
 
 

Green with Envy 
 

Where I live in New York City, if I walk down toward the river, I’ll end up at the remains 

of a pier which was torn down a long time ago. Wood pilings stand straight up out of the 

water, and you don’t have to be a photographer to see that this would make an interesting 

picture. 

One night the sun had already gone down and the small blue lights along the river 

railings had come on. These lights are blue because that color penetrates fog easily. I was 

feeling in a murky mood myself, so I pulled out my digital camera and this was the result, 

the photo you see above: Pier with Blue Light. I hope you like it. 

I attached Pier with Blue Light to a few emails and sent it to a couple of friends. 

Then I forgot about it.  
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Last week I was walking by the river again, and I thought I’d stop at the same 

pier, but a professional camera crew had taken up their position there, waiting for the sun 

to go down. The instant I saw them, irritation and anger flooded my body. About ten of 

them were standing right on “my” spot and another ten or fifteen of them were hanging 

around nearby. Three huge, new, shiny, white trucks filled with filmmaking equipment 

were parked down the street.  

I wanted all these people to move off “my” spot. Even though they were probably 

only making a commercial, this was a big event over by the Morton Street Pier, which is 

normally deserted. They looked like they were having a good time, and I was furious. I 

should have been glad that other people agreed with me that the old pier was an 

interesting place to look at. Why was I so angry?  

I was angry because I thought, “Some of my photographs of the river are really 

good. How come nobody has ever seen them except a handful of my friends and family 

members?” I was really irritated that the group of interlopers had focused my attention on 

my artist’s life of lonely striving.   

The mixed-up emotion I felt is called envy. Actually, the word envy is used less 

often now, maybe because it is considered to be one of the Seven Deadly Sins in the 

Christian religions. People often use a similar word, jealousy, instead. Both envy and 

jealousy are powerful forms of resentment. Anyway, envy can ruin a person’s life and has 

been the cause of many homicides. On a larger scale, mass envy has caused wars.  

Taking a different view of this very human situation, I had compared myself to 

the filmmakers and come up lacking in my own opinion. In my mind they had all 

managed to turn their talents into fun, public recognition, and lots of money. In reality, 
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they were probably all freelancers, living from hand to mouth, from one gig to the next! 

In my imagination, they had an audience for their work. Therefore, they were to blame 

for my ire! We human beings are very ingenious. We can always find a way to justify our 

bad temper to ourselves. 

I didn’t need to be Einstein to know that if I was miffed and had walked off in a 

huff at the sight of talented people working together in a group, then I must want the 

same thing myself. The envious person is usually unaware of this, but he always wants 

the same thing for himself. Envy can sometimes be used as a tool, therefore, because it 

points the way to our deepest needs. My envy was telling me that I needed to reach out 

and meet more people.   

About my personal desire for artistic recognition, here is an adage as food for 

thought: There are two ways to become unhappy. The first way is not to get what we 

want. The second way is to get exactly what we want.  

* * *  

Please pick one or two questions for discussion: 

1. If you are a woman, have you ever felt green with envy at the sight of a 

huge diamond ring on the finger of another woman?  

2. Here in New York City, most people live in tiny apartments. Space is 

what everyone wants. I overheard someone in an elevator saying: “I just 

moved into a new apartment. It’s 2,000 square feet.” [That’s about 180 

square meters, I believe.] I was irritated with him because I felt he did 

not deserve to have all that space. Where you live, do you envy people 

who have enough space? 
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3. I used to know a man who became furious every time he heard a 

recording of pianist Peter Serkin playing Bach’s Goldberg Variations. 

His reaction seemed odd, because he did not even own a musical 

instrument. As far as I knew, he had never taken piano lessons. Have 

you ever felt such an irrational anger yourself? In later life this man 

took up photography and had public shows of his creative work. He had 

been a creative person all along, but his talent remained at the 

unconscious level for most of his life.  

4. Do you disapprove of someone for something she has? Do you feel she 

came by her advantages by wrong or immoral means? You might ask 

yourself why you care so much about it. 

5. Are you preoccupied with the possessions of your neighbors? What 

things do you feel you need to buy in order to keep up with the Joneses? 

6. In this lesson, the abandoned pier symbolizes my feeling that I lack 

peers. Are you aware that I am making a pun and playing with words? 

Do you like to play with words?  
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