PAGE  

True Wisdom: The Collection of Tom Bellman and the Power of Perception
By: J. House


Myth has it that Socrates was told by the Delphic Oracle that he was the most intelligent man in the world. Socrates, it is said, didn't believe the Oracle. From then on, Socrates is supposed to have questioned everyone he came across, trying to find someone that was more intelligent than he was. Apparently, this went on for all of Socrates’ life and, at the end, Socrates was shown to be the most intelligent man in the world. This canonical title was not bestowed upon him because of his impressive knowledge. No, he was no Greek Doogie Howser. He wasn't the precursor to Einstein. He wasn't some omnipotent God-like human that could tell you the meaning of life and why we are what we are. No, according to the myth… and Thomas Bellman, Socrates was the most intelligent man in the world because he believed that he was not. So did Thomas, but not really in the same sense. Thomas really didn't believe that he existed. He walked through life in sets, waiting to be sucked to some other dimension, praising the footsteps he took as great moves by his mind. You see Tom was a solipsist, a man that believed that, since every human sense can be fooled, that there was no true matter on this earth. Everything to Tom was a great projection-something that his mind had made for itself to keep itself busy. Even his problems were made by his mind-challenges to keep him from getting bored. Everyone that knew Tom thought he was crazy. Tom really didn't care. They just had to fool themselves. They couldn't take reality without being able to touch it. They were rats being led by the pied piper. They followed that which was based on a foundation of chipped concrete. Life to them was empirical. Life to Tom was emotional.


Every thing Tom felt was an emotion being expressed by the mind-- his great creator. Tom was also a deist. He believed that everything that happened to him was planned before by a great "clockmaker." The clockmaker was Tom's mind, and, after making this masterwork of perception, it had stepped back, brushed off its hands and left the paths to Tom. So, Tom tried daily to overstep the bounds. He wanted desperately to meet his maker. He really wanted to meet himself. He practiced non-theological Buddhism-- basically he meditated. Tom didn't really believe the Buddha. He didn't even believe that suffering happens. Suffering is perceived. Life is actually just fine in some white space somewhere. Tom thought it a lot like the static on the TV, except silent. He found himself drawn to the TV screen often when the channels left the air, drawing off of the ambient visuals that flowed from the screen. Most of what Tom drew was abstract. It was, according to Tom's friends, who thought he was crazy, very good work. Most of them still left saying that Tom was crazy. But they never told him. They talked about it with themselves in the other room. Tom didn't work. He was told long ago he didn't have too. It had something to do with a trust fund that was provided to his mother and him from his late father, a leading physicist that had died in a tragic Lear jet crash from Berkeley back to New York. Plus, Tom's family had some hefty connections to some old money, so Tom was allowed to live alone. He was watched by his mother for a good period of time, until she passed away on his 21st birthday. The night before she passed he drew her funeral off of the static on the TV. Tom was largely saddened, but he knew that death was just another way that life was made to be believed. Tom kept his art to himself. He didn't take it to galleries or show it to the public, outside of showing it to his friends, which thought he was crazy. He had a cousin that came to his Brooklyn apartment and looked after him and his art. They had hung several of the pieces, most drawn on either canvas or large art paper from the nearby art store, around the room. The largest, his mother's funeral, had found its way to a spot above the apartment's door. It served as a well reminder that death was not an ending but a doorway, about the only Christian belief that Tom held.


On one of these trips, Tom's cousin, a backwards sort of man named Charlie with a pension for sensationalism and satire asked Tom why he drew from the static on TV. 


"I always wondered why you stared so intently at all that snow, man," Charlie began, lighting up an unfiltered Marlboro, "I mean, what the hell do you see in there man."  



"There ain't nothing in static but a migraine and a waste of time," Charlie continued. He desperately searched Tom for some response. Tom didn't talk much. He felt he spoke enough in his art. Charlie began again.


"I mean, c'mon, man. You should be out with me. I should take you out one of these weekends. We should hit the bars, find you a soul mate," Charlie said in a level of desperation, trying to get Tom to respond. That look came across him sometimes when he tried to make people believe the stories of the fish he had caught while deep sea fishing in Bermuda or the fall he had encountered while he was rock climbing in Colorado. Charlie tried to make people believe that he would die in some extreme manner. In reality, even Tom knew that Charlie would go out the door from something his mouth would never say. The unfiltered Marlboros and bottles of whiskey would finish the washed-up writer that was living on the money he made watching Tom faster than his pension for extreme sports.


"I knew you wouldn't talk. You always shut up when I speak. I guess it means you don't want to hear what I want to say," Charlie said with a laugh, "I guess it's your loss. But, I'll tell you, you're missing your life wasting away in that art gallery you call an apartment."


Tom didn't say it, but he knew that Charlie was the one that was truly wasting his life. He had fought through the ranks of being a small-time writer. But, after years of failure and heavy-handed rejection, Charlie found out that it was much easier to live upon the shoulders of the giants that came before him. In the end, Tom observed that Charlie had no original thoughts. His projection was not particularly vibrant; he was only a spoiled-rich-kid-alcoholic, pretending to live his life to the fullest, while he drank it down every night only to throw it up in the nearest bathroom a few hours later. Tom liked Charlie. He just missed his great tales of ordinary people and extraordinary circumstances. He loved how Charlie could weave tales that touched him in particular. Apparently, everyone thought Charlie was crazy too. They liked to refer to him as "Tomboy's lackey," "A Satirist of Himself," and "A Weak-minded Quitter." Tom thought that was unfair since most of those people were fakers too.


By this time, they had reached the art store. The building was sort of ironical in its stance. It set back off the street behind a modest parking lot. It didn’t look very artsy—especially for an art store. The outside was painted a pale shade of yellow with large windows in the front and an automatic doorway. In all reality, Tom thought it was the most boring art he had ever seen. Then, he came back to the fact that it didn’t matter. The hypocritical art store was only there to fool Tom into believing that he was alive. Once inside, Tom almost flew to the canvas. He bought twelve new pieces. He would need more in half a week. He tried to get Charlie to buy a new blank book to write his stories in, but Charlie would have none of it. He had grown sick of the labels and would not accept the choices that would make his projection more vivid. Tom really didn't like people. But Tom didn't like to express himself… except in his art.  His art was very expressive and had become one of the more interesting facets of his life. He had been informed, at some point, that, when he passed through the door, his art would be sold to the local museum and he would have its own exhibit. That was privilege of being in a family with its own art appraiser. Tom was proud of his work, but selling it sort of made him laugh. Then again, all transactions, really all of life, made Tom laugh. Since none of it was going on, Tom didn't take it seriously and he had to laugh at how seriously everyone else took it-- with their money and their hurry. They should all be like me, he often thought. Then he laughed again. He knew they couldn't, no one had the exact same projection.


Upon their walk home, Charlie, visibly upset, confronted Tom.


"Why is it that you always try to get me to buy a new book, man? That part of my life is over, man!" He nearly screamed.


"Answer me!" Charlie screamed at Tom, forcing Tom to cower back in a sort of shock and fear that Charlie immediately became remorseful for.


"I'm sorry. I get all upset. I forget how much you used to love to have your Cousin Charlie read his exciting tales to you. I guess you never realized that you were the only one. It's okay. I'll bring you some of my old pieces up one day and you can read them... or I can read them to you whenever you want," Charlie said with a discouraged look on his face. He reached out and gave Tom a hug, saying, "I love you, Tom. I really do."


They walked in silence the rest of the way home. When they arrived at the apartment, Charlie went in to make them some lunch and Tom went to put his canvas up. He loved his cousin Charlie. At least he took care of him and didn't talk about him. Well... he did to Dr. Meyers. But... so did his mother and she had always told Tom that she was talking for him and not about him. Tom had loved her too. Shortly, Charlie came from the kitchen, producing two turkey sandwiches, a glass of milk for Tom and a bottle of beer for himself. The two plopped down on the couch for the remainder of the day. At 12:30 am, Charlie went to bed. Tom stayed up. Soon, the channels would go off. It was time for emotion. It was time for true black and white. It was time to walk through the door. It was time for what Charlie had called "static."

( Twenty-Five Years Later (

"Well class, welcome to the Tom Bellman exhibit," the drone worker stated in the happy-go-lucky voice she had so blatantly been instructed to use. As the class walked through the aisles of drawings made by the famous artist, they heard the worker talk about his life. But Jack would have none of it. He was too busy immersing himself in the emotion. He kept reading the lines in the descriptions about the interesting vision of the "21st century Jackson Pollack." He also saw a lot of the word "solipsist" and "deist" written in the descriptions. But the word he saw the most gave him the most comfort. As his class left the exhibit, he pulled on the skirt of his Special Education teacher. She stopped in front of the largest picture in the exhibit, located right next to the door.

"Mrs. Haley, Bellman was like me, wasn't he?" Jack began.


"Why… yes, Jack, he was. Tom Bellman was a lot like all of you. He was special in his own way. In fact, he was what they call autistic. And, while most people called him crazy or retarded, it was discovered that he actually had actually used more of his mind than the average man when the scientists examined his cranial cavity at the time of his death," commented Mrs. Haley, "I guess it is just how you perceive him." Jack sort of smiled at the warm reception his question received. As he walked out the museum’s door, he looked back at the large painting in front of which they had stopped. It was a somber scene. Men and women dressed in black around a casket elevated just above a grave. It was titled, as Jack seemed to think, very appropriately for its position. It was called Death as a Doorway by Thomas Bellman. Jack smiled again as he agreed with the title’s logic.
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