Boy at the Art Institute of Chicago.

***

One of my first thoughts during the first moments of the
coup is that I don’t want my country to be some tragic casestudy in a college political science seminar. I don’t want to be
picked apart and analyzed. I don’t want the concern. I don’t
want the pity.
***
My friends in hushed voices talked about fighting back. About
making weapons. About assassinations. Everyone’s blood was
boiling that night. Kyal Sin had just died of a bullet to her
neck in Mandalay.
My friends talked of fighting back. I said in my head, “If I lose
any one of you. My heart will break and will never recover.”

25 The Documentarian

***
“Everything is possible if you believe,” she said. She’s
Christian. “Even if you’re not Christian, when you’re in some
kind of trouble. Just believe in Him. That He exists. And
believe that everything will go just right. I mean, what’s there
to lose if you’re desperate, right? I believe.”
I am Buddhist. We believe in karma and effort. But I believe in
Him as well.

It has been raining for three days straight now. As a person
from Burma, I like the rain. I like the smell of the earth and
the sound of rustling leaves in the wind. But ever since the
coup, the sound of the rain is too similar to the sound of
military trucks and soldiers dragging sand bags away. I kept
looking out of my window. The gate of my house is closed but
my mind is restless. Every suspicious rustle, I peer out to see
if they have come to take my loved ones away.

***
Before the coup, I’ve always wanted three kids. My brother
and I were the only siblings so when we fight, it’s brutal. I’ve
always wondered if there were three of us, which side will the
third person take.

***
I spent years tackling decolonization theory during college,
and during the recent years, Burma was making progress.

I like my cousin. But if he decides to leave, I will wish him well
but swear to his face.

***

He has been a darling friend.
Yangon didn’t sleep that night. Yangon couldn’t. It was 30°C
but I have never felt that cold in my life.

good?” I said, “People have died now. Why read those dense
socio-political books if one is not going to help make things
better? If you’re going to stimulate your brain for fun with
political problems, then it’s just political porn.”

Now, I frequently have thoughts about never marrying and
never having kids. That I want to end this karma with me. I
don’t want to bring new life into this dark dark world I’m in
right now.
My boyfriend gets very sad when I say these things.
***
In a world like this, even something as simple as receiving the
COVID-19 vaccine becomes political. The military terrorists
have seized Aung San Suu Kyi’s hard-earned vaccines and are
distributing them amongst themselves.

***
My boyfriend and I always talk about where we want to raise
our kids. I am fine with the kids being Chinese citizens.
But for primary education, I say Burma. I want my kids to go
to government school like I did. I need them to know the
language and culture well. The Burmese language is one of
the most difficult and most beautiful in the world. Merely
living in Burma is not enough. One needs to know the slangs,
the attitudes, the drama. So, public school!

“How are you?” a college friend checked in from Instagram.
“If I don’t make it, please write a book about me,” I said. D

English is easy and it’ll come naturally. And there are always
proper classes for Mandarin. Burmese. Well, Burmese is
difficult.
***
“Where do you stand on the issue of staying or leaving the
country?” my cousin asked, “Our parents are encouraging us
that we leave and we should.”

Several close and distant friends and relatives asked us if we
wanted the vaccine. When I first heard the offer, my blood
boiled.

For one, having the option to leave itself is a massive
privilege.

Those vaccines are stolen from the people and the vulnerable.

“What good is a good education if one can’t contribute to the

Diana Zaw Win is a pen name for safety reasons.
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WAYS TO OUTSMART THE
MONSTER UNDER THE BED
By Natasha Ayaz

A

Arm yourself with a curtain rod, a swiss
army knife, and a very sharp pen. These
are for head-clobbering, belly-shanking,
and jugular-puncturing respectively.
Cluster five sticks of incense, a jar of
jellybeans, and an erotic photograph at
your bedside. You never know what sort of
beast you’re dealing with. Always be
prepared. Melt your guts into iron. Pull a
sword from your mouth. Watch the
shadows on the floor. If they suddenly
shift, leap to one corner and hiss madly.
Laugh as though everything you hate just
fluffed into marshmallow peeps. Eat them
all. Gnash your teeth. Sing as though you
can unwind sorrow like a metal coil.
Smack your hands together and proclaim
your desires. Summon your army. The
stars tossed across a breathless night. A
small house by the seaside. Bottomless
lemonade in July. Your parents, smiling at
you like you’re cut straight from heaven.
When the thing rears its head, vomit
honey. If it has the face of the man who
followed you home when you were fifteen,
castrate it. If it threatens to curdle your
memories like month old milk, spray your
mother’s perfume. If it slinks across the
hardwood like an insidious hand on the
subway, scream until the windows shatter.
If it moves like polar wind and breathes
your regrets, repeat your own name one
hundred times. Dislocate your shoulder.
Pop it back in: forgiveness. Jump up and
down. Tell yourself a story about love that
never ends. Levitate. List the ways you
have been shown tenderness. Turn your
arms into putty and wrap them around
yourself seven times. And if, after all this,
something still lurks below: step off the
mattress, lift the bed on your shoulders,
and look the thing in the eye. Boo. D

Natasha Ayaz is a contributing writer to
The Documentarian based in
Cambridge, MA
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