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By Matt Weiss

Men fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they fought for comes about in spite of defeat, and when it comes it turns out not to be what they meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under another name.

- William Morris, The Dream of John Ball.

Only the changes in the realm of Spirit create the novel.

- Hegel, The Philosophy of History.

1. 6th Century B.C. Philosophic Fragment attributed to Agnoios; translated from the Greek by Donald Alderman, 1923.


It is asked, Why does man sneeze most of all creatures? Man sneezes most because of all creatures his nature is most involuntary. Man stirs himself to sneeze, for some reason which he knows not, and still the passage into him brings from him a sneeze. It is such that man’s being unfolds itself amidst a wide array of fabrics, those which clothe the world as wool clothes a man lying in rest, whose feet are wrapped, and whose fellows are hides and dry herbs, within pillows or without. Man unfolds himself at dawn, amid those other garmented beings, which to him remain folded and empty, and to the most persuasive questioner man will be unable to tell for what he woke himself. And yet it is clear, that man unfolds himself without willing it amid other folds in the bed; to him, he alone is clothed; and that which is invisibly folded around him remains as lifeless to him as a forest when the trees have burnt, or as mysterious as a sacrifice to a foreign god. As man involuntarily shivers at dawn, he will try to clothe himself in the garments which lie about him, and he will fall again to sleep for himself, without unfolding his bed-fellows to appreciate their composition, or, indeed, without appreciating that which could be contained in them, but merely folding them around him close. This is the same as when a man sneezes, during which action he expels a violent, thick substance, which erupts from inside him; he knows not what precipitates his sneeze, or of what it consists. At times, perhaps the odor of rotting things, or of a potent herb, rips a sneeze from him as if, in another world, he were tearing a blanket in a vision or in surprise. But other times the sneeze comes from him like the semen of young men in a deep sleep; these young men burn in the night, they shake off their garments in sleep, and bring forth involuntarily, and waking, have no knowledge of where they lie, of where they have awoken, and shiver, having shaken off their garments in the night. Especially at dawn man’s own bed is most foreign to him, even as it comforts him. And even if man were to clothe himself, again, in his garments, and draw his blankets close to him, he would nevertheless be clothed in foreign dress: at dawn, in his confusion, man knows not whether he placed his blankets there the night before himself, or whether they were made for him by another, or whether, in the night, he brought them forth out of himself; he uses them without thinking, unable to decide their origin. In the same way, man sneezes onto his arm, and wipes his ejaculate away, without thinking one way or the other, whether men have sneezed before him in the same way as him, or whether, someday, another man will wear his dress, upon which he has discarded his ejaculate. Perhaps, as another man has said, the souls of men have an odor, and smell even in Hades. If this is the case, then the souls of men, invisible bed-fellows, must bring forth sneezes sometimes, which are nothing but violent responses to the ghosts, whose subsistence in the world pertains to their being. For man, having unfolded himself at dawn, persists in the world in the next hour, cloaked and folded.


Thus, I have proved that man’s being contains the element, above all, of the involuntary; that man’s being is itself involuntary; that man does not become, but already exists, at one hour or another, just as the beings of the past have already existed and still persist, and as the beings of the future already exist and will persist, to the causes of whose sneezes will be added the invisible movements of the beings of the present; and, finally, that man’s being is to be unfolded insofar as he is concerned, but is truly cloaked in the folds of the others once unfolded. Man ought, then, to shake himself fully awake at dawn, when he comes into the world, and not to reconcile himself to lethargy; and although he cannot judge, in his confusion, the beings folded around him who lay with him for the night, he nevertheless might inspect the composition of their garments, so that he might better learn to clothe himself the next morning. Of this, I have no doubt; but because man will persist in seeking warmth in the morning, and because the composition of garments does not suggest the beings folded within them, and, therefore, because man is left alone or confused in the first hour of his being—thus, man will continue, because of an imbalance of heat, to give forth semen as well as sneezes at the moments in which he might least wish to do so, and be left at every hour, asking his fellow man, why?


Thus we might understand the significance of Apollo’s ancient sign, which he left at the Temple at Delphi, along with his oracle; there, he wrote the letter E on the walls, which drip with holy flames. The E, they say, is as old as the mother of the earth, who once had a temple of her own in that place; the earth is man’s bed insofar as man may wake himself anywhere, and be clothed in the garments of the earth, during which time, the E may hang above him, like the scent of mystery; and, like the three lines of its structure, which move in parallel as the past, the present, and the future, man unfolds himself along three lines at once, as he blinks at the E, which can barely be seen, as he rouses himself from bed.
2. Palladas’s Account of the Fall of Antiquity, c. 4th century A.D.; translated from the Greek by Annie Devereux, 1928. 

…my constitution is as poor, and my paunch as decadent as this city, full of tears, gas, and discomfort. I write this for you, you pig, at dusk, when I can hear that endless vulgarity outside, to which you contribute, mangling the accents beyond all repair, beyond these curtains, beyond this window, through which I can smell this armpit of a world, but thankfully not see it. When I give this to you tomorrow, I foresee, with displeasure, that I won’t be dead; and when you pout at me, you son of a pig, and ask me about the use of the locative, hopefully I will be drunk enough to give this letter to you, but not so drunk that I will raze your perfumed face, in a tired, energy-less rampage, beating you into the floor of that thing your father calls a palace with bags of money.


Once I thought I’d be called a poet, or perhaps a philosopher; my fate apparently has been to be a grammarian: to be born weeping, to sop up my tears with books, to die weeping, as naked as I arrived, and after death, when weeping has stopped, I can’t even imagine you will remember me, the last fat blot of my race, who has, it seems, deservedly, been condemned to die along with his books, to remember what nobody reads, and not even to take any comfort in the fact.

All I have in this world is ill-fortune, and an ugly wife, whom, thankfully, is as fat as I am, and so even when we try to make love, we tire ourselves out before she has the chance to bring forth a little pig as condemned to slaughter as myself. She barks at me without end and, more than that, she expects me to listen; listen, my young ass-eater, only twice are women worth anything: the night they are married, and the night they are laid in the grave. Can I tell you what I did, after heaving myself off her, and after watching the dying sun fall off my balcony, as if daring me to leap after it? I went out into the mob, with my copy of Callimachus in my hand, and sold it for a pittance, so I thought I’d be at last free from the weight of his slim sacrifices. How many times have I raged at Callimachus, that wit, that dealer in jewels, and in this same rotting city, in a time as lost to me as the only woman who understood me? I’ve even gone so far as to obliterate it all from my memory, so I won’t be haunted by the suggestion of a better life… Daybreak in the city….

Her tale was told, the other’s listening done,

And both birds slept. After a little while

There came a frosted neighbor, breaking sleep:

‘Up, for the night is gone, and home from hunting

Night thieves return; the morning lamps are lit…

The morning lamps are lit! Only once in this miserable, darkening life, a life emptied both of well-formed praise as well as silence, absent even of those thin vibrations in the air, remnants of ancient melodies, that Plato once played, before he gave up his strings, that lingered on for centuries before I came onto this earth, did I ever hear someone’s speech that made me want to live, a speech that made me desire nothing more but to keep my eyes open for that glimmer of a now melted-down past, to stifle even a sneeze, which, we are told, is that which, in what it represents, condemns us to servitude, ignorance, and poverty, to cover up the slightest cough so that the story will not be interrupted… When I went to the house of Hypatia, the only human being who ever knew me, more beautiful than Helen, and, what’s more, who had more genius in her than any Roman, more genius than, in quantity of matter, could have inflated the fattest lips, the most gratuitous breasts, the most horrendous pillow of a rear end. I would lie on her couch, my hair already graying; she would stand by the window, in something transparent that barely covered her arms, which ended in hands as lined with veins as the ripped and misplaced passages of my life are lined with mucus or unlooked-for tears; she went over her lectures with me, about the starry house of the world, about the stars which she helped to measure, as if this world were a temple, which is now as ill-used as a tavern, where gods serve hot drinks to mortals. She would illustrate her discourse with abrupt gestures, later in the morning, to the aristocracy with whom she consorted; and the next day, we would write to each other: she—in her station!—also consorted with me! We traded in Hesiod, Homer, of course, but she loved above all those mystic works of philosophy, that, she said, 

Run through Plato, as Plato runs,

Like delicate air, through the stars…

Do you know who sang those lines? Mercifully, neither do I. This woman, as perfect as a statue, and I—we were like two siblings, who, after the interval of a lifetime, have been reunited, and so can take mutual pleasure in the recollection of a house destroyed, and of parents who, ignominiously, have died.

Can you imagine if I had the bile-filled, rabbit-like heart of an orator? If I could denounce you in periodic orations, and ill-use you, and strangle you with so many worthless, grasping clauses? If I had the energy to shame you, to get up from this couch, and lumber into you, when I can barely lift my head from where it spirals into the desk? What would I say? I would turn on you like a tearless god and ask you, Were you among the mob, the one incited by that bishop, who swarmed around her carriage, as she came home to rest? Were you there, you fat-lipped, trembling slave, when they rocked the carriage back and forth, until she fell into their grasp, among bodies that stank, and eyes that were blind, and ears that were stopped up, which had never heard the half-pleasant music that this world has coughed up for us, whose noses sniffed her like dogs, glazed with slobber, about to ravish each other? If you had been, would you have seen me? Were you present while I was absent, when they dragged her into that temple which Callimachus had once visited, which by then they’d urinated on, and, scrubbing away their own filth, consecrated to their god, that one ignorant in his slavery, laughable in his hubris, that pretender to novelty? Was I there then when they stripped her of her clothes, while she considered whether to struggle, or spit on them simply?—for how I wish she spat on them—Was I there when they scraped off her skin with tiles, pot shards, and screams, while she could barely think of those beings outside time on which she’d speculated her entire life? Was I there when they ripped her body apart, like they rip apart temples, apart poems, breaking vases, sinking ships, cutting the throats of mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, never giving them the dignity of tears, which is, at last, our only right in the world, the right to weep? Then they carried the pieces of her throughout the city whose stones were once caked in poetry, whose stones once shone like gems? When they burnt the very last pieces of her at Cineron, were you there without me, and did you perhaps, laughingly, sew harsh salt into her being, by making some wisecrack in your broken Greek?—for since you stopped short of raping her, you might as well have raped her language, which carries in it the history of the fallen…

Let me tell you: I went to the statue of Hercules, Zeus’s son, for there I felt I could weep in private for the death of Hypatia, even if my tears were not gently falling like the tears of some virgin, but coarse and bubbling out of me, over this fat, unshaven face I’d love to rip off. Zeus, once you defended us from evil, I prayed, you whom three moons bore, you, Zeus, who never lost a single battle, who were never subdued, but who, now, here, lie prone: why? And in the darkness, the god stood beside me, and said, Even I, a god, have learned to live with the times.

Agnoios said we forget ourselves at dawn. I’d go further, with an empty, worthless pride, to add, if that is so, then by dusk, we will have forgotten ourselves for a long time, and when night finally falls, drunkenly, we should be thankful even more of having forgot. Or perhaps, it isn’t that we have forgotten, but that there was never anything to remember at the origin, and everything we thought was worthy, was thought worthy for us. Are we dead now, and only seem alive, having fallen, imagining that a dream is life? Or is the truth that we are the last ones alive, and life itself is dead? The doors to the temples are shut for the last time, and the only sound to hear is the soft rustling of a few curls of papyrus, covered in shit. Are they now twirling dryly out from under the heavy gates, with some anonymous sighs that even you, you pig, might hear, if you were to watch them come to rest, lightly through the air that huddles close to the ground?

It is finished, and it is as if it never began. If the living didn’t cry, if I could have beaten them into the sweaty dust of this cesspool, if I could have brought down over their heads the library they burned, if I could have held a shield and a spear, or even a child’s dagger, just a little sharp, or, forgive me, a pen, then I could have stabbed their eyes, and ripped them in three parts like that hateful, sullen, vulgar god they worship! What do you want to learn from me, child? I’ve already sold my pens, my paper, and even my Muse; and my parents have long since been sold into slavery.

3. The Life of St. Ermine, told in his own words, c. 1300 A.D.; translated from the Latin by Annie Devereux, 1928.


I recount my story to You, now in this Persian city, not so that you might know what spiritual struggles I have brought to a kind of end, for You exist and have always existed as my witness, but so that others, reading this account, might understand something of the strange time through which I have borne my years, and so might, by means of this picture, bring the good struggle within reach.


Having been born in Naples to a wealthy family, I was induced by my father to study at the university in Paris, during a time when numerous controversies were raging among the faculty. I was not a little unmoved by these struggles, but, having a mind more suited to contemplation, I roamed far from my familiar surroundings, out of a desire, perhaps, to see the world, and eventually enlisted on a ship, bearing great quantities of roses from this land of Persia to our sea. During this time, I was possessed, as if from outside me, by an ever self-renewing lust, and, in my time, I have done, or have witnessed among my fellows, everything which human beings, their eyes darkened by some inner desire, can work upon each other, particularly in cities of port. One woman, however, refused the fulfillment of my desires, having the belief that, because procreation brought forth matter into the world, and matter being that form in which the particles of light are trapped, intercourse was sinful; it was thus that she demanded I wrap myself in a guard, which her people used, derived from the intestines of sheep, before we would consummate. As I lay beside her one night, folded against her, I felt the overpowering desire to impregnate this woman, for reasons I could not explain; as the days wore on, I became quite certain that her refusal of my consummation was a kind of seduction; and finally, rather than consider the source of my perverse desire, I sought to lose myself in her one night, when she should have been unaware of what I was attempting. She fled from me, however, and, thinking nothing of myself, I followed her for days into the desert. 


For two months I followed her, seeing a flash of her body on the crest of the next dune; these visions would fill me with the illumination of passion, even as, the more I contemplated her, she began to grow disgusting to me, which, I confess, made me desire her the greater. Out of a kind of desperation, watching her laughing at me from above, I would try to release this feeling in self-pleasure, but before I could conquer her, she would flee again. One night, after such a frustration, I sought shelter in a cave; I paced back and forth like a lion, as if trapped, although there were no guards at the mouth. In a fever, I began to contemplate for the first time my situation, and in my fever all words began to lose their signification. Why did I desire this woman?; for although my desire had increased with each interruption, I could no longer recall the original desire which joined me to her. Who had I been such that I desired her then? Lying face down in the cave, I dreamed I had caught her, and was attempting her final seduction, and found myself acting strangely, as if I were impersonating another seducer, who had perhaps taught me in the past, although it seemed as if I impersonated a mass and not an individual—or, perhaps, a seducer whom I had only imagined according to some law, not knowing the art of seduction, except for that which appeals to the common frailties of all women. Who was she, then?, I asked myself for the first time; there was no answer to the question, for, to me, she was no woman at all, but some conjuration of all women, and although my reasoning might illuminate her against the wall of my cave, I would never be able to touch the colored glass through which my light would shine in despair, although to be sure I would know something of her color.

It was You, then, who found me lying at the mouth of the cave, in that hour of starvation; it was You, then, who kissed me, biting my lip, and stroking my hair; it was You, of course, who disappeared as soon as I tried to bring you closer to me, as if I might presume to deny you your interruption. And with this tease, I forgot all thoughts of that woman whom I had pursued, and I resolved to remain in the cave and attempt, above all, Your seduction by any means. 

At first, I treated You like a woman, for, I reasoned, You must have contained all the perfections of a woman, although in truth You are more simple than any woman. I called out to You with sweet words, and when I received no answer, I raged against myself for not knowing those which would please You. I laid myself out on the sand, naked, and tried to hold the sand that contained You, but You slipped away into invisibility. I desired You more than any woman, but each time I reached out to stroke You, You danced away, and I could find no explanation because I was but an imposter and I lacked an understanding of the nature of my own desire: my desire seemed to me both an event consequent upon myself as well as consequent upon some universal law of Your creation, drawing me towards You even as You leapt away, so that I could not tell if I desired You or You desired me. At those moments of frustration, I felt the passion for You the greatest; and soon, I began to imagine You differently, at first as a woman, lying before me, perfumed, staring at me with hooded eyes, opening herself, and drawing me in with her hands; but I turned away before You could frustrate me. Then, I imagined You and I, not as a man and a woman, but as a horde of men and a horde of women, each upon each conferring with each other, discussing their most pleasurable pleasures, in language that merely clothed the matter, and prevented each from understanding the other; finally, each turned away from the other, at the height of the passion that came from the promise of their individual dreams. That being not enough, I imagined You not bound by any enclosed flesh, and I wanted to dig my hands into the earth of Your multitude, but I refused to touch You, even as I desired most to lose my foreign desire in You, for in whatever form I could conceive myself taking in relation to You, I could never escape this desire which seemed to come from without. And at last, although I wanted most to speak of You and call You in prayers, I refused myself to speak of You; I would imagine one revelation upon another, which You might reveal to me, and I desired one more refusal upon another, until my desire for You was perfect. 

And still You did not cease to tease me! At last I realized that because I did not understand the nature of my own desire, You would always have power over me. I asked, Did You design this effect from the start, that I might recognize Your power in this inexplicable desire? Or, have I deceived myself all along, and the desire comes from me? In which case, how am I to know what is proper to You in regard to desiring, and have I been impersonating a seducer unfit for You? The latter possibility presented the most difficulties and therefore I assumed its truth; I was, then, but an imposter in my own self, trying to consummate a desire I did not understand for a being about which I knew nothing at all, except that at nights I felt that He kissed me.

In this way, I spent many years in the desert, building desire upon desire, until I found even a kind of burning satisfaction in refusal upon refusal, knowing that I could know nothing certain of either You or myself, and thus I could only refuse triumphantly that which I desired, for my refusal contained an acknowledgement of all this, and provided for a good exercise of the mind. In this activity, I have lived with the passion and the good struggle in me, and await the day when You, my seducer and my seduced, will strike me down: for we are not like lovers on either side of a wall, having some separating space which might be removed between us; rather, it is as if I, new to a place, must pick you out of a crowd, although I have never seen you before, and I cannot know if that person whom I perceive as You I perceive in that way because it is You, or because that one appeals to my desires, whose value I still cannot judge. Thus only with the destruction of myself will confusion be at an end, and all uncertainties transformed from a passionate struggle into a motionless peace. I offer this account to You not as part of my struggle, for You know all this well; rather, I offer this account for the others, who might have given in at last to lust. 

4. An Account of Elizabeth Browning, Executed at Tyburn, September 14, 1676, for Torturing her Female Apprentice to Death; published 1680 as an anonymous pamphlet. A similar account appears in the Newgate Calendar, published 1816, although there it is somewhat changed.


Nothing at all may prepare the Reader for the Excruciating Account which follows; not even those who lived at the Time and Place of the matter, when it first became Known, were spared an Affront to Natural Law and Morality, and indeed they stirr’d themselves to shew their Indignation honestly as appears in this Relation. Having not the Excellencies of classical Learning, the Crowd was able to make no Comparison for this Cruel and Inhuman act; but no doubt mov’d by some Universal Principle, they harangued Mrs. Browning with One Motion from Newgate, to Tyburn, and thence to her Resting Place.


 Having employ’d her Early Years in Service to a few families of Good Name, this Cruel Woman was married to James Browning, Plumber, come to the City from Greenwich, where he had formerly pass’t some years, and, settling around Fleet-Street, oversaw a great deal of Business. Mrs. Browning, the mother of Sixteen children, having then some Facility in Midwifery, was appoint’d by the Clergy in St. Dunstan’s parish, to care for the Impoverish’d Women needing to Lie-In during the time of their Work. During these Years, to spare herself the need of Servants, Mrs. Browning took an Apprentice call’d Mary Mitchell, and another shortly thereafter call’d Mary Jones, a Girl equally Poor, having been in the Care of the Parish, but skill’d in the Art of Sewing, and quick to learn other Trades. At first, these Orphans were shown a degree of Civility; but soon were shown a Countenance of Most Savage Barbarity.


Having laid Mary Jones across two chairs in the Kitchen, Mrs. Browning Whipp’t her with Wanton Cruelty, so much so that at times she was oblig’d to desist from Exhaustion. This occur’d with some Frequency; and afterward she would throw on her Water when the Whipping had Ceas’d, or even Douse her head in a Pail. Having received numerous Wounds on her Head, Shoulders, and Other Parts, Mary Jones determined not to Bear with such Treatment, if she could Effect an Escape. Her room being against on the Street-Door, the Key having been left unattend’d, one morning she Escap’d from Confinement. Thus she repeatedly enquired the Way to her former Home, and, coming to find it, describ’d her Treatment, shewing them certain Bruises. A Surgeon, having appris’d the Severity of the Wounds, advised the Parish to threaten Prosecution on James Browning, if the latter refused Reason for these Severities. Nothing came of it, however, tho’ Mary Jones was Discharg’d. 


The other Girl, Mary Mitchell, continu’d with her Mistress for about a Year, and, being shown Similar Cruelty, also resolv’d to Effect an Escape, but was stopped at the Door by the Younger Son of Browning, and was Punish’d Severely. At this time, a third Girl, Mary Clifford, was bound to Mrs. Browning, and she was treat’d with Still More Cruelty; she was frequently ty’d Naked, and beaten with a Hearth Broom, a Horse-Whip, or a Cane, ‘till she had quite lost her Speech. The poor Girl, being somewhat Deform’d, was not permitt’d to lie in a Bed;—she instead was given a Mat, within the Coal-Hole, a place Remarkable for its Cold, having nothing for Cover, but her Own Clothes, and so nearly Perish’t. On one Occasion, nearly Starving, she broke open a Cupboard in Search of Food, but she found it empty’d; another time, she broke some Boards, in order to give herself a Draught of Water. Thereafter, Mrs. Browning induc’d her to Strip Herself, and for a Full Day, repeatedly Beat her with the Butt End of a Whip, a Jack-Chain fix’t round her neck, the End of which was fasten’d to the Yard Door, and Pull’d Tight; at the end of this, she was left Naked for Days, her Garments having been Ripp’t. The two Girls were so Frequently Beaten that their Heads and Shoulders appear’d as One Sore; and when a Plaister was apply’d, the Skin used to Peel Away with it. Mrs. Browning used to Tie their Hands with a Cord, drawing their Hands up to a Water-Pipe running across the Kitchen Ceiling; then, this Water-Pipe giving way, she requested her husband to Fix a Hook in a Beam, so that the Cord might be drawn up, and the Girls were Horsewhipp’t ‘till Bloody’d and Weary.


One Day, the Elder Son, having directed Mary Clifford to put up a Half-Tester Bedstead, and the Girl being unable to do it, found to Beat Her ‘til she could not Stand, and would often continue to do so when the Strength of his Mother ran out. Mrs. Browning would sometimes Seize the Poor Girl by the Cheeks, and, forcing the Skin down Violently with her Fingers, caused the Blood to Gush from her Eyes. Mary Clifford, unable to Bear these Severities, complained of her Hard Treatment to a French Lady lodg’d in the House; this Lady having represent’d the Case to Mrs. Browning, the latter Flew at the Girl, and Cut her Tongue in Two Places with a pair of Scissars. She Whipp’t her ‘til Blood was Streaming from her, and while she Wash’t herself in Cold Water, continu’d to Strike her Shoulders with the Butt-End of a Whip, and after Many Days, the Poor Girl’s Wounds began to shew Signs of Mortification.

At this time, the Mother-in-Law of Mary Clifford came call on her, but was Turn’d Away from the House; Mrs. Deacon, a neighbor, however, inform’d her of the Frequent Groans heard from the House. 

Having gone to Hampstead on Business, Mr. Browning bought a Hog, and sent it Home, which was put in a Cover’d Yard, to which was Add’d a Sky-Light, which it was thought Necessary to Remove in order to give Air to the Animal. Now, Mr. Deacon, the Neighbor, ordered his Servants to Watch this Sky-Light in order to Discover the Girls; through the Window, they indeed saw one of the Girls, stooping down, and upon informing the Mistress, the latter call’d some men to climb up onto the Roof, and drop Bits of Dirt, so that the Girl might Speak to them, although she was found Incapable of doing so. The Neighbors, then having Inform’d the Parish, gathered with some Overseers at the Door, and the Clergyman demanded the Sight of Mary Clifford; Browning, calling the girl Nan, claim’d she knew no such Woman, but if they wish’t to see a Mary, she could produce one, the latter being Mary Mitchell. The house was search’t, but nothing found; Mary Mitchell, tho’, was taken away, and it was found that when her Leathern Bodice was Remov’d, it Stuck Fast to her Wounds, and she Shriek’t with Pain, and afterward Confess’d All that had Occur’d. The Overseers, returning to the House, threatened to Drag Mr. Browning away in a Coach, which induced the latter to Produce the Girl from a Cupboard, under a Beaufet in the Dining Room, after a Pair of Shoes had been Put on her by the Browning’s Eldest Son. An Apocathary having been call’d, the Girl was Pronounc’d to be in Grave Danger for her Life.
Mr. Browning himself was imprison’d in Newgate, but his Eldest Son and Wife made an Escape, taking with them a Gold Watch and some Money. Meanwhile, Mary Clifford dy’d, and an Alderman found the Brownings Guilty of Wilful Murther. At this time, the Mother and Son were moving about London frequently, having Disguis’d themselves, but, while they stayed at the house of Mr. Dunbar, a chandler, he happen’d to read a Notice in which an Advertisement clearly describ’d his Lodgers; thus he travel’d to London the next day and Expos’d them. The Mother and Son were taken to the Old Baily, and Indict’d; Elizabeth Browning, after a Tryal of Eleven Hours, was found Guilty of Murther, and Ordered for Execution; the Husband and Son were convicted of Misdemeanor, and Imprison’d for Six Months. Before her Execution, Mrs. Browning Confess’d to a Clergyman the Enormity of her Crime, and Acknowledg’d the Justice of the Sentence. Her Parting with her Husband and Son was Affecting beyond Description; the Son fell to his Knees; the Mother bent over and Embrac’d Him, while the Husband knelt on the Other Side.

On her way to the Fateful Tree, the People Express’t their Abhorrence, in Terms which, though not Proper to the Moment, Testify’d to their Destestation of her Cruelty. She Join’d in Prayer with the Ordinary at Newgate, and was Follow’d by a Crowd to her Exit at Tyburn. Afterwards, her Body was put into a Hackney-Coach and Convey’d to Surgeon’s-Hall, was Dissect’d, and Anatomiz’d, and her Skeleton Hung Up in Surgeon’s-Hall.

5. Divers Threads Picked From the Weave of the Feminine Sex; appearing in the Form of an Intercourse between two Gentleman of Good Breeding, and the One’s Servant—Strung-Out here for the Edification of Young Persons of both Sexes; by Frances Davers; excerpt from the second edition of 1748.

—It so happened that the two gentlemen—Sir Universalis and Sir Particularis—were reclining one night before the fire of the former; Universalis had laid himself back in repose, admiring the bowl of his pipe, while Particularis had just finished to set his own pipe on the mantel and was standing pensively at the fire, his hand on the mantel, and his hip and one or two fingers dangerously close to the flames. I have a history for you, Particularis said, which I cannot get out of my mind. The events occurred some years ago, when Elizabeth had been just laid to rest; one of her courtiers happened to fall ill soon after, and it was said that he had been one of the Queen’s lovers. He retired to his estate outside London, and after a few days of inactivity, imposed upon his maidservant, a young girl of about fifteen, to read to him from some of the books in the library, chiefly to ease his mind, for characters having been recounted in this way seemed to join the animal spirits in conjuring motion in the limbs and emptying the heart of the miasma that grows up in it. She read to him all manner of chronicles, parts out of Ovid, and, frequently, she recounted to him the lives of saints, for he felt that she was old enough for the liberty of reading such divers material. After each book, before she was dismissed for supper, he would talk to her on it, and often, having recalled the memory of having read the books for the first time, as a young man, he would inquire how she stood by the books, if she had liked them, &c. At these times, she would reply that there were parts in them that were amusing, others didactical, and some that had been better off not told at all; as she spoke, he would listen raptly, and fix her image in his mind as if he were gazing at her by means of a perspective glass, such having been newly invented at the time: for, indeed, as the weeks rushed forward and retreated, and his infirmity lost itself elsewhere, he had grown fond of the young girl, and began to invite her along with him while riding into the countryside, in walking through the garden he liked to keep, and, of course, in reading. 

It so happened that one evening, while he was speaking to a messenger, having recently arrived with mail from the court, that his cook came into the room to inform him that his young maidservant had been in the library and, not having been graceful enough with a paper knife, had cut herself open, and followed to swoon at the sight of her own blood. He rushed over to see her, and kissing her gently on the lips, was able to rouse her shortly. She explained thereafter, the gentleman having carried her into his room to lie rest, that she had fainted not at the sight of her own blood inasmuch as that was not frightening in itself, but that the sight of it recalled to mind a story she had read of Old scratch, that is, the Devil himself, and how he had got his name: that in the beginning, the angel in charge of creating woman from man had forgot to give woman a proper organ—she blushed—, and that Satan had taken to solve the problem by digging out a sawpit and sitting himself down there with a scythe: one by one, the women would come to sit above it, and the Devil would swing the scythe and gash them there, and so he had got the name Old scratch for this act; and that, at the time, he had given the taller women more shallow scratches, on account of their height, but that with malice, when a shorter woman came to sit above the pit, he would cut her deeply, so that this is what had crossed her mind, when she saw the sight of her own blood on the pages of the book, and consequently fainted. At this account, the gentleman smiled down at her, wrapped in blankets on the bed, and, holding her shoulders while she propped herself up by her elbows, told her that he did not hold it on her account, and, making a jest of it, told her than no woman marked by the Devil, such as those she mentioned, meant anything to him, but she herself; that it was only a story, and that there were much better tales, and moreover, that the next time she was moved to faint, he promised to be at her side.

—The fire emitted a crackle at this time, interrupting Particularis, but when, after a minute or two, he stayed silent nevertheless, Universalis found to ask him, if that was the end of it? Not quite, said Particuarlis; for it came about by chance that a few years later, much after the maidservant had been dismissed for some reason or other, the gentleman chatting with his cook, had from her the truth of the girl’s swooning: for although the gentleman had entirely believed the story of the girl at the time, the truth of the matter was this: that, despairing on account of that she could never expect a gentleman’s love, and upon hearing, from the cook, who was an older woman and confidant of many of the servants, the story of how the gentleman had in his time sat at the bed-side of the Queen while she lay in peril, she was moved by passion, and, the idea fixing itself inside her that she would never do so much for anyone as a Queen, she retired into the closet, which, as you might know, although today will be found stuffed to bursting with holland, silks, laces, &c, and other fine garments, in those days, was then a place in the house for solitude and prayer; it was here, crouched in devotion, unable to decide for herself if there was any hope in gaining her master’s love, and if, in fact, any truth resided in those love-filled stories which they had read to each other, and if, moreover, she happened only to be worked up into such a state on account of those silly stories,—which seemed worse, in that it gave lie to all her feelings—she reached up blindly for the cross on the wall, and taking it to her limbs, gashed herself,—tho’ at the sight of what she had done, she fainted dead away, and woke up to the fulfillment of her phantasy.

—But in the end, she was dismissed, you said, asked Universalis. That is how I heard the story, said Particularis; whether he was called to court again, or if there lies in it some other reason, I do not know. And is there a moral in it, asked Universalis.—But at that moment, there was a thunk against the door, and, opening it, the two gentleman found their own maidservant, having listened to the whole history from the key-hole, fainted dead away…

6. From the memoirs of Jean-Gabriel Guillemain, a composer of the court of Louis XVI; published after his death in 1795; translated from the French by Kelsie Devereux, 1929.


…and despite the cruel winter, all of Paris was buzzing with the news of that latest slight to Mademoiselle d’Éon, which in some fashion related to an incident having occurred in London; of the arrival of Gluck with his Armide in hand, for which he ardently sought the favor of the Queen; and lastly, of the impending return of Voltaire himself after about thirty years in exile. I cannot remember if it were that same winter, during which a great many died—some in the streets, having come from outside the city in search of charity, and some across the ocean, at the hands of the British—that Voltaire met Death on account of an excess of narcotics, or that the Gluckists and Piccinists began again to pitch themselves at each other in the street, while their masters dueled with their Iphigénies… It suffices to say that I had fallen out of favor with the court, still hungry for operas, that passion which Lully had kindled, Rameau had flamed, and which now was continued by those invitees to the court, the Germans and Italians… Without taking leave of the King, with whom I confess I had once enjoyed a kind of friendship, and to the end, I will consider a man who possessed great qualities—kindness, decorousness, and learning among them—I retired, so to speak, from the life I had previously led: and, foreswearing coats, wigs, and much else, I devoted myself that winter to the repair of the battered harpsichord, which had been a gift from such a dear friend, many years before. Versailles and everyone in it could have been melted down, as far as I was concerned, and share the fate of the King’s toy soldiers, which would be seized for their gold some years later. And so, I entered into a period of speculation, the results of which the reader may find interesting, and which was sustained by my feeling that all men, at various times in their lives, from antiquity to the present, have experienced the necessity of taking stock.


The common man accuses the philosopher of abstraction; both of them, in their way, overlook the truth that lies in the term. I myself, waked early each morning by Christophe, would be unable to rise from bed until I had in every way anticipated the events of the day; every meeting, every turn, every accomplishment, required foresight, although the paradox lay in that, having seen through the day from start to finish while still under sheets, one barely felt the need to live it in its entirety. Every night would leave staff-sheets, tobacco-leaves, and the innumerable little helpers for the repair of my instrument which I had obtained, scattered around the room; and then, for the first hour of the day, nothing pleased me more than, having finally arisen, to clean,—I forbade Christophe to do it—allotting each thing its proper place as if granting the air in the room space to move about, which in turn felt to me like clearing a space for movement in my own head: this freshness which I sought in the morning is what I mean by abstraction. Materialism, I found, would regain its ground as the day wore on, barricading off the streets of the mind, and closing down the wings of its house, the clarity of the morning air give way to the slow, smoky vagueness of dusk. 


When I felt these cares falling on me, I would bid Christophe farewell and climb up the little hill near my apartments; and, seeing the grayness of the sky contrast with the fiery color of a nearby building; or seeing the untouched blue of the same against the rocky darkness of an alley, the pitted whiteness of the snow, or an odd green here and there, all of which I found in various places, and near various buildings, I would feel two things in rapid succession: first, a terror at the sight of all of these colors, which might so quickly vanish, as I might vanish between the space of one heart-beat and its next; and then, an experience like an immersion, at different times as if in a number of distinct liquids, whose viscosity—which either impaired or innerved my mind and body—suggested at once two further things: one being that this immersion represented one condition under which I might lead my life, and the other being, to my surprise, the suggestion of an unknown piece of music, whose qualities were identical to that of the viscosity of the liquid, and which, to my thinking, would have conjured up this feeling of immersion were it to have been heard: in short, from the orderliness and vitality of the morning, to the lethargy and disconsolateness of the evening, their lay in between a series of different liquids through which I might pass, as if hearing in succession a number of different songs. 

Not one of these songs was in any way familiar; I think I had heard too many melodies in my time at the court, and nothing could be further from moving me than the sentimental wavering of those melodies which I had heard drift from those inner chambers where performance were being held, whose spare little flourishes were counterpoised with the sound of each of my feet, passing by, on the floor. I had in my youth been much in favor of these compositions, and although now I could not in good faith find any pleasure in them, I was unable to determine if that were because I was then engaged in a project of greater sophistication and sublimity than my contemporaries, or if I felt such a revulsion precisely because I had once so admired those compositions when I was young, that is, when I was a very different man. For, I should say, it was not that these fashionable melodies did not move me at all; rather, I felt myself transported very much, and to such an extent that the enjoyment was so pure that I felt forced to hold it in suspicion. Did no one but me experience this paradox? Were the Gluckists and Piccinnists so enraptured by their own tradition that no other music seemed possible? Or, was there something eternal in those sentimental melodies, which, because of my circumstances, I had disdained, or rather overlooked? These were the questions that accompanied me on my walks; and in my experience with musical immersion, I believed I had begun to find a partial solution. 

To finish with these particular recollections, and to move on to other matters, I should relate one thing more: one evening, having invited Christophe, for once, to accompany me on my walk, and despite the chill wind, and the flapping of our garments, being in quite a mood to talk, I discussed with him my dilemma, and he told me that his father had recently come to Paris from the countryside, in order to find work, and had engaged with a number of men educated in hygiene and chemistry, who were studying the nature of cleanliness: in particular, they were in the process of uncovering certain cesspools which lie under our city, not only under houses, but under other edifices—he mentioned as one example an academy of medicine whose students were inclined to discard limbs, having been dissected, in the cesspool beneath the building—and that the men engaged in this project frequently fell ill, not only upon touching the stuff, but even at the very smell of it. One man, in fact, ceased altogether to breathe after falling into the muck; he was carried to rest, frothing at the mouth, with limbs stiffened, and tongue swollen, and, although eventually he recovered some of his dignity, he was unable afterward to rid himself of the lingering smell to any satisfaction: he said it had settled in his nose, and no amount of scraping or scalding would purify him. Christophe told me that it was only when he happened to hear music that this man’s nerves would subside, music whose alternating chords, even if dissonant, seemed to drain the putrefaction from his senses. At this point, Christophe and I returned home; I thanked him for his words, and told him build up the fire: while he did so, I thought for a long time about his story, and at the same time engaged my hands in repairing the harpsichord…

7. Excerpt from The Navel of the World, a novel by Johann Augustus Abbt, written in parts from 1790 on, but published fully in 1805; translated from the German by Ernie Schlink, 1922.
`Ελκος ἔχων ὁ ξεῖνος ἐλάνθανεν: ὡς ἀνιηρόν

πνεῦμα διὰ στηθέων ‘εἶδες;’ ἀνηγάγετο,

τὸ τρίτον ἡνίκ’ ἔπινε, τὰ δὲ ῥόδα φυλλοβολεῦντα

τὠνδρὸς ἀπὸ στεφάνων πάντ’ ἐγένοντο χαμαί:

ὤπτηται μέγα δή τι: μὰ δαίμονας οὐκ ἀπὸ ῥυσμοῦ

εἰκάζω, φωρὸς δ’ ἴχνια φὼρ ἔμαθον.

Our friend was wounded, and we knew it not; 

how bitter a sigh, ‘mark you?’ he drew up all 

his breast. Lo, he was drinking the third time,

and shedding their petals from the fellow’s 

garlands, the roses all poured to the ground. 

He is well in the fire, surely; no, by the gods,

I guess not at random; a thief myself, I know 

a thief’s footprints.

—Callimachus, Epigram XLIII; Trans. J. W. Mackail.


…What a roar the sea gave the beach there! where a ship had sunk bearing roses to Delphi; where the games were being held; where shells and petals, lying in heaps of red, mingled with fabric of my dress. The wind tossed the petals around in gusts; the cold air brought from afar the sound of the beating of drums; each of them sounded, in the roar, like the profound echoes of footsteps receding down stairs towards the depth of a cave. Was she lying on the sand some distance away, here outside Kirrha?; was she gazing past the water at the distant ships, the last of which blocked the sunlight?; or did she have me in sight, as something red and green, from where she stood on a ship destined for an unknown port?


I had loved her with a love that shone like the gold of honey; but what man knows his own love?; what man can excuse his love with reasons beyond pictures?, or the assurances of that untaught fate which, on a whole, unfolds in time, but is not a part of it. Yes, she was raised by a father, her mother had disappeared;—her left eyebrow had been singed off, and the other was a faint white… Yes, she was once virgin like Artemis, and I too once caught her bathing, naked, but for what the night and moon offered her as clothes. The trees parted—I saw her with her arms in her hair—I looked down, and I put my hand on my cheek.—She called out to me—I called her… I did not stir from the trees, as if paralyzed by what I knew. How many times had I heard her countless ifs?, as she descended the stairs, as cautiously as if she had never been there before, rehearsing her wish before she reached the oracle… They say Delphi is the womb of the world, and that the temple lies at the world’s center; nevertheless, she shivered sometimes when she emerged, her questions never answered, but what hope I saw kindled in her eyes! She always came to talk to me, there, where I stood by the wall; there, where the sages of all of Greece had come together many years ago to dedicate their wisdom to Apollo, in three elucidations:

Know Thyself

Nothing in Excess

and the letter E, rising above the room. About these things, in response to her questions, I had nothing to say.


My mother tells me that when I was young, having about eight years,—and we had just come from Thessaly,—I stole away from the house, not too far from here, and wandered up Parnassos, where I could see the two cliffs which enclose Delphi, and the olive groves below. I remember the sun roaring out from behind a cloud,—striking the cliff face,—and the blinding light—like mirrors, the cliffs, they shone—and passing out, rolling down the hill.—My mother says that when they found me, sick from stolen olives, the grass which I crushed as I tumbled down formed the shape of an E. And so, they took me to the temple, and I saw the E there for the first time; I saw too the oracle herself, sweating—beautiful—hair matted—her strengthless fingers wrapping themselves around her womb. As we turned to leave, she made a groan that resonated; I looked back and saw her eyes as dead as coins,—her eyelids constantly crashing down at different rates, struggling to stand against the sluggish flow of honey that pressed down on her brain. She could not have been older than myself when I was chosen to be a priest of Apollo; then I was taught to tend the temple, and keep the sacred fire burning, while Pythia spun her hexameters below.—


The night sky was a deep purple at the top of the mountain; the races were beginning, and fires were lit, which flickered above the tree line towards the clouds,—and smoke rose with the voice of the chorus and the shouts, taken up by foreigners and natives alike. The oracle herself was there—I was certain—in the guise of an old woman, small and shrouded, whose knees were bent inward in the shape of her famous perch. And she, wine-drunk, rosy—did I feel petals in my hands?—had been separated from the rest.—Our dilemma is to be the loveliest things and the most obscure.—I pushed my way through the crowd, ducking beneath torches, breaking through rings of men and women. I found her, sitting on a rock, drawing in the sand with a stick, in a single gemlike moment;—I wanted to preserve that moment by carving it into marble, which would chip away and erode over time, until her lovely face would be washed away, and nothing of her would be saved except an empty shoulders, lovely shoulders, and a smell brought from some place out of sight,—in an intimation that not everything had been accounted for, that now her missing features were become a part of her,—and no one would know anything other that what had been given, and she would be nothing that remains.


Feeling her swell beside me, I took her into the forest, hearing many voices in my head, as if I were catching up to a whispering traveler having passed, or as if, along with the rush of water, I were feeling a plant tug at my ankle as I slid downstream,—and then there stood the temple, rising into those stars, who, when night is silent, see the secret loves of men.—The walls seemed to be dripping oily fire, and the curl of her hair, which always stuck out, was flat like melted wax. I took her down into the darkness, the sweetness of heat hovering over our heads; the fire was still burning in the inner chamber, but the room was empty. She asked me no more questions then; the sight of the E upon the wall—it struck her dumb, bathing her eyes in divine perfume. I never would have touched her—she was lovely, but not beautiful, with her eyebrow missing and oval face, now flushed and expressionless.—But the cushions,—they lay there—and we had to stoop;—the ceiling was low… For then, the silence seemed to issue a great hum, wrapping itself around us like suffocating blankets, which seemed to trap us beneath the honey which, forming a mound atop us, had slid down an enormous branch where hung the comb. We could not take sharp breaths of air;—the sea no longer extended around us on all sides;—no sun burst off the waves, and no blade sliced us; no tongue bled. Lying there, I expected the E to come to me as willingly as she had, and although I saw it moving out in the distance, I was left alone with her, wheezing softly, and her hand which twitched.—


The next day, they said they found that she and all her girlish apparel had disappeared and in the room were found images of the Dioscuri, a table, and silphium upon it.


…

8. Excerpt from The Secret of the Greeks, and its Influences on a Few Modern Writers, by Georg Fahrenkrog, published in 1850,  first delivered in lecture form in 1831; translated from the German by Ernie Schlick, 1921.  

I.


The animating question of the present work can be simply stated: What secret had the Greeks, and what can we know of that secret? As such, we are indebted to the work of those admirable philologists who have labored through close and rigorous study to recover what, to the present age, had seemed lost. The recovery of the secret has not merely academic interest for it bears upon the philosophical problem of history, first identified, in its developed form by our lately passed Hegel. According to the latter, one who wishes “to re-live the life of nations and enter into their spirit,” cannot simply immerse oneself in the materials which survive an age, but theorize the inner logic by which that life considered itself. Each work, in its own way, exhibits the spirit of the age; and, in this way, because each spirit-in-time, in having negated the spirit of the previous age by means of the self-consciousness of itself as spirit, constitutes itself once again as whole in the present, it bears within it the traces of all previous spirits, in a negative form. With this in mind, it is clear that the spirit of our present age contains within it, still glowing, the yet flashing coals of Greek life; it requires then only an effort of mind to fan these coals into consciousness, to draw them forth again by running through the motion of the dialectic in reverse, and so, by taking as object the ancient spirit, and as subject the present, once can, by means of the negative act of the subject, draw into the consciousness of the subject a second time the ancient spirit, now appearing, in the dialectical form, as both subject and object, and thence only living subject. 


In this way, one can put Hegel’s dictum to test, that is, his so-called “lesson of history,” that “things which may seem trivial to us have not always been in the world; a new thought like this one marks an epoch in the development of human spirit.” Accordingly, it should be possible to recapture the not-trivial by means of the reconstituted self-consciousness of the past in negative contrast to the present, which is only possible insofar as the present contains the buried seed of the past within it—or if that metaphor leads one astray, it is better to say in place of a buried seed, a leaf, having fallen, which once grew from the seed which spirit planted in the past, and which is now found, in its shape, to contain a kind of map on which the past is charted: indeed, this leaf is not one leaf of many, subject to the contingencies of nature, but rather the precisely representative original leaf, having been discovered, and isolated, by the self-conscious movement of spirit in time, and so may serve as the object on which the dialectical operation is performed. (In this activity, then, Goethe too proves instructive.) If this should prove impossible, then one must accept the fallibility of the mind, that the presently trivial in works of the past, which Hegel asserts was precisely not-trivial for the past, are, in fact, neither trivial in the past nor the present, but only seem trivial insofar as the present does not even understand the past, and is thus far from containing within it the reconstitutable traces of it: in this case, that which is mysteriously trivial in the past does not present an enigma to us in the present due to our presence at a higher stage in the dialectical movement of spirit; rather, such is the case because we have, indeed, lost the knowledge of the questions and problems to which such trivialities were answers and solutions.


In this endeavor, we must authenticate the claims of two of our esteemed classists, the first being G. F. Creuzer, who considers the mysteries of Greek religion to be of Eastern origin, the latter of whose doctrine of divine revelation contributed to the self-consciousness of Greek agriculture as divine, and cleared the way for the later self-conscious organization of agriculture by civil society, an effort which Hegel appreciates as a triumph. The second claim is more disturbing for students of Hegel, and is embodied in the work of C. Lobeck, which understands that the designation of mystery is a later misunderstanding, begun, in part, by the Greeks themselves; and, that the mysteries of the Greeks, in their origin, in no way differed from their natural behavior, and has no special origin. In his Aglaophamus, Lobeck writes, 

If the Greeks had nothing else to do, they laughed, leapt, and rushed around, or, since from time to time man is also so inclined, they sat down, wept, and wailed. Others then came along later and looked for some kind of reason for their remarkable nature; and so, in order to explain these customs, those countless festival legends and myths were created. On the other hand, it was believed that the droll activity which took place on festival days also belonged necessarily to the festival ceremony, and it was held to be an indispensible part of the divine service.
The content of this view suggests that the movement of spirit is not the rushing forward of spirit coming to a self-conscious understanding of itself as such, and thus attaining a new height of development, which both incorporates and makes obsolete the past; rather, it suggests that the movement of spirit is precisely the unconscious misunderstanding of itself as such, and, thus attaining a different, but by no means higher or lower stage of development, both incorporates the behavior (but not consciousness) of the past, and makes the past, not obsolete, but mysterious. Self-consciousness, in this account, only further develops the misunderstanding of that which was already unconsciously misunderstood by those who already came later. Lobeck suggests that the origin of Greek mysteries lies not in the working of thought, but in the boredom which calls up action, which is alienated later from its true origin by thought itself. 

II.

To appreciate that old contingencies could be misunderstood as something of philosophical seriousness, requires in the thinker a degree of ironic humor in his relation to mankind: one contemporary of ours who seems to possess this particular kind of detachment is J. A. Abbt, the study of whose Navel of the World we now turn to, in particular, the second part of which, called “The Return”: the first part ends with the defiling of a maiden by a fallen priest of Apollo during a night of revelry; the woman disappears the next morning, and Abbt ends his chapter with a partial quote from Pausanius (3.16.3), which contains a reference to the child-twins Castor and Pollux, and to an ancient abortifactant. The second part begins during the period of the woman’s absence: the young priest has grown silent towards his countrymen and, unable to play his role as a teacher for them in the present situation, sits among them without talking, merely watching, and at times, rocking back and forth. Intrigued by his movements, which alternate with stillness, each of his neighbors comes to him in turn, self-consciously determining his role in the mystery. The potter, Arato, is first, and asks him tentatively where the girl has gone, but receives no answer; then comes the farmer Nikolos, who suggests, by way of advice, that the girl’s parents must feel her absence worse through loneliness, and that the priest might even find forgiveness there; the wife of the bronzesmith, Irmenos, comes next, with his daughter: she takes the priest to task for disregarding Apollo’s three dicta; then Irmenos himself comes, and, inviting the priest into his home, asks him why he did not make his love public; then comes Orphes, the orator, who denounces the priest’s having disturbed the balance of both the gods and the community; and, lastly, comes his cousin Sara, who, after admitting that she knows nothing of his mystery, offers him in kindness a bowl of water, at which the priest is moved very much, but still does not respond with speech; finally, the townspeople cease to speak to him altogether, and instead he must overhear their words in the marketplace. The priest perceives the town’s plan: to solve the mystery by re-enacting the night of the capture; by living the lost moment themselves, they presume to understand the logic by which both the missing girl and the priest had acted, and thereby come to a greater understanding of the rape. 

The first reconstruction is a failure: on the one hand, the movements of the actors are at first too tentative, and, then, when the moment of consummation is supposed to have occurred, the excited crowd eggs them on to such an extent, that the two actors, the son of Irmenos, and the priest’s cousin Sara, have to be pulled apart by three of the strongest men in the community. In response, the next day the town determines to send out messengers to summon witnesses to the rape, luring them back with the promise of hospitality: as each witness is interrogated and fed, the priest’s uncle and Nikolos, the famer, draw lines in the sand which trace out the path that each witness is supposed to have seen. After a few days, the lines in the sand seem to form a collective path, and that night, another reconstruction occurs: Orphes, the orator, plays the part of the priest, and, in a moment of rhetorical inspiration, adds a dramatic speech in the middle of his performance; after the applause, he carries off his maiden, following the pre-determined paths, but, as he enters the forest, the lines thin out, and, at a loss, he performs the rape abruptly then and there; the audience is unconvinced, and the night ends poorly. In light of what they perceive to be the problem, the townspeople resolve to remove the variability of the actor’s judgment in following the mass of lines by, each night, decreeing a different line to be tried in turn. In addition, the townspeople judge well the practice of soliloquy, but henceforth mandate speech for both the man and the woman: for a knowledge of the characters’ thoughts is seen to be of value. Each night a reconstruction is performed; each day the speeches are perfected by puzzling over the hearsay of witnesses, and guessing at the rest. Markers are drawn along the paths, to give the sign for a speech; soon, cohesive scenes develop, which lead them to consider the role of the temple in the mystery.

The performances continue each night, to the enjoyment of the crowd, but many soon grow unsatisfied with the spectacle, and wish to push deeper into the mystery so as to restore order to the people, and truly satisfy their hunger. Ainax, a begger, suggests a pilgrimage to the mysteries at Eleusis; the matter is intensely discussed for days, and at last, the townspeople abandon the priest and sail forth, with ominous birds spinning overhead. Abbt thenceforth describes the mystery
; meanwhile, the priest has remained at Delphi, where a few still seek the Oracle’s advice. To their amazement, the priest enters the temple and kneels at the inscription of the E, the cipher for all of Abbt’s work; the priest then tells the onlookers that “all mysteries are the same,” and proceeds to close his eyes, and sees a vision of the missing girl, which becomes reality.

When the townspeople return, they find the priest still sitting, silent and motionless; and the girl has been returned to her home. The people question them both, but no answer is forthcoming. The story is concealed, we are told, for the people’s sake; in the face of the concealment, the people act rightly; and so, the girl becomes, not by choice, the representative of all their cares: for “mystery hung around her, like the stars, who, when night is silent, see the secret loves of men.” Thus ends the second part of Abbt; and we can see in him, thus, a close reader of both Lobeck, and his greater contemporary, Goethe…
9. Excerpt from The Orphans of Calcutta, by Satis Chandra Mookherjee, which appeared in the Women’s Weekly of London, the Week of August the 2nd, 1874, as the third of twelve installments


In mid-December we returned at last to the town of London. I recall very well standing at the prow, with the Hon’ble Mr Whippleton beside me. The air touched us with a biting chill that I found lovely, as our ship came down the Thames; the same air then became filled with the voices of maritime men and merchants. We were arriving at Blackwell, on the East India side of the docks, where our parting from our fellows was heart-felt. We clasped each other warmly, and Mr Whippleton and I disembarked, and he proceeded to hire a carriage for the two of us. Out the back, as we moved off, I saw the water vanish behind us, as I imagine it had for so many people, perhaps who had been strangers. They had come here into port, and the City had been quick to offer its enfolding embrace to all. How is it that I feel such an affinity for this City? My passion for it comes from some place within me that I cannot put into words except to describe it as a place in my skull. 

Over the next few weeks, we continued our investigation. The people we met were most kind and helpful. The first orphanage we visited was near Newgate. The conditions were not incommodius, and the children appeared to us very gay. In our conversation with one of the women in whose charge the children were, Mr Whippleton inquired in our usual fashion about their development. The woman told us that she had found the children to be very reasonable, in their own way. Some were more quick to learn than others, but most were satisfied with their circumstances. One aspect of their care she was very insistent to point out, which was that the children were allowed to keep a small collection of objects of their own. She had noticed that when the children had attained about eight or nine years they became preoccupied with their objects, which they traded amongst themselves, or bought with a few pennies, supplied perhaps by some charitable stranger. Even the younger ones, perceiving the fancy in the eldest, would begin collections, which were mostly hodge-podge and mere copies of the collections of the latter. Many children aspired to collect objects of all the same type, no doubt in the interest of completeness. This would become a kind of hobby-horse to them, and they expended great energies to amass their collections. Some children invented games to play involving their objects, but some were content merely to hoard their collections in greed. She had also noticed that by the time the children had grown a few more years, the desire to collect would very much dissipate, although some continued to keep their collections in secret until they were very much older. She was pleased in general with this sort of behavior, since in its way it kept the children very organized and they did not want for activity. 

After conversing for a time, she took Mr Whippleton and I around the hall where the children slept, and we found them very happy to show us their collections. Some specialized in little bits of print, taken from notices, newsprint, or the occasional book. Others collected little stones, string or pieces of coloured glass. One child in particular made a great deal of his collection of hair which he had obtained from his mates by trading objects they desired much more. Finally, having added to their collections by what we carried with us, and thanking the children for their time, Mr Whippleton and I departed, with a great deal to discuss. 

“Did you collect very much in your childhood, Mr Mookkherjee?” 
Mr Whippleton asked me this sitting at a coffee-house in the same area. 


“I do not recall very well if I did or did not,” I admitted, “but I do remember that my brother once was very interested in the collection of birds’ feathers, and it pleased him very much to point to a feather and describe to me the bird that had dropped it. He often brought me along to come collecting with him, in fact. He never let me keep a feather for myself, although I learned a great deal about the birds by working with him.”


Mr Whippleton considered this for a time, and then related the following:


“I cannot say that my school-mates and I were crazed for collection. We spent a great deal of time together, of course. Not in an orphanage, mind you. Perhaps there is the point of difference. I do remember though that our group put great stock in women’s kisses. Not a day went by but we shared our stories of the maids convinced to give us a little kiss. No female would refuse a boy. We had just to cry out and fall into their arm, and bury our heads there, and they would cover us over. It became quite a game to acquire these kisses in the most ingenious ways… We stopped sharing our stories about it as time went on, I think out of fear or embarrassment, although to my knowledge we all of us still pursued those creatures who had taught us so much about loveliness.”


“And do you think that this is much the same?”


Mr Whippleton did not answer me directly, but instead suggested to me something quite profound.


“You know, some of our philosophers see in the course of childhood the course of mankind in miniature.”


“The course of mankind as it has so far run, or the entire course not even having yet happened?” I asked.


“I think it comes to about the same thing. If it is true that all children acquire this mania for collection and lose it at a stage in their development, it gives me at least hope for an end of this acquisitive age.”


“But could you not just as well say that it were this very age which induced the children to collect their objects?”


“To my mind, the behavior has a general character to it. There are many stories of the wondrous character of the object cabinets kept by the learned men of the past, the walls of the great patrons covered from ceiling to floor with images, the heads of those philosophers bent on cataloguing God’s creation, or even that famous composer of Paris who spent so much time to discover the origins of the melodies in his own head. This all seems to have the same character, although I suppose one would have to deduce from where they got the idea.”


“And if it were deduced, as you say? I can very well imagine a collector of things in their age having very different reasons for collecting than we might have. Is it to be considered the same phenomenon?”


“There seems to me some distinction between the miscellany of these children’s collections, which we might group with the dusty lumber-rooms of the merely curious, and that more noble drive to acquisition which tries to bring together like things in the wisdom of years. This sloppy age is as greedy as those ill-taught children, Mr Mookkherjee, and if there is any universal it is that men will justify to themselves whatever vice they wish, by making lies about its origin. And that is the end of it.”


We stopped our conversation there, as Mr Whippleton had become quite hot. I was reminded then of one of the varieties of analogue given in the Nyáya-sútra, that one called balancing the doubt, wherein the homogeneity between the eternal and non-eternal in perception becomes grounds for a possibly futile argument. The example given is this:


Sound is non-eternal,


because it is a product,



like a pot.

Whence the opposition offers:


Sound is non-eternal (or eternal),


because it is an object of perception,



like a pot (or potness).

It is explained that the opposition here alleges that sound is homogenous with a pot as well as potness, inasmuch as both are objects of perception. Because the pot is non-eternal, whereas potness is eternal, there arises doubt whether sound is non-eternal or eternal. This argument is rendered futile in most cases because of the heterogeneity of sound, which is a product, with potness, which is not a product. Thus sound must not be considered eternal, but, as a product, it must be considered non-eternal. On this account, the reader of the Nyáya-sútra is warned always to weigh a thing in respect of its homogeneity as well as its heterogeneity from other things, or else the true nature of a thing will be always concealed. If even after both homogeneity and heterogeneity have been weighed, doubt remains as to the true nature of the thing, this doubt will be endless. It seems to me that the doubt which arose between myself and Mr Whippleton arose from our inability to decide the eternal or non-eternal nature of collection because, although both may be objects of perception, it is unclear whether the eternal thing produces the effect, or the non-eternal thing is the producer. Without knowledge of the mode of production, such doubt as we experienced will find no end.

It is no accident that I have thought over his words a great deal in the months since his passing, and I humbly report them so that the Reader might consider them too, and the age he lives it. Whatever the nature of our endless doubt, the memory of Mr Whippleton, and his example, will be a reminder that some good men exist even in such an age as ours. It is his example that every day convinces me to put the account of my time with him to paper. And I am eternally grateful for the Woman’s Weekly of London for providing me with the generosity of this short space for writing each week. You do this great City of London a very good service indeed.

10. Excerpt from The Discovery at Oxyrhynchus, the Letters of Bernard Pyne Grenfell; edited by Arthur Surridge Hunt and published in 1927, London.
6 March, 1896

el-Bahnasa, Egpyt

Dearest Mother, 



You will scarcely believe me when I tell you what we have discovered, although you alone, save for few, will perhaps best appreciate our triumphant accident, viz. the interest you expressed to me concerning the scarabs. At our last meeting I communicated to you my hope concerning the possibility of new finds, considering that Aristotle recently uncovered on papyrus. We did not, however, set great stock in the old site of Oxyrhynchus, which the Greeks called it. (The name has a curious etymology, forgive me if you are already aware of it; Osiris’s brother Set was greatly jealous of him, and tricked the god into a sarcophagus, which he sealed with lead and threw into the Nile. Isis sought him assiduously, finally discovering him embedded in a tree trunk supporting the roof of a palace at Byblos. She opened the box, but found that Osiris had died. She brought him back to life with a spell of her father’s, wishing Osiris to give her a child; the spell, however, lasted only for a time, and when Osiris again lost his life, Isis hid his body in the desert. Some time later, Set was wandering the desert—Isis meanwhile having given birth to Horus—and he discovered the body of his brother. In a jealous rage, Set tore his brother’s body into fourteen pieces and scattered them around Egypt. Hearing of it, Isis collected them, and cobbled together the body of Osiris with bandages. The gods were impressed by Isis’s devotion and so brought life back to Osiris another time as the god of the underworld and the Nile. It is interesting that these famous gods seem to have once been people. In any case, when Isis was collecting up Osiris’s body, she was able to find all the parts of his body save for the phallus,—pardon—which a fish had eaten in the meantime. The fish was called Oxyrhynchus in Greek, and thus the name of the city.) As I said, Hunt and I did not set great stock in the site, nor did any of our fellows at Queen’s College, although we hoped a great deal. We had brought down a number of Egyptians to help us dig… and then proceeded to antagonize them by giving them absolutely nothing at all to do. The first few days we spent wandering the site, which was nothing but mound of sand upon sandy mound, which appeared somewhat incongruous alongside the cleanliness and clarity of the wide desert. No, this did not please the Arabs, having come some one hundred miles up the Nile from Cairo, and I am sure they would have rather spent their time in el-Bahnasa itself. Hunt and I were disposed to share their impatience, but something about circling around the great heap on camel brought us back very neatly, I think, to what intrigued us about papyrology in the first place. Time we experienced as a kind of doubling; or perhaps as a kind of time outside time, where all of history becomes consolidated into a single timeless point, with the gemlike quality of one of Callimachus’s epigrams, inscribed on a tomb, such that wandering by it, one feels as buried under the earth as one feels as if hovering over the earth for all time, as if one were one of those stars, as Catullus says, who have seen for eternity the secret loves of men… But forgive my romanticism, tho’ I do wonder if you feel similarly...


Oxyrhynchus had been the capital of the nineteenth Upper Egyptian Nome, and had been once called Per-Medjed, famed for its bureaucrats, who persisted in the place despite the shifts in rule to the Greeks and thence to the Romans. You can well imagine then the superfluity of documents that the city was presented with as some things we must imagine never change. For centuries, the citizens of Oxyrhynchus would cart their rubbish to the heaps outside of the city in whicker baskets, until the city dried up following the invasion of the Arabs in the seventh century. Oxyrhynchus had been watered by a canal system that diverted the Nile waters close to the city; when the newly arrived Arabs abandoned the canal, the city we might say shriveled up, and this in fact was our great fortune, since the rubbish they heaped for so long were kept completely dry for over a thousand years, on account of the absolute dearth of rainfall in the region. (How you must be laughing!) 


I remember as if it were a dream the moment that Hunt’s camel broke its leg, falling through a mound of papyrus that lay a little closer to the surface. Something seemed to sparkle from the hole that it opened up, and the wind came just then and drew forth a little tornado of papyrus, nearly transparent, which fluttered slowly back onto the sand. We watched it fall, and heard the faint sound of its falling, with the intensity of a music aficionado following the modulations of a symphony. Hardly daring to hope, we called over a few of the Arabs to tend to the camel, and we dug into the sand and scrutinized intensely the little fragments. 


Well, what did we find? Rubbish obviously, legal documents, receipts, account books, and the like, either discarded for their uselessness, their untimeliness, or for use with their excrement. But every tenth document we found besides seemed to glow with a kind of aura! A copy of Euclid, with original drawn diagrams. A narrative with the tone of the gospels. A lost play of Sophocles, and a fragment of Sappho only half-known from a previous discovery. And if you will believe a comedy of Menander, whose work as you know we had only known through quotation! And the same with Agnoios, whose name we had heard in passing in Aristotle, though he is quoted by a few Renaissance authors—he rested beside enigmatic Alexandrine accounts of the Demeter narrative. Songs by Callimachus lay in this tomb under copies of Apollonius Rhodius, his Argonautica, those two rivals in life, reunited in death. And a strange prose text by Palladas, that most vulgar of poets, whom we had dismissed as a hack on account of his impoverished little couplets. All this was rubbish! 
I am writing to the press at home, of course, in this same bundle of correspondence, in order to drum up the public’s support with articles, photographs, and the like. Mother, I wish you could feel what I feel now! Hunt and I, when the sun is too great, retire into the tent, and stretch out on the bed, and smoke the best Turkish tobacco. We are surrounded by piles and piles of secrets. What can we even talk about when it seems as if just by kicking the sand everything we could possibly say could be entirely changed? What does our life become when all of history can be altered with the discovery of a fragment?—and not hypothetically when the fragments lie below our feet at present, or even more, sit yet unread in the boxes by our desks. What kind of time is this, and how is it that we can live it? I leave you now with these grandiose thoughts. Do write when you possibly can. ——Your Loving Bernie.
11. Excerpt from My Time with the Black Magician, A Magickal Journal, by Sarah Rebecca Leah Rachel, published in 1972.

Tuesday—

The year 1921 rolls around at last, and a woman goes to live with the Beast. Why am I here? I suppose it were a kind of escape. But to whoever comes eventually to read this journal: you mustn’t dare think that an escape be nothing but an easy flight, or some shirking evasion. I am here in full command of my faculties, and I bear nothing but hatred for everything that came before— and that is why today I start this journal, in this booklet handed to me by he himself.—Yes, I do feel the need to justify myself.— What did I flee, but that leprous island of Manhattan, whose streets dieted those cancerous growths of buildings… on whose vain rail tracks, now ancient veterans are being carried by stooped businessmen, attentive nurses, and solicitous listeners, covered in shit, in powder, wearing American flags, marching to the rag, My gal had leprosy, I watched her rot! – I never want to see those people again. 

But what drove me here was not merely hatred, but the doubt I sensed at every moment, whether my hatred of everything present was deserved, or no – which uncertainty made me hate ever more. Yes, I despised the vacant sounds of that city, the consumptive coughs that would have dumbfounded the sick mentality of a Neanderthal, dressed in the costume of its time… and this I felt, even as I despised the incidental strength it took to walk up an incline, or a stair—and then the mere frailty required of me by a descent onto the stage. And I thought, were these hatreds all the same? Was it only I who saw their unity?

And so, I would feel loathing crackling against my skin as I wrapped myself in costumes, as I toweled myself after a bath, as I accepted the touch of the loving hands that would try to encircle me…vines possessed of a searing, hateful, venomous power, given by the sun, in the process of drugging all plants, as if satiating for an hour or two the trees… Oh, I would feel loathing above all for the trees. I hated the way that they leaned in a drunken torpor like hold-overs from some crass mythological poetry. I hated the way they were like bird-shitted grass for more giant things, and the way that the earth had these tumorous stalks stealing life from the surface of the ground. And I hated to think that the overweening slime of the world had venerated them, those mighty imposters that should have been covered over in ice, drowned in the frigid, cracking paralysis of ice that masquerades in poetry as the sublime, crystalline solitude of dark, feebly lit by the pathetic, laughing stars, who stare at us like perverts peeking through peep-holes in the sky, frigging themselves off at the vain, colorful vaudeville show that is staged here every night.

…

Wednesday—

To continue in yesterday’s vein: obviously, above all I hated myself for being so stupid to have lived in this stupid world – and so I came to Sicily to live with this Abbey-dwelling Beast in hopes of occultifying myself. I arrived two days ago now at Cefalù and was provided quarters after a small transaction; Crowley with his shaven head came to induct me in that raspy voice he has, telling me Do What Thou Wilt, and dumped on me a thousand books, using terms in his speech which I had already encountered in my reading—and then I went with a couple of the students to drink at one of the mountain streams. The Scarlet Woman was there with us—that was what Crowley called her. She told me about the real magician, the one the newspapers don’t talk about—that latter is certainly true, for what she told me is unprintable. Crowley went out with a Jew into the desert. He shaved the Jew down the center and gave him little horns of hair, since he’d looked like such a hang-dog, so that the Arabs would stay away. They wandered around with jewel studded crosses, performing pentagramic rituals every night, sacrificing desert creatures, trying to journey into the hierarchical Aethyrs described by John Dee, whom everyone has read. Finally, one night Crowley secluded himself in a magical triangle, while the Jew waited in safety within a holy circle, and the demon Choronzon met them, and like a naked savage with froth-covered fangs, the demon tried to kill the Jew while Crowley lost himself in the fight against the demon which took place in an Abyss. During that fight, Crowley lost his Self, they say, and became a true magician, whose Will alone it is that orders the chaos of the Abyss, but whose Self is no mere identity. And then, a few days later, on a mountaintop, the Beast and the Jew engaged in the final test to reach the uppermost Aethyr, accessible only to the most powerful magicians. They both lost their minds, and Crowley sacrificed himself on the mountain, in ecstasy his body was dissolved, as the Jew, in the guise of the horned Pan, buggered him involuntarily where he lay. That was the beginning of everything, the Scarlet Woman told me. 

…

Friday—

Starting at the beginning. The Scarlet Woman is bearing Crowley’s seed. She told me how they fuck. Something utterly different. Crowley writes poems about it. About her wide open semen-stained cocksuckers cunt, dripping with the secretions of gonorrhea, in a body that other men have ripped open, sucking him like trees vacate the manure of the soul, how she would stand over him, dominating like Lilith, defiling his mouth with sizzling piss, forcing his own shit down his throat, straddling him like a lumpy, womanly snake, spouting greasy, hairy thighs, which the Beast beat into submission as he buggered her—and then she would bugger him, both covered in dirt and filth, she squirting out disease-riddled fetuses, he, pumping away at her whale-bloated body, riddled with pox, syphilitic curds, deathly searing diarrhea, and forced-out farts, insane farts, that bubbled out of her back-end like leafy turds from a clogged fountain, crackling with the domination of cocaine, the dribbling saliva heavenly heroin, the shapeless, money-throwing twisting of mescaline—and at the moment of motionless exhaustion they would inhale hashish from a hookah from North Africa, and in an aethyreal state, Crowley would transcribe his account into righteous verse, as if all of experience were planned out before hand for the very act of writing. Then, they would go dress themselves in the costumes of Egyptian gods, cackling like mad, with eyes bugging out, and perform vaudeville acts that in an induced haze seemed like revelations of a universal order of colors and sounds, an order that couldn’t have been the result of some aesthetic theory, but imposed by the very Will of the universal magician, presenting to each onlooker the irony of the mind, in which even the reactionary army of trees, represented with branches, daubed with paint and feathers, and stuck to the crowns of gods, would flash with light, and the pasted-on leaves would become triangles, and the branches would try to take over the sky, in which a holy face had formed in the clouds, breathing translucent words, while the sounds of ghosts swirled around my head, faster and faster until there was not any more Self—this is what Crowley is talking about. I floated in a realm of particulate matter, and every word I spoke—either proscribed or coming out from the presentiment to speak—brought into existence that to which the word referred, and, without time or space, I floated atop a sea of being—places, people, memories, the future, they floated like corpses underneath me, their heads knocking into each other at random, and each knock would be a transportation to 1895, or 1795, or 1995, Manhattan, or even back to Fort Atkinson, where I was born. As in a nightmare, I tried to run back to my quarters, the paths of the complex receding from me as I tried to run forward, as if I were never reaching the unreachable, and then, suddenly, I lay on my cot, panting, the stars outside encroaching on the ceiling, sliding through the window. And naked, Crowley came to me, because he followed me, to where I lay destroyed, and forced his bald head into my cunt, and pulled himself into me by gripping my shoulders—and then he was ripping the flesh off my breasts, greedily flaying them, uncovering each layer as if they signified the next heavenly plane. And like little mindless exhaust pipes, we expelled ourselves into each other, we lay upside down into each other and pissed into each other, so that I imagined the particulates of matter being forced into a determinate oval, as piss streamed from his phallus into my mouth, and then down into the space that did not exist inside me, and then flowing hotly out again into his mouth, and in this way we completed a cycle of existence, fusing together like neon lights bent into the figure of a letter—and I felt, at last, the feeling of having let go of everything—and it was a feeling only, a feeling exactly because there was no one left to have let go, but merely paranoiac feeling confusion in which pleasure and pain seemed to shimmer out in the distance, unbound by a thought, or rather unhinged by the simultaneous presence of all thoughts. Not even the jealousy I had felt when talking to the Scarlet Woman… the Scarlet Woman didn’t even exist, or maybe she existed, but in the way that none of us existed—still Crowley and I rolled against each other in absolute chaos, and I whipped my head from side to side—I realized I could be anywhere and at any time, although no “I” was realizing it, though it was nevertheless and absolutely determined. Every action could have been my last, every action, neither pointing to the past or to the future, had in itself some ultimate significance, and as I ran my hand against my face, I could not tell if I had left marks, if I had bled myself, if I were now alive or dead, if I had slain Crowley, or if I had slain myself. And I felt something I’ve felt, it seemed neither man nor woman, but something, something… 

And then, with a quiet pop, the animal confusion ceased, and I came to myself, and with an overwhelming warmth, I was back in myself, and Crowley was disappearing, out the back, and I, in my head, was back, as if I were to dwell there permanently, as if slumbering I had awoken from a vision, as if I had returned into coherent nothingness, which was just a simple something, since I seemed to float above my bed, but at last I felt the warmth of my own mind back in me, back at last. But I was also me again—

So I can’t help but wonder, as I write this, what it was I had accessed, if I had accessed something beyond me? What was it, then, some proof of the aethyreal plane? The hallucination of the Scarlet Woman’s story? The breakage of everything for me, with the joy of an animal formerly trapped in the universe of human bodies… Was it something I could experience anytime, or sometimes, or never? Had the gods had experienced it, the buggering Greeks experienced it, my mother experienced it? If it were something transcendent, or merely occult, or, then again, if it were just another kind of stage-show… and then, I had to wonder, if the players of stage-shows experienced it… And if not them, then their fathers? And if not even that, then where did stage-shows come from, in the beginning? Or do I only ask these questions, since so many years of my life were spent strutting on some Manhattan stage?   

What do I feel now, before sleeping, an impotent disgust or a permanent transcendence? Having written this down, am I no better than Crowley, the imposter, who never doubts, but buggers the world that has wronged him? Although I can understand the need to read and write it…so that when we are held out into the darkness, it isn’t entirely unexpected, this great secret—if, as I said, if that’s what it is, although what is it, if not always unexpected, despite the poetry that seems to talk all about it—although, is that the same, or is that different? And, besides the doubt, having been held out in the darkness, don’t you just again want to be a child?

…

Saturday—


I really must go back and revise… What is it about yesterday that caused me to write so poorly?...

12. Baubo and Iambe, chamber poetry by Julieta “Lemoncita,” published 1929. 

DEMETER: Okay, so this is what I heard. It was night, and the poet was aboard his tiny ship. Going through the reeds. It’s dark, and he’s looking for Apollonius Rhodius, who’s supposed to be coming down to the shore. Why? I couldn’t tell you. Some said there was a woman, of course. That he had to track her down, some woman who didn’t give him the pleasure of a last word, they say. He followed her down to the reeds, she seemed to keep turning back to goad him. And the whole time she’d been sitting somewhere down the first alley, of course, quiet in the terror that appears in retrospect after an abduction. But I don’t think so… I also heard that the poet had been lying in bed, folded up too tightly to think, and the stars, who spin and revolve with silent transmissions, brought him to the despair that poets and mathematicians have in common. No, I don’t remember who told me that, there’s a lot of talk, some of it better than others, in terms of believability. I think it’ll come out that it was all a ploy for the benefit of Callimachus, playing with him so as to raise the stakes…in any case, Callimachus knew Rhodius was out there, he must have known, since the moon wasn’t out that night and the only light there was came from the lighthouse. You know Apollonius Rhodius, don’t you? The fellow who wrote Jason and the Argonaunts, right? Well, he was a former student of Callimachus’s, and he’d just been put in charge of the library, when Callimachus had been there much longer, had devoted his life… Well, what can one say? They said there was something of a rivalry between them, and that there was something more to it… in any case, Callimachus leans forward, right, and holds his finger to his lips, shh’ing the guys in the boat with them—and they start moving forward. Apollinius comes into view and Callimachus shouts something. What did he shout? I don’t know exactly, but he’s complained to me enough times about his friend’s obesity, his flatulating the stale farts of Homer, which in the asshole of Apollonius lost their epigrammatic pungency. This is how he talks, Callimachus. So he probably went on about that for a while, he loves to go on about that, and probably heckled the mud-sniffing ibis to death, until—no thanks, Baubo—until Apollonius had had enough, no, I don’t know the details exactly, maybe Apollonius had brought some friends along for the fight, maybe his lover had turned up in a boat sailing off into the darkness, at one of those moments that you can say, it happened yesterday, or two days ago, or in the time of so and so, but when you do say it, it seems a great deal more important… and maybe she, his lover, did appear that night—I know a few said she’d appealed to their dignity, and a few said that she’d been there by mistake, and some more said that she was just the kind of person who loved to watch and listen discretely… There were a lot of people like that there that night. I’ve heard everything, the people I talked to all seemed to have been witness to something…and the consensus is that it was big. They said they found scraps of papyrus floating on the water for half a mile both ways, the goats were grazing on the documents out there by the silphium. It must have been huge. The library was buzzing with it, unfaithful, unjust, unthinking, hard-hearted, you know how they talk. So I see Callimachus at the library the next day, working on his index—now the work pained him, you know—and he denied everything—but he was lying, I knew, since I’d seen mud tracks leading back from the reeds, I myself had, and Baubo, you saw a few muddy handprints dotting a colonnade, am I wrong? Ptolemy heard that the pair of poets were drunk—Apollonius was sighted pissing into the Nile and Callimachus had descended into the hoi polloi, shouting and everyone and everything, that they were absolutely useless. The man hated long poems. I think it was just because he had to read them all to write his silly index. The shorter the better. And I should explain that Apollonius was the wordiest of them all. So. That night he comes to me. I’m cleaning up outside. Don’t look at me like that, Iambe, I’ve explained it all already, it seemed liked the right occupation for me. He comes to me and grabs me. He’s not in his right mind, of course. Normally he’s harmless. He worships women, but that night. He knocks over the vase you gave me, yes, yes, he did. I’m telling the truth. I won’t say it outright, it’s not decent… But he did. I promise you. And the next day I went to him, when he’d sobered up. He probably just wanted to talk, that’s how it usually goes with him. But you know how these guys value the people who listen to them. Maybe he saw through the disguise. Well, the fact is the next day he’d locked the door of his room. Saw him through the window, muttering, holding his head in his hands, holding his nose, jerking it back and forth. I did feel sorry. What is it about the past of men that makes them feel some guilt, leaving them so they can’t enjoy anything, having broken some rule or other…and hardly anyone can understand them when they try to explain it, I know I can’t—no, Baubo, just a minute—so, I yelled I had a message for him. Nothing. Banged on the door, he wouldn’t answer. I go away for just one second! Just a second! And Apollonius shows up, knocks, and guess what, my dear ladies, he lets him in and I race across the room, but the door closes and all I get to hear is, What a tapestry! I think Callimachus said it, and boy he’s right, what a tapestry it is, it’s a shameful picture. I heard them laugh from inside, which surprised me. I wanted to throw off the disguise, but that would have been ridiculous. I’d let this whole library burn to the ground, if I had the chance, or… if you had been there, Iambe, you would have given him a mouthful! I know what he thinks I am, a servant-girl. I could swallow up this city with dust! So much for Cyrene. What? So I’m not allowed to get a little melodramatic now and then? Baubo, come over here—I’ll have that drink… It’s good to be home.

BAUBO: Yes, that man came to see me yesterday. He was wearing bright purple and green robes, I don’t know where he got them—you gave them to him, Demeter? I can imagine—he looked just hopelessly lost. I smiled at him when he opened the door. I had that wonderful, transparent cloth wrapped around me, yes, I thought I was beautiful—don’t speak to me like that, Iambe, I know I’m too old to answer the door, but nobody else was around, you see…He takes one look at me in that horrible robe, panting, all out of sorts. His hand was shaking, but I will tell you that I was flattered, of course, and surprised, you can imagine! I think I spilled my drink on him—yes, I was drinking, I told you no one had time for me that day—Would you bring over the chair from—Oh, be quite, Iambe, can’t an old woman take a seat anymore, are chairs so precious? And yes, I might be a little uncomfortable sitting, and that’s nothing to you. As I was saying, I spill the drink all over his robes, and I did try to dry him off, and ply him with a little bit of the old magic—don’t laugh at me! He was red as a virgin’s and sweating, so I brushed him off, and brought him into Iambe’s room, which was open, then, I won’t say any more about that. He was adorable. The eunuch, what’s he called, Aristax, yes, he asks Callimachus if he’d like a younger lady, I won’t forgive him for that, but what else can I expect, I suppose I shall have to get used to it, and of course, Aristax couldn’t be taken seriously in that high-pitched voice he tries to put on—don’t tell me about eunuchs, Iambe—and Callimachus, I could tell he had no idea what was proper, so I start quivering my lower lip, like that—and he tells the eunuch, not to worry, fine, fine, and—yes, just like that! So I lay him down and bring over the olive oil… Next thing I know I’m having this conversation, he asks me how’s business been, and I tell him it’s good most of the time, and then he asks me if I’d happened to hear of Apollonius Rhodius, a bookseller, he explained—wait until I’m finished, Demeter, thank you, dear—and, no, I admit I wasn’t exactly sure who he was talking about, I suppose I thought it was another of Apollo’s disguises, and I wasn’t particularly pleased to hear about that, in your interest Demeter, so I ask him, something about the sun? And he says, no, more like that little candle from Rhodes, and I ask, that’s the one with the statue? And he says, yes. And I said, well, I had no idea that it was Apollo who was so popular there. I thought he was getting a little frustrated, and I was trying not to laugh, so I started to reach around him, he was quite skinny, trying to get an idea of the situation… and to keep the conversation going, I ask, And so, you’re asking me if I know the statue, well—and he sits up, not happily, and tells me, No, he’s not a statue, he’s a person—and there was some talk of wrinkled hags, you would have been pleased, Iambe, and to keep things light-hearted, I laugh again, and point out that statues are people too, generally, but I didn’t want him to leave, so I ask him, What was the answer to the riddle, then, or whatever it was? And he goes very pale and sinks down into the corner, mumbling about how much laundry one finds on Mount Helikon and about some fine shark bee, which I suppose was some kind of poetry since I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. And he goes on and on, getting louder and louder, and I’m getting nervous, you can imagine—I knock three times on the door so Aristax can get ready with the knife—I have never had to do that in my life—when he turns around and tells me he would like that younger lady, after all, and since I knew you, Iambe, were busy, I tried to stall for time, and I thought to myself, well, what was he interested in, Rhodes, and so I told him that I had actually seen the statue once, and that whenever I think of him, I get a little excited, with those legs, and that hasn’t diminished in time—I suppose I was trying to ease him, what with him wanting to leave so soon, and I ask him, well, can you imagine the size of his statue? And he tries to walk out! Of course, he was just trying to leave, but he moved all of a sudden, and I got spooked, you see, because the worst are like him, who think they’re better than us—so, he’s moving right up to me, because I’m standing in front of the door, I see that now, but I was terrified then, you can imagine, and so to stop him right there, I hike up my skirts and—surprise! Ta-da! I give him a wide-open look-see. Demeter knows, there’s no better way to stop a moment in its tracks that to give them a peek. And he can’t look away! Don’t talk to me about Gorgons, Iambe. I’ve been around for a long time, and at that moment, well, I tell myself, Baubo, you still got it.

IAMBE: Well, shit, Baubo, you had to drink, you drunkard, yes, I know your secret power, well goddamn it, looks like we are gonna have to lock you up, or wait until your cunt decides to disappear at last. Well, yes, Demeter, guess we’ll wait until it turns to dust, and well, you’ll have no power over that, ‘cause in the end, you cunt yourself, you’ll die alone along with fucking dust because you only fucking live when shit decides to live. And shut your fucking mouths, don’t laugh at me, you like that, don’t you? Shit on you. I try to tell a story…So, I had just finished up and then the eunuch tells me that this fucking ancient lady needs some saving in the other room, and so I say, goddamn it, rush inside to where she is, the asshole poet-cunt Callimachus is sitting on the bed, with hands on fucking lap, a fucking faggot, so I tell me, shit, and start to talk like, What you want, you like some tits, or pussy, ass, come on just tell me. He just freezes on the spot, and shit, I sit down close to him, and so he asks me if I’d heard of Apollonius. Well, yeah, I’ve heard of him, the fucking head librarian, I know him—poet says he’s got some dirt on him, which seems to me like fucking wasting all my fucking time. Baubo, you know me, you know what I have to do these days, take off my shirt, and guide his fucking hand and start to slam the two together, hand meets tit, you know, but just to play along I say, Well, what about him did you hear, while leaning over, tits in face, and rubbing fucking robes—with nothing, nothing coming of it, just a stutter coming from his fucking mouth, I want, he says, I want that it might widely be well known—he’s whispering now, a little hoarsely, so I start to stick my tongue into his ear, for all the good my charms are doing, Yes, he says, I have a word or two which I would like to be more widely known—and then he pauses like he’s got a thing a little too important actually to say out loud, but I was fucking fed up with his fucking flaccid dick and reaching down I stick a finger up his ass, that always works, some like it, others don’t, well that’s another thing—he gives a yelp, but keeps on working, trying hard to say his words: I think it’s known that he and I have something of a rivalry, but that’s all of our own creation—fuck—the man, you know, he means to me, well, more than any other man who has a balding head, and so I wrote this thing… Well, fuck, you pussy, spit it out! An epigram. Goddamn, I say, no way that I can deal with this, with double fingers in his ass and oiled tits there in his face, what does he want, that I should start to masturbate? But then at last the poet speaks, Callimachus: a piece of trash, a cheat with wood for brains, the guilty one is he who wrote the Causes of Callimachus. Ascribe it to my rival, lady, take your finger from my ass. Well, fucking fuck, is that the thing you had that brought you here? Well, people here know that such bitches like that come here just to talk about their shit-stained goddamn friends—I mutter, Okay, turd, I’ll spread the word, the poet speaks as if he won’t turn into goddamn dust, as if he wants to save a few good things before he goes, but that’s the fucking world, my friends, although someday the maybe hidden secret, far away inside the future, turning light back to the hidden past will fuck the fuckers—making known unknowables that live inside the now. Callimachus, a piece of trash, well, yeah, I’ll spread the word—oh, fuck it, please, Demeter, while I try to speak, just would you please just stop your fucking laughter, bitch, this story’s far from funny—shit!

DEMETER: Oh, Iambe, she’s gone! I came as fast as I could. Where do you want me to start? Okay, I went to see Callimachus, I peek in the window, he’s hard at work, but he’s there alright. I start the tears, run to the door, start banging on it. He lets me in! Unhappy, yes. What do I want? I tell him about Baubo. He doesn’t care: Dead, he says. Venereal disease most likely. I tell him she was last seen stripped of all her clothes. No surprise there, he says, and then he says, Probably wandered off, drowned herself trying to fuck the Colossus of Rhodes. I’m yelling at him, calling him everything I could think of—oh, if you’d been there, Iambe, you would have put him in his place. And I start yelling about his child, the one I’m so sure he gave me, which I won’t let denials abduct, and then he denies and denies, I knock all the tablets off his desk, they crack on the floor. He’s shocked, of course, and then I slap him, spit on his tablets, and walk out—the guards helped me. What? The poet’s not going to be any help. We’re going to have to find her alone. It’s like they forgot about us! Callimachus, even he—I thought he’d seen through the disguise. He sang hymns! But now there’s nothing but forgetting, while we putter around, trying to shovel a last clump of dirt into the pit of eternity… We’re living in poverty because we’re unable to be poor, Iambe. Look at me when I’m talking to you. Baubo isn’t the first to disappear. This began a long time ago. From Arabia to Pharos, who knows her statues, has heard her name somewhere at night, beyond the trees, among the stars, who… 

The library is quiet at this hour. A servant girl lights torches in the brackets, wishing she were home. She turns down hallways, labyrinths, past winding stairs, pillars, lonely. The smell of rotting pulp. A breeze finds its way through a passage; the girl sighs or yawns; the air satisfies her, although underneath, a knotty feeling of cool nights, past, long, gone. A hum, ruffling, the breeze whistles down shelves of compartments housing thousands of scrolls of papyrus, their handles polished to a gleam with pumice. The orders are for incoming ships to be stopped, searched, scrolls stolen, copied, and returned. She feels something deep in her palm; she touches her cheek. She leaves, and the scrolls are left in darkness.

A VOICE: So.

A VOICE: Still here.

A VOICE: Still next to you.

A VOICE: I feel the rocking of a ship far out in the Gulf of Mexico. Is this me?

A VOICE: The hidden harmony is better than the visible. 

A VOICE: …as great a number as of the Libyan sands which lie at silphium-bearing Cyrene, between the oracle of stormy Jove and the sacred tomb of old Battus…

A VOICE: That’s me. I’m old Battus.

A VOICE: If only I could send to you the poems of old Battus…

A VOICE: Still here.

A VOICE: Still next to you.

A VOICE: So.

A VOICE: Had I known Latin at eighteen, I would have been an Emperor…

A VOICE: …the crystal waters of Lake Garda, the Italian hills, the promontory Sirmio, where I was born. A villa, a peninsula, connected by an umbilical cord of land, columns that sparkle in the sun, seemed wet. Billows of sand on the beach formed the shape of a… I followed the river Adige as it wound through Verona. The poems of Callimachus were there, half sunk in the shore, water lapping…betrayal. 

A VOICE: Betrayal.

A VOICE: Unmindful, false.

A VOICE: Does nothing move you to pity, hard one, your sweet little friend?

A VOICE: Though they tell me that I lie buried beside my friend in life and death, Apollonius Rhodius…

A VOICE: And in this melancholy business that is death and is not. That is hopeful and distracting.

A VOICE: Betrayal. 

A VOICE: I have twenty countries in my memory and I drag the colors of a hundred cities in my soul—the Persian nightingale who whistles for his rose—on the ships of Asia and the gentle elephants—my pen trembles and quivers—I am always moved…

A VOICE: Now you do not hesitate to betray me, deceive me, faithless…The impious deeds of deceitful men do not please the gods. Bad times.

A VOICE: He ran to Rome, disgusted with the rustic. Made love to Clodia Metellus. Dinner with friends. He heard the news of his brother’s death. Where he had met betrayal. The sky pressed down on the earth.

A VOICE: Folds of dirty blankets, wine in goblets, grapes were there, and on the floor slunk the word betrayal…

A VOICE: Alas, tell me, what can people do, or in whom can they have faith?

A VOICE: A man’s fate is his character.

A VOICE: Winds and lofty clouds bear away both words and deeds.

A VOICE: Does it not suffice for a man of discipline in need of a change to sit at the other end of his study table once a month…

A VOICE: No artist has ever been found hanging before a rose…

A VOICE: The sky dimmed. Virgil swung down from his horse. Warmed his hands at the fire that Horace... Stopping for the night. Mile market on the road. A glowing purple, transparent evening. Elbows propped. Bed of leaves. He wrote two lines a day. An uneasy autumn, the whispered word, betrayal. 

A VOICE: Does not our love keep you here, does not our right hand, once given to holding you, doesn’t Dido, about to die by a cruel death, hold you?

A VOICE: The poet coughed up black oily ashes, drifting over the walls of Carthage; few will suspect how sad one must be to undertake a resuscitation. 

A VOICE: I like my bed because it is the only place were I can by rights be absent, pretending to be dead while all the time breathing like the living—when I go on a binge I can hear the voice of dictionaries…

A VOICE: Thank you for the honor, and the shore of the Black Sea still floats…

A VOICE: Ovid dies in Tomis, laboring for ten years in exile. Among foreigners. In a strange language. 

A VOICE: Faith remembers, if you’ve forgotten.

A VOICE: As many as the stars, who…

A VOICE: Honest I know myself for the creature and the thief I am.

A VOICE: They found me in Verona after a thousand years. In a desk drawer. By a bed.

A VOICE: Your plenitude does not resuscitate the living understanding… 

A VOICE: I bet there is not a Chilean nor an Obokian in the world who can say to me: Because of the color of my skin and my size I once felt something that you could not have felt—Just let anyone come up to me and say such a thing and I’ll spit in his eye—my art which is most difficult because I adore it and shit on it…

A VOICE: The unknown secret lies in the past, that which is longer and more complicated.

A VOICE: In the future, where the problem now identified meets with an unknown solution…

A VOICE: Light!

A VOICE: Light!

A VOICE: The god whose oracle is at Delphi neither speaks plainly, nor conceals, but indicates by signs.

A VOICE: Why is there something rather than nothing?

A VOICE: Why is there a light on, and not out?

A VOICE: You brought Mexican sand caked on your clothing when you set out… never to be seen…

DEMETER: This has to be it.

A VOICE: This is it.

IAMBE: The two of us, the fucking climate of a search, and so I… which is more nefarious: the climate of the Congo, maybe it is genius? Fucking searched, machete-wielding goddesses, the paths, they cleared before us, cooling lava—fuck, the search was new, ‘cause goddesses, they see the world by looking down.

DEMETER: There’s nowhere else to go.

IAMBE: I’m here to help you, don’t apologize to me. Why don’t you break with time and seek the answer in the graveyard of the future?

DEMETER: Help me look for her, tickle the scrolls in their tender places, walk about them for a second eternity…

A VOICE: And Demeter sought lacunae, drowning for her Baubo.

IAMBE: Well, did you fucking find her?

A VOICE: We are alive, we breath and respirate, grab hold of us, and climb inside the spaces that circle back into themselves.

DEMETER: She’s scattered as far as wide as our search. I understand, although I doubt…

IAMBE: Demeter, fuck it, fuck your fucking poetry, just fucking tell me where my fucking friend is.

DEMETER: Baubo was the first to go. 

A VOICE: Tell the king, the fair wrought house as fallen.

A VOICE: No shelter has Apollo, nor sacred laurel leaves.

A VOICE: The fountains are now silent, the voice is stilled.

A VOICE: It is finished.

A VOICE: Theodosius was dead.

A VOICE: A dripping hymn fluttered forth while the temple doors shut. It twirled from under the heavy gates and ended close to the ground.

A VOICE: Oh, fuck, you cunt, come back! Demeter! What the fuck you saying? There’s no way that she could be forgotten. Doesn’t that just ask a fucking ton of questions? You, there! Where the hell’d she go? I’m shivering. Now everything is black and white, you fucking shit, I trusted you, my friend… I’ll write on windows, glasses, bog-house doors, and rail-cars, building fronts… I’ll make you pay for your betrayal. All of you!

A VOICE: The mysteries practiced among men are unholy mysteries.

A VOICE: This is the end.


A VOICE: That man, he seemed to me a god…

A VOICE: What can people do, or in whom can they have faith?

A VOICE: Arthur Cravan, a boxer, disappears…

A VOICE: I met him in Mexico.

A VOICE: A roll of the dice…

A VOICE: My friends…


                      

Curtain.
13. The Pot, a short story by Annie Devereux, published 1942.

I’m going to tell a story. It starts on a cool summer night in 1941 at a manor house near Thomasville, Georgia. A beautiful Jeffersonian building, surrounded on three sides by fields. When the story starts the manor windows are shoving off ships of light over the plantation; the staff are cowering in the annex; Kelsie Devereux, my brother, is holding court in the dining room. With whom? My brother is a genteel, urbane, sophisticated, and well-traveled man. One of his buddies, Rodney Lewis, was doing his part for the Peace Corps, and he says that once he walked into a bar in the middle of Nairobi, and there was Kelsie, throwing back a drink, inviting him over as if this weren’t the strangest thing in the world. He says that Kelsie was doing what Kelsie does; my brother was telling his usual stories, inquiring about Rodney’s family—our mothers live in neighboring buildings off Washington Square… All very normal. They shook hands, and parted. And a few months later, he happened to see Kelsie in Paris just before the invasion; Kelsie talked a mouthful at him, in that voice he had as if filtering everything through his nose, shaking a little gracelessly, dulling  somehow the rest of the world, as if massaging you into his own way of unfolding. At that time, Kelsie was surrounded in Paris by a group of cosmopolitan hangers-on, sycophants and the like, whom he’d picked up during his travels in the inter-war period, leading them across borders like a mother hen leading her chicks to freedom. 

Where? In the early 30’s, we Devereuxs had invested in the Thomasville house as a kind of idyllic summer retreat from the city; the place was run-down, unmaintained since the antebellum period; and around 1934 we took vacation there, our mother and father, Kelsie, and I, along with some of my then colleagues, Donald Alderman, Ernie Schlink, who just happened to have a few months free. Schlink himself had docked in from Vienna; Donnie I had met at Cambridge, near which he still lives, and he had come down to call on me around that time. Cathy Hayes, and a few others, members of our old circle in Paris, couldn’t make it. Of course, Kelsie was frantically bored; father sat around smoking his pipe and begging us to look at the lambs; and my mother was absolutely horrified at the mess of the place, and even more so at the elderly fellow, JW, the caretaker, who had been replacing windows since around 1910. JW’s wife would bring him lemonade at around eleven each day; she’d go on about her daughter, a high-school dazzler, and her son who wanted to study music; and she was always trying to tell us something about the appropriate time and place, as she called it—I think she wanted her son to come home and court me. JW himself had cheeks like two emblazoned peaches; Donald, Ernie, and I would go with him to survey the fields, sitting in the back of the cart; we would hitch the horse somewhere, and JW would lean against a pumpkin and dribble a stout beer down his front. Kelsie sat inside all day, alternating between cigarettes and a Berlitz German textbook. My mother, every night, was vowing that she would never return; and she and Kelsie formed an intransigent block, ridiculing us drunkenly from the kitchen table, when we’d come in covered in mud. 

So it was a surprise around 1939 when we starting getting letters from Kelsie, as if he wanted to settle down in Thomasville. Of course, being where he was at the time, there were some things clearer to him than were to us, though nothing can be said to be entirely clear to Kelsie. He’d been apprised by Max Weiss, a certain lawyer turned writer, whose grandfather had come over about twenty years previously, and who had lost no time in repudiating that choice once he had come of age, that the American government had made allowances for landed farmers to be exempt from the draft. It was, then, as a draft-dodger that Kelsie began his correspondence with JW and his wife, obliging them to fix up the house, hire a few local boys, and get the plantation running again. And it was with this incentive that Kelsie had enticed Rodney, whom, as I said, he’d met in Paris for what must have been the third time in two years, to return with him to Georgia, along with his pacificist retinue. 

So, as I said, we had forgotten entirely about the house, until Kelsie wrote to explain he was installing himself there. A fiery exchange between our mother and him ensued; I think she took it like a betrayal. This did not cool his ardor, and Kelsie and his company made their final plans to flee to America, perhaps with the idea of mounting a kind of resistance from afar. And so, in early in 1941, he arrived in New York City, around the very same time that Walter Benjamin was stopped by the Gestapo somewhere in the Pyrenes. They followed to disembark ominously on our mother, who had since more firmly deposited herself at the Washington Square apartment. No doubt she held her son’s head in her hands, ignoring his obsequious inquires into her health, listening instead to his friends’ furtive commentary upon the furniture. No doubt he drew her to the bay windows that overlook the park. 

You know I don’t love you, Kelsie, my mother would have said. Of course not mother, how could you? This world is far too large for that kind of doting. God forbid. A pause, probably, while my mother hailed the maid, an ashen-faced, dazed sort of girl. My mother would have asked about the crowd, and Kelsie would have winked at her: Foreigners, quite simply, mother. Men of great significance, and no doubt, that was when he asked her for a fleet of cars with which to drive down, for which my mother had steeled herself, letting out only: You’re not going to the Thomasville house, are you Kelsie? Mother. Let us get something straight at the outset. I absolutely refuse to argue, he would have said. Lately, I have become aware of the immense chasm, which, you must realize, has always yawned between us… And perhaps I’m imputing things unfairly to Kelsie, things that only came out later, but I imagine that he talked to her then about his philosophical ambitions, a series of symposia, wherein the contemplation of all beautiful things will lead us to the eternal Beauty of all pleasure and happiness—though probably he adopted this particular rhetoric only later, when, as I said, he was holding court at the Thomasville house, on the cool night in 1941, when the cosmopolitan travelers were slouched around the table, and candles were brought out, and the fish soup was passed around, and bellies were gorged with wine, and I decided to get up from my chair… 

But when I imagine it now—since it is clear to me that Kelsie inevitably, during the course of the conversation, would have puffed himself up just as he has since six years old, when we would play in the park by the little statue of the stone horse that has gone missing—Beauty is invoked, and since her son’s gestures and gazes doubtlessly were referred again and again to the window, instead of to her, at the sight of his eyes, finally on her, at the sharing of a glance, I am sure that at that moment my mother burst into laughter. You are an idiot, Kelsie. Thank you, mother. I assume you mean, in the Dostoevskian sense, and mother and son would have laughed and laughed, and the maid probably dropped her rag in anxiety, and Kelsie probably fished into the sea of brocade to hand it back to her with his smile, saying to mother, I see you think I’m talking nonsense. Well, nonsense is a fad. In this connection, we’ve missed something essential: we have absolutely failed to distinguish between the beautiful nonsense, and the ugly. And my mother could have said—that is, she has said many times—I was thirty-two once, Kelsie?—are you that old?—I’ve had my fair share… And then she would go on about sitting with Edith Wharton in Rome… Your generation is not the only one to feel the bite of the…—and I know for a fact that what follows is actually something that Donald brought up later, who, by the time of the party, had fallen in with Kelsie, the two having collaborated on a number of French and Greek philological analyses, that is, the Bacchic frenzy of philosophy, which is something that Plato talks about—but I would bet that if Kelsie had known about this phrase then—if he had read Plato, instead of talking about him—he would have interrupted our mother with phrase, and our mother would have asked, And how do you think you came into the world, Kelsie? And Kelsie would have guessed that mother had just picked up her knowledge of it from reviewing some new work in translation, since she never read but that she might get paid for it; so, at this point, mother would have had to change the subject, since those foreign imbeciles would be obligated, by now, to fix her a drink—Italian no doubt provided it. Two cigarettes. Mother would have explained how she was always short of cash. The annuity from dad’s estate. And then she definitely must have said something like, If I do agree to help you, you are going to bring that Jewish doctor—Schwartz—over here for me. I cannot bring myself to ring him. I want you to do in person. I’ve been absolutely afflicted with diarrhea for two weeks now—Your liver’s giving out, no doubt—We Devereux, our curse has always been our bowels—Precisely: either you diagnose the matter yourself, which I don’t think appeals to you, or you get Schwartz over here to do it for you—As you wish—And also, you are bringing your sister down with you—What?—And then my mother would have gone on: I’ve decided I can’t stand her any longer. She wants desperately to be Henry James, and now with the war going on, I can’t possible spare any time to give a thought to her and her preoccupations. Actually, now that I think about it—yes, I’m sure—Annie has a car—some boyfriend or other left it while he’s away in Europe, of course. You’ll take that down, and bring Annie too. You’re sly, mother, Kelsie would have said. Yes, Kelsie, and the jewelry on her arms no doubt rattled as it gave in to gravity, my mother getting up from her cushion. Now go find Annie, while I powder my nose. The maid probably took one last look at Kelsie’s pretty face, before disappearing in the back with my mother, just a moment’s relief before the horrors that no doubt would follow. 


Kelsie waited a few days before calling on me. Of course, I went. In fact, I was the only one paying attention when the troop of cars sputtered into Thomasville. I remember thinking—while Edward, Reynolds, and a woman, Clara, were talking about the possibility that man has always forgotten what it means to be in the world—that in the modern era, all mysteries are temporary, that nothing but waiting exists today for the movements of the world, like doves, to return and inform us of themselves. Or possibly I only had that thought once the party had started, when the staff had fled to the annex, and the moon shone outside, and about sixteen talkers sat around the big table, shouting at each other, a few mentioning Diderot, a few watching silently—like childhood friends who, in the early years, provide the group with pocket change, and, in that way, buy themselves some friendship, but find themselves hanging around still, silently, after decades—and a few others who were trying to talk about science, some others talking about people who finish out their lives together, and still cannot say what it is they want from each other—and a few more realizing that they’ve never known what they want to talk about at all. I sat in the corner with the pot of soup. Who brought the pot of soup? I’ve never been sure, but think JW made it up, half a dozen types of seafood, stewed together; and Guillaume had the idea to top it with aioli, but, of course, the olive oil failed to take to the mayonnaise, he and Reynolds having already imbibed too much, impatiently, from the bottles that Kelsie had brought up from the basement. They passed the pot around the table until no one could bear the smell of it anymore. I think I was supposed to bring it to the kitchen. A fat man to the left of me was stricken with hiccups. A tall, thin woman, the very image of my mother, had refused to drink on the grounds that she was hung-over from the night before, spent terrorizing in town… And I was just sitting there, thankful not to be bothered, not to plan, as if it were enough to be with someone like myself at every moment, which is some wisdom I must have picked up in childhood, like a shadow in a dream.

The conversation around me was a competition, each of the philosophers trying to impress Kelsie with the enormity, the intransigence of their views. The topic turned to love, then obituaries rife with commonplaces. Two of the women began sneaking under the table to uproarious laughter. In the hallway, I spoke to a British man whose name I forget, who tried to tell me that as far as science was concerned, nothing about what we felt could ever be shared—and so it was best mainly to enjoy life, which, he told me, was something foreign to the lot at the party, since they did not understand the first thing about men and women. He then asked me, if I cared for the soup. I said I wasn’t sure, and left and sat down by the pot. No, I remember thinking, I understand men and women. Sitting by the pot, I said to myself, Annie, you understand everything. You’re the one, Annie. You understand what people want. It didn’t take years of reading for me to figure it out; I’ve always understood. Maybe this is what the British man was telling me, that I already understood. And if there is anything that brings me joy in this world, it is understanding. I stood up and carried the pot back into the hallway, and tried to give it to him; he asked me, did I know who’d put together the soup? I said I wasn’t sure, and left the hallway, leaving him there with the pot in his hands. Next I saw it, it was on the back of one of the women, who had passed out on the floor. The room was engaged, at that point, in a heated argument about where the soup had come from in the first place. Who was going to take it home? Kelsie wanted it out of the house. The smell, I think. A few Slavs were discussing something in the corner. I finally left the house to the words, double slit experiment. 

I went out onto the porch. The stars, outside, seemed to look down at me through the threads of a gigantic curtain which covered up an abyss. Yes, I allow it, I was thinking, I am magnanimous. I am better than these aimless acquaintances, picked-up at deserted bars or abandoned cities… I figured that out a long time ago, sitting on that horse at the park, now a long time taken away, arrayed in skirts, when Kelsie, maybe fifteen at the time, had given me a copy of Plato’s Symposium. A knock on the door from around front. Donald had come back from town with a group of drunkards. Good evening, gentleman, we’re plastered. May we join your party? Gladly they were accepted; the discussion was turning violent. Donald nominated himself master of ceremonies, found himself bored, and came outside to where I was sitting, walking through that brightly lit door, whose glass seemed to sparkle like the stars, who were watching the hair fall against my neck, on the same earth that Plato walked, on which JW’s two dogs had come over to me, warm and friendly, making me think that the language given to us concerning dogs does not do them justice. Donald came out, and sat next to me in the garden; he came out of the party, which felt to me like it had lasted since the beginning of time, and I felt as if, in every work I’ve translated, from any era, I have seen snatches of it, shouts from it, mimed gestures, through the windows of the text. Donald has read everything I’ve read. That was the point, years ago, in Paris. I understand him. I’ve always understood him. Donald started talking to me about his trip into town… Okra was growing in the garden, little red ants were crawling on them, who looked black in the darkness. A hedge and a fence separated us from the house. I told Donald that I understood him. You understand me? I understand all of you, I said. Look at the moon, and tell me, can’t you just think every thought that any man has ever had looking at the moon? 

Donald said that was how he judged a poem, actually: if a poem made him see the moon like he’d never seen it before, that was most daring, impressive achievement. I asked him, had he seen JW? I wanted to thank him for the soup. That was JW’s soup? I asked, Do you ever feel like you should bury yourself in the earth under the weight of so much gratitude and debt? You know, I said, when I see the moon, I see it as if I have always seen it from the beginning of time. Donald told me that they had hurried out of the town quickly, the men at the store having immediately recognized them for what they were. It’s not even a matter of vocabulary, he said, no doubt, it’s something relating to sentence structure. Annie, he asked, what are people supposed to talk about? You said you know everything. I said, It’s taking general principles and applying them to specific cases to obtain knowledge, and there’s joy in that knowledge. For example, I understand the principle by which you work, Donald. You remember Julieta, who disappeared by the end of the decade, after Arthur Cravan disappeared off the coast, and Mina Loy had claimed him for her own—she was last seen in Paris, with you, Donald, and so her diplomat father telegraphed you from New York… Can I tell you something? You were the start of everything for me. You began everything. My mother thinks I want to be Henry James: it’s not true. You took me to Paris, where everything began. Do you understand what it’s like to see so clearly the beginning of your own story, and still not be able to understand it? Like you can place a thousand poems of the moon next to each other, and point with your finger to the very first Greek text which metaphorizes it, and you can say that’s the beginning—because it is the beginning—but a thousand poems later, the story of the moon has gone on, and it’s nothing like the beginning, and you start to wonder if maybe you misunderstood your own beginning, and maybe the start of the big story lies somewhere deep in the past, so far that no one would ever be able to recover it, even before the Greeks… or maybe it lies somewhere in the future, at a time when even the unknown secrets will have been known, but are still secrets, and then there will be the time when even the unknown secrets will have become old mysteries that have since been solved. And in the meantime, you can’t shake the sense that all your reading of poetry has somehow changed the story that you were going to live. That’s all I can talk about: old mysteries that have already been solved, but are always different mysteries by the time they’re old. But since all mysteries are solved, especially those that don’t have answers, it ends up that all mysteries are the same. You’re talking about Ernie’s translation? Donald asked me. Well, yes! The E is everything. Can I tell you how I solved the mystery? Donald said, Yes. There were shouts from inside. The cat, Ange, brushed Donald’s leg. The mystery is this: we all want to be able to reach out and grab another person and do whatever we want to that person—and that can only be okay if that other person can reach out whenever that person want to, and do the same thing to you. I placed my hand on Donald’s forehead, and moved my lips very close to him, slowly brushing my face against his, until he kissed me. And as soon as he kissed me, he put his arm around me, and ran his fingers through the hair that hung on my forehead, and kissed me harder, and pushed me down onto his lap, and held me close to him by his hands on my back. I felt a thrill of victory. I do understand him. I have always understood. I let him touch me, my mind buzzing with affirmation. He laid me on the bench, and the pleasure he gave me paled in comparison to the pleasure I gave myself, that I had solved the mystery, the mystery of them all, which is all same mystery, since all mysteries deceive you into thinking that one mystery solves another. He laid me on the bench, and I swung my head back, and the stars spun like lights in the hands of dervishes, in Dionysiac fury, holding torches in their fists, spinning around and again like the poet Rumi, the Sufi poet, who has been little translated—and it is a little known fact, that he was friends with Ermine the Saint, who had brought to him the Parisian secrets of Thomas Aquinas before losing himself in the desert—but Donald knew all about that already. Yes, I am a magnanimous girl. All this, I allow. Isn’t it possible that we’ve come into existence at this very moment? Donald held me, and I held his trousers. I could see red ants crawling up the side of the bench. And I wanted to lose myself to the mystery, for the endless waiting to cease, for the paths to fork, and our universe to be determined. Donald was atop me, and I looked into his eyes, and pressed my thumbs against his forehead; and I had the thought that I always have, that he was nothing but an automaton. I turned my head against the back of the bench, and pressed my arms close to me. I just wanted him to hold me, but what I really wanted was to read the newspaper with him beside me, in the warm kitchen, in the morning, and I would never look up from the paper to see him there beside me, so I could push the moment into abeyance, and for a short time, let him be my mother, or my father, or Kelsie, or anyone else who has ever held me, sitting on the stone horse, my hands on the pebbly rock, at a time when I owed everything to everybody, before my own gratitude began to crush me. 

Donald stood up. Reynolds was coming out of the house. Did you bring the soup, he asked? Who wants the soup? Annie brought the soup, yes? I covered my face with my hands, and through my fingers I could see those stars which look like the shapes I see when my eyes are closed, that prove to me that the lights are on in my head. Donald, I asked, do you remember what Julieta said about the lights being on? It means I’m more than alive, do you get it? You can come up with any number of facts, but you’ll never be able to verify that the lights are on in my head. That I see, that I think, that I think I’m thinking, that I experience my thinking that I’m thinking, that there’s something lit in my brain, instead of darkness, that there’s some mysterious projector lighting up the inside of my head, that is also the projector, that only I can know, only me. That you could be in every way Donald, and still the lights might not be on in your head. Donald said, That’s the distinction between the body and the soul? Yes, I said, but even if we had all the facts—a British man was telling me—we would be able to explain everything about it, but do you realize that there can be no explanation that is equal to having the lights on? You can say, the lights are on in here. But that’s just words! The lights are on! And that is something else, not a fact! It’s even more than a performance! Do you want to go up to the room, Annie? Donald asked me, Did I do something wrong? The E is a fact, Donald, it’s not an experience. But someday, can’t you imagine, that we might have more than the facts, or the unknown fact that could be more than the other facts, so that everything that’s inexplicable becomes explicable based on this unknown thing that we can’t even know, except insofar that we anticipate its discovery in the desert of the future, in an explosion that unearths the secrets of the archeological dig in the future—and what do we do while we wait for the unknown secret to unfold itself? 


Or, I suppose that those are the things I would have said, if I had opened my mouth. This is discussion we would have had, if we had not just brought the pot of soup inside, and fallen flat on our backs, having slipped on spilled wine, if we had not just sunk into unconsciousness on a nearby couch, at what I felt would be the end of my life, until I woke up as the first rays of dawn were appearing over the plantation, and across the room, there was Kelsie, still Kelsie, who had handed me Plato’s Symposium while I sat on the stone horse, when I was twelve years old, because he wanted someone to talk to about it, probably because he wanted to impress somebody, and there was Reynolds, and another man, their eyes half open, the sounds of animals murmuring outside, the windows wet with humidity; the three men were still passing a cup around, barely able to bring it to their mouths, falling asleep in the middle of their sentences, rumpling their hair, except for Kelsie: he was the only one awake, drinking cup after cup, still talking, as if he could talk forever, deciding for the sleepy group, that every comedy was a tragedy, that every tragedy was a comedy, and that a man must learn to weep and laugh at the same time, or do neither, and keep it all inside, and at this, Reynolds, and the other man, closed their eyes for good. And Kelsie arose, unsteadily, the victorious one, holding his wine glass in his hand, and drifted out onto the porch, to watch the sun rise, murmuring to himself, that everyone should be awake to see this, that today he was going to ride a horse. I might have gotten up, and walked tentatively to him, where he stood, and put my arm around him, and ignored his jokes about scarlet women and French prostitutes, and played with his hair, and watched the sun rise, as if this day didn’t need mystery to sustain it, that all it needed was my hand in his hair, and the feeling that this was all there needed to be, as if in the midst of doubt, I were kissed by a god, or touched by the light that’s burning inside my head, and shines out through my eyes, and illuminates the sun, who, when day is lit, floods gloriously the world with the secret loves of men. 

14. The Effect, a short story written by Max Weiss, 1946.

During the months I spent in Copenhagen, I usually sat at a certain café in the Frederiksberg Gardens. There, I would smoke my cigar, or perhaps two or three, in the free air. Beside me and my crossed legs, silver tray upon silver tray would clutter up the table; I drank coffee in quantities that would have stunned even an elderly women, fortifying herself with eight or nine cups a day, as if to conquer the sleep of death. At the time, I was engaged to a lovely girl, whom I had rescued from Manhattan’s garment district, and had brought with me to Denmark. She spent her days wandering around the Gråbrødretorv, and would meet me at the end of her travels, at my café, and we would play chess, perhaps because the café supplied us with a board and pieces. I confess that I began to question my engagement to Ruth around this time, and in no small part due to our chess game. Whereas, although I cannot claim to mastery of the game, I had a certain analytic cast of mind, which, I think I may modestly say, lent a certain interest to my campaigns, Ruth, perhaps out of a kind of artlessness, would cast about audibly for her next move, and when she finally pushed a knight or castle across the squares, for better or for worse, I felt little but annoyance at the maneuver, having been witness to the antecedent mental maneuverings that had served to preface her exploits and remove any of the suspense, surprise, or unexpected delights that usually lend interest to the game. Thus, after a few weeks of this frustration, I began to search out a new partner for my chess matches, though, of course, I never ceased my attempts to entertain Ruth with such conversations as I would plan during my long hours studying the gardens. 


I was, in fact, provided with an opponent to my liking a few days later; a somewhat large Dutchman, fairly balding, who was possessed of a friendly mustache, and who had lived in the city for most of his life. It was he who approached my table, after watching me muse over my cigars for some time, often blandly staring at the empty board which I kept at my table, and asked me to join him in a game. I assented, and discovered, indeed, an equal. At times, he would harrumph over his next tactic, rubbing his breast in consternation, before rapidly shifting his position. Other times, with a strange sparkle in his eye, he would press forward nearly before I had lifted my hand from my own piece. He was a joy to oppose; we both lost about as much as we won; and so, it was easy to propose one rematch upon another, and thus sustain our friendship. One day, however, my friend explained to me that business obliged him to depart the city, and suggested that I pair myself with his son, Jürgen, who was about my age, recently graduated from the University, and whom he had told of our relationship. I said yes, and the next day, I promptly met Jürgen, as different a man in looks as one could possibly imagine from his father: he was tall, but seemingly overgrown, like a lone sapling in a great field, and wore his height poorly, with a hunch. He would often press his spectacles up his long, grandiose nose, and, after shaking my hand, warmly, if awkwardly, he proceeded to beat me at every game we played, although with such skill and ingenuity that each defeat felt like an intellectual victory. It was to Jürgen, then, that I opened up my problem, between matches, and while waiting for Ruth to return: I had come to Copenhagen to write, and although I eked out a few pages every few days, I could not perceive any value in them, and felt it necessary to show them to somebody who might offer their opinion, good or ill, and in that way, to spur me, so to speak, to continue. Jürgen took my pages—which I kept in a briefcase by my side—excitedly, and told me that he would read them that very evening, and give his report tomorrow when we met by the gardens for our game and a smoke.


He was as good as his word, and then next day, having kissed Ruth goodbye, and wishing her well on her adventures, I pulled a chair over for Jürgen, and he, with wide gestures, acclaimed what he had read, and, although he pointed out a number of stylistic and historical flaws, for which I was grateful; yet in general, he was quite supportive. In fact, he told me that it was quite magical to be on friendly terms with a writer, for, he told me, he could see quite clearly the way my own life was represented in the pages, and how much of our conversation—I had told him some of my history, favorite authors of mine, whom I had exhorted him to read, and some of whom, to my surprise, he was already acquainted—seemed to flow from the same source as my writing. At this revelation, I was taken somewhat aback: for I had not thought that I were that transparent in my interests and themes, and felt strongly that my writing was a struggle precisely because I was attempting to enfold something alien to my normal state of mind. But I listened politely to my new friend, and continued for a few days to give him pages: although as soon as he left, and I was presented with the solitude prerequisite for composition, I, more than ever, was abandoned to the white page, which, I admit, I tried to mar by crinkling it in frustration. I cast about for the source of my frustration, and could only think that my writing had failed me, because I had been reduced, so to speak, to a stark simplicity. This stranger had seen what I had seen—these gardens which so figured in my story—had heard what I had heard—the conversation in the café, my own explanations—and what I had read—there was considerable overlap in our influences—and, to my mind, had perceived both the causes and effects of my writing, the seeds and the finished flower, and I could not help but think that in this apparent relation of simplicity, the mystery of art had been ruined. 


I explained this to Jürgen, and he sat back in his chair, staring off into some tiled corner of the café, and then began to speak, eruditely: “Max, I’m not sure if the story I’m about to tell you is at all related, but I was very much reminded of it, having read your brief digressions on the history of silphium. Obviously, you know that the silphium seed, which provided the ancients a plentiful abortifactant, and, appearing in the shape of a heart, cemented the connection, which persists to this day, between that symbol and the passion of love, was grown primarily in Cyrene, where it was farmed both as a pharmaceutical and as grazing material for cattle, etc. Cyrene became deeply associated with the seed—surely you recall the passage of Catullus, you ask how many kisses would be enough of me, etc, etc, as great a number as the stars, etc, as great number as the Libyan sands that lie at lasarpiciferis…Cyrenis, silphium-bearing Cyrene—but, by the age of Nero, the plant had been farmed to extinction; Pliny tells us that the very last seed was presented to the Emperor as a curiosity… In any case, silphium is no more. I was reminded of these ancient mysteries, reading your work, in particular of the nature of your symbolism. 


“Perhaps you are familiar with the great feud in antiquity, which took place in Cyrene, between the poets Callimachus and Apollonius Rhodius, which lasted over thirty years. Born in the third century before Christ, Apollonius was at one time the chief librarian at Alexandria: a fragment found at the Egyptian archeological site of Oxyrhynchus, listing the various librarians at that place, confirms this. Before his ascension, however, Apollonius was, in fact, the favorite student of Callimachus. Shortly thereafter, however, we know that Apollonius wrote the lengthy epic Argonautica, and, soon after, Calimachus wrote his famed Ibis, to which Ovid was alluding when he composed his poem of the same name, as a diatribe against his former student who had so parted ways with him. What, then, was the source of their disagreement?


“Callimachus was a writer of hymns and epigrams. His poetry was honed to a gem-like finish, down to the very placement of the words in their sequence. And he harbored a dislike for the garrulousness of epic poets, who wrote in homage to their virile predecessors, in an age of decadence: he is ascribed the pithy saying, μεγά βιβλίον, μεγά κακόν, that is to say, big book, big bad. He claimed that Apollo had come to him in a dream, exhorting him to ‘fatten his flocks, but keep his Muse slender.’ Callimachus saw in his own work precisely an attempt to preserve a great tradition, without verging on the overblown profusion of the day’s epics by working within a convention. His poetry was learned, allusive, famously erudite—but, not, mind you, for the sake of his vanity. Rather, he desired to create a new kind of poetry, which might simultaneously preserve the integrity of the classical Greeks—that is, what it meant to be Greek, which was precisely the literary past—while compressing, distilling, pressuring his words, until they both sparkled with newness, even as they seemed to contain within them the starry past of all that flowed through the library at Alexandria—where, in fact, Callimachus worked daily indexing each and every scroll. And so, whereas Callimachus saw himself—however bitter and pungent—as saving words from dissolution, Apollonius, in his epics, seemed to be wasting them. More than the loss of the librarianship fueled Callimachus’s distaste for his former student; there was a real difference in their work, from the cheerful popular pomposity of Apollonius, to the exclusive acid honey of Callimachus—which later deeply influenced not only Ovid, but Catullus before him.


“So, I thought, Max, reading your work, that the apparent simplicity of your connections did not at all prove a detriment; rather, it showed a conscious reworking of the inheritance, a recasting of the old symbols: for surely, those old symbols, like the heart, which I mentioned, have an original power of their own, which has since been lost by overuse; and that, by reworking them, one restores them to their former glory—and it is only your familiarity with them in your own use that causes you to doubt your originality. Their mystery and allusiveness makes the causal relationships between them just as mysterious as the interlocking allusions that constitute the literary inheritance itself.”


Jürgen finished this learned disquisition of his; I thanked him; he took his leave, returning to his study; and I settled back by the gardens to smoke another cigar. I ordered a coffee, and waited for Ruth to return. I was not at all happy with Jürgen’s speech. It seemed to me that the greatest value of my work lay in its ability to surprise—those things about which I wrote I had supposed to be surprising because I thought they were something new in human nature, which I considered as changing as the ages, and as such, inaccessible to either the past or the future. Sitting there in that spot, in the city were Kierkegaard lived out his days, I was reminded of something he had said, which I include here, not to overwhelm the reader with Callimachan erudition, but because it expresses what I feel to be my condition more than anything else:

The relation between omnipresence and invisibility is like the relation between mystery and revelation, that the mystery expresses that the revelation is revelation in the stricter sense, that the mystery is the one and only mark by which it can be known, since otherwise a revelation becomes something like a police officer’s omnipresence. 


It is from a larger passage, in which Kierkegaard determines that the possibility of God’s visibility would annul his omnipresence, since God’s very invisibility and the impossibility of determining his presence, frees him to exist anywhere and everywhere and so suffuse the world with mystery. The invisible mystery—the only real mystery—makes a revelation a true revelation. A visible mystery, an visibly omnipresent revelation would be merely akin the sometimes covert operations of a police state, which reveals itself here and there, in the figure of an officer, in the circumstances of a disappearance, in the underground passages of a jail. I felt quite strongly, having heard Jürgen speak, that my subject as a writer was not the invisible suffusion of ancient mystery—conjured by the reconfiguration of symbols—but instead the visible suffusion of horror in a world, which had not inherited a tradition, so much as a yellowed catalogue of agony and domination. 


I thought about this as Ruth finally returned; I saw painted on her face the bony signs of her father and mother, of a thousand garment workers, of my own mother and father, and the great horde of men and women who had come together to cause us; of the children that we might have had, and their children; and of the impatience that was written there, since she knew I ignored her, and I saw, in the way that she turned towards the smoothly trimmed garden, the very effects of our ignorance. And I very much regretted all that I had thought and said. Does the knowledge of the cause increase our appreciation or diminish it, I wondered; and just then, as she sat there, I began to write this story, and out of an interest in her, which proves the real source of doubt, after every paragraph I would put a hand on her leg, and ask her to forgive me my time. 

15. Excerpts from Shy Hortbaum’s In the Swing of It, Literary and Fashionable Reminiscences, published 1951.
…and of course, considerable mystery continues to surround the Devereux family. It may seem as if their story follows the traditional arc: Charles Devereux’s rise to architectural renown, his wife’s attaining to a kind of literary terror nearly unknown in its time, her inestimable Kelsie, who proved the terror of half a dozen circles around the country… That as quickly as their riches descended from the sky, their house fell, and today one barely hears the name Devereux uttered in the great halls of society, that name, which, in previous years, was, for this writer, nearly inescapable. And as one who experienced it, I cannot help but feel that the dissolution of the Devereuxs is trying to tell us something essential about their time.

What was life like in the years directly following the war? I feel a certain responsibility to record my own perceptions of the period, so that those coming after will have some kind of reference, or at least a check to the excess of their imagination. I find myself in the position of a modern Plutarch, that author of antiquity, who composed his Parallel Lives, setting down for posterity the stories of famous personages, one after another, so that parallels might be drawn between them, and the reader thus edified, might derive some lessons from their differences in fates. With this in mind, I leave Kelsie to complete his ruin in the state of Georgia, outside of which he is little known, and I pick up the tale of somewhat more common Agnes Magness, an acquaintance of Kelsie’s younger sister. 

Mrs. Magness was born, like so many Jews, on the Lower East Side of the island of Manhattan; this was sometime around 1923. The year before, her father and mother had immigrated from Hungary, and Agnes made her first appearance in New York society soon after the family settled around Orchard and Delancey. The family had a small kitchen, with a few wooden chairs, and a table; Agnes’s mother, Rivka, was baking bred there, and neglected to keep watch on the little Agnes, who hefted herself atop a few bundles and bags lying on the window—and leapt joyfully down to the street below. 

As the story goes, her father Baruch had been standing in the street, talking to his neighbor Leo; the two were discussing a passage from the Talmud. The land of Israel had been suffering for weeks without rain; the people beseeched the sage Chroni, to beg the Lord to relent. Chroni prayed the Lord Adonoi, but nothing came of it. Then, in inspiration, he drew a circle in the dry sand, and prayed to the Lord, saying, Oh Lord, Master of the Universe, I will not move from the circle until you have granted mercy to the children of Israel. At this, the sky opened up, and single drop of water fell from the clouds. Ah, look, said the students of Chroni, God gives you this little droplet, so that you might leave the circle, your prayer having been answered. But Chroni continued, Oh, Lord, thank you, but this is not what I wanted. I want rain to fill the buckets of the Israelites. At this, the sky opened up and a great deluge fell, not one droplet smaller than a great bucket of water. Oh Lord, Chroni cried, I did not want you to destroy the world with your rain. I just wished the Israelites to have a blessing. And the rain let up a little, to a light drizzle, but it fell and fell, until the people were forced to flee to higher ground, and leave Chroni alone in his circle. Leaving, they told him, Chroni, would that you could ask God to make these rains cease as easily as you asked for their start! And so, Chroni called on the Lord once more; he asked one of his students to bring him a goat, which he placed with himself in the circle, and cried out: Oh Lord, I offer you this goat, not so that the rain might stop—far be it for me to ask you to renege on my first request—but so that you might know that we have had enough with the rain. And at this, the winds began to blow, and the rain was pushed to the east and west, and the sun showed its face again. It is said that Shimon ben Shetach, the greatest living sage, sent a message to Chroni, chastising him: Oh, Chroni, he said, what a disappointment you are! I hear that you have acted like a spoiled child before God, and that God does your bidding like a heckled father whose son demands of him that his back might be washed by his own father, and his spoiled belly served special delicacies. 

This was the point that Baruch and Leo were discussing that morning, standing on the street outside the tenement; and as they were debating the significance of Shimon ben Shetach’s words, Baruch said, Oh, Lord, would that I had a circle like Chroni’s and that in it, I might find similar blessings. Leo was about to berate Baruch for his impudence, when the baby Agnes fell from the window, just as Baruch was looking up; and quite by accident, she fell directly onto Baruch’s beard, which, it is said, cushioned her fall, and caused her to bounce into the hands of the neighbor Leo. This, as I said, was Agnes’s first entrance into society.

In the household of Magness were spoken three languages: Russian, Yiddish, and a comical variety of English, maintained for the benefit of their daughter only with great effort. What time they spent listening to the radio, parroting the phrases as if they were mocking the people giving them the news! Like so many at the time, Agnes’s parents reserved their Russian for their private conversations, and addressed Agnes in what remained: this being the case, the little Agness came to be fluent only in the latter, using the Yiddish with her parents, and the English with her friends. As a young girl, she excelled at singing and dancing of a particularly vivacious kind; she, however, was obliged to work after school at the bakery of Leo, which, I may add, never dulled her sense of the exciting. She met her husband, Ira, Leo’s son, in the following way. The young man was studying medicine at the time, and as Leo had been among the Jews who had helped the Magnesses to settle themselves in the early years in New York, and Leo being a close friend and neighbor, it was not unusual for Ira to accompany his father on visits to the tenement where Magness lived. One day, the young Ira took advantage of the occasion to speak to Agnes. This lasted a couple of hours, which he spent painting her a picture of the recent developments in the behaviorist school of psychology, with which he was engaged, and more, what he saw as the theory’s theological significance—for, indeed, Ira aspired, like his father, to great learning in the Talmudic tradition. He explained that recent development in the theory were particularly consonant with biblical interpretations: everything which was supposed to be able to be learned was to be learned by looking on the outside, at the behavior of individuals—and this removed a certain complexity in theological analysis, given that God might know all there is to know about a person merely from their actions, and so have no need to meddle in their thoughts, although far be it from Ira to tell God where he might meddle.

Agnes later recalled that she wanted nothing more than for her future husband’s deluge of words to finally cease, so that she might return to her friends who lived in the opposite building—the young girls would dance to the latest Benny Goodman hits—but Ira was insistent, and what’s more, he begged her for another visit. 

One Sunday, the Magness family spent the day at Brighton beach, where it was rumored to be beautiful. Ira, perhaps by chance, happened to be strolling the boardwalk at that time, and, seeing the family from afar, greeted them with great pleasure. Agnes recalled to me that Ira wore a long bathing suit much too large for his measurements, and polished black shoes into which were tucked an enormous pair of white socks that came up nearly to his knee. Sitting in the shade, they discussed French cooking at great length. It was thus that Ira began his courtship; the pair wrote frequent letters to each other, even throughout the period during which Ira was called to war as an ambulance driver, and when he returned, his hearing somewhat damaged, and with his love of French cooking fired by a brief stay in Paris, Ira and Agnes married. Agnes, to my knowledge, has never revealed what it was that compelled her to marry this man, who seemed to every way opposite to her; when asked about it, the two would merely share a smile, and say only that they had come to some agreement. 

It was in this period that Agnes made the acquaintance of Miss Devereux. Ira had joined a practice, which kept him away most of the day; Agnes, to fill her time, began to work with sculpture, for she had always loved to worked with her hands. She made mainly decorative figures, which she would sell for a small sum to various department stores, as though these hand-made sculptures, set beside plants or false exists would lend some of Agnes’s own vivaciousness to the displays. One day, Agnes was overseeing the installation of one of her pieces; Annie, who happened to be walking by, could not help but exclaim over it, which was intended to be a lamp in the form of a tripod done in clay, glazed (a small bulb hung down from the center). While the boys were running a cable for the electricity, the two ladies began to converse. Annie asked Mrs. Magness, if she were aware of the significance of the tripod.

“Tripod?”

“The shape, Miss, of your lamp.”

Taking her by the arm to a clothing rack, Annie explained that the tripod represented the stability of truth. What a look must have been on Agnes’s face, as if she had seen a ghost!


“Well, I did have some trouble in giving the top some support, and the legs were something hard in the firing,” Agnes explained, running her hands through her hair, which she always kept short—although now she wished perhaps it would have been longer. 


“Do you have a moment? I won’t keep you long,” Annie asked.


“Well, yes—”


And so, Annie explained to her that the first leg represented the argument, which connects B to A; the second leg was the perception of the truth or falsity of A; the third leg was the conclusion, the truth of B, that follows from the first two in combination. 


“So, the three legs of the tripod represent the three perspectives we can take: the past, where the argument is given, the present, where the conditions are ascertained, and the future, which can be conjectured based on the first two. What I mean to say is, if you know that, say, if a man loves you, you ought to marry him, and you find out that a man loves you, then you can say, in the future, you ought to marry him. Those three steps are the legs of the tripod.”

Annie went on to say that she was very much impressed, moreover, with the bulb that hung down from the tripod, which seemed to her to represent not only the light of truth, but the heated wine-cup of Dionysus, which Philochorus tells us, lays bare the heart of man. 


Throughout this explanation, Agnes remained silent.


“Do you understand?” asked Annie.


“I think I do, it’s just that…So what you mean to say is that, in order to figure out what we ought to do, we need all three things, or else… Well, the tripod will fall over, I suppose, in your example.”


“Yes, that’s a fine way to put it. I’m sorry, Mrs. Magness,” Annie said quickly, “for imposing on you like this. What I’m really trying to tell you is just this: that I very much love your piece, and would, if you’re willing, commission one for myself.” 

 Annie pulled a scrap of paper from that notebook, which she always kept hidden, and provided Mrs. Magness with her number; having done so, she thanked Mrs. Magness again, and hurried from the department store. The boys who had been installing the tripod stared after her in amazement; they turned to look at Agnes. Agnes calmly put her paper into her purse.

 “Well, be careful with it!” she said, and left.

Now, at this time, Agnes was confronted with a problem that many of my female readers will have encountered upon their entrance into marriage. Busying herself with housework, and now loaded with the additional activity of creating her sculpture for Miss Devereux, Agnes was often occupied when Ira returned home from his practice hungry and impatient for dinner —and often at irregular hours, which Agnes could not anticipate. Walking through the door, nothing stymied Ira’s unhappy senses more than the chill of the house, its darkness, and lack of comfort, Agnes being upstairs at work with her clay. At first, Ira, with all his politeness, brought this to her attention with understanding; but, after some weeks, he began to lose his temper with her, anxious above all for hot food to eat and a warm place to read, when he finally arrived home. As upset with her husband as he was with her, Agnes spent some hours effecting a solution of which she was particularly proud. 

If Ira comes home, she thought, and the house is cold and dark, then he’ll be unhappy. Well, that’s certain, she thought. That’s how it’s been. And what would I prefer? That Ira will be happy. Well, then, she thought, what is there to do, but make the house warm and bright? Around four in the afternoon, when Ira was certain to be home within and hour or two, Agnes would leave her sculpture, and dance about the house lighting all the lamps. Having done this, she would go into the kitchen and dice quickly some garlic and onions, and begin to sauté them. The very smell of cooking itself permeated the house. Turning down the flame, Agnes would fly back upstairs to continue to mold the legs of the tripod, or else apply a few last touches to her hair or make-up, particularly if the couple was to see a movie that evening. 

Soon enough, Ira would come home.

“Say, that smells good, Agnes!”

“Just a moment, Ira! I’m just fixing myself up.”

And in this way, she would have about forty or fifty minutes more to settle herself, before Ira would begin to wonder, from the chair into which he would sink, closing his eyes, and imagining the full meal presently cooking in the kitchen, where she had gotten to.

Agnes took great joy in her discovery. Her thoughts spiraled around her as she ascending or descended the stairs, each day in accordance with her plan. She felt as if each time she were sliding down the legs of the tripod, feeling the certainty of her situation, and the prophecy which she lived each day. If I sauté, then he will smile. If it smells divine, then it will be warm. If it is warm, well… What revelations she remembered having! Whereas before, her thoughts had seemed to come haphazardly, as if arising from some cluttered space inside her, now they followed one another in a dance, as if leaping from one place to another, in accordance with the melody and rhythm of an unknown song reaching for its end. From one flight of stairs to the next, from one room to another, or one building to its neighbor, each movement was like another leg of a journey for Agnes, each of which seemed by necessity to lead to the next, for her and only her, whose thoughts, so organized, were invisible to all.

It was soon afterwards, that I myself first met Agnes. Miss Devereux had invited her into her home on Washington Square, which her mother had recently vacated; I was invited as well along with a number of her acquaintances, in order to unveil the second tripod. Over a mid-day meal, amidst the somewhat alien furniture, Agnes was ready to regale us with her success. She was about to take a seat by the window, when Annie hurried told her, that it would be best not to sit on that cushion. A few in the room laughed, as Annie conveyed her protégé to another seat.  


“Oh,” Agnes said, overcoming her embarrassment, “if only you could hear my thoughts now! There’s no one to tell them to during the day, and I’m certain they are at least as interesting as any you might read in a book.”


She pointed to Annie’s bookcase, that place, which, many have remarked, seemed to speak more of Annie’s character than any other. Agnes went on, saying that she had everything to thank of the famous Miss Devereux, that latter having taught her to take pride in putting one foot in front of the other. Annie, in her way, was touched, and by way of her own thanks, presented to Agnes a French cookbook, since at their last meeting, Agnes had seemed quite interested in learning something more of their customs.

16. A short story, Blares the Grave, by Richard Kingston, 1956.
Tell us! ye Dead! Will none of you in Pity

To those you left behind disclose the Secret!

Oh! That some courteous Ghost would blab it out!

What ‘tis You are, and We must shortly be.

I’ve heard, that Souls departed have sometimes

Forewarn’d Men of their Death: ‘Twas kindly done

To knock, and give th’ Alarum…

· Robert Blair, The Grave

Perhaps you were informed of my sister’s death via the newspaper. My family became quite famous for a few weeks. The reporters had it accurately. The Jacobs had gathered for their family reunion in Hempstead, Long Island. I was there, with my two children, Annabel and Stephen, as was my sister, Beth, with her three kids, Randall, Duncan, and Clara. Our mother, Arlene, was present, and the host of cousins and more distant relations. Not present was my ex-wife, with whom I had lost contact, nor Beth’s husband Jerry who had passed away some years previously. I agreed to drive my mother, and her two sisters, back to Long Island City, since none of them owned a car; Beth and I had planned to take our kids to see some of the sights in Manhattan, and with this in mind, she agreed to drive all five of them to the city, and I would meet up with them as soon as possible. 

I dropped my great-aunts off at their respective homes, and my mother and I were just entering her apartment, when we heard the telephone ring. My mother claimed she was exhausted, and in no shape to talk on the telephone, so I hurried in to answer the call. It was my sister. Her voice sounded distant and unsure.

“Mark? Is that you?”

“Yes, Beth, it’s me. Where are you?”

“I stopped off…”

I waited for her to finish, but all I could hear was her breathing roughly into the receiver.

“Are you alright, Beth? Have you made it to the hotel?”

“I’m not sure where I am. I’m trying…”

“Beth, where are you calling from?”

“I feel very strange,” she said, and she hung up the phone.

Between the time I left my mother’s apartment and rushed to the hotel in Manhattan, there being no other place for me to go, my sister returned to her car, and turned onto the Long Island Expressway in the wrong direction, drove for about five miles, reports say, weaving through oncoming traffic, before colliding head on with another vehicle, killing the occupants of the other car, herself, my children, and all but one of hers. Only the little Clara, about thirteen years old, survived. She suffered head trauma, and was rushed to St. John’s in a comatose state. This is where the newspaper report ends.

The police called my mother first, and then I was called; the funeral was scheduled immediately, and, like a good Catholic, my mother refused an autopsy of her daughter’s body, although the police insisted upon it after I brought to their attention the phone conversation which I had had shortly before my sister’s death. But within a week the bodies were buried, untouched, at the cemetery in Hempstead, about half a mile from the Jacobs family house, where I live. 

It fell to me to take care of Clara. The doctors claimed they could do nothing more for her. She was no longer in danger for her life, but they could not say if she would ever wake up. It would be best, they explained, for her to be taken home, and cared for, that is, cleaned, fed, for she would swallow instinctively purees, kept warm, and so forth. In that way, the expense of a hospital bed would be avoided. My mother refused the responsibility of Clara, and so I went to the hospital myself, wrapped her in blankets, laid her in the backseat, and drove her home.

I had cleared out my sister’s old room, which I had been using as a library for some years. I found Beth’s old bed in the attic, disassembled, and with a little labor, I returned it to its proper place. I found some blankets as well, in a box beside her old writing desk, and with these, I tucked Clara in each night. Having for some years made my living as a writer, I was able to spend much of my time at the house. Every few hours, I would come into Clara’s room, feed her some mashed peas or apple sauce, and clean her bed-pan. Every two or three days, I would undress her, and sponge her lightly, dress her again, and cover her in the warm blankets. I confess that I spent a great deal of time in Clara’s room, for it seemed a great deal more lonely for both of us to be separated, myself in the study, and Clara in her bed. So I would sit up at nights by the bed-site, when I was unable to write. I would watch her lovely face, her little waves of brownish hair, darkening, no longer kissed by the sun, and her upturned nose, which brought to my mind the very image of my sister, when we were both young.

What must her last conscious moments have been like? It was almost unimaginable: to be trapped in the car while my sister sped down the road, seeing the alarmed, worried eyes of the other drivers out the window, wondering if she should pull open the door and leap from the car, if she would survive the fall, or perhaps, if she could wrestle the steering wheel from her own mother, and convey her brothers and cousins to safety. Or perhaps the atmosphere in the car was calm; perhaps Beth had explained something to the children that pacified them. But what could it have been? Maybe one of my children tried to escape, and the other children, at Beth’s shrieks, prevented it; maybe one of them tried to push Beth out the door, and, riveted by the spectacle of a child kicking for dear life an adult, the rest forgot to leap out the doors, when, through the windshield, the final collision revealed itself inevitably. 

Sometimes Clara would moan in her sleep, and half string a sentence together. Every few days her eyes would flutter open, but with a look of blankness or of terror, they would quickly slide closed again, as if dismissing this living world. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think, as I sat by her side, holding my coffee, as morning rose, that perhaps the fluttering of her eyes and her moans were attempts at an escape, that she relived her last waking moments continuously, and for weeks was fighting to be free of them. I could almost imagine hearing the shouts in her head, as the drivers of the other cars no doubt heard cries from Beth’s vehicle as they drove past. What did they think, at that dreadful moment, when those frantic souls were raving against the windows, shrieking for help, but shrieking in vain? I cried over Clara, in these rememberings, and held her close as if in her body were the bodies of my Annabel and Stephen, those unlucky ones. I would caress her hair, and kiss her forehead, and in those moments, I imagined that she were Beth herself, returned to her youth. 

One afternoon, while I was feeding her, Clara began to cough violently on her food. As I wiped her mouth, her eyes opened and stared directly into mine. 

“Clara?” I asked after a moment. She softly muttered a greeting.

“How are you, Clara? Can you speak to me? How do you feel? Are you alright?”

“Very sleepy.”

I put my hand on her forehead, and bent my head close.

“That’s alright, Clara, you can sleep. I just want very much to talk to you.”

“The ring?”

She said it so quietly, I could almost doubt I had heard it at all. 

“What ring?”

She moaned a little, and her eyes by degrees shut themselves tightly.

That night I was kept awake by thundering unaccompanied by any rain. It was hot. I had moved a fan into my room, and positioned it against my face. Even over the noise of the machine, I could hear the thundering like the sky’s dry heaves. The ring, I kept thinking, as if the word itself could someone solve the mystery. The ring? In the buzzing of the fan, I imagined I could hear all sorts of things: as I drifted off to sleep, it was almost as if I heard footsteps outside my door, the sound of cabinets being opened and closed, the sound of my mother running the tap, a drawer being shut tight, and locked.

  In my dream, I was running down corridors, long corridors, made of stone, that seemed abruptly to end, and turn at some strangle angle, so that I could never see around any corner. Over the sounds of my footsteps, I could hear knocking from below, as if I were moving atop an endless series of trap doors. Suddenly, a wall loomed up before me, inset with stained glass; as I neared it, I felt myself run through a mass of cobwebs, that tangled themselves invisibly in my hair, against my skin. I tried in vain to brush them off, closing my eyes to protect them, still moving forward. When at last I opened my eyes, the eerie light of the stained glass had been replaced by an open courtyard, with a few elm trees lining the walkways. Everything was cast in a hateful, red glow. The sky above me appeared like a painted ceiling; and where the sun normally shone, there were the eyes of my mother. But I wasn’t afraid of them. Not at all crinkled with age, they looked down upon everything kindly as if in forgiveness. As soon as I beheld them, they fluttered closed, and in the middle of the courtyard, stood an easel. I floated to it, slowly, and found myself staring into the face of my sister. The closer I came, the more the painting seemed to move toward me, until I realized that it wasn’t the canvas itself, but the figure in it that was growing larger. By the time I stood before it, Beth had extricated herself from the painting, and I was face to face with her. She had dressed herself in her old pajamas, her hair a mess of curlers, and, reflected in her eyes, I saw myself in khakis and a t-shirt, with barely the trace of a beard on my face.

“Beth,” I whispered, and as if conveyed forward by the wind, I pressed my cheek against hers, my ear against hers, my neck against hers. My hands tangled themselves in among the rollers, and when I again met her eyes, with the soft touch of a the roots of a plant, she brushed her lips against mine. I put my hands on the sides of her head, and held her, and I raised my eyes slowly from her chin, to her lips, to her nose, and then to her eyes, which were at once glazed and terrified, and she began to blink as if lost, and then they shut themselves with a kind of finality that caused the walls to ground themselves, without a trace of dust. Then, everything was suddenly illuminated as if a lantern had exploded beside me, that, opening my eyes, I realized was only the lightning outside my room. The fan still buzzed. I could hear the rustling of leaves, barely, and, over top, an occasional thunder. And then, unmistakably, the sound of a door shutting.

I sat up in my bed, but in the darkness I couldn’t see whether my door were shut, or no. It wasn’t. As if still dreaming, I rose from my bed and walked out into the hallway. From where I stood, I could see the door of Beth’s room still standing open. I walked quietly down the hallway, and stopped at the doorway to the room. The window was open, and the curtains were fluttering softly. Clara still lay as I had left her, but, with an intake of breath, I perceived her eyes glittering in the darkness. When I reached her side, her eyes were closed, and her breathing even, so that I could not suppose that she had been awake and about the house. I reached out to touch her face, softly. I placed my hand against her cheek—she jerked up suddenly, as if convulsing, crying out!—I drew back my hand. Her eyes fluttered open, and she seemed to mouth a few words, but then she subsided into silence.

I turned on the lamp. I couldn’t think of returning to my room, alone, nor did I feel comfortable to be with my niece, but the best course of action appeared to be to light up the room, and to sit down in the chair, so that the two of us, conscious and unconscious, might bide the night together. 

I couldn’t shake the thought that Clara had somehow come into my room that night. I studied her face as if it contained the answer. She was in utter peace. My thoughts seemed to move through some dark, murky arena, indeterminate, resisting the probes of my consciousness, or rather, calling into question the very efficacy of those probes. In my head, awake or asleep, I was fourteen again, in this same house. The rooms were pervaded with the smell of griddle-cakes. My mother and father were talking in the kitchen. It was early on some Saturday morning. I had woken up, and pounced on my sister’s bed. She had screamed. Always pranking her, mocking her, spying on her over walls, through windows… We tickled each other, wrestling on the bed, laughing, until, as always, but as always by chance, I hit her in the eye, or elbowed her in some sensitive spot. She burst out into tears, and hit me back, and screamed at me. But I kept tickling her, poking, ridiculing her, giving lie to her tears, torturing her in torture so much that even she had to laugh at the ridiculousness of it, and I would manage to wrangle a smile from her tears. Then we played rougher and rougher, and it was as if our laughter took on the guise of a kind of madness, as if we were challenging each other to continue to laugh beyond the point of exhaustion, each triumphing in wakefulness by the other’s laughing transports. 

One time we kissed through a shower curtain. I remember the shape of her lips, like two fingers squished together, and the taste of the curtain mold. There is a photograph of the two of us wearing guilty smiles, taken on the same day; it stands on the bed table where then Clara was sleeping. As the weeks went by, the slickness of our guilty smiles seemed to dry up as we slowly realized that what we had thought a secret was already disclosed, and that our mother had not condemned us, but merely looked at us with forgiveness and understanding. But one day she took me aside while Beth was at her piano lesson. She sat me down in the kitchen, and stood above me.


“Mark, I know you’ve been fooling around with your sister.”


I was silent.


“Don’t look at me like that! You’re not in trouble. It’s only natural. She’s nice, isn’t she? Isn’t she nice?”


I nodded cautiously.


“Of course. And I know you’ll grow out of it. But I have to be certain that you will, Mark. Perhaps not right now, but soon, do you understand?”


I shook my head.


“Of course, you don’t understand. I haven’t told you anything yet.”


And then, averting her eyes, she told me a story… I lurched awake. The sun was shining. A cardinal was pecking at the window. Night had passed.


I smiled in memory, and turned from the window towards Clara’s bed. The covers were a mess; one leg lay out over the side of the bed; her arms were thrown over the pillows. Her hair was tangled, and her night-shirt was in disarray. I got up quickly to rearrange the bedding—but I froze in mid-rise. Her eyes were open again, staring past me. I wondered wildly if she had died in the night. But, when I reached her, I saw her chest was moving. I closed her eyes for her, unable to meet her gaze, and went to clean up. As I was fixing her pillows, I couldn’t help but notice her lip. On the left side of her lower lip, there was a bruise, as if she had bit into it during the night. A trickle of blood was smudged against her chin. 


I went to make myself breakfast. On the mantel over the fireplace, in a line, were the photographs which I, and my father, and his father before him, had taken at our family reunions. I realized I hadn’t yet put up the photograph I had taken just a few weeks before, with Annabel and Stephen, with Beth, and Randall, Duncan, and Clara, and I couldn’t suppress the thought that there were something forbidden about setting it in its place. I turned to the older photographs. What faces they all had! There were my sister and I, as adults, then children; my father standing next to his brother, and sister; my great-aunt standing next to her father; and her mother, standing next to her own father. Studying the photographs, the plate of eggs in my hand, I saw that each of the women was wearing a ring. My mother had told me a story… I looked closer. The pictures were grey and blurry, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the ring was the same in each photograph. I couldn’t recall my mother ever wearing a ring… I supposed it had gone into my father’s keeping, or his brother’s, as each seemed equally likely to have deserved the family inheritance. I actually recalled my great-aunt in my life-time. She was a quiet woman when I had known her, brought down by age. I saw that my grandfather had his hand on her shoulder. I remembered once, at a reunion a few years back, when my mother, a little tipsy, had told the story about my sister and me. We both hung our heads, a little embarrassed. It became a running joke. All the cousins would follow us around, peeking in on us through the folds in the tent, as if keeping an eye on our behavior. The relatives all nodded when they heard the story.


“Following in the footsteps of nobility,” my great-uncle had said, “As inseparable as two rings on the same finger.”


Everyone laughed. I finished my eggs and went to organize my papers. Thus I more or less occupied myself until nightfall, when I closed myself into bed, and shut off the light. The dream from the other night reoccurred, but this time, before I crashed through the stained glass, I fell into a cave, wet and moist, with two supports coming down at an angle, and meeting at a point. Curling smoke rose from the floor, and tangled itself around me. From above I could hear footsteps, doors opening and closing, and opening again. I could almost see the door in my mind’s eye, haloed in light, set in a field of darkness, the approach to it concealed by the uniformity of the lighting. A click, and then I heard what could only have been the sound of a drawer opening and closing shut. The firmness of this sound seemed to echo in my dreams until I roused myself in the morning. 


The first thing I did was to check on Clara. She slept softly. I couldn’t eradicate the sound of the drawer from my head. I went in to make myself breakfast, and busied myself opening and closing the drawers, searching their contents, listening closely to the sound of the return. I checked the bedside table in Clara’s room, her chest of drawers, the desk in my own room, the bathroom drawers… Finally, I went up into the attic. It was as musty as I had left it. I could still see the traces in the dust from my previous visit. The first thing I saw was my sister’s old writing desk. Of course, I thought. I must be going mad, with all these dreams. When I had come to collect bedding for Clara, I’d seen the writing desk and its drawers, the sound of which I knew quite well, but couldn’t place—Beth would often hide quickly her letters from me, locking them in the door—and my mind must have been circling around it, and her mystery, in my dreams. Promptly, I walked to the desk, drew open the drawer, expecting nothing to come of it, but there, in the drawer, lay a beautiful little velvet box. I opened the box, my hands trembling, and within it, on a little pillow, was a silver ring, on which was inscribed one-half the shape of a heart. It had to be the ring in the photographs I had seen. I wondered, that Beth had kept it hidden her all this time. I closed the box, placed it in my pocket, and returned back downstairs.


That day I talked to my mother on the telephone, but nothing interesting came of it. I spent some time listening to the radio, and I even, for a change of pace, stepped outside for a walk. I hadn’t been outside for some time. When at last the sun began to set, I returned myself home, and busied myself making a roaring fire in kitchen, and a neat little dinner. Clara remained peaceful—and, at last having solved the mystery, I thought it were as good a time as any to put up the final family portrait on the mantel. I dug around in the box, into which I had put all the mail and documents from the past few weeks, and at last found the print. I laid it out on the table, found a suitable frame, and was wiggling the picture in, when something caught my eye. There was Beth, with her arms around Randall, Duncan, and Clara, the last the very image of Beth herself. There was a strange gleam in Beth’s eye, which I hadn’t noticed that day. And there, before her, as I said, stood Clara, and on her finger, was a ring. 


The sun had gathered up all its rays, and rolled them down the horizon, where clouds were gathering in the distance. I put down the picture again on the table. The ring? With barely a thought, I raced into Clara’s room, and half-expected her to leap up at me. But she lay as silently as if death itself had taken her. Without a care, I ripped off the blankets, and grabbed one wrist, and then the other, but there was no ring. Where could it have gone? I saw in my mind’s eye again the scene of the last moments in the car. Clara still had the ring, she was wearing the ring. Who had given it to her? Beth? My mother? Some other relative? And then, that gleam in Beth’s eye. It was her ring, that Clara had. What did it mean? Beth had a ring, it was in her drawer—though as I thought about it, I realized that the previous picture of her wearing the ring had been taken about ten years previously, well after she had moved out of the house. Had she had the opportunity of replacing it? I couldn’t think! I pulled out the ring from my pocket, and studied it again. That half-heart. I couldn’t dare to think these conclusions were allowable, but I hurdled on with my reasoning. Two rings? Clara had it, and now she lost it. Was Beth wearing it, when I had last seen her, mangled, but repaired, lying on the bier? And my mother had wanted her buried immediately. Why had my sister murdered herself? Why had she slaughtered our entire family? There had to be something—why?—and in a sort of haze, I tore from the house, stopping only to grab myself a shovel and a lantern. Yes, I would dig her up, and find the ring, and discover the secret for myself.


Elms surrounded the graveyard, elms with no branches, that seemed to rise up into the damp wind like spires. Nettles and moss grew here and there, and the whole sable tribe of the dead lay quietly underneath the homely phrases that adorn their names. I cannot stop myself, I thought. Let my heart be still a moment, and explore. I found her grave, towards the back. Beth Jacobs. Without a further delay, I plunged the shovel into the earth. Doubt beset my mind entirely. But I was in no position to determine the truth, until I had satisfied for myself… I tossed the dirt to the side, and within an hour or so, I managed to strike her coffin. I plunged down with my hands, clearing the dirt away. It was quite dark by then, and I hung the lantern from the shovel, which I’d stuck in the ground. Perhaps I didn’t need it; the moon was bright, and the lantern seemed to be shining only for itself. I cleared off her coffin, and with a cry, I ripped open the lid, and burst out into tears. Her face, wan, sallow, melting, her bones reaching out through her skin—her head laid low, the make-up on her skin cracking, and a worm, a single worm, rolled in lazy volumes through her lips. I couldn’t bare to touch her, but grabbed the lantern from above, and brought it down to her hands. Nothing. Nothing. There was no ring. 


Had I been deceiving myself this entire time? I should be back in front of the fire, I thought, what a fool I am! What secret could there have possibly been, but the unknowable secret, the secret of the last lit moments of Beth Jacobs, which men will never understand. And what other secret can there be in which that secret takes part, but the open secret that all take part in, the secret of death, which tames us all, and strews us on the same ground, we who lend our carcasses to cover our own offspring, and they their offspring—, and all this hypothesizing, I thought, is going too far. One can discover too much, and not discover anything at all, but shame.


I climbed from the grave, and wiped my brow with my shirt. I was about to grab the shovel, when a peal of summer thunder rocked me, and then another, and then a flash of lightning—I was barely above to see, in the sudden light—but when my vision calmed itself at last, I saw in the distance, there, at the gate of the cemetery, standing in the very middle—Clara. Her eyes were wide and unseeing. But as soon as I beheld her, she rushed forward, past rows of graves, her arms flailing, and then leapt—I lunged to stop her, but she kicked me away, with nails and teeth—leapt into the grave of her mother. Daring not descend into the scene, I saw them, illuminated by the moon and stars—did the dirt shift? It must have been the dirt shifting—for as soon as Clara’s body touched her mother’s, her mother’s arms moved to wrap themselves around her child, and there—I saw it at last—was it dawn creeping over the horizon?—on Clara’s finger, there glimmered the ring. She wailed, as if she would never cease. I reached into my pocket, shaking terribly, and took out my own little box. I opened it, dreading what I might find, hoping… Clara was silent now, and only the wind was heard. Inside, the box there gleamed the second ring. It was my ring, and Clara wore the other.

17. What Our Youth Thinks, an article for Le Monde by Emile Thibaud, April, 1968; translated for the New York Times.


Filtered through the bemused false understanding of the reporter M. Thibaud, we get a panorama of the state of the French youth one month before the events of May, 1968. Students from different worlds are interviewed in turn: students of literature, anthropology, mathematics, classics, a few Englishmen, and many, many Marxists, some with Situationist leanings (“Don’t Work!”), others deeply aligned with the structural Marxism of Louis Althusser. Some students from all fields see the political struggle diachronically—in the movement of history, in the changes from the past—and others see it synchronically—in the relations of the present, in which some are oppressed or not, due to explicit current power relationships. But in both cases, the Althusserians bring up the impossibility of mounting a coherent critique of society, since any idea of an ideal society implies some idea of the good, which must derive itself from some idea of human nature. Following a radical reading of Marx, their professor Althusser claims that there is no human nature—human nature itself is a front for bourgeois ideological repression. Thus, a moral ought must be replaced with a scientific will. (There is a contradiction implicitly in this.) 


Our cast of characters each give different, slightly humorous, always off, characterizations of this dilemma. One student brings up this example of ideology: the locality of fire. Imagine a time when all heating was localized (at fire), and the conceptual break that results when heating is de-localized and made uniform by central heating. There is no ought in this analysis; there are only failures of imagination, surprises, and then, reformation in the aftermath of doubt.


If we are always already turned into subjects by ideology, how can one express one’s discontent? Clearly, something irrational lies at the heart of apparent reasoned discourse. Does accepting influences combat them? Is it just as grave a misunderstanding of the past automatically to posit incomparable phenomenal experiences to periods of differing modes of production, as to claim that all men in all ages are essentially alike? Is constant suspicion tenable for social problems? Are there some issues that demand action? 


(For later: Althusser, a lifelong Catholic, murdered his wife in the 1980’s in a moment of mental instability. Can we trust him? Is even intuition tainted with the false solidity of human nature?)


Close with Antigone: “Wonders are many, and none is more wonderful than man… Never may he share my hearth, never think my thoughts, who doth these things!”

18. Excerpt from Genealogies of Invective, by Antonio Alfaro, a Bolivian living in Mexico City, published in 1969.
Born and raised in a small village on the Rio Lauca in Bolivia, Alfaro grew up speaking mancha, an indigenous language of some 300 speakers; Spanish is his second language, which he adopted for his writing upon moving to Mexico City, and upon immersing himself in the Western literary tradition, which was unavailable to him as a child. With this experience close in his conscious mind, he tracks in this excerpt the mystical side of literary influence, which trips through time like honey. He is deeply indebted to the work of Julieta Lemoncita. He writes the history of love in the stars; again, books whisper to each other; locations breath; the world rises up in one great curse and blessing. This becomes his theme: the curses and blessings heard by the stars.

In the tradition of Agnoios, It is asked, Why did not the Greeks curse? The invisible fact: they blessed and cursed constantly, but their exclamations have lost their meaning in translation. Impotent and irrelevant to us (and our own idea of transgression, often sexual where once religious), they live on only as archaisms. (The Greeks won’t say fuck you, but curse in the context of gods… and when they do bring up, say, homosexuality in their curses, we lose that element to the mediation of the Victorians. Cf. the suppressed Catullus XVI: “I will fuck you up the ass and fuck your face, cocksucker Aurelius and Furius, you pedophile’s dream, you two, who think, because my verses are delicate, that I am immodest…”) Mancha, like English, works with sexual curses (but strangely), and he contrasts this with the religious nature of Spanish curses. And what do we do with narratives like the weird, toneless torture of the Mary’s in Browning’s story? A story that refuses, and invites meaning. That repels curses, to make us curse.

The question is raised, when the words of writers of history mingle in the present: Did they know what it’s like to be me? Or do I know what it’s like to be me through them? Or do I think they’re like me because they pass through me already? Are the content of curses and blessings universal?
He retells the story of Echechrates the lover of Aristax, who wrote graffiti on the Temple at Delphi (“echechrates is no pussy he has a big dick”) right next to the inscriptions… Who became enamored of the virgin, and incensed with her perfumes (“invariably any goat that approached the chasm [at Delphi] and peered into it [inhaling the vapors] would leap about in an extraordinary fashion and utter a sound quite different from what it was formerly wont to emit” – Diodorus). Diodorus also writes:

Echecrates the Thessalian, having arrived at the shrine and beheld the virgin who uttered the oracle, became enamoured of her because of her beauty, carried her away and violated her; and the Delphians because of this deplorable occurrence passed a law that in the future a virgin could no longer prophesy, but that an elderly woman ... would declare the oracles and she would be dressed in the costume of a virgin as a sort of reminder of the prophetess of olden times. (Trans. C. H. Oldfather)

And who scattered his graffiti far and wide in Greece.
19. Harvey Gorman’s commencement speech for the class of 1972 at the University of Temper at Austin.

Harvey Gorman, the nephew of Shy Hortbaum, returns to his alma mater to give a commencement address. He begins my recounting his life story: how upon graduating he returned home to West Philadelphia—although his parents, by that point, had joined most of his relatives in moving to the Jersey suburbs—and began practicing law…reading novels in his spare time, hiding them underneath legal documents and a change of clothes in his office… he grew bored of the life and, through a friend, became involved in the movie business, working as a screenwriter’s consultant, eventually moving out to California. He tells the graduating class that he was instantly immersed in the strange world of filmmaking, attending meetings to discuss niggling legal plot points, about which the screenwriters and assistants would quiz him. He was there for getting the details right. “I would sit down with the screenwriter, Blumfeld, my friend, and we would hack out these scenes of just pure exposition… a bunch of lawyers in a room, arguing… We would watch the classics over and over again to get an idea, Anatomy of a Murder, 12 Angry Men… But always we’d come back to the main problem, which was how to shove a whole lot of legal information down the throats of the audience, so they’d get, you know, what was going on. It sounds pretty silly, but that’s how these movies work. If that’s the story you want to tell, this is what you need to do. But as we were writing these scenes, it go me thinking about what it is that I do…”

He describes how these scenes would write themselves—a bunch of lawyers sitting around a room, shooting ideas back and forth, as if all each of them wanted to do was show off what they knew about the legal system. Now that the scenes were written with that in mind—perhaps—but that’s how it would always come off. “And so I started to think about what it was like for people to watch these movies, to grow up with these movies like I did… because they really seem to suggest a certain idea about lawyers: that we’re know-it-alls, smart-alecks—and all that comes from this convention, this necessity of exposition in writing a movie. So what it is like for kids—and I’m speaking about my own experience here—who feel a little like outsiders at school, a little insecure, who want to feel smart, be professional—I think all kids universally have this desire to mimic: I would dress up myself as a lawyer, as a banker, as a train conductor, set up institutions out of cardboard boxes in my living room—and so kids see these movies, and adopt this attitude from the lawyers they see, or it brings out a certain color in their temperament, perhaps… And they become lawyers exactly as we portrayed them, back in Hollywood, for no other reason, than it was easier to write it that way. And it becomes real. Life changes and no one intended it. Now you might argue that lawyers have existed since the dawn of civilization—the Romans had lawyers jokes—but then I would just argue that what today is convention of movies, could have always been a convention of speech! Just imagine Roman lawyers lounging in triclinia, trying to explain to their friends and relatives what their days were like—and they come up against this same problem: having to explain something very complicated in dialogue, something they know to people who are ignorant, and maybe a little resentful of not knowing… And so this business with lawyers has existed for a very long time, and it’s gone over and recreated at every moment in history. But as far back as you go, there are always lawyers—as soon as history is recorded, there are lawyers—and so you can’t tell if those Romans were creating a type of person on their own, coming up against this problem of exposition—or if they themselves already had some idea of what lawyers were like, as I said, since as far back as you go, there are still lawyers and stories about lawyers hanging around… ”

And so, he explains, this is an example of a cultural antinomy: one is left unable to assign origin to some fact of culture, aspects of which can be explained simultaneously as natural as well as artificial, particular as well as universal, as ancient and completely contemporary, derivative and original, all at the same moment. 

Of course, that’s not the whole story, he says, since any theorizing in this manner falls into a trap, that the subject theorizing is always constrained by a kind of living understanding with the time in which he lives. For the subject’s perception—my perception, he says—of lawyers, as well as children wanting to be lawyers, is conditioned by my already having lived in a world with children and lawyers, and stories about lawyers that children hear. And so, one has to ask, why do I already perceive lawyers that way, and only now—working in the movie business—realize it? And why do I myself suggest that children want to mime, and feel secure and professional and powerful, like lawyers, and so adopt costumes and roles? Because that’s what I did? Or because that’s how I perceived the children acting around me? Perhaps I only perceived them that way because of the stories I’d heard about children? 

He concludes: “So I tell you about these paradoxes today, because I think it’s worth your time, now, as you are all about to go off into the world, about to become world-famous lawyers yourselves, to become aware of the way that something irreducibly undecidable lies at the heart of who you think you are. Because this isn’t just conscious knowledge I’m talking about, but something unspoken, something that lies under the very feelings that make up the experience of living in the world. You know, in ancient Greece, on the wall of the Temple of Delphi, there were three inscriptions, that had a lot of wisdom: Know Thyself, Nothing In Excess, and the letter E. I don’t know anything about that last one, but I think the first two are enough for a life time: Know Thyself leads to interminable doubt, that’s what I’ve been speaking about so far. But, Nothing In Excess—that there is the means of escape, which tempers the agony of impenetrable passion that vies in the soul with the joy of abstraction.”
20. Introduction to New Voices: Contemporary Fiction from La Mancha, edited and with an introduction by Martín Aucapoma, 1977.

Aucapoma, a second generation Bolivian-American, recently installed at Temper University, tries to make his name by compiling an anthology of stories translated from mancha, the hitherto overlooked indigenous language, now in the process of finding its way as a literary language. He tracks the stylistic innovations in the texts by quoting them in his introduction, juxtaposing them with their supposed influences and sources (many of which come from this book). He himself, having grown up in the United States, cannot distinguish clearly between the borrowed and the new, although most of the writers he quotes remain in Bolivia. 


One particular hobby-horse of a trend which he tracks is the notion of “obsession”: characters who are single-minded, whose speech is repetitive, and whose ideas are fixed. He posits a number of European predecessors, but, unable to verify these influences empirically, he decides the origin of the trend lies in the particular experience of the indigenous speakers, perhaps pointing to a number of linguistic features… in fact, he sets up a contrast between mancha, and a neighboring language, fusis: whereas mancha enforces a strict inflectional and syntactic separation of the subject and object of a sentence, to the point of topicalizing the subject, and deferring the object to the end of the sentence, fusis makes no grammatical distinction between the subject and object: the object itself performs upon itself, and the traditional subject is implicated as a kind of witness, grammatically, by a declensional pattern, following a preposition. 


Aucapoma draws from this cultural clash the idea that the speakers of mancha became obsessed, in opposition to the speakers of fusis, with the idea of a subject obsessing over an object, which both determines it, and yet cannot be possessed. In fact, Aucapoma himself is quite obsessed with the idea, no doubt influenced himself by the reading of obsessive characters. At the end, unknowingly, he quotes one of the authors included in the anthology, who seems to suggest that obsessives in literature far outnumber those in real life: for when one is writing a story, it is much easier to write a character with one idea, than many. Aucapoma takes this to mean that when writing in mancha, it is difficult to write characters with many ideas, which quite misses the point…

21. Interview with Ken Ames, appearing in Cinematic, Fall 1980.

Over the course of this interview, Mr. Ames tells the story of his failed attempt to turn Johann Augustus Abbt’s novel, The Navel of the World, into a movie. Part of the problem, he says, well, there were two problems. First of all, I wanted to do the movie set in the present day. I felt very strongly that it would be much too alienating to have all that set in the past. Nothing for people to hold on to, you know. And I also had the idea—and this is what really made me want to turn this into a film—was that while reading the novel, I knew immediately I wanted a funk soundtrack. It really made an impression on me, the hints of music in the novel. The hymn to Apollo, of course, carved on the temple walls… But also the way that music, or sound, seems to come in as counterpoint to many of the scenes. And that’s totally contemporary! You’re going about your day, doing your thinks, errands, walking down the street, lost in your own thoughts, which do have a rhythm of course, but then you pass by a car, or you hear the radio from a window, and all of a sudden, you say, yeah, that’s right. And you start walking differently, and you start thinking differently. You’re totally, like, immersed. And so that’s why I wanted to do this movie in the present day, since I had already figured out exactly what songs I would use, to sort of set the scene, since I think the music represents the kind of thinking, the rhythm of it, that leads to the events that happen in the book. So that’s the first problem…


The second was dealing with the fact of turning a book into a movie, obviously, since Abbt’s novel is very allusive, of course. And when you’re making a film, everything is very obvious. It’s all on screen. So how do you deal with implication, and that sort of thing, when everything is put on screen. How do you figure out what’s a convention of written fiction, and what’s essential to the story you’re trying to tell? So I tried to do all sorts of strange things with frame narratives, so as to set up these moments, but I felt at a certain point that the film became more about me reading the novel than the novel itself, about me trying to research the hell out of this novel, and having facts and everything pile up around me, as if they would never stop coming. So that’s when I stopped… but the experience has really stayed with me… even every time I hear a certain kind of music, you know.

22. A short story by Sarah Steinberg, Eichwomann, 1985.

“There are those in which the suffering finds no vent in action; in which a continuous state of mental distress is prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or resistance; in which there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done.”
— Matthew Arnold


(Sara Steinberg is the daughter of Agnes Magness.) This is the story of a man convinced that his lover is an idiot. The hypothesis had been festering in his mind for some time, but lurches into awareness upon his reading of Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem. He spies on his lover, from above the book, on the couch. She’s an idiot! he thinks. She’s one of them. The idiots. He often pretends to fall asleep, reading, on the couch, so he can spy on her, reconstructing her actions from the sounds, without his presence skewing the data… This is inconclusive. He decides to construct situations in order to prove her stupidity, her commonplaceness, her thoughtlessness. Because a single impression or a painful moment is inconclusive. He could be wrong. It could be him. And so he requires for himself systematic proof of her idiocy. It’s a Hamlet-like project, to prove beyond a doubt what he already believes, but fears—because of what proof would reveal about her, but more importantly, what it would reveal about himself, who trapped himself in the situation. He can’t bring himself to leave, and so he depends upon proof to prove to himself that a mistake was made. 


He’s a reform Jew, who has discovered in Woody Allen a substitute for an authentic Jewish experience. (His favorite writer, though, is Raymond Carver.) He is haunted by a Woody Allen look-alike, who haunts his apartment building, and seems to judge all his endeavors: which include the construction of situations by means of lies, acquaintances, varieties of technology, hoaxes, emotional traps, crimes, cons, and schooling (recalling, in his mind, Woody’s insistent education of Annie in Annie Hall), which he identifies as merely a crux for life construction—he glories in this understanding. He lies in bed, pretending to be asleep, imagining situations in his head, wherein imagining becomes a form of worrying, or even justification. Would true love obviate the need for proof? Would a situation prove anything, since he can never know who she is because she is either with him or without him, or filtered through those who know her, or those who don’t know what to look for, who cannot pick up on the meaning or meaninglessness of her decisions, of her actions which are contrary with her words… What he identifies with her idiocy is her lack of consistency: the proof hinges on her consistency, which never appears. But it is this consistent inconstancy that galls him. He cannot assign sufficient causes for her actions: she cannot assign causes to herself, or mis-assigns them to things which are impossible to his mind. 

He wonders, Is the problem the hypothetical better suited lover? Or a lack of love in himself? Or is it the sense of the possibility of an unknown lack not yet experienced? Or is the real problem, merely feeling bad, hungering for novelty in the face of repetition—which itself is a kind of repetition in uncertainty. 


In any case, she loves him, for her own reasons, and will not leave. She loves him for all this, since he feels compelled to rescue her every time for each of his situations. Each one shapes the other, then,  by the words, of knowing or unknowing deception, that are employed in order to help. At last, he begins reading Giacomo Leopardi: “a tiny confused idea is always greater than a vast one which is clear.” Reason makes things seem less valuable in themselves: and yet, he cannot help but think, there is a painful joy in reason, and a necessity, since above all, before he can hurt her and leave, he has to be sure absolutely that he is justified.

23. Women Do Like Rabbits, an essay by Erin Aronsky, published in October, 1987.

A critical essay written on Eddie Norton, an anti-feminist woman poet, the self-proclaimed inheritor of the Objectivist school, and intellectual disciple of Lorine Niedecker, who, later in life, famously lobotomized herself. The essay takes the form of a deconstruction of Norton’s poem women like rabbits. “to feel within oneself / pleasure within being / to drink / the heat in being / oneself / a simplicity / in clear light.” Set in three columns: the first, excerpts from Norton’s poetry; the second, the critical text; the third, Aronsky’s personal reminiscences of showering—of consciousness formed not from the continuity of memory, but by the unity of perception: the water hammering on her back; of the suffocating heat; of the interior, hugging warmth; of the rhythm of thoughts; of the excitement of leaving; of the despair of toweling off; of showering every morning in high school; in showering at odd hours in later life, at critical moments. 

In Norton’s poetry, Aronsky perceives the reversal of saint narratives: a non-journey to the non-place of being, of stripping away all ideas, but without transcendence in mind, but to the simple glow of the already there-ness of being. Norton’s phrasing of the non-desire of desire is juxtaposed by the desiring desire of St. Ermine; the already determinateness of inner being is juxtaposed with the chance-based, deconstructive search for non-determination by the modern queer saint Foucault. She takes from these contrasts the binary, sensual/cerebral, which is challenge in each of these examples: the one is already the other in the journey. (Much is made of Ermine’s relation with Rumi and Aquinas both; of his being kissed by the simplicity of Being in the midst of abstraction, but only then.) 

Finally, Norton takes on the title of the poem women like rabbits—the site of non-destination is located at the woman, who is like a rabbit, calm, immobile, with only the rapidly beating heart to distinguish it. Norton points out that this has often taken to be a anti-feminist statement, which she contests: in what sense are sentiments or experiences, male or female? What binds all experience together is the impossibility of trusting the feeling itself, and the irreducibility of both the experience, as well as the suspicion. Both lead nowhere: both appear immediate even as they are mediated. Norton transforms the title into women do like rabbits, a statement in which the language itself suggests its verification: in the subjective questioning of the scope of the statement; in the consideration of the already present male/female binary, into which all experience falls either one way or the other, but which, each time, could haven fallen male or female, merely by chance, by the necessity of being one or the other.

She ends with a story, of monks dispersing into the desert, mute, obliged to turn away from each other when they happen to meet; returning to the monastery, forbidden to recount their experience; while two saints argue for a day and a half over who will break bread; and living in the desert, they come to speak the language of the Bible.

24. Excerpt from Genius, by Caroline Seiff, 1993.
A thinly veiled roman à clef novel, set at Princeton, following the counterpart to Kelsie Devereux’s grandson, Kyle, who is torn between his overpowering desire for loving stability, and the uncovering of mystery. Kyle sets out to investigate the plausibility of the logician Kurt Gödel’s claim that there exists a world-wide conspiracy to make men less intelligent. 

For years Gödel had been very interested in the work of Gottfried Leibniz, whose work in symbolism (the characteristica universalis) influenced Gödel’s use of symbolism in the process of his incompleteness proof, going so far as to request copies of the voluminous Leibniz manuscripts to be brought to the United States during World War II. Gödel claimed to have discovered evidence of a conspiracy suppressing Leibniz’s work—that Leibniz had in fact completed the famously uncompleted universal language of thought, but had been prevented from publishing it. Kyle finds the few accounts in Menger and Morgenstern: conversations with Gödel, in which he would suggest that the Viennese Academy of Science, had been founded by Leibniz in secret, well before its official inauguration in the mid-19th century, that its record books had been destroyed, a conversation which, as always, was cut short by a student walking into the room; the conversation Gödel had with Morgenstern, calling him to the Firestone Library at Princeton, and showing him two piles of books: one of works published in Leibniz’s time, citing him, and the other, of the very originals of Leibniz’s work which were cited—he demonstrates that in many, many cases, the pages of Leibniz’s cited do not exist, either referring to a non-existent chapter, to a missing paragraph, to a page on which the supposed text does not appear, as if the books had been altered after the citations were performed; Gödel requesting a list of Catholic saints, etc, etc. Gödel came to believe that this conspiracy still existed, that it was preventing the public from understanding the significance of his work (in which he proved that any complex formal system cannot be both consistent and complete: that there will always exists truths that are true, but unprovable in the system, and that one of these truths is the very consistency of that system. Gödel saw this result as precisely asserting man’s ability to intuit mathematics in a Platonic sense, since no formal procedure could produce all truths.) Gödel, in fear, rarely published his work; and eventually wasted away after his wife’s death, refusing to eat—his wife would taste his food before he ate it—and starved himself to death in the late 70’s, they say, as a result of his rigorous, over-zealous application of the principle of sufficient reason: that everything happens for a reason, which is the narcissistic principle of both philosophers and paranoiacs.
Kyle tries to uncover the bibliographic references to Leibniz’s work, which Gödel had compiled, which are housed at the Firestone Library, but are written in an archaic 19th century German short-hand—he searches for those who might donate their time to help him solve the mystery. (Perhaps the conspiracy was local: Newton’s Royal Society minions trying to damage Leibniz’s reputation in the midst of the primacy controversy over the discovery of the calculus.) For he believes that a fundamental misunderstanding has occurred, based on our notion of genius: that genius is conflated with madness; that it is far to easy too believe that the greatest of all logicians—a man smarter than all of us—could be reduced to an unstable paranoiac; that the leap from genius to madness is too easy to make; that the most trustworthy source of all, is precisely the genius, Gödel. We are far too apt to ascribe insanity to genius, when the opposite is more reasonable. Where does this idea of Genius come from—is it universal or particular—something cultural, or something in the very nature of genius, although have geniuses always existed?

Further, questions are raised about the possibility of a perfect (human) language, which would transcend Gödel own limitations on formal language—he surely believed in the possibility of it. If only we could somehow formulate ourselves not in the reductive, circular, always expanding language of thought, but in the inner language of feeling, we could transcend expression. If we could communicate the Forms of thought, and not the thoughts themselves… For the thoughtful self-consciousness of a thing, never changes the presence of feeling; and yet at the same time, language, for example, in the word genius, possess the power of deception. Gödel’s work, for him, seems to suggest a human ability in this direction.

The distractions of university life, and the impossibility of going through the endless cramped Gödel documents, prevent Kyle from ever getting the bottom of the mystery.

25. Excerpt from Verbal Generation Techniques, Allen Aucapoma, 1995.

(Written by the son of Martín Aucapoma.) A meditation guide specifically designed to be read at certain times of the day: upon waking, upon getting into bed, while at the beach. A form of Muzak with words. A way to push into rhythm the shapes of consciousness. Bypasses the question of doubt, and tries to circle around the existence of consciousness itself, taking the position that the world has come into existence just now. A quasi-religious performative text that consists of experiments to allow one to perceive the very experience of having experience. Before you read this book, you are as dark inside as a table or a stone, which is itself, of course, but experiences nothing. It allows you to see an image, not merely perceive a thing.
26. Las Cameras, translated by the author from the Spanish, Lazaro Sucre Padilla, 1998.

(Padilla is the husband of Caroline Seiff.) An essay of digressions by a Bolivian fiction writer, in debt to the work of Prof. Aucapoma. He proposes to investigate the relationship between Greek tragedy and the native tragedies of the speakers of mancha. The essay begins with an account of Lazaro’s return to Bolivia, having for the first time traveled to America, and seen American movies. He experiences a cultural antinomy: walking through darkness, seeing objects grow larger, a campfire, in the distance, without the environment seeming to movie—and he thinks a thought he never had before visiting America: this feels like a movie. He must have had that feeling before, he thinks, but he can’t, for the life of him, remember what he would have called it. Is feeling like a camera something universal, or has it only come into existence with its name? If the ancient tragedians had the camera-like experience, how did they describe it? What have we misread it as? Or did they not have it at all? Was he himself in his youth never a camera, and has he now, only now, awoken to the light?


He walks into a smoky indigenous church, feeling more and more certain he is living in a film. He presents us with a thought experiment: Ovid, dead at Tomis, thrown into the Black Sea, which is so devoid of oxygen that it perfectly preserves him for two-thousand years. As prophesized by the Delphi oracle, he is dredged up, by accident, and we cut open his brain. Is he even human? Or do we only see our own humanness in his writing, since we only understand things with the living understanding of our time? In what sense is every dictionary misrepresenting the way in which words were intended? How far can we trust our own readings? How can we follow the thoughts of another without supplying our own?
Mancha tragedies are tragedies of consciousness—of the portrayal of inner doubt by externalization. Greek tragedies, famously, are silent on the inner life of characters, presenting them by action, enmeshed in obligation. Padilla proposes that the arts are fundamentally the same, but only understandable to those who view them with a living understanding. The Greeks would have perceived mancha tragedies as externalizations, as battles with gods, in much the same way as today we perceive the Greeks. 

Or perhaps, and Padilla cannot avoid the suspicion, that neither school of tragedy is about consciousness in any way, but the illusion that we are conscious: they are modes of deception, which work upon us via a common language, to cement the idea that we are conscious beings. The arts, in any age, grant us consciousness, by suggesting we see images, as oppose to perceive things, that they deceive us into thinking that the voices in our head are our own.

27. Commedia Dell’arte in Philadelphia, by Michael Stevens, appearing in Rolling Stone, 2001.


Written in a free-wheeling David Foster Wallace style. Nominally, an article about a psych-rock band deciding to revisit the conventions of Commedia Dell’arte on stage in Philly. W/r/t/w the author has many unsettling thoughts, which have not so much to do with the drugs, and everything to do with culture. Why are these masked figures on stage so intrinsically appealing, especially with music? Did the costume makers tap into some human universal imagery that’s really exciting, especially when drugged-out? Or did the guys on stage get the idea in a psychedelic state, and so we totally relate? Or maybe the very existence of costumes and conventions of concerts make us experience getting high in a particular way?

He describes seeing the show with his girlfriend, with whom he has a secret language of animal sounds that express simple emotions. Ooos, and eeps, and ahhs. A few old ladies are sitting on a bench in Rittenhouse Square, where the concert is. They see a puppy; and go, ooo! And Mr. Stevens thinks, well, I go ooo, too. But I’m not an old lady. At least, I think I’m not. But maybe, when I do it, it’s exactly the same, although I don’t realize it, since I don’t think, you know, that I’m an old lady. Did me and the old lady give in to the same impulse, or was it just a coincidence? Where did we even get the idea to ooo in the first place? Are these old ladies as baked as I am?


This reminds him of his own grandmother—dramatizing her bout with scarlet fever, her joining in the white flight from West Philly, her own mythologizing, her story, which seemed so perfect and natural, about how much she hated working in her husband’s delicatessen with her mother-in-law, who would never, ever shut up… how one time, she just gave in, and threw a ham at her mother-in-law… Which is funny in itself, of course… But it was funnier, and deeper, at the time, when the overriding issue in everyone’s life was the fact of having to live together in the same house, generation upon generation, which experience is just absent from our lives. So what part about the ham is funny? The word ham? The idea of grandmothers being young? The idea of mother-in-laws? The lost sense of entrapment? These are his thoughts—and the enjoyment of these are his main reason for going to concerts like this. And as such, he gives the band a whole bunch of stars.

28. Excerpts from Protoworldlang.com, 2004.
A crackpot website written by a Bolivian mancha speaker now living in San Cristóbal de las Casas in Chiapas, Mexico. Part of his strange style results in his presently learning English with a woman who owns an English language bookstore in the city. She teaches classes, which he sometimes attends. He often shows up to her bookstore to try to sell some of his more obscure collections.

His main goals is to construct the Proto-World language—reconstructing back from every known language to the very original tongue of mankind, which, if spoken, would clothe thoughts in the very best fitting manner. On weekends, he works as a tour guide at the Mayan site at Palenque, where he attempts to prove to tourists that the Mayans never existed, that the Egyptians and Greeks met the Chinese at Palenque during the time of Cleopatra, and the ruins there represent the merging of those two architectural styles. He’s a complete autodidact, but the perfect one: he holds everything he reads with utter suspicion, questioning the motives of those who write, always. He sees the Mayans themselves as a construction of the powers that be, to increase tourism, but more importantly, to carve out a kind of New World/Old World separatism. But, in fact, all cultures fundamentally share the same source: this man represents the next in line of a certain kind of backward-looking metaphysicians, a mode of thought that runs from the Greeks, through the Germans, and now, at last, to him and his few online disciples. 


He references Agnoios and Heidegger, and often takes the persona of a sullen dwarf, the contemporary of Leibniz. He has developed a novel philosophical method to solve the problem of endless doubt: since all paths of thought are conditioned, necessarily, and since one has no grounds by which to choose one conditioned path over another, he devises a method of following all conditioned paths possible, after which he identifies the commonalities of the conditioned paths, to determine what must be the unconditioned in this world.

29. A Family Movie, a short story by Julia Applebaum, 2006.
(Thinly veiled fiction written by the granddaughter, Julia, of Ira and Agnes Magness.) Applebaum writes from the perspective of a young woman, also named Julia, who embarks on a quest, her sophomore year of high school, to understand her family history for a Hebrew School project. She works on the project, with her boyfriend, Josh, of Bolivian extraction. It’s a required assignment: to interview one’s grandparents, and produce a report. For the execution of the project, they decide to make a movie about her grandmother, the fictional counterpart to Agnes Magness. Of course, they don’t quite meet eye to eye on all matters when they interview her; and when they set out to make their movie, it follows all the conventions of a film from the 1950’s, which, although Agnes was born in 1923, and probably had her formative experience much earlier than that. But, this is how the children understand their elders; the conventions of stories, written or televised, shape the way we expect people to respond to us, to respond to the stories we tell, and the movies we make. This is their mental imagery of the spirit of the time, literalized in particular shots, and ways of speaking.

During the filming of the documentary, Agnes dies. After her death, the family gathers to sit shiva for her, and retell all the Agnes Magness stories they can remember. Julia has never heard so many stories, and it entirely disrupts their project. She realizes that, all of a sudden, she can’t imagine at all what the inside of Agnes’s head was like, since it all seems to different from her experience, and from the movie they are making. Who was she? During the shiva, she tries to summarize the gist of all the stories in text messages to her boyfriend. Her mother gets angry, calls her into the kitchen… Would your grandmother have been texting if she were here again? Julia is horrified, because she just doesn’t know. She isn’t sure even if she is justified in crying; she runs outside, and calls Josh immediately.

30. The Opinion of Justice Aram Gorman in Freegans vs. The State of Pennsylvania, 2008.

The court opinion offered for a case brought by the state against some freeloaders who had been squatting in a abandoned house in Northern Liberties, eating only what they can scavenge, keeping only what they can find freely. They describe themselves as revolutionaries, in all sorts of ways. They come in a line of “natural chefs,” investigators into the history of recipes and cooking, of hygiene, of practical living: which is all revolutionary praxis can be when one lives not in 1968, 1978, 1988, 1998, but in 2008. 

They try to live naturally, but without clear idea of the natural. They try to justify their activities in strange ways to the court, and Mr. Gorman has to sort through it all. For example, the existence of a cesspool, which originally attracted the suit when neighbors complained. One freegan offers a disquisition on the history of smells and farting, as a universal, from the Romans, to the Greeks, the Medievals, on days of revelry, farting on the altar, to Early Modern Dutch encountered Africans and being horrified that the latter refused to fart in public. Filth is culture, they explain: for example, a shoe is not dirt when it’s on the floor; a shoe is dirty when it’s on the bed. As such, the cesspool is unquestionably permissible.
The freegan movement raises questions about the possibility of the communal living of artists and intellectuals. All movements find sympathy with movements of the past. All 20th century art movements fetishize the surrealists, not least this one. When we feel like them, when we feel suddenly that they felt this too, when we feel they felt it already, when we suddenly realize that they were like us—this is the ordering operation that makes art movements possible, those movements which always annex the past. Concomitant with this fetishization is the search for authenticity, which the freegans try to establish by means of a colorful cast of characters: a Rilke-loving woman who fuses to a toilet seat; a number of Bolivians; a famous economist, now a stoner, who talks a lot in parables about oases and the Nash Equilibrium; a devotee of Sean Wilentz, who is obsessed with the question of, if John had lived, would the world be a better place?...

All the problems of resentment and sociability are summed up in Paul’s line: “When all the broken-hearted people, living in the world agree, there will be an answer, let it be.” Which raises a question about the fundamentality of broken-heartedness: even in a perfect society, in which all external conditions are equalized, there will still be jealousy, still be envy, still be those who are more or less able. We can never, in Marx’s sense, supersede the sense of having. But on what basis can we determine that the sense of having is universal or particular? What, therefore, can we make of this movement’s claim to authenticity?

Gorman somehow has to pass judgment on these experiments with new ways of living. He offers his analysis of their behavior, but abdicates responsibility for judging these men and women for their ideas.

31. The DOMAIN, a pseudonymous short story by Egon Erudite, 2009.


In the late 90’s, a middle-schooler finds a typewriter in his attic and writes incredible invective against his classmates, which is circulated among the 8th graders, becoming infamous. He wanted above all to be important. Upon his high school graduation, he finds the typewritten manuscript in his desk, and proposes to write this story, now, at the moment at which he finally feels himself to be an adult. 


In a flux of memories, he tries to recover his child-self. He sees himself again, sitting down to watch TV with his dad. Soon enough they turn it off, and go to bed; his father reads him stories from scripture before falling asleep. Egon drinks his first coke in the garage of the son of one of his mother’s friends; they play baseball outside, listen to CDs; go back in, to drink more cokes: he remembers very well his satisfaction with the feeling of bloatedness; passing around his manuscript; masturbating in middle school bathroom stalls… A narrative of vividly remembered feelings, divorced from an adult self-consciousness…


He remembers setting up his own website, EGON’S DOMAIN, falling in love with the computer, trying to create in it both a world and a lover in one person, a combination of creation and discovery. With his girlfriend, in the present, he ends up at a novelty shop, whoopee cushions, Magic cards, sparklers, Warhammer figurines, role-playing games, full of joke toys, costumes, plastic trinkets in bad taste. Who makes this stuff? they wonder.  Who buys these things? I mean, I bought them when I was a kid… They buy some fake vomit and a stink bomb, since their friend will get a kick out of it… and leave with a sense of cognitive dissonance. Well, we buy them, I guess. We just did. But, his girlfriend argues, we did it with a sense of irony. We aren’t weirdos.  We aren’t those people. But we act just like them. Maybe the weirdos are just like us… 


And Egon remembers watching TV with his parents, wondering if they understood the jokes, wondering what his parents would have thought of his little manuscript… Do they experience they same way we do? With this in mind, Egon and his girlfriend sit down to watch the Daily Show and the Colbert Report, and laugh at so many silly, childish fart jokes. How can this be funny? they wonder. These childish jokes are funny because they strike us as ironic gestures by smart, intelligent men. But would our parents find them funny? Isn’t it strange that when we watch old comedies, they seem incredibly unfunny and banal? So, were they too being ironic, but today we lack the common, present, living understanding of that irony, to appreciate that they were as intelligent and funny as us? Is irony itself universal? Was humor never sincere, but fart jokes always done with a wink and a nod? Is childish humor only childish because we have some idea of what children are like, which, in fact, describes us all—all of us, never having become adults? How can we interpret the childish rant, the chewing out of peers, the dramatic confrontation, of which his own manuscript is a prime example? Egon himself remembers hating those childish scenes when others performed them, since it seemed as if they were merely acting out scenes in movies… But, then, is that behavior learned from movies, or do the movies describe some universal of behavior, that children are susceptible to? Is the childish rant merely a Shakespearean monologue, concealed from us, by the childish faces that speak them? 


And in that sense, who can we say we are, when we see so much of ourselves in things we’ve written as eighth graders, on paper, or online, in untutored language, but with great feeling? How did we not see it, then? Did we lack so much consciousness?

32. Part of an unpublished memoir by Cathy Pollo, Mateo Blanco, Cognitive Scientist/Science-Fictionist, 2010.

Cathy Pollo finds herself in a relationship with Mateo Blanco, who is hard at work programming his computer. He is creating a life generator. She watches him at his desk, ignoring everything around him, working day and night, far away from her, except when he looks over, and holds her in her moments of utter despair. His dream, as cognitive scientist, is to understand the nature of consciousness, but can’t abide the good science of prudent experiments and localized claims; that sort of science ignores the basic problems, which are philosophical, that consciousness is an experience that no fact can verify. He distrusts himself entirely to get to the bottom of the experience, to treat the experience in itself, since even his irreducible intuitions must be held in suspicion. And so, to escape himself, he decides to write a computer program which will attempt to tell all possible stories, organized by questions, since along with his obsession to understand, he feels the need to write everything. The objectivity of the computer will remove the bias of time period and of personal choice: the programs output takes the form of a novel, which, confronting both the reader and writer as a strange object, can bridge the gap of time and space. Each story outputted is neither old nor new, but mobile in time: their strangeness makes them mysterious by removing the living understanding that contemporaries share, and so, together, they encompass all of time. It is precisely the fact of the novel, which is itself a rhythm of experience, that can raise the questions that dance around the problem, since no mere facts constitute answers. The collection of generated stories, each performing a specific subjectivity, gesture towards the objectivity that is always, at any moment before the end of scientific time, undecidable. 


All one can do is dance, since all of life is changed, not by ideas, but by science, in the form of technology. Science itself proposes the future unraveling of all mystery: and so, only hints within experience, a constant dance, can suffice for those living in the time before the coming of this messiah. Even the doubt that science can provide the final answer—that is no answer—can only be settled at the end of science, since science itself proposes that all limits are merely illusory at a given instant, created by our lack of empirical knowledge.


The mystery of the E—archived in the lost past—swings around and becomes the mystery of the condition of living in the time before the answer, the answer to the question of the experience of experience. And thus, it seems, from this vantage point, that all of philosophy has been an obfuscated approximation of the study of artificial intelligence, which asks the only deep questions: Why is there something rather than nothing? Why is there a light on in our heads, rather than darkness? What is the mind, and what are words? And who are we, together? And when we ask these questions, we become aware of our standing in another kind of darkness, the darkness of ourselves who live with the darkness of the past, in which glimmers in the distance, the shape of the E, of the past, present, and future, which Mateo has pasted on his wall, written in highlighter that glows in the darkness, as the two of them fitfully fall into sleep.


So, the scientist must become the science fiction author, and the author become the cognitive scientist. Perhaps we already understand everything, but think what we understand is something else—perhaps we know all things, but nearly always misapply that knowledge to the wrong field. 


All stories are provisional; all stories are instructions in living a life surrounded by invisible mysteries, which demand from everyone a common understanding and a form of compassion. The life of writing provides a practice for doubt; it primes one for the kiss of consciousness, it imparts an attunement to the immersion of feeling in the world. Each story provides partial verification for the experience of experience, for the paths of thought, which Cathy follows insider her head, as she vacuums broken glass on the rug behind Mateo’s chair, unable to be happy with his ambitions. In these partial verifications, “art makes in the end all lands alike and agreeable” (Titan, a romance; Jean Paul).  It provides partners to the dance, that ends too shortly. 


Mateo tells Cathy a story from John Aubry’s Brief Lives: “Mary Countesse of Pembroke…She gave an honourable yearly pension to…Boston, a good Chymist, a Salisbury man borne: who did undoe himselfe by studying the Philosopher’s stone: and she would have kept him, but he would have all the gold to himselfe and so dyed (I thinke) in a Gaole.” This, he tells her, is the story of himself. That he cannot rest easy until he solves a problem which he, in his time, cannot solve. But the compiling of doubts, in a file on his computer, on every shelf of every library, provides the joy of consolation, for although experience must always be doubted, experience itself is irreducible. 


Cathy watches, and sees everything—sees him demand of himself the compassion that his stories teach him—pretending he has been taught compassion, when it was always already within him—to hold her close, when the computer calls him back—and she tries to understand, even as he breaks his rules, and begins to write his own stories, as if unable to escape his desire, which is to write, even when writing seems to be the very opposite of really knowing. For he knows that every simulation is a simplification: that no codification now can stand in for the deep mysteriousness of consciousness. He calls the cardboard box that collects the computer’s output, the library of Alexandria. And at last, the story implodes on itself, Cathy, the narrator, exposes each element of her story as artifice, and leaves the “I” alone in darkness, an “I” of feeling, that floats in the emptied out library of Alexandria, among the pages in the cardboard box, one secret among piles and piles of secrets, to be found by someone coming later, or perhaps not at all. And from some mysterious form of memory, in an almost made up language, A VOICE: the last word comes from the anonymous story of Beowulf. The hero is eternally fighting a dragon, who hoards stolen gold in his cave. And the poet says, 


There were many other / heirlooms heaped inside the earth-house. / Because long ago, with deliberate care, / somebody now forgotten / had buried the riches of the highborn race in this ancient cache. / Death had come / and taken them all in times gone by / and the only one left to tell their tale, / the last of their line, could look forward to nothing / but the same fate for himself: he foresaw that his joy / in the treasure would be brief.
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� The party was of one mind. In divine awe, they forgot themselves and moved as one through the city of Athens on the first day of the festival. The priest from Eleusis had come—he spoke—and his words came from somewhere deep in his chest,— slung out like coiling green vines which the sun has imbued with new fire.—


They washed their hands in sacred water and Irmenos fainted when the water touched his hands. That night Sara had nightmares:—she was Persephone—stolen from Demeter—kidnapped to the underworld—. She saw herself eating a pomegranate seed, and could not stop; her hair sloughed out of its roots and she melted into the stone walls of Hades. She woke up— and her neck was frozen—her eyes like two dead coins. 


	The next morning they walked to the sea and bathed themselves.—Children shouted happily in the waves.—Nikolos’s grandmother, once a great beauty, gathered her grandchildren up in her arms.—Ophes, too shy to undress, slunk away, but rejoined the group,—sweating,—as they re-entered the city and a pig was slaughtered. The next day held more sacrifices,—one became another,—as a feeling arose and flowered, of an immersion in the past and a moving in the present, as if the two were as tangible as sounds, colors, or shapes.—On the fourth day, they rested.—


	The procession to Eleusis began along the Sacred Way.—They crossed the river Rheitoi and rested, and then the river Kephisos, where men with covered heads insulted the parade, jeering, mocking, and abusing them in the tradition of Iambe, who had comforted Demeter upon the loss of her daughter with her crude, ribald songs. Demeter laughed and was comforted.— 


	That night the procession arrived at Eleusis and danced— shouted obscenities in iambs—poetry beat its wings—and was personified by Iambe, and then Baubo,—the old nurse who too had comforted Demeter upon the loss of her daughter:—it is said that when Demeter refused her offering of wine, Baubo exposed her secret parts, exhibiting them to the goddess; Demeter laughed at the spectacle and gladly took the wine.—Giddy and relieved, the townspeople slept—and the next day, fasted in the memory of the stolen Persephone.—Their memory grew faint here, but in the sanctuary, they ate and drank,—the story of the kidnapping was unfolded—shown in pictures—people cried out—there stood the holy objects—blinding light and dizziness—they were shown—an afterlife—ascension.


That night they slept in the telesteron;—the next day they paid homage to the dead;—then at last, they returned to Athens—walking slowly—each person again themselves—far too clearly—dwelling within on the cosmic images, which each had played out inside their heads.—The only sounds they heard were footsteps,— and with each one, the father of the missing girl whispered her secret name.


� Sometimes I imagined that the months during which she had been gone were an empty house with one room and with every blink of my eye, I would place a rose petal on the floor,—transferred from my pocket to the ground,—until the whole house was filled with rose petals. I would throw myself down through the roof of the house and fall down into the blizzard;—there would be darkness all around me except for the blizzard of rose petals—whipping past me—striking my face—twirling unbalanced—gusts left and right,—and the velvet redness on the back of my neck,—and the smell like her—like the temple—like my hand on the beach,—and the taste like when the skies had steamed with boiling water and steeped the petals into a mixture of rose.—And then the petals and the white water would gush—slowly—but with great force—from the openings and doorways.—Around the house would form pink swamps, with redness slick on their surface like oil. When all the water had trickled out,—when the house was empty again,—it was warm inside and comfortable;—and as I turned around, I saw her enter—a dark and slender silhouette—saved by the sun behind her—coming down the stairs in mid-step— with a bruise and a ghost—her hand on the wall—her knees and her hair and the nine months wrapped around her like cloth in strips,—and only in the naked places could I recognize the girl I knew. Through the empty town we walked—I held her and she limped—a thin line of rose petals dripping down her thigh.





