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Benjamin Swett

VR

When we sat down to the venison stew, the stew you had made that
morning before we drove up to MASS MoCA, which had sat in the
refrigerator getting better during the course of the day as stew does,
Laurie Anderson's strange mellifluous voice roved around in my brain like
a repetitive element from a dream, nonsensical words she had chanted in
my cars a couple of hours before, back at MASS MoCA, while I hovered
overamakeshift pond, and drifted down among falling paper leaves along
a paper tree that didn't stop and then did—at a mirror that was supposed
0 bea pond that relected back everything but me—and flew over a gray
landscape, of two rivers joining and twisting away in a way that made
me think of Berlin (though I have never been to Berlin) while obects
such as flowers and blackbirds and typewriters floated toward me, and if
1 grabbed them they said things or took me places, and one glass globe
took me to a blue pond with a gold Buddha at one side, and the Buddha
sat contemplating me, as I contemplated him, for quite a while before
the MASS MoCA person said, okay now ics time to take your headsets
off:and it was Laurie Anderson who started us four off ralking, as we dug
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(o our bowls of sew abou the mind's duplicey,
ina plan brsking par oer the cuh with ypeyres By o
hile at the same ime yousitn  hll i a museum wegn s ey

But how docs it actually work with the headsets, Wills ey
Kinow, howis i that you can oient yourselfin tht vitual space whe
arefying through a maze-lke structure of high wals, platorme, 1o
openings, and dizzying drops into space, and your orientation, confuery
 first, nauseous, coping with vertigo and a oss of normal bowte
very much as if in a dream, begins to stabilze in the new space, and
new boundaries begin to take shape around you and your mind begins
(o focus on exploring—just how, technically, Willie persisted, do the
headsets llow you o become oriented in this way in two places at once,
so that if you push your arms out in front of you in actuality, you move
forward in the virtual world, and if you pull them back you stop. Ifyou
move them down, you begin to fly down, and up, up. You turn hem 1o
the lef, you go to the lefr, and to the right,right. How can a computer
srapped to your head understand what your arms ae doing?

‘Almost simultancously Nicky and I, though we had only the vaguest
idea what we were talking about, sad, “gyroscopes,” and then—because
his preoccupations in graduate school have exposcd him to recent
scholarship in linguistics—Nicky began talking about an Aboriginal
community in Australia whose language has no words for lef and righ,
only for the poins of the compass. The thing about the people from this
place, Nicky said, is that you can put them down anywhere and ask them
© point north, and they will do so instantly. Their entire orientation is
around the compass. They will say about this wine glass, i is northeasc
of the ki, or about chat sal shaker,ics due west of my platc, buc 1 am
south of both. Because their language has no words for Ief and right,
Nicky said, they have no concept of left and right. Without the language
the concept doesnit exist.

Butisn everything about language, you sid, st that how we thinl

But no, said Willi, language isnc how we hink, or at least not
according 1o Stephen Pinker (because Willi had been reading a lot of
Stephen Pinker in i freshman year), there’s something decper than
language that forms into words and images, so that when we say “stew”
we all know what is meant by “stevs” but differenc stews pop up in our
minds; the word has diferenc applications for different people.

Buc then, you asked, if you all think of different stews when 1 say
e why is i sill always the word “stew” that makes you think them?

and how you can be
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_whi ion made e hink, s 1 sat thre listning (0 oy
our mv..vsh.lf,h‘:: z:zleligh(, ofthe stwpot n my grandmohers kichey
a huge light blue enamelled casserole dish with a dark blue flowe, on
it, which would be bubbling on the stove on Saturday aﬁ:mmm in
Goldens Bridge whil, il in hr apron, my grandmother satn the [ying
room with my grandfather listening ©© WQXR's Saturday Afiernopy gy
the Opera;and 1 realzd tha of cours i was fiom het oy of Cookig
which my mrher had saved for us cighteen years before,that you g
improvised the recipe for this stew, substituting venison for vea] and
adding peas and carros et ver from Christmas; and then—becauge
ishow my mind works—I remembered that my grandmother had g,
acninety, in Goldens Bridge, around the same time Willie was born, and
T thought how strange it was that she should scill be so present for me,
even to joining us at this meal, yet in Willie's mind she existed barely a¢
all; and, rather abruptly, I think, because these thoughts made me thinj
of something else, I stood up and left the room.

Thats just the word in our language, Willie was saying when I came
back. Butin Spanish i’ estofado and what i it in French,

Ragoti, you said.

Exactly, ragod, Willie said, yet for usa ragodit s different from a stew;
its more—spicy? I don't know: If [ were to sa, Mom, this s 4 dely us
2goft you might think diffrently about it than i 1 said, it a delicigus
stew.

Either way, you said, 14 be happy to know you liked it
But the words come from the thing,

they evolved a language for them firse,
needs for description? In other words,
caused their thinking, and ot the othe

Speaking of compass_directions, | interrupted, and gyroscopes,
and T held up the water-staned legalsized biny of my grandfather’
memoirs as recorded on cassetres by his oldest friend before he died, and,
miraculously, it seemed, and luckily, because I was imposing something
new on the conversation, I opened the browning sheaf to the very page |
waslooking for and began reading —becape why not—my grandfather’s
account of how, larks School, he had become

and ended up solving all their
Who' to say that their language
© way around?

25 4 teenager at the S,
fascinaed by a gyroscope that had been given to him for Christmas, had
developed atheory of how gyroscopes cogld
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navigate, had written a paper on the subject for school, and, encouraged
by his father, who was a lawyer in New York Ciy, had applied for a
patent ac the US Patent Office. But the patent application was turned
down because, as my grandfather put it, a man named Elmer A. Sperry,
in Brooklyn, had come up with the same idea and sent in a patent
application first, only there was  flaw in it. My grandfather had gone out
10 Brooklyn to speak to Mr. Sperry at the Sperry Gyroscope Company
and learn of the flaw, which, my grandfather said, turned out to be the
racher obvious one that gyroscopes always point to magnetic norch, and
in a fast-moving vehicle far above the earth, such as a Zeppelin or, as
had just come into being, an airplane, the gyroscopic direction would
have to be continuously adjusted to tru north if the vehicle was to keep

flying in the intended direction. How to keep that constan adjustment

going while flying at high speed over the land was the problem that

Elmer A. Sperry was trying to solve at his headquarters in Brooklyn. My
grandfacher, inally taking in, as he gazed around ac Sperry's enormous

factory in Brooklyn, that Elmer A. Sperry was a famous inventor and

already the manufacturer of a gyrocompass that worked in ships,

concluded that the problem was not one that he was prepared to tackle.

And it was then that my great-grandfather, who must have been a kind

man, and who had been so encouraging of my grandfather’ interest in

science, said, perhaps now you'l come back to my original suggestion

and study law.

You sce, you said to Nicky and Willie when I had finished reading the

passage, where your grandmother gor her math brains from.

Nicky looked up from his phone and gave a vague yes, and Willie
said, but there you go, Nicky; those Aboriginal communicy members
who are so compass-oriented, do you think they're pointing to true north
or magnetic north?

1 ehink it doesn't matcer, Nicky said, now without looking up from.
his phone. The point ischat it is not lefe and right i three hundred and
sixty degrees. If you plunk them down anywhere they know where they
are. I¢s like perfect pirch. He stared typing rapidly.

‘Speaking of perfect pitch, you said, I wonder what the weather is in
Ieeland right now? Nicky looked up from his phone with a smile.

I¢s raining, he said.

I¢s always raining in Iecland, Wilie said.

It does rain there a lor, Nicky said.




LT

And you said, why dorit you just get Geirthrudur on the phone and
we can all alk to her?

And a moment later Geirthrudur’s voice came jutting out of Nig
iPhone propped agains a candlestick: hello everyone!and we all shouted,
hello! a the candlestick, causing the flame to waver; and because you
understand tha the answer s inclusiveness, and the point is to join
together realities whether virtual or not, you started asking Geirthrudur
about her concert, how it had gone for the group and how she had
played; and Geirchrudur said it had gone very well actually, this year ic
was in a less drafey hall—was in a really fine hall in fact—and they didnt
have to wear sweaters and coars while they played; and Willie asked what
they had played, and Geirthrudur named the pieces (1 now forget what
they were), and Willie said how much he liked one of them, and you
commented on how hard another of them must have been; and then [
asked after Geirthrudur's parents and asked her to say hello to them from
us, and she said she would, and how she knew they would want her o
say hello to us from them, and then you said, its been great talking o
you, we should probably let you go, and Geirthrudur said, okay, I'l scc
You back in New York, and she added, enjoy the venison stew! Wish I
could have some! and then Nicky took the phone and said goodbye and
signed off, and Willic said, anybody clse want more stew? And you said,
you might as well bring in the pot.

And so Willie carried the pot around and we cach ladled ourselves out
some, and you said, but I still don't understand what this thing is that
you say is underneath language, because—

‘There is Willi id, tu
in the brain. Thar's what Pinker says. When I say uncle, we cach know
what is meant by uncle, but the quality of uncle is different for both of
us. You might be thinking of Uncle Alton, for example, and he has all
kinds of associations for you, he gave you that down jacket and he gave
Dad those studs, but I never met Uncle Alron, he died before I was born,
so I might be thinking of Uncle Irving, and all he means to me, with his
painting and Julie and everything, which would not be possible for you,
because he's your brother. When I say brother, I think of Nicky, but you
think of Irving; I say sister and I think of Rachel and you might think
of Mary Ellin or Elizabeth. Or you might think of Rachel because I'm
saying it, but then you're thinking of Rachel as your daughter and my
sister, and all that happened to her in relation to us... Willie stopped.
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And you said, why dorit you just get Geirthrudur on the phone and
we can all calk o her? §
And 2 moment later Geirthrudur’s voice came jutting out of Nicky’s
i g dlescick: hello everyone! and we all shouted,

hello! at the candlestick, causing the flame to waver; and because you
understand that the answer is inclusiveness, and the point is to join
together realities whether virtual or not, you started asking Geirthrudur
about her concere, how it had gone for the group and how she had
played; and Geirthrudur said it had gone very well actually,
\was in a less drafiy hall—was in a really fine hall in fact—and they didn'c
have to wear sweaters and coats while they played; and Willie asked what
they had played, and Geirthrudur named the pieces (I now forget what
they were), and Willic said how much he liked one of them, and you
commented on how hard another of them must have been; and then 1
asked after Geirthrudur's parents and asked her o say hello to them from
us, and she said she would, and how she knew they would want her ©o
say hello o us from them, and then you said, it been great wlking ©0
you, we should probably let you go, and Geirthrudur said, okay, Tl see
you back in New York, and she added, enjoy the venison stew! Wish 1
could have some! and then Nicky took the phone and said goodbye and
signed off, and Willie said, anybody else want more stew? And you said,
you might as well bring in the pot.

‘And so Willie carried the pot around and we each ladled ourselves out
some, and you said, bue I scll don't understand what this thing is that
you say is underneath language, because—

“There is something that comes before language, Willie said, structures
in the brain. That's what Pinker says. When I say uncle, we each know
‘what is meant by uncle, but the quality of uncle is different for both of
us. You might be thinking of Uncle Alton, for example, and he has all
kinds of associations for you, he gave you that down jacket and he gave
Dad those studs, but I never met Uncle Alton, he died before I was born,
so I might be thinking of Uncle Irving, and all he means to me, with his
painting and Julie and everything, which would not be possible for you,
because he's your brother. When I say brother, I think of Nicky, but you

think of Irving; I say sister and I think of Rachel and you might think
of Mary Ellin or Elizabeth. Or you might think of Rachel because I'm
saying it, but then you're thinking of Rachel as your daughter and my
sister, and all that happened o her in relaion to us.... Willie stopped.
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m]:‘:[ rz:vul: o Nicy sid. But thac docaric chane th fact thr
Y ¥ anguage in a given culture affects the i
Here—he held up his iPhone wih a v you thike
- « s with 2 mumghan: smile—is :hi article T
eskers English,
‘5::1:0 m:fﬂ::;’::wArijrraken of Kuuk Thasyore, the language of
nat ot sl epresnt ime. They wee iven randoly
1o place them in 2 sequence. Invariably the Engibh-:;»ﬁlijirlxif::n d:ﬁ:
the sequence from left to right and the Hebrew speakers from 5;:( ©
left. That's the direction the people who speak those languages wite in.
‘The speakers of Kuuk Thaayorre arranged the cards from east 10 west.
No matter which direction the experimenters faced them to do the test,
they arranged the card: o west. The lef io never
occurred to them. They arranged the cards toward themselves if they
happened to be facing west, or aveay from themselvesifchey were facing
cast. Always the phorograph of the person when he was youngest was
in the east and the oldest in the west. Not having words for left or right
made them extremely good navigators, so they always actually knew the
‘no matter where they were. Even five-year-olds, Lera
|d invariably point north, whereas professors and
able to point north, or

compass directions,
Boroditsky found, coul
graduate students ac Sanford and Harvard weren't
very few of them could, and none with any acuracy.

‘But migh chat Aboriginal child—

Pormpuraawan.

What!

That' the name of the community, Pormpurzav: )

Might that Pormpuraawan child, you asked, be dependent on being
in Ausralia to be s0 sure of the points of the compas? What if you

bt down in Palo Alto or Cambridge! )
pl“;‘;m:she T ald be the same, That' why I say i like perfetpitch,

Youve just got it becauseyou'e been hinking in ompiss directions all
your lfe. i
| wonder, you said, how Porn ;

vichin o vireual world, like Laurie Andersors

your two hands, lefc and right ‘Would they construct a comp

world? ) -
 Nicky sid—and el fll st fora moment dinking

h l:::’::.yw; r:(fyany four constructed realtes, and how easl,just by

Jonming a headset or answering the phone or reading an emal, you can

Pormpuraawans would approach directions
where you navigate using
ass for that
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find yourself involved in an entircly other set o concerns than the oncy
you had been confronting a moment before, a;-d into my mind came an
image of an airplane, and an ocean, and a jagge Sﬂow'immd mountain,
and my daughter in a hospital bed scrapped to tubes and a heart monitor,
and then T was back with the faces of you three in the candleligh, and the
whir and racde of the pelet stove beside us, and I was thinking of Don,
our neighbour who had shot the buck somewhere back behind our house
and hung the buck in his barn and cut it up when it was ready and sliced
us out the loin; Don who had brought the venison by on Christmas Eve
and stood in our kitchen with his rosy cheeks and white beard exchanging
Christmas news like some Santa Claus in a camouflage jacket: Don who
said,standing there with his merry blue eyes and his black watch cap, you
can make a stew with it if you want, but if it were me, Id grill it with just
altcle salc and pepper. And then I noticed Lulu stirring on your sweater,
which had fallen from the back of your chair to the floor and the glitter of
your amethyst carrings, and I tasted the warm brown stew in my mouth
and the sharp wine—and why was this, in particular, in the context of
all that was and might have been, so dear to me? You say I am so silent,
you wonder what I am thinking, and it is true thac through experience I
have learned to cut myself off, there are things in my hearc I would hide,
because they would scare you. They scare me sometimes, even though I
keep them wel locked up. I am not an vl beast, just a very selfish and
self-destructive and stupid and sometimes sad one, given to thoughts that
stray far from the conversation, against which, perhaps, this—well—crazy
talk—is the only safeguard I know. And as you refil everyone’s glasses
with some more of your mother’s wine, and Willie ladles che last of the
stew into everyone’s dish, I think of the distance we have travelled since
New Zealand, how far we have come, in this our “new realty” to be so
full of Laurie Anderson and Stephen Pinker and Lera Boroditsky, and
Geirchrudur, and Don our neighbous, and your mother with her wine
yec at the same time, in my mind ac east, and I know in yours, and Iy
pretty sure in chose of our sons, how we still have not come all that far
atall; how this sense of relief and pleasure we four take in being together
over a bortle of wine and venison stew, indulging in wild talk, our minds
going in all dircctions, scill always has in it, never gone now; fuelling i,
even,the shared memory ofthe impossibl becoming ral, and parc of the
converstion gone mising, o tha the onc we all want t text t sy, hey
just o le you know, we'e her, chinking of you, that ane can o
be eached, her message box isfull and will not b mprie, ¢
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