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Connecting
the Lots
City planners may shape streets and devise green spaces,
but building community really starts where the pavement ends.
Participatory design is a diplomatically driven method
of development that listens to both stakeholders and local voices
to create a neighborhood where stories and streetscapes are shared.

Gazing at a city from 1,000 feet above the ground reveals a

themselves are noticeably absent, and this lack of interaction

fascinating—and complex—narrative of modern-day urbanism.

diminishes the sense of community. And this is all by design.

Based on the shape of streets, the layout of houses, their density

The United States had a major growth spurt in the 20th century

and the dominant colors, a city’s character comes into focus—as do

when policymakers and developers formed cities with industry and

the lives of the people who live there.

efficiency at the heart of decision making: It was about expanding

Take these aerial photographs of Phoenix, Arizona, as an exam-

the highway system, getting cars from point A to B, building park-

ple. Ambitious residential developments such as Arrowhead Lakes

ing spaces for those vehicles and designing sprawling intersections

in the Glendale neighborhood are built around a sea of blue water.

for them to safely cross paths. Architects proposed “visionary” proj-

Lush green lawns lay adjacent to arid desert. Highway off-ramps

ects that, on paper, would improve urban life. However, the polar

lead to nowhere and paved street grids eagerly await neighbor-

opposite occurred as they based their objectives on assumptions of

hoods to sprout up around them. While the lined-up houses each

what people required, not what communities desired.

have their own postage stamp yards, there’s not a park to be seen,

As we consider what makes a place desirable, it boils down to

nor a café or corner pub. These omissions reflect the actions of

championing people. The good news is that decades of top-down

planners and developers who build cities based on speculation,

planning have given way to bottom-up innovation as the commu-

not people. While the signs of civilization are there, the citizens

nity is now welcomed at the table. Much of this formal community
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involvement is called participatory design, an umbrella term for

City did not demolish parts of the West Village and SoHo, two of

“Rules are typically put in place because of the fear that something

Oak Cliff, a rougher neighborhood in Dallas, Texas. They banded

workshops, activities, surveys, visioning sessions and interviews

the city’s most iconic enclaves, in favor of an expressway: While it

horrendous could happen—which could be valid, I don’t want to

together and spent an afternoon painting bike lanes, bringing in

that call upon experiences and input from all stakeholders in a

would have supposedly improved traffic flow from Brooklyn to the

minimize that—but once you start constructing your community

potted plants and trees, propping up a few café chairs and creating

project—including the government, neighborhood members,

Holland Tunnel, construction of the four-lane freeway would have

based on fear, your byproduct will be these structures that are in-

mock-ups of businesses in the empty storefronts. Once they were

developers and designers—not just the traditional decision makers

razed Washington Square Park, which is a beloved public space and

humane,” Roberts says. A classic example of this notion of “hostile”

set up, they used the neighborhood like it was just another vibrant

at the top. The hope was that involving the community affected by

the heart of the community to this day. Her neighborhood-saving

or “defensive” architecture is park benches that people can’t lie on:

street. The hope was that by showing how easy it was to create

a project would yield a stronger design.

endeavors illustrate the root of the issue: As cities hold the purse

Spacing the seats a certain way is a subtle modification intended to

a welcoming space in an area that was previously abandoned—

strings for capital projects, rezoning and permitting development,

prevent homeless people from sleeping on them, but it also restricts

thereby altering the psychology of the block—the city would take

bad design fundamentally boils down to bad policy.

how the seats are used by the rest of the population. “Your options

note and change some of its policies.

Also called cooperative design or co-design, the participatory
concept originated in Scandinavia and made its way to the United
States in the 1960s. During this decade, pioneering activists like

“Many of our policies are built out of fear,” says Jason Rob-

are fear or love,” he says. “When you look at an environment built

While the project was ephemeral (Roberts likens it to an art

the great Jane Jacobs issued a rallying cry for planners to listen

erts, co-founder of The Better Block. His organization leads

on love, you get an entirely different ethos: You get an area with a

project), its effects weren’t. Their act of building an attractive and

to people, take the pulse of a successful neighborhood and try to

grassroots exercises on ways the community can improve their

high quality of life that shines and is very human-centered.”

vibrant city block sparked community. Since then, his team has rep-

reverse engineer it for new initiatives instead of imposing prede-

neighborhoods and also consults with local governments on how

The Better Block started in 2010 when Roberts gathered a

licated this process of faux-placemaking across the country. “Time

termined master plans. In fact, it’s thanks to Jacobs that New York

to incorporate citizen-led design into the bureaucratic process.

few friends together to stage a pop-up intervention in a section of

and time again, I see people come out to these projects and say,
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‘I just want to work with my hands and do something,’” Roberts

process and has designed the curriculum for community learning

in Palo Alto, two enclaves built using participatory methods, were

Participatory budgeting is another strategy that builds

says. “Humans are made to move and made to be social. When

sessions. He thinks that participatory design, when implemented

interviewed about their satisfaction with their living environments.

community. This concept sets aside part of a civic budget and al-

people do some kind of physical activity together, it benefits the

at the right time and in a meaningful way, unites people and builds

The study found that they use their neighborhoods’ communal

lows citizens to vote by committee on how to use it. In open forums,

broader community and brings a sense of engagement.”

better results for the end users. “Involving community is not just

meeting spaces for socializing and feel more comfortable asking

local leaders and their constituents meet, propose projects and de-

On a larger scale, New York City is in the process of redesign-

about taking an approach that brings in equity and social justice,”

their neighbors for a favor, such as borrowing a cup of sugar, than

cide what should get funded. “Participatory budgeting processes

ing Flushing Meadows Corona Park—897 acres of open space in

he says. “It’s about making spaces that are durable. There’s less

residents of New Urbanist neighborhoods, which are built using

always focus on in-person meetings that bring people into rooms

the borough of Queens. Originally built for the 1939-1940 World’s

objection to the design and less revision.”

another contemporary design method that promotes walkable

with their neighbors,” says Josh Lerner, executive director of the

Fair, seven million people now annually visit the park despite the

Some of the more apparent benefits of participatory design

environments but without participatory design efforts. The study

Participatory Budgeting Project, a nonprofit that empowers peo-

fact that it hasn’t been seriously updated for the past 50 years.

can be seen in master-planned neighborhoods. A 2008 study from

concluded that while it’s difficult to unequivocally say that either

ple to collectively decide how to spend public money. “By creating

To find out how to best bring the park into the 21st century, the

California Polytechnic State University researcher Esther Valle

method alone is a primary contributor to creating community, in-

new conversations, the community comes together around shared

Design Trust for Public Space, a non-profit advocacy group, has

showed that residents living in places that were built using partic-

volvement with the design creates attachment to a place, which

needs. The best way to understand what a community needs is to

been engaging in participatory design initiatives with the surround-

ipatory design methods felt a stronger sense of community and a

in turn brings a stronger sense of community. Because people are

ask them, and the best way to meet those needs is to give the

ing communities. Sam Holleran, a participatory design fellow at

deeper connection with their neighborhood. The residents of Bernal

encouraged to work together during the planning process, it sows

community real power to make the solutions happen through direct

Design Trust, has been working on visual materials to aid the

Gateway Apartments in San Francisco and Oak Court Apartments

the seed for interaction afterward.

control over a budget.”
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In Vallejo, California, a $3.2 million participatory budgeting

enjoy and nurture. With home referred to as the “first place” and

planning process transparent to the community, taught them how

doing that anymore. People feel like they’re missing their tribe

allotment rallied 4,000 people around community gardens, new

work as the “second place,” third places are important social areas

to get their voices heard and helped them arrive at a shared vision

because of this.”

streetlights, road repairs, park improvements and senior citizen pro-

for spontaneous interactions, such as coffee shops, bars and parks.

for what their neighborhoods could become.

grams, among others. Prior to the process, city council members

In addition to jump-starting civic projects, participatory bud-

In his work with The Better Block, Roberts travels the world to

active role in building and designing communities that reflect our

thought the residents wanted more police and public safety. But

geting also builds stronger trust between the city and citizens. “It

share what he has discovered through speaking with people about

shared desires, whether it’s a park, streetscape or neighborhood

after engaging with the community, they found that while safety

was a time when Vallejo’s residents’ trust in city government was

their worries concerning a diminishing sense of neighborhood kin-

that promotes a connected, slower life. Think of the difference be-

was a concern, it wasn’t the only thing. People voiced their desire

at an all-time low, and residents themselves were deeply divided

ship and togetherness. What he’s learned is that because of the fast

tween knitting a scarf versus buying one in a shop: the former is a

for parks, saw what needed to be done to get them and took ac-

over the reasons for the municipal failure,” Browne says. “Through

pace of modern living and the detachment from communal social

point of pride you’ll take care of to ensure it’ll last a lifetime, where-

tion. “Some of the gardens have turned blighted, unused lots into

participatory budgeting, residents were able to sit across the

structures, people have slowly drifted apart from each other and

as the latter will never earn the same regard. We should be living in

vibrant gathering spaces in residential neighborhoods, while other

table from city staff to talk through project ideas, learn about costs

are searching for ways to find their way back by working together

neighborhoods we’re proud of contributing to and reflect who we

green spaces have paved the way for new education and training

and feasibility and share their own knowledge about what was and

in their neighborhoods. “There’s an overall sense that we’re not

are. We should want to cherish them and pass them down to the

programs in public schools and churches,” says Ginny Browne, West

wasn’t working in their communities. We saw learning on both sides

engaged as a community,” Roberts says. “There’s a void, and that

next generation like a well-loved heirloom. The way to maintain that

Coast Project Manager at the Participatory Budgeting Project. The

of the table, and both residents and city staff came away with a new

void comes back to the fact that we used to do things together,

legacy—or to even build one from scratch—is not through having

new gardens provide a much-needed “third place” for residents to

sense of the value of collaboration.” Coming together made the

craft our places together and look after each other, and we're not

one voice heard; it’s through a chorus of community involvement.
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Perhaps the way to reverse the years of disbanding is to take an
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From creating outlandish fashion shows to drumming in
several bands, Henrik Vibskov keeps things unpredictable with
his freestyle approach. He’s marched to an offbeat rhythm from
an early age, so it’s no surprise that the Dane’s clothing designs
depart from Scandinavian sensibility and into the realm of the
wonderfully fantastical. The cult-adored designer ref lects on the
course of his life and how he’s learned to keep it all in sync.

Dynamic Tempo

Henrik Vibskov

Badah-da-dum.

Badah-da-dum.

Tck-tck-tck,

badah-da-dum.

There’s a tempo alive in Henrik Vibskov’s head that pushes its way
out into the world in various forms. You observe it in his elaborate,
theatrical fashion shows with models marching about keeping time
like a bass drum. You read it in the enigmatic way he writes his
emails with each erroneous comma or superfluous question mark
punctuating a different beat in his mind. You certainly hear it in
his drumming, which he does professionally for musicians such as
Trentemøller and Mikael Simpson. And you see it in the large-scale
art installations he creates for museum exhibitions, including the
upcoming show at Stockholm’s Kulturhuset Stadsteatern center
called—quite suitably—Tempo.
But the rhythm that thumps throughout all areas of Henrik’s
creative world is most commonly seen pulsating through his
outlandish fashion designs. His style is ultimately wearable, but on
first blush, it’s pretty avant-garde: Luxurious wool peacoats, finely
tailored tunics and meticulously crafted knitwear are sublimely
overshadowed by unexpected graphics, curious proportions and
dramatic color palettes. If Fred Flintstone time-traveled to the
future, this might be what he would wear on a business trip.

Henrik Vibskov

perfectly tousled scarves and monochromatic color schemes of his
Scandinavian counterparts, a Henrik Vibskov creation is comprised
of a smattering of far-flung cultural influences: Tribal patterns
and Tibetan monk-like silhouettes are rounded out by a touch of
London punk and the California skate scene. The result is clothing
with an attitude that weaves itself into the individuality of its wearer.
In order to bring his fantastical visions to life, Henrik’s fashion
shows require a level of planning and precision that aren’t found on
many other catwalks. “It’s like a big machine,” he says. “Logistically

Henrik Vibskov

The contrast of elegance and rebellion in his designs is uniquely
alluring and not typical of his Danish roots. Instead of the crisp lines,

it’s like a military operation: There are a thousand different needles
that need to strike at the same time.” You get a sense of this in
his SS12 men’s show, Panopticon and On. The setup artistically
mimics that of a true panopticon, which is a circular prison with
cells arranged around a central well from which prisoners can be
observed at all times: Male models sporting black trench coats,
traditional wool berets and circular, darkly tinted double-lens
sunglasses slowly rotate a circular stage while bearded men enter
through one green door, pause, and exit out another.
And then there’s his SS15 show, The Sticky Brick Fingers. The
scene opens on a shallow pool filled with 4,000 liters (1,000 gallons)
of water that occupies the center of a makeshift outdoor stage.
Dancers from the Norwegian National Opera & Ballet wearing white
“Team Vibs” lab coats enter the pool and start pacing around like
atoms in motion. It’s only after a few minutes of water sports that
actual models finally appear and walk around the dancers, whose
movements have turned into an all-out performance of intense
synchronized splashing choreographed by Alexander Ekman.
The internal cadence evident in his fashion shows sustains
Henrik’s imagination and guides him through life. Ever since he
122

“Of course different creative fields
have positive and negative sides, but
fashion is more of an eye-opener:
You can play aesthetically in fashion,
while music is more for the ears.”
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Henrik Vibskov

was a small child fighting boredom in Kjellerup, a remote region he

Shifting his focus back to music was a natural way for Henrik

refers to as the “Twin Peaks area” of Denmark, his rhythmic pulse

to continue his amorphous creative pursuits while sorting out the

has been there, gaining strength and momentum. You could say

next suitable step. It’d been more than 15 years since his siblings

it all began more than three decades ago when his siblings gave

had placed a pair of drumsticks in his preteen hands, and while his

him a drum set for his 10th birthday—a telling motif that’s still an

design ideas were loose and nebulous, his sense of rhythm was

important part of his identity today.

rock solid. During these years, he began playing with guys he still

One of the ways he entertained himself as a child was by playing

performs with today—Anders Trentemøller, Mikael Simpson and

games alone in his room. When his sister and brother—who are

Mikkel Hess—and laid down the foundation for Project Mountain

nine and 10 years older than him—moved out of home in their mid-

Yorokobu, an ongoing music venture he still helms. Henrik has

teens, they left him to play on his own, lost within his imagination.

always found asylum sitting behind the drums, which is where he

In the introduction of his monograph, Henrik’s mother, Ruth, speaks

still feels the most relaxed to this day. “I don’t have any problem

of a young boy who’d spend hours with his toys, creating fictitious

going on stage and playing the drums in front of 60,000 people,”

communities and acting out different characters by changing his

he says, “but when I go into a small room where people are aware

voice. Back then, it was Lego men; today, it’s models who bring his

of who I am, I get a little nervous and have to stand against the wall!

dreamworlds to life.

I’m a bit afraid of fainting.”

Years later, he became the first Vibskov to graduate from high

For a person who makes wildly vibrant clothing, Henrik is a pretty

school, albeit with bad grades due to a lack of interest in most

introverted individual. “Maybe designing is my way of shouting

of his coursework. “I was too young—I think maybe I should’ve

loudly or hitting someone,” he says. If the graphic patterns, bold

started school now!” he laughs. “I was pretty shy. I had a bit of

colors and progressive silhouettes that make up his clothing designs

self-confidence in music and was good at math, but the rest was

are how he expresses excitement, it’s his idiosyncratic hats that act

like, ‘Whoa.’” Regardless, his father wanted him to go to college,

as his security blanket. “It’s about safety, for sure,” he says. “I’m

so when he was 17 he moved to Aarhus, Denmark’s second-largest

trying to hide, but I’m two meters [6’5”] tall. My hats are just like

city, and began studying engineering. That dream didn’t last too

when you go to a party and speak to one person at the bar, but then

long, and after dropping out and reevaluating where his passions

you quickly run back to your friends, because that’s where you feel

truly lie, Henrik applied for two different foundation design courses

secure.” Headwear has become a main feature of every collection

before being accepted at a small, rural arts college.

he creates and is an accessory he himself is rarely—if ever—seen

Most of the attendees were girls who were there to work on
their portfolios with the goal of getting into a legitimate Danish

without. It’s a paradox, really: His customers wear Henrik Vibskov
hats to stand out, but for Henrik himself, it’s a way to hide.

design school, but Henrik used the time to focus on fashion. He

Despite retreating into the refuge of his drum kit, design school

started experimenting with materials, “sewing up all kinds of weird

remained in the back of Henrik’s mind. “Of course different creative

stuff” and riffing on concepts like creating a Tintin-themed moon

fields have positive and negative sides, but fashion is more of an

rocket using trash from the school’s garbage containers. Much to

eye-opener,” he says. “You can play aesthetically in fashion, while

his surprise, at the end of the course his professors encouraged

music is more for the ears.” So after two years of the music circuit,

him to apply to “real” design school. “And I thought, ‘Oh me?

Henrik followed his gut and reapplied to design school—now for

I’m just fooling around,’” he says. But even if he was to seriously

the third, charm-filled time.

consider a design path, it was unfortunately too late to put together

Aiming for The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts (more

a portfolio—partly due to spending more time pursuing girls than

commonly known as The Danish Design School), he knew that he’d

good grades—so he had to reconsider his options. “If you’re feeling

need to stand out, so he got serious and started taking drawing

a bit lost, I don’t think you have to make a move immediately—it’s

classes. When the time came to make his portfolio, he decided

not always the way,” he says. So Henrik changed tack and did the

to go “all out”: Instead of printing a sheath of formatted pages,

next best thing: He packed up his life and moved to Copenhagen

he built his own resume—in 3D. “I thought I could do something

to join a band.

with clear plastic and cucumbers,” he says nonchalantly, describing
an oddball concept that would come to typify his inimitable
collections. “So I stuck some cucumbers and vinegar in big poster-

Left: A detail from Henrik’s studio that is housed in an old administration
building and car mechanic’s garage in Christiansholm, an industrial location
in Copenhagen Harbor. The area is more popularly known to locals as
“Paper Island” for its history as a paper-storing facility for the Procurement
Association of the Danish Press. The designer often begins his day by
ordering a coffee at the café he opened next to his studio, Den Plettede Gris
(which translates to The Spotted Pig).
All spreads: Henrik wears clothing from his personal wardrobe and his
eponymous label’s designs throughout.
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size transparent sheets, sealed them and let them float around.”
Henrik sent in his pickled resume and received a call from the
design school nearly immediately. He answered excitedly, thinking
that his creation must’ve been so impressive that they wanted to
bring him in for an interview him straight away. But that couldn’t
have been farther from reality: Unbeknownst to him, his brine-laden
liquid portfolio had been placed in a stack of hundreds of other
127
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applications, and the weight of 800 files on top of his had caused
Henrik’s to explode. Needless to say, the administrative team
was not exactly pleased that his vinegary mess was now sloshing
about on the office floor along with the other students’ ruined
applications. Unsure about whether she was dealing with a genius
or an idiot, the secretary angrily demanded that he come clean up
his spillage while also curiously asking, “What were you thinking?”
After he wiped the floors clean and put his work into a “normal”
portfolio, Henrik was stunned when he was asked to come in for four
days of briefs to test out his non-saline artistic chops. “And I thought,
‘Okay, maybe I lost some points there on the explosion with the
cucumbers, but I’m all in,’” he says. At the time he was interested in
food, so he made a 3-meter-tall (10-foot-tall) tower out of potatoes
and prawns for one of his tests. “But they just didn’t get it,” he says.
“At the same time though, that was when I started gaining a bit
of self-confidence in my ideas.” This conviction was strengthened
when he was separately tapped to enter a competition happening
at the school, even though he hadn’t even been officially accepted
as a student yet. “I walked into the interview and they were like,
‘Okay, the cucumber guy…’” he laughs. Despite having clearly

Henrik Vibskov

or get accepted into The Danish Design School. His bizarre efforts
had been foiled. Again.
After all, not everyone always understood what Henrik’s work
was all about, and a lot of critics still don’t to this day. It’s pretty
wild in almost every way imaginable—towers of potatoes have
escalated into art pieces such as a massive inflatable Popeye
and shows with names like The Slippery Spiral Situation and The
Shrinkwrap Spectacular. Instead of formulating grand plans and
projecting trends, he’s most in his element when left to his own
devices, fooling around, thinking and dreaming. “I’m pretty intuitive

Henrik Vibskov

garnered himself a reputation, he didn’t win the competition—

and impulsive,” he says. “Suddenly there’s a mistake that leads you
down the wrong alley, and that ends up being the right alley.” This
trait of being open to following new and unexpected paths led
him to what essentially kick-started his career: He met a girl who
was going to apply to Central Saint Martins in London, so he also
decided to send in his (vinegar-less) portfolio. “I ended up getting
an interview,” he says, “but at that stage I couldn’t say much more
than ‘Hello! Denmark!’” Even though he hardly spoke a scrap of
English, his quirky portfolio spoke for him, and—finally—he was
accepted into one of the most prestigious art schools in Europe.
Moving to London for Central Saint Martins in 1998, he entered
a new world filled with unapologetic characters such as the Sex
Pistols and Stella McCartney and gained access to a new wash of
mediums he could dabble in. During this time, Henrik managed
to turn heads by writing and directing a short film with his friend,
Thomas Jessen, called The Monk. Simple in structure but decidedly
unnerving, the video features a shirtless actor with an awkward bowlcut and what appears to be scoliosis who slowly rotates to trippy
electronic music. He also started experimenting more seriously with
fashion concepts, and his famous “Egg Project”—a blow-up suit
130

“I don’t have any problem playing
the drums in front of 60,000 people,
but when I go into a small room
where people are aware of who
I am, I get a little nervous.”
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that makes you look like you’ve been swallowed by a giant egg—

doesn’t happen. But at other times it comes in the night, or when

landed him a spot in galleries from Newcastle to Liverpool and,

you’re on your own, taking a walk or riding your bike.” After all,

most notably, London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts.

ideas aren’t only sparked in museums and brainstorming sessions:

It’s been nearly 15 years since Henrik graduated from Central

Henrik Vibskov

Saint Martins, and the list of things he’s accomplished since then

They’re just as likely to be found on the downbeat when you’re
simply living.

reads like the credits at the end of a Hollywood blockbuster. In

And living is one thing that Henrik gives himself over to with

addition to setting up his eponymous fashion label, he’s exhibited

complete abandon. Though he has a handle on time management

at museums around the world (including the Palais de Tokyo in Paris,

when it comes to his career, he relishes the wonderful lack of control

MoMA PS1 in New York and The Kennedy Center in Washington,

he has in his home life, which revolves around his girlfriend and

D.C.), has designed costumes for Swan Lake at the Oslo Opera

the spontaneous needs and desires of their two children, five-year-

House, spent six years touring as a drummer with Trentemøller,

old Elsa and three-year-old Manfred. Kids being kids, their naturally

became a professor at Design School Kolding, collaborated on

rambunctious nature inspires Henrik while also sharpening his

furniture with Fredericia and set up P:I:G (the Practical Intelligent

senses in all areas of life. “They don’t give you a break to think,”

Genius Foundation), a foundation that nurtures new creative talent.

he says, fondly retelling calamitous stories of the tykes running

And he’s done it all without a traditional business plan.

off down the cobblestoned streets of the neighborhood around

“Mostly it’s been people suggesting, ‘Hey, can you do this?’” he

Nansensgade, the inner-city Copenhagen location where the whole

says of the offers that float past his desk like the pickled portfolios

family now lives. In this way, his family keeps him grounded, as do a

of his past. “Usually I say no, but sometimes I say yes.” With the

few daily rituals: coffee, cigarettes, cycling and crunchy muesli. And

number of projects he takes on, it would seem that Henrik’s mind is

of course he still makes time for drumming: “In fact, I played last

an endless well of creative ideas, but part of his enduring success

night in a weird jazz club with 12 people,” he laughs.

comes from knowing how much energy he actually has and how he

For such an industrious and influential person, Henrik is

wants to distribute it. “When you’ve been doing the same kind of

concerned that being a fashion designer isn’t a “meaningful”

stuff for a very long time, I think it’s important to figure out what can

enough occupation: His parents ran a nursing home while he was

trigger your brain—what feels exciting in order to keep the normal

growing up, which strikes him as a much worthier profession. He

work interesting,” he says.

often feels he should be doing something more for the world—

In order to achieve this mental fluidity, Henrik tries to keep

contributing to its betterment, somehow, such as teaching

himself from being stuck in a loop where, without being conscious

kindergarten or working with people with disabilities. Or some days

of it, he’s repeating colors or forms season to season simply because

he wonders if maybe it’s just all too hard and he should give it up

they’re so intrinsic to his aesthetic. Because of this fear, he’s recently

altogether and move to the northeast coast of Denmark—a place

been toying with the idea of a different direction for his clothing

he dubs “Cold Hawaii”—where he could hang out on the beach,

line, eschewing the dark, twisted vibe he’s become known for to

smoking pot and surfing waves all day... except he doesn’t surf.

do something lighter and more “open.” He might even remove the
hats next season—both metaphorically and literally.

Conflicted, Henrik recently sought the advice of his older
brother, a priest. “Listen,” his sibling said. “There’s a lot of people

Through a mix of patience and whim-following, Henrik has

who are already trying to save the world—maybe you should just

learned that taking the time to step back from your work allows

keep on doing what you’re doing.” And that’s one of the wonders of

you to see your own potential for growth. In order to give

the fashion sphere: As artificial as it can occasionally seem from the

himself this wiggle room, he’s learned to build in downtime to let

sidelines, it’s an unbridled cosmos that brings joy to many people in

ideas swirl around in his head. Because, sometimes, inaction is

one way or another. And the importance of that pleasure shouldn’t

the greatest type of action you can take. “I think young people

be underestimated: Whether it’s through giving society a means to

want it all to happen really fast—that it should just be now,” Henrik

express its individuality or by providing momentary escapism into

says. “But it can take longer than planned. You may have to wait

a realm of fantasy, being a designer may not be altruistic work, but

for something hopefully magical to happen—and sometimes it

that doesn’t make it devoid of meaning.
Maybe in the near or distant future he’ll give some of these

“If you’re feeling a bit lost, you don’t
have to make a move immediately...
Suddenly there’s a mistake that leads
you down the wrong alley, and that
ends up being the right alley.”
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other careers a whirl, but maybe not. You can never really know
with Henrik. But whatever he does in life, one thing is certain: He’ll
continue to fight boredom through creativity and do only that which
he finds stimulating. The rhythm will fluctuate, and he’ll build and
inhabit new universes accordingly. No matter what, he’ll continue
to treat life like one freestyle jam session—sometimes he’ll be the
drum solo in the spotlight, other times he’ll carry the tempo in the
background, but he will always keep playing.
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Right: Henrik’s designs may reflect his eccentric
outward persona, but he’s actually more shy than
what he lets on. He often wears hats as a way to
cloak himself, and these accessories play a large
role in his clothing collections as well as his life.
“I’m trying to hide, but I’m two meters [6’5”] tall,”
he says. “My hats are just like when you go to
a party and speak to one person at the bar, but
then you quickly run back to your friends, because
that’s where you feel secure.”
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WORDS
A D R I E N N E M AT E I

AUTHENTICITY
TOURISM
Modern travelers don’t use guidebooks—instead, new tools
help secure the meaningful experiences we crave. Yet when
we embark on journeys with translator apps and spaghetti
piles of charger cords, where is it that we really go?

It’s rare to hear anyone say that they’ve
traveled too much or that there’s no place
they’d like to go. As conversations about
dream destinations unfold, it can seem that
almost everyone nurtures a fantasy about
some far-flung part of the world they’ve
yet to see in person. Upon discovering
someone in our midst who’s been to that
singular spot, we adopt the cross-legged
enthusiasm of children at story time and
beg them to tell us more. We listen attentively, take mental notes and vow to one
day see it for ourselves. With our sense
of wonder piqued, we then go home and
Google obscure abbeys in Edinburgh or
scroll through Instagram location tags in
Mauritius, seeking even more insider information. This trading of knowledge can
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often turn traveling into an international
game of capture the flag—our passports
littered with stamps that mark off destinations from the constantly expanding itineraries in our minds.
To travel more often and further
abroad has been one of the most consistent and widely shared human aspirations
since the English began popularizing the
Grand Tour of continental Europe in the
1600s. With its list of monuments and ruins to visit, these types of tourist trips became a hallmark of 17th-century bourgeois
Western life. Many of the premises behind
why so many folks began packing their
hatboxes and boarding steamships in the
first place is the same reasoning that drives
our wanderlust today: simply, that travel is

—
“Instead of margaritas by the pool, many
vacationers now seek opportunities to feel
that they have learned and grown through
their journeys.”

thrilling. When we approach an unknown
land, our imaginations go Technicolor
with anticipation. On arriving, the sensory
overload of processing new surroundings is
exhilarating: Days feel longer, details stand
out sharply, we think more clearly and we
become more energized. By shedding the
routines to which we regularly adhere, we
can discover sides of ourselves we didn’t
know we had.
“Tourists often return home feeling
that they’ve captured a more true sense
of self,” says Dr. Andrew Alan Johnson,
an assistant professor of anthropology
at Princeton University. Based on his research (which is focused on the tourism
and socio-political development of northern Thailand), Johnson suggests that the
goal of obtaining a better understanding of
foreign communities is at the very core of
our desire to travel—just not in the terms
typically defined by the global hospitality
industry. This is because the way we travel and conceive of our priorities abroad is
now beginning to change: Instead of margaritas by the pool at all-inclusive resorts,
many modern vacationers seek opportunities for profound enrichment—to feel that
they have learned and grown through their
journeys. “Authenticity has become a signifier for value in Western tourism today,”
Johnson says.
“Authentic” has become the buzzword
for the types of experiences many modern
travelers seek. As a 2011 study by the United Nations World Tourism Organization
revealed, “The postmodern consumer’s
search for experiences that are engaging,
personable, memorable—and above all
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authentic—is especially strong in respect
of tourism.” Clusters of fanny-pack toting tourists seeking to check sightseeing
boxes by unquestioningly following their
tour guide, looking to the left and to the
right in synchronous obedience, are not as
common as they were a decade ago.
Instead, today’s travelers overwhelmingly judge the quality of their trips by
the cultural and personal enlightenment
they find. “Just as our parents’ generation
might have competed over the numbers of
monuments seen, the quality of the cruise
dinner buffet or the luau performance, we
now compete over the remoteness of the
location and the ‘genuine’ response of the
‘locals’,” Johnson says.
Yet paradoxes are at work within the
complex concept of hunting down authenticity. “Some people don’t actually want
an authentic experience,” Johnson says. He
uses the example of organizing a trip to be
“adopted” into a tribal group for a week’s
stay in the mountains of Laos: After working into the rhythms of life for a while,
the tourist might feel like they are living
like a true local. “But to be adopted—
really adopted—in such a society means
that you’re a part of a kinship group. And
you have obligations to your kin,” he says.
If they really had become part of tribal life,
the “adopted” tourist would be required to
divide their money among the new family
and might feel offended at being told who
they must marry. “Instead, they want to
pick and choose,” Johnson says. By stopping short of this truly local experience,
travelers demonstrate the limitations of
their interest in genuine authenticity.

—
“Just as our parents’ generation might have
competed over the numbers of monuments
seen, we now compete over the remoteness
of the location.”

Because, if we’re being honest, most
travelers don’t actually want to join a new
community long-term—we just want a
meaningful experience within the context
of being a transient visitor and to return
home feeling enriched by those encounters. But the question remains of how best
to access these experiences. Cruises, resorts
and guided excursions lack a certain coveted sense of freedom; it can be tough for
us to spontaneously engage with locals and
spur new friendships, hear about the area’s
up-and-coming musicians or be invited
into someone’s kitchen for a home-cooked
meal. As a result, many modern travelers
are eschewing the printed guidebooks that
tourists in the ‘80s and ‘90s considered indispensable for trip planning. Instead, we’re
seeking tips of every stripe from blogs, social media accounts and travel apps to get
past the periphery of a new place and catch
a glimpse of its core.
The intersection of travel and technology is fertile ground for entrepreneurs seeking to help modern wanderers
access the elusive, enriching experiences
we crave. When she first visited China in
2007, Stephanie Lawrence developed an
interest in exploring the country further,
though she admits eventually returning
home to San Francisco a little disappointed. “We had a very sterile, one-sided view
of the country, and I felt that I hadn’t had
a chance to truly experience some of the
gems—its incredible food, its warm and
hospitable people, its vast history,” she says.
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“I saw glimpses, but we were mostly confined to buses, hotels rooms and the windowless hotel basement conference rooms
where we ate with other tourists.”
In 2009, Lawrence returned to Beijing
for a six-month stay. During this time, she
studied Mandarin and hoped to learn how
to make jiaozi, one of China’s traditional
dumplings. She felt doing so would deepen her understanding of local food culture,
but she couldn’t find anyone to teach her.
“That was my first light bulb,” Lawrence
says. This moment inspired her to cofound
Traveling Spoon, an online service that
connects travelers with local home cooks
for informal culinary lessons. (Its slogan
is Travel off the Eaten Path.) “It seemed
strange that in a time when exceptional
technology let me communicate with my
family while I was living half a world away,
there was no way to connect with the food
and travel experiences I sought right where
I already was.”
Traveling Spoon now works with culinary hosts in 17 countries and counting—all of whom are vetted in-person by
the company’s team through a selection
process that emphasizes their interest in
sharing stories of their culture as much as
their skills in the kitchen. “We have hosts
outside of Kyoto, Japan, who will take you
foraging for wild Japanese vegetables, and a
mother in Kochi, India, who will teach you
how to make appams, a delectable South
Indian specialty made with rice flour and
coconut milk,” Lawrence says. “Our hope

is that we can bring cultures together and
connect people over the kitchen table
by sharing recipes passed down to them
through generations.”
Lawrence’s company is one of a growing number of mobile or online communities offering travelers variations of sharing economy–based dining options that
allow for direct interaction with locals in
the communities they visit. For example,
EatWith works with professional chefs in
30 countries who host pop-up dinners in
their homes, and the US-oriented Feastly
caters to travelers and locals alike. Both recall the sentiment expressed by American
journalist and food writer Mark Kurlansky,
who once said, “Food is a central activity
of mankind and one of the single most
significant trademarks of a culture.” These
technology companies seek to encourage
strangers to connect over the nourishing
ritual of a home-cooked meal, anywhere in
the world.
But it’s far from being just about foodies. Start-ups like Vayable allow locals who
are passionate about a certain subject—say,
architecture—to offer their services as independent tour guides, and Travelfy helps
groups roving together stay organized and
on top of mutual expenses. Online communities have also formed around sharing experiences—there’s even an active
“Stranded at an Airport, Tango Meet-Up”
Facebook group that exists for those who
prefer to spend their layovers dancing.
And then there’s the case of accommodation: The now-ubiquitous Airbnb
provides an alternative to hotel chains (not
to mention a chance to practice your Croatian with a Dalmatian family under their
grape-vined trellis), and infinite niche sites
allow even further personalization. A 2014
Airbnb survey found that 85 percent of
their guests wanted to “live like locals,” and
that’s exactly what these services can offer
in contrast to a stale list of hotels in an
outdated Lonely Planet guide. The majority of the housing options offered on these
websites are company-vetted and peer-reviewed in an effort to keep users safe and
the quality high. Because while a dash of
85

the unexpected can add interest to a trip,
danger and disappointment are still thoroughly undesirable.
When the nature of how to even define “authenticity” is so fraught with complication, it seems wise to stay mindful of
our own preconceived illusions of how we
“should” experience new places in the first
place; after all, enlightenment isn’t always
found in expected places. In The Art of
Travel, Alain de Botton describes finding
a purity of feeling in a location nobody
would cite as a dream destination: a cafeteria on the side of a highway. Something
about its isolation, its lack of pretense and
the way it belonged solely to weary travelers pulling off the road to stretch their legs
and eat inspired an introspective existential
episode. “Its appeal made me think of certain other equally and unexpectedly poetic
traveling places—airport terminals, harbors, train stations and motels…” he writes.
Alain de Botton was not the first writer
to note this: When fed up with the monotony of daily life, poet Charles Baudelaire would “leave for the leaving’s sake”
and journey to a harbor or train station to
watch the arrivals and departures. Poet T.S.
Eliot hence referred to Baudelaire as the
creator of the “poésie des stations-service”
and the “poésie des aéroports”—the “poetry of the service station” and the “poetry
of the airport.” These in-between spaces
gain energy and character from their association with travel but remain untouched
by its glamour—and they are all the more
poignant for it.
But what is at the root of this philosophical search for authenticity? Two
influential demographics in particular are
shifting the travel paradigm.
First, there are millennials. As young
adults emerge from universities into an insecure job market, many of the lucky ones
are opting for an alternate route to further
their growth through forays abroad. Travel apps and sites, which are often geared
towards these budget-conscious travelers,
promote rented rooms and home-cooked
meals over big-name hotels and Michelin-starred restaurants. The World Youth

Student and Educational Travel Confederation recently polled over 34,000 people from 137 countries to find that young
travelers are simply less interested in the
“traditional sun, sea and sand holidays,”
and instead prefer to immerse themselves
in their destination’s flow of life. On top of
that, an additional 22 percent even aimed
to pick up a new language while traveling.
By virtue of treating travel as a life experience rather than a quick diversion from
reality, younger travelers have championed
the idea that mindful, immersive travel is
the way forward.
At the other end of the spectrum, more
mature and typically wealthier travelers are
looking to diversify their experiences from
the homogenous vacations they’ve already
found at resorts. A study by luxury travel
firm Virtuoso found that one of 2014’s
fastest-growing types of travel was in the
luxury adventure sector: With a median
age of 48, these are wayfarers who want
active, fulfilling vacations that go beyond
the norm—while still being prepared to
pay for creature comforts. In this way, the
pursuit of authenticity is a reflection of a
growing urge to forge our own paths and
fulfill our ideals, at any stage of life.
Most modern travelers seek experiences of personal significance and want to be
enlightened as individuals. Yet many of us
seem to consider documenting our journeys to be almost as important as making them. A 2014 survey by British travel
company Sunshine revealed one of the top
reasons respondents used technology while
abroad was “to brag about my holiday.” A
Chase Card Services survey from the same
year discovered that, despite having “a desire to unplug” while traveling, 97 percent
of millennial respondents shared experiences via social media while vacationing,
and 73 percent updated their feeds daily.
The irony of consistently documenting our
travel experiences on social media is that it
removes us from the moment we are ostensibly enjoying.
“When a person is focused on their
device, they aren’t paying attention to
the environment they’re in,” says Nan-

cy Colier, a psychotherapist and author
of the upcoming book The Power of Off:
The Mindful Way to Stay Sane in a Virtual World. “Downtime is important to
have. For example, long train rides are like
wombs for creativity—just sitting in them
and thinking without entertainment.” In
Colier’s view, we benefit from consciously
committing to being present where we are
and using technology not out of idle habit,
but only when necessary.
Social media and travel apps that provide information on the go have not only
changed how we act while on vacation,
but also how we prepare for trips. When
planning our itineraries, many of us now
look to Instagram feeds and travel blogs
for inspiration. In fact, a 2015 PRSA Travel & Tourism poll revealed 84 percent of
Facebook users say vacation images posted
by their friends influence their travel decisions, and the ITB World Travel Trends
Report 2014/2015 issued by ITB Berlin
revealed 92 percent of social media users
are influenced by travel blogs, with up to
72 percent willing to change their destination choice based on the opinions of
friends and bloggers. “Discovering things
once had to be organic—you would meet
someone at a bar who would suggest you
visit their friend who might know of a
great place to stay,” Colier says. While we
used to seek these tips from our networks
face-to-face, we’ve now removed the personal element of fact-finding in favor of
having a veritable library of experiences to
mine at our fingertips. “It’s tricky,” she says,
“because although technology provides
many interesting advantages, you also have
to wonder if we’re manufacturing authentic experiences.”
And here’s where the spiral begins: It’s
easy to be miffed when your favorite little
bakery in Paris with its incredible kouignamann is geo-tagged by an influential
travel blogger and suddenly catapulted to
fame when the New York Times’ travel section picks up on it a week later. Closer to
home, we see the same thing happen to our
secret swimming holes, the elusive queueless brunch spots and the best dive bars on
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“As technology makes it easier to be influenced
by a web-wide consensus of what constitutes
‘cool,’ we now must work harder to find places
truly off the beaten path.”

the outskirts of town. We have a tendency
to feel protective of places we love, and revealing those admirations only puts those
special spots in the sightlines of travelers
eager to appear “in the loop.” By sharing
our under-the-radar favorites, we unintentionally set them on their path to popularity. And as technology makes it easier to
be influenced by a web-wide consensus of
what constitutes “cool,” we now must work
harder than ever to find places truly off the
beaten path.
In order to preserve their niche appeal,
more vacation destinations are consciously
attempting to stay under the radar. Susan
and John Johnson, who run the low-key
luxe Harmony Hotel in Nosara, Costa
Rica, are intent on enriching rather than
disrupting their surrounding small community. While they welcome guests and
neighbors to their grounds, they actively
discourage some of the free promotion and
exposure other businesses would delight
in—John has even asked certain high-profile individuals staying with them not to
hashtag the hotel or the town in their Instagram or Twitter feeds. “Guests have told
us ‘This is my new favorite hotel—I’m going to tell all my friends!’” Susan says. “And
we’ve said, ‘Just tell your best friend!’”
When a place becomes of keen interest
to tourists, its local community is directly
affected. Jennie Germann Molz, a professor of sociology at the College of the Holy
Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts, agrees
with the Johnsons’ social media policy for
that reason. She has written at length on
the intersection of technology, travel and
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togetherness, and adds that if tourists are
conflicted about sharing a destination—
and truly care about how their actions will
impact the place—they should communicate with the local residents to figure out
the most ethical approach to documentation. “I would ask travelers to consider who
will benefit and who will suffer from their
sharing a destination on social media,” she
says. “Would the traveler benefit more than
the local community? Are they just doing
it to enhance their own reputation and get
some likes on Facebook or Instagram, or
would the local community benefit from
more publicity and a potential increase in
tourist visits?” Because while it might be
annoying to have your favorite local brewery inundated by culinary tourists thanks
to a Time Out tip off, having your entire
community’s way of life interrupted by
stampedes of snap-happy visitors could be
truly destabilizing.
Travel deepens our sense of connection
to others, linking us to a global community
with whom to share and learn from. It enhances our ability to understand ourselves
within a broader context and allows us to
discover firsthand that which we could’ve
only have previously imagined. Modern
travel technology can help us realize the
types of adventures to which we aspire—
everything from cooking with locals to
dancing between boarding gates—but it
can also distract us from our initial aspirations just as easily. Despite their power and
usefulness, technologies are only tools—
how they influence our journeys is contingent only on us.
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During her years as prop stylist and photographer in New
York, Anita Calero honed a knack for spotting perfection in
the imperfect and discerning elegance in the everyday. Whether
it was in the outfits she constructed to go dancing at Studio 54
or in the shoots she did for some of the biggest magazines of
the ‘80s, Anita pushed the boundaries of her own creativity.
Now, after four decades, she is following the call back home to
her native Colombia.

The Naturalist

Anita Calero

In order to capture life in photographs, you need to have lived it
first. From making ends meet chauffeuring Greek royalty in a gold
Cadillac during her younger years to shooting some of the world’s
biggest brands in her later decades, photographer and stylist
Anita Calero has certainly made her time count. Though she is
best known for capturing sublime still lifes, her reputation as an
artist is often preceded by her presence as a woman—she exudes
effervescence and graciousness, and she possesses an invigorating
aura that belies her years. At 63, Anita is embarking on the next
chapter of her personal narrative: a homecoming of sorts to her
native Cali, Colombia.
After almost four decades spent living and working in New
York, Anita recently sold nearly all her possessions and decamped
from the frenetic city to a simpler place where her family takes
priority. Though a brief flirtation with retirement ignited the shift in
her mindset, this move is less about grinding to a screeching halt
and more about adopting balance. “I had friends, colleagues and
great art directors in New York, but family was missing,” she says.
“I think my life was meant to end up in Colombia.”
During her years in America, Anita became known for her prop

Anita Calero

to food spreads and product shoots. “I don’t like monotony,”
she says. “In the studio, outside of the studio, I like the variety.”
Regardless of her client or subject matter, Anita makes what’s
opposite her lens truly sublime: A freshly butchered pork chop
looks as sumptuous as an Italian leather handbag; a sweatshirt from
UNIQLO as exalted as linens from Missoni. “I want to bring the
beauty of the mundane,” she says. “I always compose scenes to
give objects a life of their own.”
Anita’s knack for coaxing elegance from the everyday started

Anita Calero

styling and photography work, which runs the gamut from interiors

at an early age. The second youngest of six children, she grew
up in a creative household and found solace on her family’s farm
in Colombia amid the vast fields, open skies and spirited horses.
This stoked her love of the natural world—a through-line in her life.
“I was always enamored with nature,” she says. “I’d climb trees
and stay out there for hours. I was fascinated with the wind and the
way a tree moved.” Her father, an MIT-educated civil engineer, had
a business importing motors, which often arrived in wood crates.
Instead of throwing them out, her mother saw potential in the wood
so she saved the boxes and used them to build custom furniture
for the house. Her parents’ resourcefulness and ability to perceive
something beyond its prescribed value came to inform how Anita
herself viewed the world: that the right eye can elicit beauty in
the unexpected.
During her teenage years, Anita went through a freewheeling
streak—one that arguably continued into her adult life. She never
hewed to the rigid structure of a classroom, preferring and yearning
for more freedom. “I wasn’t a good student, meaning I had a lot
of art in me,” she quips. After she received a few failing grades,
Anita’s parents decided to send her abroad. At 15 she embarked
on a two-year stint in Switzerland to learn French (“Switzerland
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“I think they invented egos in
photography. I said to myself,
‘Make sure when you enter this field
that you don’t copy that attitude,
because it’s not a healthy one.’”
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taught me organization, which I love,” she says. “It goes with my

and New York for some time, the allure of the downtown creative

Virgo personality”), then she went on to live in England for a year.

scene eventually won her over: the fiercely independent artist, the

Coming of age in Europe during the ‘60s and ‘70s exposed her to a

freedom of expression, the camaraderie and, of course, the famous

range of cultural experiences that she might not have encountered

social scene. “I went to the school of Studio 54,” she jokes of the

otherwise. “I wouldn’t say that I was rebellious: I was curious,” she

famed Disco-era nightclub. “It was hard to get into: You’d wait in

says. “I was both a hippie and a punk—I went with whatever the

the crowd for a long time. They knew who to pick to come in—you

movement was. But I wasn’t a true punk that pierced their nose

had to have the look, because if you didn’t have the little outfit that

or got tattooed—I picked up the nice sides of everything. Instead

brought the circus inside, you weren’t welcome.”

of being consumed by it, I took the slight beauty of it all. It was a

Anita Calero

freedom of expression.”

Maria’s brother, the designer Roberto Robledo, would create
custom outfits for the whole crew—“the pirate look, the gypsy

Leaving Colombia—and the constraints she felt from the

look,” she lists—that allowed them to explore the outer edges of

traditional family structure—offered Anita the chance discover who

their personas together. “We were all very artistic and free,” Anita

she was on her own terms: someone who was curious, free-spirited

says of her friends at the time, who included the likes of avant-

and intent on exploring new experiences. “I knew what I wanted

garde opera singer Klaus Nomi and fashion designer Anna Sui. “We

from day one, and I went for it,” she says. “Whatever I wanted, I

created our own looks or would go to thrift stores and find things

did. I wasn’t shy or coy about going forward in my life.” Though

to wear. Our guts spoke to our designs—we weren’t influenced by

Anita has forged ahead steadily with her own intense focus, she

anything. It was a happy time with dancing, discos and clubs.”

also describes her life thus far as a series of fortuitous meetings and

Roberto contributed to more than just her outlandish fashion

opportunities—a fated journey of sorts. One step leads to the next,

choices: With his help, Anita also landed a job as a salesperson

and many of the pivotal leaps of her twenties went on to have an

at Patricia Field, the storied fashion destination that, while now

indelible effect on her personal and professional path.

closed, remains revered to this day. Patricia is a costume designer

It began when Anita moved to Miami, Florida, in her early

who won an Emmy Award for her work on Sex and the City, and

twenties after meeting and then marrying her husband, Javier

her store attracted cultural icons such as Patti Smith, Debbie Harry

Rodriguez. She and Javier were shopping for sheets (intended to

and, more recently, Lady Gaga, Missy Elliott and Miley Cyrus. Back

be a wedding present from her parents) at a local department store

in the ‘70s, Anita recalls that art luminary Jean-Michel Basquiat was

when she was served by a fellow young expat: Maria Robledo,

a regular customer of hers—he even once painted on one of the

who would go on to become a renowned photographer—and

store’s disposable paper jumpsuits for her. If she had chosen to

Anita’s partner of 18 years. Months later, after a series of near-

keep the garment as a memento of the time, it could have been

misses—“she had a boyfriend, I was married, life went on,” Anita

worth hundreds of thousands of dollars today, but money was never

quips—Maria happened to be living in an apartment only blocks

the point. “We all connected and treated each other like artists,”

away from the home Anita shared with her husband. It was there

she says of her associates during this era. “We did art, but it wasn’t

that their friendship, relationship and professional careers all

like it was going to end up at Christie’s.”

developed in the darkroom built into Anita’s home.

Anita’s casual attitude toward fame and her genuine

“She was in college to become an architect and I was a

countenance drew attention from the right people, which led her

photographer,” Anita recalls. “My husband had built a darkroom in

to a further succession of chance meetings, acquaintances and

the house and she was very curious about photography. I was the

jobs. For example, through her connections at Patricia Field, Anita

one who put a camera in her hand—I opened her up, and now she’s

became a chauffeur for none other than Prince Michael of Greece.

the greatest photographer! We became friends, and then we fell in

“The car was a fascinating chapter!” she says. “He thought it was

love with each other.”

so fun to have this young girl driving a gold Cadillac Eldorado.”

In 1977, at the age of 25, Anita left her husband and moved

Dressed in her self-made uniform, complete with real jockey boots,

to New York to be with Maria, who had been accepted into the

she would ferry the prince and his artist wife from party to party.

School of Visual Arts. After going back and forth between Miami

Thanks to him and his revelries, to which she was sometimes invited
as a guest, she was able to rub elbows with the city’s elite.
“It’s about being in the right place and having some kind of a

When constructing her home in Colombia, Anita prioritized reconnecting
with the natural surroundings that were an integral aspect of her childhood.
“I was always enamored with nature,” she says. “I’d climb trees and stay out
there for hours.” Her house is situated in the middle of a forest, and Anita
often keeps the doors and windows open to allow the birds, butterflies and
iguanas that wander around her garden to come indoors. “It feels very much
like a treehouse,” she says.
Left: Anita wears a dress by Apiece Apart and her own jewelry. She celebrated
her 63rd birthday on the day this photograph was taken.

58

guardian angel,” Anita says of her good fortune. “I don’t know what
it is—just some kind of luck.”
A little good fortune and a lot of unbridled talent soon saw
Anita’s creative career start to swell. At this time, Maria was working
as an assistant for a photographer whose girlfriend was Paula Greif,
an art director at Mademoiselle. Paula noticed Anita’s work and
invited her to be her assistant, and it wasn’t long before she began
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styling shoots for Gael Towey, the influential creative director who
helped launch Martha Stewart Living, and Mary Shanahan, an art
director whose career spanned from Rolling Stone to French Vogue.
“Mary encouraged me to go for that dream,” Anita says. “She was
the ideal art director, trusting us and giving us confidence.”
It was only a matter of time before Anita and Maria began
working together professionally: Anita would style the shoots and
set up the angles, and then Maria would take over for the actual
shutter clicking and technical photographic production. The
two became renowned in the publishing world for the creative
collaborations, forming what she says became known in inner
circles as “The Maria and Anita Look.” But after 18 years, their
professional and romantic relationship ended. “When we broke up
people said, ‘Why? You guys were an institution!’” she says. Once
enough time had passed, Gael encouraged Anita to get behind
the camera again and transition from being a prop stylist into a
professional photographer. It was the push that Anita needed.
“Gael said, ‘When you’re ready to show your work, I want to give
you your first job,’” she says.
However, Anita was wary about getting back behind the lens,
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building the composition. To re-learn the mechanics, she hired an
assistant who showed her how to use a 4x5 camera properly and
traveled to the South of France for the summer, where a friend had
rented a chateau and had invited her to stay. Anita built a makeshift
studio in a crumbling corner of the estate, shopped at the farmers
markets for flowers and fruit and began composing still lifes. After
a couple of hiccups, she finally achieved a photograph that she
believed transcended all those that she had produced before it.
“It came out, and it was like having a baby,” Anita says. “I ran

Anita Calero

as the technical part of photography didn’t interest her as much as

through the chateau to show an art director who was staying with us.
I said, ‘Look, my first photograph!’ And she said, ‘Whatever you’re
doing, do it again.’ From then on, history.” When she returned to
the States, Anita assembled her portfolio and presented it to Gael.
“That day I ended up with three jobs,” she says.
In the decades that have passed since Anita stepped into her
first dark room, attitudes in the trade have changed. “I think they
invented egos in photography,” she says. “I said to myself, ‘Make
sure when you enter this field that you don’t copy that attitude,
because it’s not a healthy one.’ So I don’t allow myself to go that
route.” Moreover, the industry had continued to evolve through
dramatic shifts in image-making and technological evolution,
especially the move from film to digital photography. Though
she uses the latter today, Anita reminisces about composing stills
for her 4x5 camera—the large-format device favored by Alfred
Stieglitz, Edward Weston and Tina Modotti. “I miss my film, I miss
my old world—it was more intimate,” she says. “Now you just deal
with the computer. I’d much rather have my film back. The sound
of my Polaroid when it opened—that is one thing I’ll never forget.”
Anita’s photography mirrors the interior worlds in which she
resides. Both are studies in contrasts—a medley of colors, textures
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“Coming back to Colombia is what
I needed. I missed my roots, my soil,
my birds, my smells, my fruit, my
surroundings—my world that I left
not loving.”
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and influences. In her homes, found items are stationed alongside

Anita now splits her time between Colombia and Barcelona,

pedigreed design pieces, insect specimens juxtaposed with books.

where her partner for the last eight years—Gemma Comas, an

The whole cacophony is then meticulously organized so that the

accomplished photographer who was formerly Anita’s assistant—

assortment never veers into messy territory. “I dislike the fact that

is based. Though Anita finds comfort in returning home, she

I’m labeled as a collector,” Anita says. “A ‘collection’ sounds like

welcomes the cosmopolitanism that globe-trotting offers her.

you don’t touch anything. I lived with my stuff—I sat on my chairs!”

“Colombia is nature, peace, family, roots and old friends,” she says.

In the New York Times, esteemed critic Pilar Viladas once wrote

“But Barcelona is culture, art, different foods and the old world. I

that her apartment in New York’s Chelsea neighborhood was

like having those two things combined—I need it.”

“simple and unadorned, yet quite elegant—rather like Anita her-

Though she’s parted with much of the furniture she owned for

self. Her domestic aesthetic embraces materials both rugged and

20 years—a necessity of moving into a smaller home on a different

fine, forms both imperfect and perfect, and objects both humble

continent—some came with her to Colombia, such as a table she

and luxurious.”

co-designed with Mira Nakashima. With a smattering of classic

“She nailed me in so few words,” Anita says.

pieces and personal touches, it’s an unfussy and livable space

Though she lived in that apartment for 21 years—“it was my

made special through Anita’s artfully displayed flea market finds,
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temple,” she says—Anita sold it in 2013 along with her prized

preserved butterflies, artifacts and countless family photos.

assortment of mid-century furniture, which included pieces from

Her new home is tucked in the forest and exudes a similar

Jean Prouvé, Charlotte Perriand, Serge Mouille and George

sensibility as her former apartment, despite being situated in a

Nakashima, as well as Irving Penn photographs and other objects

totally disparate context. The two-bedroom house—which she

picked up over the years. But it was all part of the plan: Anita had

designed, just as her parents did for her childhood home—is open

always known she would retire in Colombia and set a target to move

and airy with high ceilings and a mix of tactile materials like local

back when she was 60 years old. Though she still travels to the US

woods, brick and polished concrete floors punctuated with river

and Europe for shoots—”it feels good to still be a little part of the

pebbles. “It’s very integrated with nature,” she says.

map in New York; it keeps me alive, motivated and inspired”—the
moment had come to return to her home country’s embrace.

Decks wrap around the perimeter as a transitional space
between the enclosed rooms and the great outdoors, and wind

After all, Anita’s time abroad had come with its fair share of

blows through the doors and windows, permeating the house with

character-building hard knocks. She lost many friends to AIDS in

the smell of fresh, wild air. “There are birds, butterflies, iguanas,

the midst of the crisis in the ‘80s and ‘90s (including Maria’s brother,

every kind of animal coming inside,” she says. “It feels very much

Roberto), as well as two loved ones to cancer: one of her siblings,

like a treehouse.” Her garden is filled with native species such as

and her partner after Maria, stylist Barbara Fierros, whom she was

grasses, ferns and botanicals with big leaves, as well as a few orchids

with for 13 years. But despite mourning the people who have left

near the entrance to her abode. Last Christmas she even planted

her side, she remains positive in the face of adversity—and thankful.

an olive tree to commemorate her beloved dog that passed away—

“I’m lucky to be at this moment in my life,” she says. In the end,

her new dog, Lulow, now spends his days running rings around the

the decision to dismantle her temple and relocate back to Cali was

house and garden.

bitter-sweet. “I was emotional,” she says, “but I was liberated, too.”

While her hillside oasis is modestly sized, it’s still expansive

In her headstrong early years, Anita was eager to escape

enough for Anita’s extended family to come visit, just as they did

Colombia so that she could forge her own path in the world. But now

for her birthday weekend last year. Anita is very close with her four

that her journey was beginning to come full circle, her impulse for a

living siblings, who all live in Cali except for a sister who resides

fresh start was about just that: going back to the start. “I missed my

in Medellín, a city 270 miles north. (Her brother’s house is even

roots, my soil, my birds, my smells, my fruit, my surroundings—my

conveniently next door.) Between her 10 nieces and nephews and

world that I left not loving,” she says. “If I had stayed in Colombia, I

their nine children, there’s a constant cycle of baptisms, graduations

would’ve married a boyfriend I had at the time—I would’ve become

and birthdays that she never had the chance to attend when living

a lady who lunches. But coming back was what I needed.”

in New York. “There were many events that I missed—like my
mother’s 80th birthday and first communions—and now I’m kind of

“I went to the school of Studio 54. It
was hard to get into: You had to have
the look, because if you didn’t have
the little outfit that brought the circus
inside, you weren’t welcome.”
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catching up with the next generation,” she says.
This year, Anita is taking advantage of having extra time by
regularly visiting her beach house on the Colombian coast and reimmersing herself in painting, her first medium. Indeed, youthful
restlessness and zeal for being in a perpetual state of “doing”
hasn’t left Anita, and it likely never will. “I can’t imagine just sitting
in a chair, reading a book, with the beautiful view from my house,”
she says. “It’s not me.”
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Left: Anita wears her own dress and jewelry. She
is holding up one of her favorite images from
photographer Alfred Stieglitz’s book of portraits of
his wife, painter Georgia O’Keefe. Hold Still, the
memoir by acclaimed photographer Sally Mann,
also rests in her lap. While Anita appreciates the
convenience of digital photography, there are
moments when she misses the simplicity and
intimacy afforded by film.
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MEMORY LANE
Our memories play an instrumental role in preserving our personal and
family narratives. While older generations fostered these stories by
developing photographs, writing letters and composing ballads, we’re
more likely to do so using digital photo-sharing platforms. Perhaps it’s
time to consider how we’re building our family archives for the future.

Memories are one of the most important
components of establishing our identities.
Throughout our lives, we engage in a constant cycle of building, shaping and cultivating our personal histories through these
snippets of moments passed, adding and
subtracting stories that preserve the narratives we hold most dear. These memories
remind us of who we are and where we’ve
been—they’re living, breathing entities
stored in our brains that we intimately interact with on a daily basis.
In the past, narratives were often passed
down through generations and reinforced
in the form of oral histories, ballads, songs,
folklore, diaries and handwritten letters.
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The amount of time and careful attention
spent crafting these relics and partaking in
these rituals gave them a sense of meaning,
significance and sacredness.
Although photography has been a
prominent documentation tool since the
1920s, the rapid growth in popularity of
disposable cameras in the 1980s positioned
photography as the dominant way we
record our personal and family histories.
Relatively inexpensive and easy to carry
around, these handy contraptions allowed
users to develop their snapshots into objects that could be easily slotted into a
family album. These memories—once only
an intangible series of firing synapses—

—
Despite the volume of pictures we’re taking,
our ability to reminisce and strengthen the stories
they tell is negated if we don’t carve out the time
to actually look at them.
were suddenly given an instantly gratifying
physical form. Thanks to these affordable
cameras, photographs overtook rambling
verbal odysseys and inherited ephemera
to become the predominant way of documenting special moments in our lives. They
gave us the ability to pause time and allow
our future selves to look back on a life well
lived among the people we love.
Families would unearth these albums
after anniversary dinners or holiday parties
and use the images as a launching point
to recount stories about everything from
summers spent at Lake George to that one
time you accidentally singed off your little
sister’s eyebrows with a curling iron. Gathering around this tangible object filled with
meaning gave families the opportunity to
look back at their collective past through
a collection of key moments amassed over
the years. These photographs brought them
together to share communal stories, equipping their children with a ready supply of
(often embarrassing) narratives to begin
constructing their own sense of self.
Photography continues to be one of
the primary ways we create family narratives today, but changes in technology
have drastically altered both how we go
about capturing these moments and the
way we interact with them after the shutter
has clicked. The widespread availability of
smartphones and digital cameras has greatly increased the number of photographs we
can take and the ease with which we can
take them, and we’re less likely to spend
evenings huddled around a leather-bound
book revisiting our own images than we are
double tapping others’ on our lunch breaks.
The family album has been demoted to the
dusty attic, instead replaced by Instagram
feeds and status updates.
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How has this changed the way we construct our personal histories, and what does
it mean for the concept of family going
forward? While convenience certainly has
its upside, our changing relationship with
technology has had a fundamental impact
on how we visually record our experiences, share them with others and go about
weaving these photographs into the central
fabric of our personal narratives.
Family stories are crucial to building
our sense of belonging within immediate
circles while also informing our individual identities. We put immense stock in the
stories we’re told from childhood, and we
use these tales to construct a narrative that
helps shape our understanding of who we
are and the history of the family we come
from. These familial fables also work to
help us understand our context in the
greater world and position ourselves within
our communities.
“Family stories have all sorts of functions, but one of them is that they provide
a set of instructions for interacting with
the world,” says Dr. Elizabeth Stone, a
writer and English professor at Fordham
University, who has written extensively
about how family stories play an instrumental role in shaping identity. Aside from
making us feel connected to our heritage,
perhaps the most important aspect of these
narratives is how they provide the context
and foundation to help us define ourselves
as individuals. “Family stories seem to persist in importance even when people think
of themselves individually, without regard
to their familial roles,” she writes in her
book, Black Sheep and Kissing Cousins:
How Our Family Stories Shape Us. “The particular human chain we’re part of is central
to our individual identity. Even if we loathe

—
We’re now less likely to spend evenings
huddled around a leather-bound photo album
revisiting our own images than we are double
tapping others’ on our lunch breaks.
our families, in order to know ourselves, we
seem to need to know about them, just as
prologue.”
That’s because we’re not bound by the
stories of our past, and we always have the
chance to forge a new future off the foundation that we inherit. As we grow older,
move away from our original kin and begin
to form our own, our family histories continue to matter, but sometimes in new ways.
“At moments of major life transitions, we
may claim certain of our stories, take them
over, shape them, reshape them and put our
own stamp on them,” Stone says. “We make
them part of us instead of making ourselves
part of them.”
We use photography as a tool to document these important episodes in our
lives—by clicking a button, we create noteworthy moments that we’ll keep revisiting
for years. Dr. Linda Henkel is a professor
of psychology at Fairfield University who
has conducted numerous studies on the
relationship between photography and
memory. She likens selecting what we want
to capture to choosing which moments we
want to preserve in our memories, thereby
deciding the course of our personal narratives. “When we look at photos—like those
of our childhood, for example—we’re
selectively shaping what’s accessible,” Henkel says. “The stories we tell and the photos
we choose to look at absolutely shape our
memories.” As Winston Churchill once
said, “History is written by the victors.”
Deciding to only photograph certain
slivers of our experiences inevitably leaves
out the millions more that don’t make it
into our mental collections. The stories that
have been omitted matter just as much to
the construction of our histories as those
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that were captured as the photographs we
take and choose to look back on determine
the memories that become blurry and those
we constantly sharpen. By being more conscientious of the snapshots we take on a
daily basis, we can influence the way we
reflect on and remember our experiences—
influencing our personal histories and the
narratives our families will continue to tell
years down the road.
Photography’s technological advances
have changed the way we use the medium
as a mechanism for both documentation
and memory retrieval. While storytelling,
letter writing and journal writing are still
used to record the experiences we want
to remember, the accessibility and convenience of both photo-taking devices and
photo-sharing platforms have made photography the dominant medium we use to
document our lives. We’ve been quick to
adopt and adapt to these new devices, enjoying the ease with which we can create,
preserve and share our family experiences
by simply pulling a smartphone out of our
back pockets and swiping at a screen.
Until recently, the cost of film and the
extra step of needing to develop our photographs limited the number of pictures
we took. Our Victorian-era ancestors,
who stood on the cusp of photography’s
late-19th-century boom, reserved taking
pictures for official family portraits and important ceremonies. The price and time investment of this venture ensured that they
only recorded salient experiences that were
truly important to them—moments that
they wanted preserved for years to come.
“Celluloid images were relatively limited
and expensive, so they’d have to make conscious decisions about what they chose to

capture and what they thought that moment meant at the point of capture,” says
Dr. David White, head of technologyenhanced learning at the University of the
Arts London. After spending much of his
time investigating the dynamics of digital
distribution, he stresses that the ease with
which we snap pictures these days has
dramatically changed our approach to photography and its effect on memory.
“[The time and effort it once took to
take a photograph] would help to cement
the moment in our memories and actually
amplify our recall of the moment,” he says.
“Now we can capture an unlimited number
of images and don’t curate in the moment.
The result is we have hundreds of images
of an event, but we’re less emotionally attached to them. They contain less meaning,
because we didn’t have to think about what
they represented when we took them.”
The widespread availability of imagerecording gadgets has led to a shift in the
function of instant photography. Instead
of using a camera to document personal
histories for our family members to reflect
on in the future, we’re now able to harness
it as a public communication device to connect us with online communities instantly.
“People aren’t necessarily taking photos
anymore for the purpose of documenting
their experiences and being able to have a
memory cue to use later on,” Henkel says.
“So many people now take photographs
because they want to communicate in the
moment—they want to show other people
what they’re doing, where they are and how
they’re feeling.”
Photographs are no longer just mementos to use as memory cues that prompt
future discussions about our most treasured
tales. Instead, we’re more likely to use our
cameras to broadcast our in-the-moment
experiences for immediate gratification.
This has given an entirely new meaning to the family album. In addition to
thinking less about the future significance
of the photographs we’re taking, we’re
also increasingly using public socialmedia platforms to project our family stories. In the past, our photographs rarely
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made it outside our homes, but now we
readily share intimate and often embarrassing images with near-strangers, from naked
baby snapshots to evidence of our mortifying journeys through puberty. Facebook
and Instagram have taken the place of the
traditional family album by transporting
our images out of the living room and onto
the internet. Instead of keeping the most
precious moments of our lives private—for
our families and loved ones alone—we’re
sharing these items of immense value with
our online communities. And that has its
consequences.
“I think of the public or semipublic
digital sphere as the ‘front parlor’ of our
lives—the place where we ‘perform’ the
best version of ourselves,” White says. “We
curate what we imagine will reflect the
aspects of our lives with the highest social
capital. The private family album contained
elements of this, but it was less performative. It was a more humble recording of the
passage of time and significant events.”
Courtney Adamo, cofounder of the
Babyccino Kids website and a mother of
four, often grapples with this notion. She
has more than 100,000 followers on Instagram and posts a variety of snapshots of
her family online, ranging from road trips
and days at the beach to candid portraits of
her kids at home. “I’m sure that knowing
my photographs are public has shaped the
way I document my family life, as it’s like
opening up a photo album or scrapbook
to hundreds and thousands of strangers,”
Adamo says. “But I don’t usually document
the overly personal or intimate details
on Instagram. I reserve these images for a
private blog that only my close family sees
and reads.”
Depending on the way we approach
sharing our personal photographs online,
there are both benefits and drawbacks of
using these platforms as both storytelling devices and virtual storage systems for
our memories. “Our online networks tend
toward homophily [the tendency of individuals to associate and bond with people
who are similar to them]. What we share is
a narrow-minded performance of what we

feel others in our group will be impressed
with,” White says. “We can be tempted to
curate a very particular version of our lives,
and that can be tiring to maintain or may
leave us feeling hollow and without meaningful human connection.” But White also
insists that it’s not all doom and gloom, as
our virtual networks can also expose us to
a plethora of different lifestyles that give
us new insight into our own. “On the plus
side, the wider web can make the rich variation of the many different ways of living
visible, highlighting that there’s more than
one way to be successful or happy,” he adds.
Hideaki Hamada is a Japanese photographer who publishes an ongoing series of
photographs of his two young sons, Haru
and Mina, on various online platforms as
well as in galleries and books. “Shooting
them gives me this strange feeling that
I’m watching myself reliving my own life,”
Hamada says. “It’s given me a chance to
reflect on my own identity and to view the
world from a different perspective. I’ve
found parts of myself that I’d never known
before, which has had a huge impact on
shaping my sense of self today.”
Hamada’s project gives him an opportunity to spend lots of quality time with
his sons, but he also hopes it will encourage
his viewers to spend more time with their
own families and share their own stories.
“While I definitely compile albums that are
just for my family, I wanted this series to be
something that’s both social and public in
nature,” he says. “When people look at my
images, it would be nice if they began to
recall their own past.”
Unfortunately though, it seems that
we’re starting to rely on our smartphones
and digital cameras instead of committing our experiences to memory. In one
of Henkel’s experiments, she instructed
her subjects to walk around the Bellarmine Museum of Art in Connecticut. Half
of them were told to take photographs of
certain objects while the others actively
observed their surroundings. “What I
found was that, when they came back a day
or two later and I asked them to remember
what had been part of the tour, the students

taking photographs remembered fewer of
the objects and fewer details about them
than those who had simply observed in the
moment,” Henkel says. “Taking the photo
actually harmed memory.”
Henkel believes that the individuals
who took photographs of the objects were
outsourcing their memories to their cameras and counted on these devices to remember the experience for them. Instead
of using their full cognitive function to pay
attention and generate a memory of their
surroundings, the camera presented an
opportunity for them to refrain from
expending that energy.
However, Henkel is quick to stress that
depending on cameras and other devices to
capture our memories may not necessarily be a bad thing: What really affects the
quality of the memories we’re creating is
our interaction with the photographs once
they’ve been taken. “It’s not a bad strategy, right? If the camera captures it for us,
then we can use our cognitive resources to
be engaged with other kinds of things,” she
says. “Except the problem is that we take so
many photos that we don’t have the time to
look through them.” The switch to digital
photography has allowed us to accumulate
more pictures of our families and loved
ones than ever before. But despite the volume and variety of pictures we’re taking,
our ability to reminisce and strengthen the
stories they tell is negated if we don’t carve
out time to actually look at them.
Gathering around printed images—
such as those we keep in a family photo
album—has a significant impact on how
we and our families recall memories and
craft stories around them. When we take
the time to pause and look back on the
photographs we’ve taken, especially in the
presence of others, we give ourselves an
opportunity to engage in communal dialogue about our experiences. If we don’t set
aside time for these interactions, we limit
our recall to solo fleeting visual encounters that mostly happen when organizing
our online photo libraries or clearing out
our memory cards. “Images are simply a
proxy for memory, not the memory itself,”
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—
Although being discriminating about what
images to capture may require more thought
and energy at the time, it allows us to curate
the family albums of the future.
White says. Henkel agrees with this sentiment: “A photo isn’t going to be useful as
a memory cue if you don’t take the time to
look at it,” she adds.
Although many of us possess impressive collections of digital family snapshots,
they’re basically useless for reinforcing our
identities if we don’t revisit them and use
them to spark thoughtful conversations
about the past. When combined with faceto-face banter, these images provoke a genuine community connection that’s greater
than the sum of the pixels’ parts. “It’s that
sort of reminiscing that really brings the
photos to life and helps preserve the memories,” Henkel says.
Another method for connecting more
with both the present moment and the future memories we’re inevitably creating is
to approach the act of taking photographs
with a more discerning and thoughtful eye.
One of the obstacles to revisiting our image
libraries is the sheer overwhelming number of digital snapshots we need to wade
through to get to the ones that truly matter.
“I love photographs and think that they’re
absolutely useful as memory cues,” Henkel
says, “but we could be more selective about
the photos we’re taking.” Although being
discriminating about what images to capture may require more thought and energy
at the time of creation, it allows us to curate
the family albums of the future by being
more selective about what we’re snapping
in the moment.
And while some may balk at the additional steps required to print out digital
snapshots and store them properly, the experience of holding a tangible photo album in
our hands and flipping through it with our
favorite people dramatically changes our
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interaction with the both our family and
the images themselves. The mere act of
turning the pages encourages us to slow
down, spend a few more minutes dwelling
on the memories that each image evokes
and trading anecdotes rather than hastily
scrolling through someone’s digital album
or social-media feed. Henkel herself is an
advocate for this method of preservation.
“I’m a little bit old-school,” she says.
“My grandson, Evan, is 10 months old now.
I’ve printed out two albums of him with
about 500 photos in them. I’m not going
to sit down and go through the thousands
of photos I’ve taken of him on the computer, but when I print them out and bring
the book to my father to show him his
great-grandson, I find that very satisfying,”
she says. “Nowadays people pass around
a phone, and the way you swipe through
them feels less meaningful. Looking at
physical photo albums sort of has more
weight to it.”
The evolving nature of photography
provides us with an invaluable medium to
document our experiences, effectively presenting us with new ways of framing and
creating our family stories. But while the
immense popularity of public photo-sharing platforms shows no signs of stopping
any time soon, bringing a more thoughtful approach to our relationship with the
photographs we take can enrich both our
family narratives and our connections with
our loved ones as a whole. By fully immersing ourselves in our present experiences and
taking the time to revisit our photographs
and remember the past, we’re creating
family histories that we can grow old with
for years to come and be proud to pass on
to future generations.
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Words
with
Friends
Whether you’re a quiet person or a loud talker, your conversational skills
can enhance your social interactions. Breaking down the act of communication
into its core components—tone, listening, language and silence—allows us to
engage with more thought, understanding and consideration.
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TONE
When it comes to conversation, it’s not just what we say
but how we say it that matters. Our intonation can often be
more ref lective of our true intentions than the words we utter.

Imagine a world where human beings spoke exclusively in robotic,

used to our advantage if we’re conscious of it, allowing us to catch

monotonous drones. Where subtly, irony and sarcasm no longer ex-

unsuspecting culprits in a lie or confidently storm our way through a

isted and deadpan was not a style of comedic delivery but a way of

presentation at work despite having an iffy grasp of the jargon we’re

life. Where misinterpretation was a standard component of every-

spouting. It can also aid us in inferring that a friend is having a rough

day conversation that was no longer reserved for the digital realm.

time despite her repeated insistence that she’s doing “just fine,”

Where heartfelt declarations of affection or streams of expletives

giving us the green light to dash over to her place with a bottle of

directed at the TV were dispensed in the same unfeeling pitch as an

the hard stuff and a much-needed shoulder.
The author Samuel Butler once wrote, “We are not won by

order at the neighborhood juice bar.
If language provides the raw ingredients for good conversa-

arguments that we can analyze, but by tone and temper, by the

tion, tone denotes the way that these components are prepped,

manner which is the man himself.” Our voices are natural exten-

seasoned, garnished and ultimately delivered onto the plates of

sions of our personalities and attitudes: When harnessed in the

waiting diners with a graceful flourish. The inflections inherent in

right way, they inject our language with an added element of con-

our speech patterns are the vocal equivalent of body language—

viction, expose shades and degrees of our underlying selves and

non-linguistic indicators that work to enhance the meaning and

add significant emotional layers to our daily exchanges.

emotions already present in the words themselves. Far from playing

Living in the digital age means that conversations are often

second fiddle to semantics, these vocal modulations and intona-

filtered through multiple social networking sites and can reflect the

tions deeply affect the ways we express our feelings, communicate

cold glare of our computer screens. While such widespread modes

information and approach our interactions with others.

of communication get two emoji thumbs-up for convenience, the

Subtle discrepancies between our tone and words have a

expressive and nuanced nature of an in-person exchange offers a

knack for revealing how we truly feel about a situation, whether we

sense of honesty that we can’t glean from the virtual world. Yes,

want them to or not. While a nervous trill serves to exacerbate the

our tone’s uncanny ability to divulge our true emotions can render

awkwardness of small talk, laughter delivered in a halting and

face-to-face communication messy, vulnerable and downright scary,

lackluster cadence is probably a good indication that your grand

but that’s also what makes it all the more intimate, exhilarating and

punch line has sadly fallen flat. But this phenomenon can also be

wonderfully human.
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LISTENING

LANGUAGE

Instead of politely nodding while you wait for your chance to
speak, try truly listening. It takes more deliberate concentration
than simply keeping your lips sealed.

Most of us are capable of forming coherent sentences, but a
carefully considered vocabulary and a better understanding
of how to use it can help us become better communicators.

We all have those friends: the ones who regale us with stories of

her own insights, even if that takes a few false starts or thoughtful

The average person is likely to say 370 million words in a lifetime.

on rhetoric, Aristotle urged that we must learn philosophy and psy-

distant travel, passionate love affairs and celebrity run-ins. The ones

silences, our impulse can be to gather our own thoughts and then

What a mysterious blessing it is to explore ourselves with such a

chology before we can truly speak well. Building our mental library

who command our attention with their sparkling anecdotes and wry

seamlessly lob back a talking point. While we might deny ourselves

vocabulary, voice our emotional highs and lows, share ideas and

of words allows us to wax lyrical on more subjects and with more

wit. The ones who thrill, enthrall, dazzle. Yet those aren’t the ones

the urge to interject, we’re furiously searching through our own

discuss all the possible pizza topping combinations. But we don’t

panache, and it also adds a layer of nuance to what would other-

who burn brightest in our memory. The friends we value most are

mental filing cabinets, digging for an apt mirroring anecdote, word

often choose our words wisely, and we certainly don’t often appre-

wise be an adjectiveless sentence.

the curious ones, the ones who ask and remember: the listeners.

of advice or charming wisecrack. We sit still as a friend finishes her

ciate what a wonder it is they’re there to mangle in the first place.

But developing a true understanding of language is more

Unfortunately, the word listening evokes the image of leaning

story, but our response is already cued up and ready to deliver,

Most healthy humans are born with the innate urge to coo, then

complicated than simply turning your brain into a dictionary. Having

across a table, hands clasped in ostentatious earnest. Their eye-

despite what that ending might be. In those moments, receiving

babble, then talk. As soon as we’re able to make sounds, we start

a conversation about, let’s say, pizza, requires a number of things

brows furrow like an accordion exhaling, and their lips purse sympa-

someone’s pointed advice or a “that happened to me too!” can di-

listening to the other ones around us, smooshing syllables together

to happen: First, the Broca’s area of the brain organizes a set of

thetically. Their nodding and reassuring cooing makes us feel more

minish a relationship more than create closeness. It dilutes. It turns

and slotting words into the awaiting Rolodex of our minds. By age

conventional sound units. Next, our highly evolved musculature

babysat than listened to—or pitied or smothered. On the other

an individual experience into a drop in a stream of similar ones.

four, words are so accessible that we barely have to think in order to

conducts and the larynx, tongue, jaw and lips generate a series of

hand, how exhilarating is it to talk to a friend who honestly listens?

This sort of behavior can be as rude as blatantly interrupting.

express them, but our subconscious command of speech can easily

sounds with symphony-like control. The listener’s brain decodes

To have a relationship filled with genuine wide-eyed glee or the

After all, we make a choice to share, so when we do it’s often be-

become a curse as we grow older and more careless. In moments

and interprets the odd sounds, and within a matter of seconds

unthinking instinct to clasp another’s hand at just the right moment?

cause we just want someone to hear us. This gets to the heart of

of linguistic weakness, we can fall prey to verbal landslides where

we’re debating the necessity of cheese crusts.

There may not be a guidebook to listening, but being present

why listening is so much more essential to a relationship than shar-

we incessantly babble a mess of words we’ll have to clean up later.

Words are our most powerful tool for self-expression and rela-

is paramount. Listening shouldn’t be defined in terms of passivity

ing similar interests or having the ability to charm: Listening helps

When we forget to think before we speak, our words can betray our

tionship building, but they also directly inform our own thoughts.

or silence: Giving someone your attention is active and empower-

us feel understood, and the best listeners make us feel necessary.

true meanings—or reveal them.

Consider how you’re thinking right now—would you be feeling this

ing. Skilled listeners wrench themselves away from the passel of

Listening takes practice, but once you’ve mastered it, thinking

The benefits of a carefully constructed sentence have been

way or contemplating this article’s premise accurately if it wasn’t for

thoughts and questions that thunder through the brain and, like an

and effort fall away and are replaced by the totality of sharing a

pondered by the philosophical greats for millennia. Greek philos-

the words whizzing through your brain? Expanding our vocabularies

arrow pointing to a spot on a map, convey that they are here.

life-bracing moment. That’s why listening doesn’t mean a conver-

ophers encouraged us to nurture our evolutionary gift for the gab,

and getting a tighter grip on our own handle of language doesn’t

sation is half-silent. Instead, it has verve. Neither party feels dimin-

emphasizing the importance of a sizable vocabulary and the cultural

just make us better communicators: It also helps us to be better,

ished for talking—and we respond more thoughtfully in return.

context in which to place it. And that means reading. In his books

more self-aware people.

Perhaps the greatest affront to true listening is our own need
to contribute. Rather than allow someone to reach the full extent of
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SILENCE
Search the self-help section and you’ll find an abundance of
advice on how to keep a conversation f lowing. However, when
we rush to fill in the gaps, we often miss something profound.

We’ve all been there: embarrassed and shifting in our chairs, keenly

that “silence is one of the great arts of conversation”? Or we could

aware of our surroundings, our eyes roaming desperately around

take solace in the teachings of Taoist philosophers, who became

the room for something, anything, that we can grasp to keep from

so disillusioned with politics and war that they considered silence a

sliding further into the chasm of awkward silence. The longer the

mark of honesty. We could even call on the writings of 20th-century

hush persists, the harder it becomes to clamber out. The stakes

novelist Anaïs Nin, who imbued shared moments of public stillness

on what we say next seem to double with every passing second.

with an undercurrent of desire. (This theory would make silent rush

Our bodies often respond to a break in conversation the same way

hour train commutes all kinds of awkward, but at least it provides

they would to a fast-approaching predator, which seems particularly

great consolation when we run out of banter between the main

cruel. After all, neither flight nor fight is an option when you’re in

course and dessert.)

your favorite mid-priced Italian restaurant staring at a new acquain-

Although they differed wildly in their interpretations, Cicero,

tance across the table. Instead, we must sit passively as our ego is

the Taoists and Nin were on to something. Silence is important,

torn apart and devoured like the evening’s antipasti.

honest and intimate—and that’s precisely why it has the power to

The Western world seems to fear silence above all other

make us squirm. When we do finally muster the courage to let the

conversational perils, so nothing fills us with panic quite like an

seconds pass uninterrupted, we can share something far more valu-

unanticipated break in a dinner-table debate. Some have blamed

able than whatever anecdote that might have come before it. We

this on the influence of the ancient Greeks, who revered oration,

stop performing as ourselves in order to simply be ourselves, and

while others put it down to our constant exposure to digital distrac-

we allow our company to do the same. Instead of viewing silence as

tion. Either way, it hasn’t always been this way. At various points in

a sign of boredom or disinterest, we could see it for what it is: the

history, the ability to be silent in the company of others has been

ultimate expression of acceptance. Sitting beside another person,

viewed as an essential part of being good company rather than as

lost in private thought, is perhaps the highest compliment we can

the sign of a dullard.

pay them. To paraphrase the words of Pulp Fiction’s Mia Wallace,

Instead of beating ourselves up next time small talk fails us,
why not remind ourselves of the Roman writer Cicero, who believed
78

“That’s when you know you’ve found somebody special—when you
can just shut up for a minute and comfortably enjoy the silence.”
79
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THE MEANING
OF LIGHT
The daily rise and fall of the sun is one of the few reliable occurrences in
our lives. Despite this simple cycle controlling the happenings of our planet,
we don’t pay much attention to sunlight’s effect on our physical and mental
health. And as some neuroscientists are beginning to discover, harnessing
its radiant power could provide phenomenal benefits to our well-being.

2012

Every day presents us with all kinds of decisions to make about
our lifestyles, and there are plenty of self-diagnosis websites,
new age books and mothers-in-law ready to indisputably
instruct us on the correct choices we should make. In an
attempt to better ourselves, we try to obey their mantras: We
sleep eight hours a night; we opt for whole grains instead of
white flour; we drag our reluctant bodies on a quick jog; we
choose not to open the second bottle of cabernet. But what
if there was a more vital factor affecting our health? One that
predates gluten alternatives and spin classes?
For the past few billion years, the sun has reliably risen every
morning and set every evening. Our bodies have therefore
come to expect its daily spiral through the sky, and most of
our biological systems work on the assumption that we’ll
follow along with its sunlight-based sequence. But now instead
of waking with dawn, we have snooze buttons. Instead of
dozing at dusk, we have Netflix.
Sunlight plays an intrinsic role in our lives and has a profound effect on the way we think and how our bodies function.
Through its role guiding our circadian rhythms—the internal

clocks that keep us regulated—sunlight can control everything from our sleeping habits to our wintertime melted cheese
cravings. Regardless of the thought we put toward our wellbeing, it’s becoming apparent that the sun could actually be the
ironically inconspicuous guru we should be following.
Despite the sun’s omnipresent nature, the effects of light
on our mental and physical health are only just beginning to be
examined. Two people who are working together to pioneer
this exploration are an artist and a neuroscientist: Stephen
Auger, a Santa Fe–based artist with an academic background
in neuroscience who works at the intersection of science and
art, and Dr. Benjamin Smarr, a doctor of neurobiology at
UC Berkeley whose studies focus on the long-term effects
of circadian rhythms on our physical and mental health. “A
lot of people haven’t heard of light’s importance as ‘a thing,’
even though it seems very intuitive once you hear about it,”
Benjamin says. “I’d love to see much more attention paid to it.
It’s of absolutely central importance.”
But how did we lose our connection to sunlight in the
first place? Were we complicit in our demise into dimness?

—
Improving our
relationship with the
sun could help both
our personal well-being
and society overall
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When Thomas Edison popularized
the lightbulb some 135 years ago,
he was unwittingly ending our close
relationship with natural light. “The
part of our DNA that responds to light
is so primal,” Stephen says. “It existed
when we were a one-celled organism
in the primordial ooze long before we
became a human species.” But now, thanks
to the humble lightbulb, we can work
graveyard shifts and salsa until dawn. As
Stephen puts it, “We’ve objectified light.”
Convenience glowed brighter than our
biological clocks, and we’ve been slowly
letting them fall out of sync ever since.
In order to fathom light’s consequence
on our well-being, we first need to
understand circadian rhythms. Our
bodies are hungry for sunlight and have
come to trust it to tell us when we should
eat, socialize and sleep. “Your circadian
rhythm is the body’s anticipation of the
24-hour cycle of sunlight and darkness,”
Benjamin explains. “The sun has arced
through the sky every 24 hours for all of
life, so life forms have evolved to assume
it’s not just going to suddenly stop.”
“Every single cell in your body has
a clock that’s trying to guess what time
of day it is to get ahead of the game,”
he continues. “If my body knows that I
get up and eat breakfast at 8 a.m. every
day, then my liver, stomach and pancreas don’t have to wait until there’s food
in my stomach to go, ‘Oh shoot! We
should be doing something about that.’ ”
However, this preemptive response is
only effective if we maintain a consistent
routine based on the sun’s movement—
one that isn’t influenced by impromptu
midnight movie screenings and urgent
deadlines. Technology and our desire
to mingle have muted our biological
reasoning, meaning our circadian
rhythms’ pleas for predictable schedules
are often ignored. “People are generally
dissociated with their connection to
the environment,” Stephen says. “And I
wouldn’t be the only person to say that
a great deal of that has to do with light.”

Thanks to everything from caffeine
to night shifts, it’s pretty easy to confuse
our bodies’ internal clocks, and this is
especially common on the weekends.
After five days of creating a semistructured
morning routine, sometimes Saturday
sleep-ins can leave us more tired than
6 a.m. starts. That feeling has a name:
social jet lag. “It’s a real thing and has
a real effect, as your body is dumbly
anticipating you’ll get up at the same
time as you did yesterday, because that’s
how it worked for the past four billion
years,” Benjamin says. This is also why
Mondays can be such a drag—after two
days of sleeping in, suddenly setting the
alarm for dawn can shock our systems.
“Your body’s network has no mechanism
to deal with alarm clocks or wanting to
stay up to watch a movie,” Benjamin says.
The act of taking care of ourselves
via an awareness of sunlight’s patterns is
part of what Stephen and Benjamin call
“sensory well-being.” In addition to the
other life choices we make to benefit our
health, “Light is another piece of that
puzzle we can now add to our lifestyles
that’s going to make a huge difference,”
Stephen says.
Improving our relationship with the
sun could help both our personal wellbeing and society overall: If we learn
how to look after ourselves through
environmental adjustments, we’d free up
the medical profession to concentrate
on bigger problems. “Doctors shouldn’t
have to focus on the maintenance
work—you wouldn’t take your car to the
mechanic every time it runs out of gas,
right? That’s a part of your daily maintenance,” Benjamin explains. “But right
now we don’t really know a lot about
how to maintain our bodies. And because
we lack that maintenance, we therefore
run into problems and need to go to
the mechanic more often, which
becomes a burden on the mechanics.”
By synchronizing ourselves with the
sunlight’s quirks, we may be able to help
tune ourselves up the natural way.
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Here are some quick ways to fine-tune
your light-related habits:
set a routine
In order for our bodies to operate
smoothly, all of our organs and systems
are dependent on their clocks being
wound to the same time. “They’re not all
able to look at each other’s wristwatches
though,” Benjamin says. “You have to
give them a routine to let them line up
and coordinate.” Getting up and going
to bed at the same time every day allows
our bodies to sync to a schedule, and
we’d benefit even more by regulating the
timing of meals too, like making oatmeal
at the same time each morning.
sleep with a mask
Sleeping eight hours per night is beneficial,
but not if our bodies think it’s daytime.
Switching on the bathroom light or
checking emails in a bout of insomnia
might not be the biggest problem: The
most disruptive factor may be ambient
light pollution drifting in through the
curtains. “Most bedrooms aren’t well
blacked-out, which often leaves them
light enough that your brain registers the
light all night long—especially in cities,”
Benjamin says. “Something as simple
as wearing a sleeping mask can have a
profound effect.”

get some real rays
They say that people who live in glass
houses shouldn’t throw stones, but they
should throw open a window: Just like
sunscreen helpfully blocks our skin from
certain harmful light frequencies, the
glass in windows deflects some other
frequencies our bodies need to trigger
biological responses. It’s helpful that we
don’t burn while sitting in a sunlit office
all day, but the fact we don’t scorch is a
clue that we’re not getting all that the
sun has to offer. It’s best to bask during
the times of day when dangerous ultraviolet wavelengths are less prevalent,
such as the first and last couple hours of
sunlight. “My doctor tells me I should
lie out in the sun completely buck naked
for 20 minutes a day. And I’m like, ‘I like
that doctor!’ ” Stephen says, laughing. In
order to trigger vitamin D production,
direct sunlight needs to shine on our
bare, unprotected skin.

observe dawn and dusk
While a lot is left to discover, it’s beginning
to appear that these times might be
the most important parts of the day to
be out and about: The light quality is
changing rapidly and the direction of
that change serves as a biological cue for
whether it’s early or late, thereby orienting our cells to wake up or wind down.
“The subtle movement of light is an
absolutely essential component to orient
us to our circadian rhythms,” Stephen
says. This could be as simple as getting
up 20 minutes earlier to walk the dog
at dawn or having an excuse to snack on
charcuterie while watching the sunset.

Circadian rhythms aside, vitamin D
can also play a vital role in our sensory
well-being. Our bodies naturally produce this small molecule when our skin
absorbs certain helpful frequencies of
ultraviolet light, causing a whole series
of enzymatic responses in our cellular
structure that help support a healthy
immune system and balance our mood.
Without its presence in our bodies, our
defenses to nasty bugs weaken and our
happiness also seems to nosedive.
So why natural light, and not
just more lightbulbs? It’s all to do
with wavelengths: Just as we think of
rainbows as color spectrums from violet
to red, the same can be described in light
wavelengths. The sun gives off white
light made of all the wavelengths combined, but lightbulbs only give off a few
(think of how a crystal swinging on someone’s porch produces a rainbow when hit
at the right angle, or Pink Floyd’s Dark
Side of the Moon album cover). Different
wavelengths have different energies, so
depending on the height of the sun in the
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—
Every single cell in your
body has a clock that’s
trying to guess what
time it is to get ahead
of the game

sky, the rays that hit earth have different
intensities—that’s why it’s a lot harder
to get sunburned at 9 a.m. than at high
noon. These wavelengths and intensities
also have different effects on our bodies,
from the tumor-causing overdoses of
ultraviolet rays to the more positive ones
that stimulate vitamin D production.
Experts are still trying to understand
the complicated role vitamin D plays
in our well-being, and mixed messages
abound: A medical professional might
tell us to wear 50+ sunscreen to protect
us from cancer-triggering ultraviolet
light and in the same breath instruct us
to sit unprotected in the sun to kindle
vitamin D production. “I don’t want
people to think if they hose themselves
with vitamin D that all of their problems will be solved,” Benjamin says. “It’s
one piece in a complex system that we’re
still understanding.” Now that many of
us spend our days within enclosed walls
instead of outside in the wild, vitamin
D deficiency has become fairly common.
This is especially true in the winter when
there are fewer sunlit hours in the day
and therefore even less time to absorb
the correct wavelengths we need to
stimulate its production.
In the darker months, the combination of vitamin D deficiency and our
disrupted circadian rhythms play a crucial part in Seasonal Affective Disorder,
a.k.a. the aptly acronym-ed SAD. While
some still consider this condition an
imaginary excuse for not getting out
of bed when it’s dark, it is an actual
emotional disorder brought on by
chemical reactions in your body. It’s
often defined as when the natural traits
that typify winter—the extra sleeping,
the extra eating, the lack of desire to
get out of the house and be social—are
involuntarily taken to excess, which
interferes with our ability to operate at
our optimal level of mental health.
Our bodies anticipate seasons just
like they do 24-hour days, so short
instances of this stoic existence are a

perfectly standard response to winter’s
lower light levels and dipping temperatures. For example, we’re legitimately
wired to crave carbs and fatty substances
during the time leading up to the cold
season to help us put on a nice layer of
natural insulation—an evolved excuse
for baking a second batch of mac and
cheese. Except that where this was once a
biological reaction that preempted a
lack of winter produce, we now have all
the food we hanker for available to us
to consume year round.
“Historically it was great that my body
craved cheese in October in anticipation of
a cold snap,” Benjamin says. “But here
I am in Berkeley, in summer, where
I can go out and spend a hundred
dollars on cheddar and wolf it down,
but that’s probably not what my body
intended.” This is another example of how
we've lost touch with what our bodies are
geared to crave, and cues from sunlight
might be one of the best natural ways to
resolidify those missed connections.
The best ways to ward off the winter blues and be kind to your sensory
well-being are the same year round: Set
a routine to keep your circadian rhythms
ticking, try to be outside with your skin
exposed during daylight hours for as long
as your frosty epidermis can bear it, and
don’t always reach for the wheel of Brie
when the slightest cheese craving gurgles
within you (only give in on some days).
But often the people most affected by
SAD live in areas where they don’t have
the choice to bask in the sun, even if
they wanted to. For the residents of the
world’s northernmost communities who
don’t experience a sunrise for months
during winter, or night-shift workers who
have to be awake during nocturnal hours,
no amount of positivity and goodwill
can tilt the earth on its axis to grab some
more rays. Without normal hours of
natural light, how can these populations
possibly set any semblance of a steady
circadian rhythm or produce enough
vitamin D to stay healthy?
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That’s where artificial light starts to
shine. Through a project that fuses art
with science, Stephen has helped create an
artificial light with the ability to replicate
the movement of specific wavelengths of
sunlight, potentially opening up a whole
can of glowing worms for light-starved
people around the world.
The technology was invented as
part of The Twilight Array, an art
exhibition that will take place at Gary
Snyder Gallery in New York City
this winter. For this project, Stephen
collaborated with many esteemed experts
(including neurobiologist Dr. Margaret
Livingstone, founder of the Livingstone
Lab at Harvard University and author
of Vision and Art: The Biology of Seeing)
to create a series of works that explore
the subtleties of twilight perception.
His paintings will be illuminated by a
light that replicates the movement and
wavelengths of twilight, sending the
viewer’s mind into an entirely simulated
biological state akin to watching a sunset.
“Something really critical in my work is
engaging someone’s sense of wonder, and
we have that when we’re looking at a sunset or sunrise,” he says. The interplay of
his canvases and the specialized light will
allow him to emulate what your body
feels when watching a Tahitian sunset
while standing in a windowless gallery
high above the streets of Manhattan.
Working with a series of optical
engineers, Stephen and Benjamin have
developed a highly sensitive dimmer
that can artificially imitate multitude
wavelengths and the changes in sunlight’s movement. Instead of walking
into a room and flipping a simple on/
off switch, owners of the dimmer will be
able to download many different light
sequences so they can have a romantic twilit dinner in a Moroccan dusk or
wake up to the same wavelengths seen in
the Scottish Isles. His team is currently
measuring the light wavelengths around
the world everywhere from Alberta,
Canada, to Tasmania, Australia.

Aside from the romanticism of your
body thinking it’s waking up in the
foothills of Nepal or the Italian Riviera,
this artificial lamp could also be used to
benefit those who don’t have the privilege of experiencing a normal pattern of
sunlight. “If you work until 3 a.m. and
wake up at 10 a.m., there’s no reason why
you can’t push your circadian rhythm
back and program a dawn sequence for
9 a.m. and then turn your twilight mode
on at 11 p.m.,” Stephen explains. The
same could be said for northern populations who never see the sun at all: By
regulating their circadian rhythms and
stimulating vitamin D production with
these lights, it might help stave off SAD.
“It’s absolutely the case that sunlight
can be mimicked with the right technology; it’s just that it hasn’t been up until
now. Our grandchildren are going to
say, ‘What do you mean the lights were
either on or off ? That’s crazy!’ ” Benjamin
says, laughing. “Once the technology is in
place to control your light environment,
it’s going to be huge. It’s such a fundamental quality of life issue that it’s impossible
to imagine a future where it’s not part of
the technological milieu.”
As it turns out, our eyes don’t really
mind if light comes from a halogen lamp
or the sun, as long as it provides them
with the wavelengths they want, when
they want. “If you’re able to replicate a
light spectrum, physiologically there will
be no difference between the experience
of that in nature or in a space with an
artificial light source,” Stephen says.
Stephen is by no means suggesting
that we can have a happy lifestyle sitting
in a room with a lamp that mimics light
curves, but artificial lights could help
us in times when nature’s benefits aren’t
easily accessible. “I’m humbled by our innate relationship to nature, so I’ve always
been suspicious of a technology claiming
to replace the magnificence that nature
provides,” he says. “It took me some time
to stop romanticizing, but I’ve begun to
demystify light and look at it empirically:
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It’s a spectrum, it’s a curve.” The dimmer
may be artificial, but it can bring us back
to a baseline from which we can build a
healthy emotional and physical state.
The irony of the artificial-versusreal-light dichotomy lies in the fact that
we’ve become so hooked on the freedoms technology has afforded us that
we might also need to use technology
to set us right again. While it would
be idealistic to suggest that we live by
the light like we did for eons, rising and
retiring with twilight and eating our
granola at the same time every morning
for the rest of eternity, what kind of
existence would that be? Like most
things in life, employing a little give and
take will often lead us to optimal gratification (and will certainly be easier to
uphold). Inventions such as Stephen’s may
allow us to reap sunlight’s health benefits
while still taking advantage of the joys
that contemporary society allows us.
We’re never going to beat our bodies’
yearning for routine and sunlight, but
we can learn to work with them instead
of against them. “We have trouble
enough accepting that we turn into
our parents, right?” Benjamin explains.
“With circadian biology, we have four
billion years of ancestry that we have to
come to terms with.”
The most important factor to
consider when it comes to sensory
well-being is figuring out what works
best for you. Whether it’s sleeping with a
mask to help all your body’s clocks align
or programming an artificial dimmer to
simulate a 6 a.m. dawn sequence in the
depths of winter, even the act of being
conscious about sunlight is a step in the
right direction. As time goes on and the
sun continues to rise and set every day
until it flickers out, humans will continue
to learn how to have a better relationship
with it. There is still so much to discover,
but at least we’re beginning to see the light.
FOR MORE INFORMATION ON STEPHEN, BENJAMIN
AND SUGGESTED READING MATERIALS, SEE PAGE 158.
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in conversation:
colin ellard and peter kahn
interview by georgia frances king
The advent of virtual reality is signaling a radical shift in how we approach
travel: Soon we will be able to traipse around the world for the cost of a single
virtual reality headset, journeying to far-flung destinations without ever leaving
our couches. But it won’t be all gimmicky antics and entertaining simulations:
How will this new strand of technology permanently restructure the way we
interact with our communities? And what repercussions will this have for how
the next generation interprets the world around them? Cognitive neuroscientist
Colin Ellard and psychologist Peter Kahn weigh in on the enduring value of
physical travel and discuss how we’ll be navigating the globe in the future.

Please introduce yourselves and what you study.
colin: I’m a cognitive neuroscientist. I’m interested
in the relationships between brain states and behavior,
and I have a special interest in how to apply what we
know about behavior and neuroscience to issues like
building better cities, which is a field called environmental psychology. In my laboratory, I do experiments
that involve simulations in immersive virtual reality of
different settings and scales—anything from the interior of a room up to urban-scale settings. And the other
side of my practice is finding ways to study people’s psychological and physiological reactions to places “in the
field.” For example, a lot of the work we’re doing now
involves taking people for walks through urban streetscapes and wiring them up with sensors to measure brain
activity, eye movements and other variables to see how
different kinds of settings influence how people feel.
peter: I’m a professor at the University of Washington and I have dual appointments in the department of
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psychology and the school of environmental sciences.
I also direct the Human Interaction with Nature and
Technological Systems (HINTS) lab. I rarely use the
term radical, but these two major trends—our changing interaction with both nature and technology—are
radically restructuring human existence and have some
major problems. First, the destruction of nature: It’s
happening very quickly, and it’s happening to a kind of
nature we depend upon physically and psychologically
for our well-being. We’re destroying the wellsprings of
our very existence. The other trend is the exponential
boom of technology: We have a very poor grasp of how
fast it’s changing, and it’s changing even faster than our
linear mind thinks.
What are your reactions to the current climate of technological innovation? Is it helping or hindering us?
colin: There’s this tremendous excitement in popular
culture for the possibilities engendered by new technol-

ogies, like the [affordable virtual reality headset] Oculus Rift in particular—people think it’s going to have
a completely mind-blowing impact on their experience
of reality. But when you put on one of these devices,
what you experience completely supplants physical reality. For the people who have the impression that virtual reality is going to be an utter revolution in the way
we interact with the world, I think there’s some disappointment in the works.
peter: Colin and I largely agree on this issue: There
are benefits to the new technologies, but almost every technology comes with costs. And we usually see
the benefits and don’t understand the costs until we
jump forward with it. My lab’s research on “technological nature” is not only looking at the benefits but
also documenting the ways in which technology comes
up short. Both Colin’s and my research programs are
trying to look at both the positives and the negatives:
We don’t want to be naysayers about technology, but if
you’re going to ask the crucial question of “How do we
flourish as human beings?” you need to pay attention
to the costs.
How do you see virtual reality (VR) tying into the future
of travel?
colin: Especially with the advent of relatively cheap
VR, there will be much more of an effort to use that
technology for marketing travel and giving people curiosity about places. Having a small—but pale—taste
of what being in a different place would be like might
increase the likelihood of someone wanting to actually
go there. But when I start to think about the negatives,
there are all kinds of risks. First of all, somebody may
feel that a VR experience of a place is an adequate substitute for being there. If they feel that the relatively
superficial experience they’ve had is just as good as the
real thing, then why bother getting off the couch? There
are many negative repercussions and dangers with this
kind of thinking. I’ve had these kinds of experiences
with my children and I’ve found a really alarming and
stark contrast compared to my own experiences. For
example, I took my children to see some moon rocks. I
remember when I saw these things for the first time at a
fairly young age, I was completely staggered by the fact
that here was an actual artifact that had come from a
different part of the solar system. But my children were
just phlegmatic about the whole experience because it
wasn’t as good as looking at a simulated and augmented

version of a trip to the moon. What frightened me was
that they didn’t seem to have any kind of reverence for
the authenticity of experience that I remember having
when I was a kid. It was almost as if that didn’t matter
anymore. That’s the same kind of fear I have with virtual travel: We’re finding even more ways to discount
the value of authentic experience. If we can endlessly
reproduce some kind of experience, then where is the
value in having the actual experience? It’s gone. It’s
tremendously important to go to another place in real
time to experience cultural differences and not through
some technological artifice. Otherwise, you don’t really
understand that you have a culture yourself.
Peter, what are your feelings about how VR is going to
impact the future of travel?
peter: I think of VR as something that is completely simulated—and that is problematic. The one thing
that is wholly missing is an actual other person: This is
the clearest way to articulate where the limitation lies.
If you’re traveling to a real location then you’re likely
meeting people and having authentic relationships,
which is one of the marvelous qualities of being a human being—there’s mystery in every interaction we
have with one another. When you take that away with
VR and engage with people as simulated computational models, my position, philosophically, is that none of
that relationship is actually there anymore: There’s no
consciousness, there’s no being, there’s no presence in
any genuine way. Going back to the issue that’s overriding both my and Colin’s research, I don’t think we can
flourish as individuals if we’re not trying to deepen our
experience of human-to-human interaction (as well as
human-to-geography or human-to-nature interaction).
And that’s one of the large drawbacks of any sort of
technologically mediated travel. I don’t believe that it
can substitute for the actual travel experience.
What are the long-term consequences of these kinds of
technologies becoming commonplace?
peter: The big problem I see is that as we allow these
substitutions to happen and we see the benefits, we
start thinking that the impoverished experience is the
normal experience; we’re shifting the baseline of what is
normal, but we don’t even know it. Just like Colin’s point
with his kids, it’s affecting an entire generation that has
come along and constructed new baselines of what the
new normal is—but they don’t even realize that’s the
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—
“There are two questions we need to ask
ourselves: Are there technologies we don’t want
to bring into our lives? And are there ways we
can develop technologies to allow us to flourish
instead of inhibiting us?”

watered-down version because they’ve never known
any different. If you put an elephant in a zoo and they
have offspring, the babies may grow up to live long lives,
but they are not flourishing as elephants based on their
genetic makeup. As we increasingly engage in technological interactions—including technological travel—I’m worried that people will think we’re doing just
fine when, in fact, we’re not doing as well as we could be
if we were engaging in actual interaction.
In the future, we may even have the choice to technologically program the exact travel experience we want to have
instead of being exposed to the unknown—which are often
the times when we learn the most. What will we lose when
we gain more control over our experiences?
colin: I definitely agree with that. The kind of curated travel experience you’re describing—where people
prescribe all the experiences they expect to have before
they leave their homes—just sounds absolutely dreadful
to me. When I think of my own travel, the best experiences I’ve ever had have always been the serendipitous
ones. If you go looking for specific stuff, then you’re almost invariably disappointed. But if you just immerse
yourself in a new setting and let what comes come, then
those are the experiences you’ll be telling your friends
about when you get home, not the itinerary you laid
out three weeks in advance. I can imagine that traveling
using VR will inevitably be very prescriptive like that.
peter: Serendipity is an interesting point to bring up,
because if someone wanted to take the pro-technology
position they could say, “Okay, tell me what you want
to happen serendipitously and we can program that
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into the system.” If what you want is a certain sort of
randomness, they account for that. So the notion of
serendipity goes beyond the behavioral fluctuation
of randomness to something deeper: Georgia’s point
about the authenticity of interaction. The notion of authenticity operates at a phenomenological level that’s
tied to human consciousness and awareness. It’s hard to
articulate these ideas (and certainly harder to measure
them from a scientific perspective), but here’s what lies
at the heart of the debate right now: Can all of human
life be computationally modeled and represented, or
is there something deeper to the human existence that
goes beyond the computational system?
colin: Peter, what you’re saying is really, really interesting. So, it would be possible for a master programmer
to produce a virtual travel experience that has every
possible simulation of serendipity I might enjoy on a
real travel experience? It sounds like the linchpin of it
all is the fact that we know one experience is simulated
and we know that one is real, even if the simulation is
perfect and the technologist can simulate all of the contingencies, the unexpectedness, the randomness. That
knowledge ultimately seems to make a big difference to
the experience’s authenticity.
peter: Yes, basically, the technologist says, “Tell me
what behavior you want and, in time, we can get it.”
At the core though, there’s something deeper than the
behavioral manifestation of the experience at play, and
that’s why I keep coming back to notions of authenticity through our actual, real experiences: genuineness,
consciousness, awareness and a sense of presence that
we engage in when interacting with one another.

—
“It’s tremendously important to go to another
place in real time to experience cultural
differences and not through some technological
artifice. Otherwise, you don’t really understand
that you have a culture yourself.”

But surely there’s a positive side to this: Could it be better for people who don’t have the socio-economic means to
actually travel to have these virtual experiences that they
know aren’t real, rather than having no access to these experiences at all?
peter: Based on my work on technological nature, if
you can’t have actual nature then the technologically
mediated experience of nature can give you some of
the same psychological benefits as actual nature—but
it doesn’t give you all of the benefits. Part of nature’s
tremendous force in our lives—before we had so much
control over it—is that we have to encounter it and
work with it. That’s powerful and beautiful. And actual
real travel taps into that.
colin: I would say that’s true. I hate to be boring and
agree with Peter so much, but I do! Something is better than nothing. One can think of all kinds of good
reasons for offering virtual travel to people who can’t
afford to go on an exotic trip. But there are more examples too: Some years ago I had a conversation with a
co-worker whose son is severely physically challenged,
and she said, “I would love to think that he could put
on one of these devices and take a jaunt to a rainforest—something he’ll never be able to do in his actual
life.” There are other reasons as well, such as the places
that would be fabulous to visit, but if lots and lots of
people went there, they would wreck them. For example, if everybody who wanted to go to the Antarctic
went, that would have a huge environmental impact.
peter: What I’m worried about, though, is that while
we’re well aware of the benefits, we’re not aware of the
drawbacks. We can paint the picture of how virtual

travel or mediated travel is so wonderful, but I worry
about the consumer culture around travel. National
Geographic and webcams and TV are adding more and
more to the information overload… which is tremendous, because our minds are increasingly able to consume smaller and smaller fragments of information.
But usually, people want something that they can digest
in five minutes or five seconds.
How is that going to impact technological travel?
peter: What is likely to happen is that many people are
going to travel for 10 minutes or five minutes or 30 seconds. Many of the forms of serendipity that Colin and
you were talking about earlier are uncomfortable in the
beginning—a fear or wariness because you don’t know
what’s about to happen. There’s a part of our psyche
that wants to limit that in our lives, but when you create
a very focused itinerary and take control, you’re eliminating much of the uneasiness of travel. And if you do
that using a technological version of travel, that limits it
even further. If at any point the technology starts making us uncomfortable, we will just turn it off and flip it
to another channel. Out of the entire depth and range
and beauty and mystery and horribleness of travel, we’ll
increasingly constrain that to a “nice” travel, and that’s
impoverishing the depths of human existence.
In what ways can you see technology being used positively
in order for us to become more in touch with ourselves or
more in touch with our communities?
colin: One of the things that seems to be happening at
the moment is this proliferation of apps whose inten-
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tion is to give people ways of self-monitoring. Think of
everything from fitness watches to apps that allow people to monitor their physiological state and their stress
levels throughout the day. You could talk about these
being positive contributions of technology.
peter: When you asked the question about some good
uses, it often focuses us on individual applications of
technology, and I think it can distort the larger picture
when we think in that way. There can be some good in
any single application we use, but we’re not living with
just a single app that we’re trying to evaluate: There are
millions of apps, and many of us have multiple devices
working at one time. There are many benefits, but Colin and I are looking at the proliferation of this within
us as a species. For every technology, there is a downside. Think about electric lighting: I love electric lights
because they let me stay up late at night and read and
converse with people, but electric lights blind me to the
night sky. When a whole city has electric lights and I
go out and look at the night sky, there is no night sky—
there’s just light pollution. So we need to talk about
the individual use of a technology’s effect on the larger
system. Some kids— millions of kids—have never seen
the stars because they’ve grown up in a polluted city.
And that’s really sad. But if you ask a child who’s never seen the night sky if they feel sad, they say, “No, I
don’t feel sad… What’s the night sky?” There are kids
who don’t believe that shooting stars exist—they think
they’re fiction because they’ve never seen one. We have
now shifted the baseline to think that electric lights are
a great technology, and we are never going back. We’re
adapting, but I don’t think we’re thriving.
I want to bring up Peter’s elephant example from earlier
on: Will the elephant’s chemistry eventually change—
physiologically, biologically, psychologically—and will we
humans also, therefore, start to adapt to this new technological environment? How will our increased dependence
on these technologies change us over time?
colin: I think we’re already seeing quite substantial
mental changes, and the simple answer to the question
of physical changes is the more time we spend sitting on
the couch looking at screens, the less time we’re actually
physically interacting with the world. In terms of the
crises in health-related occurrences such as obesity and
the development of diabetes, I’m sure there are connections in terms of our overuse of technology and the fact
we’re becoming more and more sedentary.
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peter: Some people would say, “Don’t worry about
anything. We’re an adaptive species, and that’s how we
got to be where we are. We’ll adapt and we’ll be fine.” I
think we are an adaptive species and we have evolved—
but just because we adapt doesn’t mean we’ll do fine. It
doesn’t mean we are doing fine. If you look at the state
of the world, there’s a tremendous amount of disease
right now: In the United States, at least one out of every ten people takes antidepressants, and asthma is at
a seven percent rate. We’re not doing that well, but we
somehow think that’s normal. And I don’t think it is.
What kind of conversation should we be having in the
meantime then?
peter: What we need to bring forward – and I think
we’ve been doing that in this conversation – is the richness and depth of what human life is about. We have
been speaking about some of the benefits of technology, but that’s not what thoughtful people need to
spend a lot of time on: What we need to articulate is
what we are not seeing as we move forward with these
technologies. Then we have two questions we need to
ask ourselves: Are there technologies we don’t want to
bring into our lives? And are there ways we can develop these technologies to allow us to flourish instead of
inhibiting us?
Colin, some of your research has focussed on GPS systems
and wayfinding. What kind of impact are these programs
having on travel?
colin: One of the things I’ve talked about is the influence of wayfinding technology on our understanding
of where we actually are on the planet. As we become
increasingly subservient to the blue dot on our phones,
we eventually begin to lose touch with the meanings of
even very simple geographic terms. When we replace
the things we used to do by our native wit with technology we lose a real understanding of where we are. When
we lose an understanding of the meaning of scale and
geographic distance, we lose the feeling of being connected to different places.
How far do we need to travel and for how long do we need
to be disconnected in order to feel the benefits?
peter: My daughter was recently trekking in Nepal,
and she said that there’s now Wi-Fi in all of the small
villages. She chose not to take her phone with her on
these big mountain climbs, but everyone else was tex-

—
“For the people who have the impression that
virtual reality is going to be an utter revolution in
the way we interact with the world, I think there’s
some disappointment in the works.”

ting and blogging the whole way through. Traveling
used to entail getting away from that endless stream of
communication: It’s this beautiful, profound pattern of
moving away from settlement and returning, such as
when we used to hunt and forage. Going out and returning is deep in our evolutionary history. In Paradise
Lost, John Milton says, “Solitude sometimes is best society, and short retirement urges sweet return.” Now we
go out and travel, but we still stay connected. We don’t
get to experience that pattern of “coming back” fully
because we never truly departed.
Colin, you’ve done a lot of research on the topic of the
built environment. Most of us spend nearly all of our time
working hard in big cities, trying to get by and make a
living in order to treat ourselves to those brief moments
of respite through leaving the city we’ve been working in.
Have you seen cities try to encourage people to take those
moments of reflection within their own boundaries instead of having to travel for it?
colin: Oh yeah, they absolutely are. That’s one of the
most heartening things that the last couple of decades
of research have shown over and over again: the powerful impact of exposure to nature in cities. I think
that most decision makers are well aware that, in many
places, there is a real appreciation for the importance
of landscape architecture and the idea that there ought
to be accessible green space for everyone, even if that’s
nothing more than a couple of park benches and an
urban parkette. There’s also been some discussion and
interest in providing people with technology-free bubbles: locations in the city where your cell phone signal
is blocked. If you can will yourself to go there, it’s an

aid that will help you disconnect with technology and
reconnect with things that are more important to you
than that.
Peter, any closing remarks?
peter: I’d like to synthesize what I’ve been hearing:
I propose that we travel for three reasons. One is we
travel for cultural reasons—for amazing cities, music
and art—to enrich our lives. The second is traveling
for nature—people spend a lot of money and effort to
get to beautiful places in the world. And the third one
that we’ve been circling around is tied to the depth of
our awareness and seeing our surroundings in a new
way—and that’s hard to replicate in a city we are so
familiar with. I think that every day we should try to
wake up and see our world with fresh eyes. But there’s
something about travel that forces us into this state automatically without having to work at it. Every time we
leave what we know, we leave safety behind. In terms of
technology, when we try to control too much of that
experience and take the unknown out of travel, we’re
limiting this third dimension of what travel provides
us, which is movement into the unknown. Through the
unknown, we see more clearly, more deeply and then
we become more fully ourselves.
Colin Ellard is the author of Places of the Heart: The
Psychogeography of Everyday Life (Bellevue Press) and
You Are Here (Doubleday).
Peter Kahn is the author of The Human Relationship
with Nature: Development and Culture (MIT Press),
Technological Nature: Adaptation and the Future of
Human Life (MIT Press), and more.
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graphic design produces work that’s social
Please tell us more about Pentagram. How
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—
“Graphic design
produces work that’s
social by nature: The
work is meant to be
seen, experienced
and used by groups
of people.”
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expectations—that is as important as the

Above: Though design firm Pentagram has offices all over the world, Natasha Jen calls their New York
location home. Born and raised in Taipei where neon signs and vibrant colors abound, she says her
Taiwanese upbringing brings a sense of humor and playfulness to her work.
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how to be
an essentialist:
an interview with greg mckeown
In a time when there are more questions than answers, more choices
than decisions and more opportunities than hours in a day, many of us are
exhausted from trying to do it all. As productive as it makes us feel, pursuing
too many things can leave us stressed, anxious and drained instead of turning
us into multitasking superheroes. Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of
Less (Crown Business, 2014) is a book that tackles the work-life challenge and
provides enlightening pointers on how we can do more with less. We spoke with
best-selling author Greg McKeown about worrying less and playing more.

“The way of the Essentialist isn’t about setting New Year’s
resolutions to say ‘no’ more, or about pruning your in-box,
or about mastering some new strategy in time management. It is about pausing constantly to ask, ‘Am I investing
in the right activities?’ There are far more activities and
opportunities in the world than we have time and resources
to invest in. And although many of them may be good, or
even very good, the fact is that most are trivial and few are
vital. The way of the Essentialist involves learning to tell
the difference—learning to filter through all those options
and selecting only those that are truly essential.”
—Greg McKeown, Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit
of Less

where everybody starts buying into it. There are only
two ways out: One is that the bubble will burst, and the
other is that we’ll see it as a form of madness and get
out early. Getting caught up in the busyness bubble isn’t
sustainable or sensible, and it’s not the wise thing to do.
So we need to pop it before it bursts.
there seems to be a herd mentality that says
the busier we look, the more successful we
seem. where does this attitude come from?
I asked someone the other day, “Hi, how are you?” And
he said, “Well, we all know the answer now: I’m so
busy!” He was so busy that he was averaging four hours
of sleep a night for the past two weeks. And he said it
with such…

why do we all feel so busy?
We’re in a busyness bubble, which mirrors the real
estate bubble of 2008. This happens when there’s an
overvalued asset (busyness) and a social phenomenon

pride?
Pride! He was so happy in his achievement!
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care about instead of four or five meaningful relationships with people I truly love.” They choose that course
because it happens to be the norm of our times, so
they just go along with it. But we never regret an
Essentialist choice.

how can we recognize that having pride in
overworking is folly?
It all starts with us realizing that we’ve been conned.
It’s a very persuasive lie: We think that if we can fit it
all into our schedules, then we can have anything we
want in life. This idea is reinforced in almost every
magazine cover we look at and every advertisement we
see. It’s so pervasive that we don’t even notice it exists.
So the place to begin isn’t even grabbing hold of the
Essentialist mind-set—it’s recognizing the madness of
Everythingism. That’s the beginning place. That’s when
we begin exploring more.

we often don’t realize that we’re in control
of our decisions and do have choices. what
do people misunderstand about the concept
of choice?
Right, we’re not even pausing long enough to recognize
that there is a choice! Part of the core mind-set of being
an Essentialist is to simply affirm that I have a choice, I
can choose, I can make a different choice. Often people logically know that they can choose differently, but
emotionally you don’t feel that. You feel as if you have
a choice, but in all tactical terms you don’t—you’re living learned helplessness. And in that circumstance, we
need to hope that the people who are guiding our lives
have our best interests at heart. Because if you don’t
prioritize your life, someone else will.

many people struggle to decide what to
say yes to since we have so many options.
how can we learn to identify what is most
important to us?
The options in our lives are increasing faster than our
ability to make selections. The choices are exponential,
so it’s about identifying really selective criteria. To explain this in the book, I use the metaphor of conducting
a closet cleanout: When you’re trying to purge clothes
from your closet, if you use criteria such as “Could I
wear this ever again in my life?” the answer is constantly going to be yes. So you end up keeping that item of
clothing. But when you employ extreme criteria such
as “Do I absolutely love it? Do I wear it often? Does
it look great on me?”, and if the answer is no, then you
should give it away. Now, that’s true of closets, but I’m
talking about the closets of our lives.

what we consider essential can apply to
both tangible objects and intangible ideas.
what’s the link between the physical and
emotional essentials?
I love that question. I recently read Marie Kondo’s
The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese
Art of Decluttering and Organizing, along with a lot
of other people. I love that book! (Turn to page 108
for an interview with Marie.) It’s a great place to start.
What she’s teaching is that, by starting with the most
physical purges and then going to the most emotional,
you gain confidence over time in discerning between
those things. You can build confidence through physically paring down so that eventually you can negotiate which emotional things are important in your life
and which things aren’t. It’s not the only way to learn
how to be an Essentialist, but it’s one way, and I found
it helpful myself.

how can we go about exploring our options
before choosing the right one?
An Essentialist explores more options than an Everythingist, but commits to fewer: You’re exploring broadly but focusing more sharply and making really selective
decisions afterward. As a result, you’ll be saying no to a
lot more things than the Everythingist does.
I love this line by blogger Derek Sivers: “No more
yes—it’s either hell yeah! or no.” It’s not enough for an
opportunity simply to be new, and if you use broad criteria for making decisions such as “Is it interesting?”
in a world that has a billion options, you’ve already set
your course: You’ll be pulled in and tricked by the trivial. You’ll be consumed by the meaningless. But what we
want to be able to do is focus on just a few things so we
can do truly great work.
I don’t think people choose non-essentialism deliberately over Essentialism: People don’t say, “I’d rather
have 100 average relationships with people I sort of

you and marie seem to share an outlook that
isn’t focused on discarding things: instead
it’s about determining what you really love,
keeping that and then cutting the fat away.
Yes, it’s important. I really related to that element of her
book. I often make the point that I didn’t write a book
called No-ism. The book is Essentialism. People should
really ask, “What is essential to me?” And then in
order to achieve that, “Do I need to give up other things
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—
“We regret living a life based on other people’s
expectations of us, and we regret spending too
much time at work and not enough time with our
family and the key friends in our lives. But we can
realign our routines now to celebrate that.”

if we could jump forward a few decades and
look back on how we’re currently prioritizing our lives, what kinds of changes would
we be making?
If we take the long-term perspective and ask ourselves
what we’ll regret on our deathbeds, we can extrapolate
from that and make different decisions now to prevent
having those regrets. We should ask ourselves if our
weekly routines currently represent the same values
we think we’ll wish we’d upheld. We regret basically
two things at the end of our lives: We regret living a
life based on other people’s expectations of us, and we
regret spending too much time at work and not enough
time with our family and the key friends in our lives.
But we can realign our routines now to celebrate that.

that are less important so I can achieve this?” It’s not
just less—it’s less, but better. Really, people should ask,
“What’s so important that I’d give up everything in
order to achieve it?” When you know the answer to that
question, then you have something fantastic. When
you’re willing to give up those nonessential things—
even if they’re good, even if they’re interesting—that’s
the beginning.
how can we learn to be better at prioritizing?
My own personal language discovery for this book was
the word priority: It came into the English language
in the 1400s, and it was singular, because that’s what
it means! It means the first thing, the prior thing, the
most important thing. Then ostensibly it stayed singular for the next 500 years, and only in the 1900s did
we pluralize the term to priorities. What!? What does
this word mean now? Can we really have a dozen first
most important things? You need to take on whatever
that priority is and do it. If you try to do 24 different
things simultaneously and treat them all as equally
important, you won’t get any of them done. And so in
that little language change, we can see a lot of how this
madness has taken over. It’s changing the way we think.
It’s warped reality.

how much of this is about work-life balance?
We’ve all heard this phrase “work-life balance” but it’s
peculiar because we never say, “Oh, I just need to make
sure I’m not spending too much time with my family.”
But we never mean that when we say we “need to work
on our work-life balance.” What we mean is, “Am I
spending enough time with my family, with my wife?
Or am I letting my work consume me?” So we should
come up with a more accurate term for the problem
we’re really trying to solve! It should really be, “I really
need to work on my work hours.” Or, “I need to make
sure that my work isn’t the master in my life.” This is
what we’re really talking about. And that’s why I would
emphasize to build an essential routine of an ideal week.

essentialism focuses mainly on regaining
control over our work lives. you’ve consulted with a lot of big companies. does it
get better or worse near the top?
I first saw the phenomena of Everythingism when I
happened to be working with companies like Apple
and Google: With their successes came this Trojan
Horse of opportunities that undermined the focus that
led to their success in the first place. It’s this paradox
that success can become a catalyst for failure if it leads
to the undisciplined pursuit of more, as it often does.

please tell us about your personal routine.
I ask myself how I’d ideally like to spend the 168 hours
there are in a week. There are three things I hold as a
constant design to try and avoid having those regrets
on my deathbed [and you’d have to ask my wife how
close I get to this]: First, I try to get eight hours of sleep,
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because if I don’t do that then I can’t discern properly,
and if I can’t discern then I’ll get tricked by the trivial.
Second, I need 15 hours a week for my wife and I to be
together—talking, connecting, going for a walk, going
out to eat and so on. Then I’ll take 15 hours for my children. Those are my nonnegotiables. You protect those
things first. So put those in for you. That accounts for
about half of the week. Now out of those remaining
hours, what is the best way you could use that time?
Since you know you can’t solve your problems by just
spending more time in the office than anyone else, you
have to think smarter. And that space is what being an
Essentialist means.

when you said that, i felt sick to my stomach
with anxiety.
Right! When I say this to groups, I ask how many
people have email on their phones, and of course every single hand goes up. When you tell them to take
it off, you have every single eye in the room on you,
because everybody knows that this is jugular. They realize they’ve been had! This is the great con of our lives.
Making your phone more boring will introduce more
boredom into your life.
Your email is not a priority tool. That’s a lie, because
as soon as we really have to be productive, we turn it off.
So we know that it’s not a productivity tool—it’s a communications tool, but it’s not even very good for that.
If you really need to communicate with somebody, pick
up the phone and call them. Email on our phones has
to stop! Take all the apps off your phone you don’t use
and only keep the genuine utility apps. When I first did
that, I had withdrawal symptoms. I’d still go to check
my phone, but nothing was there—suddenly it was just
a boring phone.
We check our phones on average 150 times a day,
900 at the highest levels: That’s what we’re doing instead of playing, instead of thinking—we’re just checking our phones. So we’ve got to make our phones boring. We can still have them and use them as they have a
ton of utility in them, but we have to show them who is
boss. Try it for a week!
You don’t have to be nuts about this. Essentialism
isn’t about hiding away up a mountain—though there
are worse things you could do than go into monk mode
for a while—and I know there are times when having
email on your phone is very helpful for a variety of
needs. I understand what it’s like. We just need to be
aware of it and say, “I don’t need it now, so it’s coming
off.” This is what Essentialism means: the deliberate,
conscious strokes instead of taking it all for granted.

nowadays we leave very little time for doing
nothing, but creating the space to imagine
and think should be just as important. how
can we learn to do less and play more?
I was at the Twitter office a while back, and somebody
there said, “Do you remember what it was like to be
bored?” (Which I thought was a little ironic, as companies like that are the ones who made us that way!)
Every minute we’re not actively doing something, we
pick up our phones. And what we lose is the concept of
play, space, thinking and facing the reality of our lives
and the choices we’ve made.
My own children make me laugh about this subject
of creative play and being bored. There are two things
I say if my children ever say they’re bored: The first is
good, because I want them to be bored. I want them to
have to think about what to do next. I want them to
face boredom so they can actually learn how to create,
because there’s no creativity until there’s boredom.
The second thing I say to them if they tell me they’re
bored is, “That’s no problem—I have lots of cleaning
you can do! Anytime you’re bored, I can give you a task
to do.” That conversation only needs to take place once!
It solves that problem dead. And they never say they’re
bored now. I mean, I have four children—which I
know isn’t very Essentialist of me—but I see parents all
the time who outsource all of their energy to their kids.
The parents are now the professional entertainers, and
they think it’s their job to entertain their kids. Instead,
I’m teaching my kids what will be critical for them to
do for the rest of their whole lives, which is learning
and exploring without being dictated how to be there.
And I don’t want to steal that from my children.

what’s going to happen to the world if we
don’t eliminate our everythingist mind-sets?
Think of it this way: What will a society that never ponders be like? I really wonder about it—what it
will be, what we will give up for what we gain. We’re
being sold on what Everythingism gives us, but we’re not
being sold on what we’re giving up for it.
Greg McKeown is an author, public speaker and former
Everythingist. Born in London and now based in
Silicon Valley, he spends his time teaching companies
how to make better use of theirs.

how can adults learn to play more?
Take email off your phone.
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ESSAY

A letter from P epper
W o r d s by G e o r g i a F r a n c e s K i ng & P h o t o g r a p h by Anj a V e r d u g o

Dear Salt,
I have a bone to pick with you. If we’re going to continue sharing the same space on the table, as we
have been civilly for centuries, it’s only fair that we start addressing the recent development of your
superiority complex. I’ve been undermined as the lesser shaker for far too long, so I think it’s time to
balance the seasonings.
You’ve become such a cosmopolitan harlot. Everyone can’t stop harping on about French fleur de sel
this, Himalayan rock salt that. But while you go around whoring yourself out to any salty body of water
available, I was once a commodity that could only be sourced from faraway Asia.
In fact, part of the reason that North America was even discovered is because my exotic presence
was in such high demand. European society was so hooked on Indian spices throughout the Middle
Ages that they were all competing to find the best trade route to my homeland. While most were sailing
east, Christopher Columbus reckoned the world was round and thereby figured he could sail west and
eventually hit Asia. And he would’ve if America hadn’t been in his way. So you have me to thank that
there’s even an American rack for you to be dominating.
And don’t go saying, “Oh! But Pepper! The body needs salt! I’m saving lives!” Sure, but not that
much. You silent sham, you sly seasoning, sitting on all of those beer nuts, unknowingly dehydrating
those innocent men and women, forcing them into a liquor-laden stupor… Most humans are eating
far too much of you, and more than two-thirds comes from you sneaking yourself into nearly all
processed foods from sliced bread to canned tomatoes. You raise blood pressure. You heighten the risk
of hypertension. You can give people kidney disease. The worst I ever did was make someone sneeze.
You’ve instigated far more trouble than me: You’ve caused wars. France’s salt tax helped start the
French Revolution. You upped the ante in America’s Revolutionary War when the British intercepted
vital salt shipments. When Gandhi led India’s law-defying Salt Satyagraha in 1930, it took the nation’s
revolt into the hands of the people. Yes, you may have stoked the fire of revolutions, but you’ve hurt
people in the process. There’s a reason behind that old saying about salt and wounds.
Did you know I was once more valuable than gold? That’s right, don’t look so shocked. I was the
measure of wealth for nearly a millennium in Europe: You could pay rent, taxes, dowries or bribes in
peppercorns. A pound of pepper would free a slave in France, ancient Greeks used me as currency and
it was said I cured impotency in the first century. In the 5th Century, Alaric (King of the Visigoths)
weaseled Italy out of a bounty that included 3,000 pounds of pepper—no salt to be mentioned. Even
Sir Paul McCartney prefers me: Whoever heard of Sgt. Salt’s Lonely Hearts Club Band?
And finally, as if you needed any more proof of my eminence, I’m the one who’s encased in the holy
scepter of fine dining: the freshly cracked pepper mill. My aroma has been deemed so powerful by the
culinary gods that only a waiter may wield me. And where are you? Sitting in that little lonely bowl on
the table with a dozen dirty fingers pinching at you like a flock of pigeons.
So think about it, Salt. You need to take your ego with a pinch of yourself.
Yours Sincerely,
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in conversation:
stephen lyng and jeff ferrell

—
“You can pretend that uncertainty doesn’t exist
and try to escape it in every possible way, but a
much richer way of living life is to embrace it.
That’s what edgework is all about: Edgeworkers
embrace risk rather than escape it.”

interview by georgia frances king
After meeting at graduate school, sociologists and thrill-seekers Stephen
Lyng and Jeff Ferrell began finding ways to fuse their academic studies with
their adrenaline-fueled hobbies of skydiving and motorcycle racing. Borrowing
the term “edgework” from a Hunter S. Thompson novel, they’ve spent the past
forty years developing one of the most renowned social theories surrounding
high-jeopardy activities. Edgework is defined as “voluntary risk-taking” and
covers physical endeavors such as BASE-jumping as well as emotional and
intellectual audacity. We sat down with the professors to chat about
welcoming trepidation, pushing boundaries and embracing uncertainty.

You’ve been working together on understanding the
sociology of extreme risk-taking for more than four
decades: How did you meet?
stephen: We attended graduate school in sociology
together at the University of Texas at Austin in about
1975—it was a long time ago, in any case! After being
in the program for a year or so we ended up becoming
officemates, and that’s when we began to discover some
common interests.
jeff: We came to realize pretty quickly that we had a
shared sense of adventure for the pursuit of adrenaline,
as well as some shared intellectual interests.

connections between what Jeff and I were trying to do
intellectually and some of the things that the skydivers
had interesting ideas about. It was a kind of synergy. We
were also trying to explore the boundaries of sociology:
The non-sociologists who we hung out with were big
fans of Hunter S. Thompson, so we were trying to connect that with classic anarchist literature and the work
of Paul Feyerabend, who was the advocate of what he
called “epistemological anarchism.”
jeff: Once the motorcycles entered the picture, that
was the final straw! The mix of motorcycles and skydivers and anarchist literature and intoxicants…

When did you become interested in looking at the concept
of thrill-seeking from an academic perspective?
stephen: It was a combination of a lot of different influences in terms of both our intellectual interests and
what was going on in our personal lives. I was flying
skydivers on the weekends as a way of supplementing
my graduate student stipend, and I began to make some

Speaking of which, you took the term “edgework” from
Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.
What kind of influence was he on your studies?
jeff: He was tremendously influential because, in a
way, we felt like he was a better sociologist than most
of our colleagues. Thompson wrote in ways that were
evocative, powerful and challenging.
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stephen: There were a couple of times when the faculty tried to get rid of us, but we were able to stick it
out! We were also trying to stay true to the tradition
of doing research in sociology that involves being very
closely connected to your subjects and finding ways to
discover how they make sense of what they do. That
wasn’t the kind of quantitative sociology that dominated at the time we were there, so we were inspired
to be advocates of that position as well: We had to step
up in order to make the case for the value of that kind
of research.
jeff: Howard S. Becker once said that sociologists and
intellectuals tend to turn human life into abstractions
and then study the abstractions, and I think we were
determined—and still are, 40 years later—to study
people and hang out with them on their own terms.
We learned about edgework from people doing it—we
didn’t so much invent the concept as were given the
concept by the people who already engaged in it.

stephen: He pioneered a form of journalism he called
gonzo journalism, and a major element of that is to be
a part of the experience that you’re reporting on as opposed to being an objective observer of it. It meshed
pretty neatly with our commitment to doing a form of
sociology in that tradition.
I’ve heard you used to have a motorcycle gang called
“The Maddogs”: What kind of mischief were you guys
getting up to back in the ’70s?
stephen: Jeff was the one that brought that into our
lives—he started with a little scooter and gradually
moved up until we were both riding Harleys together.
It gave us a way to talk about edgework outside of just
skydiving and intellectual pursuits.
jeff: The stripped-down Harleys crystallized the experiential nature of edgework. We realized the better our
skills got, the more risks we could take and the more
adrenaline we could pump into our systems. Theory was
living in our bodies as well as our heads, and those motorcycles and the skydiving were literal embodiments of
the theories we were coming up with in the library.

You’ve seen how risky endeavors often build very specific
close-knit communities: Could you please speak more on
the phenomena of these intimate connections?
stephen: People who are devoted to high-risk endeavors such as extreme sports have a sense of common
experience that really pulls them together—the feeling that they’re privileged to be able to experience the
world in a way that most people don’t. This cuts across
all varieties of edgework.

There’s a pretty traditional opposition between rigid
academia and rebuilding Harleys—what did your colleagues think of your extracurricular activities?
jeff: In a sense, another form of edgework is to have
the intellectual skills to push the boundaries of your
own discipline. Steve and I were reading widely and
were fairly sharp, so we took it as our mission to push
back against some of the stale, predictable aspects of
academia, including some of our fellow grad students
who were very careerist and concerned about their own
achievements. We wanted to live the ideas we were
coming up with and realized that academia wasn’t the
only place to think.

I’ve always been fascinated by the concept of collective consciousness and how we can often achieve more as a group
than we can as an individual. What is the psychology
behind this in relation to risk-taking?
jeff: In many ways, edgework is about self-control and
skill, and it’s very difficult to learn the skills of extreme
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—
“We want some kind of escape from the
normally controlled existence that most people
live. It’s certainly something worth doing
if you’re committed to living life alive
instead of dead.”

motorcycle-riding or BASE-jumping on your own. So
one function of community is to impart the kind of
skills necessary for collective survival and for collectively moving ahead: It’s a repository of shared skills.
stephen: It’s traceable to people who do things regarded as a special and unique experience. I would also
say that edgework represents a certain kind of escape
from the alienating character of social life in general,
so edgeworkers share that resistance orientation, which
becomes a source of community as well.

The advent of social media has really changed things
in this field, as now we have a medium to show off our
feats to people who weren’t actually present. Some people
now definitely take extreme risks just for the photo opportunity. How do you think this changed our relationship
with edgework?
jeff: When I hear stories of someone backing up to the
edge of a cliff to take a selfie and then falling off to their
death, I feel strangely warm inside... That’s exactly what
we’re trying to say is not edgework.

What about the negative aspect of peer pressure though?
How can we navigate that precarious line?
jeff: One of the central definitions of edgework is “voluntary risk-taking,” so at least in the activities I’ve been
a part of, it’s more peer support than peer pressure—
because if you simply succumb to peer pressure, you’re
probably going to be dead or arrested if you don’t hone
your skills to survive. If it’s a matter of egging each other on, those kinds of communities don’t last long. You
need shared voluntarism in order to collectively pursue
the edge.
stephen: One of the things that edgeworkers understand about what they do is that anyone who is going to
succumb to peer pressure is not a member of the crew.
These are people that have a pretty deep understanding
of what they’re capable of. If you’re more interested in
impressing your peers, then it’s not likely that you’re
going to succeed at edgework. There’s a kind of sanctioning of people who are inclined that way, and that’s
one thing I certainly saw in my research of skydivers:
There were some individuals who felt a certain need
to impress others, and they weren’t typically highly regarded. That’s considered to be pretty bad form for true
edgeworkers.

Well, what is edgework, in that case?
jeff: To me, skill and risk are the two dialectical forces that define edgework. For example, BASE-jumpers
refer to bungee-jumpers as “meat on a rope”: You can
pump adrenaline by jumping off a bridge with your feet
tied to an elastic cord, but since that requires no skill
whatsoever, that doesn’t earn much respect. Honing
one’s skills in the cauldron of risk distinguishes edgework from just risk-taking in the general sense.
stephen: People who aren’t skill-oriented in managing risk don’t have a commonality with the individuals
we’re talking about, because the development and use
of those skills is at the center—taking stupid risks is
not something that edgeworkers are interested in. They
typically devote a lot of time and planning to make sure
that they take care of the obvious challenges before they
initiate any kind of edgework activity. The difference
between an edgeworker and a mindless thrill-seeker is
that the thrill isn’t really the most important part for
an edgeworker.
jeff: I think edgeworkers are like craft workers: They
value the craft of what they do, and the craft earns them
the thrills. The thrills aren’t there for free—you find
those thrills based on your ability to craft your skills.
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—
“We’re less likely these days to die of war and
disease and more likely to die of boredom:
I’ve always been much more afraid of dying of
boredom than dying in a motorcycle wreck or
jumping off a building.”

Is there such a thing as safe edgework?
stephen: Because edgework is sort of a sexy idea, a lot
of people want to apply it to activities that are not risky
by any stretch of the imagination. One of the big challenges is in making sure the concept means something:
If it’s everything, then it’s nothing. Incorporating some
kind of safe approach to exploring the boundaries’
critical edges goes against everything edgework really
stands for. The edge has to be a consequential edge.
jeff: I love that idea of the consequential edge—it
could be your body and your life on the line, or it could
be your career, your reputation or your relationship. If
there are no consequences at stake, then there’s no possibility of edgework.

view. It’s more about special kinds of sensations: of time
and space implosion as a sense of hyper-reality and the
feeling of the authentic self. Adrenaline is secondary to
all of that, in my view.
jeff: I use adrenaline as shorthand for altered states, so
it’s certainly more complex than the adrenal gland just
pumping that out into your body. There’s a new article
coming out soon on female bodybuilding as edgework:
In these cases, it wouldn’t be so much adrenaline as it
is other kinds of altered emotional states and transcendent moments of getting beyond one’s self.
I feel there are now three categories of risk-takers: The
people who want to take risks, the people who don’t want
to take risks, and the people in the middle who want to
engage with those bursts of adrenaline through simulated experiences but don’t actually want to do any of
the risk-taking themselves. It’s a new type of vicarious
risk-taker. Do you agree?
stephen: One thing that characterizes the world
we live in these days is the efforts to commodify risktaking. There are now industries devoted primarily to
creating simulated risk because people want to think
they’re doing something dangerous but don’t actually
want the risk.
jeff: In a classic essay that Steve wrote years ago,
“Squaring the One Percent: Biker Style and the Selling of Cultural Resistance,” he pointed out the ways
in which the Harley-Davidson company went out and
observed outlaw bikers then brought those styles into
mass production—a few years later, you really couldn’t
tell an outlaw biker from a factory rider. At that point
being an outlaw rider becomes meaningless to some degree, and then you’re forced to reinvent the edge. After
these activities have become commoditized, it’s time to

The edgeworkers you describe try to minimize risks, but
a lot of people would argue that adrenaline comes from
doing something that has the small chance of going terribly wrong, despite precautionary measures. Where does
adrenaline come from if you eradicate the risk?
jeff: I don’t think you’re trying to eradicate the risk—I
think you’re trying to hone your skills so that you can
take greater risks. The more skilled you become, the
closer you can get to the edge of what humans are able
to do. If risk controls the edge of human experience,
then I’m a junkie for risk—not out-of-control risk, but
risk as in pushing human boundaries. Without risk, it’s
like Disneyland.
stephen: Maybe Jeff and I disagree on this point, but
I’d like to add that the adrenaline dimensions of edgework are overrated and overemphasized. The special
nature of the experience certainly involves some level
of adrenaline—because when you get the crap scared
out of you, adrenaline is going to be circulating in your
system—but that’s a minor part of it, from my point of
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—
“The more skilled you become, the closer
you can get to the edge of what humans are able
to do. If risk controls the edge of human
experience, then I’m a junkie for risk.
Without risk, it’s like Disneyland.”

them into greater awareness or presence in the moment.
The BASE-jumpers’ other slogan was “Gravity Always
Wins”: You’re not going to beat gravity and you’re not
going to beat the mountain, so you’d best learn to fear
it, but also learn to fear it in ways that you can turn into
some sort of productive encounter.

detonate the next explosion. That’s what drives edgework forward: It’s not straight lines, but a back-andforth motion between various aspects of society.
Progressive changes inevitably come out of some mix
of risk and skill, so rather than pathologizing risk, we
can see it as inherent to how humans move forward,
either in their personal identities or social orders.

The preceding excerpt from Geoffrey Scarre’s book On
Courage speaks about the differences between moral and
physical courage, and also how the bravery we display in
life-threatening situations is not dissimilar from the bravery we summon to stand up for our values. What is the
role of courage in relation to edgework?
jeff: One of the first things the two of us figured out
about this way of living was that you have to make peace
with death before you can live. If your motivation lies in
self-preservation, comfort and sustained living—if life
is more of a long-distance run—it seems to make it impossible to develop courage. Courage isn’t to embrace
death but to come to terms with it. Ironically, that frees
us from some of the fears that usually stifle our ability
to move forward.
stephen: Courage is about being willing to do things
that may be a major risk to you either through death
or serious injury, but to be willing to do that so you
can live. This is something you hear repeatedly from
edgeworkers: They’re about finding a way to feel alive
rather than having some kind of death wish. These
very profound feelings of self-determination and selfactualization are largely absent from our day-to-day
experience of being pushed around by all these unseen
social forces. We want some kind of escape from the
normally controlled existence that most people live. It’s
certainly something worth doing if you’re committed
to living life alive instead of dead.

Stephen, I’ve heard you speak about how we shouldn’t try
to overcome or be blind to fear, but instead recognize it
and learn to rethink our relationship with it. How should
we think about fear?
stephen: One of the fundamental ways to transform
fear is to turn it into a sense of exhilaration. When I was
working within the skydiving community, we thought
of the divers as fearless people. But I discovered that’s
not the case at all: They’re just as fearful as the rest of
us, but they’re devoted enough to the exploration of the
edges to find ways to manage that fear and transform
it. And that’s a healthy thing. I recall a conversation
with one person when I said, “What would happen if
you pulled your rip cord and your parachute didn’t deploy?” and he said, “I would scream all the way to the
ground! I don’t want to die. I’m not doing this because
I have a death wish—I’m just as afraid of the possibilities as anybody else, but I have confidence in my ability
to overcome the negative effects of fear and to maintain
a certain kind of composure in the face of fear.”
jeff: There used to be a T-shirt brand called No Fear,
which was generally worn by pimply 14-year-olds at
the mall who actually had no idea what fear was to
begin with. So BASE-jumpers I knew started wearing
T-shirts that said “Know Fear.” The point is not to have
no fear—the point is to know the fears you have and to
confront them; to manage them and try to transform
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What are some small ways we can bring edgework into
our day-to-day lives without leaping off cliff faces?
jeff: One thing I find helpful on a regular basis is to
defy your boss or any other authority figure.
stephen: I have to say that Jeff has done quite a bit of
that in his career…
jeff: If nothing else, just tell your boss to piss off and
see how that goes!

jeff: We’re less likely these days to die of war and disease and more likely to die of boredom: I’ve always
been much more afraid of dying of boredom than dying
in a motorcycle wreck or jumping off a building. So in
that sense, courage may simply be a choice of what one
is willing to confront in order to find a reason to live.
Some philosophers also argue that risk-takers often have
less value assigned to life and therefore are more likely to
have sociopathic qualities: They engage in risky behavior because they don’t care if they (or others) live or die.
What’s your response to these kinds of arguments?
jeff: I would strongly disagree with the formulation
of the link between sociopathy, risk and valuing life.
I want to invoke a little Buddhism here: I’d argue for
the old Buddhist notion of killing your ego. When you
value your own self-promotion less, you’re able to
actually live more calmly in the world and be more
generous and helpful to others. Therefore I think
valuing your own life a little less is better than valuing
it more.

I’m not sure how many people are going to take your
advice! We’re always so worried about the outcomes of our
actions. I think that’s what stops a lot of us from taking
risks in the first place—the uncertainty and the unpredictability. How does this play into our thought process?
stephen: Georg Simmel, an old German social theorist, said that uncertainty is a major part of our existence: We often don’t want to accept that and take all
kinds of measures to reduce those uncertainties, but
they’re always going to be there and, if anything, it’s
the world we live in that’s becoming even more uncertain. I think the real lesson of edgework for a lot of
regular folks is the idea of embracing that uncertainty
and accepting that it’s always going to be there. It’s not
something to escape, but rather something to manage;
it can bring something to people’s lives that’s presently
missing. You can pretend that uncertainty doesn’t exist
and try to escape it in every possible way, but a much
richer way of living life is to embrace it. That’s what
edgework is all about: Edgeworkers embrace risk rather
than escape it.

How do you think the perception of edgeworkers has
changed over time? Are we beginning to view them more
positively or negatively?
stephen: There’s been this tradition of viewing anyone
who takes risks for no obvious material gain as either
stupid or crazy. That’s been a long-standing orientation,
but these days we’re fascinated with extreme sports and
other kinds of high-risk activities. Edgeworkers have become figures of inspiration much more than they have
been in the past—they’re making use of the skills we’ll
all need to develop in order to survive in a much riskier
world than what existed a couple of decades ago.
jeff: Another ironic development is that we’re now
warned about how hot our coffee is: We put our seatbelts on, manage risk and take good care of our health
for the sake of insurance. We’re seeing a kind of commodification of risk, as well as the selling of risk back to
people. We’re told not to take risks and be careful with
our health, but we watch The Ultimate Fighter and parasailing. There’s a real sort of ambivalence and psychosis
about risk: We have a great fear of it yet also want to
embrace it, but now someone’s often intending to profit
from it. Edgeworkers create revolutions in everyday life
by engaging in something for reasons of self-definition
instead of profit or domination.

Forty years ago you were racing Harleys and jumping out
of planes: How have your own definitions of edgework
changed over time, and how do you get your kicks now?
jeff: We’re a bit older after all these years and while
I don’t exactly enjoy it, I actually find new opportunities for pushing the edge: Rather than being frustrated
by my limitations, it opens up a new set of boundaries
to push, think about and fight. It’s a sort of life-giving
force: to embrace uncertainty, throw yourself against it
and see what skills and aptitudes you can develop.
Stephen Lyng is a professor of sociology and criminal justice at Carthage College in Wisconsin, and Jeff Ferrell is a
professor of sociology at Texas Christian University and a
visiting professor of criminology at The University of Kent
in the UK.
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INTERVIEW

RAISING THE BARRE
The world of ballet is full of high-flying heartache as dancers strive for a
perfection they know doesn’t exist. New York City Ballet’s Wendy Whelan
talks to us about the challenges and triumphs of a 30-year career.
WORDS BY GEORGIA FRANCES KING & PHOTOGRAPH BY JOSS MCKINLEY
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B surface areas the size of a matchbook, suspend gravity’s existence and have the cerebral strength

Sometimes I feel like it’s akin to meditation: You can reach this point of purity that’s blissful and
potentially heavenly. To get there, to actually feel it and to know that it exists in your humanness is such
a profound thing. That is what we’re actually striving for with all of our work. I once said there are no
perfect dancers, but there are moments of perfection within a dance. Those moments are fleeting, but
when you feel them, it’s such incredible bliss.

allerinas are some of the toughest folks around: Not only can they hold their slender bodies on

of a hot coal walker, but they’ll also destroy you in a chin-up competition. Ballet is known for being
one of the most difficult creative endeavors you can pursue—both physically and mentally—and the
pressure to be the very embodiment of perfection is extreme. Wendy Whelan knows it better than most:
After 30 years with the New York City Ballet, she’ll take her final curtsy with the company at the end
of this year, off to pursue the world of contemporary dance. A passionate and spirited woman, she has
survived the imposing shackles of a career path that has the ability to crush spirits in the same way that
pointe shoes crunch toes. We spoke with her on her 47th birthday about the changing face of perfection
and what time can only tell.

A T E A C H E R O N C E S A I D Y O U W E R E N ’ T A P R O D I G Y, A N D Y O U S A I D T H A T W A S A B L E S S I N G . W H Y ?

As an adult, I know that perfection doesn’t exist. As a kid, I didn’t know that yet. When my teacher
told me I wasn’t a prodigy, I said, “But I want to be one!” However, I also knew that he knew I had
the strength of character, the heart and the passion, and those would carry me toward success. He was
right. The challenges have been a huge source of motivation for me, and I was happier having to put in
the extra work in the end. I know a lot of prodigies now, and it’s not easy for them to stay challenged.
O N T O P O F C O P I N G W I T H P R E S S U R E C O N C E R N I N G Y O U R A P P E A R A N C E , W E I G H T, H E I G H T A N D
E V E R Y T H I N G E L S E S U P E R F I C I A L , Y O U W E R E A L S O Q U I E T LY D E A L I N G W I T H A S E R I O U S B O N E
DISORDER, SCOLIOSIS. HOW DID YOUR TWISTED SPINE AFFECT YOUR APPROACH TO DANCE?

When I was 12 years old, I pulled a hamstring and went to an orthopedist who discovered what was
going on. He did a scoliosis check and said, “Wow, you have quite a curve in your back.” After his
diagnosis, I spent my summer in the hospital lying in a traction device for a week at a time—I grew
an inch and a half in that first week. Then I was put in a body cast from my shoulders to my hips for
a month, then back into the hospital to be in traction again. I thought I’d have to take the summer off
because I had to wear this 15-pound plaster body cast, but my teachers—who luckily were so forwardthinking—said, “You know, you’re doing so well right now that we don’t want you to stop. You should
come in and do whatever you can do with your limitations. Just lift your leg as high as it can go.”
It wasn’t going to go very high, but because of that, I could focus on other aspects of my dancing.
H O W D I D Y O U R P H Y S I C A L R E S T R I C T I O N S H E L P Y O U M E N TA L LY ?

Because of my limitation, I could focus on the smaller ideas that are built into the bigger ones: So if
I couldn’t work on how high my leg could go, then I’d focus on my turn-out instead. I could work
on things I wouldn’t necessarily notice otherwise, and my technique really improved in the end. That
particular summer really shaped my character and the way I think about the power of limitation.
H O W M U C H O F B A L L E T I S M E N TA L A N D H O W M U C H I S P H Y S I C A L ?

The mental and physical challenges are what make ballet interesting to a dancer. Jumping those
hurdles and pushing yourself every day gets the endorphins going in your body, it gets energy
going, it’s exciting, it’s thrilling! The whole point of striving for excellence and perfection is that
you see improvement from all the work you’re putting in and that just feeds itself more and more.
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H O W H A S Y O U R A G E A F F E C T E D Y O U R M E N TA L I T Y T O W A R D Y O U R C R A F T ?

Today’s actually my 47th birthday! I’m trying to find ways to refocus my artistry so it fits in with where
I am in life right now and the strengths I’m gaining and the strengths I’m losing. I don’t have to stay
the same. People may come to recognize a “special dancer,” but eventually the body will begin to age
and certain strengths will be lost—physical powers that will never be regained. Time doesn’t stop, but
that doesn’t mean you can’t keep evolving. I don’t want to deny the changes that are happening: I want
to continue to move forward with them, appreciate them, love them and make beauty out of them.
W H AT A R E Y O U T R Y I N G T O A C H I E V E W I T H D E LV I N G I N T O C O N T E M P O R A R Y D A N C E T H R O U G H Y O U R
N E W P R O J E C T, R E S T L E S S C R E A T U R E ?

I was never typically the most classical of ballet dancers. I’ve always been drawn toward more angular
and abstract things, and I wanted to follow that to the next level. I’m really using Restless Creature as an
exploration for where I can go. It’s time for a transformation, and with that, I don’t mind that my body
will shift into new ways of moving anymore. I’m interested to see what my body does—where strength
will build, where weight will fall and how I’ll adjust to that and find inspiration from it.
I S B A L L E T M O R E D I F F I C U LT T H A N C O N T E M P O R A R Y D A N C E ?

It’s very different. For me, the main challenge is going from the balletic idea of being ephemeral and
light and off the ground to finding my weight and connection with the ground. In ballet you’re trying
to be this untouchable ideal, but in modern and contemporary dance I feel my imperfections are more
welcomed. It’s a different way of connecting with your body. I really want to work in more intimate
environments, I want to work closer to my audience, and I want to be touchable.
Y O U S P E N D S O M U C H T I M E C H A S I N G P E R F E C T I O N P R O F E S S I O N A L L Y, B U T W H A T A R E A S O F Y O U R L I F E
A R E T O T A L L Y, U T T E R L Y I M P E R F E C T ?

So many things! I don’t cook, I can’t sing… You don’t have to be good at everything: Choose what you
love and focus your life around that. That’ll bring such satisfaction. So what if you’ll never be able to
roast the perfect chicken! There are plenty of other parts of your life where you can find success.
H O W H A V E Y O U L E A R N E D T O C E L E B R AT E Y O U R O W N I M P E R F E C T I O N S ?

My husband has played a pivotal role in that. He’s a visual artist and has given me a lot of ideas about
perfection. He finds such beauty in people’s imperfections, and I’m so fascinated by that because we’re
all filled with them. Everybody sees themselves differently: I see my crooked back, my crooked teeth
and my differences. When I was younger, I didn’t know where I was going to find my own unique
beauty, but now I’ve found so much of it in my imperfections.
After 30 years of dancing with the New York City Ballet, Wendy Whelan will step down this fall to perform
Restless Creature, a suite of four duets touring the US in 2015. Visit wendywhelan.com for more details.
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MAKING A POINTE
Prima ballerina Wendy Whelan offers some words of advice based on
what she has learned while sashaying through her dancing career.

Growing up in Louisville, Kentucky—of all places—I had three very different ideas of ballet being taught to
me at the same time: the Paris Opera Ballet School, the Royal Ballet School and the Maggie Black study of dance. Eventually, I moved
to New York to focus solely on the Balanchine [the charismatic father of modern American ballet] style. In one class, a teacher would
say, “This is the only way to do this step,” and then in the next class another teacher would say, “No, this is the way to do this step.”
I enjoyed this challenge of committing to each different idea with each instructor—by working within this melting pot of styles,
I could find my true identity as a dancer. I see a real strength and beauty in appreciating all the different approaches.

KEEP AN OPEN MIND

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BERTIL NILSSON
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F I N D Y O U R U N I Q U E N E S S When I was a younger dancer in the ’70s, there was a very strong aesthetic for long and lean and thin—
a “model-like” beauty—in ballet. It was intimidating to try and fit that exact body type, but over time I’ve seen that idea soften.
The world has opened up its eyes to different kinds of bodies dancing ballet—there isn’t a certain look or “one way” anymore. People
aren’t comparing themselves to each other as much, and that’s really healthy. It’s up to the dancer herself to find what is special
within her, whether it’s her strength, her musculature, her thinness, her delicacy, her softness or her hardness. You have to ask,
“What is it that’s special about me?” And take that, make it work, play with it, and see what you can do with it.
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One thing Balanchine’s philosophy has taught me is to keep moving forward and not stay locked into a certain
box of ideas. He cast different body types in the same roles to shine light on the complexities of his choreography, to see the same
steps but to see them differently. When passing down a role, some teachers want you to dance a role the way Balanchine told them
to dance it. But I also believe that he wanted honesty and truth and life in his ballets, so he would want for it to be you more than
anything. Whenever I pass down a role, I tell the new ballerina everything I know about the piece, but I will always encourage her
to make it her own—that’s really the only way to bring out the true essence of a dance.

MAKE IT YOUR OWN
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A D A P T A B L E Dancers know how to recover quickly when they fall: Whether it’s in class or during a performance, we
always find a way to stand up and keep going. A powerful generation of great 20th-century choreographers has now passed
away: Balanchine, Frederick Ashton, Kenneth MacMillan, Jerome Robbins, Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham.
Without their presence, things have definitely changed, but we owe it to them to take their ideas and move forward
with the momentum of what’s happening today. Nothing we do is ever really perfect because it’s constantly changing.
One thing I learned a long time ago that I continue to believe in today is this: “The only thing perfect in life is perfectly dead.”

BE
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P R A C T I C E M A K E S P E R F E C T You can only become a great artist by striving with rigor for perfection every day. When I was at the
School of American Ballet, there were some very old-school Russian teachers. They were really hard-core, and I absolutely loved them
for that. They were teaching us to strive for perfection. They probably knew that it didn’t really exist, but it’s in that idea of striving
for it where so much of our beauty lies: It pulls at the mind, the heart and the body. The beautiful art of ballet would be dead if our
teachers didn’t ask us to show them perfection. Within that struggle, every once in a while you’ll hit on it, and it’s just gorgeous.
As ballet dancers, we live our lives trying to come by those moments of grace.
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Concepting
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Prankster’s
Paradise
Is the nine-to-five grind approaching monotony? Has your
workmate’s consistent sniffing reached murderous levels? Are the
passive-aggressive Post-its on the fridge piling up? To even the
playing field and invoke mirth for your co-workers, arrive at the
office early to set up some of these dastardly deeds.

UNDER WRAPS

TREADING WATER

There’s nothing more frustrating than arriving at work on a blustery day with your hair frazzled, cheeks flushed and

Everyone has a co-worker who leaves mugs lying around, stained with coffee or still containing squishy tea bags.

smelling like a wet lamb only to see the chap across the hall looking impossibly immaculate in his three-piece suit.

Return the favor by filling all the cups in the pantry with water and placing them around your colleague’s favorite

To mess with the sartorialist in your life, wrap their accoutrements in paper so they’re forced to make a mess.

place to relax: After pouring out all the liquid, they’ll realize it would’ve taken less time to run the dishwasher.

AIR MAIL

STEP UP

Does your copy of The New Yorker go missing on a regular basis? Whether your colleague has a constant stream of

Despite clearly marked recycling instructions, many people struggle to keep their belongings contained and

personal packages delivered to the office, sneaks stamps from the supply cupboard or opens your mail,

live in a graveyard of file piles. Teach your messy deskmate a lesson by placing the contents of their cabinets

seek revenge by making their post a little bit harder to receive.

on the staircase and make them traverse the obstacle course of your choosing.

Turn to page 174
for product details

IN WITH A BANG

SURVEILLANCE TAPE

Some people just don’t understand the politeness and value of knocking: No one likes the type who barrels

Does someone on your floor like to slip out a few minutes ahead of schedule? Tape up the nearest exit to make sure

into your office unannounced for a chat whenever they feel like it. Diminish their zeal for opening closed doors

they punch out on time. Note: Pretest your tape choice so that it doesn’t remove the wall’s paint or varnish.

with a good old-fashioned pop—they’ll know to ask permission next time.

No matter how much joy this prank brings, there’s nothing worse than spending a day matching Pantone swatches.
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Lean
on Me
Respect, admiration and trust: These are some of the qualities
that we look for in our compatriots. The spark that ignites when
two people bond can be both unexpected and exhilarating.

If only we could collect and bottle the

relationship only grows as we let in more

because our chaos sees theirs. Realizing

power of those rare moments of true bond-

personal aspects of our lives. It’s thrilling to

that need to be received is imperative to

ing. An electric current runs through them,

confess to something and be received with

both old and new bonds. They necessi-

crackling with unfettered conversation,

wide-eyed understanding or an incredulous

tate presence—an imaginary circle drawn

glowing with shared warmth. When we

me too! Sometimes this happens in slow

around two people and what exists within

bond with someone else, we surrender our

motion as we come to care for each oth-

it. We match each other’s intonation and

desire for power and our need to know the

er over several conversations. Other times,

pace, we point our toes in a partner’s direc-

next chess move. The reason two people

connections are sparked instantly, such as

tion, we tilt our heads in the same way, we

come together is rarely why they stay close,

a dry quip muttered to another person in

hide our hands in our faces while laughing

but it does offer an entry point. Unlikely

the waiting room that snowballs into a tête-

until giving in to full-bellied bellows. That

allies are formed against common enemies.

à-tête of jokes. The author Vivian Gornick

space we share feels suspended from the

Bicoastal night owls reconnect online as

describes those moments when strangers

activities and insecurities that usually dis-

an insomnia antidote. New residents in a

brush up against one another and share an

tract us. But sometimes we don’t realize the

foreign city travel together. In life, we of-

unexpected connection as “the drama of

beauty in these moments until much later—

ten first connect with someone in response

human beings sighting each other across

we were too absorbed in each other’s ec-

to something outside ourselves, but the

the isolation.” In other words, we bond

centricities to notice. Now, that’s intimacy.
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AARON TILLEY
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The
Hunger
Games
Chocolate dominoes, shortbread Jenga and
Turkish delight checkers—who says playing
with your food shouldn’t be creative?
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A R T WO R K & P H OT O G R A P H S
ANDERSEN M STUDIO

AURORA
FOLKLORE
The northern lights have awed communities through the eras,
and many fantastical theories have been imagined to explain
the sky’s shifting glow. We explore some of these light beliefs
through the art of shadow puppetry.

FINNISH
This northern nation still calls the aurora borealis revontulet, which literally

NORSE

SWEDISH
In ancient Sweden, the term for the northern lights was sillblixt, which translates to

considered a prophetic sign they were about to stumble upon a particularly large haul.
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DANISH

INUIT

indigenous populations of North America and Greenland: They both believed the lights
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