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Trailblazing 19th-Century Astronomer Maria Mitchell on Social Change and the Life of the Mind 

“Reformers are apt to forget… that the world is not made up entirely of the wicked and the hungry, there are 

persons hungry for the food of the mind, the wants of which are as imperious as those of the body.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Everybody should have something to point to,” a mill laborer told Studs Terkel in a beautiful conversation 

about the dignity of labor. For the vast majority of human history, the vast majority of human labor has been 

exerted in the direction of alleviating hunger as the basis for the survival of our species — only an unhungry 

species, after all, can flourish into a civilization. And yet there is a different kind of hunger elemental to the 

flourishing of a civilization — a hunger of the mind and of the spirit for justice, for peace, for freedom, for the 

continual reform of society toward expanding the collective landscape of possibility for happiness. At bottom, 

it is a hunger for knowledge and truth, for without knowing the world as it truly is, we cannot build toward 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/21/studs-terkel-working/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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what it could be or should be. The ideal always rests upon and rises from the real, as should rests upon and 

rises from is. 

“We have a hunger of the mind which asks for knowledge of all around us, and the more we gain, the more is 

our desire,” the trailblazing astronomer and abolitionist Maria Mitchell (August 1, 1818–June 28, 1889) wrote 

as she considered our human search for truth while she was building whole new worlds of possibility for 

women. Living through the dawning days of liberalism, when social reformers and moralists were fixated on 

alleviating hunger and eradicating sin while denying more than half the population basic social agency — 

women and people of color could neither vote, nor own property, nor receive higher education — Mitchell 

was acutely aware of how intellectual and creative hunger thwarted the growth of the individual and thus the 

growth of society as a whole. 

 

Portrait of Maria Mitchell (Maria Mitchell Museum, photograph by Maria Popova) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/05/maria-mitchell-science-religion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/18/john-stuart-mill-harriet-taylor/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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She addressed this in an exquisite diary entry included in Figuring (which long ago began as a biography of 

Mitchell and from which this essay is excerpted). Writing in her late thirties, several years after her historic 

comet discovery made her the first woman admitted into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 

Mitchell reflects on the neglected bedrock of social change: 

Reformers are apt to forget, in their reasoning, that the world is not made up entirely of the wicked and the 

hungry, there are persons hungry for the food of the mind, the wants of which are as imperious as those of the 

body… Reformers are apt to forget too, that the social chain is indomitable; that link by link it acts together, 

you cannot lift one man above his fellows, but you lift the race of men. Newton, Shakespeare and Milton did 

not directly benefit the poor and ignorant but the elevation of the whole race has been through them. They 

probably found it hard to get publishers, but after several centuries, the publishers have come to them and the 

readers have come, and the race has been lifted. 

A decade earlier, Mitchell had devoured Woman in the Nineteenth Century, which struck her with resonance 

not only political but personal. In the epoch-making book that ignited women’s bid for equality, Margaret 

Fuller had envisioned a day when a “female Newton” would be possible. And yet Mitchell doesn’t seem to 

have fully envisioned how her own life was making that possibility real for generations to come. In the 

revolutionary Aurora Leigh, which was published months after Mitchell penned this diary entry and would 

soon become one of her favorite books, Elizabeth Barrett Browning captured how those who ignite the 

profoundest revolutions are themselves blind to their own spark: 

The best men, doing their best, 

Know peradventure least of what they do: 

Men usefullest i’ the world, are simply used… 

One of America’s first scientific celebrities, Mitchell traveled to Europe in her fortieth year, visiting with 

some of the most prominent artists and scientists of the Old World. Upon returning from the land of Milton 

and Shakespeare and Browning, she was greeted by an extraordinary gift — a five-inch refractor telescope, on 

a par with the instruments of the world’s greatest observatories, purchased through what may have been the 

world’s first crowdfunding campaign for science. 

The great education reformer Elizabeth Peabody had envisioned the project and spent years raising the $3,000 

for the telescope through a subscription paper, rallying Boston’s women to contribute. Just as Mitchell was 

departing for her European journey, Emerson — the era’s most esteemed cultural sage — had lent his voice to 

the fundraising effort in the pages of his popular magazine: 

In Europe, Maria Mitchell would command the interest and receive the homage of the learned and polite, 

while in America so little prestige is attached to genius or learning that she is relatively unknown. This is a 

great fault in our social aspect, one which excites the animadversion of foreigners at once. “Where are your 

distinguished women — where your learned men?” they ask, as they are invited into our ostentatiously 

furnished houses to find a group of giggling girls and boys, or commonplace men and women, who do 

nothing but dance, or yawn about till supper is announced. We need a reform here, most especially if we 

would not see American society utterly contemptible. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/01/october-1-1847-miss-mitchells-comet/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/01/october-1-1847-miss-mitchells-comet/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/margaret-fuller/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/margaret-fuller/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/06/elizabeth-barrett-browning-prometheus-bound-elfriede-abbe/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

6 

 

Maria Mitchell 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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Maria Mitchell’s first telescope, with which she had made her famous comet discovery, still on display at her 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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humble Quaker childhood home on Nantucket. (Maria Mitchell Museum, photograph by Maria Popova) 

While touring Europe’s iconic astronomical institutions, Mitchell had been dreaming up an observatory of her 

own. The crowdfunded telescope came as a wondrous surprise after a particularly difficult stretch for her, 

marked by the death of her beloved, Ida, and her once-brilliant mother’s terrifying descent into dementia. The 

instrument became the first physical building block of her dream. Behind the school resembling a Greek 

temple where her father had once served as founding schoolmaster, she erected a simple eleven-foot dome 

that rotated on a mechanism made of cannonballs. A month before Darwin published On the Origin of 

Species, the observatory opened its doors and Mitchell, now the Newton of Nantucket, began welcoming boys 

and girls. 

Maria Mitchell (top row, third from left) with the first astronomy class at Vassar, 1866 

During her time in Italy the previous year, she had hungered to visit the Observatory of Rome, mecca of the 

latest research on spectroscopy, but was jarred to learn that the observatory was closed to women. The 

polymathic mathematician Mary Somerville, for whom the word scientist had been coined a quarter century 

earlier and who was celebrated as Europe’s most learned woman, had been denied entrance, as had Sir John 

Herschel’s daughter. Mitchell recorded wryly in her diary: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/26/mary-somerville-scientist/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/26/mary-somerville-scientist/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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I was ignorant enough of the ways of papal institutions, and, indeed, of all Italy, to ask if I might visit the 

Roman Observatory. I remembered that the days of Galileo were days of two centuries since. I did not know 

that my heretic feet must not enter the sanctuary, — that my woman’s robe must not brush the seats of 

learning. 

She was eventually allowed to enter with special permission from the Pope, obtained after American 

diplomats pressed on her behalf. An hour and a half before sunset, she was led through the church into the 

observatory, where she marveled at the expensive instruments the papal government employed in studying the 

very motions for which they had tried Galileo two centuries earlier. Mitchell had hoped to see nebulae 

through the observatory’s powerful telescope, but she was informed that her permission did not extend past 

nightfall and was hastily sent away. She must have resolved, as soon as the back door spat her out into the 

narrow alley behind Collegio Romano, that when she built her own observatory, it would welcome any and all 

who hungered to commune with the cosmos. 

For more excerpts from Figuring, see Elizabeth Peabody on middle age and the art of self-renewal, 

environmental pioneer Rachel Carson’s timeless advice to the next generations, Emily Dickinson’s electric 

love letters, and the story of how the forgotten sculptor Harriet Hosmer paved the way for women artists, then 

revisit Maria Mitchell on knowing what to do with your life and how friendship transforms us. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/01/maria-mitchell-figuring-

1/?mc_cid=f1d2e482a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/12/rachel-carson-scripps-college-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/10/emily-dickinson-love-letters-susan-gilbert/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/10/emily-dickinson-love-letters-susan-gilbert/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/27/harriet-hosmer-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/19/maria-mitchell-purpose/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/10/maria-mitchell-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/01/maria-mitchell-figuring-1/?mc_cid=f1d2e482a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/01/maria-mitchell-figuring-1/?mc_cid=f1d2e482a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Giving stem cells some support helps heal damaged hearts 

MEDICAL 

 

Michael Irving 

 

 

 

Heart muscle cells and supportive cells have been used together to help patch up broken 

hearts(Credit: SergeyNivens/Depositphotos) 

Considering how important an organ it is, it's a shame that the heart is so bad at repairing itself. One heart 

attack is rarely the end of the problem, as scarring prevents healing and often leads to further attacks. Stem 

cells are an emerging solution, and now researchers at the Universities of Cambridge and Washington have 

combined heart muscle cells and supportive cells to help mend broken hearts. 

Cardiovascular diseases are the number one killer of people in the world today, so it's no surprise they're a key 

target for medical science to improve on. One of the most promising ways is through stem cells, which are 

naturally found in most organs and tissues of the body and help repair damage. 

Unfortunately, the heart is one organ that these vital cells have struggled with. There's evidence that heart 

stem cells don't even exist, but other types could still help out. In recent studies, scientists have used 

https://newatlas.com/medical/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/stem-cells-supportive-heal-hearts/60911/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/stem-cells-supportive-heal-hearts/60911/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://depositphotos.com/29847975/stock-photo-human-heart-beats.html
https://newatlas.com/heart-stem-cells-do-not-exist/57524/
https://newatlas.com/heart-stem-cells-do-not-exist/57524/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/stem-cells-supportive-heal-hearts/60911/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
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general human stem cells to patch up damage to the outer heart layers, regenerated heart cells using placental 

stem cells, used stem cell "messengers" called exosomes to get the organ to self-repair, used newly-

discovered healing cells in the fluid surrounding the heart, and aided the uptake of stem cells with hydrogel. 

Often though, the problem with stem cells is that once injected to the site they're needed they don't live long 

enough to do much good. So for the new study, the researchers investigated new ways to keep them alive and 

in the right spot. 

To that end, they used human stem cells to grow supportive epicardial cells – those from the outer wall of the 

heart – and then combine them with heart muscle cells. This combo was then transplanted onto an area 

damaged by heart attack, to see how well it could fix it. 

Sure enough, when the researchers tested the idea on 3D human heart tissue grown in the lab, they found that 

the supportive cells helped the heart cells grow and mature, and improved their ability to contract and relax. 

In tests on rats with damaged hearts, the cell combo was shown to help the transplanted cells survive, and 

replenish lost heart muscle and blood vessels. 

"Our research shows the huge potential of stem cells for one day becoming the first therapy for heart failure," 

says Johannes Bargehr, first author of the study. "Although we still have some way to go, we believe we're 

one giant step closer, and that's incredibly exciting." 

The hope is that with further study, stem cell treatments could eventually offer a decent alternative to heart 

transplants, and improve the survival rates of these all-too-common illnesses. 

The research was published in the journal Nature Biotechnology. 

Source: University of Cambridge 
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What If: An Illustrated Celebration of the Utopian Imagination and the Will to Change the World 

To be or not to be, bravely answered through the lens of could be. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“The present is not a potential past; it is the moment of choice and action,” Simone de Beauvoir wrote. At 

bottom, choice and action always begin with “what if” — the mightiest spring for the utopian imagination, the 

fulcrum by which every revolution rolls into being. What if this world were freer, more beautiful, more just? 

“We will not know our own injustice if we cannot imagine justice. We will not be free if we do not imagine 

freedom,” Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in weighing the transformative power of the speculative imagination. 

“We cannot demand that anyone try to attain justice and freedom who has not had a chance to imagine them 

as attainable.” 

That chance to imagine a better world is what French author Thierry Lenain and artist Olivier Tallec invite 

in What If… (public library), translated by Enchanted Lion founder Claudia Bedrick — a lovely celebration 

of our civilizational responsibility, in the beautiful words of the cellist Pablo Casals, “to make this world 

worthy of its children” and a testament to James Baldwin’s sobering insistence that “we made the world we’re 

living in and we have to make it over.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/02/simone-de-beauvoir-past-present-artist/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/06/ursula-k-le-guin-freedom-oppression-storytelling/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/olivier-tallec/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/what-if/oclc/1055264497&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/10/pablo-casals-joys-and-sorrows-jfk/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/10/pablo-casals-joys-and-sorrows-jfk/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/09/james-baldwin-freedom/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/09/james-baldwin-freedom/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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Although we don’t yet know it, the story begins with an unborn child imagining himself into being as he 

imagines a better version of the world to be born into. Where he sees war, he imagines turning the soldiers’ 

guns into bird perches and shepherd’s flutes. Where he sees drought and famine, he imagines pulling 

rainclouds over the desert like enormous kites. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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He places his child-body between the “gorging, ordering, shouting, and decreeing” orange-haired politician 

on the TV screen and the people mesmerized before it. He sits on the ocean shore and imagines it clean of 

human-inflicted pollution, buoying colorful fish. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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He falls asleep on a mossy patch in the forest, listening to the wisdom of the trees. He sees heartache and 

tears, and imagines them salved by love. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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“We have to hug,” he decided, “and not be afraid of kisses. What if we start saying ‘I love you,’ even if we’ve 

never heard it before?” 

And looking out into this world, so imperfect yet so improvable, the child decides, in the final spread of the 

book, to be born. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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The simple yet profound narrative and Tallec’s soulful, tender illustrations make What If… the young 

imagination’s counterpart to Albert Camus’s famous assertion that “judging whether life is or is not worth 

living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy.” Complement it with James Baldwin 

on the building blocks of a juster future, then revisit other poetic and profound treasures from artist and 

writers around the world, brought to English-speaking children ages 1 to 100 by the imaginative Enchanted 

Lion Books: Cry, Heart, But Never Break, Big Wolf & Little Wolf, The Lion and the Bird, Bertolt, and This 

Is a Poem That Heals Fish, also illustrated by Tallec. 

Illustrations courtesy of Enchanted Lion Books; photographs by Maria Popova 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/?mc_cid=f1d2e482a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/camus-myth-of-sisyphus-suicide/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/camus-myth-of-sisyphus-suicide/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/09/james-baldwin-freedom/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/08/cry-heart-but-never-break/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/10/12/big-wolf-little-wolf/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/12/bertolt-jacques-goldstyn/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/24/this-is-a-poem-that-heals-fish/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/24/this-is-a-poem-that-heals-fish/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/?mc_cid=f1d2e482a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702813/braipick-20
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Though It Looks Like a Throat It Is Not 

by Patricia Goedicke 

 

Issue no. 65 (Spring 1976) 

The shape of loneliness is a hole 

By definition, to be filled. 

At the outer edges of the hole 

The lizard of jealousy sits 

Licking his cold lips 

For the shape of loneliness is a hole 

With teeth on either side. 

In the middle of everyone's body 

Like an empty house, like a coffin 

Though it looks like a throat it is not‚ 

Though it looks like a cunt it is not, 

Nothing glows in it but heartburn‚ 

Nothing lives in it but hot air‚ 

Gulps of it, rushing through the passages 

Occasionally a sigh hurtles through it 

Like the roar of a buffalo in a wind tunnel 

So that the thin shell of self pity all around it 

Shivers a little, and whines 

So that it develops a red nose 

Complaining to itself, and muttering 

Gradually its conversations become more boring 

So that everyone walks right by it without looking, 

Nobody even bothers to fall in it 

By accident, 

Tears water it, profusely 

Eventually sadness swamps everything, 

Out there among the stars 

And the light years between stars 

Even the last tiny pinprick of fire at the bottom 

Soggy as a landslide sloughs away 

To the other side of space 

For the shape of loneliness is a hole 

Without any edges, finally 

The entire universe whistles through it. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6f00e73603&e=d538c8f2e0
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 Our Poetry Rx column on the Daily, where poets prescribe the perfect poems for loneliness, 

heartbreak, and more? 

 Patricia Goedicke’s “Knock On Any Door,” published in Issue 70, Summer 1977? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6f00e73603&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=55685fd8a5&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=44225ebf1d&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6f00e73603&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6f00e73603&e=d538c8f2e0
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Chimeric "mighty mouse" with human brain cells to advance Alzheimer’s research 

MEDICAL 

 

Rich Haridy 

 

 

 

UCI MIND, the University of California, Irvine’s Institute for Memory Impairments and Neurological 

Disorders, has announced a major breakthrough in its Alzheimer’s research: the creation of a mouse with 

active human brain cells that can be ethically tested in the ongoing race for a cure(Credit: UCI MIND) 

Researchers from University of California, Irvine have developed a new transgenic mouse model with human 

brain immune cells. The novel breakthrough will allow scientists the ability to observe how human brain cells 

respond to different Alzheimer's-inducing toxic proteins, significantly advancing our understanding into how 

neurodegenerative disease progresses. 

One of the big hurdles facing Alzheimer's and dementia researchers is the lack of an effective animal model 

for testing new treatments. Hundreds of human clinical trials investigating potential treatments have failed in 

recent years, despite promising results in early animal testing phases. It has become increasingly clear that our 

standard animal models for this disease are insufficient, and it's not entirely surprising. After all, apart from 

https://newatlas.com/medical/
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/alzheimers-trial-failure-biogen-aducanumab/58982/
https://newatlas.com/alzheimers-amyloid-trial-failure-roche-crenezumab/58272/
https://newatlas.com/alzheimers-amyloid-trial-failure-roche-crenezumab/58272/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05722-9
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
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some rare recent discoveries, Alzheimer's disease isn't known to clearly appear in any animal other than 

humans. 

MODEL-AD (Model Organism Development and Evaluation for Late-onset AD) is an ongoing collaborative 

project launched in 2016 to tackle this major research problem. The program's goal is to produce at least 40 

prospective mouse models for scientists to use to further Alzheimer's research. 

Separate to MODEL-AD's work, a team from UC Irvine has just produced an entirely new transgenic mouse 

model, for the first time producing an animal containing functional and growing human microglia, a vital 

immune cell present in human brains. Some researchers hypothesize dysfunctional microglia play a major role 

in the neurodegeneration associated with Alzheimer's. 

"Microglia are now seen as having a crucial role in the development and progression of Alzheimer's," 

explains Mathew Blurton-Jones, team leader on the research. "The functions of our cells are influenced by 

which genes are turned on or off. Recent research has identified over 40 different genes with links to 

Alzheimer's and the majority of these are switched on in microglia. However, so far we've only been able to 

study human microglia at the end stage of Alzheimer's in post-mortem tissues or in Petri dishes." 

The mice were created by implanting microglia, generated from human induced pluripotent stem cells, into 

genetically modified mice. After a few months the researchers saw the human microglia had spread to 

comprise around 80 percent of all microglia in the animals' brains. When toxic proteins known to aggregate in 

human Alzheimer's brains were introduced into the animals, the microglia responded in a unique way similar 

to that of human microglia. 

"The human microglia also showed significant genetic differences from the rodent version in their response to 

the plaques, demonstrating how important it is to study the human form of these cells," says Blurton-Jones. 

Blurton-Jones refers to the research as the "mighty mouse" breakthrough and suggests it will have 

applications beyond just studying Alzheimer's. Understanding the effects of human immune cells in the brain 

could assist researchers looking at everything from Parkinson's and other neurological disorders, to traumatic 

brain injury and stroke. 

The new research was published in the journal Neuron. 

Source: UCI News 

We recommend 

1. Research Findings Suggest TREM2 Levels Could Serve as Biomarker During Alzheimer's 

Progression 

staff reporter, 360Dx, 2016 

2. King's College Team IDs Blood Proteins Linked to Alzheimer's As Efforts Aimed at Blood-Based 

Tests Ramp Up 

Adam Bonislawski, 360Dx, 2019 

3. MIT Spinout Glympse Bio Developing Dx Platform That Measures Disease State Inside and Outside 

Body 

Leo O'Connor, 360Dx, 2018 

1. Mass Spec Technique Highly Accurate in Detecting Alzheimer's Protein Marker in Study 

Leo O'Connor et al., 360Dx, 2019 

2. Prenosis Team Identifies Potential Protein Panel for Sepsis Detection 

https://newatlas.com/dolphin-alzheimers-human-aging/51870/
https://model-ad.org/
https://newatlas.com/alzheimers-in-a-dish-inflammation/55709/
https://newatlas.com/induced-pluripotent-stem-cells/58965/
https://www.cell.com/neuron/fulltext/S0896-6273(19)30600-2
https://news.uci.edu/2019/07/31/call-it-mighty-mouse-breakthrough-leaps-alzheimers-research-hurdle/
https://www.360dx.com/neurological-psychological-disorders/research-findings-suggest-trem2-levels-could-serve-biomarker?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.360dx.com/neurological-psychological-disorders/research-findings-suggest-trem2-levels-could-serve-biomarker?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.360dx.com/neurological-psychological-disorders/kings-college-team-ids-blood-proteins-linked-alzheimers-efforts?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.XFxwtlxKg2w
https://www.360dx.com/neurological-psychological-disorders/kings-college-team-ids-blood-proteins-linked-alzheimers-efforts?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.XFxwtlxKg2w
https://www.360dx.com/cancer/mit-spinout-glympse-bio-developing-dx-platform-measures-disease-state-inside-and-outside-body?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.XA6zyHRKgdU
https://www.360dx.com/cancer/mit-spinout-glympse-bio-developing-dx-platform-measures-disease-state-inside-and-outside-body?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.XA6zyHRKgdU
https://www.360dx.com/mass-spec/mass-spec-technique-highly-accurate-detecting-alzheimers-protein-marker-study?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.XUR05-hKjIU
https://www.360dx.com/molecular-diagnostics/prenosis-team-identifies-potential-protein-panel-sepsis-detection?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1#.W_SgAOOIZ-E
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360Dx, 2017 

3. HIV research update: Late April 2016 

Richard Pizzi, ID Practitioner, 2016 

 

https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-

microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593 

  

https://www.mdedge.com/infectiousdisease/article/108785/hiv/hiv-research-update-late-april-2016?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_campaign=Aug_2019_ID&utm_medium=cpc
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593
https://newatlas.com/mouse-model-alzheimers-human-brain-microglia/60914/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593
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America Is Not Rome. It Just Thinks It Is 

Tom Holland 

Collection of the New-York Historical Society/Bridgeman Images 

Thomas Cole: The Course of Empire: Destruction (1836) 

When Edward Gibbon embarked on his great history of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, he began 

his narrative with the accession of Commodus. Marcus Aurelius, the father of the new emperor, was a man 

who, in the noblest traditions of the Roman people, had combined the attributes of a warrior, a statesman, and 

a philosopher; Commodus was none of these. 

“The influence of a polite age, and the labour of an attentive education,” Gibbon wrote sternly, “had never 

been able to infuse into his rude and brutish mind, the least tincture of learning; and he was the first of the 

Roman emperors totally devoid of taste for the pleasures of the understanding.” Instead, Commodus delighted 

in trampling on the standards by which the Roman political class had traditionally comported themselves. 

Most shockingly of all—as everyone who has seen Gladiator will remember—he appeared in the arena. His 

reward for this spectacular breach of etiquette was the cheers of the plebs and the pursed-lipped horror of the 

senatorial elite. To fight before the gaze of the stinking masses was regarded by all decent upholders of 

Roman morality as the most scandalous thing that a citizen could possibly do—but Commodus reveled in it. 

So it was, as Gibbon put it, that he “attained the summit of vice and infamy.” 

Today, when conservatives contemplate a leader who, far from being merely an enthusiast for World 

Wrestling Entertainment, has long been an active and flamboyant participant in it, they may experience” a 

similar shudder. Donald Trump, the only president of the United States ever to have been inducted into the 

WWE Hall of Fame, boasted that he had won “the highest ratings, the highest pay-per-view in the history of 

wrestling of any kind.” The Battle of the Billionaires—a proxy wrestling match fought in 2007 between 

Trump and Vince McMahon, the owner of WWE—had culminated in a victorious Trump strapping 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/tom-holland/
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McMahon to a barber’s chair and shaving him bald. A decade later, Trump made clear just how much of an 

influence the theatrical violence of WWE had had on his approach to politics when he tweeted a video of 

himself body-slamming and repeatedly punching McMahon. 

Leon Halip/WireImage/Getty Images 

Donald Trump before his “Hair vs. Hair” bout with wrestling promoter Vince McMahon in WrestleMania 23, 

Detroit, Michigan, April 1, 2007 

It was in a similar spirit, perhaps, that Commodus might have posed after decapitating an ostrich. Trump, 

smacking home his point, made sure before he tweeted the video to specify who his real target was. Clumsily 

superimposed over McMahon’s face was the CNN logo. “FraudNewsCNN” ran the hashtag. “The speed with 

which we’re recapitulating the decline and fall of Rome is impressive,” the conservative intellectual and 

former editor of the Weekly Standard Bill Kristol tweeted in response. “What took Rome centuries we’re 

achieving in months.” 

The conviction that Trump is single-handedly tipping the United States into a crisis worthy of the Roman 

Empire at its most decadent has been a staple of jeremiads ever since his election, but fretting whether it is the 

fate of the United States in the twenty-first century to ape Rome by subsiding into terminal decay did not 

begin with his presidency. A year before Trump’s election, the distinguished Harvard political scientist 

Joseph Nye was already glancing nervously over his shoulder at the vanished empire of the Caesars: “Rome 

rotted from within when people lost confidence in their culture and institutions, elites battled for control, 

corruption increased and the economy failed to grow adequately.” Doom-laden prophecies such as these, of 

decline and fall, are the somber counterpoint to the optimism of the American Dream. 

https://theweek.com/articles/660915/america-now-looks-like-rome-before-fall-republic
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/24/books/review/edward-j-watts-mortal-republic.html
https://isd.georgetown.edu/america-rome
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US Congress 

Statue of George Washington by Horatio Greenough in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American 

History, Washington, D.C. 

And so they have always been. At various points in American history, various reasons have been advanced to 

explain why the United States is bound to join the Roman Empire in oblivion. In 1919, in the wake of the 

Russian Revolution, The New York Times warned that the Huns and the Vandals were massing again. “The 

Roman Empire and its civilization were destroyed by barbarian hordes coming from the East—and it is from 

the east that comes the wind.” Thirty years earlier, visiting the abandoned Roman city at Baalbek in Lebanon, 

Brooks Adams—the great-grandson of John Adams—had been inspired by the spectacle of shattered 

greatness to dread that his own country’s gilded age was bound to end in similar ruin. In the decades before 
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the Civil War, opponents of slavery repeatedly cited the fall of Rome as a warning of what might happen to a 

slave-owning society. In the 1830s, opponents of Andrew Jackson cast him as a dictator and a demagogue 

whose tyranny would inevitably bring the infant republic to share in the fate of the ancient empire. Present 

anxieties that Trump’s presidency portends America’s decline and fall are the contemporary expression of a 

tradition quite as venerable as the United States itself.  

Just as Americans today look back wistfully to the Founding Fathers as patrons of an age of rugged 

independence and virtue, so did the Founding Fathers look back with an equal wistfulness to the early years of 

Rome. There, for any young republic victorious in a war against a great monarchy, a morality tale was to be 

found that could hardly help but serve as inspiration. The Romans, like the Americans, had originally been 

ruled by a king; then, resolved no longer to live in servitude, they had dared in a heroic and ultimately 

successful campaign to expel him. Repeatedly, whether by standing alone on a bridge against fearsome odds, 

or by plunging a hand into fire rather than submit to tyranny, or by riding a horse into a bottomless abyss in 

the certainty that such a sacrifice would secure the republic against ruin, Romans had demonstrated their 

commitment to liberty. 

So, at any rate, it was recorded in the classics of Roman literature that were a staple of elite education in the 

thirteen colonies. The appeal that exemplars such as the pages of Livy had to offer American readers was, in 

the wake of the revolutionary war, very evident. “Soon as this great work was done,” wrote Parson Weems, 

author of the first biography of George Washington, “he took an affectionate leave of his gallant army and 

returned to cultivate his four acres.” Weems, though, was not describing Washington, but Cincinnatus, an 

upright Roman statesman who, summoned from his plough to save his city from invasion, had, once his duty 

was done, laid down his office and returned to his plough. In 1832, commissioned to mark the centennial of 

Washington’s birth with a fittingly imposing statue, the sculptor Horatio Greenough represented him as just 

such a hero, returning his sword to a grateful people. Simultaneously toga-clad and bewigged, the first 

president of the United States was portrayed by Greenough as the heroic, if sartorially challenged, intersection 

point of twin republics: the Roman and the American. 

Yet to admire the antique virtues of Rome, those same qualities of rugged patriotism that, according to the 

Romans themselves, had prevailed in the city before overseas conquests flooded it with luxuries and made 

plutocrats of its greatest men, was to dread as well that it might all go wrong. Benjamin Franklin, asked as he 

left Independence Hall whether America was to have a republic or a monarchy, had famously answered, “A 

Republic—if you can keep it.” He, like everyone else at the Constitutional Convention, was all too painfully 

aware that Rome’s liberty had ended up crushed beneath the weight of her own greatness; the Caesars had 

raised a tyranny over its corpse. The Roman people, no longer ploughing their fields as Cincinnatus had done, 

virtuous and free, had degenerated into a feckless rabble, sustained by hand-outs and grotesque 

entertainments. Barbarians had come sweeping in. The Senate had been swept away. The Capitol had been 

lost to weeds. Barefoot friars sang vespers in the Temple of Jupiter. Here, for Franklin and all the Founding 

Fathers, was a narrative that could hardly help but serve their fledgling republic as a terrible warning.  

Americans, of course, were not alone in looking to the ancient past and shivering. The first volume of 

Gibbon’s great history had been published only a few months before the outbreak of the American 

Revolution, and the author, gazing across the Atlantic, could not help but be morosely conscious of the 

disaster looming before his country. “The decadence of the two empires,” he wrote, “Roman and British, 

proceeds in step.” In the event, of course, Britain’s monarchy did not doom it to ruin, nor did the loss of the 

thirteen colonies spell the end of her global ambitions. Throughout the nineteenth century, the continued 

expansion of the British Empire served as reproof to any notion that republicanism might be a necessary 

precondition for a people to flourish. Even so, precisely because the circumstances of their country’s founding 

seemed to map so closely onto the contours of Rome’s early history, Americans never entirely shook the 

assumption. Gibbon’s argument in The Decline and Fall—that the collapse of the Roman Republic had made 

the ultimate collapse of the Roman Empire as well inevitable—was one that they were primed to accept: 
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“Prosperity ripened the principle of decay; the cause of destruction multiplied with the extent of conquest; 

and, as soon as time or accident had removed the artificial supports, the stupendous fabric yielded to the 

pressure of its own weight.” American self-confidence has never entirely escaped the shadow of a nagging 

fear: that greatness fosters autocracy, and autocracy fosters doom. 

This is why, perhaps, faced by the rampant egotism and swagger of a showman like Trump, his opponents can 

often seem less alarmed by his policies than by his style. Nostalgia for a more dignified and marmoreal style 

of politics, one that might indeed seem descended from the age of the Founding Fathers, has been a constant 

among critics, Democrats as well as Republicans. Nowhere was this more evident than at the funeral of John 

McCain, whose record of heroism as a soldier and of patriotism as a senator Cincinnatus might well have 

admired. The presence among the mourners of assorted heavyweights from across the political divide, 

including three presidents, seemed a reproof to the absent Trump: an attempt to marshal what the Romans 

would have termed “mos maiorum,” ancestral custom, against the presidential cuckoo in the nest. McCain’s 

daughter, addressing the mourners, made sure to render this explicit. “He understood our republic demands 

responsibilities even before it defends its rights,” she declared. “The America of John McCain has no need to 

be made great again because America was always great.” Here were sentiments that would have adorned the 

pages of Livy. 

The newly crowned Emperor Commodus, played by Christopher Plummer, entering the Forum in a scene 

from the 1964 film The Fall of the Roman Empire 

Nevertheless, it can be a mistake to take Roman historians entirely at their own estimation. Commodus, with 

his flamboyant mockery of traditional proprieties, was himself heir to a venerable tradition. Back in the dying 
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days of the Roman Republic, it had pleased the conservative senators who defined themselves as “optimates,” 

the best, to disparage their opponents as “populares”: populists. Yet the popularis tradition was one which, no 

less than their own, had long been part of the fabric of Roman politics. That it came to be weaponized by a 

succession of notorious Caesars—Caligula, Nero, Commodus himself—did not mean that it was necessarily 

incompatible with the functioning of a republic. The realization that mockery of elites and the trampling of 

political convention might be transmuted into popularity with the plebs had not inevitably doomed Rome to 

autocracy. Populares no less than optimates had been part of the fabric of a free state. 

History serves as only the blindest and most stumbling guide to the future. America is not Rome. Donald 

Trump is not Commodus. There is nothing written into the DNA of a superpower that says that it must 

inevitably decline and fall. This is not an argument for complacency; it is an argument against despair. 

Americans have been worrying about the future of their republic for centuries now. There is every prospect 

that they will be worrying about it for centuries more. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/06/america-is-not-rome-it-just-thinks-it-is/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/06/america-is-not-rome-it-just-thinks-it-is/
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Wooden filtration membrane promises efficient and more sustainable water desalination 

ENVIRONMENT 

 

Nick Lavars 

 

 

 

A new wooden filtration membrane has outperformed existing versions in early experiments, owing to its 

very porous nature(Credit: D. Hou, University of Colorado) 

VIEW GALLERY - 3 IMAGES 

Water desalination technologies play a vital role in converting saltwater into freshwater in parts of the world 

where access to the latter is lacking, but there is plenty of room for improvement. One opportunity for this lies 

in the materials used for water filtration systems, with scientists putting forward a wood-based alternative to 

the plastic-based membranes currently in use, with early experiments indicating a heightened performance to 

boot. 

Current approaches to water desalination are very expensive and require huge amounts of energy. Not helping 

on the environmental side of things is that the membranes used to filter the water are predominantly made 

from polymers, which require fossil fuels to produce and are tricky to recycle. 

https://newatlas.com/environment/
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/princeton-wooden-water-filter/60886/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/princeton-wooden-water-filter/60886/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/princeton-wooden-water-filter/60886/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/princeton-wooden-water-filter/60886/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=60fcb153f3-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-60fcb153f3-92970593#gallery
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In developing their new wood-based membrane, scientists from Princeton University together with colleagues 

from the University of Maryland and the University of Colorado Boulder drew inspiration from the natural 

water circulation systems of a tree. More specifically, a tree's thermal stability and the way its pores allow for 

water and nutrient transport during growth offered the scientists a useful new blueprint. 

"The hierarchical pore structure of the tree and the natural insulation property inspired the idea of using wood 

material for water evaporation," Z. Jason Ren, a professor in environmental engineering at Princeton 

University, tells New Atlas. 

We have seen wood used as water filtration systems in the past, with a number of experimental 

systems showing promise as ways of eliminating bacteria. In preparing the material for the removal of salt, 

the team behind the latest study started with American Basswood and treated it to remove the hemicellulose, 

strands that hold cellulose in place, along with lignin, which gives wood its brown texture and rigid form. The 

material was then treated with silane to make it hydrophobic and sliced into wafer-thin sheets. 

"The membrane is about 500 microns thick, which is currently thicker than commercial polymer membranes 

at around 180 microns," Ren explains. 

 

 

 

The team calls the resulting material "nanowood," and says that it boasts some impressive water filtering 

capabilities. They tested these out by suspending it over a source of water vapor. As the water is heated and 

moves into a gas phase, the molecules become just small enough to squeeze through the tiny channels within 

the treated wood, allowing salt-free water to accumulate on the top side. 

They compared its effectiveness to that of a conventional membrane, with respect to how much water vapor 

could pass through the surface per hour. The scientists say that it outperformed the currently-used membrane 

by 20 percent, owing to its very high porosity and excellent insulation, which works to avoid heat loss. 

Ren tells us that the team continues testing out different wood materials in a bid to optimize performance of 

the membrane, while its latest research was published in the journal Science Advances. 

Sources: University of Maryland, Princeton University via EurekAlert 
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How Van Gogh Found His Purpose: Heartfelt Letters to His Brother on How Relationships Refine Us 

“Does what goes on inside show on the outside? Someone has a great fire in his soul and nobody ever comes 

to warm themselves at it, and passers-by see nothing but a little smoke at the top of the chimney.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Long before Vincent van Gogh (March 30, 1853–July 29, 1890) became a creative legend and attained such 

mastery of art that he explained nature better than science, he confronted the same existential challenge many 

young people and aspiring artists face as they set out to find their purpose and do what they love — 

something that often requires the discomfiting uncertainty of deviating from the beaten path. 

In January of 1879, twenty-six-year-old Van Gogh, who had dropped out of high school, was given a six-

month appointment as a preacher in a small village — a job that consisted of giving Bible readings, teaching 

schoolchildren, and caring for the sick and poor. He devoted himself wholeheartedly to the task and, in 

solidarity with the poor, gave away all of his possessions to live in a tiny hut, where he slept on the ground. 

But his commitment backfired — the church committee that had hired him saw this as extravagant posturing 

of humility and fired him. In August, Van Gogh moved to a nearby village and took up drawing and writing 

— which he had been doing recreationally for years, for his own pleasure — as a more serious endeavor. That 

summer, his beloved brother Theo visited to discuss Vincent’s future, making it clear that the family was 

concerned with his lack of direction. (Vincent was the eldest of six children, which only compounded the 

expectations.) The uncomfortable talk, which initially caused a rift between the brothers, affected Van Gogh 

profoundly and became a serious turning point in his life. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/02/van-gogh-sketchbooks-secret-museum/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/13/van-gogh-starry-night-fluid-dynamics-animation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/27/purpose-work-love/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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Young Vincent van Gogh 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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On August 14, 1879, he wrote an exquisite letter to Theo, found in the newly released 800-page treasure 

trove Ever Yours: The Essential Letters (public library). The letter endures as a piercing testament to the 

conviction that, as another famous young man wrote in his own defense of the unbeaten path, “it is not 

necessary to accept the choices handed down to you by life as you know it.” 

Van Gogh begins by turning a wise eye to the silver lining of why the conversation had hurt and riled him so: 

It’s better that we feel something for each other rather than behave like corpses toward one another, the more 

so because as long as one has no real right to be called a corpse by being legally dead, it smacks of hypocrisy 

or at least childishness to pose as such… The hours we spent together in this way have at least assured us that 

we’re both still in the land of the living. When I saw you again and took a walk with you, I had the same 

feeling I used to have more than I do now, as though life were something good and precious that one should 

cherish, and I felt more cheerful and alive than I had been for a long time, cause in spite of myself life has 

gradually become or has seemed much less precious to me, much more unimportant and indifferent. When 

one lives with others and is bound by a feeling of affection one is aware that one has a reason for being, that 

one might not be entirely worthless and superfluous but perhaps good for one thing or another, considering 

that we need one another and are making the same journey as traveling companions. Proper self-respect, 

however, is also very dependent on relations with others. 

Noting the “salutary effect” his brother’s visit had on him, Van Gogh speaks to the soul-nurturing power of 

close relationships: 

A prisoner who’s kept in isolation, who’s prevented from working &c., would in the long run, especially if 

this were to last too long, suffer the consequences just as surely as one who went hungry for too long. Like 

everyone else, I have need of relationships of friendship or affection or trusting companionship, and am not 

like a street pump or lamp-post, whether of stone or iron, so that I can’t do without them without perceiving 

an emptiness and feeling their lack, like any other generally civilized and highly respectable man. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/ever-yours-the-essential-letters-vincent-van-gogh/oclc/881612492&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/11/04/hunter-s-thomspon-letters-of-note-advice/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/11/04/hunter-s-thomspon-letters-of-note-advice/
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Theo van Gogh 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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The letter, however, takes on the tone of an impassioned plea as Van Gogh seeks to convince his brother that 

he, Vincent, is not the failure the family believes him to be. Lamenting what “the damage, the sorrow, the 

heart’s regretfulness” inflected by his uncle’s most recent attempt to convince him to return to school and 

pursue a proper occupation, Van Gogh scoffs at the formulaic life-path laid before those who pursue 

traditional education: 

I would rather die a natural death than be prepared for it by the academy, and have occasionally had a lesson 

from a grass-mower that seemed to me more useful than one in Greek. 

Improvement in my life — should I not desire it or should I not be in need of improvement? I really want to 

improve. But it’s precisely because I yearn for it that I’m afraid of remedies that are worse than the disease. 

Can you blame a sick person if he looks the doctor straight in the eye and prefers not to be treated wrongly or 

by a quack? 

In addressing his brother’s accusation of having “a taste for idling,” Van Gogh points out that there 

are degrees of doing nothing and speaks beautifully to the idea that what seems like boredom is an essential 

faculty of creativity: 

Such idling is really a rather strange sort of idling. It’s rather difficult for me to defend myself on this score, 

but I would be sorry if you couldn’t eventually see this in a different light. I also don’t know if I would do 

well to counter such accusations by following the advice to become a baker, for example. That would really 

be a sufficient answer (supposing it were possible for us to assume the guise of a baker or hair-cutter or 

librarian with lightning speed) and yet actually a foolish response, rather like the way the man acted who, 

when accused of heartlessness because he was sitting on a donkey, immediately dismounted and continued on 

his way with the donkey on his shoulders. 

Putting jest aside, Van Gogh professes being “overcome by a feeling of sorrow” and a constant “struggle 

against despair” in the knowledge that his family sees him as “annoying or burdensome,” “useful for neither 

one thing nor another,” for his lack of purpose and direction in life. Expressing a wish for the relationship 

between the brothers to be “more trusting on both sides,” he makes a passionate case for being afforded some 

space, support, and optimism as he finds his own course: 

If it were indeed so, then I’d truly wish that it be granted me not to have to go on living too long. Yet 

whenever this depresses me beyond measure, all too deeply, after a long time the thought also occurs to me: 

It’s perhaps only a bad, terrible dream, and later we’ll perhaps learn to understand and comprehend it better. 

But is it not, after all, reality, and won’t it one day become better than worse? To many it would no doubt 

appear foolish and superstitious to believe in any improvement for the better. Sometimes in winter it’s so 

bitterly cold that one says, it’s simply too cold, what do I care whether summer comes, the bad outweighs the 

good. But whether we like it or not, an end finally comes to the hard frost, and one fine morning the wind has 

turned and we have a thaw. Comparing the natural state of the weather with our state of mind and our 

circumstances, subject to variables and change, I still have some hope that it can improve. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/24/how-to-do-nothing-with-nobody-all-alone-by-yourself/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/19/adam-phillips-boredom/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/19/adam-phillips-boredom/
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A letter from Vincent to Theo, 1879 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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Nearly a year elapses until the brothers reconnect — the longest break in their lifetime of letters and loving 

support — during which time Van Gogh sinks into a state of destitution and despair. On June 24 of the next 

year, he finally reaches out to Theo upon receiving 50 francs from him — around $200 in today’s money — 

which the aspiring artist accepts “certainly reluctantly, certainly with a rather melancholy feeling.” Indeed, he 

attests to the creative value of melancholy and echoes Nietzsche’s belief in the spiritual benefits of 

suffering as he writes to Theo: 

What moulting is to birds, the time when they change their feathers, that’s adversity or misfortune, hard times, 

for us human beings. One may remain in this period of moulting, one may also come out of it renewed, but 

it’s not to be done in public, however; it’s scarcely entertaining, it’s not cheerful, so it’s a matter of making 

oneself scarce. 

[…] 

Instead of giving way to despair, I took the way of active melancholy as long as I had strength for activity, or 

in other words, I preferred the melancholy that hopes and aspires and searches to the one that despairs, 

mournful and stagnant. 

Considering how he adapted to this state of “active melancholy” as he immersed himself in making art, Van 

Gogh makes a wonderfully self-aware remark about his notorious unkept appearance: 

The man who is absorbed in all that is sometimes shocking, to others, and without wishing to, offends to a 

greater or lesser degree against certain forms and customs of social convention. It’s a pity, though, when 

people take that in bad part. For example, you well know that I’ve frequently neglected my appearance, I 

admit it, and I admit that it’s shocking. But look, money troubles and poverty have something to do with it, 

and then a profound discouragement also has something to do with it, and then it’s sometimes a good means 

of ensuring for oneself the solitude needed to be able to go somewhat more deeply into this or that field of 

study with which one is preoccupied. 

Reflecting on having spent the past five years “more or less without a position, wandering hither and thither,” 

Van Gogh revisits the question of finding his purpose. In a sentiment reminiscent of Picasso’s remark that “to 

know what you’re going to draw, you have to begin drawing,” he offers a magnificent counterpoint to the 

myth that so frequently paralyzes people, especially young people, who set out to live a life of purpose — the 

idea that the path must reveal itself before you embark upon it, that you must “find yourself” before you begin 

your creative journey. Van Gogh writes: 

On the road that I’m on I must continue; if I do nothing, if I don’t study, if I don’t keep on trying, then I’m 

lost, then woe betide me. That’s how I see this, to keep on, keep on, that’s what’s needed. 

But what’s your ultimate goal, you’ll say. The goal will become clearer, will take shape slowly and surely, as 

the croquis becomes a sketch and the sketch a painting, as one works more seriously, as one digs deeper into 

the originally vague idea, the first fugitive, passing thought, unless it becomes firm. 

Echoing Kierkegaard’s admonition that most people succumb to conformity by seeking out “a solid position 

in life” — that is, a humdrum jobby job — Van Gogh adds wryly: 

One of the reasons why I’m now without a position, why I’ve been without a position for years, it’s quite 

simply because I have different ideas from these gentlemen who give positions to individuals who think like 

them. 

Countering his brother’s accusation that he has changed a great deal since their youthful walks together, Van 

Gogh argues that merely his circumstances changed, while his innermost values only deepened as he 

immersed himself more fully in his two great loves, art and literature: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/28/against-happiness-melancholy-wilson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/15/nietzsche-on-difficulty/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/15/nietzsche-on-difficulty/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/24/picasso-brassai-ideas-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/24/picasso-brassai-ideas-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/17/florence-king-finding-yourself/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/26/kierkegaard-individual-crowd-conformity-minority/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/26/kierkegaard-individual-crowd-conformity-minority/
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What has changed is that my life was less difficult then and my future less dark, but as far as my inner self, as 

far as my way of seeing and thinking are concerned, they haven’t changed. But if in fact there were a change, 

it’s that now I think and I believe and I love more seriously what then, too, I already thought, I believed and I 

loved. 

[…] 

If you now can forgive a man for going more deeply into paintings, admit also that the love of books is as 

holy as that of Rembrandt, and I even think that the two complement each other. 

 

‘Self-Portrait with Grey Felt Hat’ by Vincent van Gogh 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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He returns to the heart of the matter — the anguish of not having settled into his sense of purpose: 

In my unbelief I’m a believer, in a way, and though having changed I am the same, and my torment is none 

other than this, what could I be good for, couldn’t I serve and be useful in some way, how could I come to 

know more thoroughly, and go more deeply into this subject or that? Do you see, it continually torments me, 

and then you feel a prisoner in penury, excluded from participating in this work or that, and such and such 

necessary things are beyond your reach. Because of that, you’re not without melancholy, and you feel 

emptiness where there could be friendship and high and serious affections, and you feel a terrible 

discouragement gnawing at your psychic energy itself, and fate seems able to put a barrier against the 

instincts for affection, or a tide of revulsion that overcomes you. And then you say, How long, O Lord! Well, 

then, what can I say; does what goes on inside show on the outside? Someone has a great fire in his soul and 

nobody ever comes to warm themselves at it, and passers-by see nothing but a little smoke at the top of the 

chimney and then go on their way. So now what are we to do, keep this fire alive inside, have salt in 

ourselves, wait patiently, but with how much impatience, await the hour, I say, when whoever wants to, will 

come and sit down there, will stay there, for all I know? 

And yet as cut off from the capacity for affection as he may feel, Van Gogh nonetheless believes that love is 

the only conduit to connecting with one’s purpose, with divinity itself: 

I’m always inclined to believe that the best way of knowing [the divine] is to love a great deal. Love that 

friend, that person, that thing, whatever you like, you’ll be on the right path to knowing more thoroughly, 

afterwards; that’s what I say to myself. But you must love with a high, serious intimate sympathy, with a will, 

with intelligence, and you must always seek to know more thoroughly, better, and more. 

Remarking on having benefited from “the free course at the great university of poverty,” Van Gogh envisions 

finding his purpose after a long period of floundering: 

One who has been rolling along for ages as if tossed on a stormy sea arrives at his destination at last; one who 

has seemed good for nothing, incapable of filling any position, any role, finds one in the end, and, active and 

capable of action, shows himself entirely differently from what he had seemed at first sight. 

Once again, he appeals to his brother to see him as “something other than some sort of idler” and to learn to 

distinguish between the two types of idling, the destructive and the constructive: 

There are idlers and idlers, who form a contrast. 

There’s the one who’s an idler through laziness and weakness of character, through the baseness of his 

nature… Then there’s the other idler, the idler truly despite himself, who is gnawed inwardly by a great desire 

for action, who does nothing because he finds it impossible to do anything since he’s imprisoned in 

something, so to speak, because he doesn’t have what he would need to be productive, because the 

inevitability of circumstances is reducing him to this point. Such a person doesn’t’ always know himself what 

he could do, but he feels by instinct, I’m good for something, even so! I feel I have a raison d’être! I know 

that I could be a quite different man! For what then could I be of use, for what could I serve! There’s 

something within me, so what is it! That’s an entirely different idler. 

Bleeding from Van Gogh’s words is the hope that his brother would see him not as the first but as the second 

kind of “idler” — a hope he amplifies with a moving metaphor in closing the lengthy letter, one that speaks 

with harrowing elegance to the hastiness with which we tend to judge others and to mistake their 

circumstances for their capabilities: 

In the springtime a bird in a cage knows very well that there’s something he’d be good for; he feels very 

clearly that there’s something to be done but he can’t do it; what it is he can’t clearly remember,and he has 

vague ideas and says to himself, “the others are building their nests and making their little ones and raising 

the brood,” and he bangs his head against the bars of his cage. And then the cage stays there and the bird is 
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‘Self-Portrait with Straw Hat’ by Vincent van Gogh 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
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mad with suffering. “Look, there’s an idler,” says another passing bird — that fellow’s a sort of man of 

leisure. And yet the prisoner lives and doesn’t die; nothing of what’s going on within shows outside, he’s in 

good health, he’s rather cheerful in the sunshine. But then comes the season of migration. A bout of 

melancholy — but, say the children who look after him, he’s got everything that he needs in his cage, after all 

— but he looks at the sky outside, heavy with storm clouds, and within himself feels a rebellion against fate. 

I’m in a cage, I’m in a cage, and so I lack for nothing, you fools! Me, I have everything I need! Ah, for pity’s 

sake, freedom, to be a bird like other birds! 

An idle man like that resembles an idle bird like that. 

[…] 

You may not always be able to say what it is that confines, that immures, that seems to bury, and yet you feel 

[the] bars… 

He concludes by returning to the ennobling, liberating nature of close relationships: 

You know, what makes the prison disappear is very deep, serious attachment. To be friends, to be brothers, to 

love; that opens the prison through sovereign power, through a most powerful spell. But he who doesn’t have 

that remains in death. But where sympathy springs up again, life springs up again. 

That summer, Vincent resolved to pursue art as his lifelong endeavor. It was Theo who first urged him to turn 

art into a career, and he soon became Van Gogh’s greatest champion and most selfless supporter — one of 

creative history’s greatest unsung sidekicks. Despite his well-documented and ultimately fatal struggle with 

mental illness, Van Gogh wrote frequently of the sublime joy and immense fulfillment he found in art — a 

sense of purpose without which his life would have been undoubtedly grimmer and quite possibly even 

shorter, and creative culture vastly impoverished. 

Ever Yours: The Essential Letters is a revelatory read in its hefty totality, brimming with insights into the rich 

and turbulent inner life of one of humanity’s greatest creative luminaries. Complement it with Vincent’s 

letters to Theo on art and the power of love, then marvel at how his greatest masterpiece explains the 

scientific mysteries of fluid dynamics. 

 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/01/van-gogh-purpose-

letter/?mc_cid=42a29ef57e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/22/who-what-when-rothman-book/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/05/van-gogh-and-mental-illness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/05/van-gogh-and-mental-illness/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300209479/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/vincent-van-gogh-art-love-letters/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/13/van-gogh-starry-night-fluid-dynamics-animation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/13/van-gogh-starry-night-fluid-dynamics-animation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/01/van-gogh-purpose-letter/?mc_cid=42a29ef57e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/01/van-gogh-purpose-letter/?mc_cid=42a29ef57e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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What wartime ‘munitionettes’ can teach us about burnout 

 

 

 

A short overtime sprint won't kill you but, as data from World War One shows, consistently putting in 

too many hours at work hurts employees and employers. 

 

By Jill Duffy 

Here’s a theory prevalent in the start-up community and among CEOs: passion, focus, ambition and 

dedication are crucial to being your most productive self. With these traits, we can always push ourselves to 

do more – or so the thinking goes. 

Research on working hours, however, suggests that overwork leads to being less productive, not more. It is 

also associated with increases in cardiovascular disease, diabetes and other negative health effects, all of 

which can take a toll on work-related output. 

So how many working hours is too many? And by how much does productivity drop after a certain point? The 

only way to know is to measure the output of real workers. A 2015 analysis of unusual worker data from 

World War One can offer some concrete answers. 

Sweet spot? 

During the war, Britain needed to manufacture weapons and ammunition quickly. Because so many men were 

off fighting, women – who had not typically worked in factories at the time – were called into service as 

"munitionettes". Their work included tasks like drilling screw threads on parts of weapons before they were 

assembled, and turning fuse bodies, which likely meant turning a piece of metal as a machine cut it and bore 

holes in it.  

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20171204-the-compelling-case-for-working-a-lot-less
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12828387
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ecoj.12166
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ecoj.12166
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Wartime munitionettes typically put in more than 50 hours of work per week, and sometimes as many as 72 

(Credit: Alamy) 

In 1915, the government established the Health of Munition Workers Committee (HMWC) to monitor 

working conditions and advise on matters such as working hours. The committee managed to collect a rich set 

of data that can tell us a lot about what happens when people work long hours. 

The information is especially useful because of the nature of the work and the workers: there was only one 

shift, and each worker did the same tasks, which were easy to count. The committee could verify which days 

and hours they worked by looking at the factory's electricity logs. Because the information is unambiguous 

and measurable, it's great data for researchers. 

Output per hour peaked at about 40 hours of work per week and then fell 

The 2015 analysis of this data showed that as hours worked increased, output also increased, but only to a 

point. Output per hour peaked at about 40 hours of work per week and then fell. 

Study author Dr John H Pencavel, a professor in the economics department at Stanford University, suggests 

there's a sweet spot in the number of hours people work per week. "After a point (a point that probably varies 

across workers and across their tasks), one more hour of work delivers more output (or better performance) if 

the worker has already worked 30 hours a week than if the worker has already worked 40 hours a week," he 

says via email. 

Pencavel discusses the same munitions workers in his book Diminishing Returns at Work: The Consequences 

of Long Working Hours. There he explains that the workers typically put in more than 50 hours of work per 

week, and sometimes as many as 72. Pencavel's number-crunching shows that the weeks when output was 

highest were not the same weeks when the hours were longest. 

This means that, at a certain point, throwing more hours at the problem doesn't help – and only runs up the 

operational costs. 

Taking time off 
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It’s not just about working hours: days off are also important when it comes to productivity. Munitions 

workers often worked many days in a row without rest. Saturday work was still common then, and Sundays 

were reinstituted as workdays because of the war. 

Occasionally, however, munitionettes got to take a Sunday off. The HMWC collected data covering both 

these conditions and realised that a work week without a day of rest doesn’t benefit anyone. Output does 

not increase, and workers are unhappy. 

The HMWC realised that a work week without a day of rest doesn’t benefit anyone. Output does not 

increase, and workers are unhappy 

Pencavel also compared the productivity of munitions workers during the week before a working Sunday and 

during the week after. When the workers worked continuously without a day off, weekly output dropped 

between 13.5% and 17%.   

The circumstances of the munitionettes are unique. They did manual, repetitive labour in dangerous 

conditions. Women outnumbered the few men and youths employed in the factories by four to one. Given that 

they took the jobs as a call to action to serve their country and they were paid per task, rather than an hourly 

rate, it's fair to assume their motivations were similar too. 

 

Manual labourers can track their hours more easily – making it easier to measure their output. For those in 

offices, it can be much harder (Credit: Getty Images) 

One-hundred years on, the results of overwork don't seem to be all that different for knowledge 

workers. Working too many hours backfires for both employers and employees, whether you measure by 

decreased outputs, lack of creativity, a drop in quality or poorer interpersonal skills. 

There isn't a body of research pointing to long hours being the optimal condition, whereas there's 

ample evidence in support of shorter workweeks for all kinds of workers 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41822985
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/a-day-in-the-life-of-a-munitions-worker
https://hbr.org/2015/08/the-research-is-clear-long-hours-backfire-for-people-and-for-companies
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That's not to say that a short sprint of long hours to finish a project or meet a deadline isn't worthwhile. And 

some may argue that, despite regular long hours, CEOs and other dedicated executives still manage to thrive 

in their roles. Although there certainly could be outliers, there isn't a body of research pointing to long hours 

being the optimal condition, whereas there's ample evidence in support of shorter workweeks for all kinds of 

workers. 

People need weekends and other types of time off to recover from work and return to a job refreshed and 

fully productive. A study of Israeli workers who all took the same two weeks away from the office found 

that everyone experienced some form of relief during their time off. It didn't matter if one employee felt acute 

stress before the time off and another didn't. "It is the day-in-day-out, seemingly endless and inescapable 

nature of chronic stress that causes burnout," the authors write. 

The act of going to work and working wears people down. Time off enables them to recover. 

Some types of workers can't avoid long hours in a condensed schedule, usually due to the conditions of their 

workplace. Emergency response workers, sailors, miners, long-distance lorry drivers, surgeons and airline 

staff all come to mind. Studies of such groups usually focus on the effects of sleep deprivation, because 

working long continuous hours means not sleeping. The risks and dangers vary by profession, but are 

consistently negative when long working hours lead to insufficient sleep.   

 

For people who work desk jobs, it can be almost impossible to track your output – especially if it involves 

answering emails after hours (Credit: Alamy) 

Setting boundaries 

One advantage manual labourers like the munitions workers have over most knowledge workers is that they 

can track their hours worked and tasks completed more easily. It's much harder to quantify output if your job 

is to foster long-term relationships with other businesses, for example. For decades, time studies have shown 

that workers in the 20th and early 21st Century overestimated how many hours they work and 

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2013-38840-007
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9378682
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ajim.20373
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2011/06/art3full.pdf
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underestimated their leisure time. Yet as the nature of work changes, it's even harder to figure out what 

constitutes ‘work’ at all. 

"What can be tricky for knowledge workers is keeping a handle on how much they work," says Dr Erin Reid, 

associate professor in human resources and management at McMaster University in Canada. "Many of these 

individuals are expected to respond to work-related emails or text messages at all times of the day or weekend 

and often on vacation. As a result, even if they are technically 'off' work, they are still thinking about and 

engaging with work, which can be very draining." She says that in addition to becoming less productive, 

people may also lose the joy or fulfilment that they used to get from working. 

Long work hours and demands outside of working hours are imposed upon employees by management 

and are usually a part of a workplace or professional culture – Erin Reid 

Solutions for preventing overwork sound deceptively simple and involve setting boundaries and managing 

workloads. "But to be honest, long work hours and demands outside of working hours are imposed upon 

employees by management and are usually a part of a workplace or professional culture," Reid says. 

"Asking workers to solve the problem for themselves, on their own, can only lead to temporary and 

incomplete fixes." In other words, it’s up to today's employers and managers to curb overwork. 

Pencavel notes that some employers know the consequences of overwork on their bottom lines and their 

employees, though others are not fully informed. 

"They have operated a certain way for a certain period of time and, if they are still in business, they see no 

reason to change things," he says. Still, some employers have experimented with different work schedules, 

and altered scheduling practises after reviewing the results. 

“Why don't we observe more employers doing this, i.e., experimenting with different hours?” Pencavel asks. 

“I don't know why they don't.” 

 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190912-what-wartime-munitionettes-can-teach-us-about-

burnout?xtor=ES-213-[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019September20-[More%7c+Image+3] 

  

https://hbr.org/2016/06/managing-the-high-intensity-workplace
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2013-38840-007
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190912-what-wartime-munitionettes-can-teach-us-about-burnout?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bMore%7c+Image+3%5d
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190912-what-wartime-munitionettes-can-teach-us-about-burnout?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bMore%7c+Image+3%5d
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Hans Christen Andersen, Original Literary Softboi 

Bookish Ambition! Awkward Gentleness! Goth Sexiness! He Had It All 

By Boze Harrington 

 

The year is 1819 and a lonely teenage boy is making his way by coach to the city of Copenhagen. From the 

top of a high hill its moats and ramparts glitter in the morning sunlight like a fairy-tale palace. Although the 

stench of refuse is thick, the boy isn’t bothered by it. He has only ten rixdollars in his pocket but harbors a 

quiet ambition to make his name among the city’s aristocratic families. More than that—a longing he hasn’t 

put into words yet—he wishes to be remembered forever. Hans Christian Andersen—14 years old, friendless, 

virtually penniless—wishes to become immortal. 

Circumstances are not in his favor. Born of a peasant family, he has only a rudimentary education. At present, 

his only discernible talent is an angelic singing voice, which he hopes will attract the attention of a wealthy 

patron. Yet in the way of all fairy-tale heroes he has something else, too, something inherited from his 

mother, a hardy, barely literate woman who drinks schnapps and tells stories of trolls and ghosts, and from his 

late father, a dreamy, impractical soul who read to him from One Thousand and One Nights: a love of all 

things fantastical, an imagination peopled with mermaids and jinn and magic carpets. 

As Andersen descends the hill into the city, near the spot where they will one day erect a statue in his honor, 

he’s no longer mindful of the obstacles in front of him. Like Aladdin, with whom he feels an intense affinity, 

he is descending into a cave of wonders. 

Andersen would go on to win the immortality he was so desperately seeking, though only up to a point. The 

rough edges of his stories—at their best they are eerie and disturbing, full of hallucinatory imagery and 

suppressed longings—have been smoothed over in the popular imagination by a century of retellings, and 

Danny Kaye’s performance in the 1952 musical bearing his name cemented his image as a whimsical teller of 

tales, distracting children with song and dance. 

https://lithub.com/author/bozeharrington/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

57 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

But Andersen is due for a reassessment. The true story of his life—his incurable social awkwardness; his 

passionate, unrequited longings for both men and women; his casual defiance of gender norms; his prickly, 

sensitive and (to his contemporaries) often insufferable personality—make him a figure of continuing 

relevance. The world needs this Andersen: the Romantic, lonely striver, effeminate and shy, defender of the 

humanities and friend of the marginalized. 

If Andersen’s effeminacy feels strikingly modern, his sexuality feels even more so. 

In his memoirs Andersen tells of a childhood flirtation with a Jewish girl, Sara. Wanting to impress her, he 

explained that he secretly came from a noble family and would one day inherit a castle. He offered her a job 

there as a dairy maid. Indignant, Sara told her other friends, “He’s mad, just like his grandfather.” 

The story is peak Andersen: the accidental rudeness, the fairy-tale embellishments, a certain cluelessness in 

love, the sting of rejection—traits that would recur throughout his life, for Andersen retained a touch of 

childish naiveté even in adulthood which annoyed some and endeared him to others. (English writer Elizabeth 

Rigby described him as “a long, thin, fleshless, boneless man”—fleshless and boneless!—“bending and 

wriggling like a lizard with a lantern-jawed, cadaverous appearance.”) Something of his personality seems to 

have seeped into Eddie Redmayne’s performance as Newt Scamander in the Fantastic Beasts films—lank, 

sensitive, foppish, more at home in the company of women than men, averse to conflict, a lover of animals, 

forever on the brink of tears. 

As a boy Andersen was more than once mistaken for a girl—he was beaten up for it—and routinely referred 

to himself as womanly or “woman-soft” in private correspondence. He never forgave the stern schoolteacher 

who accused him of being effeminate and forbade him from writing fiction. His sensitivity to injury concealed 

a vindictive edge—decades later he was still writing stories in which villainous figures try to prevent children 

from reading fairy-tales—but Andersen’s empathy and complete lack of concern with conforming to 

conventional gender norms is refreshing now, in a world littered with red-pilled grifters and toxic pick-up 

artists peddling flimsy or violent ideals of masculinity. 

If Andersen’s effeminacy feels strikingly modern, his sexuality feels even more so. Like Lewis Carroll, Emily 

Dickinson, and some other queer writers of that era, he developed powerful romantic attachments that were 

never returned with the same intensity, expressed his affections through long, florid letters, was compromised 

by his intense shyness and inability to pass as normal in his culture, and was ultimately disappointed in love. 

Andersen never married, though it isn’t clear whether he really wanted to. He was committed to his vocation 

above all else and seemed to relish the emotional high of an unrequited attraction; on the rare occasions when 

a crush surprised him by returning his affections, he took pains to talk them out of it. Andersen lived for his 

crushes; in his prime he often nursed two at once, toward a man and a woman, both of whom were usually 

safely inaccessible. What he seemed to crave more than sex was the ecstatic spark of a passionate kinship 

between someone of like mind. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

It may have been this platonic intellectual kinship that Andersen was seeking when he famously visited 

Charles Dickens at Gad’s Hill in 1857, a stay of five weeks which the Dickens family experienced as a 

prolonged torture: Andersen, oblivious to the marital tensions—Dickens was preparing to leave his wife in 

favor of a young actress—spent the trip histrionically weeping on the front lawn, overcome with both joy and 

grief, and making whimsical paper cutouts for the entertainment of the younger children. Dickens has 

generally come off as more sympathetic than Andersen in this episode, though not entirely: as a sophisticated, 

powerful, socially adept man of the world, Dickens was accustomed to using charm and flattery to put other 

people at ease. When he disingenuously welcomed Andersen to stay as long as he liked, Andersen naively 

took him at his word. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=olM-AQAAIAAJ&pg=PA224&lpg=PA224&dq=%22thin,+fleshless,+boneless%22&source=bl&ots=6gRQDm8hDB&sig=ACfU3U20UWlydXnt_zoaWuBCvMlSQ4AMPA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjc4KSagr_jAhVLbc0KHQlbDZ0Q6AEwBHoECAUQAQ#v=onepage&q=%22thin%2C%20fleshless%2C%20boneless%22&f=false
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/sep/10/charles-dickens-hans-christian-andersen-letters-correspondence-auction
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The extended visit irretrievably ruined Andersen’s friendship with Dickens, who eventually stopped 

responding to his letters. Overly trusting, perpetually overwhelmed, gifted with a Romantic’s sense of the 

world’s horror and beauty, Andersen was tremendously flawed, but even those flaws had a way of working to 

his credit. Certain critics have noted the postmodern flavor of his later fairy-tales, but Andersen himself seems 

uniquely modern in a way that many of his contemporaries, more willing to adhere to the social conventions 

of their time, no longer do. Messy, depressive, nakedly emotional, and sweetly clueless, he’s both 

reassuringly relatable and deeply sympathetic. The exquisite sensitivity he embodied is a powerful antidote to 

the coarseness and cruelty that, more and more, seem to be infecting our public life. 

 

https://lithub.com/hans-christen-andersen-original-literary-softboi/ 

  

https://lithub.com/hans-christen-andersen-original-literary-softboi/
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Negative 

by Wislawa Szymborska 

 

Issue no. 144 (Fall 1997) 

In the dun-colored sky 

A cloud even more dun-colored 

With the black outline of the sun. 

To the left, that is, to the right 

A white cherry branch with black flowers. 

On your dark face, light shadows. 

You have sat down at a small table 

And laid your grayed hands on it. 

You give the impression of a ghost 

Who attempts to summon the living. 

(Because I'm still counted among them, 

I should appear and knock: 

Good night, that is, good morning, 

Farewell, that is, hello. 

Not being stingy with questions to any answer 

If they concern life, 

That is, the storm before the calm.) 

                —translated from the Polish by Joanna Trzeciak 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Translation as an Arithmetic of Loss” by Ingrid Rojas Contreras? 

 Lydia Davis’s “Some Notes on Translation and on Madame Bovary,” published in Issue 198, Fall 

2011? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05b5fb3b10&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05b5fb3b10&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=12e2c0ada4&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5abf43a980&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05b5fb3b10&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05b5fb3b10&e=d538c8f2e0
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Traces of new dark matter candidate could be found in crystals deep inside the Earth 

By Michael Irving 

 

A composite image showing galaxies in optical light, x-ray emissions in pink and invisible mass – or dark 

matter – in blue. 

NASA/CXC/M. Weiss – Chandra X-Ray Observatory 

VIEW 1 IMAGE 

Although it outnumbers regular matter by a ratio of five to one, dark matter is frustratingly elusive. Many 

experiments have been and are being run to try to hunt down different types of candidate particles, but so far 

no direct trace has been found of any of them. Now, researchers from Max Planck have proposed a new 

hypothetical particle that might be behind dark matter – the superheavy gravitino – and outlined just how we 

might find them. 

As far back as the 1930s, astronomers began to notice that galaxies are moving much faster than they should 

be, based on the mass we could see. Calculations led to the conclusion that there must be far more mass out 

there that we couldn’t see, and this hypothetical invisible stuff became known as dark matter. 

Ever since, astronomers and physicists have been searching for just what dark matter is made of. Many 

models suggest different types of particles, such as dark photons, axions, weakly-interacting massive particles 

(WIMPs), “Macro” particles with masses on the scale of a dwarf planet, and even a type of scalar 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-lighter-warmer/60580/
https://newatlas.com/dark-photon-dark-energy/32049/
https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-axion-experiment/59096/
https://newatlas.com/lux-dark-matter-detector/44449/
https://newatlas.com/macroscopic-dark-matter/34603/
https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-appear-before-big-bang/60960/
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particle older than the Big Bang itself. But despite many elaborate experiments, no traces of any of these 

exotic particles has turned up yet. 

Now, researchers from Max Planck have developed a model which puts forward a brand new candidate – the 

superheavy gravitino. Gravitinos themselves have long been on the list of potential particles, although 

generally these are very light. As the name suggests, that’s not the case with superheavy gravitinos. 

These hypothetical particles would not only have a much greater mass, but they would interact with normal 

matter through other forces. Dark matter is generally thought to only interact through gravity, which is what 

causes the astronomical oddities that clued scientists in on it. 

 

A composite image showing galaxies in optical light, x-ray emissions in pink and invisible mass – or dark 

matter – in blue. 

NASA/CXC/M. Weiss – Chandra X-Ray Observatory 

“The common expectation is that dark matter is made up of an elementary particle, and that it hasn’t been 

possible to detect this particle yet because it interacts with ordinary matter almost exclusively by the 

gravitational force,” says Hermann Nicolai, an author of two studies describing the new particles. “In 

particular, our scheme predicts the existence of superheavy gravitinos, which – unlike the usual candidates 

and unlike the previously considered light gravitinos – would also interact strongly and electromagnetically 

with ordinary matter.” 

https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-appear-before-big-bang/60960/
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The team calculated that superheavy gravitinos would each have a mass of roughly 0.02 milligrams, or about 

that of a flea egg. That might not sound very heavy, but for comparison’s sake, it’s about 10 quintillion times 

heavier than say a proton or a neutron. 

With a mass that great, these particles would have to be very diffuse in the universe or they would cause it to 

collapse. But that works for the theory anyway – having just one particle in 10,000 km3 (2,400 mi3) would be 

enough to explain the dark matter effects astronomers see. 

But what’s particularly interesting is that if superheavy gravitinos are real, we could find traces of them using 

the Earth itself as a giant detector. After all, we’re bound to have had plenty of them pass through the planet 

in the last 4.5 billion years. And if they did, they should have left fingerprints behind. 

Because superheavy gravitinos would interact with regular matter through the electromagnetic and strong 

nuclear forces, they could leave ionization tracks in rocks. The problem is, they might be difficult to 

distinguish from the paths of other particles. 

“Ionizing radiation is known to cause lattice defects in crystal structures," says Nicolai. "It may be possible to 

detect relics of such ionization tracks in crystals that remain stable over millions of years." 

The research was published in two articles, appearing in the journals Physical Review Lettersand Physical 

Review D. 

Source: Max Planck 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of physics and 

the universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing under his belt, he’s been writing for various 

online outlets and print publications for eight years, and New Atlas for the last three years. 

 

https://newatlas.com/physics/dark-matter-candidate-particle-superheavy-gravitino/ 

  

https://journals.aps.org/prl/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevLett.121.091601
https://journals.aps.org/prd/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevD.100.035001
https://journals.aps.org/prd/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevD.100.035001
https://www.mpg.de/13821978/a-heavyweight-candidate-for-dark-matter
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/physics/dark-matter-candidate-particle-superheavy-gravitino/
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Against the Slippery Slope of Injustice: Amanda Palmer Reads Wendell Berry’s Stunningly Prescient 

Poem “Questionnaire” 

The road to moral hell is paved with gradual self-permission. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Under conditions of terror,” Hannah Arendt wrote in her classic treatise on the normalization of evil, “most 

people will comply but some people will not… No more is required, and no more can reasonably be asked, 

for this planet to remain a place fit for human habitation.” Under such conditions, counting ourselves among 

the few who refuse to comply has less to do with whether we believe ourselves to be good than it does with 

the deliberate protections we must place between unrelenting evil and our own sanity and goodness, for 

among the most insaning aspects of tyrannical regimes is the Stockholm syndrome of the psyche they inflict 

upon us — upon ordinary people, not-evil people, people who consider themselves decent and good, but who 

slowly, through a cascade of countless small concessions, lose sight of the North Star of their native moral 

compass. 

Therein lies the true seat of terror, the kind of terror James Baldwin meant when he made his chilling 

observation that “it has always been much easier (because it has always seemed much safer) to give a name to 

the evil without than to locate the terror within.” The Nobel-winning dissident poet Joseph Brodsky, who was 

expatriated for speaking inconvenient truth to power and sentenced to five years at a Soviet labor camp, 

captured this chilling dynamic perfectly as he contemplated the most powerful antidote to evil: “What we 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/07/hannah-arendt-the-banality-of-evil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/14/james-baldwin-nothing-personal-evil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/14/james-baldwin-nothing-personal-evil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/25/joseph-brodsky-evil-williams-college-commencement/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/158243624X/braipick-20
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regard as Evil is capable of a fairly ubiquitous presence if only because it tends to appear in the guise of 

good.” 

How to strip that guise is what Wendell Berry, another poet of uncommon insight and courage of conviction, 

examines in his stunningly prescient poem “Questionnaire,” first published in 2009, later included his 

altogether magnificent poetry collection Leavings (public library), and generously read here by poetry-

loverand my dear friend Amanda Palmer, with the lovely score of crickets in the summer night: 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

by Wendell Berry 

1. How much poison are you willing 

to eat for the success of the free 

market and global trade? Please 

name your preferred poisons. 

2. For the sake of goodness, how much 

evil are you willing to do? 

Fill in the following blanks 

with the names of your favorite 

evils and acts of hatred. 

3. What sacrifices are you prepared 

to make for culture and civilization? 

Please list the monuments, shrines, 

and works of art you would 

most willingly destroy. 

4. In the name of patriotism and 

the flag, how much of our beloved 

land are you willing to desecrate? 

List in the following spaces 

the mountains, rivers, towns, farms 

you could most readily do without. 

5. State briefly the ideas, ideals, or hopes, 

the energy sources, the kinds of security, 

for which you would kill a child. 

Name, please, the children whom 

you would be willing to kill. 

Complement with Berry on how to be a poet and a complete human being, then revisit Amanda Palmer 

reading “The Hubble Photographs” by Adrienne Rich, “Having It Out With Melancholy” by Jane 

Kenyon, “Humanity i love you” by E.E. Cummings, “Possibilities” by Wisława Szymborska, and “The 

Mushroom Hunters” by Neil Gaiman. 

Amanda’s work, like my own, is made possible by patronage — join me in supporting her work so that she 

may go on bringing beauty and bravery into this world. 

HT Kottke 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/14/wendell-berry-questionnaire-amanda-

palmer/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/158243624X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/leavings-poems/oclc/779995225&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/amanda-palmer/
http://amandapalmer.net/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/12/how-to-be-a-poet-wendell-berry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/27/having-it-out-with-melancholy-jane-kenyon-amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/28/amanda-palmer-reads-humanity-i-love-you-e-e-cummings/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/18/amanda-palmer-wislawa-szymborska-possibilities-poem-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.patreon.com/amandapalmer
https://kottke.org/19/08/questionnaire
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/14/wendell-berry-questionnaire-amanda-palmer/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/14/wendell-berry-questionnaire-amanda-palmer/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Riding in Cars with Jacques Lacan 

Jamieson Webster 

Michele Laurent/Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images 

Then newly elected president of France, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing taking the wheel of a Citroën DS, Paris, 

May 27, 1974 

In the exhibition halls, the car on show is explored with an intense, amorous studiousness: it is the great tactile 

phase of discovery, the moment when visual wonder is about to receive the reasoned assault of touch (for 

touch is the most demystifying of all senses, unlike sight, which is the most magical). The bodywork, the lines 

of union are touched, the upholstery palpated, the seats tried, the doors caressed, the cushions fondled; before 

the wheel, one pretends to drive with one’s whole body. The object here is totally prostituted, appropriated: 

originating from the heaven of Metropolis, the Goddess is in a quarter of an hour mediatized, actualizing 

through this exorcism the very essence of petit-bourgeois advancement. 

                         —Roland Barthes, “Citroën DS” in Mythologies (1957) 

The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan drove a Citroën DS. What else? This car, Barthes tells us, was a 

truly magical object, a perfect fetish, the essence of freedom, movement, and power. And yet, cars are also a 

sign of our insignificance, like the problem of traffic jams, parking lots, and statistical casualties. The DS—

or Déesse (a wordplay on the initials that justified Barthes’s calling the car his Goddess)—seemed to promise 

the ability to drive with one’s whole body—the broken promise of all technology. We can almost touch the 

future. Almost. 

Lacan understood the seductive appeal. Read anything about Lacan’s life and you will find it punctuated by 

stories about cars and driving. These are certainly apocryphal stories told about him that have circulated 

among psychoanalysts and appear in biographies or anecdotal commentary, but cars were also clearly a 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/jamieson-webster/
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thorough-going texture in his thought. Almost every case study Lacan mentions—and these are quite rare in 

the twenty-eight years of seminars that form the spine of his work—somehow or other ends up involving a 

car, driving, and roadways.  

Of course, we English speakers hear another pun in drive: “drive” as a verb, something we do, and “drive” as 

a noun, something that acts upon us. Even if the equivalence doesn’t exactly work out in French—conduire, 

pulsion—Lacan nevertheless fought against the English translation of Freud’s Trieb into “instinct”—drive, he 

said, is the only translation to militate against such stupid American Darwinism. But it isn’t the pun that 

interests me so much as the fact that this car business makes Lacan seem a little more pedestrian, while still 

allowing for a mythology, slightly off-center, away from the great man. After all, isn’t this just a boy and his 

toy?  

Not for Lacan, who placed the car at the very center of his own analysis. Lacan was in a six-year 

psychoanalysis with Rudolph Löwenstein, who had himself been analyzed by Freud, and later emigrated to 

New York. It was not a fruitful encounter, with Lacan attempting to take the driving seat:  

To illustrate the situation between him and Löwenstein, Lacan told Catherine Millot of an incident that 

occurred at the time. One day he was driving his little car through a tunnel when a truck came at him head-on 

from the opposite direction. He decided to keep going, and the truck gave way. He told Löwenstein what had 

happened, hoping to make him see the truth of their transferential relationship. But he got no answer. And the 

mortal struggle… ended in open conflict.  

Lacan was only granted membership to the Psychoanalytic Society of Paris in 1938 as a bargaining chip to 

admit another psychoanalyst fleeing Germany, Heinz Hartmann, who was a friend of Löwenstein’s. Since this 

was against the advice of his analyst, who felt Lacan needed more work, the institute decided to make Lacan’s 

membership conditional upon continuing in his analysis. Instead, he promptly left it. We now have a number 

of bitter letters in which we see Löwenstein openly denouncing Lacan—a terrible breach of confidentiality, 

no less of ethics. Strange fact: when Lacan was eventually thrown out of the International Psychoanalytical 

Association for his use of variable length sessions (and not the standard forty-five to fifty minutes), Lacan 

declared the analyst presiding over the commission to be his mortal enemy. This analyst was later killed in a 

car crash.   

Lacan had two families, and his two youngest daughters were born, to their different mothers, just eight 

months apart. Even after he left his first wife, Malou Blondin-Lacan, their three children did not know of his 

other wife, Sylvia Bataille, and their daughter, Judith, for quite some time. There was, however, a fateful 

encounter at a crosswalk. Lacan’s son and youngest daughter recognized their father in his car, but not the 

woman next to him, nor the little girl sitting in the back seat. When they called out and ran toward him, he 

drove off. Only subsequently would they put two and two together. When, later, Lacan’s eldest daughter, 

Caroline, was killed by a drunk driver, her funeral was one of the few occasions that the families were forced 

to confront one another’s existence.  

Lacan’s son-in-law, Jacques-Alain Miller, wrote a biographical text on Lacan and speaks about his 

intolerance of red lights, how he ran them all the time. Even when Lacan was merely a passenger, if you 

refused to run a red light, he would get out of the car, walk through the crossing, and have you pick him up on 

the other side. Apparently, this behavior was a source of great anxiety for his daughter, who had to devise 

ways to avoid stopping when driving.  

Lacan himself drove fast. Once, he took Martin Heidegger and his wife, Elfride, on a day trip to Chartres to 

visit the cathedral. Though Heidegger was a hero of his, Lacan continued to drive at his characteristic high 

speed despite Elfride’s frantic protestations. As the story goes, Lacan was completely silent on the long drive 

back as he pressed harder and harder on the gas pedal.  
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Catherine Millot, Lacan’s patient and lover, in her autobiographical book, Life with Lacan, wrote of how he 

used to drive:  

[H]is head forward, gripping the steering wheel, treating obstacles with contempt, as one of my women 

friends noted, never slowing down even for a red light—and as for observing the right of way… well, let’s not 

go there. The first time, on the autoroute, travelling at some 120mph, I had a fit of the giggles which I 

suppressed only with difficulty. But even if I’d burst out laughing, he’d never have noticed; he was 

concentrating too hard… there was no point in imploring him to slow down. Once, his stepdaughter Laurence 

had come up with a bright idea: she asked him to drive more slowly so that she could “look at the 

countryside.” He told her: “Just pay more attention.” 

Millot and Miller both consider Lacan’s way of driving as part of his ethical stance. One had to follow one’s 

desire and not give way to inhibitions or norms. If one had to stop, make it a choice; do not yield to an 

anonymous law or the whims of the other’s demand. His driving ethic is even used to explain his rapacious 

consumption of luxury goods—Lacan had quite an art collection, and was known for his sartorial 

extravagance, from custom-made suits in unusual textiles, to furs, and shoes in rare skins. It may even explain 

why “obstinate” is the last word attributed to Lacan before his death. This is always the story that one 

encounters about Lacan, part of the mythology of the courageous, disobedient, relentless man.   

* 

Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images 

The Citroën DS 19, France, 1955 
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If one looks at how Lacan speaks about cars throughout his work, it is not just this mythological tale of man v. 

law, but something more, and more extraordinary: a real love affair with the car, a passion of the strangest of 

contours. If Freud had a fascinating and symptomatic relation to trains—the place that he first encountered his 

mother naked and thus the scene of a certain transgressive, incestuous excitement; the conveyance on which 

he found he felt guilty for surpassing his father in the scope of his travels; and for which he developed 

something of a phobia, only partially resolved by his self-analysis—for Lacan, it was certainly cars. Lacan 

joked that while a psychoanalytic institute, thinking of itself as a kind of driving school, might offer one a 

driver’s license, we shouldn’t mistake this for knowing how to fix a car or “supervise” car construction. 

Psychoanalysts might be a kind of driving instructor but they should not mistake themselves for auto-

mechanics.  

The first reference to cars in Lacan’s teaching appears in his second seminar, given in 1954–1955. In a 

supervision group, a patient was discussed who had dreamed of a helpless baby, like a turtle on its back. 

Lacan said to the psychoanalyst, “The child is the subject. There is no doubt about it.” The patient went on to 

have another dream: of swimming in a sea with special characteristics that also made it the analyst’s couch, 

the analyst’s car cushions, and, of course, the mother (mère, mer). While the association of the traditional 

psychoanalytic setting (lying on a couch, with the analyst seated behind) with being driven around in a car by 

one’s parents is quite common, the dream, Lacan says, isn’t really about the dependency of children. Rather, 

it is about the repetition of a question we helplessly ask throughout our lives: Am I a legitimate child? “Aren’t 

I, after all, your child, you the analyst?” To whom do I belong?  

A car then reappears the following year in an important seminar evaluating the question of psychosis in 

psychoanalysis. Lacan is trying to show how foreign the world becomes for someone having a psychotic 

breakdown:  

If he encounters a red car in the street—a car is not a natural object—it’s not for nothing, he will say, that it 

went past at that very moment. Let us inquire into this delusional intuition. The car has a meaning, but the 

subject is very often incapable of saying what it is. Is it favorable? Is it threatening? Surely there is some 

reason for the car’s being there.  

The red car becomes the paradigmatic object of paranoia. Like the robin redbreast, it can become a 

malevolent sign, making us, in effect, see red. In the face of questions not easily answered—why is this car 

there? Why am I here?—the need to find an answer tips in the direction of aggression.     

In fact, in his earlier text “Aggressiveness in Psychoanalysis,” written in 1948, the car is already linked to 

potential feelings of hostility:   

These phantasmagorias crop up constantly in dreams, especially when an analysis appears to reflect off the 

backdrop of the most archaic fixations. I will mention here a dream recounted by one of my patients, whose 

aggressive drives manifested themselves in obsessive fantasies. In the dream he saw himself in a car, with the 

woman with whom he was having a rather difficult love affair, being pursued by a flying fish whose balloon-

like body was so transparent that one could see the horizontal level of liquid it contained: an image of vesical 

persecution of great anatomical clarity.  

The man is trying to escape something in his car and that object is the image of a urinary bladder. Cars, the 

dream seems to say, are like human organs externalized—this is the prosthetic purpose of technology and 

even weaponry, indeed the “bodywork” of which Barthes spoke. Lacan imagines that the eternal struggle of 

humans with one another and with their bodies might find resolution in service to the machine, where 

“psychotechnics” will give us no choice but to be “race-car drivers and guards for regulating power stations.”  

Lacan’s car theme then reaches a pitch of delirium. He begins to imagine the human being in an Eden in 

reverse, a kind of hell of mechanical creatures without any form of regulation: 
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Think of these little automobiles that you see at fairs going round at full tilt out in an open space, where the 

principal amusement is to bump into the others. If these dodg’em cars give so much pleasure, it is because 

bumping into one another must be something fundamental in the human being. What would happen if a 

certain number of little machines like those I describe were put onto the track. Each one being unified and 

regulated by the sight of another, it is not mathematically impossible to imagine that we would end up with all 

the little machines accumulated in the center of the track, blocked in a conglomeration the size of which 

would only be limited by the external resistance of the panelwork. A collision, everything smashed to a pulp.  

This isn’t just the traffic jam of all traffic jams, it is an image of humans bashed, bumped, and eventually 

ground to destruction. Yet this dystopian image of infinite piled-up dodgem cars does not prevent Lacan from 

going on to fantasize about the smooth, vast, efficiency of highways that he calls an “original reality,” a 

marked “stage of history” comparable to the building of Roman roads, which left traces that are “practically 

irremovable.” Highways provide order, cut through space, distribute and signpost life, connect us to one 

another. But what if there aren’t highways?  

Lacan makes a wild leap: without them, he says, we might become completely psychotic, forced to take any 

number of small roads on which we will inevitably get lost: “where the signifier isn’t functioning, it starts 

speaking on its own, at the edge of the highway.” The street signs will start speaking to us—in other words, 

auditory hallucinations. Psychotic fantasies follow a trail of meaning precisely because, for the sufferer, 

meaning has fallen to pieces.  

The end of this car and highway story in this seminar is quite beautiful, tracing the way the sentence “Thou art 

the one who will follow me” might be heard. It could be a persecutory command. But it could also be a gentle 

invitation to the unknown. You ask the other to follow you; to be, in effect, a psychoanalyst—say anything, 

everything, and off we go. The person who welcomes your words, Lacan says, is someone you can really fall 

in love with. That can change your direction. Get you out of the horrific pile-up of interpersonal persecutions. 

The psychoanalyst could save us from auto-destruction.  

In a seminar titled Desire and Its Interpretation, Lacan describes a case from the British psychoanalyst Ella 

Freeman Sharpe. It begins with an important dream that involves a cave with a kind of hood:  

My mind, he continues, has gone to the hood again and I am remembering the first car I was ever in. (But at 

that time of course it was not called a car but a motor, because the subject is fairly old.) Well! The hood of 

this motor was one of its most obvious features. It was strapped back when not in use. The inside of it was 

lined with scarlet. And he continues: The peak of speed for that car was about sixty. (He speaks about this car 

as if he were speaking about the life of a car, as if it were human.) I remember I was sick in that car, and that 

reminds me of the time I had to urinate into a paper bag when I was in a railway train as a child. Still I think 

of the hood.  

Ella Freeman Sharpe is quick to interpret the patient’s standard Oedipal fantasy (the car representing his 

desire for his mother, the cave with a hood is her vagina), following up with another of the patient’s 

associations—a fear of his car’s breaking down and stopping the motorcade of the King and Queen. Lacan, 

however, jumps on this interpretation as hasty and banal: “What on the contrary seems to me to be very 

striking, is precisely the function of the car… The subject is in a car, and far from separating anything by this 

stopping… everything stops, he stops the others… in a single car which envelops them like the hood of his 

car.” The patient wants to stop all speech and to keep everyone else at their peak of speed, while he stays 

sheltered in his car. Speech is exposing, speech makes the others less omnipotent, speech slows us down.  

The patient finally comes in and tells Sharpe that he wanted his car this morning, and even though he didn’t 

need it, he became quite angry that the garage mechanic had not finished fixing it. The analyst greets this 

desire like the dove that flies to Noah’s ark, and Lacan says, he is in “complete” agreement with her:  

https://books.google.com/books?id=ChAfAgAAQBAJ&pg=PA285&lpg=PA285&dq=thou+art+the+one+who+will+follow+me+jacques+lacan&source=bl&ots=XWwT6A-BrZ&sig=ACfU3U1WPPTU4u4l2olIW8zc_t6w20-2-g&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwinoLDmyIrkAhWFnFkKHaDYCf8Q6AEwAHoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=thou%20art%20the%20one%20who%20will%20follow%20me%20jacques%20lacan&f=false
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She understands the importance of that, namely what is present in the life of a subject as desire properly 

speaking, desire being characterized by its non-motivated character—he has no need of this car; the fact that 

he declares his desire to her, that it is the first time that she hears such a discourse, is something which 

presents itself as unreasonable in the discourse of the subject.  

The patient wants his car, he likes his car, he loves it, in fact. He speaks about it as if it were alive. The 

patient’s father had died of cancer when he was quite young and Sharpe says that they had finally gotten to a 

place where he imagined his father not only as alive, but as speaking. But what the father said was terrifying: 

“Robert must take my place.” Lacan interprets this statement as a demand: be where I am, where I am dying. 

He neurotically complied—paralyzed, car-sick, broken down. Wanting the car, indeed wanting it fixed in a 

hurry, this miraculous sign of desire, finally takes him past the mortifying paternal commandment.  

The most explicit moment when Lacan theorized the car appears in his seminar on Transference in 1960–

1961. He says, point blank, that one’s relation to the car is the hinge between the ideal-ego (the super-ego, as 

moral demands and narcissistic images) and the ego-ideal (the singular traits of our parents’ desire that we can 

identify with), and the analyst must be decidedly on the side of the latter. If the analyst takes up the super-ego 

position, it will be “an ideal ego in the same sense as one says that a car is an ideal car: it is not an ideal of the 

car, nor the dream of the car when it is all alone in the garage, it is a really good and solid car.” But there is no 

“really good and solid car.” We are not here, as psychoanalysts, to comment on the car’s build as good, solid, 

normal, or not. Better that we dream of the car. Or desire that the patient dream of the car.  

Lacan was very invested in the difference between the ideal-ego and the ego-ideal in Freud’s conception of 

the origin of the psyche and the development of civilization, especially the problem of what Freud called 

group or mass psychology. The ego-ideal is full of wishes that are historic and specific, while the super-ego 

represses these libidinal ties and homogenizes individuals into an imaginary group identity—like thinking 

oneself to be a “really good and solid” Christian or Conservative or Brexiteer:  

The ideal ego is the son and heir at the wheel of his little sports’ car. And with that he is going to show you a 

bit of the countryside. He is going to play the smart alec. He is going to indulge his taste for taking risks, 

which is not a bad thing, his love of sport, as they say. And everything is going to consist in knowing what 

meaning he gives to this word sport, whether sport cannot also be defying the rules, I am not simply saying 

the rules of the road, but also those of safety. In any case, this indeed is the register in which he will have to 

show himself as being better than the others, even if this consists in saying that they are going a bit far. That is 

what the ideal ego is.  

Fighting Daddy at the wheel of one’s “sports’ car” to prove who is the better man is different from trying to 

obtain an object of love with a car, or loving the car. This is the “side-door” everyone is looking to get out of 

when it comes to the father (or, say, a demagogic leader). We seek an exit from our enmeshment with 

authority. Psychoanalysis wants to do so by subverting this game of the ideal-car with the car-ideal, the car as 

a vehicle for love and desire, not its repression.  

A little later in the same seminar, in an aside, Lacan discusses a man he met (not in psychoanalysis) who 

opened up to him concerning matters of the heart. He says this man was a an “extremely rich man.” One day, 

he “knocked down somebody on the street with the bumper of his big car. Even though he always drove very 

carefully.” The woman he knocked over was very pretty; she received his apologies, his attempts to pay 

damages, and an offer of a date all rather coldly.  

“In short, in the measure that the difficulty became greater of gaining access to this miraculously encountered 

object, the notion grew in his mind,” Lacan explained. “He told himself that there was here a real asset. And it 

was for this very reason that all of this led him into marriage.” If love is supposed to go beyond narcissistic 

images of what’s valuable, this is not the case for this man who accumulated “goods and merits.” This woman 

he met by miracle was an ideal-car, which is why, after marrying her, acquiring her, he wanted to keep her in 
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his safe along with all the jewels that he bought for her. After some time, the woman ran off with a rather 

poor engineer.  

In one of the rare, lengthy cases discussed by Lacan in his seminar on Anxiety of 1961–1962, there is, once 

again, a car. Lacan tells the story of a woman who was in analysis with him and finds herself at a distance 

from her husband, whom she liked to complain about for always being around:  

So here she is now, speaking about her state. She speaks about it, for a change, with peculiar precision, which 

brings out the fact that tumescence is not a man’s privilege. This woman, whose sexuality is quite normal, 

bears witness to what occurs for her if, when she is driving, for example, an alert flashes up for a moving 

entity that makes her say to herself something along the lines of “God, a car!” Well, inexplicably, she notices 

the existence of a vaginal swelling.  

He claims that when a woman is close to this kind of orgasmic pleasure, she is closer to the world—“more 

true and more real.” What she desires is what there is, even if it’s merely a car driving by.  

For this woman in analysis, he says, the car was about the meaningfulness of the world-as-such, rather than 

any particular meaning, especially one that is in danger of adding to a fiction of the self, of tangling one up 

there. Also, the patient says, this is happening because she can come and tell her analyst about it all. This is 

where she had come to in her work with Lacan: the car as a signal, not of anxiety, but of a desire that is 

practically empty, but infinite, and so infinitely mobile.  

* 

Bruno Barbey/Magnum Photos 

A car overturned on Rue Gay Lussac after a night of rioting, Paris, France, May 11, 1968 
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The very last mention of cars in Lacan occurred during the events of May 1968. Lacan moved his seminar to 

Vincennes, where students had set-up an experimental university. There is some discrepancy with respect to 

what he exactly said (all his seminars are transcribed from recordings), whether exclaiming that he saw thirty-

six cars, or thirty-six police cars, on his drive there. Either way, he implored the students not to mistake the 

force of these cars—their display of will—for actual power; though he admitted that they do give a robust 

illusion that someone is in charge. From 1948 to 1968, we have come full circle, the car finally invoking a 

dystopian image of the world. 

Lacan tried to teach the students how psychoanalysis thinks of power differently—it is not force as power, he 

said, but the power of language, of an address that can leave a mark. But the students kept interrupting him, 

heckling that he should stop talking and get out on the streets. By the end of the encounter, Lacan was quite 

fed-up. They seemed to want a master despite their protests, he said to them, and if that’s what they wanted, 

they would surely get it. He had come to tell them how psychoanalysis was a radical practice—that it might 

help them—but they didn’t want to hear anything but their own complaints.  

Lacan didn’t think you could revolt your way out of oppression. Psychoanalysis creates a change in discourse 

which, he believed, was the only way to change something in reality or, at the very least, to change our 

relationship to reality. He told the students to go write something interesting, because this would have the 

most longlasting effects. Easy to imagine, they scoffed at what seemed to them like a conservative old man.  

Lacan was sixty-seven in 1968. He would go on to teach and write for another thirteen years, but he never 

mentioned cars publicly again.        

And after the car disappeared, in his last seminars, Lacan’s thinking changed direction. We are left with the 

conundrum of the “drive” without its vehicle, which is perhaps why we find only talk of roads, paths, maps, 

surfaces, and topology. Lacan’s late work was certainly less enchanted with the mitigating capacity of 

language and desire on human hostilities; nor did he believe any longer in the power of the highway system, 

which, like a good father, could help set things right or give a little order to the world. 

It is as if, post-1968, Lacan gave up on collective ideals because he suspected that they all produce the same 

problematic paranoid group effects, from fervor for leaders and mass hysteria, to racism and other hostilities 

rooted in difference. Following the political disasters and disappointments of the 1960s and 1970s, many 

disciples of Lacan predicted the appearance of more forms of psychosis in society.  

If early psychoanalysis showed us anything, it was that individual solutions could be found, but these took 

time. We shouldn’t be in such a hurry to smash up what exists; it will only open the door to something worse, 

Lacan warned his audience. Psychoanalysis, through Lacan’s methodology, would stop taking apart the ideal-

ego in an effort to try to find the nice, benign ego-ideal; instead, it must attempt to create something 

completely new, without any guarantee that it could do so. Sublimation we might call this.  

So can the car subvert its fetishistic value, its broken promise, its phantasmagoric tendency toward hostility 

and haste? The possibility was always there, for Lacan. The car as a plea to the other: follow me, let’s go! The 

car as something to dream about, to use to escape one’s family, or any group identity, for what it does to our 

capacity to feel alive. The car as the sign of the life of speech, a sign of what can move us. Through Lacan’s 

elaborate twenty-year love affair with the car, we watch its meaning for him vigorously empty itself into 

life—so that it becomes almost just desire itself. But with its final appearance during the events following 

May 1968, the car reverts from a dream of liberation and bliss to being a problematic ideal, a will-to-power 

whose destructive mission is difficult to put the brakes on.  

I believe this Lacan, and yet I miss the other Lacan and his sense of the car for where, and how, it could 

transport us. Which one is the true story? The Lacan who detested stop-lights? Or Lacan the race-car driver? 

The Lacan who loved the car? Or a Lacan whose car-ideal was always under threat? A Lacan of the 

disappearing car?  
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We often write or think about what we wish for, not necessarily what is—even though what is determines, in 

ways we often can’t see, what we wish. Perhaps Lacan wanted something other than his own relentlessness—

for himself, his loved ones, his colleagues, his patients, maybe the whole world. Psychoanalysis, he said 

repeatedly at the end of its life, would probably disappear from the world. It was too fragile for it 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/21/riding-in-cars-with-jacques-lacan/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/21/riding-in-cars-with-jacques-lacan/
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Wrist-worn device detects autism outbursts 60 seconds ahead of time 

By Nick Lavars 

 

The small, wearable device kitted out with sensors for monitoring markers of stress such as heart rate, sweat 

production, skin surface temperature and arm movements that could predict aggressive outbursts of autism 

sufferers ahead of time 

Adam Glanzman/Northeastern University 

Sudden bouts of aggressive behavior can be an unfortunate reality of autism spectrum disorder, and caretakers 

need all the help they can get to minimize the harm they can bring. Scientists have developed a new 

monitoring device that can predict these outbursts up to a minute in advance, creating a new window of 

opportunity to not just prepare ahead of time, but maybe negate them altogether. 

When feeling overwhelmed, people suffering from autism can often have trouble articulating the reasons 

behind their stress. These feelings can manifest in sudden bouts of verbal and physical aggression, posing a 

danger to themselves and others in the vicinity. 

But one way caretakers may be able to gain a heads up is through physiological indicators of stress. Matthew 

Goodwin is a behavioral scientist at Northeastern University and has been looking into these possibilities, 

hoping to leverage the higher resting stress levels of autism sufferers to predict outbursts ahead of time. 

“Their arousal levels are already at the ceiling,” he explains. “It takes very little to cross the tipping point.” 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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Matthew Goodwin has led the development of a device that could improve the lives of autism sufferers and 

caretakers 

Adam Glanzman/Northeastern University 

Goodwin led the development of a small, wearable device kitted out with sensors for monitoring markers of 

stress such as heart rate, sweat production, skin surface temperature and arm movements. To investigate its 

effectiveness, Goodwin and his team drew up an experiment involving 20 children with autism who are prone 

to aggressive outbursts. 

The children were made to wear the monitoring the device over a period of 87 hours, with the researchers 

matching up certain bodily changes with the timing of the aggressive episodes. With the data gathered on the 
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20 subjects throughout this exercise, the scientists say they can now predict an aggressive outburst one minute 

in advance with 84 percent accuracy, based on the subject’s physiological changes. 

This sort of technology could be life-changing for those affected by autism. As Goodwin explains, unexpected 

bouts of aggressive behavior can make enjoying regular activities a difficult undertaking, but the ability to 

prepare, even if it is just with a minute’s notice, could make things far more manageable. 

“Families with children who act aggressively tell us that they don’t know what causes these outbursts, and 

they’re fearful it could happen anytime, so they self-impose house arrest,” Goodwin says. “They don’t go to 

the movies. They don’t go to the grocery store with their kids. They don’t go to parks.” 

And he is hopeful on improving the performance of the device, with another study in the works involving 240 

autism sufferers with aggressive tendencies. With more data on hand and improved machine learning 

algorithms, Goodwin says the the 60-second warning time could be increased. 

“If we could give caregivers advance notice, it would prevent them from getting caught off guard and 

potentially allow them to relax the individual and make sure everyone in the environment is safe,” Goodwin 

says. 

Source: Northeastern University 

Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over five years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science, and everything in between. He previously 

spent time at The Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in 

communications from Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. When not tapping away at his desk, you 

might find him traveling the world in search of the weird and wonderful. Failing that, he’ll probably be 

watching sport. 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/wearable-detects-autism-outbursts-60-seconds/ 

  

https://news.northeastern.edu/2019/08/21/this-wearable-device-predicts-aggressive-outbursts-in-people-with-autism-a-minute-in-advance/
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/medical/wearable-detects-autism-outbursts-60-seconds/
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Eating the Sun: A Lovely Illustrated Celebration of Wonder, the Science of How the Universe Works, 

and the Existential Mystery of Being Human 

“When one is considering the universe, unseen matter, our small backyard of the stuff, I think it is important, 

sensible even, to try and find some balance between laughter and uncontrollable weeping.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“I’m stricken by the ricochet wonder of it all: the plain everythingness of everything, in cahoots with the 

everythingness of everything else,” poet Diane Ackerman wrote in her Cosmic Pastoral, which so enchanted 

Carl Sagan — her doctoral advisor — that he sent a copy of the book to Timothy Leary in prison. “Wonder,” 

Ackerman observed nearly half a century later in her succulent performance at The Universe in Verse, “is the 

heaviest element in the periodic table of the heart. Even a tiny piece of it can stop time.” 

That ricochet wonder, in its myriad kaleidoscopic manifestations diffracted by various scientific phenomena, 

reflected by various facets of this splendidly interconnected universe, and hungrily absorbed by the human 

heart, is at the center of Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe (public library) by Ella Frances 

Sanders — the boundlessly curious writer and artist who gave us Lost in Translation, that lovely illustrated 

dictionary of untranslatable words from around the world. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/02/19/diane-ackerman-the-planets-a-cosmic-pastoral/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/05/diane-ackerman-the-consolation-of-apricots/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/eating-the-sun-small-musings-on-a-vast-universe/oclc/1096314432&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/24/lost-in-translation-ella-frances-sanders/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Sanders writes in the preface to this lyrical and luminous celebration of science and our consanguinity with 

the universe: 

A sense of wonder can find you in many forms, sometimes loudly, sometimes as a whispering, sometimes 

even hiding inside other feelings — being in love, or unbalanced, or blue. 

For me, it is looking at the night for so long that my eyes ache and I’m stuck seeing stars for hours afterwards, 

watching the way the ocean sways itself to sleep, or as the sky washes itself in colors for which I know I will 

never have the words — a world made from layers of rock and fossil and glittered imaginings that keeps 

tripping me up, demanding I pay attention to one leaf at a time, ensuring I can never pick up quite where I left 

off. 

 

Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast UniverseWith an eye to the miraculous absurdity of our 

existence — we only exist by chance, after all, in a universe governed by chaos and predicated on 

impermanence — Sanders writes: 

When one is considering the universe, unseen matter, our small backyard of the stuff, I think it is important, 

sensible even, to try and find some balance between laughter and uncontrollable weeping. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Cry because we cannot even begin to understand how beautiful it is, cry because we are terribly flawed as a 

species, cry because it all seems so shockingly improbable that maybe our existence could be nothing but a 

dreamscape — celestial elephants in rooms without walls. But then? Surely, we can laugh. 

Laugh because being riddled head-to-toe with human emotions while trying to come to terms with just how 

indisputably tiny we are in the grand scheme of things, makes absolutely everything and everyone seem quite 

ridiculous, entirely farcical. We have heads? Ridiculous! There are arguments about who is in charge here? 

Ridiculous! The universe is expanding? Ridiculous! We feel it necessary to keep secrets? Ridiculous. 

 by Ella Frances Sanders 

In fifty-one miniature essays, each accompanied by one of her playful and poignant ink-and-watercolor 

drawings, Sanders goes on to explore a pleasingly wide array of scientific mysteries and facts — evolution, 

chaos theory, clouds, the color blue, the nature of light, the wondrousness of octopuses, the measurement of 

time, Richard Feynman’s famous cataclysm sentence, the clockwork mesmerism of planetary motion, our 

microbiome, the puzzlement of why we dream. What emerges is something sweetly consonant with 

Nabokov’s exultation at our “capacity to wonder at trifles” — except, of course, even the smallest and most 

invisible of these processes, phenomena, and laws are not trifles but condensed miracles that make the 

everythingness of everything we know. 

It is tempting, then — and Sanders succumbs to the temptation in a most delicious way — to seek the 

existential in the scientific, even if the thread between the two is slender and human-made, rather than woven 

by this vast unfeeling universe in which we warm ourselves with wonder. In a chapter on our organic 

composition, so memorably captured in Carl Sagan’s assertion that “we too are made of starstuff,”Sanders 

shines a sidewise gleam on the illusion of the solid and separate self: 

Depending on where you look, what you touch, you are changing all the time. The carbon inside you, 

accounting for about 18 percent of your being, could have existed in any number of creatures or natural 

disasters before finding you. That particular atom residing somewhere above your left eyebrow? It could well 

have been a smooth, riverbed pebble before deciding to call you home. 

You see, you are not so soft after all; you are rock and wave and the peeling bark of trees, you are ladybirds 

and the smell of a garden after the rain. When you put your best foot forward, you are taking the north side of 

a mountain with you. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/17/two-hundred-years-of-blue/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/14/the-soul-of-an-octopus-sy-montgomery/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/09/11/richard-feynman-lectures-on-physics/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/10/i-contain-multitudes-ed-yong/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/10/i-contain-multitudes-ed-yong/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/16/the-science-of-dreams-and-why-we-have-nightmares/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/02/vladimir-nabokov-the-art-of-literature-and-commonsense/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/11/chemistry-imagined-roald-hoffmann-vivian-torrence-carl-sagan/
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

Sanders revisits the subject through the lens of the physics beneath the chemistry in a chapter on the structure 

and discovery of the atom. In a passage evocative of physicist Alan Lightman’s wonderful explanation of why 

we are mostly restlessness and empty space, she writes: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/19/alan-lightman-searching-for-stars/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/19/alan-lightman-searching-for-stars/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

84 

Such a beautiful (and until recently invisible) idea, the importance and unavoidable nature of atoms, one that 

seems to put everyone and everything on a satisfyingly level playing field. Your good and bad decisions, your 

wingspan, your wholeness as a person — these are all possible because of your own 7 billion billion billion 

atoms, each one made up of (roughly speaking) a positive nucleus in the middle, and the negative electron 

cloud surrounding it — a cloud that sort of dances from side to side, alternately enchanting other atoms and 

pushing them away (the really complicated magic can be left to quantum mechanics). Without atoms, nothing 

would be here; not the book in your hands, not the pen that leaked into your pocket this morning, not those 

buildings that are enough to make you scared of heights, nothing. If it weren’t for atoms, there wouldn’t be 

mass, or molecules, or matter, or me, or you. 

The irrepressible human inquiry that magnetizes our imagination and draws us to the inner workings of the 

universe is the same inquiry Tolstoy scrawled into the diaries of his youth: “This is the entire essence of life: 

Who are you? What are you?”Sanders weaves these elemental questions — what are we made of and what 

does that make us? — into nearly every scientific curiosity she picks up, but she addresses them directly in a 

chapter devoted to our strangely continuous sense of self, devoid of a physical basis of continuity. She writes: 

The idea of an unchanging “you” or “self” is inherently fraught with confusion and conflict, and if you 

consider the topic for too long it can begin to feel clammy, almost suspect. An apparent string running 

through all the previous versions of you — the one five minutes ago, a few hours ago, several years — the 

idea of “self” inevitably gets tangled up in things like the physical body and appearance, like memory. It’s 

clear that you cannot pin yourself down as any one particular “thing” but rather that you resemble a story line, 

an endless progression, variations on a theme, something that enables you to relate your present “self” to the 

past and future ones. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/28/leo-tolstoy-irina-paperno-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/28/leo-tolstoy-irina-paperno-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/07/rebecca-goldstein-personal-identity/
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Echoing the great neurologist Oliver Sacks’s recognition of narrative as the cognitive pillar of personhood, 

she adds: 

We do seem to make sense of ourselves and the world as a part of a narrative — we think in terms of main 

characters, those we speak and interact with, and where the beginnings, the middles, and the endings are. 

Radiating from the book is lucid, lyrical consolation for the elemental disquietude of existence — the fact that 

haunting the fundamental laws of the universe and the sturdy certitude of their mathematics is the daily chaos 

of uncertainty with which we must somehow live, keeping one eye on our greatest loves and greatest losses, 

on the trifling urgencies of the mundane, and the other, wincing, on the only certainty there is: that one day 

we shall cease to exist. Sanders writes: 

A lot of our time is spent trying to tie up loose ends, trying to shape disorder into something recognizably 

smooth, trying to escape the very limits that hold us close, happily ignoring rough edges and the inevitable. 

We separate ourselves out into past, present, and future, if only to show that we have changed, that we know 

better, that we have understood something inherent; if only to draw neat lines from start to finish without 

looking back. 

The problem is that chaos is always only ever sitting just across the table, frequently glancing up from its 

newspaper, from its coffee cup filled with discolored and imploding stars. Because chaos too waits. Waits for 

you to notice it, for you to realize it’s the most dazzling thing you’ve ever seen, for all of your atoms to 

collectively shriek in belated recognition and stare, mouth open, at how exquisitely embedded it is in 

everything. Because we are not designed to be more orderly than anything else; seams have a tendency to 

come apart with time — you and the universe are the same in this way, which makes for a delicately 

overwhelming struggle. 

So, then, if you can’t ever end things neatly, can’t ever put them back quite the way you found them, surely 

the alternative is to remain stubbornly carbonated with possibility, to never rest from your rotation. To keep 

assembling stories between us, stories about how everything was everything, about how much we loved. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/01/15/oliver-sacks-identity-self-narrative/
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Art from Eating the Sun: Small Musings on a Vast Universe by Ella Frances Sanders 

Complement Eating the Sun with The Edge of the Sky — a poetic, unusual primer on the universe, written 

with the 1,000 most common words in the English language — and Carl Sagan on how to live with mystery, 

then revisit the great nineteenth-century naturalist John Muir on the universe as an infinite storm of beauty. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/12/eating-the-sun-ella-frances-

sanders/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/24/the-edge-of-the-sky-roberto-trotta/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/05/carl-sagan-jonathan-cott-rolling-stone-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/10/john-muir-nature-writings/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/12/eating-the-sun-ella-frances-sanders/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/12/eating-the-sun-ella-frances-sanders/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143133160/braipick-20
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Reading in a Boom Time of Biographical Fiction 

Jay Parini on the Art of Inventing Real Life 

By Jay Parini 

 

We live in an age when biographical novels have become hugely popular, some of them rising to a high level 

of artistry, as in Colm Toíbín’s The Master (Henry James), Michael Cunningham’s The Hours (Virginia 

Woolf), or Joyce Carol Oates’ Blonde (Marilyn Monroe). It’s not that fine biographical novels haven’t always 

been around (see Lotte in Weimar, Thomas Mann’s exhilarating 1939 novel about Goethe, or Marguerite 

Yourcenar’s Memoirs of Hadrian, a magisterial book published in 1951). But similar works—really good 

ones—have been coming at us thick and fast in the last few decades. 

Traditional literary novels are in decline. The figures bear this out, as in the most recent NEA study of 

American reading habits. A student of mine recently said to me in frustration: “I just can’t get interested in 

‘made-up’ lives.” And I must admit, my own tastes have shifted over the decades away from invented lives. I 

think I speak for many when I say that it’s biographical novels—which are centered on actual lives and 

circumstances—that have found a more secure place in my reading (and writing) life. 

Philip Roth famously put forward in “Writing American Fiction” (1961) the notion that the clamorous world 

around us has overtaken fiction. He wondered how a novelist could compete, making a credible fictive reality 

in light of a world that repeatedly stupefies, sickens, and seems finally “an embarrassment to one’s own 

meager imagination.” With Trump in the White House, Roth’s commentary seems truer than ever: This tacky, 

bumptious, and thoroughly implausible creature would read as false in any novel. Nobody would believe it. 

On the other hand, true stories hold our attention. Think how many films claim to be “based on actual events.” 

But “real” lives, so to speak, are difficult to access. I know, having written biographies of Steinbeck, Frost, 

Faulkner, Jesus and Gore Vidal as well as bio-fictional takes on Tolstoy, Walter Benjamin, Melville, and, 

most recently, Paul the Apostle in The Damascus Road. On reflection, I think I got far closer to the reality of 

the life at hand in the novels than in the biographies. The restrictions of straight biography frequently close 

https://lithub.com/author/jay-parini/
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/publisher-news/article/77979-nea-study-finds-small-dip-in-adult-reading.html
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/writing-american-fiction/
https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/the-damascus-road-a-novel-of-saint-paul/
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out any effort to imagine the feelings of the figure at the center of the narrative. One has to rely on letters or 

journals or interviews for confirmation, and of course even those can be defective. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

I would have to guess, for instance, how Steinbeck felt when his first wife cheated on him with a close friend 

or when Frost’s wife of many decades refused to allow him into the bedroom when she was dying. I 

wondered about Faulkner’s suicidal drinking habits but had only external evidence, as when Faulkner’s 

daughter told me her father would sometimes try to “rearrange her features when he was drunk,” as she put 

it.  I was on safer ground with Gore Vidal because he was a close friend; but, even there, I had to limit myself 

to imagining his feelings if I was to avoid steering uncomfortably into fiction. 

There is a truthfulness in fiction that is simply unavailable to the academic biographer. 

I chose to write about Saint Paul because, first of all, I considered him the inventor of Christianity, a figure 

almost equal to Plato in his influence on western thought. But, in this case, one has only a handful of letters—

perhaps six of the thirteen Pauline epistles in the New Testament are considered authentic by most scholars. 

The Acts of the Apostles provide a partial biography of Paul. But this is a sketch. It’s for the novelist to 

imagine the contours of Paul’s inner world, to guess at his motives. I saw him as a repressed homosexual, a 

man of amazing visionary powers, a godly person who heard voices—including the voice of God. But no 

scholar writing about Paul would comfortably push into his sexual feelings, his neurotic self-doubts, his 

anxieties about his friends, his risky compulsion to move through the fraught and dangerous world of the 

Roman Empire in order to bring the Good News to the masses. 

To write this book, I felt compelled to visit all of the places where Paul traveled, from Jerusalem to the 

Jordanian desert to Asia Minor (now Turkey) to Greece and Italy. (That was the fun part, I admit.) I had to dig 

into Paul’s letters in Greek, and I was fortunate to know Greek, having studied the language in graduate 

school. I mowed through a shelf of scholarly books on the great apostle. In the end it was my job to get into 

his head, however, and imagine myself inside his skin as light broke over a world more than two millennia 

removed. What did things for him smell like, taste like, sound like, look like? 

While writing this, I would often reread my favorite biographical novels for encouragement, and in recent 

years there have been so many to choose from: Hilary Mantel’s glittering trilogy about Thomas Cromwell, 

Paula McClain’s The Paris Wife, which centers movingly on Hemingway’s love affair with Hadley in Paris in 

the 1920s. I reread Tracy Chevalier’s Girl with Pearl Earring and Gore Vidal’s Lincoln: these have become 

permanent fixtures in the pantheon of bio-fiction. 

I went back to The Secret Life of Emily Dickinson by Jerome Charyn and Ann Beattie’s implausible, 

arresting, and underrated Mrs. Nixon. I reread Russell Banks admirable Cloudsplitter, which is about John 

Brown and narrated by his son Owen. And how could I not return to Mario Vargas Llosa’s portrait of Trujillo 

in The Year of the Goat or Julia Alvarez’s take on the Mirabel sisters—rebels against Trujillo’s oppressive 

dictatorship, as portrayed in her In the Time of the Butterflies. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Any imagined life is both less and more than real. It’s less real in the sense that it’s not possible to resurrect 

the actual person. Even then, can one really know another person?  Fiction offers the one and only way we 

have to get into the head of somebody not ourselves. If this person is someone of interest for one reason or 

another, there is all the more reason to want to know them and their world more deeply. 

And there is a truthfulness in fiction that is simply unavailable to the academic biographer. 

“The English are always degrading truths into facts,” said Oscar Wilde. He thought the intellectual value of a 

truth fell away in factuality. This doesn’t mean that a novelist should “lie,” not in the sense in which a world 
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leader might drop a self-inflating fabrication. Facts—actual names and dates, places, events—are the building 

blocks of biographical novels, and writers who disregard them do so at their peril.  But there comes a point in 

constructing a narrative when what you can say and know in any scholarly way becomes hopelessly 

unsatisfactory. 

When I was writing The Last Station, a novel about Tolstoy’s final year, for example, I knew from 

biographical sources that Sofya Tolstoy had thrown herself into the pond on their property one day in 1910, 

moments after she discovered that her husband had left her for good. What I could not do was know what she 

was thinking and feeling as she dropped through those sheets of black water. What was the quality of her 

despair? This is the kind of thing only a novelist can tell us, or try to tell us.  And—in increasing numbers—

they’re giving it a whirl, often succeeding in ways that are changing the face of modern fiction. 

biofictionbiographical novelbiographical writingDonald TrumpGore VidalHilary MantelJay PariniJohn 

SteinbeckPhilip RothThe Damascus Road: A Novel of Saint PaulThe Last StationTolstoy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jay Parini 

Jay Parini is a poet, biographer, and critic who has published seven novels, most notably The Last Station, 

which was made into an Academy Award-nominated film in 2009 and translated into over 25 languages. He 

is the D. E. Axinn Professor of English and Creative Writing at Middlebury College, and the author 

of Promised Land: Thirteen Books that Changed America. 

 

https://lithub.com/reading-in-a-boom-time-of-biographical-fiction/ 
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Tool-making experiments suggest Neanderthals may not have been as clever as thought 

By David Szondy 

 

VIEW 4 IMAGES 

According to a study by the University of Tübingen and New York University (NYU), Neanderthals may not 

have been as clever as previously supposed. The experimental archaeology project found that a wood tar used 

by the cousins of Homo sapiens as a glue to construct tools didn't require as complex a process as once 

thought, suggesting that Neanderthal tool making isn't necessarily evidence of a high level of cognitive and 

cultural development. 

One of the problems in understanding the past is how much technology has advanced over the millennia while 

leaving little or no record of how things used to be done. The result is that archaeologists often look at ancient 

people doing something extremely complicated like smelting metal or baking bread and then throwing up 

their hands in frustration as to figuring out how they did it. 

It's for this reason that experimental archaeology was developed, where researchers look at old folk skills or 

try to reverse engineer an ancient technology. As a result, many seemingly impossible technological feats 

became understandable because the processes were simpler or used for a different purpose. 

 

For example, experiments in how copper was first smelted started out by throwing chunks of malachite on a 

campfire and wondering why it wouldn't melt, to eventually discovering that the first copper had more to do 

https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/
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with a happy accident when ancient potters used copper ores to paint their fired pots, only to find beads of 

metal in their kilns. 

However, it's an approach that can also produce some blind alleys. One case in point, according to the 

Tübingen/NYU team, is that of Neanderthals and wood tar.  

 

Making tar out of wood is a very well understood process that was practiced on an industrial scale until 

relatively recently and is still used today. But it's a very complex process that requires either vessels made out 

of metal or ceramics, or the construction of charcoal burners where wood is meticulously stacked, sealed 
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under earth and clay, and then set alight, so the wood turns into charcoal in the absence of oxygen, and tar, 

pitch, and turpentine distill out. 

This is one of the reasons why many scientists believe that Neanderthals were very advanced from an 

intellectual and cultural point of view. Studies of their tools showed that they used wood tar as glue to stick 

bits of flint to handles of wood or bone, so they must have been pretty hot stuff in the brain department to 

figure out how to make that tar. 

But when researchers at the University of Tübingen, NYU's University's Department of Anthropology and the 

Tandon School of Engineering looked at the problem, they found that there was a simple way to get tar out of 

a raw material like birch bark. Instead of constructing a complex apparatus, the team took fresh or dead birch 

bark and burned it near flat river stones. 

They found that after three hours, the stones were covered with a black, sticky mess – wood tar. This was 

easily scraped from the stones and analysis demonstrated that the tar was molecularly similar to that found on 

Neanderthal tools. 

 

The team then used the tar to construct a test tool that a robot arm dragged with great precision across a test 

bed 170 times, yet it showed no signs of the adhesive bond weakening. In addition, they constructed a tool 

using the tar to attach a stone scraper to a wooden handle, which was then used to scrape the tough outer 

membrane from the thigh bone of a calf. 

Because the stone method is so simple and could have been discovered by the Neanderthals so easily at any 

camp site, the study concluded that the presence of tar-glued tools is not an indicator of complex behavior or 

organization. 

The study was published in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS). 

Source: New York University 

David Szondy 

https://www.pnas.org/content/early/2019/08/13/1911137116
https://www.nyu.edu/about/news-publications/news/2019/august/one-argument-for-neanderthal-genius-debunked.html
https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

94 

David Szondy is a freelance journalist, playwright, and general scribbler based in Seattle, Washington. A 

retired field archaeologist and university lecturer, he has a background in the history of science, technology, 

and medicine with a particular emphasis on aerospace, military, and cybernetic subjects. In addition, he is the 

author of a number of websites, four award-winning plays, a novel that has thankfully vanished from history, 

reviews, scholarly works ranging from industrial archaeology to law, and has worked as a feature writer for 

several international magazines. He has been a New Atlas contributor since 2011. 

https://newatlas.com/science/tool-making-experiments-neanderthals/ 

Instructions 

by Eavan Boland 

Issue no. 180 (Spring 2007) 

To write about age you need to take something and  

break it. 

(This is an art that has always loved young women. 

And silent ones.) 

A branch, perhaps, girlish with blossom. Snapped off. 

Close to the sap. 

Then cut through a promised summer. Continue. Cut 

down to the root. 

The spring afternoon will come to your door, angry  

as any mother. Ignore her. 

Now take syntax. Break that too. What is left is for you  

and you only: 

A dead tree. The future. What does not bear fruit. Or  

thinking of. 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Making Money,” another poem by Eavan Boland, published in Issue 158, Spring-Summer 2001? 

 Edna O’Brien’s 1984 Art of Fiction interview? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ea3134e3a2&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://newatlas.com/science/tool-making-experiments-neanderthals/
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ea3134e3a2&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4adef16814&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8d0cfdb646&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ea3134e3a2&e=d538c8f2e0
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How to Punctuate with Style: Lewis Thomas’s Charming Meditation on the Subtleties of Language 

“If you want to use a cliché you must take full responsibility for it yourself and not try to fob it off on anon., 

or on society.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Theodor Adorno celebrated punctuation as the “friendly spirits whose bodiless presence nourishes the body of 

language.” Mary Oliver jested that each writer has a lifetime quota of them, to be used judiciously. Indeed, 

the wielding of these tiny meaning-making symbols is a supreme test of a writer’s sensitivity to language as 

an instrument of sentiment and a laboratory for feeling. No one has conferred upon them more dignity and 

delight than the great physician, etymologist, poet, and essayist Lewis Thomas(November 25, 1913–

December 3, 1993) in his essay “Notes on Punctuation,” included in The Medusa and the Snail: More Notes 

of a Biology Watcher (public library) — the altogether scrumptious 1979 collection that gave us 

Thomas’s beautiful meditation on altruism and affection and one of the finest things ever written about the 

mystery of the self. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/11/theodor-adorno-punctuation-marks/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/11/theodor-adorno-punctuation-marks/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/11/theodor-adorno-punctuation-marks/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140243194/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140243194/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/medusa-and-the-snail-more-notes-of-a-biology-watcher/oclc/31801203&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/27/lewis-thomas-altruism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/10/25/lewis-thomas-the-medusa-and-the-snail-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/10/25/lewis-thomas-the-medusa-and-the-snail-self/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140243194/braipick-20
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Art by Rathna Ramanathan for a modern graphic design edition of Christian Morgenstern’s 1905 poem “In 

the Land of Punctuation” 

Thomas opens the essay, the whole of which is strewn with clever meta-demonstrations of his points about 

the marks, with a Russian nesting doll of punctuational observations: 

There are no precise rules about punctuation (Fowler lays out some general advice (as best he can under the 

complex circumstances of English prose (he points out, for example, that we possess only four stops (the 

comma, the semicolon, the colon and the period (the question mark and exclamation point are not, strictly 

speaking, stops; they are indicators of tone (oddly enough, the Greeks employed the semicolon for their 

question mark (it produces a strange sensation to read a Greek sentence which is a straightforward question: 

Why weepest thou; (instead of Why weepest thou? (and, of course, there are parentheses (which are surely a 

kind of punctuation making this whole matter much more complicated by having to count up the left-handed 

parentheses in order to be sure of closing with the right number (but if the parentheses were left out, with 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/04/in-the-land-of-punctuation-morgenstern-ramanathan-tara-books/
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nothing to work with but the stops, we would have considerably more flexibility in the deploying of layers of 

meaning than if we tried to separate all the clauses by physical barriers (and in the latter case, while we might 

have more precision and exactitude for our meaning, we would lose the essential flavor of language, which is 

its wonderful ambiguity)))))))))))). 

 

Lewis Thomas (Photograph: NYU archives) 

He makes his case for commas in a nearly comma-free paragraph, adorned by precisely four exquisitely 

pinned specimens: 

The commas are the most useful and usable of all the stops. It is highly important to put them in place as you 

go along. If you try to come back after doing a paragraph and stick them in the various spots that tempt you 

you will discover that they tend to swarm like minnows into all sorts of crevices whose existence you hadn’t 

realized and before you know it the whole long sentence becomes immobilized and lashed up squirming in 

commas. Better to use them sparingly, and with affection, precisely when the need for each one arises, nicely, 

by itself. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140243194/braipick-20
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In defiance of Kurt Vonnegut’s scornful (and, by present standards, possibly politically incorrect) 

condemnation of semicolons as “transvestite hermaphrodites representing absolutely nothing” and only 

proving “that you’ve been to college,” Thomas writes: 

I have grown fond of semicolons in recent years. The semicolon tells you that there is still some question 

about the preceding full sentence; something needs to be added; it reminds you sometimes of the Greek usage. 

It is almost always a greater pleasure to come across a semicolon than a period. The period tells you that that 

is that; if you didn’t get all the meaning you wanted or expected, anyway you got all the writer intended to 

parcel out and now you have to move along. But with a semicolon there you get a pleasant little feeling of 

expectancy; there is more to come; read on; it will get clearer. 

Art by Rathna Ramanathan for a modern graphic design edition of Christian Morgenstern’s 1905 poem “In 

the Land of Punctuation” 

Thomas’s own scorn is reserved for the unworthy whole of which the semi-colon is supposed to be a mere 

half: 

Colons are a lot less attractive, for several reasons: firstly, they give you the feeling of being rather ordered 

around, or at least having your nose pointed in a direction you might not be inclined to take if left to yourself, 

and, secondly, you suspect you’re in for one of those sentences that will be labeling the points to be made: 

firstly, secondly and so forth, with the implication that you haven’t sense enough to keep track of a sequence 

of notions without having them numbered. Also, many writers use this system loosely and incompletely, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/11/26/kurt-vonnegut-on-the-shapes-of-stories/
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starting out with number one and number two as though counting off on their fingers but then going on and on 

without the succession of labels you’ve been led to expect, leaving you floundering about searching for the 

ninethly or seventeenthly that ought to be there but isn’t. 

In a passage of especial urgency in our era of rampant misquotations littering the Internet and rampant bunny-

eared hands rising in the midst of conversation to insert an air quote when the intention is irony or emphasis 

rather than citation, Thomas writes: 

Quotation marks should be used honestly and sparingly, when there is a genuine quotation at hand, and it is 

necessary to be very rigorous about the words enclosed by the marks… Above all, quotation marks should not 

be used for ideas that you’d like to disown, things in the air so to speak. Nor should they be put in place 

around clichés; if you want to use a cliché you must take full responsibility for it yourself and not try to fob it 

off on anon., or on society. 

In a sentiment I have long shared — and one with which I also regard the use of Italics for emphasis, that 

pitiable attempt to compensate for a failure of style with styling — Thomas turns to the neediest, vainest, 

most off-putting of punctuation marks: 

Exclamation points are the most irritating of all. Look! they say, look at what I just said! How amazing is my 

thought! It is like being forced to watch someone else’s small child jumping up and down crazily in the center 

of the living room shouting to attract attention. If a sentence really has something of importance to say, 

something quite remarkable, it doesn’t need a mark to point it out. And if it is really, after all, a banal sentence 

needing more zing, the exclamation point simply emphasizes its banality! 

[…] 

A single exclamation point in a poem, no matter what else the poem has to say, is enough to destroy the whole 

work. 
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Art by Rathna Ramanathan for a modern graphic design edition of Christian Morgenstern’s 1905 poem “In 

the Land of Punctuation” 

Poetry, of course, owes a great share of its splendor to the miracle of surprise; to the twists of expectation and 

convention that plunge you suddenly and thrillingly into a whole new world; a world adjacent to but 

ordinarily inaccessible from the ordinary. Thomas Wentworth Higginson — Emily Dickinson’s editor — 

admonished that dashes should be used only in “short allowance” or else they “will lose all their proper 

power” — advice Dickinson went on to boldly ignore, dealing her ample dashes like breaths, like blades, in 

verses that revolutionized poetry. Thomas, who must have read Dickinson given his erudition and his intense 

love of poetry, is far friendlier to dashes than her editor had been a century earlier: 

The dash is a handy device, informal and essentially playful, telling you that you’re about to take off on a 

different tack but still in some way connected with the present course — only you have to remember that the 

dash is there, and either put a second dash at the end of the notion to let the reader know that he’s back on 

course, or else end the sentence, as here, with a period. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/04/in-the-land-of-punctuation-morgenstern-ramanathan-tara-books/
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Art by Rathna Ramanathan for a modern graphic design edition of Christian Morgenstern’s 1905 poem “In 

the Land of Punctuation” 

Thomas ends by returning to his love of semi-colons, kindled by T.S. Eliot’s exquisite use of them in Four 

Quartets (“At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless; / Neither from nor towards; at the 

still point, there the dance is, / But neither arrest nor movement.”), and writes: 

You cannot hear them, but they are there, laying out the connections between the images and the ideas. 

Sometimes you get a glimpse of a semicolon coming, a few lines farther on, and it is like climbing a steep 

path through woods and seeing a wooden bench just at a bend in the road ahead, a place where you can expect 

to sit for a moment, catching your breath. 

Commas can’t do this sort of thing; they can only tell you how the different parts of a complicated thought are 

to be fitted together, but you can’t sit, not even take a breath, just because of a comma, 

And so it ends, in a triumph of deliberately rule-defiant delight. 

Complement this fragment of Thomas’s wholly enjoyable and freshly insightful The Medusa and the 

Snail with the zany and politically prescient 1905 poem “In the Land of Punctuation,” then revisit Thomas 

on the poetics of smell as a mode of knowledgeand our cosmic potential 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/11/lewis-thomas-notes-on-

punctuation/?mc_cid=e1165a44ab&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 
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The Political Chaos and Unexpected Activism of the Post-Civil War Era 

Charles Postel on the Temperance Crusade That Galvanized the American Women's Movement 

VIA FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX 

By Charles Postel 

 

In the early winter of 1875, the US Congress grappled with the vexing question of what should be done about 

the racial mayhem in Louisiana. In the lead-up to statewide elections, the White League and other Democratic 

paramilitary groups had unleashed a torrent of violence against black voters and Republican leaders. When 

federal troops intervened in the ensuing political crisis, Democrats in Congress cried foul. The Democrats had 

just regained a congressional majority, and in this instance their protests were joined by a growing number of 

Republicans. In January, Carl Schurz, a Republican senator from Missouri, submitted a resolution 

condemning the use of federal soldiers in New Orleans as “repugnant to the principles of constitutional 

government.” 

The Senate resumed debate about Schurz’s resolution on Monday morning, the first day of February. Thomas 

Norwood, a Democrat from Georgia, read a protest from the Georgia state legislature against the 

federal action in New Orleans for subjecting the “oppressed people of Louisiana” to a “galling military 

despotism” and violating the equal rights of the states. The former Confederate states, the Georgians argued, 

were entitled to self-government and “perfect equality,” because “each State is the equal of, and is entitled to 

all the rights and powers to, each and every other State.” 

The Louisiana Republican senator Joseph Rodman West responded to such claims with an exposition of the 

political “violence, murder, and killing [that] prevailed throughout the State.” West recounted the history 

of the Colfax massacre, where, two years before, “one hundred men were slaughtered, and slaughtered simply 

because they were maintaining their right to their own political opinions”;  the Coushatta massacre of 

August 1874, in which the White League “hacked to pieces” six Republican officeholders; and the attacks of 

the following September, “where some fifty or sixty lives were sacrificed” to intimidate African American 

voters. Senator West promised the Democrats of his state “fair and equal justice” if only they would accept 

the laws of the land rather than being “a party of murderers.” 

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429946926
https://lithub.com/author/charlespostel/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

103 

While the senators debated the deadly business in Louisiana, their eyes turned to a Senate page as he dragged 

onto the floor of the chamber a large roll of papers tied with blue ribbons. The papers were thousands of 

petitions collected by the newly formed Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) asking Congress to 

outlaw alcoholic beverages in Washington, DC, and the US territories. 

Annie Wittenmyer, the president of the WCTU, had collected the petitions to bring the 

women’s campaign against alcohol into the halls of the national legislature. Senator Oliver Morton of Indiana 

agreed to give her a hand, and during a break in the action he presented the petitions signed by Wittenmyer 

and her co-worker Frances E. Willard, along with what Morton claimed were “100,000 other persons.” 

In truth, about half that number of people had signed Wittenmyer’s petitions. And hers was not the only 

temperance memorial presented to the Senate that day. Wittenmyer’s petitions, nonetheless, had their 

significance. Women had inserted this memorial into the men-only world of congressional politicking, and the 

massive roll of petitions attested to its backing by a broad social mobilization. 

Activists gathered at Chautauqua in upstate New York in August 1874 to lay plans for channeling the energy 

of the Woman’s Crusade into a national organization. 

This was a sign of things to come. Less than three months earlier, the WCTU had held its founding 

convention in Cleveland, Ohio. But it would soon emerge as the most extensive and powerful women’s 

organization in US history. It would couple the political demand for prohibition of alcohol with the demand 

for women’s right to vote. It would not stop there but press an array of issues pertaining to sexual equality 

within the family, community, workplace, and broader society. 

It also took up questions of national power and equal rights among regions and states. Unlike the Grange, the 

WCTU organized among racial minorities, had African American members, and actively engaged the 

problems of racial equality. But it did so within a white nationalist framework of sectional reconciliation that, 

like the Grange, recognized “no North, no South, no East, and no West.” 

* 

The WCTU emerged out of the Woman’s Crusade against the evils of the liquor trade. In December 1873, Dr. 

Diocletian Lewis, a Harvard-educated homeopathic doctor, gave a lecture in the western New York town of 

Fredonia calling on women to take action to protect themselves and their children from the dangers posed by 

alcohol. Dr. Lewis had given much the same lecture hundreds of times during the previous 20 years with 

minimal results. But in Fredonia, it provoked action, with 200 women descending on the local saloons. 

Through song and prayer, they hoped to convince drinkers and saloon keepers of the sinful nature of their 

ways. The women of Fredonia then proceeded to organize the first Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. 

Dr. Lewis then traveled to Hillsboro, Ohio, where he gave the same lecture, and the women of 

Hillsboro responded with an even more determined effort to close down the local liquor dealers. In the next 

weeks and months, the Woman’s Crusade spread across Ohio and beyond. 

The crusade protested hotels, saloons, restaurants, drugstores, and other businesses involved in selling 

alcohol. The immediate goal was to compel proprietors to sign a pledge to forswear the sale of alcoholic 

beverages. The crusaders organized elaborate street theater of marches and prayer vigils, often gathering on 

the curbside in front of the offending business to sing psalms and recite Bible verse. In Hillsboro and a 

number of other small and medium-sized towns, they scored well-publicized victories and claimed that 281 

saloon keepers had agreed to sign their pledge. 

The crusaders also set up vigilance committees to make sure the pledges were kept. In one case, women took 

axes to the barrels of an Ohio liquor dealer, filling the gutter with whiskey and gin. But it should be 

noted that—unlike Carry Nation, who some 30 years later wreaked havoc on saloon property with her famous 
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hatchet—the crusaders wielded their axes with the owner’s blessing. As news of the crusade spread, 

women took to the streets in more than 900 communities in over 30 states and territories. 

The Woman’s Crusade drew wide popular support. The Ohio Farmer, the Cleveland newspaper of the Ohio 

Grange, reported that “the war against whisky is extending all over the land,” with “thousands of 

homes” already “made brighter by the great warfare” against the liquor trade. Although the initial burst of 

activism eventually ran its course, the crusade had demonstrated women’s potential power in the nation’s 

political life. 

Frances Willard, who at the time served as the dean of women at Northwestern University, had never before 

cared about temperance, noting that it was “a question with which I had nothing to do.” But the 

Woman’s Crusade convinced her that the struggle against the liquor trade was the vital challenge that the 

women of the country faced. “There is a war [over the saloon] in America, a war of mothers and 

daughters, sisters and wives,” Willard observed. She predicted “an irrepressible conflict” over the liquor trade 

that would be waged across the nation’s political battlefields. Prayers and emotional appeals might play their 

part, but the conflict would be decided in the trenches of election campaigns and legislative action, “a war,” as 

Willard put it, “to the knight and the knife to the hilt.” 

Activists gathered at Chautauqua in upstate New York in August 1874 to lay plans for channeling the energy 

of the Woman’s Crusade into a national organization. The following November, several hundred 

delegates and observers from 16 states gathered in Cleveland for the first national convention of the 

Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. The convention endorsed the methods of the crusade: employing 

prayer and emotional suasion to win both drinkers and providers of drink away from their ways. 

But from the outset, it was clear that the WCTU would be going into politics. Its founders drew up its 

organizational scheme on the basis of congressional districts in the hope of optimizing its political impact, 

reflecting the expectation that the war on the liquor trade would ultimately focus on the national legislature. 

The convention’s political demands included a congressional investigation of the liquor trade, bans on 

intoxicating beverages at governmental functions, and temperance education in the schools. Soon thereafter, 

the WCTU collected the great roll of petitions demanding prohibition in the nation’s capital and the territories 

that would be delivered to the floor of the US Senate. 

In the ensuing years, the WCTU’s legislative agenda would cover a wide field of reforms, from 

women’s suffrage to the eight-hour workday. But prohibition—governmental action to suppress the 

manufacture, distribution, and sale of alcoholic beverages—always remained its “ultimate goal.” The 

women of the WCTU did not come up with this idea, but they built on a history of temperance politics that 

stretched back into the early years of the Republic. 

Not all temperance organizations endorsed prohibition. In the 1830s, thousands of local temperance societies 

committed members to signing a personal pledge to abstain from drink. In the 1840s, hundreds of thousands 

of artisans and laborers, men and women, joined the Washingtonian organizations, most of which 

were similarly dedicated to individual abstinence. Prohibition, nonetheless, was always an undercurrent of the 

temperance movement. 

Maine adopted the first statewide prohibition in 1851, and over the next four years twelve other states across 

the Northeast and the Midwest followed suit. The porous enforcement of these so-called Maine Laws meant 

that they failed to put the liquor trade out of business. The poor results led many voters and state legislators to 

reconsider prohibition laws. 

But with the close of the Civil War, the temperance movement gave prohibition a new life. In 1869, the 

Independent Order of Good Templars (IOGT), whose ranks had boomed to several hundred thousand 

members, provided the base for the founding of the Prohibition Party dedicated to government action against 

the liquor trade. During the late 1870s, the IOGT and the WCTU would forge a functioning alliance 
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behind prohibition. But by this time, the IOGT had lost much of its momentum as the WCTU arose as the 

country’s most powerful temperance organization. 

The WCTU, however, was unlike any previous temperance organization because it was also the nation’s 

largest organization of women. The Washingtonians had their female Martha Washingtonian auxiliaries. 

The IOGT accepted women on at least a nominally equal footing, permitting women to speak in meetings and 

hold office, although one IOGT member would recall that women’s role was “to be seen, not heard.” In the 

WCTU, by contrast, women were the only voting members and officeholders. 

By 1890, with some 150,000 dues-paying members, the WCTU had more than ten times the membership of 

the largest women’s suffrage organization of the day, the National American Woman Suffrage Association, 

and more than seven times the membership of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. 

The WCTU was by far the biggest and most influential women’s organization of the post–Civil War 

decades. Here it needs to be noted that the Protestant churches had more women members, and their female 

foreign mission societies might have been larger than the WCTU. But the WCTU was an autonomous, 

ecumenical, and political association in a way that the Methodist Home Missionary Society, for example, was 

not. At the same time, the WCTU took on a missionary role and had ties with the churches. Most members of 

the WCTU also belonged to one or another of the Protestant denominations, and they used their church 

connections and networks to build their organization. 

Yet the autonomy of the WCTU was one of its most significant features: it guarded its independence from 

the churches and brought women together across denominational boundaries. With an eye to ecumenical 

equality, every WCTU organization from the top down had vice presidents from each of the denominations 

of their members. A small union in Londonderry, Pennsylvania, for example, appointed a Presbyterian, a 

Quaker, and a Methodist as vice presidents. Among their responsibilities, the vice presidents cultivated 

ties with their churches, which was not always a simple proposition given that some church leaders disagreed 

with prohibition and still others disapproved of an organization of women taking part in politics. 

The Women’s Christian Temperance Union steadily moved toward the position that Christian work meant 

treating alcoholism as a social problem and a medical disease. 

Evangelical work to save souls for Christ was one mission of the complex and multidimensional undertakings 

of the WCTU—wielding scripture in “a direct attack against the sin ” of intemperance. They called 

this “Gospel Temperance” because drinking could only be cured with “the same basis of treatment as any 

other sin.” But it turned out that was just one of many cures. Much of the work of the WCTU focused on 

public health and was done in the name of “hygiene,” “scientific temperance instruction,” and a variety of 

other scientific, medical, and educational rubrics. 

These ideas about sin and health often fit comfortably together within the temperance movement. Dr. Lewis, 

in the speeches that had launched the Woman’s Crusade, combined Gospel teachings and medical 

expertise. The WCTU did the same. Moreover, the WCTU steadily moved toward the position that Christian 

work meant treating alcoholism as a social problem and a medical disease. True, “intemperance, or the 

predisposition to intemperance, may be a disease, very likely it is,” the WCTU would argue, but it was also “a 

malady of the mind,” which only Christ could cure. 

This public health orientation placed the WCTU within the broad currents of late 19th-century reform. In 

historical memory, especially in light of the disastrous results of national prohibition during the 1920s and 

early 1930s, temperance and prohibition are linked with nativist bigots, religious cranks, and oppressive law 

enforcement. In 1956, Upton Sinclair, the author who half a century before had brought to national attention 

the poisons in the nation’s meat, wrote The Cup of Fury, exposing the alcoholic poisoning of the American 

mind. 
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Sinclair’s fiery temperance tract seemed out of place by the mid-20th century, when the ties between 

prohibition and most other social reform movements had been strained or severed. But in the heyday of the 

WCTU, the idea of unleashing the power of government to combat the liquor trade was widely understood as 

being of a piece with other reforms to make society better. Indeed, the WCTU would take up causes such as 

banning child labor, enacting an eight-hour workday, removing toxic chemicals from medicines, abolishing 

convict labor, and funding public education—all for the public good. 

Members of the WCTU had other motives, too. Many of them were the wives of ministers, lawyers, doctors, 

and managers, and as part of the professional and business classes they looked to prohibition to control 

and supervise employees, servants, and other members of the lower classes. Moreover, the WCTU was 

composed of churchgoing Protestant women, and its struggle against beer and whiskey often fused with anti-

Catholic and nativist agendas. And by its very nature, the campaign for prohibition fed the spirit and methods 

of vigilantism and police repression. This was apparent even with the Woman’s Crusade, which employed 

vigilante committees and the Pinkerton National Detective Agency to enforce anti-liquor agreements. 

And it was not just alcohol and narcotics. The WCTU’s Department for the Suppression of Impure Literature, 

for example, served as a citizens’ auxiliary to local, state, and federal censors. In a number of ways, the 

WCTU was, from the outset, class-bound, sectarian, and repressive, but that was not the sum total, because it 

was also expansive, open-minded, and even emancipatory. Such was the conflicted nature of post–Civil War 

social reform. 

________________________________________ 

 

Excerpted from Equality: An American Dilemma, 1866-1896 by Charles Postel. Published by Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux on August 20, 2019. Copyright © 2019 by Charles Postel. All rights reserved. 
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Charles Postel 

Charles Postel is the author of The Populist Vision, which received the 2008 Bancroft Prize and the 2008 

Frederick Jackson Turner Award from the Organization of American Historians. He is a professor of history 

at San Francisco State University and was elected to the Society of American Historians in 2018. 
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Understanding E. coli's stealthy secret could help render it harmless 

By Michael Irving 

 

Pathogenic E. coli usually waits until it gets to the large intestine before taking hold, but a new discovery 

could help prevent that 

GunnarAssmy/Depositphotos 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

The human immune system is pretty good at wiping out dangerous invaders – which is why some of these 

invaders have developed ways to avoid detection until they're ready. Now, researchers from the University of 

Virginia (UVA) may have found a way to prevent infections by making sure that these bugs are never ready. 

The team has uncovered how pathogenic E. coli senses its environment to stay stealthy until it reaches the 

right spot to kickstart an infection. 

E. coli is a common inhabitant of your gut, but most of the time it's a relatively well-behaved guest. 

Occasionally though, a bad burger can introduce more unruly strains that can cause cramps, diarrhea, 

vomiting, and other common symptoms of food poisoning. 

But now, two researchers from the UVA School of Medicine, Melissa Kendall and Elizabeth Melson, say they 

have uncovered new details about how pathogenic E. coli establishes itself in the body. The team found that 

the bug senses its surroundings as it moves through the body, biding its time until it gets to the large intestine. 

"Bacterial pathogens typically colonize a specific tissue in the host," says Kendall. "Therefore, as part of their 

infection strategies, bacterial pathogens precisely time deployment of proteins and toxins to these specific 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/5772540/stock-photo-bakterium-escherichia-coli.html
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colonization niches in the human host. This allows the pathogens to save energy and avoid detection by our 

immune systems and ultimately cause disease." 

The researchers found that E. coli uses oxygen levels as its cue to take hold. It uses a small RNA fragment 

called DicF to sense levels of the gas around it. Once those levels are low enough – indicating it's reached the 

low-oxygen environment of the large intestine – DicF activates genes to let the bacteria know to start 

infecting cells. Once settled it begins producing Shiga toxins, which are responsible for many of those 

unpleasant symptoms. 

The team says that other bacteria, like Shigella and Salmonella, might use similar systems to cause infections. 

Further research will need to be done to investigate that, however. 

Armed with this new information, scientists could start studying how to mess with this sensing system, which 

could theoretically prevent infections. The strategy might even turn out to be a viable alternative to 

antibiotics, which bacteria are fast developing resistance to. 

"By knowing how bacterial pathogens sense where they are in the body, we may one day be able to prevent E. 

coli, as well as other pathogens, from knowing where it is inside a human host and allow it to pass through the 

body without causing an infection," says Kendall. "This may be an effective strategy to limit infection, and 

because we are not targeting growth or survival, E. colimay not develop drug resistance – it just doesn't know 

where it is." 

The research was published in the journal PNAS. 

Source: University of Virginia 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of physics and 

the universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing under his belt, he’s been writing for various 

online outlets and print publications for eight years, and New Atlas for the last three years. 

https://newatlas.com/ecoli-bacteria-stealth-prevent-

infections/61115/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593 

Ode to Tanaquil Leclerc 

 

by Frank O’Hara 

Issue no. 49 (Summer 1970) 

 

Smiling through my own memories of painful excitement 

your wide eyes stare  

        and narrow like a lost forest of childhood stolen from 

        gypsies  

two eyes that are the sunset of  

                                                          two knees  

                                                                             two wrists  

                                                                                               two minds  

and the extended philosophical column, when they conducted 

the dialogues  

                   in distant Athens, rests on your two ribbon-wrapped 

https://www.pnas.org/content/116/28/14210
https://newsroom.uvahealth.com/2019/08/15/heres-how-e-coli-knows-how-to-make-you-really-sick/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/ecoli-bacteria-stealth-prevent-infections/61115/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/ecoli-bacteria-stealth-prevent-infections/61115/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/ecoli-bacteria-stealth-prevent-infections/61115/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b3ee2c13fb&e=d538c8f2e0
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                   hearts, white  

        credibly agile  

                         flashing  

                                   scimitars of a city-state 

where in the innocence of my watching had those ribbons 

become entangled  

           dragging me upward into lilac-colored ozone where I 

           gasped  

                    and you continued to smile as you dropped the 

                    bloody scarf of my life  

                                     from way up there, my neck hurt 

                    you were always changing into something else 

                    and always will be 

                    always plumage, perfection’s broken heart, wings 

                    and wide eyes in which everything you do 

                    repeats itself simultaneously and simply  

                                                   as a window “gives” on something  

it seems sometimes as if you were only breathing  

          and everything happened around you  

because when you disappeared in the wings nothing was then  

          but the motion of some extraordinary happening I hadn’t 

          understood  

the superb arc of a question, of a decision about death 

          because you are beautiful you are hunted  

                   and with the courage of a vase  

                           you refuse to become a deer or tree  

                   and the world holds its breath  

                           to see if you are there, and safe 

                                    are you? 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 Eugene Walter’s account of ballet in post-war Paris, published in Issue 2, Summer 1953? 

 Harold Brodkey’s poem “To Frank O’Hara,” published in Issue 93, Fall 1984? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b3ee2c13fb&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b600739b53&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bc57e49d1f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b3ee2c13fb&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b3ee2c13fb&e=d538c8f2e0
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The Streets of New York 

Phil Penman 

Phil Penman 

Rush-hour on 34th Street, New York City, February 21, 2018 

If I was to say what I hope to achieve with my street photography, it would be to keep documenting the ever-

changing streets of New York City in all its rat-infested, garbage-piled glory. Perhaps I’m fascinated by all 

the grime and grit this city has to offer because I grew up in the countryside in the United Kingdom with only 

the sound of cattle moving in the night. On my path to New York, I’ve done just about everything, working as 

a street-cleaner, garbage-hauler, milkman, paper delivery boy, Champagne waiter, nightclub barman, DJ, and 

real-estate broker. I was willing to learn everything and anything, so when I was offered a job as a 

photographer with a celebrity news agency in New York, I jumped at the opportunity. 

After landing in the US, I accepted my first assignment from my new boss: “You’re going to be 

photographing Pete Sampras’s wedding this weekend.” By photographing it, he really meant, “You’re going 

to be roaming the hallways of the Beverly Hills Hotel with a small camera stuck down your pants hoping for a 

sighting of the bride.” The life of a “celebrity photographer”—otherwise known as paparazzi—entails little 

glamour. More often than not, I was standing not on the red carpet behind a velvet rope but on the streets of 

New York, hiding behind a trash can in 20-degree weather, hoping for that decisive moment. 

The paparazzi always get a bad rap, from hiding behind trash to being called “trash.” Maybe this is why the 

profession attracts misfits, a motley crew of ex-military personnel, former press photographers, even a few 

“idle rich.” Whether we were speeding down the road in a taxi cab or furiously pedaling our bikes to the 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/phil-penman/
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center of the action, we were there to capture it all, always out on the streets. And being on the street all day, 

you get a real feel for the city. 

In time, I found myself drawn to street photography, consumed by the makeup of New York. It may be a big 

city, but I felt as though wherever I went, I could stop and chat to someone I knew, discussing the politics of 

Greece with a coffee-vendor or how Uber is killing business for hotel doormen. 

At one point, I was clocking up about 400 miles a week riding around the city on my bicycle. As the great Bill 

Cunningham knew, the bike is a great tool for a street photographer. But I was getting beaten down by the 

daily grind, so I decided to leave a business that was slowly destroying me. Instead, I took yet another job, as 

a salesman for a cycling clothing company, and started shooting portraits and characters on the street in my 

spare time. Someone taking their pet turkey for a walk or a spaceman striding down Prince Street in SoHo had 

become far more interesting to me than a celebrity going to Starbucks. 

In New York, there is always something to see, and every day is different. In mid-stream, it’s hard to convey 

in a single image what you’ve experienced in any one fleeting moment. Still, I find myself clicking the shutter 

simply because what I’m seeing through the viewfinder is magical, and for that moment, I feel I can capture 

it. 

 

Phil Penman 

West Side Highway, New York City, September 14, 2012 
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Phil Penman 

SoHo, New York City, September 8, 2001 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/180913_New_Yorker_Portraits_014.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 499  october  2019 
 

 

114 

 

 

Phil Penman 

Harlem, New York City, June 14, 2018 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/180617_Harlem_Crit_251.jpg
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Phil Penman 

Snowstorm at 5th Avenue and 59th Street, New York City, March 9, 2018 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/180309_NYC_Views_079.jpg
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Phil Penman  

West Village, New York City, September 15, 2015 
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Phil Penman  

SoHo, New York City, June 18, 2015 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/150722_Large_45_Inch_Prints_002.jpg
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Phil Penman  

SoHo, New York City, July 3, 2015 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/150703_Snakemen_Soho_001.jpg
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Phil Penman 

42nd Street, New York City, August 16, 2017 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/170816_42nd-Street_Portraits_011.jpg
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Phil Penman 

5th Avenue, New York City, November 6, 2015 
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Phil Penman 

Park Avenue, New York City, August 31, 2017 

 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/170830_NYC_Park_Avenue_Portrait_002.jpg
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Phil Penman 

Times Square, New York City, October 4, 2017 

 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/171004_NYC_Views_013.jpg
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Phil Penman  

George Washington Bridge, New Jersey, December 14, 2015 

 

Street: Photographs, by Phil Penman, is published by Glitterati Editions.  

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/20/the-streets-of-new-york/ 

  

https://www.philpenman.com/publications/3-street-photographs-by-phil-penman/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/20/the-streets-of-new-york/
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Interstellar isotopes found in Antarctica were forged from supernovae 

By Michael Irving 

 

Supernovae, such as the one that created the Crab Nebula (pictured), are believed to be the source of a rare 

isotope found in Antarctic snow 

NASA, ESA, J. Hester, A. Loll (ASU) 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

In the pure white snow of Antarctica, scientists have found rare isotopes that don't occur naturally on Earth. 

The isotope, known as iron-60, is usually forged in the crucible of supernova explosions, and the researchers 

believe it fell to Earth as our solar system passed through an interstellar gas cloud. 

Iron-60 is an extremely rare isotope here on Earth, thanks to the fact that there are no ongoing sources. While 

it may have been produced during the formation of the planet, those atoms would have decayed billions of 

years ago. That means that any traces found on Earth today originated from the stars, where they're produced 

in supernovae. 

But these traces can only really be detectable if they sit somewhere relatively undisturbed for long periods of 

time. In the past, iron-60 has been found in moon dust brought back by the Apollo missions, and in ancient 

seabed deposits. They tell the tale of stars in our cosmic neighborhood going supernova millions of years ago 

and showering Earth with higher levels of radiation – which may even have wiped out the mighty Megalodon. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/supernova-iron-on-moon/42817/
https://newatlas.com/ancient-supernovae-radiation-climate-change/44282/
https://newatlas.com/ancient-supernovae-radiation-climate-change/44282/
https://newatlas.com/supernova-megalodon-extinction/57626/
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Another suspected location of iron-60 is the pristine snow of Antarctica, which can build up for decades, 

centuries and even millennia. And that was the focus for this study, involving researchers from the Technical 

University of Munich and the Helmholtz Association. 

The team collected 500 kg (1,100 lb) of Antarctic snow from around the Kohnen Station, shipped it to 

Munich, melted it down, and analyzed it. The solid components were separated out of the meltwater and 

processed using a few different chemical methods. A few milligrams of iron was found, and tested in an 

accelerator lab. And sure enough, within that iron were five atoms of iron-60. 

"Our analyses allowed us to rule out cosmic radiation, nuclear weapons tests or reactor accidents as sources of 

the iron-60," says Dominik Koll, an author of the study. "As there are no natural sources for this radioactive 

isotope on Earth, we knew that the iron-60 must have come from a supernova." 

The location of the isotopes gives further clues to their origin. The snow they were found in was at most 20 

years old, and the researchers reasoned that they couldn't have come from too far away in the cosmos or they 

would have dissipated. The team says that the most likely source is the interstellar gas clouds that our solar 

system has been passing through for the last 40,000 years or so. 

"If the gas cloud hypothesis is correct, then material from ice cores older than 40,000 years would not contain 

interstellar iron-60," says Koll. "This would enable us to verify the transition of the solar system into the gas 

cloud – that would be a groundbreaking discovery for researchers working on the environment of the solar 

system." 

The research was published in the journal Physical Review Letters. 

Source: Technical University of Munich 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of physics and 

the universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing under his belt, he’s been writing for various 

online outlets and print publications for eight years, and New Atlas for the last three years. 

 

https://newatlas.com/interstellar-iron-60-isotope-antarctica/61154/ 

  

https://journals.aps.org/prl/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevLett.123.072701
https://www.tum.de/nc/en/about-tum/news/press-releases/details/35654/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/interstellar-iron-60-isotope-antarctica/61154/
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The Science of Internal Time, Social Jet Lag, and Why You’re So Tired 

Debunking the social stigma around late risers, or what Einstein has to do with teens’ risk for smoking. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“Six hours’ sleep for a man, seven for a woman, and eight for a fool,” 

Napoleon famously prescribed. (He would have scoffed at Einstein, then, who was known to require ten hours 

of sleep for optimal performance.) This perceived superiority of those who can get by on less sleep isn’t just 

something Napoleon shared with dictators like Hitler and Stalin, it’s an enduring attitude woven into our 

social norms and expectations, from proverbs about early birds to the basic scheduling structure of education 

and the workplace. But in Internal Time: Chronotypes, Social Jet Lag, and Why You’re So Tired (public 

library), a fine addition to these 7 essential books on time, German chronobiologist Till 

Roenneberg demonstrates through a wealth of research that our sleep patterns have little to do with laziness 

and other such scorned character flaws, and everything to do with biology. 

In fact, each of us possesses a different chronotype — an internal timing type best defined by your midpoint 

of sleep, or midsleep, which you can calculate by dividing your average sleep duration by two and adding the 

resulting number to your average bedtime on free days, meaning days when your sleep and waking times are 

not dictated by the demands of your work or school schedule. For instance, if you go to bed at 11 P.M. and 

wake up at 7 A.M., add four hours to 11pm and you get 3 A.M. as your midsleep. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/internal-time-chronotypes-social-jet-lag-and-why-youre-so-tired/oclc/806492775&referer=brief_results
http://www.worldcat.org/title/internal-time-chronotypes-social-jet-lag-and-why-youre-so-tired/oclc/806492775&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/10/17/7-must-read-books-on-time/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
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The distribution of midsleep in Central Europe. The midsleep times (on free days) of over 60 percent of the 

population fall between 3:30 and 5:30 A.M. 

Roenneberg traces the evolutionary roots of different sleep cycles and argues that while earlier chronotypes 

might have had a social advantage in agrarian and industrial societies, today’s world of time-shift work and 

constant connectivity has invalidated such advantages but left behind the social stigma around later 

chronotypes. 

This myth that early risers are good people and that late risers are lazy has its reasons and merits in rural 

societies but becomes questionable in a modern 24/7 society. The old moral is so prevalent, however, that it 

still dominates our beliefs, even in modern times. The postman doesn’t think for a second that the young man 

might have worked until the early morning hours because he is a night-shift worker or for other reasons. He 

labels healthy young people who sleep into the day as lazy — as long sleepers. This attitude is reflected in the 

frequent use of the word-pair early birds and long sleepers [in the media]. Yet this pair is nothing but apples 

and oranges, because the opposite of early is late and the opposite of long is short. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
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Illustration by Lisbeth Zwerger for a special edition of Alice in Wonderland 

Roenneberg goes on to explore sleep duration, a measure of sleep types that complements midsleep, 

demonstrating just as wide a spectrum of short and long sleepers and debunking the notion that people who 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/07/best-illustrations-alice-in-wonderland/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/07/best-illustrations-alice-in-wonderland/
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get up late sleep longer than others — this judgment, after all, is based on the assumption that everyone goes 

to bed at the same time, which we increasingly do not. 

Sleep duration shows a bell-shaped distribution within a population, but there are more short sleepers (on the 

left) than long sleepers (on the right). 

The disconnect between our internal, biological time and social time — defined by our work schedules and 

social engagements — leads to what Roenneberg calls social jet lag, a kind of chronic exhaustion resembling 

the symptoms of jet lag and comparable to having to work for a company a few time zones to the east of your 

home. 

Unlike what happens in real jet lag, people who suffer from social jet lag never leave their home base and can 

therefore never adjust to a new light-dark environment … While real jet lag is acute and transient, social jet 

lag is chronic. The amount of social jet lag that an individual is exposed to can be quantified as the difference 

between midsleep on free days and midsleep on work days … Over 40 percent of the Central European 

population suffers from social jet lag of two hours or more, and the internal time of over 15 percent is three 

hours or more out of synch with external time. There is no reason to assume that this would be different in 

other industrialized nations. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
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The scissors of sleep. Depending on chronotype, sleep duration can be very different between work days and 

free days. 

Chronotypes vary with age: 

Young children are relatively early chronotypes (to the distress of many young parents), and then gradually 

become later. During puberty and adolescence humans become true night owls, and then around twenty years 

of age reach a turning point and become earlier again for the rest of their lives. On average, women reach this 

turning point at nineteen and a half while men start to become earlier again at twenty-one … [T]his clear 

turning point in the developmental changes of chronotype … [is] the first biological marker for the end of 

adolescence. 

Roenneberg points out that in our culture, there is a great disconnect between teenagers’ biological abilities 

and our social expectations of them, encapsulated in what is known as the disco hypothesis — the notion that 

if only teens would go to bed earlier, meaning not party until late, they’d be better able to wake up clear-

headed and ready for school at the expected time. The data, however, indicate otherwise — adolescents’ 

internal time is shifted so they don’t find sleep before the small hours of the night, a pattern also found in the 

life cycle of rodents. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
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Here, we brush up against a painfully obtrusive cultural obstacle: School starts early — as early as 7 A.M. in 

some European countries — and teens are expected to perform well on a schedule not designed with their 

internal time in mind. As a result, studies have shown that many students show the signs of narcolepsy — a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcolepsy
https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/09/19/queenslander-illustrated-covers/
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severe sleeping disorder that makes one fall asleep at once when given the chance, immediately entering REM 

sleep. The implications are worrisome: 

Teenagers need around eight to ten hours of sleep but get much less during their workweek. A recent study 

found that when the starting time of high school is delayed by an hour, the percentage of students who get at 

least eight hours of sleep per night jumps from 35.7 percent to 50 percent. Adolescent students’ attendance 

rate, their performance, their motivation, even their eating habits all improve significantly if school times are 

delayed. 

(Speaking from experience, this could also be extrapolated about work times and professional event times — 

conference organizers, are you paying attention?) 

Roenneberg cites a Danish project, which eliminated timetables entirely and left the decision about when to 

arrive at school up to the students, based on a vision that schools should be regarded as service centers that 

tailor their service to what’s best for their customers — an optimal environment for achieving the best 

education possible. 

Similar detrimental effects of social jet lag are found in shift work, which Roenneberg calls “one of the most 

blatant assaults on the body clock in modern society.” (And while we may be tempted to equate shift work 

with the service industry, any journalist, designer, developer, or artist who works well into the night on 

deadline can relate — hey, it’s well past midnight again as I’m writing this.) In fact, the World Health 

Organization recently classified “shift work that involves circadian disruption” as a potential cause of cancer, 

and the consequences of social jet lag and near-narcolepsy extend beyond the usual suspects of car accidents 

and medical errors: 

We are only beginning to understand the potentially detrimental consequences of social jet lag. One of these 

has already been worked out with frightening certainty: the more severe the social jet lag that people suffer, 

the more likely it is that they are smokers. Tis is not a question of quantity (number of cigarettes per day) but 

simple whether they are smokers or not … Statistically, we experience the worst social jet lag as teenagers, 

when our body clocks are drastically delayed for biological reasons, but we still have to get up at the same 

traditional times for school. This coincides with the age when most individuals start smoking. Assuredly there 

are many different reasons people start smoking at that age, but social jet lag certainly contributes to the risk. 

If young people’s psychological and emotional well-being isn’t incentive enough for policy makers — who, 

by the way, Roenneberg’s research indicates tend to be early chronotypes themselves — to consider later 

school times, one would think their health should be. 

The correlation between social jet lag and smoking continues later in life as well, particularly when it comes 

to quitting: 

[T]he less stress smokers have, the easier it is for them to quit. Social jet lag is stress, so the chances of 

successfully quitting smoking are higher when the mismatch of internal and external time is smaller. The 

numbers connecting smoking with social jet lag are striking: Among those who suffer less than an hour of 

social jet lag per day, we find 15 to 20 percent are smokers. This percentage systematically rises to over 60 

percent when internal and external time are more than five hours out of sync. 

Another factor contributing to our social jet lag is Daylight Savings Time. Even though DST’s proponents 

argue that it’s just one small hour, the data suggest that between October and March, DST throws off our 

body clocks by up to four weeks, depending on our latitude, not allowing our bodies to properly adjust to the 

time change, especially if we happen to be later chronotypes. The result is increased social jet lag and 

decreased sleep duration. 

But what actually regulates our internal time? Though the temporal structures of sun time — tide, day, month, 

and year — play a significant role in the lives of all organisms, our biological clocks evolved in a “time-free” 

http://exp.lore.com/post/19205837200/after-leap-years-explained-and-an-animated-history
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world and are somewhat independent of such external stimuli as light and dark. For instance, early botanical 

studies showed that a mimosa plant kept in a pitch-dark closet would still open and close its leaves the way it 

does in the day-night cycle, and subsequent studies of human subjects confined to dark bunkers showed 

similar preservation of their sleep and waking patterns, which followed, albeit imperfectly, the 24-hour cycle 

of day and night. 

Our internal clocks, in fact, can be traced down to the genetic level, with individual “clock genes” and, most 

prominently, the suprachiasmatic nucleus, or SCN — a small region in the brain’s midline that acts as a kind 

of “master clock” for mammals, regulating neuronal and hormonal activity around our circadian rhythms. 

Roenneberg explains how our internal clocks work on the DNA level: 

In the nucleus, the DNA sequence of a clock gene is transcribed to mRNA; the resulting message is exported 

from the nucleus, translated into a clock protein, and is then modified. This clock protein is itself part of the 

molecular machinery that controls the transcription of its ‘own’ gene. When enough clock proteins have been 

made, they are imported back into the nucleus, where they start to inhibit the transcription of their own 

mRNA. Once this inhibition is strong enough, no more mRNA molecules are transcribed, and the existing 

ones are gradually destroyed. As a consequence, no more proteins can be produced and the existing ones will 

also gradually be destroyed. When they are all gone, the transcriptional machinery is not suppressed anymore, 

and a new cycle can begin. 

[…] 

Despite this complexity, the important take-home message is that daily rhythms are generated by molecular 

mechanisms that could potentially work in a single cell, for example a single neuron of the SCN. 

So, even if philosopher Daniel Dennett’s is right in that “not a single one of the cells that compose you knows 

who you are, or cares,” a single cell does know when you should be sleeping and cares. 

Still, external cues do synchronize our internal clocks, via a process called entrainment to make the internal 

day fit the external one by either compression or expansion. Light and darkness are the most potent of these 

cues. For most humans, our internal clocks are slightly longer than 24 hours, so they need compression. To 

achieve this, a body clock exposes more of its internal “day” to light and hides some of its internal “night” in 

the dark. This results in internal time being slightly later than external time, which is why people with slow 

internal clocks end up being later chronotypes. 

Light, indeed, is the most important external cue to synchronize our internal body clocks, and the lack of light 

can have severe negative effects on our sleep patterns. Even a well-lit workplace exposes us to no more than 

100 Lux, which translates to 1,200 Lux-hours over the course of a 12-hour workday. Meanwhile, on a cloudy 

day, the intensity of outside light is about 120,000 Lux, which means even a short 20-minute walk outdoors 

would expose us to 40,000 Lux-hours, or more than thirty-fold the exposure of that entire indoor workday. 

(Unless you have one of these lamps, which has been the single most important investment in my circadian 

sanity and general tolerance of dreary New York winters since my meditation practice.) 

The detrimental effects of this light deprivation are most pronounced in the elderly and the mentally ill. Many 

elderly people rarely get a chance to go outside, and the TV is often their primary source of light. (Which 

leads one to wonder why elderly homes and assisted living facilities aren’t investing in such artificial daylight 

lamps rather than the countless flatscreen TVs gracing the common areas and even individual rooms in these 

institutions.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suprachiasmatic_nucleus
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/03/28/daniel-dennett-wisdom/#whole
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/03/28/daniel-dennett-wisdom/#whole
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B003Y67GBS/braipick-20
http://tarabrach.com/audiodharma.html
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Across most ages, men are on average later chronotypes than women. The differences decrease as men and 

women age. Thus, when the man is older than his female partner, their chronotypes tend to be more similar. 

Internal Time goes on to illuminate many other aspects of how chronotypes and social jet lag impact our daily 

lives, from birth and suicide rates to when we borrow books from the library to why older men marry younger 

women, and even why innovators and entrepreneurs tend to have later chronotypes. (One hypothesis: because 

they were more challenged in school than early types, and always had to invent clever strategies to help them 

perform despite not being on top of things.) 

Roenneberg’s daughter put together this wonderful teaser for her father’s research: 

Ultimately, Roenneberg makes a powerful case against many of the social expectations we have around sleep 

and productivity: 

I am often asked whether we cannot get used to given working hours merely through discipline and by 

confining our sleep habits to certain times. The assumption inherent in this question is that the human body 

clock can synchronize to social cues. I tend to find that any such questioner, who usually also displays a 

somewhat disdainful tone towards the weakness of late chronotypes, is an early type — someone who has 

never experienced the problems associated with the [desynchronized] sleep-wake behavior of late 

chronotypes. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/05/11/internal-time-till-

roenneber/?mc_cid=4940b25265&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/05/11/internal-time-till-roenneber/?mc_cid=4940b25265&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/05/11/internal-time-till-roenneber/?mc_cid=4940b25265&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0674065859/braipick-20
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Memory police 

YOKO OGAWA (TRANSL. STEPHEN SNYDER) 

 

The following is an excerpt from Yoko Ogawa's novel Memory Police in which a young woman concocts a 

plan to hide her editor beneath her floorboards to save him from the memory police. A surreal and 

provocative author, Yoko Ogawa has won every kind of Japanese literary award and is author of The 

Housekeeper and the Professor. Stephen Snyder is a Japanese translator and professor of Japanese Studies at 

Middlebury College. He has translated works by Yoko Ogawa, Ryu Murakami, and Miri Yu, among others. 

My mother died, and then my father died, and since then I have lived all alone in this house. Two years ago, 

the nurse who took care of me when I was small died as well, of a heart attack. I believe I have cousins living 

in a village near the source of the river on the far side of the mountains to the north, but I have never met 

them. The mountainsides are covered with thorny trees and the summits are always cloaked in mist, so no one 
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ever attempts to cross them. And since there is no map of the island—maps themselves having long since 

been disappeared—no one knows its precise shape, or exactly what lies on the other side of the mountains. 

My father was an ornithologist. He worked at an observatory at the top of the hill to the south. He spent 

several months a year there, collecting data, photographing the creatures, and trying to hatch eggs. I loved to 

visit him and went as often as I could—using the excuse that I had to deliver his lunch. The young researchers 

were kind to me and spoiled me with cookies and hot chocolate. 

I think it’s fortunate that the birds were not disappeared until after my father died. 

I would sit on my father’s lap and study his creatures through his binoculars. The shape of a beak, the color of 

the feathers around the eyes, the way the wings moved—nothing escaped his notice as he worked to identify 

them. The binoculars were too heavy for a little girl, and when my arms grew tired, my father would slip his 

hand under them to support the weight. When we were cheek to cheek like that, watching them take flight, I 

always wanted to ask him whether he knew what was in the drawers of the old cabinet in my mother’s studio. 

But just as I was about to speak, I remembered her profile as she gazed at the sliver of a moon through the 

transom window, and I never found the words. I contented myself instead with passing along my mother’s 

instructions to him to eat his lunch before it spoiled. 

When it was time for me to go, he would walk with me as far as the bus stop. At a spot along the road where 

the creatures came to feed, I would pause to crumble one of the cookies I’d received from his assistants. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

“When are you coming home?” I’d ask him. 

“Saturday evening, I think,” he would tell me, looking uncomfortable. “Be sure to give my love to your 

mother.” He waved goodbye so vigorously that he nearly lost the red pencil—or the compass or highlighter or 

ruler or tweezers—stuffed in his breast pocket. 

* 

I think it’s fortunate that the birds were not disappeared until after my father died. Most people on the island 

found some other line of work quickly when a disappearance affected their job, but I don’t think that would 

have been the case for him. Identifying those wild creatures was his one true gift. 

When the hats were disappeared, the milliner who lived across the street began making umbrellas. My nurse’s 

husband, who had been a mechanic on the ferryboat, became a security guard at a warehouse. A girl who was 

a few years ahead of me in school had been employed at a beauty salon, but she quickly found work as a 

midwife. None of them said a word about it. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Even when the new job was less well paid, they seemed to have no regrets about losing the old one. Of 

course, had they complained, they might have attracted the attention of the Memory Police. 

People—and I’m no exception—seem capable of forgetting almost anything, much as if our island were 

unable to float in anything but an expanse of totally empty sea. 

The disappearance of the birds, as with so many other things, happened suddenly one morning. When I 

opened my eyes, I could sense something strange, almost rough, about the quality of the air. The sign of a 

disappearance. Still wrapped in my blanket, I looked carefully around the room. The cosmetics on my 

dressing table, the paper clips and notes scattered on my desk, the lace of the curtains, the record shelf—it 

could be anything. It took patience and concentration to figure out what was gone. I got up, put on a sweater, 

and went out into the garden. The neighbors were all outside, too, peering around anxiously. The dog in the 

next yard was growling softly. 
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Then I spotted a small brown creature flying high up in the sky. It was plump, with what appeared to be a tuft 

of white feathers at its breast. I had just begun to wonder whether it was one of the creatures I had seen with 

my father when I realized that everything I knew about them had disappeared from inside me: my memories 

of them, my feelings about them, the very meaning of the word “bird”—everything. 

“The birds,” muttered the ex-milliner across the way. “And good riddance. I doubt anyone will miss them.” 

He adjusted the scarf around his neck and sneezed quietly. Then he caught sight of me. Perhaps recalling that 

my father had been an ornithologist, he gave me an awkward little smile and went off to work. When the 

others outside realized what had disappeared, they too seemed relieved. They returned to their morning duties, 

leaving me alone to stare at the sky. 

The little brown creature flew in a wide circle and then vanished to the north. I couldn’t recall the name of the 

species, and I found myself wishing I had paid better attention when I’d been with my father at the 

observatory. I tried to hold on to the way it looked in flight or the sound of its chirping or the colors of its 

feathers, but I knew it was useless. This bird, which should have been intertwined with memories of my 

father, was already unable to elicit any feeling in me at all. It was nothing more than a simple creature, 

moving through space as a function of the vertical motion of its wings. 

From the violent way the phone rang, I could tell that something unpleasant was about to happen. 

That afternoon I went to the market to do my shopping. Here and there I saw groups of people holding cages, 

with parakeets, Java sparrows, and canaries fluttering nervously inside, as if they knew what was about to 

happen. The people holding the cages were quiet, almost dazed, perhaps still trying to adjust to this new 

disappearance. 

Each owner seemed to be saying goodbye to his bird in his own way. Some were calling their names, others 

rubbing them against their cheeks, still others giving them a treat, mouth to beak. But once these little 

ceremonies were finished, they opened the cages and held them up to the sky. The little creatures, confused at 

first, fluttered for a moment around their owners, but they soon were gone, as if drawn away into the distance. 

When they were gone, a calm fell as though the air itself were breathing with infinite care. The owners turned 

for home, empty cages in hand. 

And that was how the birds disappeared. 

* 

Something rather unexpected happened the next day. I was eating breakfast and watching television when the 

doorbell rang. 

From the violent way it rang, I could tell that something unpleasant was about to happen. 

“Take us to your father’s office,” said one of the officers from the Memory Police whom I found standing in 

the doorway. There were five of them, dressed in dark green uniforms, with heavy belts and black boots. They 

wore leather gloves and their guns were half-hidden in holsters on their hips. The men were nearly identical, 

with only three badges on their collars to tell them apart—though I had no time to study them closely. 

The Memory Police had simply wanted to eliminate all trace of anything relating to birds. 

“Take us to your father’s office,” echoed a second man, his tone the same as the man who had spoken first. 

This one wore badges in the shapes of a diamond, a bean, and a trapezoid. 

“My father died five years ago,” I said as slowly and evenly as I could, trying to remain calm. 
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“We know,” said another man, wearing insignia shaped like a wedge, a hexagon, and the letter “T.” As 

though his words had been some sort of signal, the five officers marched into the house without even 

removing their shoes. Suddenly, the corridor was filled with the clatter of boots and guns. 

“I’ve just cleaned the carpets,” I said. “Please take off your shoes.” I knew I should have said something more 

forceful, but this simple request was all that came to mind. It hardly mattered, since they paid no attention to 

me and were already climbing the stairs. 

They seemed to know exactly where they were going, and a moment later they were in my father’s office on 

the east side of the house, setting to work with remarkable efficiency. First, one of them opened all the 

windows, which had been sealed shut since my father’s death. Meanwhile, another one used a long, thin tool 

like a scalpel to force the locks on the cabinets and the desk drawers. The rest ran their fingers over every inch 

of the walls, apparently in search of secret compartments. 

Then they all began to riffle through my father’s papers, pawing at his notes, drafts, books, and photographs. 

When they came upon something they considered dangerous—in other words, anything that contained the 

word “bird”—they threw the item unceremoniously on the floor. Leaning against the door frame, I fiddled 

nervously with the lock as I watched them work. The Memory Police, just as I’d heard, went about their 

assigned tasks in the most efficient manner. They worked in silence, their eyes fixed, making no unnecessary 

movements. 

The only sound was the rustling of papers, like the fluttering of wings. 

In no time at all, a mountain of paper had formed on the floor. Nearly everything in the room had to do with 

my father’s work in some way. Documents covered with my father’s familiar handwriting and the 

photographs he had taken at the observatory flew out of the officers’ hands one after the other. There was no 

doubt that they were creating chaos, but they went about it in such a precise manner that they gave an 

impression of careful order. I felt I should try to stop them, but my heart was pounding and I didn’t know 

what to do. 

“Please be careful,” I murmured, but they ignored me. “These are the only things I have from my father.” Not 

one of them so much as turned to look at me, and my voice was lost in the pile of memories on the floor. 

Then one of the officers reached for the handle on the bot- tom drawer of the desk. 

“There’s nothing in there that has to do with birds,” I cried out. It was the drawer where my father kept family 

letters and photographs. The officer—this one wore a badge made up of concentric circles, as well as one 

shaped like a rectangle and another like a teardrop—continued his search. The only offend- ing item in the 

drawer was a photograph of our family with a brightly colored rare bird—I no longer recall the name—that 

my father had managed to hatch from an egg he had incubated. The man carefully gathered up the remaining 

photographs and letters and put them back in the drawer. That was the only kindness shown that day. 

When they had finished sorting through everything, they took the items piled on the floor and shoved them 

into large black plastic bags they pulled from pockets inside their jackets. It was clear from the brutal way 

they stuffed the bags that they were going to dispose of everything they took. They had not been looking for 

anything in particular; they had simply wanted to eliminate all trace of anything relating to birds. The first 

duty of the Memory Police was to enforce the disappearances. 

I realized at some point that this search was unlike the day they took my mother away. Today, they seemed to 

have found everything they wanted, and I was fairly sure they would not be back. My father was dead, and the 

memory of the birds was gradually fading from the house. 

The search had taken an hour and had yielded ten large bags. The office had grown quite warm from the 

bright sun that streamed in. The polished badges shone on the officers’ collars, but none of the men appeared 
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to be sweating or suffering from the heat in any way. They shouldered two bags each and carried them to the 

truck they had left parked outside. 

The room had changed completely. The traces of my father’s presence, which I had done my best to preserve, 

had vanished, replaced by an emptiness that would not be filled. I stood in the middle of that emptiness, 

feeling myself on the verge of being drawn into its terrible depth. 

__________________________________ 

From The Memory Police by Yoko Ogawa. Translated from the Japanese by Stephen Snyder. 

Copyright © 1994 by Yoko Ogawa. Translation copyright © 2019 by Yoko Ogawa. Reprinted 

by permission of Pantheon, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division 

of Penguin Random House, LLC. 

 

https://lithub.com/memory-police/ 

  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/252774/the-memory-police-by-yoko-ogawa/9781101870600/
https://lithub.com/memory-police/
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Ancient tools suggest humans spread across Eurasia earlier than previously thought 

By Michael Irving 

 

A selection of tools found at the Mongolian site Tolbor-16 

UC Davis 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

The story of human history is patchy at best, but now another patch may have been filled in. Archaeologists 

have found ancient tools at a dig site in Mongolia, indicating that humans were on the scene about 45,000 

years ago, which is much earlier than current evidence suggests. There's also a chance that the site is one spot 

where our ancestors met and mingled with the mysterious Denisovans. 

The site, known as Tolbor-16, is situated along the Tolbor River in the Northern Hangai Mountains of 

Mongolia. Excavations conducted between 2011 and 2016 unveiled thousands of stone artifacts, made with 

long and regular blades. These kinds of tools have been found in other nearby regions, such as Siberia and 

Northwest China, which suggests that humans were widespread across the continent. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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Ancient tools discovered in the mountains of Northern Mongolia may rewrite the human migration timeline 

UC Davis 

"These objects existed before, in Siberia, but not to such a degree of standardization," says Nicolas Zwyns, 

lead author of a study describing the find. "The most intriguing (aspect) is that they are produced in a 

complicated yet systematic way – and that seems to be the signature of a human group that shares a common 

technical and cultural background." 

While the team hasn't found any human bodily remains at the site, the tools are believed to belong to Homo 

sapiens and not one of the other hominin species, like Neanderthals or Denisovans. That's because the designs 

of 826 tools in particular appear to be similar to technology from a period of human history known as the 

Initial Upper Palaeolithic. And with the site itself dated to about 45,000 years ago, that time frame lines up 

well. 

"Although we found no human remains at the site, the dates we obtained match the age of the earliest Homo 

sapiens found in Siberia," says Zwyns. "After carefully considering other options, we suggest that this change 

in technology illustrates movements of Homo sapiens in the region." 

That age makes the tools found at Tolbor-16 the oldest evidence of modern humans in Mongolia. They 

predate the previous oldest, a piece of a skull described early this year, by about 10,000 years. 

http://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2019-01-30-ancient-mongolian-skull-earliest-modern-human-yet-found-region
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The team dated the site using luminescence dating on the sediment, as well as radiocarbon dating of animal 

bones found in the mix. These are also further evidence of human occupation – the fragments were found to 

belong to animals like cattle, bison, sheep, goats and/or horses. These were most likely gathered there by 

humans for food. 

But there's another interesting link to that time period. Genetic studies have calculated that humans first met – 

and interbred with – the enigmatic Denisovans at around the same time. This species, closely related to 

humans, is thought to have lived in China and surrounding areas as long as 160,000 years ago. While there's 

no direct evidence that Tolbor-16 was exactly where this chance meeting happened, the site is in the right 

place and at the right time. 

"Although we don't know yet where the meeting happened, it seems that the Denisovans passed along genes 

that will later help Homo sapiens settling down in high altitude and to survive hypoxia on the Tibetan 

Plateau," says Zwyns. "From this point of view, the site of Tolbor-16 is an important archaeological link 

connecting Siberia with Northwest China on a route where Homo sapiens had multiple possibilities to meet 

local populations such as the Denisovans." 

The research was published in the journal Scientific Reports. 

Source: UC Davis 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of physics and 

the universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing under his belt, he’s been writing for various 

online outlets and print publications for eight years, and New Atlas for the last three years. 

 

https://newatlas.com/tools-humans-mongolia-

earlier/61114/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/denisovan-fossil-jawbone-china/59516/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-019-47972-1.epdf?shared_access_token=M2ErlC5LvFVS_OHzScOnBNRgN0jAjWel9jnR3ZoTv0OMdEaFrjHfqQV9I3WkHQIgxoqhIww2M7BwsjmQwZZ4yslxjcFq2WsYvqsKp3g8jmXvi2BZmnaaW7dDhIupbEaM4YNKut7TDDbHS_saY8YUXw%3D%3D
https://www.ucdavis.edu/news/humans-migrated-mongolia-much-earlier-previously-believed/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/tools-humans-mongolia-earlier/61114/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/tools-humans-mongolia-earlier/61114/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/tools-humans-mongolia-earlier/61114/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
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Sending Love 

by Adrienne Rich 
Issue no. 135 (Summer 1995) 

Voice 

from the grain 

of the forest bought 

and condemned 

sketched bond 

in the rockmass 

the earthquake sought 

and threw 

                                • 

Sending love: Molly sends it 

Ivan sends it, Kaori 

sends it to Brian, Irina sends it 

on pale green aerograms Abena sends it 

to Charlie and to Joséphine 

Anuro sends it, Naomi sends it 

Lourdes sends it to Naoual 

Walter sends it to Arlene 

Habib sends it, Vashti 

floats it to Eqbal in a paper plane 

Bored in the meeting, on a postcard 

Y oel scribbles it to Gerhard 

Reza on his e-mail 

finds it waiting from Patricia 

Mario and Elsie 

send it to Francísco 

Karolina sends it monthly 

home with a money order 

June seals it with a kiss to Dahlia 

Mai sends it, Montserrat 

scrawls it to Faíz on a memo 

Lenny wires it with roses 

to Lew who takes it on his 

whispery breath, Julia sends it 

loud and clear, Dagmar brailles it 

to Maureen, María Christina 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b5625682b6&e=d538c8f2e0
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sends it, Meena and Moshe send it 

Patrick and Max are always 

sending it back and fonh 

and even Shirley, even George 

are found late after closing 

sending it, sending it 

                                • 

Sending love is harmless 

doesn't bind you    can't make you sick 

sending love's expected 

precipitous and wary 

sending love can be carefree 

Joaquin knew it, Eira knows it 

sending love without heart 

—well, people do that daily 

                                • 

Terrence years ago 

closed the window, silent 

Grace who always laughed is leaning 

her cheek against bulletproof glass 

her tears enlarged 

like scars on a planet 

Vivian hangs her raincoat 

on a hook, turns to the classroom 

her love entirely 

there, supreme 

Victor fixes his lens 

on disappearing faces 

—caught now or who will ever 

see them again? 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “The Snow Queen,” Adrienne Rich’s first poem published in The Paris Review, in Issue 2, Summer 

1953? 

 Sandra M. Gilbert on the prose of Adrienne Rich? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b5625682b6&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=edd4c3f998&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2b76966a69&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ff2bc86f17&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b5625682b6&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b5625682b6&e=d538c8f2e0
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Bad companies 

José Ramón Alonso  

 

Photo by Tobias Jelskov / Unsplash 

Forming large groups (flocks, banks, swarms, herds, schools, …) is characteristic of many species. The 

generally accepted idea is that it is an adaptive process, in which the individual improves its chances of 

survival by being part of a numerous group. A shark does not know which fish to attack in a sardine bank and 

the same happens to a hawk in front of a flock of starlings. Although protection against predators is the most 

widespread hypothesis, it is believed that this behavior can also facilitate access to sexual partners, reduce 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/jralonso/
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energy expenditure and improve food exploitation in a given area. On the other hand, these benefits have to 

compensate for the possible drawbacks: increased predator interest, reduced availability of food per head, 

increased energy expenditure and greater exposure to parasites. 

Group populations are interesting in many disciplines besides biology. For mathematicians, the study of these 

groups is important because they show emerging behavior that arises from simple rules followed by 

individuals and that does not imply central coordination. For physicists of active matter it is a phenomenon 

that is not in thermodynamic equilibrium and that requires new tools for its study. 

All these processes are based on a basic premise: that animals are “owners” of themselves, that they are 

responsible for their behavior, that they have freely decided to group. But many times this is not the case. A 

group of researchers led by Nicolas Rode has seen that there are two species of crustaceans that form dense 

swarms that are controlled by other species, because they are the puppets of parasites that direct them in their 

own interest 1. 

Artemia swarms in a saltern pond in Spain. Photo: M. Sanchez 

 

Artemia is a genus of branchiopod crustaceans, which lives in salty waters and has hardly evolved in its 

morphology since the Triassic. Artemias get rid of most potential predators, such as fish, for their ability to 

live in waters of very high salinity, up to 250 ‰. As a reference, ocean waters and open seas have an average 

salinity of 35 ‰, seven times lower. Very few aquatic species survive in the waters where the artemias live. 

Evidently that is no protection against the flamingos, who splash in those brackish waters that filter with the 

beak, and with which they separate the mud and the water from the plankton, algae and crustaceans, thanks to 

some structures that have between jaw and tongue and act like a comb. The beautiful pink color of the 

flamingos is due in fact to the presence in their food, including the artemias, of cantaxanthin, a carotenoid 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/02/bad-companies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6279-1
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pigment that when degraded in the liver gives that color and is distributed by the feathers, the beak and the 

legs. 

The group of researchers focused on two species of crustaceans, Artemia franciscana and Artemia 

parthenogenetica, which may be infested by a cestode, a flatworm called Flamingolepis liguloides, or by two 

microsporidia, unicellular parasitic fungi, Anostracospora rigaudi that infest mostly A. 

parthenogenetica and Enterocytospora artemiae that primarily infests A. franciscana (2). Artemias measure a 

few millimeters but are grouped in crustacean swarms that can be from twenty centimeters to a couple of 

meters in diameter. The schools are very short lived and in about an hour the crustaceans disperse. 

The tapeworm F. liguloides has an indirect life cycle with artemia as an intermediate host and flamenco as a 

definitive host. On the other hand, microsporidia have a direct life cycle, infect a crustacean, spores are 

released in the feces and again ingested by other artemias and thus jump infesting other crustaceans. The 

study found that artemias infested with any of the three parasites studied were part of swarms with a much 

higher frequency than healthy Artemias, which were maintained in a much larger proportion in isolation. And 

why crustaceans parasitized with cestodes or fungi are grouped in swarms? The answer seems to be in the 

interest of parasites. Flamingos logically prefer to filter in areas where the density of individuals is high, 

because the work to get food will be more effective and, therefore, they will preferably devote themselves to 

dense groups and eat more infested crustaceans than if they focused on isolated individuals. That way the 

parasitic worm achieves its goal, ending in the bird. It is the opposite of what we believed; instead of securing 

security in the group, the artemias are swollen to form dense groups that make them easy prey 2. 

The process is even more sophisticated: the crustacean is castrated, so it does not spend time and energy on 

reproduction; it has greater longevity, with which it has more possibilities of being one day eaten by a 

flamingo; it contains higher nutritional value, making it more nutritious and more desirable and, finally, 

spends more time swimming on the surface, which makes it more conspicuous to its predator. There is an 

even more striking change: Artemia goes from having a transparent to red color, an alteration due to the 

accumulation of carotenoids and hemoglobins 3. That makes them much more conspicuous for flamingos. 

Many of these processes cause Artemia to collaborate in a manner directed by the parasite and contrary to its 

interests in a specific objective: to bring the cestode into the bird. Artemias infested with microsporidia are 

also more likely to form swarms and swim near the surface, so that the parasite, a fungus in this case, also 

achieves its goal. Fungi do not need to enter a flamingo. They only infest the crustacean and to guarantee this 

it is best that the donor is above the recipient. If it is below, its feces will go to the bottom, to the mud, but if 

they are above, when defecating, the feces with the spores will fall ahead of the uninfected crustaceans and 

will be more likely to be eaten by those artemias and infest them. This could explain why artemias containing 

microsporidia swim preferentially on the surface while those carrying cestodes swim at all levels of depth, 

without a preferred level. In the case of fungi, transmission will be easier with more contact, with closer 

proximity, forming schools. Therefore, parasites benefit from having artemias form groups whether they have 

direct or indirect biological cycles. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/02/bad-companies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6279-2
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/02/bad-companies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6279-3
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Infected (red) and uninfected (colorless) Artemia. 

The researchers eliminated some of the hypotheses about the formation of swarms : they were not gathering in 

areas that were richer in nutrients, they were not grouped because they were defending against fish that were 

predating them, for the simple reason that there was no fish; neither was it a response to bird attacks because 

they were seen even in the absence of any birds. It was also not a matter of breathing or oxygen gradients 

because the swarms do not depend on the presence of algae and the oxygen gradients are very low in natural 

habitats. The authors also verified that the results were not artefacts such as an infestation during transport to 
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the laboratory. Microsporidia cannot be detected with PCR in the first two days after infestation, a period that 

is much longer than the duration of swarms. Therefore, it is very unlikely that the higher prevalence of 

microsporidia in the sampled groups will result from a direct transmission during the study. The authors also 

excluded the possibility that these swarms are due to other variables such as that they are formed by older 

individuals, with a greater probability of being parasitized because the models catered to the different size of 

the individuals, and also that there were several species or several genotypes more susceptible to infection. 

And neither was the explanation sex, because one of the species reproduces parthenogenetically; that is to say, 

virginally, without there being a previous mating. In fact the results were confirmed in Artemia 

parthenogenetica, that it only reproduces asexually and in the juvenile forms of A. franciscana, which does 

have sexual reproduction but in the adult stages. The authors also made experimental designs with which they 

demonstrated that when these manipulations occurred, the transmission of spores to other crustaceans 

increased. For all these reasons, and it is the conclusion of the study, parasites are responsible for promoting 

group behavior in artemias. 

And how does the parasite generate a complex behavior such as swarming? It does not seem logical to 

achieve it from nothing. In one of the crustaceans studied, males are twice as likely as females to cluster in 

banks, suggesting that they meet for some type of sexual behavior. Worms and fungi probably exploit this 

codified behavior in healthy animals for their own benefit, promoting it. It is quite possible that there are other 

similar examples yet to be discovered. Cestodes and microsporidia are species belonging to different 

kingdoms and, nevertheless, converge in the same process: form swarms to favor infestation. Ashley Ward, 

from the University of Sydney, has seen that spiny fish from the Gasterosteidae family are also more likely to 

form schools if they are infected with microsporidia. Therefore, it is possible that part of the herds, banks, 

schools and swarms that we see do not have to do with improving the defense, reproduction or feeding but are 

the effect of internal masters, a manipulation of behavior led to out by a population of parasites. 
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