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sparked by events such as swimming across a lake and almost
dying of hypothermia. Secondly, and a bit more meta-, the journal
entries evidence an ongoing contest between honest self-revelation and performance in art-making. In an age of pandemic digital
self-expression, we are expected to share without dissembling,
to keep it real. Yet it is only through dissembling, ironic distance,
and aesthetic (and thereby moral) choice that good art gets
made. It requires an operating aesthetic intelligence, judgment,
and the careful knowledge of what to leave in and what to leave
out. When #nofilter becomes a badge of pride, art suffers. Would
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that #pleasefilter catch on, for “poetry is not the expression of
personality,” wrote T. S. Eliot, “it is an escape from personality.”
Heidi Julavits does Eliot one better, walking the fine line between
expression and escape. And best of all, the results are fun—the
kind of thing that makes you glad you can read.

From
My Diary:
Entries about
Bodies and
Clothes
by Heidi Julavits
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January 19, 2016

May 11

right now I am getting a pedicure because it’s been a crappy
day. Outside it is well below freezing. There is no snow. The nail
polish I’ve brought was a re-gift from a friend who received it from
her husband (they are possibly getting divorced). “Too blue,” she
said of the red, and gave it to me.
It’s been a year and a half since I’ve kept a diary—I kept a diary
from June 2012 until June 2014—and I’m wondering if I should
start keeping one again. When I kept a diary the crappy days were
less so. I wrote instead of getting pedicures no one can appreciate
inside my boots and socks (not that anyone, as I was writing it,
was appreciating my diary); regardless, I did better things with my
time. I wrote every day or, at minimum, squirrelled away a daily
scrap or two that I could, in the future, use. No day would be completely forgotten or lost, even the crappy or boring ones.
At a certain point, I decided to publish my diary as a book. First
I rearranged the entries by emotion rather than time. I wanted to
choreograph the feelings—giddy, morose, wondrous, paranoid,
alive—to create the book equivalent of the mix-tapes I made in college. I wanted to hit a pretested sequence of emotional registers
and travel to other selves. I would listen and wonder: What song
should come next? What do I want to feel (or be) next?
The entries published here are the outtakes from what I eventually published as The Folded Clock. They are the songs for which I
could not, for whatever reason, find a place. What I kept and what
I discarded involved a decision process that, even two years later,
remains mysterious to me.

Today I saw a woman in an orange and yellow dress. I said, “Where
are you going, and why are you wearing that pretty dress?” We’d
had breakfast together; she hadn’t been wearing this dress at
breakfast. Why the dress, suddenly? Oh, she said, we’re doing a
photo shoot. What kind of photo shoot, I asked? I wasn’t being
inappropriately nosy. We are living together, more or less, myself
and all of these strangers at this art colony. There are no secrets
here, or there shouldn’t be, because when people keep secrets,
it’s like high school all over again. This woman, however, I cannot
figure her out. She is withdrawn at the same time that she stares
directly at me and fails to blink. When I run into her on one of the
colony paths and ask innocuous, chatter-making questions—“did
you just go for a run?”—it’s as if I’ve asked her where she’s hidden
her gold. She walks slowly, as if she’s trying to break off from me to
go to a different part of the colony, but because I’m talking to her
she can’t without seeming rude, and thus hangs back and behaves
awkwardly, and then it turns out we’re headed to the exact same
place.
What kind of a photo shoot? I asked.
One of the artists is organizing it, she said. It’s a tribute to a
former colonist, she said.
Who? I asked.
Someone who was here in the ’80s, she said.
Who? I asked. Who was here in the ’80s?
Francesca Woodman? She said. I think she wasn’t sure if I were
a dark sister or not. If I would know Francesca Woodman or not.
Please! I am a dark sister! I know Francesca Woodman!
I did not say this. Instead I said, as if I’d never heard of Francesca Woodman:
Oh! That sounds like fun!
She no-blinked me. I cannot stop myself, it seems, from being
a person who should not be taken seriously. Fun! Fun to wear a
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yellow and orange dress in the woods and pay tribute to a woman
who made creepy black-and-white photographs and killed herself
by jumping out of a window!
But it actually did sound like fun. I don’t think it was wrong to
call it fun.

August 21
Today I went swimming in Berlin. I should be clothes shopping—
everyone says the clothes shopping is so great here, I really have to
shop!—but I prefer to swim. The summer isn’t over yet. Clothing is
a winter worry.
I am not a Lake Person, but there’s a lake near the villa where
we’re living, and it’s big enough to seem, at a glance, like a harbor
or a bay. As I walked down the dock, I tricked myself into thinking:
this is ocean this is ocean this is ocean. Lakes are creepy. Where do
the dead things go? This is why people are buried at sea but never
at lake. The sea is a clean vanisher. The lake is a morgue.
The water was bright green and opaque; algae, I was told. Not
the stringy kind but the kind that resembles the health powders
my husband adds to smoothies. The water had a smoothie thickness, too; by my standards, warm. I’d had a few frigid near-death
swims earlier in the summer, so granted I was not the best judge of
warmness. All water seemed warm by comparison. During those
cold swims, I came to better understand how one dies of hypothermia. Once I was swimming to an island and back, and I just got
… bored. Bored with swimming. Buoyancy was such a trial, and
to what end? Why the bother? My movements became perilously
slow. When I finally emerged from the water, I was chattering so
violently I thought my jaw was going to explode. I had to sit in a hot
bathtub for an hour.
By the time my body temperature had regulated, I wanted to
swim again.
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Most people discover the joys of almost dying in their youth,
when death is a novelty. Not me. Dying’s never been my high. I
got good grades, I obeyed authority figures, I stayed really alive.
Now I understood the I’m-most-alive-when-I’ve-almost-died perspective. What I ask myself, as I swim past the mansions on this
German lake, is Why now? I have spent the past forty-odd years
avoiding cold water (it is only since I started this diary that I have
come to enjoy cold-water swimming). I hated hiking and biking
and running. I also hated people who loved these activities. I broke
up with a guy once because he gave me a book of nature essays.
Nature. I did not give a shit about nature. Now I only want to be in
nature. I want to be always almost-dead in nature. I tried to articulate this desire to my London friend the other night in a Berlin
bar. We wore the same clothes as everyone else in the bar and all of
us were familiar with the music being played on the stereo and the
bartender knew what a whiskey sour was. European travel used to
be a cold-water swim but now it isn’t. To my friend, about my fondness for hypothermia, this is what I said: I want to experience my
body working before it starts to stop working. When I was briefly
sick, I became aware of what had been invisible to me—health. I no
longer wanted my health to be invisible or intangible. I wanted to
feel health. Everyday I wanted to feel it. The best way to do this was
to submerge myself in icy water and then enjoy my body’s dogged
churn back to life. I’ve developed what might be called a pain routine. When I first enter the water, and take an initial temperature
reading with my feet, I can predict, once fully submerged, exactly
when the water will stop hurting; knowing this makes the initial
sting much less shocking or scary. I no longer tense against the
cold. I breath into it.
The more I talked in this Berlin bar, the more I sounded like
a New-Age birth coach. And maybe there’s a connection between
hypothermia and labor; I still remember the high I experienced
after my first child was born. This high was not emotional—it was
purely, cleanly physical. I thought: this is why women have more
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children. This is why they endure nine months of pregnancy, and
labor, and the huge inconvenience of raising the humans that
result—to experience this 48-hour endorphin euphoria. It was
totally worth it. But my second birth high wasn’t as great as the
first. My second Berlin swim wasn’t as great as my first. The best
thing about my first Berlin swim was this: when I took off my suit,
the crotch of my suit was bright green from the algae that had collected there. It was like getting my period for the first time and
seeing the shock of color where there is normally only white.

January 21
Today I received in the mail a pair of sunglasses I suspected would
have a 50/50 chance of succeeding on my face. I have a face that is
narrow and small. It is easily overwhelmed.
I tried on the sunglasses and looked in the mirror and didn’t
know how to interpret what I saw. I consulted my husband who
said, “They look great on you!” His opinion meant nothing. I sometimes test my husband by requesting his feedback on clearly terrible and unflattering outfits, to which he unfailingly replies, “You
look cute!” I sometimes ask him if he would ever tell me that my
outfit was not cute, or that, generally speaking, I was starting to
resemble a hound or a crone, and he replied, very thoughtfully,
“that’s not my job.” By which he means his job is to always make
me feel good about myself.
His job is hard.
So whose job is it to tell me when a pair of sunglasses look bad
on my face, or when I’m not looking cute? Because these are facts
that I want to know. Sometimes I just want somebody to tell me—
this is exactly how other people will see you. This is how you will
look to the world at large.
There’s a website I used to frequent after I had my second kid.
Women post pictures of their bodies before and after pregnancy.
Weight is not the issue; what has happened to them cannot be
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dropped or lost. Some women on the website appear to have been
victims of a bear mauling, but a slow one, extended over a ninemonth period. Their breasts have been dragged down their bodies.
Their middles are striped by self-induced scars. It is insane what a
body can do to itself. Pregnancy can be so fucking violent. People
focus on the danger of birth, but pregnancy can also kill a person,
or the person you used to physically be.
Why did I visit this site so frequently? No proud reason. I’d like
to say I was sympathizing with these women, or that I desired comrades during the murky weeks after giving birth. To be perfectly
honest (since perfect honesty is what I’m circling here), I sometimes visited this site to feel superior. I would look at these photos
and believe that I possessed greater willpower and strength of character than did these women. I had survived recognizably through
sheer force of mind. I had controlled my own body; I had kept it in
line. I used to think this about aging, too. Because I strongly disbelieved I would ever look older, I would never look older.
This worked until it didn’t.
But even after I’d stopped needing petty ways to make myself
feel better or special, I still found myself returning to this site. I
returned because it unsettled me. Specifically what made me
so uncomfortable were comments beneath the photos, and the
prevailing ethos of the site, which was to make women feel less
depressed and shitty about bodies that had changed and could not
be changed back. Beneath one pair of photos (before, slim woman
in a bikini; after, victim of a bear mauling) a well-meaning commenter wrote, “You are so much more beautiful now!” and “You
look like a Real Woman!”
How can these women just blatantly fucking lie to one another
like that? Was this really the best way to help her deal with the
trauma of total body metamorphosis? Such platitudes couldn’t be
healthy; they were worse than dishonest. They were insidious! A
form of mass delusion! We should express fucking grief over this.
We should all be grieving for this woman and for ourselves—those
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of us who escaped the bear mauling of pregnancy would not escape
the bear mauling of age or maybe an actual fucking bear mauling.
Where was our menstrual hut? We needed a menstrual hut. We
needed a ritual.
Because of this website, every compliment I’d since received
from a woman has fallen under suspicion. When I emailed a woman
to observe (really! I was observing!) that this guy who used to flirt
with me (but who now is “mad” at me and refuses to talk to me)
is no longer interested in having sex with me because I suddenly
look older than the twentysomethings he prefers, and this failure
of mine to make him want to fuck me has made him angry with
me. When she responded, “You’re still one of the most beautiful
women I know,” did she (a) misunderstand that I really (mostly
really) was not fishing for a compliment and/or did she (b) really
mean “what you look like is immaterial because that guy has no
sense of humor—he is frankly trying to be around for longer than
a stairwell conversation—so who cares whether or not he wants to
have sex with you?”
Who knows what she meant. Who knows what she believes.
And also her email made me feel good, so does it matter if she was
lying or quasi-lying? But sometimes you want to be told the truth.
Sometimes I do. I want to be told the truth even though I often don’t
tell it. I lie all the time to women who seem to want to be lied to.
I tell my ruined-by-life friend that she doesn’t look at all ruined.
After lying to her, I worry that I might look as ruined as she does.
I ask my daughter. Do I look as ruined as X? She will tell me that
I have wrinkles but only when I smile. She will tell me I look older
than Rachel Zoe but younger than Nina Garcia. She helps me see
myself accurately. I am not in the dark about myself. She is the
single truth-teller in my life. I don’t return the favor.
The only person I’m honest with is my husband. If he asks me
if he looks like he’s gained weight and he has, I say, “You look like
you’ve gained weight.” If he asks me if I like his outfit and I don’t,
I say, “You can’t wear those shoes with that shirt.” If he asks me if

FASHION

15

