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Academia

The world into which I was born. Not my world now. But raised 
among the faux-Gothic towers and gargoyles of the University 
of Chicago by a linguist mother and a cultural anthropologist/
historian father, I grew up in a nest feathered with words, texts, 
and books. 

I am made of words, the organized chaos of text, ant colonies 
of characters streaming over paper, each letter coalescing into 
ever greater meaning with its sisters. I am made of words, of 
the syllable-song of speech, the badminton of argument batted 
back and forth over the remains of dinner across that round For-
mica table of childhood. My very cells built of words, the milk 
and Cheerios and brown sugar, the peanut butter and jelly, the 
corned beef, bagels, and sardines, lox and cream cheese, Mor-
bier and Manchego, Gruyère and Gorgonzola, all bought with 
the dollars my father made from words (something like $12,000 
the year I was born). Words—read, said, written, and argued.

The milk of words—ethnography and kinship, semester and 
sabbatical, primary source, archive and field, research, thesis, 
dissertation, Festschrift and symposium, caste, colonialism, 
taboo—all churned into the butter on our bread. We got splin-
ters from the aging maple floors of our Hyde Park apartment 
while my father paid the mortgage with words. 

My mother’s milk was also words—linguistics and semantics, 
etymology and syntax, grammar and glottal stop. Reading the 
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dictionary for dessert. And inside my mother’s cells, flecks of 
Yiddish, and potato peelings—scraps of my grandmother’s 
words—stories of a Lithuanian shtetl, of fleeing pogroms,  
Bolshevik Revolution, World War I—my mother’s mother’s 
words, words of a grandmother I never met: We ate potatoes. 
We slept on sacks of potatoes. We wore potato sacks for 
clothes when the potatoes were gone. In such a teeming ocean 
of words how could I know there was anything else to swim in?
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Awl

A tool for piercing holes, particularly in leather. A simple metal 
shaft. A knob of wood for a handle, polished by its fit in the 
sinewy cradle of a leatherworker’s palm. Likely the tool with 
which Louis Braille (1809–1852) blinded himself as a child in 
France. An accident in his father’s saddle-making shop, in the 
early years of the nineteenth century. Braille later invented a 
system of raised dots as a means of reading and writing for the 
blind. We don’t know much. Whether he was in the shop with 
his father or snuck in alone. Whether it was damp and rainy 
or whether the sun shone and brought to life the floating dust 
that always hung in the air. Perhaps it was just a little poke in 
the eye. A small tool, a small slip of the hand, a small injury. 
How a little fumble ends in blindness. Decades before gen-
eral anesthetic or antiseptics, the resulting infection spread 
to the uninjured eye. Perhaps the doctor they rushed him to 
believed in the value of “laudable pus” in a wound. I don’t want 
to picture it. Did young Braille already know the names of the 
parts of a saddle—cantle, pommel, stirrup, tree? Did he know 
the smell and feel of each grade of leather? Of all the tools—
punch and pincers, gouge and groover, chisel and awl—the 
child chose awl. Perhaps the last thing he saw, a shine of metal 
galloping toward his eye. Is it an accident that my tool for mak-
ing hand-punched braille is so much like an awl? 
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Between

From Old English, in the space which separates. As in the 
space between two lines of braille. The inability to move eas-
ily from one line to another separates me from a competent 
braille reader. To me, the interstices feel vanishingly small. 
Line often separates poetry from prose, line being a tool that 
poets often use, that prose writers, mostly, do not. I live lost 
in the few millimeters between lines of braille, lost between 
poetry and prose, lost in the zone between total sight and total 
blindness. A whole country that seems invisible to other peo-
ple, an unimaginable Narnia, as elusive as the space between 
two lines of braille.
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