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Essence as Existence

Effectively, it never works, the attempt to order one’s life exactly. The 

Greeks sensed this, Fate and all it entails. Thus we have the fall of 

Oedipus, and the fall of Elvis. One might argue that Elvis has left 

the building, but I would disagree. He has never left, he is with us 

always, whether we want him here or not, a reminder of our collective 

absurdity and our lack of immortality. 

Fate thwarts us all—it thwarts the plans of politicians, but also the plans 

of small children, students, grandmothers. One should have been 

this, or one might have been that. And yet, one is only what stands 

in the field of one’s life. Existence, it is more than that, it is a nexus of 

problems, stresses, defeats, small things that enrage one, tug at one’s 

sleeve, drive one mad. The precise arrow rarely hits the target, and even 

when it does, one has a splinter in one’s hand, or worse, something to 

negate this temporary triumph.

Clearly, there is no simple manual for how to defeat the everyday 

insults of existence. Nor can one simply ignore such depredations. 

Resilience, perhaps that’s the key, the true skeleton key to existence. 

But where does one find such a thing? Where would it come from?
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‘Remembering the Past’

We aren’t young anymore. We remember the Eisenhower years. 

We remember John Kennedy making a speech down the street. We 

remember the Bay of Pigs, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and Oswald shot 

on television. We remember LBJ, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, 

and burning draft cards. We remember the Columbia strike. We 

remember having sex or something like it for the first time. We 

remember the moon landing. We remember Nixon, Watergate, and the 

CIA hearings. We remember the fall of Saigon and the empty sense 

of having been right. We remember a cloud of smoke, whiskey, and 

coffee. We remember staying out all night and coming home in the 

daylight. We remember working for a book publisher that went under. 

We remember a father dying. We remember when the first computer 

arrived on our desk at work. We remember every desk we’ve ever worked 

at. We remember the days stretching out. We don’t remember where all 

the time went. 

The question arises, who is the “we” who is speaking? Is it one person 

or more than one? If more than one, how are they related? Then one 

must ask, who remembers what?

If a novel was set in 1920, and a character was still talking about the 

1870s, one would say, “what a relic, what an old...” 
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The DJ, she wore red…

None of it made sense—he had to read the sentence several times 

before he deciphered it. Riding the subway to work, reading the news 

on his phone, he muttered to himself, “She’s still getting herself in 

the press.” At first he thought she was commenting on someone else’s 

death, then no, there it was, she had taken her own life. Which is to 

say, it didn’t make sense.

He first met her in 1979 when she was spinning records at the Mudd 

Club. An eccentric in Victorian thrift shop chic, an interesting 

character, already a few lines in her face. They traded quips, then went 

home together half a dozen times, maybe a few more. He was not 

relationship material, he was in his own world, disordering himself with 

intoxicants of various sorts. More damning perhaps, his idea of music 

included the Mozart piano concertos, hers Motown and a thousand 

strange varieties of popular music. Still, she wanted something more 

from him, and that wasn’t possible—he thought he was in love with 

someone else.  

She went on to work at other clubs, spinning music at fashion shows, 

high-end events. He went to work in an office, writing about things 

he disdained. Still, he saw her once, and she cut him off. No, she had 

not forgiven his seeming rejection. Then, a few years later, he saw her 

at another club, in a former bank building where one could dance in 

the vault, view miniature dinosaur bones under glass. She was coming 

down a metal staircase—he nodded, smiled, then passed under her 

outstretched arm, her hand still on the railing. She laughed, but they 

did not speak. 
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The Real Underground

The Real Underground exists, it lives and breathes. Its members play 

music in the subterranean passages we race through, morning ghosts 

that we are, numb to life. Then the sound hits us. Perhaps we love it, 

perhaps we ignore it. Yet, it is there, more alive than we are.    

There’s the trombone player, muscular, blows the “Ave Maria” or 

fragments of film sound tracks, sentimental, the tunes pierce you. 

There’s the polite woman violinist with silver hair whose card says she 

does parties. There’s the guy who plays the conga inside the shuttle 

train, brilliant percussion, but too much for most riders. He delivers a 

running commentary on the history of drumming, on Afro-Caribbean 

music, much else. And there’s Qenu, the violinist who plays Vivaldi 

and Bach at virtuoso speed, and people stop to listen.

There always were the Ebony Hillbillies, who woke us with a sound 

from the country, first light in the fields, a dance for sharecroppers and 

for anyone privileged to witness them. One morning I heard the fiddle 

player bowing through a Bach partita while he was waiting for the 

other musicians to arrive. Another morning, what was it—something 

familiar in the distance, but what? It wasn’t Old-time, or Bluegrass, it 

was “My Favorite Things,” in a Coltrane-like arrangement, but on the 

fiddle.    

Another time, as I was heading home, a small woman, dark hair, 

perhaps around thirty, sent fear into my soul as she sang “Pirate 

Jenny,” from The Threepenny Opera. I waited until she was finished, 

then thanked her and gave her a dollar



35

My favorite, not in the subway at all, but definitely underground, is 

Ralph U. Williams. He plays saxophone in the park, on the mall, has 

for many years. Jazz standards, but he takes them somewhere else. “It’s 

all based on the chords, man,” he says. I’m still trying to figure out how 

the chords written on paper lead to this stream of conscious sound. 

All this music constitutes an art that exists outside categories and 

assumptions, without label or certification, hors de commerce, if you will. 

Not working in an office, the musicians are unfettered, free. No doubt 

underfinanced. Contributions distinctly appreciated.
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The Past

The past is with us always, as is the present. The future exists as that 

unknown territory from which no one returns. Which is to say, it too 

is a manifestation of the past.

When he went to the underworld in search of an answer, he 

encountered the shattered man, who told him the inhabitants of that 

place were nothing, insubstantial, a shade of a shade. If that is true, 

why does a memory seem more alive than our present existence? Is it 

that we live retroactively, that the present is entirely lacking in reality?

Existence is a problem to be solved, but we never do. Watching someone 

die is a strange thing, it unnerves, it humbles those of us who remain. 

Memories live, traces in an empty apartment, ghosts of images, the 

lives of those who lived there persist, even after the furniture has been 

taken away. The passage of time weighs on us, then it is no more.

Remembrance is what provides our lives with meaning. Remembrance 

is our hell and our paradise, the fiction we devise for ourselves, a 

transcendence of sorts. The present is what we are left with after we 

have lived. The space through which we move is silence.
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