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Surreal
adj. strange; not
seeming real; like 
a dream



Dear Readers,

While somewhat of a truism at this point, it is impossible to deny that 2020 has been
unlike any other. Seemingly overnight, our worlds shrunk – then reopened – then
shrunk again to the size of our screens, as classes, internships, (student) elections,
and relationships moved online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. During these «
unprecedented times », the operations for our student publication have been no
exception. 

We chose the “SURREAL / SURRÉALISTE” theme for two reasons. The first was because
it seemed to encapsulate the speed and absurdity with which the world changed
around us. As we said in the call for submissions, it felt fitting that the Surrealist art
movement was born from the ashes of WWI and the Spanish Flu. We wondered how
history would look back at this year of total uncertainty, and hoped to help preserve
the feelings of our peers as they happened in real time. The second reason was that,
in all honesty, we didn’t simply want to publish a “PANDEMIC” themed print issue. At
the time, we thought it would be too low a hanging fruit, and assumed that our
readers and contributors would want to take a break from the mediascape
surrounding the virus. We thought that this issue might instead give our community
an opportunity to turn inwards, and maybe even write about something else.

Despite our best intentions, most, if not all of our submissions were ultimately related
to the virus in some way. They are portraits of reflection, of melancholy and humor, of
the political and of the personal. Perhaps this in itself points to the surreal
omnipresence of dealing with something that we cannot see – but that has shaken
our world to its core.

As always, we give our thanks to all that have contributed to the production of this
print edition (our third ever!), and to all staff writers and contributors who publish
online with us throughout the semester. We hope that 2021 will bring better things,
and that this compilation may be a moment of relief.

The Graduate Press, Fall 2020

A Letter from
the Editors
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1, 
      2, 
              3,
          4, 
                   5...

Five Fingers on 
One Hand

By Brady Nevins
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I read once when I was a kid that there were
three ways to determine if something was a
dream or reality:

To your sleeping mind, a clock – digital or
analogue – will never show a real time. Digital
clocks might show all zeros, or the time will
change drastically from one glance to another
a few seconds later. Analogue clocks might be
missing hands or have too many.

Another method of determining if something
is a dream is to look in a mirror. You may see
nothing or suddenly feel like you're at a fun
house, but you'll never see a proper reflection.

The last method is to look at your hand and
count your fingers. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. In a dream
you'll never have five fingers. In my
experience, looking at my hand in a dream is
like seeing double, often with at least 10
fingers on one hand.

As anyone who has ever had a nightmare will
tell you, it's not easy to realize that you're in a
dream. It's hard to find the moment of clarity
to examine whether or not a dream is real, no
matter how absurd it might become. The
ridiculous becomes unquestionable. It might
be difficult to utilize the clock/mirror/finger
trick if it never even crosses your sleeping
mind do so.

The key is simply to use the trick all the time,
even when you’re awake, until it becomes an
easily accessible habit. For me, in a given
moment, I often find myself short on mirrors
or even clocks, so finger counting was the
obvious choice.

Now that I had the ability – not to mention the
inclination – to differentiate absolutely
between dreams and reality, I found that
many moments in life now required such
certitude.

I take a glance at my hand when something
good happens in my daily waking life. I run
into a friend I haven't seen in a while. I get
accepted to my first choice grad school (yay
IHEID). I'm finally on the plane to a (pre-COVID)
vacation I've been looking forward to.

But more often, I find myself counting fingers
when something bad happens. A bad dream
analogy in its physical form. Is it actually real?
1, 2, 3, 4, 5. My puppy dies. The neighbors'
house catches fire. The world becomes
entrenched in a global pandemic.

For me, these things often have a dream-like
quality: they happen  so suddenly and
unexpectedly that they couldn’t possibly be
real. I seem to be questioning reality more
and more these days. I always find myself
counting.

    1, 2…    1, 2…
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And after months of coronavirus lockdown in
Mongolia, it seemed so strange that things
were “normal” in America. No one wore a
mask. People went to bars and restaurants.
Kids still attended school.

Thinking back to my circumnavigation of the
globe from the previous few days – flying from
Ulaanbaatar to Moscow to Berlin and finally to
Washington - I felt like I had been just a few
steps in front of the sweeping spread of the
pandemic. It wasn’t more than two weeks later
that America began its own lockdown.

Now months later, things still feel like a
dream. Unpredictable, unprecedented,
uncertain. Time moves in a funny way, but it’s
not a dream. The finger count ends at five.

I learned years after reading about the first
three tricks that there is one more way to
determine if something is a dream or reality.
You can ask yourself, “How did I get here?”. In
a dream, you don’t experience the journey;
you just suddenly find yourself at a
destination. While I wish we could all suddenly
find ourselves at our destination now, I know
that we are thoroughly advancing on our
journey. Until then, I’ll keep counting.

      …3, 
     4, 

5.
I had been living in Mongolia for almost 2
years when the coronavirus first broke out in
Wuhan in January. I was living in a beautiful
yurt in the countryside and working as an
assistant English teacher.

There were still no recorded cases of the virus
in Mongolia in March when the US
government agency I was working for - the
Peace Corps - evacuated all of its personnel.
Border closures and restriction of movement
within the country were becoming stricter.
The Mongolian government had been very
proactive about virus prevention. The concern
was that we Americans might not be able to
leave the country later if we didn’t leave now.

I was caught totally off-guard by the news of
the evacuation. It came in an email one
evening as I sat by the fire in my yurt. With just
a few days’ notice, I would be forced to leave
my friends, my coworkers, my students, and
the home I’d known for the past two years.
Suddenly I had no job and no home of my
own. I counted my fingers. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

Arriving back in America after two years gone
was almost equally overwhelming.
Overhearing everyone’s conversations all the
time and fully understanding them created a
sensory overload.    1,     

           2, 

3, 

       4, 

                  5…

      …3, 
     4, 

5.

   1,     

           2, 

3, 

       4, 

                  5…
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Coronavirus
Dispatch from an

American Explorer
By Janine Furtado
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I hate to say it, but it’s even worse for us white
Americans these days. My heart really goes out
to all my fellow white people for their pain and
suffering. Not only do we wrongly get blamed
for coronavirus, but we are also being
harassed in the streets and victimized by the
international press with these frankly rude and
terrible stereotypes that are all fake news in
my opinion.

I mean just the other day, the Prime Minister
of Vietnam, Nguyễn Xuân Phúc – whose name
I’m not even going to try to pronounce
because I know everyone will conspire against
me to paint me as a racist – got on air to say
that he’s no longer allowing Americans into his
country. Verbatim, here is a translated version
of what he said:

Do you remember back in the good old days,
before this pandemic eons ago, when we
Americans were free of problems and could
roam this planet without a care in the world,
doing whatever we wanted? Well I don’t know if
you’ve noticed, but now things are different.
Because not only do we Americans still have to
fend off coronavirus in our own country, but
now, whenever we travel abroad, all these
foreigners assume that just because our
passport is blue or our accent sounds vaguely
upspeak “valley girl” whenever we want to
speak to customer service, that we probably
are COVID carriers and so we shouldn’t be
allowed into virtually any other country. 

I, for one, think that this is utterly ridiculous.

"They're getting on their planes and 
sending the worst of their kind over. The drug 

dealers, the old male sex tourists, and especially
those white ones that walk around without

masks and throw temper tantrums in
supermarkets while wildly waving their guns in

the air, demanding personalized attention for
their shopping experiences."

Disclaimer: The following article should be taken as satire. It depicts
a fictitious situation told from the perspective of a Karen, in which

Americans are discriminated against and blamed for being carriers
of coronavirus by virtue of their “Americanness”.
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Excuse me, Mr. Prime Minister of Vietnam? No,
that is not us. I’ll have you know that I have at
least five white friends and none of us own
guns.

Since when did we become the virus?
Whatever happened to calling this the
"Chinese virus" and blaming Asian folks for
everything? I thought we agreed on this. Did
that fall out of fashion after month 4 of the
pandemic? If so, can we bring that back,
please? Can we return 2020? Hold on, let me
get my receipt, it’s in this purse somewhere. 

Honestly though, the problem has gotten so
bad, that my European friends told me that
even they are now getting mistaken for
Americans. People automatically assume that
anyone white is most probably from what
they’re now calling the “The Plague States of
America”. Seriously, that is what they’re calling
us these days! The Plague States of America.
The audacity of these foreigners, I tell you.

And you want to know why? It’s because all that
these foreigners watch is that TV show, Friends.
It’s the only media that these international
people know about. Foreigners can be so
narrow-minded these days, I swear.

Anyway, my European friends told me that
even using non-American languages doesn't
work. Just last week, my white German friend in
Africa told me he dropped ice cream on
himself at the beach, so he put on his best
German accent (while speaking German, of
course) and went to go ask someone for a
tissue. The person ran away in fear shouting,
“Coronavirus!” while pointing at the stain on his
pants.

Another white friend? She was kicked out of a
restaurant in Turkey, and essentially told to ‘go
back to where she came from’ after she held
her fork the “American way” and not the
“Ottoman way” for “fear of contamination”
apparently.

I’m sorry, what? This is absolutely insane
behavior! We live in 2020!

I, personally, have been deeply affected by this
unfair treatment. I was planning on going to
Cabo, Mexico for vacation... but the Mexican
government won’t let us cross the border
anymore. I mean, who does the rest of the
world think it is, going around saying that
Americans can’t come and live or vacation in
their country? They keep repeating this same
tired phrase –- that we’re all these filthy
coronavirus immigrants escaping an infectious
zombie apocalypse with guns ablazin’, but I
promise you we’re not!

What’s next, that the Canadians build a
northern wall? That  we’re all anti-vaxxers?
White supremacists? Dumb?

Honestly, I don’t have the patience for this
anymore. This is putting a major dent in my
travel plans. The world is a truly cruel place
that is conspiring against us Americans right
now, and I’d like to speak to the manager.

Thank you, I’ll wait.
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Stitch, sew
or throw?

By Jhilam Gangopadhyay
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For the past five months in lockdown, I have
been constantly telling myself that the situation
we are living through is temporary. But as more
and more time passes, I’m being forced to
reconcile with the fact that things may never be
the same again. Actually, scratch that. They
should never be the same again.

I read somewhere that this pandemic is what
we all deserve - not morally, but ecologically. It is
also considered to be  a ‘trigger moment’ in
history- when there are massive changes in
every sphere, and things that we believed
weren’t possible before  rapidly become the way
of life. Five months of confinement has indeed
made me question whether there is another
way to ‘do’ life. And the answer is yes. There is
another way- a more sustainable, inclusive, and
responsible way.

A few weeks back, I left my home, and I saw
street vendors selling home-made masks. I
came home and found out that Taylor Swift had
just dropped a new album within a year of her
last one. A close friend has turned into an
influencer on Instagram while another is
juggling four internships. The way we adapt to
this pandemic reflects a lot on how we’ve
capitalized on the time we have spent at home.
The only difference is that for a lot of people it is
a choice, while for others, it is a necessity.

Like many others, my family too had been
struggling financially when the pandemic hit. As I
was preparing for my move to Switzerland, I
realized I would need  warm clothes. However, I
need not have worried, because as soon as the
lockdown rules relaxed in India, all clothing
brands announced ridiculously massive
discounts on their websites, often up to 70%. It
worked out for both the consumers as well the
brands: the latter needed to get rid of their
stocks which hadn’t been sold for months, and
the consumers, slowly recovering from the
economic crisis, scrambled to take advantage of
the sales.
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Unfortunately, the picture isn’t so optimistic for
all, especially the garment workers. Because 
 the fashion and luxury industries have been
some of the worst hit by the pandemic,
thousands of garment workers in India and
Bangladesh have been underpaid or laid off
overnight. Familiar brands  such as Gap, H&M
and Zara (owned by Inditex) have cancelled
orders from their suppliers, or refused to pay
for the already manufactured products by
using emergency provisions in their contracts.
Factories are thus simultaneously unable to
sell the products to the customer who ordered
them and cannot pay the workers who made
them. On the other hand, garment factories
which overnight turned into PPE and mask-
manufacturing units have their own
challenges. Unlike their counterparts, they can
continue production and expect some kind of
revenue. But, at the same time, they are
putting their labourers at risk, who often find
themselves in situations where the rules of
social distancing are impossible to follow.

Capitalism does it again!

Most of us claim to be part of this socially
‘woke’ generation. But let’s face it, we have our
share of flaws as well. And in this case, the
villain is named Instagram, or social media in
general, where god forbid you post a picture
wearing the same outfit twice. If you do so,
your dream of becoming an influencer goes
down the drain. For many of us, posting as
much as possible has become a compulsive
need because for some reason we believe that
our online pages define who we are. Yet many
of us are students with limited incomes, so the
only solution is to turn to fast fashion brands.
These brands have capitalised on this very
need to provide whatever  is fashionable at the
moment at low prices, thus creating customer
loyalty. Unfortunately, we tend to treat the
cheapest clothes as disposable, and throw
them away after a couple of wears.

Fast fashion is so called because of its super-
fast production period. For instance, Zara can
transform sketches into clothes in a matter of
two weeks, while H&M offers 12 to 16 new
clothing collections each year and refreshes
them weekly. The production of garments has
become so cost-effective that brands would
rather over-produce by 30-40% than risk
running out of stock.

Of course, this sounds too good to be true.
And it is. According to the United Nations
Environment Programme, the fast fashion
industry produces 20% of global wastewater
and 10% of global carbon emissions- more
than all international flights and maritime
shipping. Textile dyeing is the second largest
polluter of water globally and it takes around
2000 gallons of water to make a typical pair of
jeans. Every second, the equivalent of one
garbage truck of textiles is landfilled or
burned. Every year half a million tonnes of
plastic microfibers are dumped into the ocean.
Worst of all, garment workers are often
underpaid and forced to work long hours in
terrible working conditions, and there are
often cases of child labour as well.
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Most of us want to do what is right by the
environment and by others  but, it often
seems like we just cannot afford to.
Unfortunately, sustainable clothing has been
marketed as expensive and elitist which isn’t
really the whole story. We shouldn’t be buying
as many clothes as we do now anyway,
especially considering the environmental and
human cost. So in a way, that one-time
investment on sustainable brands makes
sense, since these clothes last much longer
than the low-quality, cheap clothing that  does
not live through too many wash cycles.

It is certainly the responsibility of brands to
adopt sustainable means of production. But as
long as we keep buying from them at the rate
at which we do now, they won’t be forced to
do so.  The pandemic has only accelerated the
impulse  to sell clothes at a discount in order
to get rid of the inventory, which is only making
matters worse.

There is a need for stricter legislation all
around the world, and fortunately change is
coming. In March 2020, the United Nations
Alliance for Sustainable Fashion was launched.
This initiative supports coordination between
international bodies working in fashion and
promoting projects and policies that would
allow the fashion value chain to contribute to
the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals’ targets.

We have a chance here to do better. A chance
to hold brands accountable, and to hold
ourselves accountable because if things
continue the way they are, it has been
predicted that by 2030 the fashion industry
will exhaust 25% of the world’s carbon budget.
Considering the economic crisis, it is natural to
give in to the inexpensive prices of fast fashion
while not considering as much  the crusade for
sustainable and ethical fashion. But here’s the
thing:  it’s just going to make matters worse for
the garment workers, who at this point are
willing to work at any cost just to get two
square meals a day. And fast fashion brands,
who have been facing enormous losses, will be
waiting to take advantage of that.



Often these brands use ‘greenwashing’ as a
marketing gimmick, where they portray their
brands to be more sustainable than they
actually are. This appeals to consumers who
can then continue to shop without feeling any
guilt.

As malls and stores begin to re-open, our
generation is the first one to step through the
doors, simply because we believe that we are
the least susceptible to the virus. So, here’s a
few things we can do.

Preferably, we should buy from brands which
have used sustainable methods to
manufacture their garments, who pay their
employees well and provide a safe
environment to work in. #WhoMadeMyClothes
is an ongoing campaign by Fashion Revolution,
which aims to achieve exactly the things
mentioned in this article and more, by
advocating for positive change in the industry
and holding brands accountable online to be
transparent about their manufacturing
practices to ensure they do not cause
exploitation.
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Moreover, we have to learn to recycle our
clothes by combining them in new and
innovative ways instead of using them once or
twice for the ’gram. Repairing clothes as well as
donating or exchanging them are other great
options. Buying clothes second-hand  is the
most preferable option because it extends the
life of things that already exist. There is 
 growing support for buying directly from small
manufacturers who manufacture responsibly.
Choose natural materials such as hemp, linen
or organic cotton and try to avoid synthetics.
In addition,  buying from brands which have
been certified from organisations like Fair
Wear Foundation provide some guarantee of
fair wages. Also, one can always look up
sustainable brands online for guidance.

All of this is not going to be easy and requires
a change in our mindset -  one that favours
quality over quantity and moves beyond the
superficial world of social media. In some
countries, more than one-third of the clothes
bought are never used. So, simply buying what
one needs instead of wants is certainly a good
start. Washing garments in hot/warm water
and drying at high heat or for longer than
necessary uses a lot of energy. It is advisable
to wash full loads and use non-abrasive
detergents.

We check if our cosmetics are animal cruelty-
free. Can we please start to see if the clothes
we purchase are environment-and-people-
cruelty-free too?
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Migrants
Through

Time
By Amrita Bhatia
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Mohsin Hamid’s ‘Exit West’ had been sitting on
my shelf since 2018, a gift from two friends on
my birthday that year. In March 2020, exactly
two years later, I finally picked it up, thanks to
the lockdown. I was instantly hooked and
finished reading it in two days — and I’m a
sloooow reader. Weaving the increasingly-
visible phenomenon of migration with magical
realism, Hamid created doors — stepping
through these doors would take one anywhere
across the globe. In some ways, reading this
idea play out in the novel seemed like a decent
way to deal with the constant (ironic?) anxiety
of being “stuck” at home (away from my
university in another continent, where I was
supposed to be). But with or without the
pandemic-induced lockdowns, Hamid’s idea
that “we are all migrants through time” even
without physically migrating is a nuance of the
book that set into motion far too many
thoughts and reflections.

‘Exit West’ is the story of two people, Nadia and
Saeed, sort of in love, who are confined to
their places of work and their homes because
of the violence in their city. We do not know
which city this is set in, what caused the
conflict, or for how long it has been going on.
While Saeed lived with his father, is religious
and more family-oriented, Nadia has left her
familial home in another city and moved for
work. She wears the “veil” to protect herself
from men’s stares but does not care much for
religion or religious practices. They are worlds
apart but find solace in each other’s company.
Everything and everyone in the story is
nameless, except Nadia and Saeed. All we are
told is that the conflict in their home is pushing
people to take these magical doors to migrate
to other “safer” cities, usually in the “West”. 

The discomfort of reading a story which shows
the most comfortable way of travelling during
global lockdowns and amidst a national
humanitarian crisis is obvious — if we had
these doors, things would be so much easier.
This, of course, is a whole other discussion.

In an interview from 2017, Hamid mentioned
that these doors could be metaphors not just
for airplanes and trains, but also screens —
the ease and quickness with which we video
call each other could have been magical
realism for our preceding generations. So,
essentially, we are living in what would be a
world with magical realism for our ancestors,
with technological advancement and, as they
call it, the world becoming smaller. What does
this seemingly magical technology do for us
today? We scroll through social media
accounts far into the past, of ourselves, and of
others, we dig out things from the “archives”
and “re-post” with the likes of “on this day in
2014”. We remember, we reminisce, we notice
the changes, we compare to our present self.
In the book, technology is only touched upon
as antennas on the phone, connecting people
near and far. The story refrains from
describing details of  the time period it is set
in, perhaps to expand its relatability, or in
other words, so that the story may migrate
across time and regions.
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In this sense, Hamid’s doors are not limited
only to transporting people physically, across
space and geography. There are other
nuances in the story. The destination is not
only the other city but also the state of mind
Nadia and Saeed hope to be in. They’re
(un)blissfully unaware of what this entails and
what the future will look like. They know they
want to be free, be away from violence, feel
safer — the uncertainty is less scary than their
inevitable doom in their status quo. They have
to leave their home and loved ones behind,
but the benefit appears to outweigh the cost.
Not a fair comparison, but this was something
like my state of mind when I was at home,
because my flight back to Geneva was
cancelled. When I was reading their story, I was
grateful for being with my family – safe,
comfortable, and in my own home; however,
even though the world seemed apocalyptic, all
I wanted was to be where I was supposed to
be. This was slightly unsettling — how do you
deal with the desire to travel closer to
uncertainty? What is it that pulls you away
from home, even though it might throw you
into adversity? The answers are probably
within us.

(SPOILER ALERT!) We don’t need to wait for the
end to realise that Nadia and Saeed have also
changed through the course of ‘Exit West’, we
see the micro-phases of their journey, and like
our lives, slowly changing characters. Saeed’s
behaviour begins to change somewhere in the
middle of their journey; he becomes more
obsessed with the culture he was born into,
more religious, and refuses to change or
adapt. He isn’t wrong in his ways, he’s just not
like Nadia. Nadia begins to think and see the
world differently, she wants to explore more,
she embraces the multiculturalism of their
constant movement, and even begins to find
others attractive (including a woman).

When they decide to separate, they’re entering
into yet another phase of precariousness – but
this risk does not hold them back. They go
their separate ways. Nadia describes feeling
more “alive” when she is alone in California.
Their fundamental characteristics remain
constant, Saeed chooses his home and its
values, while Nadia flows where life takes her.
But they think differently and take decisions
they would not have taken earlier. Fear of the
unknown was what kept them together for a
few years, but as the fear faded, the courage
to be independent enabled them to make
these new decisions.

I realised it took me two years to get to
reading this book. My friends had written a
note to me on the first page, and as I read that
note from 2018 in 2020, I realised I was no
longer that same person. Perhaps specific
fundamental characteristics remain the same,
but I am no longer a carefree college student.
That person was me, but today I am different,
more responsible, more thoughtful, slightly
more outgoing, perhaps a bit more cynical,
and more “realistic”. In this sense, we  are all
constantly walking through doors. It is our
experiences, circumstances and our intra and
interpersonal relationships, that perhaps
become doors through which we migrate, with
or without a shift in spatiality or geography.

Nadia and Saeed’s journey begins in Mykonos,
then London, and then to California. A few
years later, at the end of the book, we find
them back in their hometown (which,
according to me, appears to be a close
representation of one of Hamid’s homes,
Lahore), supposedly after the fires of the
conflict have burnt out. Nadia and Saeed travel
to lands across the globe, together and
separately, and finally, come back home but
not as the same people.
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I have been thinking about a green earring 
A gift from a dear friend

That I broke into two- two months ago
I have been thinking of it-

As I walk back home from bus
When I’m about to sleep

When I pour the first mug of water down my hair.
I close my eyes lest water enter and hurt my eyes,

I stand there gently.
And think of the green earring I broke.

Breaking it was so easy.
Loosen the metal ring,

An extra hook on the split babies.
I wore them each to office, without a thought.

And now I think everyday-
What a violent thing to do

To break a piece of beauty, of friendship
So I can have two earrings

When and where did we begin to be obsessed with
maximum again?

To make two out of one.
So I took the two broken ear rings

Twins separated so far
And glued them together.

Green 
Earring

By Anu Karippal
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History and
Her Story

“Why does it always rain on me?”

By Hanlu Hu
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She looked at the reflection of herself in the
glass window. Why am I wasting time here?
Who am I dressing up for? After all, you can’t
expect to go to meetings, schools, parties,
even dates in person. When human
interactions were reduced to minimum, even
dressing up and makeup became ancient
rituals. Especially if your friends and family
were quarantined on your day out, you might
not encounter anyone familiar - just other
heavyhearted strangers. The moment she
discovered this single day out could be
meaningless, she felt more frustrated. The
expectations of today that had been building
up over the past week had become so heavy
that she could hardly stand.

She looked around desperately for a tunnel to
escape, a place to rest. Ah, there it is. A
charming wooden building sat quietly in the
corner, with no one waiting outside. She
quickened her pace as if drawn by a magnet.
What was this place? The door opened like an
old friend holding out her arms. Voilà. She
read the welcome sign. A memory museum?
The man behind the counter raised his head
and greeted her:

She took off her headphones, looked up and
found dark clouds were gathering in the sky. At
least they can gather together, she thought.
She sighed and looked out to the long queue
ahead. One decade after the pandemic, with
mutated viruses occasionally bursting out,
most people were required to only go out
every ten days. If someone broke this rule and
snuck out during the 10-day period, the AI
clerks in public places would discover
immediately and the individual would lose
credits (which were important for jobs,
housing and any other social activities).

Today was supposed to be her lucky day. Her
day out. She had elaborate plans for today:
shopping on her favorite blocks, stopping at a
café for a break, sunbathing in the park, and a
cocktail at the rooftop bar. But she got stuck at
the first stop, in this endless queue outside the
store. Two people at a time, one meter from
each other. She could hardly do window
shopping from where she stood, let alone
interact with anyone since the world was
hiding in masks and umbrellas. Precious hours
wasted on queueing. Bravo.
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“This museum was built thirty years
ago, designed to preserve the

memories of the pandemic generation,
and to display them as immersive

visual tours for the visitors.”

“You are a real person? I thought the AI
clerk was everywhere. And this place is
magnificent! How come I’ve never
heard about it?”

The man was in his sixties, with a striped tie and a tux that
blended into the retro-style hall.

 “Yes, ma’am. Welcome to the
Pandemic Memories Museum.”

She was amazed,

The curator smiled warmly and showed her the entrance,

“What matters now is that you are
here. Please, enjoy.”

She smiled back, for the first time in a long while, and made
her way to the exhibition hall.
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There were multiple holograms displayed in
the hall. Children running on the playground
under the sun, audiences clapping in theaters,
fans cheering in a stadium for the World Cup,
lovers cuddling and swaying at a musical
festival...... 

She could feel the laughter, the screaming, the
exciting noises, the passion for life. Real life.
She took a few steps further and discovered
the festival memories section. Her eyes
widened. The festivals that only existed in
history books! Festivals had long gone in the
post pandemic era because countless people
had been infected due to festive events. She
couldn’t wait to experience this! She picked up
the nearest VR glass and was eager to see
which festival would come up first.

Dazzling lights. Freezing wind. Even...snow?
She blinked twice to make sure she was
actually immersed in the virtual reality rather
than living in a parallel universe. The ferris
wheel brightened the dark night sky and the
carousel rang with cheerful laughter. A giant
Christmas tree with bells and lights. This must
be the Christmas market, she thought
excitedly! She almost jumped from joy before
she was caught up in a seething mass of arms
and legs.There were stalls selling baked
apples, crêpes, candles, home-made crafts and
red wine. People were gathering together with
almost zero distance, chatting, laughing loudly
and clinking glasses. Is it real? She reached out
to the nearest person, trying to touch her face.

But before her finger arrived at its destination,
the memory blurred and sped forward to the
next scene. This time she was standing in the
middle of a crowded street, and gorgeous
fireworks were blooming and falling in front of
her eyes. Frohes neues Jahr! Bonne Année! She
witnessed the crowd shouting happy new year
in various languages, whispering their wishes
and kissing loved ones in their arms. How
stunning! So this was how New Year’s Eve was
supposed to be. She wished she could stay
here in this moment forever. Not staying at
home, not keeping a distance - just celebrating
every festival with the world. Face to face.
Heart to heart.

She didn't even notice when the memory
replay was over. After a few deep breaths, her
heart was still immersed in the joy of festivals
and the astonishment of alternate realities.
Her thoughts racing, she felt she needed to
talk to someone.  
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“Of course. The Pandemic Memories
Museum only stored true memories of

people who died of the coronavirus
based on their consent. The museum

collected these memories and
displayed them so that people can

study these precious historical
materials and remember...”.

She couldn’t believe her ears. Those joyful
memories belonged to the young, the old, the
lovers, and yet also the dead. All those wishes
they made for a brand new year might have
never been realized. She stumbled and fled
from the museum.

A few drops of cold rain rolled down her face.
Salty. She looked up at the sky again. The dark
clouds had scattered a little, and a pure ray of
sunshine shone down upon the earth.
Suddenly, she seemed to hear the laughter,
the cheers, the joyful shouts from the crowd
again.

They seemed to come from above the clouds,
thousands of miles away. She held her breath
and listened carefully. This time, they seemed
to come from the bottom of her heart, echoing
inside of her. She would live on with these
precious memories, for her own sake and for
theirs. “Peace of mind is easy to find, when the
time is right...” 

She put on her headphones, held up her head
and walked into the rain.

“Sir, are those memories real? Those
ones at the festivals, those people and
things I saw there, are they real?”

The curator stood up and looked directly into her eyes.

She rushed to the curator at the counter, gasping,
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By Sam Nelson
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Facing
History 
in 2020

By Emma Clare Maxwell
Art by Sam Nelson
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The reality of the United States is all too often
portrayed as a clash of narratives. The south
and center of the country stand on one side,
rallying behind God, the flag, and the idea that
America--the richest country in the world-- is
also the indubitable gold standard of nations.
Meanwhile, the so-called liberals of the coasts,
determined to drown individual liberties in vats
of hand sanitizer, are in opposition, ready to
tear the country down one statue at a time.
Cue the talking heads, as they insist on
painting the situation as a “culture war,” an
inevitable clash between dueling ideologies! It’s
a grand smackdown to keep the “other side”
from rewriting American history.       

It’s strange to see how those howling the
loudest about rewriting are often relying on a
cherry-picked version of events. For example,
the most ardent defenders of Confederate
statues are often the first to invoke America’s
founding fathers and fly the flag of the original
thirteen American colonies who seceded from
the British Empire. Yet those rebellious
colonists were famous for destroying any
emblem of the British crown, once famously
melting down a statue of King George III and
recasting its lead into 42,008 bullets. Whatever
else one may say about the impact of this act,
it was clearly a moment where history was
made, not a moment where history was
revised, reduced or written out.

This has always seemed like such a strange
charge to level against a protest movement,
the idea that protesters are rewriting history
and introducing a new and unheard of
narrative into the mainstream. The goal of
most protest movements is not to change
history, rather it’s to make room in society for
stories and facts that have existed for a long
time. Does this constitute a change in
narrative? Absolutely! A change in identity?
Most probably. But a change in history? No.
What activists are fighting for is the recognition
of historical truth. It is indisputable that Black
Americans as a demographic have been either
directly abused or passively neglected
throughout the country’s entire history.

Indeed, the consequences of this dark thread
of history are evident through police brutality,
through the disproportionate burden that
Americans of color carry in the COVID-19
epidemic and through the presidency of an
openly authoritarian bigot. The curtain has
been pulled back, the emperor is already
naked, and the consequences of original sin
are being felt. Protestors aren’t responsible for
any of these problems, they are merely
pointing out the truth as it has been revealed,
and giving suggestions for where to go from
here.
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Antonio Gramsci, the famed Italian Marxist,
noted that telling the truth, even arriving at the
understanding of truth, is a revolutionary act in
and of itself. The U.S. Government thrives on
the narrative that Americans are historically
defenders of democracy and human rights.
Thus, understanding of the depth of the
country’s failure to provide equal rights for its
citizens is a threat to the legitimacy of that
government, and to the identity and status of
people who wholeheartedly believe in that
great national myth. The struggle is not about
one version of events or another, but about
whether a complete set of facts will be taken
into account when critiquing the character of a
nation and the actions of its citizens.

I wade through the everyday morass of this
new world, wearing a mask as religiously as if it
were a crucifix. I go to demonstrations where
activists pass through the crowd with giant
bottles of hand sanitizer and protesters reach
out their hands as if to receive a sacrament of
ethyl alcohol. I hold up a sign that reads “Less
guns, more ventilators,” and I firmly believe
that I, like the millions of other people across
the United States holding signs with similar
messages, are preaching a necessary but
unwelcome truth. It’s so important. But, if we
want to live up to Gramsci and his ideal of
telling the truth in order to change society, we
ought to keep an eye out for the other side of
the story.

The most glaring problems are obvious, the
exclusion of Black Americans from full
participation in society, the deep denial of a
pervasive and deadly disease, a news media
that is not only obsessed with scandal and
sensation, but that has become itself a creator
of salacious gossip and skewed half-truths.
There are the less obvious truths and histories
here too: there is the story of a country where
activism became as much a cultural calling
card as it was a political commitment. Where
guns became avatars of civil liberty. Where
people fight for the right to express
themselves as they truly are, but also for the
right to never have to explain themselves to
anyone. Where effort is expended on control
of our own small, individualized worlds, our
individualized versions of success, even as we
long for an understanding of the questions
that plague us all. Most of all, I see people who
never really understood that they were
characters in the same story coming to terms
with interconnectivity.

When we look back on the year 2020, I hope
the story that people in my country tell is not
one of two competing interpretations of reality
that went to war with each other, but rather of
a time when reality was laid bare. I hope
history curriculums don’t try to render this
year in neatly buttoned-up statistics and
anecdotes, I hope they write about this point
in time in excruciating, messy detail. I hope we
all recognize that individual humans, or whole
governments, or even mass movements
cannot create a narrative so compelling that
we end up actually rewriting history. That is a
path that will always fail, one way or another.
The option we do have is to decide what
comes next and stake our identity and culture
in a more unified vision of the future, rather
than a contested understanding of the past. As
Gramsci put it, our “real nature” is determined
by the struggle to recognize our full past in
order to become what we want to become.
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Turbulent
Obscurity 
with Hope

By Vishnu Varatharajan

Written from Chennai, India
On the Independence day of India and Pakistan, 2020
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I vividly remember the late winter day last year
when I took a train from Bornholmer Strasse,
an avenue in the north-eastern end of the
former East Berlin, to Zahlendorf, a
neighbourhood in the south-western end of
the former West Berlin. It was a 40-minute
journey cutting across the city by a diagonal, to
meet Jutta Bönisch, an elderly German woman
with whom I got acquainted through a
common friend in India. Her home had a semi-
maintained garden and a wonderfully
decorated living room with a big private library
containing a huge painting of Buddha. 

When I offered to help her prepare lunch, she
quipped, "No! Indian men are forbidden to
enter the kitchen!", and we became friends
very quickly. Having made lunch in what she
thought as the ‘Indian style’, with Turmeric
flavoured soup and beetroot salad, she
experimented a twist by having them cooked
in red wine. After we finished our lunch, Jutta
got up and walked to the other end of the
room towards the attic. "Come here", she
called. She picked some irregular rocks from a
basket, and placed a heavy one on my hand.
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“Yes”, she grinned. “I'm taking this
basket out after 29 years. The wall ran
just a kilometer away from here. When
it fell, we went there and took some
for memory. You can keep one. Walls
are terrible. Let it be a reminder.”

"What do you see? Can you tell?”

“Umm, stone?”

I was holding an irregular concrete piece,
wondering what it was. It was a hasty mix of
irregular granules, and I found a black stud in
it.

“Yes. What stone?”

“I don’t know.”

“You know”, she winked.

“Yes!”

And suddenly it struck from nowhere. I felt a
lightning jolt at the revelation of what I was
holding, and my hand shivered slightly.
Everything was clear.

“Meteorite?”, I blurted sheepishly.

“No way!”

“Berlin wall? Really?”
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I remembered this incident a few months later
when I was at the Wall museum inside what
used to be the “death strip”. I used to pass by
it everyday as I rode to the University and saw
a series of vertical poles for a hundred meters,
indicating where the wall ran. I was able to see
the wall museum through those poles, but I
always wondered what the purpose of those
vertical poles were. Why poles? it could have
been a line drawn to the ground, it could have
been a glass wall, it could have been a half
demolished wall; it could have been many
other things instead of a series of poles. The
profound reason for that struck me only after
several weeks - I was seeing them from the
wrong side all along.

Viewed through these poles from inside the
museum, it was a surreal revelation. Through
those poles, I caught a glimpse of cars on the
street passing by; I got a glimpse of people
walking; I got a glimpse of my past self riding a
bike wondering what those poles are for.

The gap between the poles was showing me
what Berliners were denied when there was a
wall; what I could have missed if there was a
wall - people, movement, life. The poles
appeared to end space and show me what a
wall could hide and deny.

I, along with many who didn’t grow up in
poverty and denial of dignity, grew up thinking
to be the protagonist of this universe, destined
for glory. I totally fit in the space that my
society allocated for me. But, everything
changed when the bus in which I was travelling
toppled sideways at full speed, trapping me
underneath. Those three seconds were
enough to destroy all my notions about
destiny and purpose that I had imbibed for
years. The realisation that the forces around
me can easily crush and tear me to shreds
totally changed what I had thought about
myself.
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There is a cemetery near Yorkstrasse, Berlin
which I used to visit once a month, where the
Grimm brothers are buried. It is one of the
cemeteries in Germany with a large section for
children - those who died at birth, in a week, in
a quarter of a year, and so on. As with many
other cemeteries, the section was decorated in
a fairyland theme, but the sheer extent of this
section made it take the entire field of vision,
giving an otherworldly experience. With bells
tingling, paper fans swirling, it betrayed a
desperate prayer to somehow ascribe
meaning and movement to their short
existence, and the colours were spilling
tragedy. Hundreds of graves. And then, there
were empty grave slots, patiently waiting to be
filled with more dead children, and an
extension to that section was under
construction nearby.

I passed by a mourning couple, and for a split
second, our eyes met. The father gave me the
slightest nod with a subtle smile, greeting me.
It felt like that smile hid something. I stopped
walking and looked around. In a surreal way, a
realisation dawned upon me that thought and
existence are filled with the hidden and the
shown. The cemetery that was showing me the
gravesites was simultaneously by realisation
showing me the children who weren’t buried
there, like Alan Kurdi who was abandoned by
the so-called civilisation and washed ashore. A
nightingale bird sang beautifully, hiding from
my senses and robbing me off the thoughts of
screams and explosions 3,000 km away. The
objects before us show things to us at a
specific point of time, while many hide in their
shadows. We are in the centre of our sensory
sphere, and what is in front of us inside the
sphere, hides at that specific moment what is
outside the sphere. Multi-storeyed malls in my
city hide behind them the slums and its
people. 

Following the accident, I started to look up at
the night sky and tell myself that my strength
was nothing before the mass of those stars.

It has been nine years since then, and there
have been changes. To quote Robert Pogue
Harrison, “If identity means self- sameness
through time, age is the latent element that
introduces a differential into identity’s
equation, hence into the appearance of
things”. To be puzzled in aporia without being
sure appears now to be a sign of maturity
rather than weakness. To be astonished at the
questions is a remnant of our curiosity.

To many of us, the society would have already
allotted roles for gender, religion, nationality,
and expects us to play along. When I was a
student journalist, I happened to come across
many people. I once came across a man who
was convinced that it was his duty to protect
the honour of his caste, convinced that it was
his masculine role to protect his loving
daughter until the role was transferred to a
groom of his choice. He was so sure. I also
came across people who were on the other
side of the boat worn out by injustice, a
woman who cared less about her own health
but ensured educating her daughter despite
systemic oppression and poverty. To her,
education was the only door to escape the
vicious cycle, to escape mere survival and start
a dignified life. To seek meaning about self
outside these societal forces by itself is a
privilege, and a long selfish journey; to float in
empty space without a horizon, with no roots
to hold, where language doesn’t work.
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They slowly gave the way. But, even when I was
talking to the wailing mother, they were
keeping a watch over me, stressing that my
continued presence was still under their
discretion. In between the painful talk about
her daughter, the mother said, “these boys are
not alright, whoever comes near the house
they are getting alarmed”. This affected me
deeply.

Seven years have passed since then. I don’t
know how and where those two boys are now,
but whenever the questions about life and
meaning knock my door since the accident, I
feel like I’m blocking the way like those boys.
Those questions can effortlessly push me
aside and occupy my thoughts, yet I must
nevertheless stand. Easier said than done.
Only after kneeling down to my height and
receiving my consent that they can enter into
my mind. Even then, I would keep reminding
them that their continued presence would
always be under my discretion.

When I was in Berlin last year, I looked up at
the night sky again. I realised that my
experiences had added a new sentence in my
Thought. “Our strength is nothing before the
mass of those stars. But our existence is far
more meaningful before them.” The sentences
would keep adding as we age. They aren’t
answers, but alternatives to them. They are
unique, and are exclusive.

Conclusion? Uncertain times! Plebiscite in
Chile, elections in Egypt, Myanmar, Tajikistan,
Uganda, United States of America, and many
more. So much is happening. Let’s make sense
of this new era together.

Questions about meaning and existence are of
a similar kind; they hide other questions, they
demand our seconds. When I undertook my
urban pilgrimage - a fancy word for my day-
long walks in various cities - in New Delhi last
year for 16 km, starting from Chandni Chowk -
one of the most densely populated part - to
the opulent Lutyens, New Delhi gradually
widened before my eyes, making me realise
the gross inequality of space and habitat. The
gardens of India Gate were no more beautiful.
The mindfulness of what is being shown and
what is being hidden offers a deeper picture.

Seven years ago, one day, a 16-year old girl
was lit aflame with gasoline in a horrific
domestic crime, and I went to gather details.
Fatherless, mother, two younger brothers, and
poor. Based on what I gathered, her neighbour
became the guardian and brought her up.
Slowly, he started to cross boundaries, beat
her up with his waist belt, and one day while
drunk lit her aflame, killing her. When I tried to
enter the narrow entrance to her home, the
two small boys blocked my way. 

One was six and the other was eight;
malnourished and weak. “Who are you?”, they
frowned. They had already somehow realised
that they were the only “men” left in the family.
The person whom they believed as “the man”
had just a few hours ago lit their sister aflame.
Somehow they had learnt that they had to
henceforth assume a sense of responsibility
and security over the family. They had just
watched their sister’s burnt corpse. They were
standing in a defiant stance, as if the person in
front had all the ability to push them aside and
venture inside, yet that they must nevertheless
stand. Their eyes were unable to stay fixed.
They were in trauma, unable to make sense of
the world. I would be able to go inside, only
after kneeling down to their height,
introducing myself, and explaining why I was
not uninvited.
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Imagining the
Pandemic: 

My Engagement
with Popular Culture

in a World Turned
Upside Down

By Swadha Bharpilania
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It was the summer of 2013. I remember sitting
before a TV screen, during one of my regular
sessions of flipping through cable channels,
looking for a movie addled with superheroes
and surreal feats, in the realm of the
extraordinary. My luck, however, had outrun
my appetite for fiction and I had to settle on a
movie that seemed, on that particular evening,
a little too sombre for my taste. Mildly
disappointed, my 16-year-old self set herself
up for a viewing of Steven Soderbergh’s
Contagion.

In 2020, I look back, in wonder, on my disbelief
at the apparent grayness of that world.

As someone who consumes the news of the
world and formulates her thoughts on it within
the vistas of history and popular culture, my
imagination of what is ongoing is essentially a
myriad portrait of data, theories, studies,
academic opinion, movies, the performing arts,
and, unsurprisingly, memes. It was, hence,
fitting that I saw the pandemic through
windows of humour, political satire, and visual
commentary garnished with the facts of grim
reality - whenever the news media actually
chose to show it to me.

Sardonic tweets, cinema focused on the reality
of living in a zombie apocalypse, and talk
shows which used TikTok videos to speak of a
government’s poor handling of the COVID
crisis in its earliest stages (read: Last Week
Tonight with John Oliver) hence shaped my
understanding of this strange world that was
slowly beginning to settle into this new state of
flux.

Living in India, this tryst with popular culture
and its ramifications on enabling a generation
to imagine the pandemic was perhaps most
pronounced when it came to the political
situation in my own country. In what has been
simultaneously called an ill-thought out and
well-timed lockdown, India was slow to enter
the highest peak of the pandemic.
Perspectives on how the country was dealing
with the world turned upside down were
sinusoidal at best and my consumption of the
same was similarly topsy-turvy.

Exhausted by what some political sensibilities
would call ‘propaganda’ on prime-time
television, I instead enjoyed, given my own
background and biases, pictorial
representations of the Mughal Emperor Babur
asking a mandir (temple)-thirsty government
to pay attention to the larger issues at hand.
The plight of migrant labourers having to walk
back to their villages in a country of
continental proportions, evoked the strongest
response in me when I could sew the anger at
the failures of the system into the fabric of
satirical YouTube videos. My government was
choosing to look the other way on a collapsing
healthcare system in favour of unnecessarily
ostentatious architectural projects. All of this,
and more, I consumed from the vial of an
evolving potion of popular culture- scented
with the swirly feeling of the surreal.
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It felt strange, looking at a political crisis of
literal pandemic proportions through light-
hearted jabs. I often found myself wondering if
the picture I had painted of the world in crisis
was true- both globally and within the
microcosm of communities directly associated
with me. It felt even more bizarre to be told
that I was living through a moment of
immense historicity.

Despite having studied the intricacies of
historical processes and events through the
course of my undergraduate studies, I found it
odd to think that I was part of a historical
event. This was especially because my privilege
afforded me the opportunity to live a life of
inertia when everything around me highlighted
that the acceleration of this age would be
remembered for decades to come. In all this,
the strangest was the fact that I would
remember this time as historical as well; but all
this, while living through it in comparatively
mundane ways.

My engagement with the current was even
more surreal when it came to conspiracy
theories. Surely, something as larger than life
as a pandemic could not be attributed to
simplistic ideas of science and biology - as the
indomitable John Oliver suggests is the basic
idea behind said theories. These in their
magnanimous absurdities, hence made my
imagination of the pandemic even more
coloured. Whether it came to Bill Gates’ self-
serving interest in the global health crisis or
the virus spreading capacities of 5G towers,
COVID-19 served up delicacies of the human
imagination that would put Dali’s work to
shame.

In India too, the pandemic was met with
theories about the all-encompassing benefits
of drinking cow urine, the healing mathematics
of turning off all lights for nine minutes at
precisely nine o’clock on the 9th of April, and
above all the covert resistance to the virus that
was embodied in the very public destruction of
electronics manufactured by Chinese interests.

During my time as an undergraduate student
of history, I learnt of the ‘imagined
communities’ of nations formulated through
channels of print capitalism in the works of
Benedict Anderson. Now, I was imagining a
pandemic through channels of the
indomitable strains of popular culture. It was
precisely this that made an already bizarre
situation even more anomalous. An event that
will shape global events for years to come -
understood and realized through seemingly
trivial mediums.

In a world that believes in being vigorously
connected, the ever-evolving body of internet
and media culture, both beyond and within
international borders, was turning the same
wheel as the world in this all-encompassing
crisis. As the strange enabled the stranger, my
thoughts on the way thoughts have evolved
over the course of the better part of this year
seemed like both the right and wrong kind of
dream-like.
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It is also striking, in my opinion, that one of the
first parallels drawn at the start of the COVID-
19 crisis was with the Spanish Flu pandemic of
the 20th century - back when the world turned
upside down too - with both disease and war
and never righted itself back to the
parameters of the pre-pandemic era. Did the
surreal of the time ever dissipate? Or did it
simply dissolve into reality?

Today, amidst conversations of a new normal-
the hypnagogic aspects of this historical
moment linger. Is this momentary? Or will this
upside-down settle and become what is right
or in other words- what is normal? Perhaps,
the answer to this question will also become
more tangible for the likes of me through
popular culture.

In a changed world still connected by
technology, being ‘alone together’ as Sherry
Turkle calls it, is a living, breathing, and
changing entity in itself. This, in many ways, is
perhaps the haze that surrounds the bridge
between the real and the surreal.

In this ambit of imagination and the unusual, I
can then turn to my 16-year-old self and tell
her to pay very close attention to Soderbergh’s
movie. Despite not being the exciting bizarre
of superhero movies, it was the reality that the
world was to experience very soon- in
immensely surreal ways.
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On Traditions and
Disappointments

By Isabela Carrozza Joia
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On New Year’s Day, there are thousands of
traditions worldwide. One of my favorites is
the one we do in Brazil. Influenced by Afro-
Brazilian religions, such as Umbanda and
Candomblé(1), we usually wear white in the
evening, as a way to symbolize rebirth and
harmony. In my view, it is also a way of seeing
how the next year, the next chapter, is similarly
blank and unknown.

My favorite part comes at the beach, if you
have the chance to be near one when the
clock strikes midnight. Although it is dark, you
can see everybody waiting on the sand for the
fireworks. It is an amazing feeling. Expectation.
Delight. Joy. Happiness. But here comes the
best, and under the influence of Umbanda as
well:

When midnight comes and the fireworks light
up the sky, you run to the sea. But why?, you
might ask. To jump, one for each of the first
seven waves that come, and to make a wish
each time for what you want for the new year.
It is a tribute to Iemanjá, an Orisha of the sea
and water. It is a ritual aimed at wishing for the
best moments in the coming year, and for
letting old problems go with the cycle which
ends that night.

Jumping those waves really have this feeling.
When you look around, you can see many
doing the same thing. They are children,
adults, and elderly. Some even offer flowers
and candles to the sea, a gift to Iemanjá. I see
this tradition as something that unites
everybody under one thing and one thing only:
hope. Hope for new beginnings and new
possibilities. For this new year, I even made a
list of wishes for  every wave. Weird, I know.
But I didn't want to “waste” a wave with a
stupid wish, or even to forget something
important for my upcoming year.

Needless to say that in any of my wishes or
dreams for 2020, I never expected 2020 to be
like what it has been so far. I keep trying to
remember all the facts and happenings that
have occurred since January, and it is
exhausting. Actually, it is surreal. It feels like a
movie in which the apocalyptic met a
dystopian world: So-close but yet not-so close
to World War III. A Global Pandemic. A cloud of
grasshoppers in South America. Giant and
deadly bugs in the US. NASA confirming the
UFO's images. Protests happening around the
world for the right to not use masks to protect
from the deadly virus. What is going on?

(1) Candomblé is an Afro-Brazilian religion brought to Brazil by the African slaves, whereas Umbanda is a
Brazilian religion which has Catholicism, Spiritism and Afro-Brazilian elements to its values and rituals.
Both religions believe in "Orixás", which to Candomblé are the deities responsible for caring and balancing
our energies, whereas to Umbanda they are ancestral spirits which represent a single God. The New
Year's Eve traditions in Brazil hold elements from both religions. Wearing white comes from Candomblé,
and it was diffused in the country from 1970, when people noticed and admired Candomblé members
wearing white and making offers to the sea in Rio de Janeiro's Copacabana beach. Jumping the seven
waves has its origins in Umbanda, which upholds the belief that seven is a cabalistic number that
represents the Orixá Exu, Iemanjá's son, the Orixá of the sea and water.
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In the middle of this mess, I woke up one day
on one side of the world and went to sleep on
the other side of it. One day, I was diving into
my studies and enjoying my time in Geneva.
On the next, I was struck by the possibility of
quarantine and worried by the uncertainty
while away from my family. I took the first flight
back home. What a way to say that your
expectations will never match reality. In fact,
disappointments will come every single time.

In the following months, I kept remembering
my New Year's Eve, and the wishes and hopes
I had had then. I thought about that idea of
wishing for the best moments and letting the
others behind. Where was my list with my
wishes anyway? Why did it matter? To have
everything written down, to have plans and
expectations, to follow traditions, just to see it
taken out in a matter of days.

From March to June, I just kept going with the
flow. Fulfilling my time with classes that woke
me up at 5am, cleaning my groceries and
staying home, browsing social media with half
of the people posting messages like "hold on,
we are in all of this together! You can do it!",
and the other half sharing that week's awful
news.

It took me a while, but I realized that although
my expectations were not going to be fulfilled,
it was the traditions that kept me going. I
found myself spending all of my days with my
family, something that I have not done for the
past seven years. We had lunch and dinner
together. We shared our worries and laughed
about funny stories. We sat on weekends to
watch movies and series together, and on
week-days we worked on our personal
projects, while sharing how lucky we were to
be able to spend this troubled time together.

The New Year's Eve memory then changed. I
remembered that I was not happy because I
jumped for some silly waves and made my
wishes for the next year. The joy was because I
was with my family and celebrating our time
together. It was about the little things. About
how we spent our last days of 2019 on the
beach, laughing, playing around, having some
ice cream and imagining together our plans for
2020.

2020 might be a surreal year, filled with many
bad occurrences, disappointments and
sadness. But it is also a year which forced us
all to slow down and to reflect upon our own
lives. To contemplate what is important to us
and to remind ourselves that with
expectations, comes disappointment. But
instead of being seen as such, remember that
they are new chances to enjoy life. It is the little
moments that will get you smiling on a Sunday
afternoon. In a way, I got what I wished.

I said goodbye once again to my family and
friends back home when I moved back to
Geneva. But this time, I came back with a
warmer heart. Even if the year does not go as I
expect or imagine, I still have my memories
and traditions to hold on to.
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Dear Editorial Board of the Graduate Press,

I had heard from a friend that your magazine had an issue with surrealism. I’m
here to say that enough is enough. I usually silence my anger, gnash my teeth and
leave it at that. But this editorial decision carries things too far.

I get that, some paintings are disturbing, some distorted texts keep missing the
punch line, and Goll and Breton's open clash in 1924 at the "Théâtre des Champs
Elysées" was childish, unnecessary and paints a bad picture of the whole
movement. But to dedicate a whole edition to the issue with surrealism tests the
limits of absurdity. It just seems unreal to me that one can find sufficient bored
people with endless amounts of time and a tendency to dramatize incidents in
order to fill up a whole magazine with opinionated rants on a simple concept of
art. Is it really that big of a deal?

What are they going to do? Fight Andre? Critique Dalí? Defame Frida’s name? Grad
Press articles are known for expressing anger and discontent to convert it into one
united voice of strength and resistance. Is this what the voice looks like?

But maybe - just maybe - your choice of topic is an act of surrealism in itself.
Maybe this call for submissions is, in reality, a hidden wake-up call to us students.
Maybe the board is simply holding the mirror up to ourselves, eventually
dismantling an elitist superiority that, for example, calls out to the importance of
minimising the impact on the climate, but at the same time is at ease with
contributing to the greatest waste of paper I've witnessed in a long time.

How stupid then will those young authors feel when they realise their contribution
discussing their issue with surrealism is just based on an embarrassing
misunderstanding. They just have been trolled. Good for them.

This is not a pipe joke.

(thanks to J.F.’s creative brainwave)

Unreal.
By Tim Buder
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Surreal
adj. strange; not

seeming real; like 
a dream
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