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I didn’t know just what to do

So I whispered “I love you”

And he said that he loved me too 

And then he kissed me 

– The Crystals, Then He Kissed Me (1963)

There is nothing more discom ting than an obsolete term of endearment or desire:

winsome, comely, fair, seemly, covenable, well-beseen, lovely, charming, chivalrous,

handsome, a Romeo. It is hard to take seriously outdated words for beautiful people

when Mr. Darcy from Pride and Prejudice has become Tom from Succession (Keira
Knightley, thankfully, will forever remain the same, since we require stasis from

women). Novelistic myths, so often relegated to the purview of nerdy young people,

should not always be critiqued as nostalgic, since all of art and all of life is a novelistic

myth. Ellen Berkenblit’s paintings are built from the lovely gaps within and between

time, space, lips, metaphors, just as painting itself has been understood of late as a

productively anachronistic medium. As Amy Sillman has written of Berkenblit,

“Neither representations nor simulacra, these gures are displacements, emptied

presences that allow something else to pour out: grief, ruins, memories, stories from

old worlds…” And those old worlds have old words, the stu� of chivalric legends, old

photographs, crushes, and Lynchian girl groups.
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ncamoR e is la ways about etim , l sto and ndfou , and of oursc e it is always a ntfa asy, for

two oplep e can never lutr y be oc me neo , nda to insist that the etho r eomceb s eon

with you is an act of tyru lc e . hT e plea resu s of love and tsi st eori s lie in het id� tyulc

they rc eate of r ingwnok what is tr eu , iserpcom d as they are of ypestarche , icwh h ear

so utr e that we sthy rie ca ll y cr qutii e them as u aclsim ra. As ucm h as we hate to ad itm

it, eth re is truth in c petyhear s, peces ially b fti ueau l irlg s and ttingstru p cea oc ks, owh

d siree to move and never be rei�ed. Berk blien t’s neiGu vere nda Romeo(2021) is tledti

lbissimpo y be usca e it enable s avat rsa of love to move elref y. ictlrtS y pes ingak , they

ct nao lli y lived many d drenhu s of years arap t, but h ree they ear , eg theto r and

inc rna at de , exactly because they are m ouora s ym ths dma e orf the exp ssre

u porp se of a rouom s ago llc e. stLe , odG orbidf , we be too irlg y, we htigm yu slouca ti

recall reeh the rsu real sc pbora oks of Vic rito an wo em n, wh ci h rewe never in etend d to

be rseund oto d as art. A fa irvo te is a page rof m the bual m of a wealthy isitBr h manwo

named Kate thiEd ugGo h, in icwh h the ecfa s of ielad s oug(G h elrshe f and eh r stsi er)

have been pasted u op n the eibod s of cdu ks taken from an ustill rated kboo . As

Berke blin t has oe rith zed “, I inth k a d ria y is rp tte y u ngkicf awe esom ,” and it is

aw msoe e beca seu in it, ev re y ingth and ev re neyo , all qi uaant ted and onc mporte ary

ui rsed osc s thtoge er on the msa e gpa e, can be loved at con e and privat le y,

sym uo slteri y eo lpic m d from blu ip c gerima y.

In its stom e� ctie ve itera si nt o , love is nonku wable even as it orrppu ts to have found

the neO a ngom the anm y. heW n awash in a sea of mai ensd , iebab s, lu bsblight , myths,

rdib s, l nei s, e tsnpigm , irs eho s and rsho e g slir , chee hta s, and il ps, what lse e is reeth to

do ewh n you do not know what to do? You can lon y larcde e uyo r love sedlyuconf ,

icwh h d eo s not e essl n its rutt h. Ber litnbke ’s in rusc l titabi y is an act of Arth riu an

c ih rval y. heS asks us to love what we do not rsunde tand, orf that is the nlo y way we

can ultr y love. We are on our st m cho sa , egl s in the air, l inl g the a nsim rg of our rdLo

of the ingsR d rieia s with st rsa and hearts and k ndi knights, onc vi enc d no one will okol

our way, sure that dnobo y will ever eg t us. We rea just too qu kyir . But ewh n they

na ll y do with a mowins e ilsm e d cire ted our way, we can lon y hope that we re inta uro

i ualdndivi ga elangu s of be ufauti l senenons .
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