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Walking 
in New 
York 

with my 
camera is better than 

having a diary. 
My pictures are like dreams, 

overlaid and blurry at times. The film has been 
exposed multiple times, and there's no record of its  
history. I look at a picture and try to remember where 
I was and when I clicked. When did I finish that roll?  
I’m noticing little details that give way to some memory.

Did it fly back with me before I snapped the  
last few shots to send off to get developed? Or 
maybe I took a long detour from the subway to walk? 

I haven’t had a metro day in a very long time. 
Perhaps that’s what I miss most about the before 
times: a day filled with subways and walking. I’d walk 
from my studio to my favorite independent book 
store, Printed Matter, for a reading, quickly run into 
Chelsea to see some openings, hustle once more  
to the Lower East Side and catch the end of a friends' 
performance, then leisurely trot over to a bar, let's  
say Clandestino (the grumpy bartender liked me…  
I think), or maybe walk up to the East Village and have 
a drink at Blue & Gold Tavern, where everything is 
five dollars or less. It’s surprisingly tidy for a dive bar, 
and they have chess boards built into their tables. 
I’d always ask the bartender for the chess pieces, 
trading my ID as collateral, and await a stranger to 
play. I’d lose a lot, sometimes on purpose, but mostly 
because I am not improving in chess. Winning isn’t  
as much fun as playing. 

Most nights, I’d walk alone hoping to run  
into a friendly face: old restaurant friend, old col lea - 
gue, old secondary school alum, and filling with excite - 
ment when meeting someone new, eager to know  
who they are and what stories they have. I’m remi  - 
nis cing about nights I’d walk into KTown dream ing of 
doing karaoke by myself, but instead I’d walk back  
to my studio in Hell's Kitchen and play music as loud 
as I could. 

Every time I think I have some time, it gets 
eaten. I was busy before. It was in vogue to be busy, 
and today I thought, “Wow, what a time. I can’t be 
busy…” 

I’m still trying to say something, but I can’t 
do it briefly.  

I found a way to get busy while New York 
was in shutdown. We decided to run the annual 
Brooklyn Art Book Fair online to support independent 
publishers in our community, most of which are under - 
represented and marginalized, but some have loads 
of visibility. All these various publishers and artists 
had taken on financial investments and prepared new 
work only to be presented with a vacuum to exhibit 
them, as the Los Angeles Art Book Fair had just been 
cancelled and the shutdowns began around the 
world. We began with “what if we can’t host the fair in 
May, IRL…” and developed a new plan from scratch. 
Our weekly video calls *almost* felt like we were in 
the studio. I want to keep the memories of calling  
all of them and talking to them about this fair, but they  
are disintegrating. When the protests erupted, we 
were on the phone for almost an entire day straight. 
It was an emotional day and laborious week. But 
ultimately we put our energies there, to the street, 

in print, and postponed the fair. I’m still feeling the 
weight, under my eyes, from that week. 

Our fair’s mission has always been to lessen 
the burden on our vendors. We took on the task  
of completing all the shipping and fulfillment for this 
online book fair. It was basically a large online store 
with 45+ vendors and over 400 unique items. We 
had no idea what to expect, and when sales became 
overwhelming, we joked about closing the fair early  
(we didn’t). All the vendors shipped their sold inven-
tory to us and we picked, packed, and shipped the 
orders to their final destination. We made our own 
fulfillment world in the printshop. Etching presses 
filled up with inventory, ink slabs became packing 
stations, and I made a karaoke station with our 
portable PA while we sent out almost 800 packages 
of books, prints, and merchandise. 

How many hours did we work on that project?  
Can you honestly say that you stopped working if you 
worked in your dreams? 

I’m trying to remember that you can touch 
fire, and not get burned… you just can’t hold onto it. 

I’m meant to say more, but I can’t. It’s impos-
sible. Maybe we can meet one day at the Robert 
Blackburn Printmaking Workshop for a glance at the 
most important histories in art and printmaking.  
We can walk to Printed Matter, cut over to the Center 
for Book Arts, then hop down to Scarr’s for a slice,  
to Attaboy to see Jon or The Smith to see Doug, while 
I tell you how Bob would change lives through print-
making, and later we can talk about whatever we 
want, jaywalking across streets and dipping between 
cars and then down into the subway, chasing 
*something* worth working towards.

I remember asking people visiting the city,  
“Do you have an unlimited weekly? Get one…” 
Secretly hoping they come on this journey with me 
through Manhattan by foot and trolly. 

I prefer telling stories; I’m better with showing  
pictures. They offer me a more poetic way to under-
stand the constant madness surrounding me… and 
this spiral into madness doesn’t seem to end. I know 
life only goes one way. All my friends are leaving me… 
they’re leaving New York. Nobody lives here to spend 
time in their 9 square meter room, they’re here for 
the streets, the people, the never ending list of things 
to do and eat… some things are meant to dissolve, 
others to vanish with the wind, “New York, I love you, 
but you’re bringing me down…” 

If you feel like it, call me and I can tell you 
all the stories I know and all the stories I wish I knew 
more about.

* this was written from June → September 2020… *

GREETINGS! 
PAUL JOHN
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DEAR FRIEND,


