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The Prodigal Beholder: 
D

ialogues, Reflections, Parables
Barry Schw

absky

“I’ve built a house w
hose 

roof has tiny holes in it, 
each revealing a single star 
in the night sky. Just think! 
A house w

hose ceiling is the 
celestial darkness ablaze!”

“But don’t you get w
et 

w
hen it  rains?”

“N
o, on rainy nights there 

are no stars to be seen, so 
there are also no holes.”

*

 She sat w
ith her back to 

him
, w

riting a love letter. 
H

e couldn’t see w
hat she 

w
rote. T

he sounds of the 
2

pen scratching along the 
paper w

ere the m
essage 

he heard. O
nce he’d heard 

the m
essage she’d w

ritten, 
she burned the letter.

*

“T
he colors you paint w

ith 
brighten the room

!”
“Really? But the ink you w

rite 
w

ith darkens thought.”

*

“H
e said, ‘I’ve finally m

ade a 
painting I can stand behind.’ 
Yes, really.  Literally. It w

ants 
no w

all. H
e holds it upright 

w
hile standing behind it, and 

the best part is, w
herever 

you stand to look at it, he 
3

can hold it in front of you. 
You never see the artist, but 
he’s alw

ays there behind it.”
“Yes, but behind the artist, 
there’s som

ething unseen 
holding him

 up too.”

*

 Painter to poet: “I’ve 
m

em
orized your poem

. 
I know it by heart.”

 Poet to painter: “T
hank you! 

I rem
em

ber your painting. 
It’s on the tip of m

y tongue.”

*

T
he painting of the painting 

doesn’t stop w
hen the 

painter stops painting: 
perpetual m

otion.
4

*

“Are all questions 
trick questions?”

“W
ho’s asking?”*

Like w
alking around 

w
ith a sharp, tiny pebble 

in your shoe—
just so, 

there are irritating little 
thoughts that get under 
the sole of your brain.

*

“W
ith this one little w

ord ‘is’ 
I can m

ake all the m
etaphors 

in the w
orld. But painting 

lacks the w
ord ‘is.’”

“N
o. It’s there but tacitly. 
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*

T
he

 im
m

ob
ili

ty
 o

f a
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ar
tw

or
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ou
tr

un
s t

im
e.

 It
s v

ol
at

ili
ty

 in
 

pe
rc

ep
tio
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un

se
tt

le
s s

pa
ce

.

*

“I
sn

’t 
th

e 
cr

iti
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th

er
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ke
 a

 
de
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is
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ds
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m
irr

or
s, 

hi
s c

ur
et

te
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as
 if
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al
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“…
 …

”

*

 S
om
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s f
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w 
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e 
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y w

ai
t f

or
 y

ou
 to

 
co

m
e 

ba
ck

 to
 th

em
 —

 th
e 

pr
od

ig
al

 b
eh

ol
de
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*

“W
ha

t, 
th

ey
 w

an
t t

o 
pa

rti
cip

at
e 

in
 th

e 
w

or
k 

of
 a

rt
? A

s i
f t

he
 

w
or

k 
w

ou
ld

 n
ot

 e
xi

st
 w

ith
ou

t 
th

ei
r l

itt
le

 a
ct

io
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or
 g

es
tu

re
?”

“N
o 

—
 as

 if
 th

ey
 w

ou
ld

 n
ot

 e
xi

st
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w
ith

ou
t t

hi
s d

on
at

io
n 

of
 se

lf.
”

*

 O
nc

e,
 p

eo
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e 
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ed
 to

 
sa

y,
 “

In
 th
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xt
 li

fe
…

” 
Ap

pa
re
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ly

, t
hi

s i
s i

t.
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