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Teju Cole’s New Novel Is Haunted by the Trespasses of Art
In “Tremor,” Cole and his narrator grapple with a dilemma: Is there a way to represent the world without betraying it?
By Julian Lucas
October 9, 2023
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For the author, renouncing the conventions of plot and portraiture is akin to an ethical principle. Photograph by Donavon Smallwood for The New Yorker

In the autumn of 2020, while stargazing on his balcony in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Teju Cole was inspired to start taking photos of his kitchen counter. He decided that the daily migrations of his pots, pans, spoons, and graters paralleled the revolutions of celestial bodies, and began to track them in a “counter history.” A year later, he published the results as “Golden Apple of the Sun” (2021), a book-length photo essay that magnifies his solitary domestic experiment until it seems to encompass the world. Cole writes about the hunger he suffered as a boarding-school student in Nigeria, Dutch Golden Age still-lifes, slavery and the sugary recipes in an eighteenth-century cookbook, and why “the later a photograph is in a given sequence, the heavier it is.” Somehow, from this kitchen sink of memoir, art history, and observant boredom emerges a spectral portrait of the pandemic’s collective solitude, “this year of feeling buried in the dark earth like bulbs.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Cole’s work makes an art—and a necessary virtue—of close looking. Across his fiction, photography, and criticism, he combines forensic rigor with a flâneur’s faith in style and sensibility, aligning aestheticism and ethical vigilance. “Open City” (2011), his début novel, won acclaim for its portrayal of post-9/11 New York, whose buried histories of violence and displacement resurface in the course of a medical student’s wanderings. In Cole’s essays, tranquil Vermeers reveal traces of empire—silver from the hellish mines of Bolivia, pearls from Dutch-ruled Ceylon—and stormy Caravaggios prefigure the precarious journeys of twenty-first-century migrants. Looking at paintings this way doesn’t spoil them,” Cole insists. “On the contrary, it opens them up, and what used to be mere surface becomes a portal.”

His great theme is the limits of vision, and the way that these limits, when imaginatively confronted, can serve as the basis for a kind of second sight. “Among the human rights is the right to remain obscure, unseen, and dark,” he writes in “Black Paper” (2021), a recent essay collection, which investigates subjects such as colonialism’s weaponization of the camera and the depiction of nuclear disaster. In his own pictures, people seldom appear directly, but their presence is everywhere implied. “Blind Spot” (2017), an experimental photo book chronicling his travels, gathers images of hotel rooms, border fences, ships, and cemeteries into an ethereal atlas. Cole shuttles between sinister systems—forced migration, the arms trade—and chance moments when beauty, briefly, slips from the shadows. “Darkness is not empty,” he writes. “It is information at rest.”

“Tremor” (Random House), Cole’s first novel in twelve years, also wrestles with what falls beyond the frame—and it begins, aptly enough, with a photograph deferred. Tunde, a Nigerian artist who teaches at Harvard, is out walking in Cambridge when he decides to set up his tripod in front of a blossoming honeysuckle hedge. The first sentence finds him in mid-rapture: “The leaves are glossy and dark and from the dying blooms rises a fragrance that might be jasmine.” But the spell is broken by an aggressive voice warning him away from the property. It could be racism, or at least the fortress mentality of American homeowners. Whatever the reason, Tunde packs up his tripod, and, with it, any expectation of innocent reverie. What follows, instead, is an elegant and unsettling prose still-life, which reflects on art’s relationship to theft and violence, to privacy and togetherness, and to the way we mark time.

The novel spans the autumn just before the pandemic. Tunde, internationally recognized for his “portraits of unpeopled scenarios”—which, like Cole’s, are “suggestive of human presence, charged with human absence”—is selecting photographs for a new exhibition. We follow him to Bamako, for the photography biennial, and to Lagos, his home town, but mostly remain in Cambridge, where he teaches a weekly seminar and enjoys a cozy domestic life. Tunde is married to a woman named Sadako, a Massachusetts native who works in pharmaceuticals. Childless, they spend their free time buying antiques and cooking for their circle of noteworthy friends, which includes an astronomer, a scholar working to revive spoken Wampanoag, and a Pulitzer finalist. Even their toiletries are pedigreed: Tunde bathes with natural black soap made by an artist for Documenta 14, and its swirling suds elicit visions of nebulae, along with the “paradoxical thought of a blackness that wicks filth away.”

Amid this tranquillity, inner troubles reverberate. Sadako abruptly leaves home to stay with her sister. Tunde grieves a dead confidant, who is hauntingly addressed as “you.” Older agitations loom at a distance: the dissolution of a gay relationship in Tunde’s twenties, his precipitous departure from Lagos at seventeen. Cole, who grew up there, left at the same age; he also lends Tunde his celebrity, his intellectual interests, his ophthalmological problems—papillophlebitis, which causes temporary episodes of blindness—and his university post. (Cole teaches creative writing at Harvard.) If “Open City” was a bellwether of the last decade’s autofictional turn, “Tremor” occasionally sounds like a defense of the now-beleaguered genre. “Firsthand experience is what matters,” Cole writes. “It is by being grounded in what we know and what we have experienced that we can move out into greater complexities.”

At least half of the novel, which hews rather closely to its protagonist’s consciousness, consists of ideas about how to live, listen, think, and see well. Tunde never crosses Harvard Yard without remembering those enslaved by the university. His marital problems—“complacency,” “fear of abandonment”—are unpacked in cruelty-free sessions of couples counselling. So keen is his conscience that even the sight of preschoolers led via a walking rope reminds him of “prisoners being transferred . . . a forced march to the unending tune of ‘The Wheels on the Bus.’ ” It’s tempting to characterize the novel as what the critic Becca Rothfeld calls “sanctimony literature,” a mode of fiction designed to showcase the author’s ethical awareness. But there’s more going on than virtue signalling. Tunde’s worries over various moral problems—art restitution, the portrayal of the dead, artificial intelligence—converge on a dilemma that bedevils both him and his creator: Is there a way to represent the world and not “cannibalize the lives of others”?
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