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Preface

I DON’T REMEMBER when or where I saw my first 
Joan Mitchell painting. I have a vague sense of hav-
ing seen one of the tree paintings many decades ago. 
Joan Mitchell painted a lot of paintings that have trees 
in them. The color blue often predominates in these 
paintings. None of the trees are very well articulated 
as trees, at least if you’re looking for some image you 
could immediately identify as a tree. Much of the time, 
Joan Mitchell painted trees as just a few scribbly lines 
of paint up and down on the canvas. As I remember it, 
the trees or the landscape or whatever it was bothered 
me. The painting seemed so messy. At least, that’s how 
I remember it now, though I don’t remember when or 
where that was. I don’t remember. I just have a feeling, a 
feeling of my own discontent and even disappointment.

But the painting stayed with me, I guess. I have 
little notes in files that can be found in forgotten places, 
forgotten to me at least, hidden-away spots that go back 
into the depths of my Google drive. The kinds of files 
that you only find when you open up an old folder and 
that folder has other even older files inside and you 
keep going back into the murky places, into the corners 
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of your Google drive where you are, inevitably, a little 
scared to go. Because what’s in there? Who was I then? 
How much of myself have I forgotten, even from just a 
few years ago? 

Anyway there are files. In those files, I seem to 
have written ideas about topics I once intended to write 
about, books I was planning to write, though, of course, 
most of those books will never be written and most of 
those books should never be written. Those files should 
be deleted. On the other hand, it is good to have those 
files. Sooner or later, I stumble upon them and realize 
that I have already forgotten much that at one point, at 
one period of my life, seemed of great importance to me. 
These forgotten files and lost bits of mental activity are 
tremendously sad and deeply disquieting. That’s why 
they should stay there. Tombstones and timebombs of 
the former self. 

There’s a question in one of those files, I guess it 
is a question written to myself, though it is fair to ask 
who was it really written to? It’s a question that simply 
reads, “Why did Joan Mitchell go to France?” For some 
reason, instead of many other different books about lots 
of different subjects I’ve often planned to write, or felt 
even somewhat compelled to write, that question about 
Joan Mitchell has resonated in dark and obscure parts 
of my mind, of my self, and has forced me to write this 
book. Because beneath that simple question, Why did 
Joan Mitchell go to France?, lies the deeper and finally 
unfathomable question: Who was Joan Mitchell, really?
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There is something strange about Joan Mitchell 
going off to France. This is not merely a surface issue, 
not an issue simply of a person’s particular biography. 
Joan Mitchell was, at first, an American from Chicago. 
She tried her hardest to become a painter in America, a 
great painter. She accomplished that, sort of, but in an 
incomplete and unsatisfying way. Something was fore-
stalled. A forestalling happened. And then she went to 
France. And in doing that, she ruined everything she’d 
been trying to create for herself. Or did she? 

Joan Mitchell was, indeed, a truly great painter, in 
my humble opinion. She was a massive handful of a hu-
man being. She was terrible. She was great and she was 
awful. She behaved monstrously. She was a person so 
tender, at times, as almost to dissolve. She was a genius, 
I suppose, whatever that means. Anyway, more than 
coming to judge her or her life, I have come simply to 
love her. And I have come to fear her. By looking at 
her paintings, mostly. By learning really how to look 
at them, I think. I think I’ve learned to do that. It took 
many years and it took genuinely not understanding or 
being able to look at first. It took a lot of not-knowing, 
not-seeing, not-getting-it. Finally, I started having the 
experience of looking at her paintings and really see-
ing what she was putting there on the canvas. Finally 
something clicked. It all happened for me because I 
wondered, “Why did Joan Mitchell go to France?”

In the end, I can only fail to answer this question 
in any fully satisfying way. That leaves these writings as 
an interesting document of failing to do something that 
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one feels compelled to do even though one knows that 
it is futile. The very expression of the futility becomes, 
perhaps, worthy of having been expressed, which is not 
a bad summary of what Joan Mitchell tried to do with 
paint on canvas, which she struggled and labored with 
in many lonely hours before giant white stretches of 
canvas, in moments when she hovered between being 
one thing and being another, in the periods, I want to 
think of them almost as holy, when Joan Mitchell unrav-
eled her self and found something else lingering there 
in the unaccountable no-space of creation, in the secret 
and mysterious moments when she came into contact 
with … what? 


