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Year of the Monkey: Patti Smith on Dreams, Loss, Love, and Mending the Broken Realities of Life 

“One cannot ask for a life, or two lives. One can only warrant the hope of an increasing potency in each man’s 

heart.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Life is a dream. ‘Tis waking that kills us,” Virginia Woolf wrote in Orlando — her groundbreaking novel 

that gallops across centuries of history, across lines of logic and convention, to telescope a vision for a 

different future of the human heart. 

There are moments in life when it is no longer clear whether we dream our dreams or are dreamt by them — 

moments when reality presses against us with such intensity, acute and overwhelmingly real, that all we can 

do is sit on its sharp edge of uncertainty, feet dangling into a dream, hoping for clarity and fortitude. And 

then, on these dream-drenched feet, we get back up and march into the uncertainty, then soar over it on the 

wingspan of perspective we call hope. 

That is what Patti Smith offers with uncommon elegance of thought and feeling in Year of the 

Monkey (public library) — a dream-driven, reality-reclaiming masterpiece, laced with poetry and philosophy 

and surrealism and the hardest realism there is: that of hope. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/25/virginia-woolf-orlando-illusions/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/year-of-the-monkey/oclc/1118693772&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

4 

Patti Smith (Photograph: Jesse Ditmar) 

Where her stunning memoir M Train rode on the arrowy vector of time and transformation, Year of the 

Monkey revolves around the cyclical nature of time and being — of personal, cultural, and civilizational 

history — evocative of the Australian aboriginal notion of “dream time.” The story — part dream and part 

reality, haunted and haunting, unfolding in a place where “the borders of reality had reconfigured,” a place 

with “the improbable logic of a child’s treasure map” — begins at a real motel called the Dream Inn in Santa 

Cruz, where Smith has traveled just before her 69th birthday to visit a friend of forty years, now comatose at 

the ICU. The motel sign comes alive, speaks to her, becomes her ongoing interlocutor, demands that she 

admit to dreaming, insists that she assent to unreality — conversations that become the book’s undergirding 

creative trope. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/19/patti-smith-m-train-loss-time/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

5 

 

“Dream Inn. Santa Cruz.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

As she moves through this unfamiliar world of side streets and taco bars, each unvisited place radiates the 

aura of what Mark Strand called, in his gorgeous ode to dreams, “a place that seems always vaguely familiar.” 

At the Dream Inn, she dreams many dreams that are “much more than dreams, as if originating from the dawn 

of mind.” She dreams of being left behind — on the side of the road, in the middle of the desert, in a flooding 

apartment; dreams of being a young girl in the 18th century, gazing at Goethe’s color wheel, “bright and 

obscure”; longs for her long-dead mother’s voice. In that liminal space between wakefulness and sleep — the 

space Nathaniel Hawthorne so memorably described as “a spot where Father Time, when he thinks nobody is 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/16/mark-strand-dreams-collected-poems/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/17/goethe-theory-of-colours/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/22/nathaniel-hawthorne-the-haunted-mind/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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watching him, sits down by the way side to take breath” — she hears her mother recite a Robert Louis 

Stevenson poem about the meaning of home. 

Through it all, there is a fierce commitment to facing reality — the disquieting reality we live in, a reality of 

unrest and injustice, of ecological and moral collapse. But there is also something else, something mighty. 

Beneath the blanket of gloom — friends dying, strangers’ children dying, species dying, icebergs melting, 

truth burning, justice crumbling — she senses something buoyant pressing up, insisting on existence, “like the 

birth of a poem or a small volcano erupting.” It is this sort of optimism that animates the book — optimism 

that feels not human but geologic, more kindred to the optimism of a tree, rooted in deep time, in strata of 

cultures and civilizations who all lived and died, hoped and despaired, foraged for meaning, dwelt in dreams; 

the optimism of uncertainty, the kind Václav Havel recognized as the willingness “to work for something 

because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to succeed.” 

Lurching into the lacunae between self and world, between poetry and politics, between history and future, 

Smith invites us to relinquish the different names we give to the living of life and just live it, with all its 

disorienting uncertainty. Reading this small, miraculous book, I get the feeling of being at open sea, far from 

land, on one of those rare nights when the surface of the water becomes so still and the reflections of the stars 

so crisp that the horizon line vanishes and there is no longer a sense of sky or water, of up or down or East or 

West, of what is reflection and what is reality — only the feeling of being immersed in a cosmic 

everythingness, with pure spacetime stretching in all directions, star-salted and possible. 

She moves through this world as a time-traveler, an eavesdropper, a vagrant, a vagabond in the land of 

literature and life, where people, always seemingly unwitting of her identity, engage her in diners to talk 

about Roberto Bolaño novels, take her on as a hitchhiker so long as she pays for the gas and vows to keep 

perfectly silent, ditch her at a gas station when she breaks the vow to compliment a playlist of songs from her 

youth. She is nameless, fameless, a human mirror held up to the world — a Borgesian mirror, in which each 

reflection sparks another reflection, never quite clear whether real or dream-drawn, in an infinity-leaning 

regress of memories and meditations. 

In Venice Beach, passing by a mural of Fiddler on the Roof, she nods at the Yiddish fiddler “commiserating 

an unspoken fear of friends slipping away.” A woman waves her into a restaurant called Mao’s Kitchen, “a 

communal kind of place,” which sparks the memory of journeying with a poet-friend “through endless rice 

paddies, pale gold, and the sky a clear blue, staggered by what was an ordinary spectacle for most,” looking 

for the cave near the Chinese border where the Vietnamese Declaration of Independence was written. She 

reads a fortune cookie — “You will step on the soul of many countries.” — only to realize she has misread 

“soul” for “soil”; she doesn’t belabor the poignancy of the inadvertently revised prophecy and nor will I. She 

packs her few possessions — “jacket, camera, identity card, notebook, pen, dead phone and some money” — 

to go visit that same poet-friend in Tucson and remembers him sitting on the wide veranda of a temple they 

had visited together in Phnom Penh long ago, singing to the children that congregated around him, “the sun a 

halo around his long hair.” Radiating from the pages is the delicious bittersweetness of life lost to time but 

fully lived in the course of being. The memory-portrait she paints is suffused with this bittersweetness, tender 

and transcendent and Blakean: 

He looked up at me and smiled. I heard laughter, tinkling bells, bare feet on the temple stairs. It was all so 

close, the rays of the sun, the sweetness, a sense of time lost forever. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/22/nathaniel-hawthorne-the-haunted-mind/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/14/jane-hirshfield-optimism-kelli-anderson-animation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/22/vaclav-havel-hope/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/22/vaclav-havel-hope/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

7 

“Fortune cookie. Venice Beach.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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There is also, of course, Smith’s ferocious lifelong love of reading, animating the book as it animates the self 

from which it sprang. She dreams of a street named Voltaire and a horse named Noun. Shakespeare, 

Nabokov, and Proust, The Magic Mountain, The Divine Comedy, and Pinocchio flit in and out. Lewis Carroll 

bends her logic. Gauss and Galileo taunt her with the necessity of proof. A mental trick inspired by Melville 

helps her salve insomnia. “Do not act as if you had ten thousand years to live,” Marcus Aurelius scolds her on 

the eve of her seventieth birthday, as he has scolded millions of us across the millennia from the pages of his 

timeless Meditations. She meets the Stoic’s charge with a Jimi Hendrix retort: “I’m going to live my life the 

way I want to.” All the while, the Dream Inn sign continues sending her dispatches from the recesses of her 

own unconscious: 

Nothing is ever solved. Solving is an illusion. There are moments of spontaneous brightness, when the mind 

appears emancipated, but that is mere epiphany. 

 

A recurring dream-companion she meets in a Virginia Beach diner — a Russian-Mexican Bolaño-lover 

named Ernest with a melancholy, metaphysical bend and eyes that “kept changing like a mood ring, from pure 

grey to the color of chocolate” — tells her: 

Some dreams aren’t dreams of all, just another angle of physical reality. 

I hear the voice of the painter, poet, and philosopher Etel Adnan whisper that “the logic of dreams is superior 

to the one we exercise while awake” as Ernest’s words become the soundwave of Smith’s unconscious mind: 

There’s no hierarchy. That’s the miracle of a triangle. No top, no bottom, no taking sides. Take away the tags 

of the Trinity — Father, Son and Holy Spirit — and replace each with love. See what I mean? Love. Love. 

Love. Equal weight encompassing the whole of so called spiritual existence. 

Her daily routine at the motel is itself an existential allegory: 

Every morning I’d make my coffee in a tin pot, rustle up some beans and eggs and read of the local 

occurrences in the newsletter. Just negotiating zones. No rules. No change. But then everything eventually 

changes. It’s the way of the world. Cycles of death and resurrection, but not always in the way we imagine. 

Dead friends travel with her as the Collected Poems of Allen Ginsberg — “an expansive hydrogen jukebox, 

containing all the nuances of his voice” — warm her pocket on a lecture tour. A book acquired in a thrift shop 

— Gérard de Nerval’s proto-surrealist novella Aurélia, the manuscript of which was found in the author’s 

coat-pocket when he hanged himself in 1855 — seems to speak to her directly: “Our dreams are a second 

life.” Billie Holiday sings Strange Fruit from the radio in the wake of an election that uncorked the madness 

of hate and the madness of apathy. 

Her voice, one of laconic suffering, produced shudders of admiration and shame. I pictured her sitting at the 

bar, a gardenia in her hair and a Chihuahua in her lap. I pictured her sleeping in a rumpled white skirt and 

blouse on a diesel-fueled tour bus, turned away from a white Southern hotel despite the fact that she was 

Billie Holiday, despite the fact that she was simply a human being. 

Patti Smith pictures this while sitting in a late-night bar in Hell’s Kitchen, mourning for her friend and for her 

country, and I picture her silver braids falling to either side of the shot of vodka and the glass of water she has 

ordered, despite the fact that she is Patti Smith, aglow with the fact that she is simply a human being. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/02/patti-smith-favorite-books-m-train/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/marcus-aurelius/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/marcus-aurelius/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/18/etel-adnan-journey-to-mount-tamalpais-dreaming/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/18/etel-adnan-journey-to-mount-tamalpais-dreaming/
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“Joshua Tree cactus” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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“My trusty suitcase.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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“Polaroids. New York City.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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Again and again her thoughts return to her dying friend — the poet and music maverick Sandy Pearlman — 

and with him, inevitably, to death itself, to the finitude of being with which we all must live: 

We met in 1971 after my first poetry performance, Lenny accompanying me on electric guitar. Sandy 

Pearlman was sitting cross-legged on the floor in St. Mark’s Church, dressed in leather, Jim Morrison style. I 

had read his Excerpts from the History of Los Angeles, one of the greatest pieces written about rock music. 

After the performance, he told me I should front a rock ’n’ roll band but I just laughed and told him I already 

had a good job working in a bookstore. Then he went on to reference Cerberus, the dog of Hades, suggesting I 

should delve into its history. 

— Not just the history of a dog, but the history of an idea, he said, flashing his extremely white teeth. 

I thought him arrogant, though in an appealing way, but his suggestion that I should front a rock band seemed 

pretty far-fetched. At the time, I was seeing Sam Shepard and I told him what Sandy had said. He didn’t find 

it extreme at all. He looked me in the eye and told me I could do anything. We were all young then, and that 

was the general idea. That we could do anything. 

Sandy now unconscious at the ICU in Marin County. Sam [Shepard] negotiating the waning stages of his 

affliction. I felt a cosmic pull in multiple directions and wondered if some idiosyncratic force field was 

shielding yet another field, one with a small orchard at its crux, heavy with a fruit containing an unfathomable 

core. 

 

The harsh reality of it all takes on a surreal air. She watches anime clips on a loop as she slurps flying-fish-roe 

spaghetti in San Francisco, waiting for visiting hours at the hospital. The Pied Piper haunts her days and 

dreams, until on her way to sit vigil with Sandy, she suddenly realizes that the story is “not essentially one of 

revenge but of love.” The prospect of imminent loss clarifies things in this way, reminding us that every story 

— no matter how enturmoiled by the surface confusions of jealousy and blame — is at bottom a love story 

and a time story. 

“You don’t follow plots you negotiate them,” she wants to write with the candy-stripe pencil that rests on her 

dying friend’s bedside. Instead, exhausted with travel and grief, she drifts into another existential dream: 

The pencil seemed far away, well beyond my grasp, and I actually watched myself fall asleep. The clouds 

were pink and dropped from the sky. I was wearing sandals, kicking through mounds of red leaves 

surrounding a shrine on a small hill. There was a small cemetery with rows of monkey deities, some adorned 

with red capes and knitted caps. Massive crows were picking through the drying leaves. It doesn’t mean 

anything, someone was shouting, and that was all I could remember. 
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“For Sam. Rockaway Beach.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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“My room. New York City.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

15 

Yet, somehow, life tumbles on; somehow, we must make meaning. Watching the terrifying turn of her age — 

age in the sense of cultural era, age in the sense of the personal timespan one is allotted between the bookends 

of nothingness — Smith writes in the dead of New York City’s coldest winter on the record: 

Across America one light after another seemed to burn out. The oil lamps of another age flickered and died. 

[…] 

The cat was rubbing against my knee. I opened a can of sardines, chopped up her share, then cut some onions, 

toasted two slices of oat bread and made myself a sandwich. Staring at my image on the mercurial surface of 

the toaster, I noticed I looked young and old simultaneously. I ate hastily, failing to clean up, actually craving 

some small sign of life, an army of ants dragging crumbs dislodged from the cracks of the kitchen tiles. I 

longed for buds sprouting, doves cooing, darkness lifting, spring returning. 

Marcus Aurelius asks us to note the passing of time with open eyes. Ten thousand years or ten thousand days, 

nothing can stop time, or change the fact that I would be turning seventy in the Year of the Monkey. Seventy. 

Merely a number but one indicating the passing of a significant percentage of the allotted sand in an egg 

timer, with oneself the darn egg. The grains pour and I find myself missing the dead more than usual. I notice 

that I cry more when watching television, triggered by romance, a retiring detective shot in the back while 

staring into the sea, a weary father lifting his infant from a crib. I notice that my own tears burn my eyes, that 

I am no longer a fast runner and that my sense of time seems to be accelerating… I try to be more aware of 

the passing hours, that I might see it happen, that cosmic shift from one digit to another. Despite all efforts 

February just slips away, though being a leap year there is one extra day to observe. I stare at the number 29 

on the daily calendar, then reluctantly tear off the page. March first. 

By springtime, the strangeness is no longer the Lewis Carroll kind but an outright collective insanity: 

April Fool’s Day. A kind of madness swept the course of every action, magnifying every reaction. Balls of 

confusion rolled toward us, scores of steely shooters, tripping us up, keeping us off-balance. The news 

pounded, and minds raced to make sense of the campaign of a candidate compounding lies at such a speed 

that one could not keep up, or break down. The world twisted at his liking, poured over with a metallic 

substance, fool’s gold, already peeling away. 

By summertime, as she wades through “an atmosphere of artificial brightness with corrosive edges, the 

hyperreality of a polarizing pre-election mudslide, an avalanche of toxicity infiltrating every outpost,” 

personal, political, and planetary realities entwine with overwhelming urgency. In a passage evocative of 

Rebecca Solnit’s poignant observation that “the grounds for hope are in the shadows, in the people who are 

inventing the world while no one looks, who themselves don’t know yet whether they will have any 

effect,” Smith writes: 

It is the unprecedented heat and the dying reef and the arctic shelf breaking apart that haunts me. It is Sandy 

slipping in and out of consciousness, battling a run of bacterial infections, while mapping his own apocalyptic 

scenarios straight from the bowels of the Heart o’ the City Hotel. I can hear him thinking, I can hear the walls 

breathing. Perhaps a break is needed, an intermission of sorts, withdrawing from one scenario, allowing 

something else to unfold. Something negligible, light and entirely unexpected. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/20/marcus-aurelius-meditations-mortality-presence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/30/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/30/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/30/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark/
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“Walking Stick. Ghost Ranch.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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Again, she converses with the Dream Inn sign in desperate search of clarity, of reassurance, of that 

inextinguishable flicker of hope: 

I did not ask the sign how my husband fared in whatever space was allotted to him in the universe. I did not 

ask the fate of Sandy. Or Sam. Those things are forbidden, as entreating the angels with prayer. I know that 

very well, one cannot ask for a life, or two lives. One can only warrant the hope of an increasing potency in 

each man’s heart. 

Slowly, methodically, the tapestry unspools from the enchanted loom of this uncommon mind, revealing the 

pattern Smith has been weaving all along, reminding us that dreams — that the secret lives of the unconscious 

— are not an indulgence or a plaything, but a vital vessel into which reality is poured, lifted to the lips, and 

tasted more intensely. 

In the final chapters, she writes: 

I was never so hungry, never so old. I plodded up the stairs to my room reciting to myself. Once I was seven, 

soon I will be seventy. I was truly tired. Once I was seven, I repeated, sitting on the edge of the bed, still in 

my coat. 

Our quiet rage gives us wings, the possibility to negotiate the gears winding backwards, uniting all time. We 

repair a watch, optimizing an innate ability to reverse, say, all the way back to the fourteenth century, marked 

by the appearance of Giotto’s sheep. Renaissance bells ring out, as a procession of mourners follow the casket 

containing the body of Raphael, then sound again as the last tap of a chisel reveals the milky body of Christ. 

All go where they go, just as I went where I went… These were not ungraspable dreams but a frenzy of living 

hours. And in these fluid hours I witnessed wondrous things until, tiring, I circled above a small street lined 

with old brick houses, choosing the roof of the one with a dusty skylight. The hatch was unlocked. I removed 

my cap shaking out some marble dust. I’m sorry, I said, looking up at a handful of stars, time is running and 

not a single rabbit can keep up with it. I’m sorry, I repeated, descending the ladder, conscious of where I had 

been. 

Reflecting on these clarifying dreams, vibrating with worry for our shared future, worry that “the blood of 

benevolence may not be infinite and will one day cease to flow,” Smith reminds us that the only remedy for a 

broken reality is more truth: 

One cannot approximate truth, add nor take away, for there is no one on earth like the true shepherd and there 

is nothing in heaven like the suffering of real life. 
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“My father’s cup.” by Patti Smith from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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Patti Smith, Rockaway Beach, from Year of the Monkey. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525657681/braipick-20
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The book ends with “A Kind of Epilogue,” in which Smith fathoms the oceanic abyss of losses in the Year of 

the Monkey — Sandy’s death, the last white rhino’s death, the massacre of schoolchildren, the injustices 

against immigrants, “the flames engulfing Southern California the collapse of the Silverdome and men falling 

like chess pieces carved from the weight of centuries of indiscretions and the slaughter of worshippers and the 

guns and the guns and the guns and the guns” — and reaches, with a lucid and luminous hand, for the source 

of buoyancy that is our only lifeline: 

This is what I know. Sam is dead. My brother is dead. My mother is dead. My father is dead. My husband is 

dead. My cat is dead. And my dog who was dead in 1957 is still dead. Yet still I keep thinking that something 

wonderful is about to happen. Maybe tomorrow. A tomorrow following a whole succession of tomorrows… 

No one knows what is going to happen… not really. 

Returning to Virginia Beach, that epicenter of her dreaming away from and into reality, she finds herself 

pacing the boardwalk in search of Eamsean telescopic perspective: 

I knew there had to be a brass telescope mounted somewhere on the boards and I was determined to find it, 

not exactly a telescope but an instrument of beyondness, right on the esplanade… My pockets were brimming 

with coins so I set up camp and concentrated, first on a freighter, then on a star, and then all the way back to 

Earth. I could actually see that ball the world. I was in space and could see it all, as if the god of science let 

me peer through his personal lens. The turning Earth was slowly revealed in high definition. I could see every 

vein that was also a river. I could see the wavering illness air, the cold deep of the sea and the great bleached 

reef of Queensland and encrusted manta rays sinking and lifeless organisms floating and the movement of 

wild ponies racing through the marshes overrunning the islands off the Georgian coast and the remains of 

stallions in the boneyards of North Dakota and a fleet of deer the color of saffron and the great dunes of Lake 

Michigan with sacred Indian names. I saw the center which was not holding… And I saw the ancient days. 

There were bells tolling and wreaths tossed and women turning in circles and there were bees performing 

their life-cycle dance and there were great winds and swollen moons and pyramids crumbling and coyotes 

crying and the waves mounting and it all smelled like the end and the beginning of freedom. And I saw my 

friends who were gone and my husband and my brother. I saw those counted as true fathers ascend the distant 

hills and I saw my mother with the children she had lost, whole again. And I saw myself with Sam in his 

kitchen in Kentucky and we were talking about writing. In the end, he was saying, everything is fodder for a 

story, which means, I guess, that we’re all fodder. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/24/patti-smith-year-of-the-

monkey/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/02/perspective/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/24/patti-smith-year-of-the-monkey/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/24/patti-smith-year-of-the-monkey/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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{I Want Only to Be a Worn-Down Stone} 

by Alain Mabanckou 

Issue no. 229 (Summer 2019) 

I want only to be a worn-down stone  

on the ruins of time, 

a dolmen 

raised above this forsaken graveyard’s  

terrain 

—Translated from the French by Nancy Naomi Carlson 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Alain Mabanckou’s Masterfully Unstructured Novel of Addiction” by Uzodinma Iweala, published 

on the Daily in 2018? 

 More Alain Mabanckou poetry from Issue 229? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4780e78881&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4780e78881&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=52c118dff8&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=000551baf6&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4780e78881&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4780e78881&e=d538c8f2e0
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Climate hot streak continues with September 2019 tying for warmest 

By Michael Irving 

 

A new report from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration has found that September 2019 was 

tied for the warmest September on the 140-year record 

NOAA 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

According to a report by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the month of 

September 2019 continued a long-running trend of a warming global climate. It ties with September 2015 as 

the warmest September on the 140-year record, and shows that 2019 as a whole is heading for a spot in the 

top three hottest years ever. 

In September 2019, the average global land and ocean temperature was 60.71° F (15.95° C), which is 1.71° F 

(0.95° C) higher than the 20th century average. That makes it the highest for September – tied with September 

2015 – since records began in 1880. The warmest five Septembers have all fallen within the last five years, 

and the 10 warmest have all occurred since 2005. 

For the Northern Hemisphere alone, this month turned out to be the hottest September on record, at 2.23° F 

(1.24° C) warmer than average. Things weren’t as drastic in the Southern Hemisphere though, which recorded 

its seventh-warmest September ever. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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A chart showing the differences in global land and ocean surface temperatures for September 2019 

NOAA 

But it’s the longer-term trend that’s particularly worrying, though. This year marked the 43rd consecutive 

September to have temperatures above the 20th century average, and in fact, it’s the 417th consecutive month 

– period – with above-average temperatures. That means the last month with below-average temperatures was 

January 1985. 

NOAA’s latest report also looked at the year to date period of January to September 2019, and found it to be 

the second-warmest such period on record. It was 1.69° F (0.94° C) above the 20th century average, making it 

second only to the same period in 2016 and just slightly warmer than that of 2017. 

Individually, each month in the period January to September 2019 was in the five warmest for the respective 

month, with July 2019 claiming the “honor” of the hottest individual month ever recorded. 

Overall, with only a few months left it looks like 2019 is on track to leave its mark in the record books. We’ll 

have to wait until early next year to get the full picture, but it seems that 2016 will continue to hold onto its 

crown as the hottest year on record, with 2019 slotting into second place. After that comes 2017, then 2015 

and 2018. 

The full report is available online at NOAA’s National Centers for Environmental Information. 

https://newatlas.com/july-2019-hottest-month-record/61090/
https://newatlas.com/2016-hottest-year-record-nasa-noaa/47455/
https://newatlas.com/2017-third-warmest-year-record/53041/
https://newatlas.com/2018-climate-report-nasa-noaa/58364/
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/global/201909
https://newatlas.com/environment/climate-hot-streak-september-2019-warmest/#gallery:2
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Source: NOAA [1],[2] 

We recommend 

1. Nocardiosis 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Miastenia grave 

BMJ Best Practice 

1. Síndrome de dificultad respiratoria aguda 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Síndrome HELLP 

BMJ Best Practice 

 

https://newatlas.com/environment/climate-hot-streak-september-2019-warmest/ 

  

https://www.noaa.gov/news/september-2019-tied-as-hottest-on-record-for-planet
https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/news/global-climate-201909
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/919?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/238?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/374?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/1000?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://newatlas.com/environment/climate-hot-streak-september-2019-warmest/
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The Greatest Goths in Literary History 

From Mary Shelley to Maurice Sendak 

By Emily Temple 

 

August 30, 2017 

Today marks 220 years since the birth of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, whom you know as the author 

of Frankenstein and perhaps the greatest goth—literary or otherwise—that ever drew (hollow, ragged, 

romantic) breath. So, to celebrate her birthday (though honestly, she’d probably prefer a celebration for her 

death day), I was inspired to take a look at some other notorious goths from literary history, or at least those 

writers who have proved themselves goth-like. Since you asked, no, killing yourself doesn’t make you goth. 

Nor does writing gothic literature, unless you do it in a candle-lit cave or something. Goth is a style, a mood, 

an obsession with death, a wardrobe full of black clothing—well, it’s like art or pornography: you know it 

when you see it. See a few authors that I’d put in the category below—and add your own gothic favorites in 

the comments. 

https://lithub.com/author/emily-temple/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

26 

 

Mary Shelley was for sure the most goth author of all time—not only did she write Frankenstein, widely 

considered to be the first horror novel, but she also kept her husband’s heart wrapped up in a silk 

handkerchief on her person at all times. Here’s how it happened: Percy Bysshe Shelley drowned under 

mysterious circumstances a month before his 30th birthday. His remains, once retrieved, were cremated—but 

for some reason, his heart refused to burn. As if that’s not goth enough—apparently he may have 

suffered from a “progressively calcifying heart”—Shelley reportedly then carried his stone heart around with 

her for the rest of her life. After her death, the heart was found, wrapped in silk, in her desk drawer, along 

with a copy of Adonaïs, Percy’s elegy for Keats. 

http://www.nytimes.com/1995/08/06/books/l-shelley-s-heart-678095.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/08/06/books/l-shelley-s-heart-678095.html
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

You may already know that Edith Wharton was really into her dogs. She was so into them that she buried 

them all in a doggy graveyard on a small hill visible from the window of her bedroom, which was also the 

place where she wrote some of her greatest works. She wrote until 11 each morning, gazing out at the ghosts 

of her dead dogs—whom, by the way, she also thought she could speak to. 

http://flavorwire.com/435154/a-visit-to-the-cemetery-where-edith-wharton-buried-her-beloved-dogs
https://lithub.com/some-things-you-may-not-have-known-about-edith-whartons-dog-obsession/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

28 

 

First of all, Maurice Sendak famously said he wanted a “yummy death,” which seems pretty goth as these 

things go. More to the point, the creator of Where the Wild Things Are kept the original death mask of John 

Keats in a wooden box at the foot of his bed and would take it out and stroke it, and then lay it down on his 

own pillow after waking up in the morning. That wasn’t the only morbid piece of memorabilia he kept, 

either. According to Katie Roiphe, Sendak had a whole collection of “beloved objects that dealt with death: 

Mozart’s letter to his father telling him that his mother was dead. A Chagall funeral scene. A grief-struck 

letter he wrote at 16 to his future self on the day Franklin Delano Roosevelt died, full of lavish adolescent 

sorrow, railing against the people who just chattered and laughed as if nothing had happened. Wilhelm 

Grimm’s letter “Dear Mili, to a child whose mother had died.” 

Sendak was obsessed with death from a young age, due in part to his many illnesses, and also because, as 

Roiphe explained, “when he was very small, his parents told him that when his mother was pregnant they 

went to the pharmacy and bought all kinds of toxic substances to induce a miscarriage, and his father tried 

pushing her off a ladder. . . He was unwanted, unwelcome, somehow meant to die, meant to be carried off.” 

Later in life he liked to sit with his loved ones as they were dying, and draw them. 

https://www.believermag.com/issues/201211/?read=interview_sendak
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/02/books/maurice-sendaks-estate-debating-where-the-things-go.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/03/maurice-sendak-art-of-death/472350/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/mar/11/stare-death-in-the-eye-writers-mortality-katie-roiphe
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Katherine Mansfield wore a black mourning dress and a black straw hat to her first wedding, which would be 

even goth-er if she actually liked her new husband, but she did not. According to biographer Jeffrey Meyers, 

though her “dress was grotesque and she was playing a tragi-comic role, [her new husband] did not seem to 

notice.” He noticed later, when she refused to sleep with him, and then left him in the morning. 

 

Everyone who’s anyone has a favorite spot in Paris. Clever wordsmith and #1 Victorian novelist Charles 

Dickens was no exception—his special place was the city morgue. In The Uncommercial Traveller, he wrote: 

Whenever I am at Paris, I am dragged by invisible force into the Morgue. I never want to go there, but am 

always pulled there. One Christmas Day, when I would rather have been anywhere else, I was attracted in, to 

see an old grey man lying all alone on his cold bed, with a tap of water turned on over his grey hair, and 

running, drip, drip, drip, down his wretched face until it got to the corner of his mouth, where it took a turn, 

and made him look sly. 

One New Year’s Morning (by the same token, the sun was shining outside, and there was a mountebank 

balancing a feather on his nose, within a yard of the gate), I was pulled in again to look at a flaxen-haired boy 

of eighteen, with a heart hanging on his breast—from his mother, was engraven on it—who had come into the 

net across the river, with a bullet wound in his fair forehead and his hands cut with a knife, but whence or 

how was a blank mystery. 

To be fair, corpse-viewing was a bit more commonplace in Dickens’s time than it is now, but still—what’s 

more goth than spending your weekends gazing poetically at the dead? 

http://historybuff.com/charles-dickens-loved-spending-lazy-sundays-morgue-rOyoD1P8A2We
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Best known as the creator of Sherlock Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle was a fervent spiritualist, seance-

attendee, spirit-photography-enthusiast, friend of Houdini, and member of The Ghost Club, the oldest group 

dedicated to paranormal investigations in the world. Basically, he believed that the dead were out there, and 

he wanted to talk to them. Apparently, his interest in the supernatural spiked when his son and brother both 

died of pneumonia within a four-month period, which seems only reasonable. This next part might not be very 

goth (or is it?), but it is worth mentioning: he also believed in fairies. Doyle was completely convinced by the 

so-called Cottingley Fairies—a series of photographs of fairies faked by two young girls in 1917—that he 

wrote a book, The Coming of the Fairies, declaring their veracity. He was later roundly mocked. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/cp/obituaries/archives/arthur-conan-doyle-sherlock-holmes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cottingley_Fairies
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Edgar Allan Poe is actually not as much of a goth as pop culture would have it—until he began to devolve in 

his later years (due to drink and poverty, primarily), he was a relatively regular guy, handsome and athletic—

but he’s the only author on this list (that I know of) that supposedly haunts his old favorite bar. There’s 

nothing more goth than being an actual ghost, right? 

https://savingplaces.org/stories/historic-bars-baltimores-the-horse-you-came-in-on-saloon#.WaXNUq2ZMdU
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Well, Nick Cave is pretty much a gimme. But after all, he is a novelist, in addition to being the “grand lord of 

gothic lushness.” And honestly, just look at him. 

 

https://lithub.com/the-greatest-goths-in-literary-history/ 

 

  

http://www.nme.com/reviews/album/reviews-nick-cave-and-the-bad-seeds-14083#6mWxcBmKK4eyCeDd.99
https://lithub.com/the-greatest-goths-in-literary-history/
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New tool turns CRISPR into "genetic Swiss Army Knife" 

By Michael Irving 

 

New research helps make CRISPR more of a genetic Swiss Army Knife 

vchalup2/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGE 

The CRISPR tool is fast developing into a powerful way to edit the genes 

of bacteria, mammals, plants, humans, and even reptiles. It’s often referred to as “genetic scissors,” but a new 

improvement turns it into a “genetic Swiss Army Knife.” Research led by Caltech has refined the formula to 

help the tool zoom in on specific organs, tissues or cell types, and give it greater control over what happens 

next. 

CRISPR contains two main parts: guide RNA molecules that direct the tool to specific parts of the genome, 

and an enzyme that can then edit the genes at that specific location. The most commonly-used enzyme is 

Cas9, but other variations are emerging, such as Cas12a, Cas12b and CasX. 

But as useful as CRISPR can be, it’s not perfect. Rather than focus on the enzyme, the Caltech team instead 

made improvements to the guide RNA. The problem they set out to solve is that these molecules are “always 

on,” meaning they will seek out their target no matter where they are in an organism. This could lead to off-

target mutations. 

So the researchers on the new study engineered conditional guide RNAs (cgRNAs) that are more precise, and 

more powerful once they get to their target. They work on the kind of IF/THEN statements normally seen in 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/165948532/stock-photo-genetic-manipulation-and-dna-modification.html
https://newatlas.com/home-crispr-gene-editing-kit/40362/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-tested-monkeys-off-target-mutations/55090/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-flower-change-color/51276/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-trial-underway-vertex-gene-therapy/58643/
https://newatlas.com/biology/albino-lizards-first-gene-edited-reptiles/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-gene-editing-accuracy-safety-cas12a/55767/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-cas12b-new-gene-editing-enzyme/58163/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-casx-gene-editing/58355/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-gene-editing-causes-mutations/49762/
https://newatlas.com/crispr-gene-editing-causes-mutations/49762/
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computing: the cgRNAs can react to the presence or the absence of an RNA trigger, and then either become 

active or inactive in response. 

In practice, that means CRISPR can wait until it detects certain biomarkers in a cell – say, those that indicate 

disease – and then either activate or silence a gene to help treat that disease. And since healthy cells wouldn’t 

have that biomarker, the cgRNAs wouldn’t be triggered there, keeping the treatment targeted. 

The team tested the technique in bacteria, and were able to demonstrate both ON/OFF and OFF/ON logic. 

RNA triggers successfully switched off cgRNAs that started on, while others switched on cgRNAs that 

started off. 

"There is still a long way to go to realize the potential of dynamic RNA nanotechnology for engineering 

programmable conditional regulation in living organisms, but these results with CRISPR/Cas9 in bacterial 

and mammalian cells provide a proof of principle that we can build on in seeking to provide biologists and 

doctors with powerful new tools,” says Niles Pierce, lead author of the study. 

The research was published in the journal ACS Central Science. 

Source: Caltech 

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/biology/new-tool-turns-crispr-into-genetic-swiss-army-knife/ 

  

https://authors.library.caltech.edu/92430/
https://www.caltech.edu/about/news/swiss-army-knife-gene-editing-gets-new-control
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/biology/new-tool-turns-crispr-into-genetic-swiss-army-knife/
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William Blake: The greatest visionary in 200 years 

A champion of the imagination, William Blake is celebrated in a new retrospective at London’s Tate Britain. 

Kelly Grovier looks at how the painter and poet helped us “dream outside the sphere”. 

 By Kelly Grovier 

The Romantic painter and poet William Blake created some of the most iconic images in British cultural 

history – from a strange sidelong portrait of Isaac Newton, bent over naked at the bottom of the ocean, to an 

ebullient young boy flinging his arms out wide against a prismatic burst of colour to embrace a new dawn of 

human freedom. Not bad for an artist who was all but ignored in his lifetime, dismissed by many who knew 

him as insane, and died in poverty and obscurity in 1827. 

 

Capaneus the Blasphemer, 1824-7: The mythological figure – killed by a thunderbolt for defying Jupiter – 

was described in Dante’s Inferno as seemingly unaffected by the flames 

Beset since childhood by visions of angels and demons who peered through his windows and accosted him in 

stairwells, Blake spent his years writing riddling prophecies that few read and producing watercolours that 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh8w.jpg
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fewer wanted to buy. After decades of unheralded toil, he managed to organise only a single solo exhibition 

of his work. By all accounts, it was a disaster. 

 “The problem with Blake,” the late Romantic scholar Jonathan Wordsworth once told me, “is he couldn’t 

draw”. Anyone who has ever cringed at the naive and toothless tabby that sulks beneath ‘fearful symmetry’, 

the ferocious final phrase of Blake’s poem The Tyger in his 1794 collection Songs of Innocence and 

Experience, will have a certain sympathy with Wordsworth’s uncharitable jab. And yet, despite Blake’s 

occasional awkwardness as a draughtsman, his work is a case study in soulfulness over finesse, profundity 

over proficiency. 

 

Jerusalem, 1820: Blake’s poem has become England’s unofficial national anthem, but it called for revolt, its 

author a fan of the French Revolution – in 1803 arrested for treason 

Confident that the full significance of his work would one day be appreciated by posterity, Blake consoled 

himself that, rather than appealing to the blunt sensibilities of his day, he was ahead of his time and “laboured 

upwards to futurity”. He was right. In the two centuries since he passed away, singing sweetly on his deathbed 

of what he saw in Heaven, Blake has overcome every limitation of circumscribed skill and contemporary 

disfavour that hindered him. He has become, according to Martin Myrone, the lead curator of a new 

exhibition of Blake’s work at Tate Britain, the very “model of the autonomous genius and isolated visionary”. 

A singular vision 

Tate’s comprehensive retrospective, its first in nearly a generation, features more than 300 drawings, 

paintings, watercolours, woodcuts, and illustrated books, and provides the perfect opportunity to explore the 

secrets behind Blake’s ever-evolving legacy and to contemplate the emergence in popular imagination of a 

London eccentric whose ambition was to help us “see a World in a Grain of Sand / And a Heaven in a Wild 

Flower”, to “hold Infinity in the palm of [our] hand / And Eternity in an hour”. 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=p-yaJajW3kEC&pg=PA349&lpg=PA349&dq=laboured+upwards+to+futurity+william+blake&source=bl&ots=TRwxznYLqM&sig=ACfU3U3WWTsU1BzH-eywvbTtxWp-PHS_MQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjt9bCaoMbkAhWltXEKHayfC8gQ6AEwBnoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=laboured%20upwards%20to%20futurity%20william%20blake&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=p-yaJajW3kEC&pg=PA349&lpg=PA349&dq=laboured+upwards+to+futurity+william+blake&source=bl&ots=TRwxznYLqM&sig=ACfU3U3WWTsU1BzH-eywvbTtxWp-PHS_MQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjt9bCaoMbkAhWltXEKHayfC8gQ6AEwBnoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=laboured%20upwards%20to%20futurity%20william%20blake&f=false
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/william-blake-artist
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/william-blake-artist
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh29.jpg
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Pity, 1795: “In my brain are studies … filled with books and pictures of old which I wrote and painted … and 

those works are the delight and study of archangels,” wrote Blake 

Blake’s ability, granularly, to narrow his focus to a single speck of the material world and to perceive eternal 

poignancies in it, is instructive for how best to appreciate the intensities and achievement of his own work. 

Visitors to the show, Myrone says, may be surprised by the small scale of many of the artist’s best-known 

works, which we are accustomed to experiencing artificially exploded into dorm-room posters or shrunk 

down to electronic thumbnails that we hold in the palm of our hands. “You can look at every Blake you could 

wish to see on your phone,” he tells me, “but it isn’t the same thing as seeing them in the flesh.” 

There is something about zooming in that enlarges one’s perception 

There is indeed something about zooming in that enlarges one’s perception. It is only when we adjust our eyes 

to the small (46 x 60 cm) aperture through which Blake invites us to glimpse his submarine sighting of 

Newton that we appreciate the cramped and claustrophobic tensions that squeeze the work into meaning. 

Perched uncomfortably on a coral-encrusted stone shelf in what appears to be an underwater grotto, Newton 

stretches awkwardly to doodle on a scroll of parchment that he has unfurled at his feet – an awkward 

ergonomics that makes Rodin’s rocky Thinker look positively cosy. Newton’s imperturbable gaze and the 

precise positioning of his spindly fingers suggest he is on the verge of a cognitive breakthrough, as if he has 

cracked the code that will unlock the mysteries of the universe: an emblem, surely, of the invincible power of 

the human mind amid the myriad discomforts and pressures of our world. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh7n.jpg
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Newton, 1795-1805: Blake was a staunch defender of the fundamental role of art in society and the 

importance of artistic freedom 

Or is it? Look closer, and the instrument with which Blake has calculatingly equipped the renowned English 

physicist and mathematician is one we’ll encounter time and again in the most famous of Blake’s works: a 

pair of draughtsman’s compasses. In Blake’s unique visual vocabulary, the implement is shorthand for the 

pinching tight of human perception and becomes a kind of “mind forg’d manacle” that enslaves our vision. 

Far from celebrating the genius of Newton, Blake’s often-reproduced colour print is really an admonishment 

of misguided faith in scientific reason 

Far from celebrating the genius of Newton, a leading thinker of the scientific revolution, Blake’s often-

reproduced colour print (which the Scottish sculptor Eduardo Paolozzi famously alchemised into a hulking 

bronze statue that guards the entrance to the British Library) is really an admonishment of lumbering 

rationality and misguided faith in scientific reason over what Blake believed were the more profound and 

liberating powers of the imagination. 

Once spotted, the pair of compasses becomes, ironically, a kind of key that picks open the doors of Blake’s 

own perception – a recurring artistic tic whose symbolic pointedness jimmies the genius of some of his most 

iconic images and designs. We encounter the compasses again in Blake’s stirring design for the frontpiece of 

his 1794 publication Europe: A Prophecy. His so-called Ancient of Days depicts a suspended deity, enthroned 

in a celestial orb and surrounded by smouldering clouds, stretching downwards to jab terrestrial creation with 

an enormous pair of compasses. In the context of Blake’s complex mythologies, the wizened figure (whose 

chiselled physique recalls Michelangelo’s muscular, sky-surfing God on the ceiling frescoes of the Sistine 

Chapel) is the fearsome demiurge Urizen, the embodiment of empirical thinking, who is responsible for 

imposing limits on our existence. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh79.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

39 

 

The Ancient of Days, 1827: Living at a time of political oppression, Blake was a radical, his works offering a 

denunciation of Church and state – inspiring subsequent generations 

But like all great works of art, the mesmerising image, which Blake would return to again and again 

throughout his life (he was even working on a version of it while propped up with pillows at the time of his 

death), has prised itself loose from the narrow confines of its initial creation and etched itself in cultural 

consciousness as something more elastic and inspiring than merely an admonishment of reason. According to 

Blake, the work was a faithful transcription of a visionary encounter he’d had while climbing the stairs in his 

home in Hercules Road, North Lambeth, in London, where he and his wife Catherine lived throughout the 

1790s. Among the chief aims of the Tate show, Myrone tells me, is to recreate something of the ambiance of 

those very spaces in which Blake’s imagination crept and was routinely accosted by visitors from the invisible 

world. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh5c.jpg
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The Ghost of a Flea, c 1819-20, was inspired by a séance-induced vision – Blake broke off conversations to 

address the spirits of various characters, including Moses and Lucifer 

To that end, the Tate has reconstructed the very room in the Georgian hosiery shop in Broad Street, Golden 

Square, owned by Blake’s brother James, where the artist’s ill-fated one-off exhibition was staged between 

May and September 1809. “Paintings which you are used to seeing in a gallery context,” Myrone says, will be 

shown in “a room which is half the height of our normal gallery space with creaky wooden floorboards, and 

with a skirting board, and with a window”. By returning Blake’s work to a space they once inhabited, Myrone 

believes they will “look like much stranger objects… because they are small and dark and hard to interpret 

and hard to read”. 

By bringing Blake’s works down from the mythic eminence to which they’ve been exalted, Myrone is hoping 

to reintroduce the artist to a new generation of gallery goers and “to present”, as the curator explains in the 

handsome catalogue that accompanies the show, “a ‘Blake for all’”. “The approach taken here,” Myrone 

writes, “is determinedly historicist and materialist. This means, simply, that we think that it really matters 

where and when these artworks were created, who got to see them and what they seem to have thought, who 

collected them. This means, among other things, shifting attention from the epic and dense poetry to the 

watercolours and paintings.” 

By inviting us to consider first and foremost the visual achievement of Blake’s artistic inventions, 

disentangled from the poetic context that often occasioned them, Myrone hopes to reprioritise how we 

perceive his contribution to cultural history. “There has been a shift towards thinking about the visual aspects 

of his work much more,” he says. “Obviously Blake is both a painter and a poet and that interplay has always 

been important. [But] even literary scholars have ended up saying ‘well Blake was primarily a watercolour 

painter, he is secondarily a poet’… Throughout his career, throughout his life, he focused on watercolour 

painting.” 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh2p.jpg
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Albion Rose, c 1793, was a visualisation of the mythical founding of Britain, offering an alternative to the 

commercialisation and populism of the times

 

Blake suffered from a ‘Nervous Fear’; a review of his 1809 exhibition labelled him an “unfortunate lunatic 

whose personal inoffensiveness secures him from confinement” 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/yh/p07myh1r.jpg
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7m/ym/p07mym3p.jpg
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That realignment influences how we approach and respond to the works on display, especially those we think 

we know, such as the often-reproduced colour print known as Albion Rose or Glad Day, whose exuberance 

adorns a vast inventory of upbeat museum merchandise. By removing the intimidating expectation that we 

must first locate the giddy figure within Blake’s cosmologies and convoluted creation myth of his writing, 

we’re able to see the image afresh and in an outward-extending dialogue with other icons of art history. 

Freed from the tethers of its own inception, the work opens a conversation with its most obvious precursor, 

Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man, which celebrates the exquisite proportions of the human body by illustrating the 

Roman architect Vitruvius’s observation that the anatomical extent of man conforms to a circle created by “a 

pair of compasses centred at his navel”. But Blake refuses to be trapped by the geometries of a fallen world 

and dissolves the fetters of the offending compasses by erasing altogether the circle (and square) with which 

Leonardo ensnares his subject, allowing the young boy to step out unshackled into a limitless world. Always 

original, always breaking free, Blake’s truest genius lies in his ability to help us dream outside the sphere. 

William Blake is at Tate Britain until 2 February 2020. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20190910-william-blake-the-visionary-relevant-200-years-on?xtor=ES-

213-[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019September20-[Culture%7c+Image] 

  

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/william-blake-artist
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20190910-william-blake-the-visionary-relevant-200-years-on?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bCulture%7c+Image%5d
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20190910-william-blake-the-visionary-relevant-200-years-on?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bCulture%7c+Image%5d
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The two illusions that tricked Arthur Conan Doyle 

Two real-life hoaxes managed to fool the creator of Sherlock Holmes – and they help to reveal our own 

'metacognitive illusions' that influence our memory and perception. 

 By Matthew Tompkins 

On 21 March 1919, a committee including a paranormal investigator, a viscountess, a mind reader, a Scotland 

Yard detective, and a coroner were all assembled in a small flat in Bloomsbury, London. "I have spent years 

performing with fake mediums all over the world in order to disprove spiritualism," declared their host. "Now 

at last, I have come across a genuine medium." 

The woman who entered the room was wearing a veil that concealed the lower half of her face. She began 

with a séance which involved a demonstration of "clairvoyance". Each member of the committee had been 

instructed to bring with them a small personal item or written letter. Before the medium arrived all the objects 

were placed into a bag, which was then locked inside a box. 

The medium held the locked box in her lap, and while the committee watched carefully, she proceeded to not 

only name the objects within, but to describe them in vivid detail. She divined that one of the objects was a 

ring belonging to the deceased son of the paranormal investigator, and even read the faded inscription. 

Next came a "materialisation" of a spirit. The committee members tied the medium to her chair and the lights 

in the room were dimmed. The medium appeared to enter into a trance, and a "luminous mist" materialised 

behind her. One of the committee members later asserted that the mist formed into the shape of an old 

woman. The form drifted about the room, appearing to pass directly through the medium, before evaporating 

into the opposite wall. 
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Was it a genuine glimpse of a world beyond our own? The committee was divided, and while you may not be 

familiar with most of its members, you have almost certainly heard of the paranormal investigator – Sir 

Arthur Conan Doyle. 

 

Arthur Conan Doyle believed that his own wife, Jean, was able to channel spirits at seances (Credit: Alamy) 

The creator of Sherlock Holmes declared that he was highly impressed with the clairvoyant demonstration, 

although he said he would need to see the ghost again before he would attest to its paranormality. 

Today, Conan Doyle is best known for his detective stories, but the good doctor was also an illustrious 

paranormal investigator who often failed to see the frauds in front of his eyes. He famously fell for the 

photographs of the Cottingley Fairies, for instance, faked by two children – Frances Griffiths and Elsie 

Wright. He attended séances, too. As a spiritualist, Conan Doyle also asserted that he witnessed mediums 

make direct contact with the spirits of the dead. 

The case of the "Masked Medium" was ultimately revealed to be hoax. As an experimental psychologist and 

magician, however, I believe it is one of two hoaxes that can offer special insight into Conan Doyle's apparent 

credulity and also some fascinating cognitive illusions that may sometimes affect us all. 

Each case involved the activities of magicians. Unlike the spiritualist mediums, they saw themselves as 

"honest deceivers" who performed illusions for entertainment, and their audiences were fully expected to 

understand the fact that they were witnessing carefully constructed tricks. 

Many magicians – including one of Conan Doyle's own friends, Harry Houdini – were staunch sceptics of the 

paranormal. Some even took it upon themselves to actively expose fraudulent mediums, both as a public 

service and as a means of self-promotion. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7l/rc/p07lrcjz.jpg
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A photo of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle with a "spirit", taken by the medium Ada Deane (Credit: Alamy) 

The first case I have in mind involves a magician named William S Marriott. When not performing stage 

magic under the name Dr Wilmar, Marriott worked prolifically to debunk the methods of fraudulent mediums. 

He investigated a variety of paranormal phenomena including apparitions, spirit writing and thought reading.  

Marriott was particularly concerned with spirit photography – the claim that images of the spirits of the dead 

could be captured on film.   

Marriott's aim was to show that many of the supposedly genuine pictures could have been fakes. 

While spiritualists such as Conan Doyle acknowledged that the photographs could be faked, they hoped that 

by strictly controlling the process of taking and developing the photographs, trickery could be scientifically 

ruled out. The argument was similar to Holmes' maxim: "When you have eliminated all which is impossible, 

then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth." 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7l/rd/p07lrdkh.jpg
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A photo of the "Cottingley fairies" that famously tricked Arthur Conan Doyle (Credit: Alamy) 

On 5 December 1921, Marriott set out to demonstrate that eliminating the impossible was much more difficult 

than Conan Doyle might have wished to believe. His plan was to invite Conan Doyle and three other 

witnesses to observe him as he took and developed photographs of the great writer. The committee carefully 

examined the camera and watched as Marriott took two photographs of Conan Doyle. 

The witnesses, including an expert photographer, confirmed that they had watched Marriott closely and had 

seen no indication that the magician was doing anything other than going through the normal process of 

developing photographs. 

Nevertheless, when the photographs were developed, the first included a translucent ghostly figure and the 

second featured a ring of dancing sprites, neither of which had been observed in the room when the photos 

were taken. (Marriott's choice to include fairies was presumably a dig at Conan Doyle's famous endorsement 

of the Cottingley Fairies photographs.) 

The Sunday Express newspaper in the UK gleefully published both the images, emphasising the "ghost-like 

intruder" and Conan Doyle's "favorite fairies". They also published the witness statements along with 

Marriott’s assertion that he had, in fact used sleight-of-hand to manipulate the process. 

Conan Doyle was characteristically affable about the proceedings and was pleased to have the fairy photo as a 

souvenir. He wrote: "Mr Marriott has clearly proved a point that a trained conjurer can, under close inspection 

of three critical pairs of eyes put a false impression upon a plate. We must unreservedly admit it." 

But he continued to explain that his faith in spirit photography remained unshaken. In a perversely 

Sherlockian twist, he appealed to his readers to consider Marriott’s hands. "A conjurer," he argued, "has 

certain physical characteristics" such as "long, nervous artistic fingers". The mediums Conan Doyle trusted to 

produce real spirit photographs, in contrast had hands that were "short, thick and work stained". 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7l/rc/p07lrcfg.jpg
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Mediums often relied on ingenious tricks - and an intuitive understanding of the mind's illusions - to fool 

attendees (Credit: Alamy) 

The case of the "Masked Medium" represents an even more dramatic example of Conan Doyle's will to 

believe. Rather than witnessing images on plates, this scenario involved a live demonstration, orchestrated by 

a pair of performers. 

The host of the event was actually a stage magician by the name of Percy Thomas Tibbles, who performed as 

P.T. Selbit, and the medium was an aspiring female illusionist named Molly Wynter, who had developed a 

specialisation in fraudulent medium tricks. 

Wynter was presented as a genuine medium with Selbit acting as her manager. As Wynter identified the items 

in the locked box, and the ghost "materialised" in front of the audience, there was no indication that the 

audience were witnessing an elaborate trick – and it was only afterwards that the magician and illusionist 

explained their methods. 

For the clairvoyance demonstration, Wynter’s veil had concealed not only her face but a wireless radio. 

Although the committee believed they watched the box with their objects the entire time, the box was 

switched so that Wynter was left holding a dummy box while an assistant in the other room opened up the 

actual box and broadcast its contents into her earpiece. 

An acrobat, dressed entirely in black tights, scaled the building and entered through a window after the 

committee had completed their search of the room 

The "materialisation", meanwhile, was accomplished not by ectoplasm, but by another secret assistant. An 

acrobat, dressed entirely in black tights, scaled the building and entered through a window after the committee 

had completed their search of the room. According to the magicians, "the ghost" was a bit of gauze coated 

with phosphorescent paint that the acrobat removed from their pocket and waved around the room. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7l/rc/p07lrcsk.jpg
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To confirm their point, the illusionists repeated their demonstration before an even larger committee. And this 

is where Conan Doyle's reaction gets particularly interesting – he doubled down on his mistaken belief. Not 

only did he insist that what he had seen in the first séance was not what the magicians subsequently described, 

but he added that even if the second demonstration was accomplished by a trick, "there is nothing to show that 

the first séance was not genuine". He was sceptical of the sceptical explanation. 

Perhaps the magicians really were psychic, he said, but were simply lying about their paranormal powers. He 

went on to rail against the media coverage of the demonstration. "It is time which will prove our cause," he 

wrote. "Time will also prove to those who have misrepresented us that they are playing with fire. They are not 

judging the Unseen. The Unseen is judging them." Reading those words now, I was struck that his sentiments, 

if not his coherent sentence structure, would not be out of place on a 21st Century Twitter feed. 

Thinking about thinking 

In a later TV interview, Conan Doyle tried to explain his views: "When I talk on this subject I'm not talking 

about what I believe. I'm not talking about what I think. I'm talking about what I know. There's an enormous 

difference, believe me, between believing a thing and knowing a thing, and talking about things that I've 

handled, that I've seen, that I've heard with my own ears. And always mind you in the presence of witnesses. I 

never risk hallucinations. I usually, in most of my experiments, have had six, eight, or 10 witnesses, all of 

whom have seen and heard the same things that I have done." 

Given this reasoning, it is easy to take a dim view of Conan Doyle's own scientific detective skills, but I do 

think that he was genuinely a brilliant man. In addition to his literary accomplishments, he also worked as a 

real-life legal advocate, using Sherlock-esque techniques to exonerate and free several falsely convicted 

prisoners. 

Conan Doyle’s reactions to these hoaxes are clearly problematic, but they are also an illustration of 

psychological phenomena known as "metacognitive illusions". 

While it can indeed feel like our memories work like recordings, this idea is arguably a metacognitive 

illusion  

"Metacognition" is the idea of thinking about thinking. By extension, metacognitive illusions occur when 

people hold mistaken beliefs about their own cognitive systems. We all tend to feel like we are experts about 

the nature of our own perceptions and memories. After all, we generally perceive things and remember things 

successfully throughout most of our day-to-day lives. However, in many cases our intuitions about our own 

cognitive systems can be surprisingly unreliable – we are not always nearly as observant as we think we are 

and our memories can be surprisingly malleable. 

Surveys, for instance, reveal that more than half of the general public agree with the statement: "Memory 

works like a video camera accurately recording the events that we see and hear so that we can review and 

inspect them later." While it can indeed feel like our memories work like recordings, this idea is arguably a 

metacognitive illusion. According to our current theoretical frameworks, human memory is best understood as 

processes of reconstruction, rather than one of reproduction. That is to say that remembering an event is less 

like replaying a mental recording and more like composing a story. 

The psychologist Elizabeth Loftus, for instance, has famously demonstrated that, in the process of recalling 

events, people can erroneously integrate imagined elements into their memories – even if these fictional 

memories can feel exactly like true memories. They can even be persuaded to believe they committed a crime. 

(Read more about how our memories cannot be trusted.) 

Change blindness blindness 

http://nebula.wsimg.com/ce2babe46721
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190516-why-you-cannot-trust-your-earliest-childhood-memories
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Another particularly striking metacognitive illusion Conan Doyle could have been guilty of is the 

phenomenon of change blindness blindness. But before we can explain this illusion, first we must describe the 

phenomenon on which it is based. 

Change blindness refers to the phenomenon in which viewers fail to detect (sometimes surprisingly dramatic) 

changes to a visual scene. One way of demonstrating this effect is through a procedure called a "flicker 

paradigm" in which two very similar scenes alternate, with a few discrepancies between them. Detecting 

changes in a flicker paradigm is such a surprisingly difficult task that when a team of psychologists led by 

Ronald Rensink first tried to publish research on the topic in the mid-90s, their results were initially rejected 

by peer reviewers as impossible. In other words, the fact people could be change blind was so counterintuitive 

that even visual scientists were inclined to doubt the reality of the phenomenon. 

Today, change blindness is an established part of cognitive psychology. Scientists have even introduced the 

term change blindness blindness to refer to the fact that people tend to be ignorant of their change blindness. 

But magicians like Marriott, Tibbles, and Wynter were exploiting such metacognitive illusions in their tricks 

long before psychologists became formally aware of such phenomena. 

Audiences consistently overestimate their ability to detect the hidden methods behind magic illusions 

There is now increased interest in using magic tricks in psychological experiments to illustrate these kinds of 

phenomena. A recent study by Jeniffer Ortega at the National University of Colombia in Bogota and 

colleagues specifically explored the role of metacognition in magic. Using a series of simple tricks with coins 

and playing cards, they showed that audiences consistently overestimate their ability to detect the hidden 

methods behind magic illusions. 

People sometimes interpret these kinds of results as demonstrating that your perception is "broken" or your 

memory is "flawed". But they are really the result of an otherwise well-adapted cognitive system that is 

mostly effective in working with complex and confusing information every day. 

It’s possible to appreciate the intricacies of human memory and perception, while considering the systems' 

limits and eccentricities, just as you can cherish Conan Doyle for his writing, even if you are not entirely 

comfortable with his more esoteric views. Reality is often stranger than we imagine. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190828-the-two-bizarre-hoaxes-that-tricked-arthur-conan-doyle?xtor=ES-

213-[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019September6-[Future%7c+Image] 

  

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/TO-SEE-OR-NOT-TO-SEE%3A-The-Need-for-Attention-to-in-Rensink-O'Regan/644145f29d1463647821378536994e03f4fe4964
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/TO-SEE-OR-NOT-TO-SEE%3A-The-Need-for-Attention-to-in-Rensink-O'Regan/644145f29d1463647821378536994e03f4fe4964
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1745691617707269?journalCode=ppsa
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/135062800394865
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2018.08.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2018.08.008
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190828-the-two-bizarre-hoaxes-that-tricked-arthur-conan-doyle?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September6-%5bFuture%7c+Image%5d
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190828-the-two-bizarre-hoaxes-that-tricked-arthur-conan-doyle?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September6-%5bFuture%7c+Image%5d
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T. rex may have had an air conditioner in its head 

By David Szondy 

 

A graphic thermal image of a T. rex with its dorsotemporal fenestra glowing on the skull 

Brian Engh 

VIEW 3 IMAGES 

Thermal images of alligators taken by a team of scientists led by Casey Holliday, a professor of anatomy at 

the University of Missouri School of Medicine, suggest that the Tyrannosaurus rex may have had blood 

vessels in its skull that helped the giant predator to regulate its body temperature – in other words, a biological 

air conditioner. 

One of the most iconic dinosaurs, the T. rex lived during the Cretaceous Period about 68 to 66 million years 

ago. Measuring up to 12.3 m (40 ft) long and weighing in at up to 14 tonnes, it has fascinated everyone from 

paleontologists to school children ever since the first skeleton was discovered in 1900 and has been the 

subject of many studies seeking to learn more about its anatomy, physiology, and habits. 

However, despite over a century of work, the T. rex still has many mysteries clutched in its tiny forelegs. One 

of these is how it regulated its body temperature. Up until the 1960s, the Tyrannosaurus was assumed, 

because it was a reptile, to be cold-blooded. But some scientists saw evidence indicating that the T. rex, and 

other dinosaurs, may have actually been warm-blooded. 

https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/
https://newatlas.com/tyrannosaurus-rex-speed-limited/50552/
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A graphic thermal image of a T. rex skull 

Brian Engh 
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Today, the jury is still out. We're not sure if the T. rex was warm-blooded, cold-blooded, or something in 

between. However, we do know that it did have some ways of not getting too hot or too cold – if only by 

being so big that its temperature couldn't change very fast. 

Now, Holliday and his team, which includes researchers from the University of Missouri, Ohio University, 

and the University of Florida, say that cranial blood vessels in two large holes, the dorsotemporal fenestra, in 

the head of the T. rex acted as an internal thermostat, though the conventional view is that these holes were to 

make space for jaw muscles. 

"It's really weird for a muscle to come up from the jaw, make a 90-degree turn, and go along the roof of the 

skull," says Holliday. "Yet, we now have a lot of compelling evidence for blood vessels in this area, based on 

our work with alligators and other reptiles." 

 

Thermal imaging allowed researchers to capture the body heat of alligators at the St. Augustine Alligator 

Farm Zoological Park in Florida 

University of Missouri 

To learn more about what these holes were for, the team used thermal imaging cameras to study alligators at 

the St. Augustine Alligator Farm Zoological Park in Florida. 

"An alligator's body heat depends on its environment," says Kent Vliet, coordinator of laboratories at the 

University of Florida's Department of Biology. "Therefore, we noticed when it was cooler and the alligators 

are trying to warm up, our thermal imaging showed big hot spots in these holes in the roof of their skull, 

indicating a rise in temperature. Yet, later in the day when it's warmer, the holes appear dark, like they were 

turned off to keep cool. This is consistent with prior evidence that alligators have a cross-current circulatory 

system – or an internal thermostat, so to speak." 
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The thermal imaging indicated that similarity between the T. rex and alligator anatomies suggests a similarity 

in function. What's interesting that this doesn't speak to whether T. rex was warm-blooded or cold-blooded. 

Alligators use the blood vessels in their skulls to both warm and cool it, but some mammals like dogs have 

cranial blood vessels, too, to keep their brains cool by acting as a heat exchanger – an important function in a 

warm-blooded predator that needs to be able to run down prey. This may indicate that the T. rex, like a dog, 

may have been able to chase its dinner until it died of heat exhaustion – although another study from 2017 

suggests it might have been a slow chase. 

"We know that, similarly to the T. rex, alligators have holes on the roof of their skulls, and they are filled with 

blood vessels, said Larry Witmer, professor of anatomy at Ohio University's Heritage College of Osteopathic 

Medicine. "Yet, for over 100 years we've been putting muscles into a similar space with dinosaurs. By using 

some anatomy and physiology of current animals, we can show that we can overturn those early hypotheses 

about the anatomy of this part of the T. rex's skull." 

Source: University of Missouri 

David Szondy 

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/t-rex-air-conditioners-head/ 

https://newatlas.com/tyrannosaurus-rex-speed-limited/50552/
https://missouri.edu/
https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/
https://newatlas.com/science/t-rex-air-conditioners-head/
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What Not to Expect From a Grad School Workshop 

Lynn Steger Stronger is Not Giving Out Business Advice 

By Lynn Steger Strong 

 

September 6, 2019 

I teach in a graduate art school. I teach in a graduate art school where I used to be a student, and where I think 

a lot about giving my students as much value, as much strength and confidence as writers, as I can give them 

as each new semester starts. There has seemed to me perhaps no greater impediment to students’ learning than 

when they expect a workshop to give them things it does not have the capacity to give. 

Below are five of those things, with the hope that they can help you gain as much as you can from the strange, 

horrifying space that is those three hours, once a week, for all the time that you’re in grad school. It’s a flawed 

and varied project, workshop. It often fails. But, I hope, in not looking for these five things, you might find 

space for all the ways that it might make you slightly better at making choices as a writer than you were 

before. 

I. It is not workshop’s job to “fix” your work. It is the project of the workshop to take your story apart and try 

to understand it. It is the project of the workshop to get inside the story and to try to show the consequences of 

the choices that you’ve made. Best case scenario, you’ll be better at making choices after workshop; worst 

case, you’ll take all the notes you got at the end of class, and all the notes you took while people talked, and 

try to apply them as if, somehow, a story were a broken thing to be fixed by the other people in the room. 

II. It is not the workshop’s job to tell you what to do. It’s nearly impossible for readers, especially readers 

who are writers, not to be prescriptive. They think you need to kill Anya, but you love Anya. They think you 

need that scene in the coffee shop to go away, but that scene is the heart of your whole piece. They aren’t 

making these suggestions because they are absolutely the right choices; it’s because the way you’ve presented 

these parts of your story up until now hasn’t made those characters or moments feel inevitable and imperative. 

In other words, whenever someone tells you what to do, and you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to listen. 

https://lithub.com/author/lynn-steger-strong/
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At the same time, spend some time trying to imagine why they told you what they told you so that you might 

strengthen, and make that much more effective, all the aspects of the piece that you most want to keep. 

If I’ve done my job well as a teacher, you won’t ever know whether I like your piece or not. 

III. It is not the workshop’s job to make you feel good about yourself. I make space in every workshop that I 

teach to talk about successes, not opinions. I loved this feels good but isn’t helpful. The sharpness of this 

dialogue helped me see these characters more than any of the descriptions is. We talk about the successes, but 

even this talk can feel like criticism. It’s exacting and specific and it’s not the ecstatic effusions that we all 

secretly hope for. You might have written a story people like and they might all hate it. I believe strongly that, 

if I’ve done my job well as a teacher, you won’t ever know whether I like your piece or not. The class’s 

opinions shouldn’t really matter to you. (I understand they do; I understand that none of us can help it, but I 

still think you should try.) Some people will always hate your work and some people will love it. But like and 

dislike are the least interesting part of the conversations you have in workshop. Those sentiments don’t tell 

you how and why you’re not doing what you want to be doing. They don’t tell you how and why you might 

apply your particular abilities to getting that much closer to the thing you want to make. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

IV. It is not workshop’s job to help you with the “business side.” I will admit that I hated this fact about grad 

school when I was in it. I’m too practical, I whispered quietly to my professors. How will I live? I asked in 

office hours, my eyes wet. For a long time, I thought this was a failing of my program. I still do, in terms of 

thinking it’s important to be honest with our students about what it’s like to be in the world as a writer, but 

also, the truth is, most working writers don’t know much about the business side. Most of us don’t have much 

money. We have two or three jobs and we’re trying to get our next book done in random pockets between 

reading student work and copyediting gigs. We don’t know how or why books sell or what they’re worth 

within the market or even what that means. The project of the workshop is to help you get better at knowing 

how to make things. How to sell the things you make is a separate and ever-changing beast. It’s often a space 

of knowledge that we feel only more confused by the longer we’re inside of it. 

V. It is not the workshop’s job to tell you it is worth the risk to be a writer. It is nobody’s job to tell you that 

you should do this. No workshop, no editor, no teacher has the ability to tell you whether what you’re making 

is worth the risk of making it. It was and is a risk to go to graduate art school. You’ve risked that copywriting 

job you had that could have turned managerial, the killer dental care that came with it. You’ve risked law 

school, took loans out. You’ve moved your partner or your children or the plant you finally got to not die last 

year across the country and it is not within the abilities, either of the workshop or your colleagues or your 

teacher, to tell you whether this choice was worth that risk. This is you deciding, right now, to be a writer. 

You decided it before this, maybe. Maybe this is the first time you decided this with higher stakes. This will 

not be the last time you’ll be asked to choose this, and, each of those times, there will be no one there to say 

for sure this choice is good or right. When your first book fails, when your editor leaves your imprint just 

before your second comes out, when you get that awful review that you read every night for weeks. You 

might not leave school with a job or a book deal or health insurance. But you’ll leave a smarter writer, and 

this will hopefully prepare you to decide again about the next set of risks you’ll take. 

businesscrafteducationgraduate schoolMFAteachingworkshop 

 

 

 

https://lithub.com/tag/business/
https://lithub.com/tag/craft/
https://lithub.com/tag/education/
https://lithub.com/tag/graduate-school/
https://lithub.com/tag/mfa/
https://lithub.com/tag/teaching/
https://lithub.com/tag/workshop/
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Lynn Steger Strong 

Lynn Steger Strong's second novel, WANT, will be published by Henry Holt in 2020. Her non-fiction has 

appeared in The Paris Review, Guernica, Catapult, LARB, and elsewhere. She teaches writing. 

 

https://lithub.com/what-not-to-expect-from-a-grad-school-workshop/ 

  

https://lithub.com/author/lynn-steger-strong/
https://lithub.com/what-not-to-expect-from-a-grad-school-workshop/
https://lithub.com/author/lynn-steger-strong/
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Sea snakes' strange heads may let them "breathe" underwater 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

MicroCT scans have revealed modified cephalic vascular networks in sea snakes' heads 

fenkieandreas/Depositphotos 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

Although sea snakes do breathe air like us, they're certainly able to stay underwater for long periods of time. 

Scientists now believe that at least part of the secret may lie in a gill-like network of blood vessels in the 

animals' heads. 

Led by Dr. Alessandro Palci, a team at Australia's Flinders University recently utilized microCT scans to 

image the bodies of two blue-banded sea snakes (Hydrophis cyanocinctus). Among other things, the 

researchers found that a complex system of blood vessels, known as a modified cephalic vascular network 

(MCVN), was present just beneath the skin on the forehead and the top of the snout. 

It is thought that oxygen-poor blood in these vessels is able to absorb oxygen from the surrounding water – 

through the skin – subsequently carrying that oxygen to the brain. A fish's gills work in much the same way. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
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Two views of one of the scanned snakes 

Dr. Alessandro Palci, Flinders University 

And even though the snakes still do regularly need to surface in order to breathe air, the MCVN likely allows 

them to do so much less frequently than would otherwise be the case. 

"Basically we found that this sea snake uses the top of its head as a gill to breathe underwater," says Palci. 

"While the MCVN is structurally very different from the gills of fish and amphibians, its function is 

nonetheless quite similar." 

A paper on the research – which also involved scientists from the Vietnam Academy of Science and 

Technology, and the University of Adelaide – was recently published in the journal Royal Society Open 

Science. 

Source: Flinders University via EurekAlert 

We recommend 

1. The dangers of hyperventilation before breath-hold diving 

MyVMC 

2. Underwater docking of an under-actuated autonomous underwater vehicle: system design and 

control implementation 

Bo Li et al., Frontiers of Information Technology & Electronic Engineering, 2018 

3. The danger zone: Staying safe when breath-hold diving 

MyVMC 

1. Impossible Minds 

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsos.191099
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsos.191099
https://www.flinders.edu.au/
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-09/fu-tss090119.php
https://www.myvmc.com/news/the-dangers-of-hyperventilation-before-breath-hold-diving/?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=MyVMC_TrendMD_1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1631/FITEE.1700382?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Frontiers_of_Information_Technology_%2526_Electronic_Engineering_TrendMD_1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1631/FITEE.1700382?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Frontiers_of_Information_Technology_%2526_Electronic_Engineering_TrendMD_1
http://www.myvmc.com/news/the-danger-zone-staying-safe-when-breath-hold-diving/?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=MyVMC_TrendMD_1
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/p023?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=World_Scientific_TrendMD_1
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Igor Aleksander, World Scientific, 1996 

2. Arctic Offshore Engineering 

Andrew Palmer et al., World Scientific, 2012 

3. Snapping shrimp noise mitigation based on statistical detection in underwater acoustic orthogonal 

frequency division multiplexing systems 

Hyeonsu Kim et al., Japanese Journal of Applied Physics, 2017 

 

https://newatlas.com/biology/sea-snakes-breathe-underwater/ 

  

https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/8283?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=World_Scientific_TrendMD_1
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.7567/JJAP.56.07JG02?utm_campaign=Astro_Physics_2019&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.7567/JJAP.56.07JG02?utm_campaign=Astro_Physics_2019&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://newatlas.com/biology/sea-snakes-breathe-underwater/
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The Real Texas 

Universal History Archive/Universal Images Group/Getty Images 

African-American cowboys in Bonham, Texas, circa 1913 

 

Annette Gordon-Reed 

OCTOBER 24, 2019 ISSUE 

In a Narrow Grave: Essays on Texas 

by Larry McMurtry, with an introduction by Diana Ossana 

Liveright, 204 pp., $16.95 (paper) 

God Save Texas: A Journey into the Soul of the Lone Star State  

by Lawrence Wright 

Knopf, 349 pp., $27.95 

The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas 

by Monica Muñoz Martinez 

Harvard University Press, 387 pp., $35.00 

Big Wonderful Thing: A History of Texas 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/annette-gordon-reed/
https://www.nybooks.com/issues/2019/10/24/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1631493531?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1631493531
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0525435905?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0525435905
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0674976436?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0674976436
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0292759517?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0292759517
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/gordon_1-102419.jpg
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by Stephen Harrigan 

University of Texas Press, 925 pp., $35.00 

America’s Lone Star Constitution: How Supreme Court Cases from Texas Shape the Nation  

by Lucas A. Powe Jr. 

University of California Press, 310 pp., $85.00; $34.95 (paper) 

Andrew J. Torget begins his 2015 book Seeds of Empire: Cotton, Slavery, and the Transformation of the 

Texas Borderlands, 1800–1850 with the story of five people whose journey into what was then “northern New 

Spain” effectively captures the origins of what would become the largest of the contiguous states of the 

American Union. In 1819 “Marian, Richard, and Tivi” escaped from slavery on a plantation in Louisiana, 

hoping to find freedom in Spanish territory. The following year, James Kirkham, the man who claimed 

ownership of them, went looking for the escapees, and on his way encountered another Anglo-American, 

Moses Austin. Austin, a Connecticut-born Missouri transplant, would gain a place in history for getting the 

first land grant “from Spanish authorities to begin settling American families in Texas”—the name the 

Spanish had given the region that they had fought to take from the Comanches for over a century. Austin’s 

task was not just to convince whites to move to Texas. He also had to encourage “the Spanish 

government…to endorse the enslavement of men and women like Marian, Richard, and Tivi, since American 

farmers would not abandon the United States if they also had to abandon the labor system that made their 

cotton fields so profitable.” Austin died in 1821, before his project could begin in earnest, but his son Stephen 

F. Austin would take up his dreams of colonization and become famous as a founding father of the Lone Star 

State. 

So “three driving forces—cotton, slavery, and empire” had brought the enslaved, an enslaver, and a colonizer 

into Texas, to coexist (or not) with the Native Americans and Mexicans who were already there. Their 

convergence in this place, and their differing and clashing interests, reveal what early Texas was truly about. 

It explains why the state, even before it was a state, was seen as a problem—or an opportunity, depending on 

one’s view of the expansion of slavery—from the moment it became clear that its future might lie within the 

United States of America. The whites who had come to Texas before Austin’s venture—most with enslaved 

people in tow—expected to create farms and plantations to grow cotton, and they were convinced this could 

not be done without enslaved labor. According to Torget, Austin argued forcefully to legislators that “opening 

northeastern Mexico to American colonization depended on ensuring that slavery remain legal in Texas.” 

The Mexican government abolished slavery in 1829 but turned a blind eye to the institution in Texas. 

Eventually, as their numbers grew, the anxious Anglo settlers wanted firmer assurances of their rights as 

slaveholders, and sought independence. The short-lived Republic of Texas they created in 1836 provided as 

much protection for slavery as possible. Texas’s 1845 annexation by the United States was controversial in 

some parts of the country precisely because everyone knew the Republic had been constituted as a 

slaveholder’s republic and was full of people who were enthusiastic about chattel slavery. Bringing Texas into 

the Union would upset the balance of power between the Northern free states and Southern slave states. 

It’s very likely that when most people in the United States—and in the world—think about Texas, they do not 

think of the foundational forces described above. Thanks to Hollywood, the conflict with the Comanches—

which continued for decades after New Spain became Mexico, and after the Republic of Texas became the 

State of Texas—may come to mind. Certainly, cowboys and cattle ranchers in possession of vast acres have 

taken their place as figures emblematic of the state. And then, of course, there is oil. Spindletop, the 

phenomenal 1901 gusher that produced more than 100,000 barrels of oil over a nine-day period, and other 

spectacular strikes at the Sour Lake, Humble, and Batson-Old fields, made Texas the world’s leading 

producer of oil for years. This created another stereotype to go along with the cowboy and the prosperous 

cattle rancher: the vulgar nouveau riche Texas millionaire prone to bragging about being in “the oil bidness.” 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520297814?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0520297814
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Giant, the classic movie based on Edna Ferber’s novel of the same name, brought the cattle ranch and the oil 

field together, burning those images of Texas into the minds of millions. All of the books under review 

mention the film. It presents the cattle rancher, and those affiliated with cattle operations, as the original, 

authentic Texans, who had their way of life disrupted by an oil boom that transformed everyone’s relationship 

to the land. Although the movie ends on a hopeful note, a sense of loss runs through it. Larry McMurtry’s 

depiction of Texas, in his collection of essays In a Narrow Grave—recently reissued for its fiftieth 

anniversary—has much in common with the film. Nostalgia for a lost Texas—a Texas based on the ways of 

cattle ranching—permeates both. And both proceed as if the state’s history with slave-based agriculture did 

not exist, or should have no real bearing on the way the state is perceived. 

McMurtry was raised in a family steeped in the West Texas lore of the cowboy and the range. The book’s 

final essay, “Take My Saddle from the Wall: A Valediction,” makes the point plainly: 

I realize that in closing with the McMurtrys I may only succeed in twisting a final, awkward knot into this 

uneven braid, for they bespeak the region—indeed, are eloquent of it—and I am quite as often split in my 

feelings about them as I am in my feelings about Texas. They pertain, of course, both to the Old Texas and 

the New, but I choose them here particularly because of another pertinence. All of them gave such religious 

allegiance as they had to give to that god I mentioned in my introduction: the god whose principal myth was 

the myth of the Cowboy, the ground of whose divinity was the Range. 

McMurtry is also an acclaimed screenwriter, and has himself contributed to the Hollywood version of Texas. 

His first novel, Horseman, Pass By (1961), was made into the movie Hud. That and his other novels that were 

turned into movies or television shows—The Last Picture Show, Terms of Endearment, Lonesome Dove—

deal with the cowboy mentality, figuratively if not literally. He understands Hollywood well, and one of the 

book’s essays, “Cowboys, Movies, Myths, and Cadillacs,” shows he knows just how much Hollywood has 

shaped the image of Texas. But it is not clear that he understands the extent to which that image, situating the 

state in “the West” and not “the South,” buries huge, defining swaths of Texas history and culture, along with 

the experiences of people who were and are, in fact, Texans. 

There is ample reason to think of Texas as separate from the South, and to think of it as separate from the 

West, too. The Balcones Fault roughly bisects the state, creating a division between East and West. The vast 

majority of the population has always lived in the eastern part of Texas, a fact McMurtry acknowledges. That 

the less populous region of the state would come to define it is ironic and curious. 

We all have family stories. Mine is of an enslaved great-great-grandmother brought to East Texas from 

Mississippi in the 1850s, before McMurtry’s family arrived in West Texas. Freed by her father as a child, 

along with her mother, she grew up to marry and raise a family, including my great-grandmother, who, with 

her husband, owned a cotton farm in East Texas. And then there was my father’s great-grandfather: he came 

out of slavery, and saved to buy a few hundred acres of land with his brothers. They became lumberjacks, 

cutting and selling timber to make a living. Cotton and timber: both have been integral to the economy and 

culture of Texas for most of the state’s history. 

McMurtry does write of East Texas, saying that his family had always looked down on the people there 

because they were farmers. He also declares that area of his home state part of the South, and not really 

Texan. He invokes William Faulkner, whose writings show his grasp of the weight of history and his 

willingness to grapple with it: 

It has clearly become necessary to write discursively of Texas if one is to be heard at all beyond one’s city 

limits. The South, fortunately for its writers, has always been dark and bloody ground, but Texas is only 

scenery, and poor scenery at that. 

Well, the ground of Texas is pretty “dark and bloody” too, for the same reasons it was so in Faulkner’s 

Mississippi and for reasons unique to Texas. One of McMurtry’s own essays, “Southwestern Literature?,” 
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describes in great detail the depredations of the Texas Rangers, who, after their beginnings in 1823, developed 

a reputation as expert killers of nonwhites. What would Texas literature look like if more of its writers had, 

over the years, mined this rich but tragic terrain instead of focusing on the blinkered mythology of the 

cowboy—a mythology that excluded the large numbers of cowboys who were black? In saying that his white 

and male family members “bespeak the region,” McMurtry, as have others before and since, pronounces 

Texas a white man. Many—certainly not all—people who read these essays fifty years ago would have seen 

no problem with such a pronouncement. It is likely that more would object today. The world has, indeed, 

changed. 

Lawrence Wright, a staff writer at The New Yorker and a screenwriter, was born in Oklahoma but has spent 

most of his life in Texas. He says that he has “come to appreciate what the state symbolizes, both to people 

who live here and to those who view it from afar.” God Save Texas: A Journey into the Soul of the Lone Star 

State, also a book of essays, is another attempt to get at the meaning of a place that has been contentious from 

the very beginning of its time in the Union. While it would be wrong to place too much emphasis on 

determinism and birthplace, Wright appears more detached from Texas than McMurtry, whose familial roots 

go deeper. There is no sense of loss in Wright’s prose, no yearning for a supposedly disappearing Texas past, 

no presentation of a singular mentality that defines the state. Instead, there is a clear-eyed journalist’s view of 

the people encountered and the places visited. The predominant impression the reader takes away from the 

book is one of alarm. Wright fears that the rest of the country may come to resemble Texas in ways that will 

not do the nation much good: 

I think Texas has nurtured an immature political culture that has done terrible damage to the state and to the 

nation. Because Texas is a part of almost everything in modern America—the South, the West, the Plains, 

Hispanic and immigrant communities, the border, the divide between the rural areas and the cities—what 

happens here tends to disproportionately affect the rest of the nation. Illinois and New Jersey may be more 

corrupt, Kansas and Louisiana more dysfunctional, but they don’t bear the responsibility of being the future. 

A past may lead to a future, and Wright understands the importance of the entirety of Texas’s history, as well 

as the importance of all its regions, in shaping what it has become. He recognizes the hold that the myth of the 

cowboy has had, along with the “danger in holding on to a myth.” It can become, he says, “like a religion 

we’ve stopped believing in. It no longer instructs us; it only stultifies us.” Moving beyond myth, Wright’s 

explanation of the culture of Texans explicitly invokes the state’s history and the diversity of its people: 

From my lifelong field studies spent among Texans, I have formulated a theory of cultural development…. 

Level One is aggressive, innovative, and self-assured. It erupts from the instinctive human reaction to 

circumstance. The paisano presses his tortilla, the slave mixes his corn bread, the cattleman rubs prairie sage 

on the roasting steer, and a cuisine is irrepressibly born from the converging streams of traditions and 

available flavors. Spanish priests mortar limestone rocks with river mud; bankrupt Georgia farmers, 

remembering the verandas of their plantation empire and mindful of the withering sun, build high-ceilinged 

houses with broad, shaded porches; thus a native architecture arises. In scores of county seats laid out in the 

1880s, the Virginian idea of the central courthouse square meets the Spanish idea of the town plaza and the 

Victorian idea of wedding-cake masonry, creating an idiom of civic democracy…. All of our culture overlays 

this primitive template, just as the Houston freeways inscribe the same routes once traced by ox wagons 

headed for Market Square. 

Recalling in this way the racial and cultural palimpsest that forms the real substance of Texas, one realizes 

how much effort it has always taken to suppress the truth that Texas is not, in essence, a white man. 

What, then, is Texas? Should we even think about so large and diverse a place as having an essence that can 

be distilled? The document of annexation to the United States provided that Texas could be divided into five 

separate states, a likely moribund provision that present-day Texans (sometimes jokingly, sometimes not) still 
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invoke. The landscape runs from the lush forests of the east to the desert of the west. The part of Mexico that 

became Texas has been diverse from its earliest days, and not in a harmonious way. It is the only state to have 

its own electrical grid. And if Wright fears that Texas’s “immature political culture” has too greatly 

influenced the nation’s political culture, it is worth noting that the Beto O’Rourke phenomenon—at least as 

far as the Senate race went—suggests that things may be changing in the state. Texas has been “red” because 

of voter suppression coupled with insufficient voter participation. If the structural barriers to voting are 

removed, and if more Texans decide to vote, the state could soon be sending a very different message to the 

nation about what the future should look like. 

Monica Muñoz Martinez’s The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas approaches 

Texas by focusing intently on the state’s “dark and bloody ground,” looking at the years between 1910 and 

1920, when white vigilantes, the Texas Rangers, and other law enforcement entities engaged in a wave of 

anti-Mexican violence. The book uses documentary evidence and the oral histories of families whose 

members were victimized during this period: 

Searching the Texas landscape for the remains of a loved one was an awful—and awfully familiar—ritual, 

repeated countless times before. By 1918, the murder of ethnic Mexicans had become commonplace on the 

Texas–Mexico border, a violence systematically justified by vigilantes and state authorities alike. Historians 

estimate that between 1848 and 1928 in Texas alone, 232 ethnic Mexicans were lynched by vigilante groups 

of three or more people. These tabulations only tell part of the story. 

One of Martinez’s most important contributions is to remind us that violence against nonwhites was not 

simply a matter of private citizens going out of control for private reasons. “Vigilante violence on the border 

had a state-building function,” she writes. “It both directed the public to act with force to sustain hierarchies 

of race and class and complemented the brutal methods of law enforcement in this period.” 

What kind of state was to be built? Martinez’s primary subject is the way all of this played out on the Texas–

Mexico border between white Texans and ethnic Mexicans. It is a story that should be more widely known, 

and Martinez tells it with great passion and precision. But, importantly, she links the experiences of Mexican-

Americans to those of African-Americans, understanding that enforcing white racial supremacy, through 

violence and other means—disfranchisement and Jim Crow—goes to the very heart of the story of Texas: 

Although histories of anti-black and anti-Mexican violence have been segregated in popular memories of this 

period, the ideologies that condoned violence in Texas against those communities mutually informed and 

justified one another. To fully comprehend the culture of impunity that allowed anti-Mexican violence to 

thrive in Texas, it is necessary to consider the ongoing history of anti-black violence in the state. 

The state-building was being done on behalf of whites, which was perfectly in keeping with the intentions of 

the people who embarked on the idea of Anglo-American settlement during the early part of the nineteenth 

century. 
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A slave auction in Austin, Texas; illustration from Harper’s Weekly, 1861 

This brings us back to the founders of Texas. Stephen F. Austin, who like a number of his generation said that 

he viewed slavery as a necessary evil, for a brief time changed his mind about the institution. Morality played 

no part in this shift. He looked with alarm at the growing population of blacks in other Deep South states, and 

feared that one day blacks in Texas would engulf whites. Austin’s fear was rooted in the nightmare scenario 

of black men rising up to kill whites and have sex with white women. He wrote, “Suppose that you will be 

alive at the period above mentioned”—when blacks reached parity with or outnumbered whites—“that you 

have a long-cherished and beloved wife, a number of daughters, grand daughters, and great-grand daughters.” 

This was, in his mind, a contest for racial supremacy. After the Confederate defeat in the Civil War, when 

white Texans lost the legal control over black Texans that the laws of slavery had provided, the “border” was 

wherever blacks and whites were in the state. The stories of violence and loss that the families in The 

Injustice Never Leaves You worked so valiantly to keep alive could be told in nonwhite communities 

throughout Texas. All of this is far away from lonesome cowboys on the range, living out a life of rugged 

individualism and fierce independence. Martinez’s book suggests why many white Texans prefer that the 

world accept the myth over the reality. 

Like the state of which he writes, Stephen Harrigan’s book on Texas is big; the word is in the title: Big 

Wonderful Thing: A History of Texas. Harrigan, an award-winning historical novelist and Texas 

Monthly contributor, starts with the story of the native peoples who fashioned “Alibates flint into the 

distinctively styled spear and projectile points that are classified today as Clovis.” He moves onto the 

Karankawas, who in 1528 became the first native group in Texas to encounter the Spanish, beginning an 

engagement with Europeans (the French would soon follow the Spanish) that would transform the lives of all 

native peoples in the area. Then there were other groups—among them the Caddo, the Apaches, and the most 

obstreperous (from the European perspective), the Comanches: 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/gordon_2-102419.jpg
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“Their name is Comanche.” It’s a simple enough statement, but one that, when considered against the next 

few hundred years of Texas history, takes on an ominous oracular force. Long before the Comanches began to 

clash with Spanish in Texas, they were well known to the soldiers and settlers and priests of New Mexico, and 

to the Pueblo Indians there, who were restively under Spanish control. 

The horses the Spanish brought to the area made their way into the lives of native peoples, affecting no one 

more than the Comanches. “Horses,” Harrigan writes, “became their culture.” The horse culture, combined 

with their effective battle strategy, helped the Comanches build an empire that, for decades, challenged 

Spanish encroachment. Harrigan’s account confirms that the drama of this protracted engagement helped give 

rise to the “cowboys and Indians” trope that has so defined Texas and the West. We know how that contest 

ended, and Harrigan quotes the poignant statement of a Comanche chief, Ten Bears, who said he had been 

born under the praire, where the wind blew free and there was nothing to break the light of the sun…. I know 

every stream and wood between the Rio Grande and the Arkansas. I have hunted and lived over that country. I 

live like my fathers before me and like them I lived happily…. If the Texans had kept out of my country, there 

might have been peace. 

But “the Texans,” by which he meant people of European descent, would not stay out. The lure of land and 

prosperity was too strong for that. Harrigan understands the centrality of East Texas to this story, and to the 

development of the basic character of the state. There were those who wanted to capture the land all the way 

to the Rio Grande, largely to prevent Spain from maintaining control of the area. But others fixated on “East 

Texas, the fertile crescent of arable deep-soiled land, rich river bottoms, and coastal prairies extending 

roughly from San Antonio de Béxar to Nacogdoches, from the Colorado River to the Sabine.” This is largely 

the area in which the cotton and sugar-based plantation economy took hold: 

The fact that Spain had neglected this paradise, had failed to people it and protect it, to cultivate it and mine it, 

was an affront almost against nature itself. And the fact that the United States was already locked in a struggle 

over the expansion of slavery, with eleven free states tipping the balance against ten slave states…, meant that 

Texas offered a potentially ripe opportunity to extend the dominion of human bondage. 

Harrigan reinforces the idea that most people do not think of Texas in relationship to slavery. The state’s 

“western half—its cowboy half, its plains-and-desert half—acts as a kind of psychic counterweight to the 

cotton-kingdom identity that links it with the Old South.” But linked it was. It was no surprise that Texas 

joined the Confederacy in the hope of maintaining slavery and control over African-Americans. As things 

turned out, Anglo-Texans did not have long to develop their slave-based economy. The Civil War broke out 

fifteen years after Texas became a part of the country. Like all Southern states, it resisted Reconstruction and 

unleashed violence against the people it had formerly held in bondage. Quoting from letters, Harrigan reveals 

the depth of the hatred that many white Texans felt for all the nonwhites in their midst. They were firm in 

their belief that the state had been established for white people who were to have dominion over nonwhites. 

Harrigan echoes McMurtry and Martinez on the violence perpetrated against Mexican-Americans. There were 

exceptions, but the book leaves no doubt about the origins of the state’s troubled racial history. 

The great strength of Harrigan’s work is that he tells the stories of all the types of people who have lived in 

Texas, from its earliest days into modern times, with a sense that all of their lives mattered in fashioning the 

state’s identity. Barbara Jordan, the congresswoman from Houston, was a Texan. Jessie Daniel Ames, a white 

woman who campaigned against lynching, was a Texan. Emma Tenayuca, the labor agitator, was a Texan, as 

were Sam Houston and Lyndon Baines Johnson. Texas is a large place with no one defining character, save 

for many residents’ confident belief that to be a Texan is to be special. 

What does all this add up to? How has Texas’s place in the American Union made a difference? How has the 

history of Texas directed the progress of the state and of the nation? Lawrence Wright’s assertion that Texas 

has exerted a powerful influence, and will continue to do so, on the American political landscape finds 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

67 

additional support in Lucas A. Powe Jr.’s America’s Lone Star Constitution: How Supreme Court Cases from 

Texas Shape the Nation. Cases originating in Texas have determined, among other things, the way many 

Americans vote, their right to choose to have an abortion, the way public schools can be funded, and the right 

for people of the same sex to engage in sexual activity together. 

The history, diversity, and geography of Texas all explain what Powe identifies as the state’s disproportionate 

effect on American constitutional law, and thus on the entirety of the United States: 

More important United States Supreme Court cases have originated in Texas than in any other state, so many, 

in fact, that entire basic courses in Constitutional Law in both law schools and political science departments 

could be taught using nothing but Texas cases. 

Powe’s accessible and well-researched account demonstrates why “Texas and not California…provides 

breadth and depth to constitutional adjudication” that has had the deepest impact on the nation’s laws. The 

state’s Southern character has also made it a source of resistance to racial discrimination. The focus on its 

western character, which grows out of that region’s wide-open spaces, was, Powe argues, an early-twentieth-

century adaptation designed to erase its connection to the South: “The Civil War and the ‘Lost Cause’ were 

downplayed.” Texas is vast, with a mineral resource, oil, that has shaped its place nationally and 

internationally. Powe reminds us that “until displaced by OPEC in the early 1970s, the Texas Railroad 

Commission set the world price of oil.” Cases about energy produced in Texas were closely watched during 

the New Deal as the state resisted various federal regulations. 

Powe references the early struggle over the inclusion of Texas into the Union, with John Quincy Adams’s 

pronouncement that “the annexation of an independent foreign power [Texas] would be ipso facto a 

dissolution of this Union.” The sense of the foreignness of Texas, and its own pride at having once been 

independent, created a combative posture toward the national government from the very start. Texas was a 

Republic. That is why the constitutional law originating in Texas is so rich and pervasive. Like Wright, Powe 

is discomfited by the state’s outsized influence on national law. It is unlikely, however, that this influence will 

wane anytime soon. 

In addition to being a state, Texas is also, Powe says, “a state of mind.” If one knew nothing about it at all and 

read these five books, it is likely that one would not come away with a favorable impression. And yet there is 

something about the place—and its state of mind—that appeals. It is one of the fastest-growing states in the 

country. People go there seeking fortunes of one kind or another, hoping to find a place for themselves 

somewhere between what is real and what is myth. It is my home state, and I never feel freer than when 

driving along a Texas highway, on my way to a somewhere of endless possibilities. I know the problems that 

others who traveled on those roads have experienced throughout history—and continue to experience. To a 

degree, that history and its legacy led me to trade one place within a strong mythology for the only other place 

in the country with as big a sense of itself as Texas: New York City. But the notion of a special freedom in 

Texas—a hope, actually—is reflexive for me. It is strange and disturbing to think that this hope may in any 

way resemble the feeling that brought thousands of Anglo settlers, along with the people they enslaved, into 

the region so long ago. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/real-texas-history/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/real-texas-history/
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I Like You: An Almost Unbearably Lovely Vintage Illustrated Ode to Friendship 

A touching serenade to the little things that add up to the bigness of a true platonic love. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Ponder for a long time whether you shall admit a given person to your friendship,” Seneca counseled two 

millennia ago in his timeless meditation on true and false friendship, “but when you have decided to admit 

him, welcome him with all your heart and soul.” 

I often ponder friendship — that crowning glory of life — and the strain of protecting its sanctity from the 

commodification of the word “friend” in this age of social media. Adrienne Rich exposed the naked heart of it 

in her bittersweet assertion that “we can count on so few people to go that hard way with us.” I side with 

astronomer Maria Mitchell in that the few who do accompany us intimately along the walk of life shape who 

we become, and with poet and philosopher David Whyte in that “all friendships of any length are based on a 

continued, mutual forgiveness.” 

But what, really, is the meaning and measure of friendship? Like most things of beauty, it is slippery to define 

yet deeply felt. Paradoxically, devastatingly, it is often recognized most acutely through its sudden loss. It 

lives most intimately not in the grand gestures but in the littlest things that add up, in the final calculus of life, 

to the bigness of any true bond. 

That is what children’s book author Sandol Stoddard and illustrator Jacqueline Chwast explore with immense 

sweetness and sensitivity in the 1965 gem I Like You (public library) — one of the tenderest and most 

touching presents I’ve ever gotten, from one of my dearest friends, and the platonic-love counterpart to 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s classic romantic-love sonnet “How Do I Love Thee?” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/19/seneca-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/16/friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/16/friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/07/02/adrienne-rich-honorable-human-relationship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/10/maria-mitchell-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/10/maria-mitchell-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/28/antoine-de-saint-exupery-wind-sand-and-stars/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/i-like-you/oclc/828680556&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/07/07/elizabeth-barrett-browning-love-letters-truthfulness/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

70 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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Stoddard — who wrote more than twenty children’s books and the first major book advocating for human-

centric end-of-life care, lived to be 90, and died the mother of five children, ten grandchildren, and ten great-

grandchildren — was once asked to identify the underlying theme across all of her books. 

She answered simply, “Love.” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0679734678/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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And love — that sweetest, most knotless and untroubled kind — is what radiates from these simple, 

surprisingly profound verse-like meditations on friendship, illustrated with the kindred sensibility of Chwast’s 

simple yet richly expressive black-and-white line drawings. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

76 
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Published the same year as Love Is Walking Hand in Hand — that charming catalogue of little moments that 

define love, channeled by Charlie Brown, Lucy, and the rest of the Peanuts — the book confers upon 

friendship the delight and dignity we tend to reserve, foolishly so, for romantic love only. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/03/30/love-is-walking-hand-in-hand-schulz-peanuts/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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More than half a century later, I Like You remains a timeless treasure, as delicious to give and as it is to 

receive. Complement it with Little Prince author Antoine de Saint-Exupéry on losing a friend and Kahlil 

Gibran on the building blocks of meaningful connection, then revisit two other charming picture-books about 

friendship from the same era: Ruth Krauss’s infinitely delightful I’ll Be You and You Be Me, illustrated by 

the young Maurice Sendak, and Janice May Urdy’s clever reverse-psychology gem Let’s Be Enemies, also 

illustrated by Sendak, just as he was beginning to dream up Where the Wild Things Are.  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/28/antoine-de-saint-exupery-wind-sand-and-stars/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/20/kahlil-gibran-prophet-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/07/11/ruth-krauss-maurice-sendak-1954/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/29/lets-be-enemies-maurice-sendak/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/02/i-like-you-stoddard-

chwast/?mc_cid=16d4523a81&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/02/i-like-you-stoddard-chwast/?mc_cid=16d4523a81&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/02/i-like-you-stoddard-chwast/?mc_cid=16d4523a81&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0395071763/braipick-20
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VIA WTAW PRESS 

Did the Russian Wizard of Oz Subvert Soviet Propaganda? 

Olga Zilberbourg on Aleksandr Volkov's Adaptation of 

L. Frank Baum's Classic 

By Olga Zilberbourg 

 

September 6, 2019 

The story I read as a child growing up in the USSR in the 1980s begins in Kansas, in a community of poor 

farmers. An eight-year-old named Ellie Smith lives with her mother and father in a wagon, its wheels 

removed. Ellie is too young to go to school, but her mother reads her fairy tales about wizards and her father 

teaches her to read and write. When she gets bored, she takes her dog Totoshka to visit her neighbors: two 

boys, Dick and Bob, to play with and an old man, Rolph, who gives her toys. 

It’s a happy and peaceful life, if occasionally disturbed by cyclones. Beyond an impassable desert and 

mountain range, in the Magic Land, is a cave decorated with a stuffed crocodile carcass, rodents and reptiles. 

There, a wicked witch named Ginghema is brewing a storm. She hates the enterprising farmers who, in the 

name of progress, have destroyed the forests and killed all the delicious frogs and snakes. These creatures 

provide her sustenance and also serve for her magic. As humans rein in nature, her livelihood has become 

threatened. 

“Tear, break, crash,” chants Ginghema as she releases the cyclone from her cauldron, with the help of her 

broom. “Destroy the people, the animals, the birds. Leave only the frogs, the mice, the snakes, the bugs, the 

spiders. Let them multiply for my sake.” 

https://www.wtawpress.org/product-page/like-water-and-other-stories
https://lithub.com/author/olgazilberbourg/
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Ginghema’s name sounds foreign to a Russian ear, but in the picture that accompanies the story, the witch is 

drawn with a crooked nose and wielding a giant broom: she resembles Baba Yaga, a character from Russian 

folk tales. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

When the cyclone reaches Kansas, it sweeps up Ellie’s wagon, picking it up with the girl and her dog 

Totoshka stuck inside. Tearing Ellie away from her parents, the cyclone carries her across the desert and the 

mountains, and finally brings her to the Magic Land. A good witch named Villina intercepts Ginghema’s 

magic and drops Ellie’s house on top of Ginghema’s head. The wicked witch is dead, but now Ellie and 

Totoshka have to find their way back to Kansas. By the way, we learn that the Magic Land is truly magic 

because here Totoshka can talk. 

In 1939, the same year that The Wizard of Oz premiered in US theaters, Aleksandr Volkov, a 48-year-old 

history teacher turned children’s book author in Moscow, published Magician of Emerald City, his adaptation 

of L. Frank Baum’s novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. 

The term “the Iron Curtain” is customarily used to describe the Cold-War-era virtual boundary, but in effect, 

the Soviet Union had severely limited its informational ties with the West soon after the October Revolution 

of 1917. In the 1930s, English-language books were rare and hard to find across the USSR. In 1934, when 

Volkov decided to study English, his teacher lent him her copy of Baum’s book. 

A scholar of Soviet children’s literature, Miron Petrovsky, quotes from Volkov’s unpublished diaries 

(translation is mine): “The fairy tale’s plot and its marvelously genial characters charmed me. I read the story 

to my sons, and they loved it, too. I was reluctant to part with this book (moreover, it had high production 

values), and I gave its owner various excuses to continue to borrow it. Finally, I decided to translate it to 

Russian, thoroughly revising.” He found the work so engaging, he claims to have completed the initial 

translation in two weeks. 

Volkov took pride in transforming and adapting The Wonderful Wizard of Oz for his audience. He was not 

the first Soviet author to do this. 

Perhaps part of his speed can be attributed to the fact that he didn’t feel obliged to be faithful to the original. 

Quite the opposite: Volkov took pride in transforming and adapting the book for his audience. He was not the 

first Soviet author to do this. New Soviet realities demanded new stories and retellings of the old stories. By 

the 1920s, fairy tales had fallen suspect in the eyes of a new generation of critics and pedagogues, who argued 

that they had been an instrument of class subjugation and that children of the proletariat would be harmed by 

reading them. But in 1933, as Stalin was consolidating his power and taming some of the most revolutionary 

ideas of the 1920s, the Communist Party established DETGIZ, a new publishing venture to produce children’s 

books, aiming to raise future generations of bright-eyed believers in Communist ideals. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

The new initiative was entrusted to an experienced editor, Samuil Marshak. Marshak, though not himself a 

party functionary, knew how to engage children while teaching them the Marxist view of the world. He called 

for treating children’s literature as literature first—as a form of art—and asked for books that would combine 

“brave realism” with “even braver adventure.” A writer and brilliant translator himself, Marshak had built his 

literary career publishing poems for children and adapting British ballads and nursery rhymes into Russian. 

Building on his source material, Marshak adjusted emphasis, stressing the revolutionary potential of the folk 

ballads. 

In 1937, during the height of Stalinist terror, the Leningrad headquarters of DETGIZ came under the scrutiny 

of NKVD, and many authors and editors were accused of treason, arrested, and either murdered or sent into 

exile. Many books published by Marshak’s press were deemed ideologically incompatible with the party’s 
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current direction. Among the murdered authors were the modernist poets Nikolai Zabolotsky (who had 

adapted Gargantua and Pantagruel by François Rabelais for Soviet children), Nikolai Oleinikov, and Daniil 

Kharms. Lydia Chukovskaya, one of the editors who worked for Marshak and left notes about this era, 

recounts the story of how her husband Matvej Bronshtein, a physicist, whom she had asked to write children’s 

books about X-Rays and the radio, was arrested and summarily executed based on his connection with the 

press. 

Many others, including Marshak himself, escaped persecution. Marshak moved to Moscow, away from the 

eyes of agents focused on his activities. In Moscow, he continued to write and work as an editor, taking up, 

for instance, the work of a new author—Aleksandr Volkov and his Magician of Emerald City. 

In the hands of a lesser editor not bound by copyright law (the Soviet Union didn’t sign any international 

copyright treaties until 1973), an adaptation of Baum’s novel could easily have become a blunt tool of 

propaganda. This isn’t what happened. Kansas remained Kansas, and though most of the characters got 

different names, Ellie Smith sounds even more American to a Russian speaker than Dorothy Gale. 

As a child in Leningrad in the 1980s, I first encountered Magician of Emerald City as an oral tale in my aunt’s 

retelling. When I grew old enough to sit through a chapter book, she read the novel to me, over and over, until 

I memorized it and could pretend that I was reading it myself. Eventually, I did read it myself—and out loud, 

to my younger brother. What captivated me beyond the incredible setting and the magic was the dynamism of 

the plot and the way I could imagine Ellie, the main character, to be an ordinary girl, just like me. 

An adaptation of Baum’s novel could easily have become a blunt tool of propaganda. This isn’t what 

happened. Kansas remained Kansas, and though most of the characters got different names, Ellie Smith 

sounds even more American to a Russian speaker than Dorothy Gale. 

Volkov pares down all of the descriptive passages and gives his protagonist a loving mother and father. 

Following the initial publication in 1939, Volkov reworked the book once more in 1959, getting further away 

from Baum’s original. It’s this later version of the book that my aunt read to me and that Russian speakers 

reading it today encounter. Compare the two opening passages. First, Baum: 

Dorothy lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies, with Uncle Henry, who was a farmer, and Aunt Em, 

who was the farmer’s wife. Their house was small, for the lumber to build it had to be carried by wagon many 

miles. There were four walls, a floor and a roof, which made one room; and this room contained a rusty 

looking cookstove, a cupboard for the dishes, a table, three or four chairs, and the beds. Uncle Henry and 

Aunt Em had a big bed in one corner, and Dorothy a little bed in another corner. There was no garret at all, 

and no cellar—except for a small hole dug in the ground, called a cyclone cellar, where the family could go in 

case one of those great whirlwinds arose, mighty enough to crush any building in its path. It was reached by a 

trap door in the middle of the floor, from which a ladder led down into the small, dark hole. 

Here’s Volkov (I’m retaining Baum’s idiom as the basis for my back-translation): 

Ellie lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies. Her father, Farmer John, spent the day working in the 

field; her mother Anna did the housework. 

They lived in a small wagon, taken off its wheels and set on the ground. They lived poorly: they owned a 

metal cookstove, a cupboard, a table, three chairs, and two beds. Next to the house, they had dug a cyclone 

cellar. The family hid there during storms. 

Then comes a new paragraph, Volkov’s own: “Prairie whirlwinds often threw Farmer John’s abode to the 

ground. But John didn’t despair: when the winds died down, he picked up the house, set the stove and the 

beds in their places; Ellie picked up the tin plates and mugs—and everything was in order until the next 

cyclone.” 
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Volkov writes in short sentences and tightens the paragraphs, making the book particularly well-suited for a 

reader with a short attention span. This narration is visual, direct, and emphasizes the ordinary—to create a 

deeper contrast with the magic about to begin. Volkov, I believe, adapted Baum’s work not only with the 

different culture in mind, but also targeting a younger readership. 

Consider the central conflict of the book. Both Dorothy and Ellie long to return home, to Kansas. But why? 

“No matter how dreary and gray our homes are, we people of flesh and blood would rather live there than in 

any other country, be it ever so beautiful,” says Baum’s Dorothy, concluding with the famous line, “There is 

no place like home.” Dorothy’s Kansas is quite a bleak place, and her desire to return there is not immediately 

logical. This gap in logic makes her desire ever more credible to an adult reader who has experienced the 

paradoxes of homesickness. But to the imagination of a young child who is yet to leave her parents for any 

considerable length of time, nothing speaks stronger of home than the idea of reuniting with father and 

mother. To Ellie, who might as well be Dorothy’s younger and more sheltered sister, Kansas is home because 

that’s where her parents live. 

Notably, Volkov doesn’t change Baum’s setting: the book takes place in Kansas, and it is Kansas that Ellie 

longs to return to from her travels in the Magic Land. Anti-American political campaigns of the post-WWII 

era didn’t directly affect Volkov’s 1959 revision of the material. Had the edits to the book been motivated by 

anti-American ideology, Volkov might’ve been pressured to paint Kansas bleaker and drearier than Baum’s 

own. In fact, the opposite is true. 

Volkov’s Kansas is populated by poor farmers, but despite of it—or, in fact, because of it—it’s a friendly 

place. Volkov leans on the political ideas of the Communist International (Comintern) movement, particularly 

popular before in the 1930s Stalin began executing its members. Comintern was officially disbanded during 

World War II, but some of its ideals were allowed to live on. As children, we were taught to believe that all 

poor people of the world were united in their strife against the wealthy bourgeois exploiters, whether these 

poor people lived in Kansas or in Ust-Kamenogorsk, Kazakhstan, where Volkov was born. From her house, 

Ellie can see the houses of her equally poor farmer neighbors; they are her friends who play with her and 

share with her the little they have. To us young readers, Kansas seemed in fact so wonderful that even in the 

middle of Cold War, we dreamed of going there as though it itself was the Magic Land. 

What’s even more remarkable is, as Miron Petrovsky observes, that some of Volkov’s additions seem to 

reflect the atmosphere of Stalinist terror in the Soviet Union of the 1930s. In the later chapters of the novel, 

when Baum’s Oz returns to Kansas on his balloon and Scarecrow assumes the rule of Emerald City, coming 

into power doesn’t affect Scarecrow’s attitude. Volkov’s Strashila, however, becomes quite a changed 

character. He gets himself a new suit of fancy clothes, and expects everyone to obey him—everyone and 

everything. When winged monkeys come to Ellie’s aid for the third and final time and say goodbye, Strashila 

promises them, “Next time, you’ll have a different master, and you won’t get rid of him so easily.” He means 

himself. In a new chapter, called “Flood,” Strashila, suffering from a terrible downpour as the straw he’s 

made out of becomes soggy, contemplates creating a law that would prohibit rainfall. 

What’s even more remarkable is that some of Volkov’s additions seem to reflect the atmosphere of Stalinist 

terror in the Soviet Union of the 1930s. 

In contemporary post-Soviet countries and the diaspora, Baum’s and Volkov’s books exist simultaneously. In 

2012, a popular children’s press, Pink Giraffe, published a gorgeous new edition of Baum’s book, faithfully 

translated into Russian by Olga Varshaver, Dmitry Psurtsev, and Tatyana Tulchinskaya. Comparing the two 

books in her review “Ellie vs. Dorothy,” Evgeniya Gubskaya firmly upholds Baum’s artistic superiority, 

given Baum’s understated yet more complex treatment of emotion (he doesn’t name the emotions as Volkov 

does but allows them to come through in scene). 
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Personally, I hate the idea that these two books must be pitted against each other, entered into a competition 

that disregards the historic circumstances of their creation and reading. 

Recently, as my four-year-old and I were walking home from his preschool, we watched the fog roll in from 

the Pacific and cover San Francisco’s skyscrapers. A gust of strong wind blew into our backs. “Have I told 

you a story about a girl named Ellie and her dog, Totoshka, who once were swept up by a storm and traveled 

all the way to the Magic Land?” I asked my son. 

He was captivated by the premise, and it wasn’t until deep into the story that I realized I was telling him the 

Soviet version. After a moment’s pause, I stuck to it. One day my son will watch the Judy Garland movie, and 

once he learns to read, he will have the opportunity to compare Baum’s and Volkov’s books for himself, and 

to appreciate their differences. My desire to retell Volkov’s version goes beyond nostalgia, or at the very 

least, it complements nostalgia for the book that I loved as a child. Of course, my son must know that 

Totoshka can talk! 

But I also want him to learn that good stories can exist in multiple versions. I want him to know that in order 

to survive, a story must change. 

_______________________________________ 

 

Olga Zilberbourg’s Like Water and Other Stories is out now from WTAW Press. 

Aleksandr Volkovbaba yagaDaniil KharmsDETGIZEvgeniya GubskayaFrançois RabelaisL. Frank 

BaumLydia ChukovskayaMagician of Emerald CityMiron PetrovskyNikolai OleinikovNikolai 

ZabolotskyOctober RevolutionOlga ZilberbourgpropagandaSamuil MarshakStalinismThe USSRThe 

Wonderful Wizard of Oz 

 

 

 

Olga Zilberbourg 

Olga Zilberbourg is the author of Like Water and Other Stories, as well as three Russian-language story 

collections. Her English-language fiction and criticism have appeared in Alaska Quarterly Review, Narrative 

Magazine, the San Francisco Chronicle, The Common, and Electric Literature. Born in Leningrad, USSR, she 

came of age during the country’s disintegration. Among the first in a wave of post-Soviet youth to study 

abroad and in the United States, Zilberbourg attended the Rochester Institute of Technology, the Goethe 

Institute in Germany, and the San Francisco State University, where she earned an M.A. in Comparative 

Literature. She has worked as an associate editor at Narrative Magazine and currently lives in San Francisco. 
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Evergreen: 2017. Research institutions have a moral responsibility to defend their research programs 

and scientists 

 

It’s early September, the start of another academic year. Another year in which scientists, particularly those 

who engage in responsible animal research, will wonder whether their institutions have their backs. I recently 

was reminded by my university’s public affairs office about its standing policy to not include animals in the 

titles of science articles, and under no circumstances to include photos of animals or animal-based in 

university articles about research with animals (as exemplified here), on faculty or lab web pages, or 

anywhere else the university’s name is present. These policies are intended to “protect the researchers.” But, 

as scientists — especially animal researchers — know, the best defense is an offense. Outreach and education 

combined with proactive responses to threats against individual researchers are most effective. And, it is a 

disservice to the public to omit where basic scientific knowledge and medical advances originate from. 

Thus, we continue our “Evergreen” series with a post from two years ago, in which we articulated why 

research institutions should proactively defend and advocate for their animal research programs and scientists. 

This post also refers to actions that make an effective public response in the face of animal rights campaigns. 

In a future post, we’ll take a look at how far – or not – institutions have come in taking proactive measures to 

defend their animal researchers, and to educate the public about the importance of this work. 

~Amanda M. Dettmer, PhD 

The opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect those of my employer, Yale University. 

Research institutions have a moral responsibility to defend their research programs and scientists 

Originally posted 9/18/2017 

Every university, research institute, company, funder, and benefactor of scientific research that depends on 

animal studies: 

1. plays a role in public communication about animal research; 

2. has a responsibility for provision of responsive, accessible, and useful information about the work, 

its justification, conduct, oversight; and 

3. has a moral obligation to defend its science and scientists against attacks that misrepresent them, 

their research, and the institution’s animal program broadly. 

What we have seen and written about over the last decade at Speaking of Research includes nearly everything 

ranging from institutions-of-no-comment to institutions seriously engaged in proactive, responsive, and 

genuine public communication about their animal research programs. 

What we have not seen is a sea-change in enthusiastic adoption of public engagement by a wide swath of 

institutions – not only in the US, but also in Asia and some other global regions with significant animal 

research interest. The reasons for that are neither simple nor mysterious. For one: it is not required, it is not 

expected, and it is not easy. Nor are its benefits always immediately realized. 

https://news.yale.edu/2019/09/05/new-hair-follicles-can-corral-skin-cancer?utm_source=YNemail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=yn-09-05-19
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/08/01/introducing-evergreen-posts-series/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2017/09/18/research-institutions-have-a-moral-responsibility-to-defend-their-research-programs-and-scientists/
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Range of approaches to public communication about animal 

research. https://speakingofresearch.com/2013/02/20/raising-the-bar-what-makes-an-effective-public-

response-in-the-face-of-animal-rights-campaigns/ 

Thus, despite the proliferation and growth of industries and professions related to laboratory animal research 

and compliance over the past decades, we see no evidence of commensurate growth in meaningful, 

responsive, and inclusive public outreach. We have seen increases in regulatory burden and promulgation of 

standards sometimes supported by empirical evidence, and other times appearing disconnected from benefit to 

either animal welfare or science, appearing almost as capitulation to whims and additional rationale to support 

job creation, expansion of pay-for-certification, and growth of pay-for-accreditation. The situation can lead us 

to ask whether desire for robotic-like checking of boxes has substituted for real wrestling with moral 

dilemmas. And we – as a community – can, and should, debate each of those points. 

But a probable consensus point is that an expansion of regulatory burden (and accompanying costs) has 

occurred, a change that is widely thought to be partially influenced by risk aversion on the part of institutions 

and by the influence of decades of campaigns against animal research. And further, there has been no 

commensurate change in support for public outreach, public education, and public engagement. 

There simply is no regulation, no broad community standard, no pressure, and no consistent encouragement 

for the scientific community and the institutions in which research occurs to adopt any kind of standard for 

either proactive or reactive public outreach and education. As a result, the variance ranges from serious, 

engaged, and responsive public programs to close to nothing at all. 

Why does it matter to the public? 

https://speakingofresearch.com/2013/02/20/raising-the-bar-what-makes-an-effective-public-response-in-the-face-of-animal-rights-campaigns/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2013/02/20/raising-the-bar-what-makes-an-effective-public-response-in-the-face-of-animal-rights-campaigns/
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/evaluating-response-to-public-interest-in-animal-research-graphic-for-sr-post-02-18-13.png
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2009/06/position-statements-on-animal-research1.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

93 

There are many reasons that institutions—academic and commercial, public and private– should engage in 

sustained and serious efforts to communicate fully about their animal research programs. Some of those 

surround individual principles, goals, and reputations. Some surround the time, energy, and reputational costs 

of campaigns against their programs. 

But what all of them should remember – and what the public should hold them accountable for – is their 

leadership and contribution to a much bigger picture. 

There is no shortage of campaigns against scientific research. That includes studies of other animals, among 

them biomedical and behavioral science that seeks basic understanding and new knowledge that together are 

the foundation for advances to benefit society, the health of humans and other animals, and the environment. 

Thus, when scientific research and scientists are under attack, it not only scientists, universities, institutions, 

and funders that are at risk. Rather, it is society at large, the environment, and the global future. Ultimately, it 

is the public that decides what science should be done, where it is done, how it is funded, and it is the public 

that shapes the regulatory system under which research is conducted, overseen, and convened. 

Individual institutions, companies, and funders decide what it is they will support within their walls or 

funding mechanisms. Scientists themselves, though, decide whether–or not– they will use their creativity, 

intellect, training, time, and energy to conduct research, to apply for funding to do so, to continue to invest 

themselves in addressing questions and producing new knowledge and discoveries. 

Simply put: 

 Scientists can choose whether, or not, to do science. Whether they do so is affected by many factors. 

Among them is institutional and societal support, as well as the impact of campaigns against them. 

 Institutions can choose whether, or not, to actively and effectively support their research programs. 

 The public can choose whether, or not, they want to support science broadly, or support particular 

avenues for scientific discovery and advances. 

But none of these decisions is truly independent, nor are they simple. That is the point. The ability to do 

science, to engage and retain scientists, and to benefit from science are interdependent in many ways, are 

complex, and require serious consideration by scientists, institutions, funders, and the broad public. Part of the 

obligation of research institutions is to contribute to this broader consideration that informs decisions and the 

future, including the future of their own programs and ability to conduct research. 
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Credits: J. You/Science; (Data) Ipsos MORI, Gallup 

Why should institutions speak up? Can’t scientists say whatever they want? (also, isn’t it their job?) 

Short answer: No. 

Although university tenured faculty are fairly privileged with respect to protection of their academic freedom 

to speak about their scholarly work, many scientists, including those who study animals, are under both 

implicit and explicit pressure that prevent them from speaking freely or engaging in public dialogue about 

their work. Imagine that. You’re a university, state, federal, or private employee – a scientist with deep 

knowledge and conviction about how your research benefits society, about how the nonhuman animal studies 

are necessary and without alternative – but you are muzzled in the face of campaigns against your work. 

Obviously, this is a bad spot for the scientist. But you know what? 

It is also a bad thing for the public. Why? Because it prevents the public from hearing from the experts in the 

area. The strength of a democracy relies upon an informed citizenry to make decisions. An important piece of 

the informed part depends upon having access the full range of information – the knowns, the unknowns, the 

potential short-term and long-term benefits and risks of a various decisions and courses of action. 

When scientists, institutions, and federal agencies fail to contribute their own expertise, they fall short of 

contributing what is needed to assist effective public decisions. In fact, what we have seen many times is the 

dominance of campaigns led with loud voices emphasizing only a select set of facts. We see decisions get 

made that effectively ignore science, ignore its process, and set aside the risks that are associated with failing 

to conduct particular kinds of scientific research, or address particular kinds of questions. 

At the end of the day, the public can decide to ban research in some topics or research with some species. Or, 

they can impose regulatory and paperwork hurdles that are so high and cause such delays that scientists must 

choose to do something else. And, of course, public campaigns can result in a such a significant and broad 

range of harassment tactics that scientists are left little choice but to protect their families, loved ones, and 

own health – all of which mean changing their research. 

https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2017/08/support-for-animal-research-in-the-uk-and-us.jpg
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None of these outcomes is a victory for the public, for the future, or for science. Few of these are based in 

serious, thoughtful, fact-informed consideration of the benefits and risks of different courses of action.

 

All of these issues, however, reflect something that is known quite well by opponents of animal research. 

Opponent groups need “victories” to provide evidence of their effectiveness to current and potential donors. 

For some, “victories” are any occasion in which a scientist or a lab appears to cease studies. For others, the 

metric is the gross number of media stories related to their campaigns. Neither is an outcome particularly well 

anchored in a public good or a change in animal research. 

Given the choice of a publicly open and likely-to-defend-the-work target and one with one or both hands (and 

mouth tied), an opponent group would just be lacking in savvy to choose the unmuzzled opponent. 

Conversely, a target with little evidence of proactive public coverage of its animal research and little history 

of defending its scientists, must appear as perfect game. In many of these cases, it is worth noting that the 

scientists themselves know how to talk about the work, why it is justified, why it is in the public’s interest, 

why it has benefit, how the animals are cared for. Why? Because every single one of those points is 

requisite to grant applications, to IACUC protocols, to scientific publications and presentations. It may be the 

case that the institution or agency’s press office, administration or IACUC is not able to rapidly articulate 

those points, but the scientists most often can. That does not mean that the scientist should be the only person 

talking– it means that they should be both supported and included in public communications. 

Why institutions? 

Speaking of Research encourages a wide range of people in public education and dialogue about animal 

research. Public communication, dialogue, and defense of science are close to the heart for many of us. It is 

also true that for scientists, advocacy is one of many jobs—the first jobs being to conduct science, make 

discoveries, teach and mentor the next generation, provide a whole range of service to the field and public. At 

https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/image-20160505-19765-sm1aov.png
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this point in history, it also could not be more apparent that there are urgent and competing needs that we – as 

scientists and as humans – must be concerned. And so, at this point, it is even more apparent than before that 

we need more. We need more voices and a change in community-wide approaches in order to meet our 

collective obligation to the public and the future. 

 

There is a need for every institution, company, funder, and scientific organization to communicate with the 

public. That communication needs to be embedded at every level. It needs to be valued on par with everything 

else. And it needs to be distributed across all of the groups that contribute to scientific and medical advances 

with science that involves other animals. What it does not need is a sole student, sole post-doc, sole scientist, 

a single or small set of institutions or research areas, taking all the heat, flak, and incoming without the full 

support and engagement of their institutions and communities. Particularly, without effective, committed, and 

public support from those who have accepted the charge of providing the supportive environment and context 

for the research. 

There are a lot of battles to fight in science. That goes beyond the topic of the science and beyond research 

with other animals. Institutions and agencies that support research— contributing to scientific discoveries and 

advances that benefit society, other animals, and the environment— have an important role to play in 

defending that work and the people who do it.  Failing to do so jeopardizes the science and scientists, but 

moreover, the public that stands to lose in absence of discoveries and serious, fact-informed consideration of 

decisions about the work and the future. 

Allyson J. Bennett 

The opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect those of my employer, the University of Wisconsin-

Madison. 

Read more about approaches that universities, companies, and others can take to support pro-active, 

responsive public communication about animal research: 

https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2017/08/a-trans-atlantic-transparency-gap-on-animal-experiments.jpg
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 What makes a good animal research statement 

 University leadership and animal research: A Dean’s perspective 

 Raising the bar: What makes an effective public response in the face of animal rights campaigns 

 An open letter to the laboratory animal veterinary community and research institution administration 

 Speaking Up – who does “no comment” work for? 

 Cameras in Labs: Animal research visualized 

 Charities doing animal research right 

 Outreach, not out of reach 

 

https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/09/05/evergreen-2017-research-institutions-have-a-moral-responsibility-

to-defend-their-research-programs-and-scientists/ 

  

https://speakingofresearch.com/2014/12/01/what-makes-a-good-animal-research-statement/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2009/12/10/university-leadership-and-animal-research-a-dean%e2%80%99s-perspective/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2013/02/20/raising-the-bar-what-makes-an-effective-public-response-in-the-face-of-animal-rights-campaigns/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2012/01/24/an-open-letter-to-the-laboratory-animal-veterinary-community-and-research-institution-administration/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2010/09/08/speaking-up-who-does-%E2%80%98no-comment%E2%80%99-work-for/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2017/03/30/cameras-in-the-lab-animal-research-visualised/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2013/06/10/charities-doing-animal-research-outreach-right/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2014/01/22/outreach-not-out-of-reach/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/09/05/evergreen-2017-research-institutions-have-a-moral-responsibility-to-defend-their-research-programs-and-scientists/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/09/05/evergreen-2017-research-institutions-have-a-moral-responsibility-to-defend-their-research-programs-and-scientists/
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THE STRANGE CULTURAL CURRENCY OF ART THEFT 

Why does art rise in value simply because it's been stolen before? 

SEPTEMBER 6, 2019 BY JAMIE MASON 

VIA GALLERY BOOKS 

 

 

There’s a case to be made that there’s really only one crime, one sin: thievery. 

The emperor of Sin Mountain is murder, the theft of life. An assault can be seen as a theft of safe passage, 

well-being, and peace of mind. Lies are thefts of truth from the store of knowledge that we use to best 

navigate the world. 

What separates theft from a hoarding disorder or guys doing their job on trash day? Something of value is 

taken away. And the concept of value is what sparks wars and dinner table arguments and bank robberies. 

(And also a lot of great crime fiction.) 

The basic yardstick for value is the size of the number after the dollar sign, or whatever currency symbol is at 

play. Toward the high end of that ruler, the idea of money stops meaning much, like what light-years does for 

any practical comprehension of distance. At a certain tier of wealth, the contest of who-has-the-most gets 

kicked into very different arenas. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

THE THEFT OF ARTWORK AND CULTURAL PROPERTY IS A BILLIONS OF DOLLARS PER YEAR 

ENTERPRISE, ACCORDING TO THE FBI. 

The theft of artwork and cultural property is a billions of dollars per year enterprise, according to the FBI. 

Occasionally, the grab is a commissioned and targeted assignment ordered by someone, generally a very 

wealthy someone, who just really wants a particular piece for their private enjoyment. 

https://crimereads.com/author/jamiemason/
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Hidden-Things/Jamie-Mason/9781501177316
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Sometimes the aim is to collect a ransom from a museum or a government. Unlike wringing money from an 

individual or a family by applying risk to a single life, the perceived value of the art is shared by a larger 

group, increasing the number of people who might feel compelled to have it back. Also, an artnapping usually 

requires less wrestling and duct tape than catching a live person who presumably doesn’t want to be caught. 

And you don’t have to keep making sandwiches for a hungry painting while you wait for the payoff, either. 

But the most common reason cited for boosting art and artifacts is that organized crime outfits use them for 

currency. They trade treasures for shipments of drugs or weapons, or to secure influence or favors. Art is 

more unique, negotiable, and portable than money. (Although, one does have to imagine that the mob or the 

kingpins will eventually trade it at some point, in ransom or sale, for actual money to pay the light bill, 

because Con Ed doesn’t take Rembrandts.) 

For writers, art theft also suggests a class-and-motive rainbow array of characters, a ready-made range of 

players to imagine. The person who sneaks in to first set hands on the thing in defiance of security systems 

and the basic nursery school morality of not taking what doesn’t belong to you is a very different person from 

the crime boss or aristocrat who directed that person to do those things. And they’re both well distinct from 

whoever ends up on the trail of the transgression and transgressors to set everything back to rights. 

The scenario is so rich for exploration that wonderful writers like Jeffrey Archer, Jojo Moyes, Ian Rankin, and 

Jo Nesbo have invented art heists to swim in, and rendered well-received novels of the intrigue. James Ponti 

did it for kids in Framed!, the inaugural offering in the T.O.A.S.T. mystery series for mid-grade readers. 

Donna Tartt won the Pulitzer Prize for the story of a tragic fictional theft of The Goldfinch. 

ART, ONCE STOLEN, SOARS IN APPRAISAL. IF IT HAD A STORY AT ALL BEFORE, IT 

CERTAINLY GAINS ONE IN THE WAKE OF ITS DISAPPEARANCE. THERE’S NOTHING SO 

CONTAGIOUS AS COVETOUSNESS. 

Fiction exercises our psyches’ empathy muscles. It stretches our capacities for outrage and catharsis. Crime 

fiction can be an especially strenuous workout, because people—both real and invented—do fascinating 

things in performance of, or in response to, felonies. Murder, assault, and theft pull our protagonists and 

antagonists through their adventures and we, the readers, decide how we feel about these things. 

Of the Big Three, theft often seems the most straightforward. The itch of want and need is scratched by 

taking. Easy. But what makes art theft a particularly nuanced set-up is that the value of art, unlike many other 

things we’ve agreed upon as coin, is esoteric and decided on by arcane evaluations and highbrow processes. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Money has the denomination printed right on its face. Gems are weighed and matched to standardized scales 

of perfection to determine their worth. 

Real estate and consumables have blurrier gradations of merit, but there’s nothing quite as mysterious as what 

it takes to elevate a drawing, a painting, a sculpture, a relic, out of mere subjective reaction to what it looks 

like and raise it from decorative to informative to historical to next-level currency and status gauge. 

Wire transfers or stacks of bills don’t increase in value after a theft. But art, once stolen, soars in appraisal. If 

it had a story at all before, it certainly gains one in the wake of its disappearance. There’s nothing so 

contagious as covetousness. 

The Mona Lisa wasn’t even a particularly famous painting until it was stolen by a former museum employee 

in 1911, and recovered two years later. She’s so famous now that the mention of her smile is a nearly 

universal shorthand for a certain kind of enigmatic expression. 

The lost pieces of the collection at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum have a reward set at $10 million, but 

the black market value of the thirteen works is incalculable for the strangeness of the robbery and the 
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notoriety of having been missing for nearly thirty years. That heist has been inspirational to a number of crime 

fiction writers: B.A. Shapiro makes a story of the fate of one of the Degas pieces in The Art Forger (2012); 

Clive Cussler and Boyd Morrison imagine the recovery of the lost art in the 2017 novel, Typhoon Fury; and I 

took a turn with it this year in The Hidden Things. 

The fascination feels pointed: Story has value. These objects mean more, are worth more because of a story 

about them. 

The impulse to nest this evident truth within a work of crime fiction hints at a reach for consecration, a 

subliminal confirmation of see? stories are valuable; story is the thing everyone really wants. 

Story begets story. And so we continue. 

To see what stolen art the FBI is looking for these days, take a scroll through the National Stolen Art File. 

  

Art TheftGallery BooksHidden ThingsIsabella Stewart Gardner Museum HeistJamie MasonMona Lisa 

 

 

 

Jamie Mason 

Jamie Mason, originally from the Washington, DC, metro area, is author of The Hidden Things, which 

features one of the stolen Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum treasures as the McGuffin, as well as Three 

Graves Full and Monday’s Lie, all from Simon & Schuster’s Gallery Books. She lives and writes in the 

mountains of Western North Carolina. More at www.jamie-mason.com. 

 

 

https://crimereads.com/the-strange-cultural-currency-of-art-theft/ 

  

https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/violent-crime/art-theft/national-stolen-art-file
https://crimereads.com/tag/art-theft/
https://crimereads.com/tag/gallery-books/
https://crimereads.com/tag/hidden-things/
https://crimereads.com/tag/isabella-stewart-gardner-museum-heist/
https://crimereads.com/tag/jamie-mason/
https://crimereads.com/tag/mona-lisa/
https://crimereads.com/author/jamiemason/
https://crimereads.com/the-strange-cultural-currency-of-art-theft/
https://crimereads.com/author/jamiemason/
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Beyond an invisible horizon 

Author: Marina Manganaro / The MAGIC Telescopes 

The view of the horizon has always been of great inspiration for humans: that line, separating our Earth from 

the sky, appears so real. Looking at the Sea and its intersection with the sky, one can not avoid to wonder 

which things are still out of there to be found. A famous poem by Giacomo Leopardi 1 is dedicated to the 

perception of the infinite when looking at the horizon: and the feeling Leopardi describes is coming not just 

from contemplating the horizon itself, but from some obstacle to a complete view of that, an hedge which 

limits the field of view. Limits and obstacles stand in the way to discoveries, but they could also be the reason 

why we start the journey in search of something new for us. 

Astrophysicists study the Universe trying to understand its fabric and the cosmological parameters describing 

it. The lights we see in the night sky are coming from enormous distances. The photons, massless particles 

which are the quanta exchanging the electromagnetic interaction (they are the light itself, we can say) can 

travel from distant galaxies and stars and finally reach the Earth. Photons produced by galactic and 

extragalactic sources can have different energies, depending on how they are produced, the distance they 

cover, and the interaction they can have during their journey. So different kind of telescopes have been built 

in order to detect all the possible ranges of photons reaching us from the Universe. 

 

Figure 1. Feynman diagram of the pair production process. Source: Wikimedia Commons 

 

This means we can study the light from stars and galaxies in all the frequencies, not only in the ones which 

are visible to the human eye. Different energies mean different frequencies, as it is shown by the Planck-

Einstein equation: E = hν. Where E is the energy of the photon, h the Planck’s constant and ν the frequency of 

the photon. Photons with very-high-energy have such high frequency that they are not visible by the human 

eye, and very special telescopes have to be built in order to see them. Such energetic high frequency photons 

have a special name: VHE (very-high-energy) gamma-rays. They are produced in the most violent processes 

which can occur in our Universe: they reach a tremendous energy of more than 100 Giga electron Volts 

https://magic.mpp.mpg.de/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6206-1
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(approximately 10 millions time the average kinetic energy of one human red blood cell) after being 

accelerated by the powerful engines in the centre of some galaxies: the so called Active Galactic Nuclei. The 

travel of such energetic gamma rays is not easy like the one of “normal” photons. VHE gamma rays are so 

energetic that can interact with other less energetic photons which are in the middle of their way and “hit” 

them, producing in such collision an electron-positron pair. This process, known as pair production is 

represented by the Feynman diagram in Figure 1. 

 

VHE gamma rays will then produce electron-positron pairs while interacting with the less energetic photons 

which fills the space. Such radiation is called extragalactic background light (EBL) and VHE gamma rays are 

affected by their presence, while other lower energetic particles can travel trough the EBL without feeling its 

presence. Of course, the farther is the source of gamma rays, the most noticeable will be their interaction with 

the EBL before to reach Earth: and if the source is significantly distant, then no VHE gamma rays will be able 

to reach us and our telescopes. This means that the Universe is opaque to VHE gamma rays beyond a certain 

distance. 

This is the cosmic horizon for photons astrophysicist have in mind: beyond that horizon active galactic nuclei 

could emit VHE gamma rays in many ways but we are not able to detect them. In astroparticle physics this 

limit is expressed by The Cosmic Gamma-ray Horizon 2. The precise expression for such an entity is shown in 

Eq. 2. For any given gamma-ray energy, the Cosmic Gamma-Ray Horizon is defined as the source redshift for 

which the optical depth is τ (E, z) = 1, where 

 

and n(ε , z´) is the spectral density of the background photons at z´. The redshift of a source is a measure of its 

distance: calculations have shown that after approximately redshift z=1 it is impossible to detect VHE gamma 

rays for the current generation of telescopes. 

This kind of telescopes are the so-called IACT (Imaging Atmosferic Cherenkov telescopes), and they are built 

in order to use the Earth atmosphere as a giant detector, which allows us to identify VHE gamma rays from 

the showers of particles they produce colliding with the atoms of the atmosphere. In such collisions the 

produced particles are crossing the atmosphere with a speed which is faster than the speed of the light would 

have in that medium: and in such a situation particles emit a faint blue light called Cherenkov light, which is 

the one detected by the IACTs. Telescopes using this technique are just a few on Earth: the H.E.S.S. array, the 

VERITAS array, and the MAGIC (Major Atmospheric Gamma-ray Imaging Cherenkov) twin telescopes. 

Knowing well their limits in redshift and the cosmic horizon which separated them from the most distant 

Universe, astroparticle physicist working at those experiments were conscious of the impossibility in reaching 

high redshift such z=1. But then in 2015 the unexpected happened: the MAGIC telescopes detected not only 

one source close to z=1 redshift, but two of them. The farthest distance ever reached at that time was 0.6 

redshift only. Now suddenly that limit was overcome and the telescopes were able to appreciate a signal from 

the middle age of the Universe. The two galaxies detected were PKS 1441 + 25 3 and QSO B0218 + 357 4, 

respectively at the redshift of z= 0.939 and z=0.944. 

MAGIC researchers were extremely excited because they could be able to see a long way beyond their 

horizon and push their boundaries. Of course such discoveries were great opportunities to test the EBL with 

new measurements: the more distant you can go, the more information you can extract from the travel of the 

gamma-rays and consequently learn how the universe fabric is made along that path. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6206-2
https://magic.mpp.mpg.de/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6206-3
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6206-4
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But how was possible to go beyond a such precise and theoretically well described horizon? The answer was 

in the energy threshold of the MAGIC telescopes: after an upgrade happened in 2011, and a lot of work on the 

improving of the telescopes performance, the twin telescopes were able to extend their low energy threshold 

for the detection of VHE gamma rays down to 25 GeV instead of the classical 100-200 GeV threshold valid 

for a generic IACT. Recent results on the characteristic of the EBL has been published by the MAGIC 

collaboration including for the first time the two most distant sources ever detected in the VHE gamma-ray 

band 5. New generation of IACTs will expand further the knowledge of our Universe in this extreme energy 

range. 

Figure 2. Active Galactic Nucleus: An artist’s impression. Image credit: NASA / Dana Berry, SkyWorks 

Digital 
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5. V. A. Acciari et al. , Measurement of the extragalactic background light using MAGIC and Fermi-

LAT gamma-ray observations of blazars up to z =1, MNRAS, 486(3):4233–4251, (2019) ↩ 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-

horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28

Mapping+Ignorance%29 

  

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#origin-note-6206-5
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/02/beyond-an-invisible-horizon/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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The truth about eating eggs 

Are eggs helpful to our health… or a cause of heart disease? BBC Future examines the evidence. 

 By Jessica Brown 

If there was such a thing as a perfect food, eggs would be a contender. They’re readily available, easy to cook, 

affordable and packed with protein. 

“The egg is meant to be something that has all the right ingredients to grow an organism, so obviously it’s 

very nutrient dense,” says Christopher Blesso, associate professor of nutritional science at the University of 

Connecticut in the US. 

Eating eggs alongside other food can help our bodies absorb more vitamins, too. For example, one study 

found that adding an egg to salad can increase how much vitamin E we get from the salad. 

But for decades, eating eggs has also been controversial due to their high cholesterol content – which some 

studies have linked to an increased risk of heart disease. One egg yolk contains around 185 milligrams of 

cholesterol, which is more than half of the 300mg daily amount of cholesterol that the US dietary guidelines 

recommended until recently.   

Does that mean eggs, rather than an ideal food, might actually be doing us harm? 

You might also like: 

• Can chicken soup cure the common cold? 

• Are you eating enough salt? 

• How much water should you drink a day? 

Cholesterol, a yellowish fat produced in our liver and intestines, can be found in every one of our body’s 

cells. We normally think of it as “bad”. But cholesterol is a crucial building block in our cell membranes. It 

also is needed for the body to make vitamin D, and the hormones testosterone and oestrogen.  

We produce all the cholesterol we need on our own, but it’s also found in animal produce we consume, 

including beef, prawns and eggs, as well as cheese and butter. 

https://academic.oup.com/jn/article/146/11/2199/4584690
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20181203-do-cold-remedies-like-chicken-soup-and-vitamin-c-really-work
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20181029-eating-less-salt-benefits
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190403-how-much-water-should-you-drink-a-day
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Cholesterol is found in animal products like beef as well as eggs (Credit: Getty Images) 

Cholesterol is transported around our body by lipoprotein molecules in the blood. Every person has a different 

combination of various types of lipoproteins, and our individual make-up plays a role in determining our risk 

of developing heart disease. 

Low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol – referred to as “bad” cholesterol – is transported from the liver to 

arteries and body tissues. Researchers say that this can result in a build-up of cholesterol in the blood vessels 

and increase the risk of cardiovascular disease. 

But researchers haven’t definitively linked consumption of cholesterol to an increased risk of cardiovascular 

disease. As a result, US dietary guidelines no longer have a cholesterol restriction; nor does the UK. Instead, 

emphasis is placed on limiting how much saturated fat we consume, which can increase the risk of developing 

cardiovascular disease. Foods containing trans fats, in particular, increase our LDL levels. Although some 

trans fats occur naturally in animal products, most are made artificially and are found in highest levels in 

margarines, snacks, and some deep-fried and baked foods, such as pastry, doughnuts and cake. 

https://www.ecrjournal.com/articles/Low-Density-Lipoprotein-Cholesterol-0
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6024687/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6024687/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2830458/
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hl/p07nhly5.jpg
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Some deep-fried foods, which contain trans fats, can increase our LDL (or "bad") cholesterol levels (Credit: 

Getty Images) 

Meanwhile, along with prawns, eggs are the only food high in cholesterol that are low in saturated fat.  

“While the cholesterol in eggs is much higher than in meat and other animal products, saturated fat increases 

blood cholesterol. This has been demonstrated by lots of studies for many years,” says Maria Luz Fernandez, 

professor of nutritional sciences at the University of Connecticut in the US, whose latest research found no 

relationship between eating eggs and an increased risk of cardiovascular disease. 

The discussion on the health effects of eggs has shifted partly because our bodies can compensate for the 

cholesterol we consume. 

“There are systems in place so that, for most people, dietary cholesterol isn’t a problem,” says Elizabeth 

Johnson, research associate professor of nutritional sciences at Tufts University in Boston, US. 

In a 2015 review of 40 studies, Johnson and a team of researchers couldn’t find any conclusive evidence on 

the relationship between dietary cholesterol and heart disease. 

“Humans have good regulation when consuming dietary cholesterol, and will make less cholesterol 

themselves,” she says. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/association-of-eggs-with-dietary-nutrient-adequacy-and-cardiovascular-risk-factors-in-us-adults/5AA1F049F668194A7390EAE18E7A08E7
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/association-of-eggs-with-dietary-nutrient-adequacy-and-cardiovascular-risk-factors-in-us-adults/5AA1F049F668194A7390EAE18E7A08E7
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhm8x.jpg
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Cholesterol is harmful when it is oxidised – but the antioxidants in eggs prevent that process from happening 

(Credit: Getty Images) 

And when it comes to eggs, cholesterol may pose even less of a health risk. Cholesterol is more harmful when 

oxidised in our arteries, but oxidisation doesn’t happen to the cholesterol in eggs, says Blesso. 

“When cholesterol is oxidised, it may be more inflammatory, and there are all kinds of antioxidants in eggs 

that protect it from being oxidised,” he says. 

Also, some cholesterol may actually be good for us. High-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol travels to the 

liver, where it’s broken down and removed from the body. HDL is thought to have a protective effect against 

cardiovascular disease by preventing cholesterol from building up in the blood. 

“People should be concerned about cholesterol that circulates in their blood, which is the one that leads to 

heart disease,” says Fernandez. 

What matters is the ratio of HDL to LDL in our bodies, as elevated HDL counteracts the effects of LDL. 

However, while most of us are able to buffer the cholesterol we consume with the cholesterol we synthesise in 

our livers, Blesso says around a third of us will experience an increase in blood cholesterol by 10% to 15% 

after consuming it. 

Trials have found that lean and healthy people are more likely to see an increase in LDL after eating eggs. 

Those who are overweight, obese or diabetic will see a smaller increase in LDL and more HDL molecules, 

Blesso says. So, if you’re healthier to begin with, eggs potentially could have a more negative effect than if 

you’re overweight – but if you’re healthier, you’re also more likely to have good HDL levels, so an increase 

in LDL probably isn’t very harmful. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16270280
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16270280
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0002934377908749
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhmdl.jpg
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One study found that an additional half egg per day was linked to a higher risk of heart disease... (Credit: 

Getty Images) 

Research published earlier this year, though, challenged the recent consensus that eggs pose no harm to our 

health. Researchers looked at data from 30,000 adults followed for an average of 17 years and found that each 

additional half an egg per day was significantly linked to a higher risk of heart disease and death. (They 

controlled for the subjects’ diet patterns, overall health and physical activity to try to isolate the effects of 

eggs.) 

“We found that, for every additional 300mg cholesterol person consumed, regardless of the food it came 

from, they had a 17% increased risk of cardiovascular disease, and 18% increased risk of all-cause mortality,” 

says Norrina Allen, one of the study’s authors and associate professor of preventive medicine at Northwestern 

University in Illinois, US. 

“We also found that each half egg per day led to a 6% increased risk of heart disease and 8% increased risk of 

mortality.” 

Despite the study being one of the largest of its kind to address this specific relationship between eggs and 

heart disease, it was observational, giving no indication of cause and effect. It also relied upon a single set of 

self-reported data – participants were asked what they ate over the previous month or year, then followed up 

their health outcomes for up to 31 years. This means the researchers only got a single snapshot of what the 

participants were eating, even though our diets can change over time. 

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2728487
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhmg0.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

110 

 

…but other studies have found that eggs are associated with a lower risk of heart disease (Credit: Getty 

Images) 

And the study conflicts with past results. Numerous studies suggest eggs are good for heart health. One 

previous analysis of half a million adults in China, published in 2018, even found the exact opposite: egg 

consumption was associated with lower risk of heart disease. Those who ate eggs every day had an 18% lower 

risk of death from heart disease and 28% lower risk of stroke death compared to those who didn’t eat eggs. 

Like the previous study, it too was observational – meaning it’s impossible to tease out cause and effect. (Do 

healthier adults in China simply eat more eggs, or do the eggs make them healthier?). That, of course, may be 

a big part of the confusion. 

Good egg 

While these studies have reignited the debate on the impact of cholesterol in eggs on our health, we do know 

some ways in which eggs could affect our risk of disease. 

One way is through a compound in eggs called choline, which may help protect us against Alzheimer’s 

disease. It also protects the liver. 

https://heart.bmj.com/content/early/2018/04/17/heartjnl-2017-312651
https://heart.bmj.com/content/104/21/1756
https://heart.bmj.com/content/104/21/1756
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-018-0322-z
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-018-0322-z
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3601486/
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhmm4.jpg
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Choline, which is found in eggs, may protect us against Alzheimer’s disease (Credit: Getty Images) 

But it may have negative effects, too. Choline is metabolised by gut microbiota into a molecule called TMO, 

which is then absorbed into people’s livers and converted to TMAO, a molecule associated with an increased 

risk of cardiovascular disease. Blasso has wondered if eating a lot of choline from eggs could lead to 

elevations of TMAO: he found studies where people were observed to have elevated TMAO levels up to 12 

hours after eating eggs. 

Research measuring egg consumption and TMAO has so far only found transient increases in TMAO. 

However, TMAO is measured as a marker for heart disease only at a baseline level, which can be detected 

when people are fasting. Blasso likens this to how our blood sugar levels increase temporarily after eating 

carbohydrates, but elevated blood sugar levels are only associated with diabetes when these levels are 

continuous. 

This may be because when we eat eggs, we might only get choline’s beneficial effects, he says. 

“The problem is when, instead of being absorbed into the blood, choline continues to the large intestine, 

where it can become TMA and then TMAO,” says Fernandez. 

“But in eggs, choline is absorbed and doesn’t go to the large intestine, so it doesn’t increase the risk of heart 

disease.” 

Meanwhile, scientists are beginning to understand other health benefits of eggs. Egg yolks are one of the best 

sources of lutein, a pigment that has been linked to better eyesight and lower risk of eye disease, for example. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4135488/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4135488/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28091798
https://bjo.bmj.com/content/82/8/907
https://bjo.bmj.com/content/82/8/907
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhmnb.jpg
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Egg yolks are an excellent source of lutein, which has been linked to better eyesight (Credit: Getty Images) 

“There are two types of lutein found the retina of the eye, where it can protect the retina from light damage by 

working as a blue light filter, as exposure to light makes the eye deteriorate,” says Johnson. 

While researchers are a long way from understanding why eggs affect us differently, the vast majority of 

recent research suggests they pose no risk to our health, and are much more likely to provide health benefits. 

Even so, having eggs for breakfast every day probably isn’t healthiest option, either – at least as it’s 

recommended we have a varied diet… rather than put all our eggs in one basket. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190916-are-eggs-good-for-you?xtor=ES-213-

[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019September20-[Future|%20Button] 

  

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190916-are-eggs-good-for-you?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bFuture|%20Button%5d
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190916-are-eggs-good-for-you?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019September20-%5bFuture|%20Button%5d
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7n/hm/p07nhmq6.jpg
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RNA recovered and sequenced from 14,000-year-old mummified wolf 

SCIENCE 

 

Michael Irving 

 

 

 

Researchers have successfully sequenced the RNA transcriptome of a 14,300-year-old wolf found frozen in 

the Siberian permafrost(Credit: Northeastern Federal University) 

Under the right conditions, DNA has been known to last for thousands of years, allowing scientists to study 

the genomes of ancient Egyptians, the very first Brits, and even early human ancestors. RNA, on the other 

hand, degrades much more quickly and was thought impossible to recover in older samples. But now 

researchers have done exactly that, isolating and sequencing the RNA of a 14,000-year-old wolf found frozen 

in the Siberian permafrost. 

DNA is where genetic information is stored long-term in an organism, and it's so effective at its job that 

scientists are currently investigating it as a data storage system that could far outlive conventional discs and 

magnetic drives. But RNA is the "working copy" of genes, giving it a much higher turnover – possibly as 

https://newatlas.com/science/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/pleistocene-wolf-rna-sequenced/60831/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/pleistocene-wolf-rna-sequenced/60831/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/ancient-egyptian-mummy-dna-study/49792/
https://newatlas.com/dna-cheddar-man-dark-skin/53335/
https://newatlas.com/prehistoric-human-dna-el-sidron/49274/
https://newatlas.com/dna-data-storage-record/44273/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/pleistocene-wolf-rna-sequenced/60831/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
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short as two minutes. As a result, it was long believed that recovering RNA "transcriptomes" from ancient 

cells was nigh on impossible. 

But there have been a few exceptions. The oldest RNA to be sequenced and verified is 700-year-old maize, 

while the oldest recovered but not able to be sequenced came from the 5,000-year-old Tyrolean Iceman. So 

for the new study, researchers from the University of Copenhagen, University of Tübingen, Northeastern 

Federal University, and the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Science, examined a much older sample. 

This sample came from a specimen nicknamed the Tumat Puppy, which is the mummified remains of a 

Pleistocene era wolf or dog, dated to around 14,300 years old. The team isolated and analyzed RNA taken 

from the animal's liver tissue, and compared it to tissue from two much more recent wolf samples, from the 

19th and 20th centuries. 

The team successfully sequenced the older animal's RNA, and confirmed that it was representative of the 

creature's RNA as a whole by matching it to liver-specific transcripts from the more modern wolves. That 

makes this the oldest transcriptome ever sequenced, by at least 13,000 years. 

"Ancient DNA researchers have previously been reluctant to attempt to sequence ancient RNA because it is 

generally more unstable than DNA, and more prone to enzymatic degradation," says Oliver Smith, lead author 

of the study. "However, following our recent successes in sequencing ancient RNA from plant material, we 

speculated that a well-preserved animal specimen, frozen in the permafrost, just might retain enough material 

to sequence. To our delight, we found that not only did we find RNA from various tissues, but in some case 

the signal was so strong that we could distinguish between tissues in a way that makes biological sense." 

The research was published in the journal PLOS Biology. 

Source: PLOS via Science Daily 
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On Svetlana Alexievich: 

What Can a Book Do in the Face of War? 

Rachel Seiffert Considers Last Witnesses 

By Rachel Seiffert 

 

 “Our village was set on fire in 1943… That day we were digging potatoes.” 

“The noise came from the sky. We heard the noise: rrrrr! This is the impression that remained from the first 

day of the war—mama, instead of calling us gently as usual, cries, Children! My children!” 

“Everything gets stamped in a child’s memory like in a photo album. As separate snapshots…” 

It is a rare thing indeed to write an iconic book—one which manages somehow to encompass the experience 

of a nation or a people at a given historical moment. One which resonates, and of which people say: if you 

want to understand that, first you have to read this. A first-hand account, perhaps, which sheds light where 

there was none, such as I Will Bear Witness, Victor Klemperer’s Third Reich diary, which captures like no 

other the German Jewish experience. Or a novel born of a place and time and person, such as Zora Neal 

Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, emblematic of the dreams and defiance of southern black 

women’s lives in the 1930s. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Often—as with both Hurston and Klemperer—form is key. Only a diary kept faithfully and at great personal 

risk for over a decade, could possibly convey the serial degradations suffered under dictatorship, and the 

endurance required to survive these; only a precise ear for Floridian black vernacular as well as a precise eye 

for the viciousness of Floridian social conventions, could make Hurston’s novel (to paraphrase Toni 

Morrison) as beautiful as it is political. 

Walter Kempowski’s Echolot comes close to such formal perfection too, his compendium of German wartime 

letters and diary extracts deriving its power from the breadth of experiences it opens out for the reader. 

https://lithub.com/author/rachelseiffert/
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In Swansong, the final volume, the day of the German capitulation is described by soldiers taken captive, 

teenage girls in the Berlin suburbs, mayors surrendering their provincial townships, Hitler Youth in 

the Volkssturm,and concentration camp survivors. The 8th of May 1945: a single day, the true weight of 

which can only be felt when borne by the words of a multitude. 

Svetlana Alexievich has pursued form like few other writers, giving voice to little-heard multitudes in the 

process. While Kempowski spent decades accruing an archive from public donations, and then selecting and 

compiling, Alexievich works with interviews—pure and simple. She eschews context and explanation, 

offering neither quantification nor qualification, indeed none of the conventional academic padding of 

introductions and epilogues, or maps and tables. 

War—it seems—has been one of the terrible constants in human experience. What can a book do in the face 

of that? 

Assembling oral histories as a litany of first-hand accounts, she renders these on the page unadorned, 

seemingly verbatim, creating a polyphonic eye-witness chorus. It’s a form she has unquestionably mastered, 

producing a remarkable body of work. The Unwomanly Face of War (1985) took on Soviet women’s 

experiences of the Great Patriotic War; Zinky Boys(1989) collated accounts of the Afghan campaigns of the 

1980s from Russian soldiers and their families; Voices from Chernobyl (1997) chronicled the lives of 

survivors of the nuclear disaster—each volume following the same, startling approach. 

Last Witnesses (Random House, 2019) was conceived as a companion piece to her first, documenting Soviet 

wartime childhoods; first published in 1985, it has been extended for this new English translation. From 

testimonies collected between 1974 and 2008, Alexievich has selected just over one hundred. Keeping faith 

with the restraint of all her other works, “Instead of a Preface” she provides a question from Dostoyevsky; and 

even at the head of each testimony, she gives the minimum required to situate the reader: a brief excerpt to 

serve as a title, the name of the speaker, the age they were when the war began, and the profession they went 

on to enter. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Zhenya Belkevich. Six years old. Now a worker. 

Zina Kosiak. Eight years old. Now a hairdresser. 

Misha Maiorov. Five years old. Now a doctor of agronomy. 

When war entered their lives, these children were digging potatoes, gathering mushrooms. They were at the 

circus, or in their schoolrooms, or watching their father shaving, “one cheek covered with lather.” The lilacs 

and bird cherries were flowering. War was scent and noise and incongruity: a German soldier buttering bread 

at the family’s kitchen table; a man seen carrying looted sugar in his hat for want of a bag; and the realization 

that “it’s funny, but no one laughs.” 

“The first dead I saw was a horse… Then a dead woman… That surprised me. My idea was that only men 

were killed in war.” (Gena Yushkevich, twelve years old. Now a journalist.) 

“I don’t remember the Germans themselves, but I do remember their technology. Big cars, big 

motorcycles…” (Zina Shimanskaya, eleven years old. Now a cashier.) “Black sky… Fat black airplanes… 

They roar down very low. Just over the earth.” (Vania Titov, five years old. Now a specialist in land 

reclamation.) 

These are the memories of Russians and Belarussians, Ukrainians—some as young as three or four when the 

Nazis invaded, others on the verge of adulthood; many were interviewed in middle age, others were reflecting 

at the end of their lives. Often, as children, they only understood fear through the adults around them: Zhenia 

Selenia recalls looking at her mother and realizing “Her eyes are big, instead of a face—just eyes…” Misha 

Maiorov’s narrative—one of the first—is told in flashes: a series of brief episodes, taking the reader in jump 

https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/last-witnesses-an-oral-history-of-the-children-of-world-war-ii/
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cuts from the wooden pegs she fashioned at her grandfather’s workbench, to finding German soldiers at her 

grandmother’s stove. From the charred Russian airman she saw led down the village street, his wrists tied 

with wire; to the burned remains of her childhood home: “A handful of salt… All that was left of our house.” 

Testimony follows testimony; name, age, occupation, and then wartime experience; page after page, they 

continue. But underpinning this apparent simplicity, this purity of form, is a rigor, of course. 

Alexievich is an editor par excellence. Reducing each interview—hours of material—to a telling page or two 

is a skill in itself; Alexievich’s mastery lies in what she retains. Common threads run through these accounts: 

partisan experiences coming to the fore, along with rural life under occupation, building a terrible familiarity 

with the Nazi modus operandi: blackened ruins, blackened people, retribution. “Foreign posters and leaflets 

appeared on the fences and posts. Foreign orders. ‘New rules’ came.” (Zina Shimanskaya again) “Something 

was hanging from a tree… When I realized that this something was a man, I was stunned. I closed my 

eyes…” (Inna Levkevich, ten years old. Now a construction engineer.) 

Often, as children, they only understood fear through the adults around them. 

Alexievich’s witnesses tell of house searches, village massacres, and dogs chasing down children. Of 

bombardment too. “Someone taught us that you should open your mouth so as not to be deafened. So we 

opened our mouths, stopped our ears, and could still hear them coming. Whining. It’s so frightening that the 

skin on your face and your whole body gets taut.” (Nina Yaroshevich, nine years old. Now teacher of physical 

education.) 

If reading these accounts can be relentless, then so was the war these children endured: it is clear Alexievich 

wants her reader to feel this. “I missed the time of childhood,” says Vasia Kharevsky, then a four year old, 

now an architect. “It fell out of my life. Instead of a childhood, I have the war.” 

But for all the horror, for all the common experiences, Alexievich’s chorus never becomes a cacophony. That 

each account remains distinct is testament to her astute eye for the personal, the specific. Inna Levkevich, 

again: “My sister Irma was seven; she carried a Primus stove and mama’s shoes. She was terribly afraid to 

lose those shoes. They were new, of a pale-rose colour, with a faceted heel. Mama had taken them by chance, 

or maybe because they were her most beautiful thing.” Rimma Pozniakova, six years old. Now a worker: 

“Our house burned down, our garden burned down, there were baked apples hanging on the apple trees. We 

gathered them and ate them.” Alexievich knows what will stick in the reader’s mind—and what will kick in 

the gut too. Nina Yaroshevich: “The hanged people were so frozen that, when the wind swung them, they 

tinkled. Tinkled like frozen trees in the forest…” 

While the interviewer’s voice is never there on the page, it must have been instrumental in the room; probing 

when needed, or consoling, or falling silent. The moral imperative to record and remember has evidently been 

a driving force for Alexievich—her life’s work has been giving voice to the voiceless, after all. “I remember 

the war in order to figure it out… Otherwise why do it?” says Nadia Gorbacheva, who was seven when the 

Germans invaded, and now works in television—perhaps a voice close to Alexievich’s own? “We are the last 

witnesses. Our time is ending. We must speak…” says Valya Brinskaya, her final contributor, which sounds a 

lot like a concluding statement. But a key strength of Alexievich’s form is that it resists drawing too much 

together, or asking one voice to speak for all. These hundred testimonies contain many contradictions, even 

refusals. “What’s better?” Oleg Boldyrev asks. “To remember or to forget? Maybe it’s better to keep quiet?” 

Zina Gurskaya goes further: “I can’t tell about it. I can’t, my dear. No, no!” 

Remembering is important, but often far too painful; Alexievich accepts this. It can be both imperative and 

impossible—and can also feel pitifully inadequate when held against lived experience. “So I’ve told you…” 

says Leonid Sivakov. “Is that all? All that’s left of such horror? A few dozen words…” When you’ve 

survived the siege of Leningrad and its aftermath, can an interview, however intelligent, however sensitive, 
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ever come close? “I’ve told you about a few days,” says Galina Firsova. “But there were nine hundred. Nine 

hundred days like that…” 

It is a mark of Alexievich’s courage as a writer, as a thinker, that she is willing to include such challenges and 

questions. War—it seems—has been one of the terrible constants in human experience. What can a book do in 

the face of that? And in the current climate? Must the children of Yemen bear witness too, and the children of 

Syria? Will the children of Iran be next? 

How to conclude about a book that provides none? I will finish with a quotation—not chosen because it 

summarizes, or speaks for others, rather because it spoke to me during the reading. 

It comes from Nina Shunto—then six years old, now a cook—and it says much about keeping faith, which 

Svetlana Alexievich does in spades: 

What do I have left from the war? I don’t understand what strangers are, because my brother and I grew up 

among strangers. Strangers saved us. But what kind of strangers are they? All people are one’s own. I live 

with that feeling, though I’m often disappointed. 

civiliansGermanshistoryNazisRachel SeiffertreportingRussiaSvetlana AlexievichtestimonyThe Soviet 

UnionwarWWII 

 

 

 

 

 

Rachel Seiffert 

Rachel Seiffert's first book, The Dark Room, (2001) was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, and made into 

the feature film Lore. In 2003, she was named one of Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists, and in 2011 

she received the EM Forster Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters. Field Study, her 

collection of short stories published in 2004, received an award from PEN International. Her second 

novel, Afterwards(2007) third novel The Walk Home (2014), and fourth novel A Boy in Winter (2017), were 

all longlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction. Her books have been published in 18 languages. 

 

https://lithub.com/on-svetlana-alexievich-what-can-a-book-do-in-the-face-of-war/ 
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My Travels with Oliver Sacks 

Lowell Handler 

Lowell Handler 

Oliver Sacks, the Netherlands, December 1987 

“L-L-Lowell, the English are the result of too much proper breeding,” said Oliver Sacks, neurologist and 

author, in December 1987. It was my first trip overseas. I was in my early thirties, Oliver in his mid-fifties, 

and I was working as his photographer. 

I didn’t realize it at the time, but that sentence would stand not only as a joke about the English, but also as a 

partial explanation for how Oliver understood himself. He was shy and very polite, even restrained in many 

ways, the product of a medical and Jewish aristocracy. Oliver’s mother was a surgeon, and his cousin was the 

Israeli diplomat Abba Eban. When I met Oliver’s father that same year, the elder Dr. Sacks was ninety-two 

years old and still practicing medicine at the house in London where Oliver was raised. As Oliver explains in 

his last book published during his lifetime, On the Move, he rebelled against this upbringing and arrived in 

San Francisco leather clad on a motorcycle. He later moved to Los Angeles, where he was a resident in 

neurology at UCLA, feasting on hallucinogens and the endorphin highs of weight-lifting. 

Oliver’s 1985 book The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat had just become a best-seller when I first 

contacted him. I’d read the book, which included Sacks’s study of a drummer with Tourette’s syndrome, with 

great interest. At the time, Oliver lived on City Island and his number was listed in the phone book. I called 

him up, and he answered. I explained, “I’m the only one who’s photographing people with Tourette’s, and 

you’re the only one writing about it. And I have Tourette’s. Let’s get together.” He agreed. 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/lowell-handler/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-sacks.jpg
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Lowell Handler 

Amsterdam, the Netherlands, December 1987 

1.  

2.  

We were close for a long time. I was his photographer, colleague, friend, subject, and occasional collaborator. 

He used to say that he wanted to take off his white doctor’s coat and see Tourette’s in real life, outside a clinic 

or hospital. I facilitated this not only as a photographer, but also as someone with access to others with the 

same condition. In my travels with Oliver, I photographed the lives of patients, beyond the confines of the 

doctor’s office or examination room. Some said I was his “Tourette pet,” which I found endearing or 

insulting, depending on how it was said. 

Together we traveled to Europe, Canada, and across the United States. As we got to know each other well, I 

learned that Oliver was writing about me in his notebooks, while at the same time I was busy photographing 

him, linking us in a bond of mutual observation and reflection. Our relationship became complicated. 

We had just finished a collaborative article, published first in Life magazine and then internationally, about an 

extended Mennonite family in northern Alberta, Canada, whose members were disproportionately affected by 

Tourette’s and an overlapping Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. I photographed the story, while Oliver wrote 

it as if seen through my lens. After hearing me repeat names and phrases, Oliver wrote that an aspect of my 

Tourette’s was being fascinated by the “acoustic contours” of words and language. 

Oliver was never my physician, and although there were times I wondered if I would trust him with a 

prescription for Vitamin C, I half hoped he would one day present me with a magic pill to cure my Tourette’s. 
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What he gave me instead was much more: an insight into myself, a window into his own quirky personality, 

and a new awareness of aspects of human nature. 

Lowell Handler 

Sacks and his father, London, 1987 

In London, Oliver introduced me to his father, and the old man stared, eyes bulging, at my gyrations, 

twitches, head jerking, and barking, then turned to Oliver and said, “Quite remarkable, Oliver. What is it?” 

Oliver explained, “He has Tourette’s Syndrome, Pop, one of the things I have been writing about.” I thought 

it odd at the time that his father didn’t just ask me. And I thought it was cute that Oliver called his father Pop. 

Between 1987 and 1989, Oliver and I had a working relationship, traveling together around the US, Canada, 

and Europe. Some of my favorite memories of those travels with Oliver were the holidays in the Netherlands. 

Upon landing in Holland early one December morning in 1987, we met our Dutch host, a doctor named Ben 

van de Wetering who was studying some of the same conditions as Oliver. Ben, a large man with a big beard 

like Oliver’s, worked at a medical center and lived with his family in a small village outside Rotterdam. He 

took us out for breakfast that first morning in Amsterdam and later invited us to his home, where we watched 

his wife and young children play together. 

The conditions Ben and Oliver were looking at—like Tourette’s Syndrome, all neuropsychological—were 

believed to be part of a continuum of abnormalities located mainly in the brain’s frontal lobes. Chemicals 

called neurotransmitters misfiring at the synapses, either in excess or deficiency, caused the symptoms. With 

Tourette’s, the result of an over-abundance of the neurotransmitter dopamine, the entire spectrum of the 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-sacks-father.jpg
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disorder can be defined as uncontrolled disinhibition. This lack of inhibition is not limited to movement, but 

also language, noise, speech, and even thought. 

Lowell Handler 

Sacks with Ben van de Wetering and his children, Amsterdam, December 1987 

Ben explained that in the Netherlands, many people with neurological disorders like Tourette’s felt alienated 

and marginalized. “There are treatment options. Some don’t seek treatment, but rather live in denial and 

isolation.” Ben was less analytical than compassionate and engaged. He was also active in helping the local 

Tourette’s Syndrome chapter and support group, which Oliver and I sat in on one evening at the hospital. 

“It is completely useless,” a man shouted out, referring to his Tourette’s symptoms. Alan had minimal 

involuntary movements of his arms and legs but shouted out words and phrases. He continued his rant, “Why 

do we do these things?” A woman was sitting across the table from me smoking a cigarette, an exaggerated 

series of gestures brought on by this dopamine blast. She was young, in her mid-twenties, and spoke English 

well. When she, Ben, Oliver, and I strolled together down the halls of the hospital, she said, “to Tourette is 

like to pirouette.” Both Ben and Oliver chuckled. 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-sacks-ben.jpg
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Lowell Handler 

Amsterdam, the Netherlands, December 1987 

In Amsterdam, we stayed downtown at a beautiful hotel on a canal. One morning, Oliver asked if I’d like to 

appear on television with him. He had been contacted by one of the country’s leading intellectuals, Adriaan 

van Dis, who had a well-known talk show and had been interviewing public figures, mostly writers, for 

decades. Oliver was inhibited in many ways, and this I believe is one of the reasons he was so drawn to those 

of us with Tourette’s. It also led him to substances that would relax him, relieving him from his feelings of 

self-consciousness. 

After we had drinks to loosen up a bit, we went on the show. Oliver spoke, among other things, 

about Awakenings, a book he wrote in the early 1970s that had been made in 1990 into a film starring Robin 

Williams as Oliver and Robert De Niro as a patient. Adriaan van Dis introduced me and asked me about 

Tourette’s Syndrome. He wanted to know how it affected me and in what contexts I had experienced the 

symptoms. 

For the next few days, it seemed that everywhere we went, people stopped, stared, and pointed. In such a 

small country, with few TV channels, a huge percentage of the population must have been watching. Oliver 

and I decided it was time to see the more subterranean side of the city. 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-amsterdam-night.jpg
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Lowell Handler 

Amsterdam, the Netherlands, December 1987 

We set out on foot for the bars and coffee houses that fill almost every block selling food, coffee, alcohol, 

hash, and pot. We found a café and ordered dinner as we pondered a trip through the red-light district. The 

bartender showed us a billfold of various strains of marijuana, each with its own name and price. We picked 

one and rolled a joint. In the Netherlands at the time, most people used a combination of tobacco and pot, 

sometimes with ground-up hashish resin as well. 

Our next stop was a bar overflowing with people. As soon as we entered, a woman who had obviously been 

there drinking for some time announced to Oliver, “We have read all your books and we love you!” A small 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-amsterdam-night1.jpg
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crowd around her cheered. Oliver and I stepped up to the bar and ordered drinks. The woman patted Oliver on 

the back and offered to buy us a round. 

At the red-light district, we waved back to the women sitting in the windows. After walking what seemed like 

miles, we came upon a huge nightclub called The Milky Way. It was getting late, but we went in. 

Lowell Handler 

Lowell Handler, photographed by Oliver Sacks, Amsterdam, December 1987 

Couches lining the walls were littered with people in various states of consciousness. We went to the bar for 

drinks, some hashish, and more pot. Here, people again seemed to recognize us, at least Oliver, but this time 

the patrons were not as complimentary. An old man, obviously drunk, looked right at Oliver and said, “We 

are sick of you and your weird diseases, go home!” Oliver suggested we move to the other end of the bar. 

We didn’t stay at The Milky Way long, but drifted to other bars, smoking and drinking all night. Eventually, 

we decided to go for a walk. For hours we walked, with Oliver often stopping to write in his notebook, while I 

photographed. Oliver gave me some good advice: “Lowell, when someone asks, just say you are 

neuropsychologically different.” 

As the first rays of light were streaking across the sky, we made our way back toward the hotel, stumbling 

somewhat, until I finally noticed there was no film in my camera, and Oliver realized his own handwriting 

had become indecipherable. 

Ascending the stairs to our rooms, I asked Oliver not to wake me until noon the next day, gave him the one 

remaining piece of hash, and said goodnight. 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-lowell.jpg
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Lowell Handler 

Sacks at the Amsterdam Centraal train station, December 1987 

At exactly 12 PM the following day, there was a knock. I opened the door and found Oliver, his hair wildly 

unkempt, his glasses crooked, his shirt all wrinkled, and his pants twisted. I looked in his eyes, which were 

bloodshot and half-closed, and said, “Oliver, where have you been?” He answered, “I fear I wandered about 

the city all night and day, smoked the rest of the hash, and had some more to eat and drink.” He had been 

walking for many hours, drunk and stoned, a physical wreck, and he still wanted more of everything. It made 

me think of Oscar Wilde—“Moderation is a fatal thing. Nothing succeeds like excess.”—and I remembered 

what Oliver had told me a grade school teacher had written on his report card: “Sacks will go far, if he does 

not go too far.” 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/handler-sacks-train.jpg
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In our later years, we remained friends, getting together from time to time for meals, events, and gatherings 

with colleagues and mutual friends. As we got older, we each changed to an extent, the way people do over 

time. What we still had in common were not only the past places and people we knew together, but also the 

shared experience of “otherness.” With Oliver’s painful shyness and reticence sometimes preventing him 

from social interaction, and the physicality of my Tourette’s symptoms, having shared the experience of being 

an outsider we understood one another. 

The last time I saw Oliver, then eighty-one, was in Brooklyn. He was with his partner, Billy Hayes, at The 

Valley of Astonishment, a play about synesthesia written and directed by Peter Brook and Marie-Hélène 

Estienne. I approached them in the lobby and said to Oliver, “I don’t remember you getting old.” He said, “I 

did anyway.” A few months later, a package arrived with his memoir, On the Move, and a handwritten letter 

telling me of plans for a future book that would include our travels together. Oliver wrote, “It may be 

posthumous, as I do not know how long I have.” 

 

Lowell Handler is featured in Ric Burns’s forthcoming documentary Oliver Sacks: His Own Life, coming in 

April 2020 to PBS’s “American Masters” series. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/01/my-travels-with-oliver-sacks/ 
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Facebook-backed brain research decodes thoughts as words instantly for the first time 

 

Nick Lavars 

 

 

The University of California San Francisco's Eddie Chang (right) and David Moses, who helped develop the 

new real-time brain signal translation technology(Credit: Noah Berger) 

VIEW GALLERY - 2 IMAGES 

Machines that can connect to our brains and interpret its electrical signals hold all kinds of potential in all 

kinds of areas. A perfect demonstration of this is a research partnership between scientists at the University of 

California San Francisco, who want to help disabled patients speak again, and Facebook, which is pursuing 

technologies that would allow the general population to type words with their mind. This collaboration has 

now produced an exciting breakthrough, demonstrating technology that for the first time, decodes brainwaves 

as words and phrases in real time. 

For healthy people (and for better or for worse), there isn't a huge leap between the thoughts we'd like to share 

and the words that come out of our mouths. But it is a very different story for people who have suffered a 

stroke, a spinal cord injury or a brain disease that can impede their ability to speak. 

A great deal of research into brain-machine interfaces (BMIs) focuses on giving these people their voices 

back, and scientists have been at it for quite a while. Way back in 2006, for example, we reported on a 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

129 

"mental typewriter," a BMI that demonstrated how brain signals could be converted into control inputs for a 

keyboard, and no shortage of promising advances have taken place since then. 

But researchers at the University of California San Francisco (UCSF) have made a breakthrough they say 

represents a first for the field. It builds on an advance the team made earlier in the year, where it developed 

a brain implant that could turn signals into synthesized speech. One drawback, however, was that the 

scientists needed weeks or months to carry out the translations. Now, the team says the technology is capable 

of decoding spoken words and phrases in real time. 

The new study involved three voluntary subjects who had a small patch of electrodes implanted on the surface 

of their brains. The team put a series of nine questions to the volunteers, while using newly developed 

machine learning algorithms to turn their brain signaling into the building blocks of speech. 

 

As with the earlier research, this focuses on the electromagnetic activity associated with intended control over 

the jaw, lips and tongue. While patients may experience facial paralysis as a result of their injuries, the brain 

regions behind these movements often remain intact, which is exactly what the scientists are trying to take 

advantage of. 

The questions posed to the participants were simple queries such as "From 0 to 10, how comfortable are 

you?" and "How is your room currently?" The subjects were then made to respond out loud with one of 24 

predefined answers. In time, the machine learning algorithm was able to correctly determine which answer 

they were providing, based solely on their brain activity. 

"Real-time processing of brain activity has been used to decode simple speech sounds, but this is the first time 

this approach has been used to identify spoken words and phrases," says UCSF postdoctoral researcher and 

study co-author David Moses. "It's important to keep in mind that we achieved this using a very limited 

vocabulary, but in future studies we hope to increase the flexibility as well as the accuracy of what we can 

translate from brain activity." 

https://newatlas.com/go/5356/
https://newatlas.com/vocal-tract-synthesized-speech/59425/
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#p579967
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#p579967
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#p579967
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Helping to speed things along was the fact that the algorithm listened out for both sides of the conversation, 

rather than simply the speech of the subject. By hearing the question being asked, it was able to quickly 

narrow down the potential responses as a result of the extra context. 

"Most previous approaches have focused on decoding speech alone, but here we show the value of decoding 

both sides of a conversation – both the questions someone hears and what they say in response," says team 

member and speech neuroscientist Eddie Chang. "This reinforces our intuition that speech is not something 

that occurs in a vacuum and that any attempt to decode what patients with speech impairments are trying to 

say will be improved by taking into account the full context in which they are trying to communicate." 

From Facebook's standpoint, if this kind of technology could be applied non-invasively for the general 

population, it could allow folks to, for example, send a text message without even taking out their phone. 

While our brains move quickly and generate a monumental amount of data, the fingers we use to type things 

out operate much more slowly. The social media giant has said it is working on a system that would allow us 

to type from our brains around five times faster than our humble fingers are capable of, aspirations that echo 

that of Elon Musk's Neuralink venture, and other researchers in the field. 

The UCSF researchers, however, remain focused on the clinical potential of their technology, and will now 

continuing working to improve its efficiency, accuracy and range of applications. Another use would be to 

allow paralyzed people to control prosthetic limbs and computers via brain signaling, which is also another 

possibility being explored by a number of researchers around the globe. 

The team's research was published in the journal Nature Communications. 

Sources: University of California San Francisco, Facebook 

VIEW GALLERY - 2 IMAGES 

We recommend 

1. How does the brain turn sound into meaning? Study sheds light 

Ana Sandoiu, Medical News Today 

2. Brain area that controls the pitch of human speech revealed 

Medical News Today 

3. 'It's not what you say, it's the way that you say it' 

Yvette Brazier, Medical News Today 

1. What sleep talkers say during slumber 

Honor Whiteman, Medical News Today 

2. Cochlear implants without external hardware? New chip looks promising 

Catharine Paddock PhD, Medical News Today 

3. First-of-its-kind robotic arm works without brain implant 

Maria Cohut, Medical News Today 

 

https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-

words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593 

https://newatlas.com/facebook-f8-building-8-brain-typing-skin-hearing/49106/
https://newatlas.com/elon-musk-neuralink-brain-chips-2020/60627/
https://newatlas.com/bci-fastest-typing-speed/48035/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-10994-4
https://www.ucsf.edu/news/2019/07/415046/team-ids-spoken-words-and-phrases-real-time-brains-speech-signals
https://tech.fb.com/imagining-a-new-interface-hands-free-communication-without-saying-a-word/
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/319111.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/322359.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/305452.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/320642.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/272439.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/325547.php?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Medical_News_Today_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593
https://newatlas.com/facebook-brain-research-thoughts-words/60833/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 502  november  2019 
 

 

131 

Does Your Dog Really Love You and What Does That Really Mean? A Journey in Cognitive Science 

and Moral Philosophy 

“Our inability to read dogs’ emotions well probably begins with our inability to understand our own emotions 

well.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

That humans love their dogs is a fundamental fact of our animal heart, as indisputable and irrepealable as 

gravity — just look at Lord Byron’s leaden eulogy for his beloved dog. But whether our dogs “love” us and 

what that really means is a question that hurls the human heart into perennial restlessness, oscillating between 

absolute, arrogant certainty and endless, insecure doubt. Its answer hints at the elemental nature of all 

emotion, at the central puzzlement of consciousness, at the very meaning of love, and at the unnerving fact 

that we can never fully know the inner life of another, be they human or other animal. 

That question is what cognitive scientist Alexandra Horowitz, director of the Dog Cognition Lab at Barnard 

College, explores in a chapter of her altogether fascinating book Our Dogs, Ourselves: The Story of a 

Singular Bond (public library). 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/18/lord-byron-epitatph-for-a-dog/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/alexandra-horowitz/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1501175009/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1501175009/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/our-dogs-ourselves-the-story-of-a-singular-bond/oclc/1085204537&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1501175009/braipick-20
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Horowitz notes that, both in her lab and while observing dogs in the urban wild, she constantly sees behaviors 

from which we instinctively infer human-like emotions — curiosity when a dog faces a dancing robot, 

surprise when a hidden researcher emerges from behind a door — and yet she is frequently asked whether 

dogs are really capable of the most sweeping human emotions: love, anger, ennui. Are we right to imagine “If 

I could I would bite every sorrow until it fled” into a beloved dog’s mental monologue? Framing these 

questions as “a testament to both the ardor of our interest in our dogs, and our uncertainty about the dog’s 

experience,” Horowitz writes: 

As our own days may be colored with anxiety, anticipation, or foreboding — are dogs’ days so colored? As 

we respond to events and people with empathy, sarcasm, or incredulity — do dogs tend toward such 

sentiments? 

Many of these questions boil down to whether dogs have feelings or emotions at all. But of course they do. 

Look at it adaptively: emotions are messaging to the muscles and response system to circumvent the closed-

door discussions between the sensory organs and brain. I see a tiger; I know that tigers are predators and this 

one is coming toward me . . . and Hey!, chimes the brain emotively, Be afraid! Run! 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/you-cant-have-it-all-barbara-ras-emily-levine/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/you-cant-have-it-all-barbara-ras-emily-levine/
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Look at it neurologically: the areas of human brains that are active when we feel, sigh, yearn, and despair are 

also found in dogs’ brains. 

Look at it behaviorally: though we are not always great at naming which behavior indicates what emotion (as 

we will shortly see), the wide array of different behaviors and postures of dogs tells us about their internal 

states. 

Look at it sensibly. The alternative to having emotions — having undifferentiated experience — defies 

reason, defies Darwin, defies continuity. Human emotions did not emerge mysteriously and fully formed out 

of unfeeling automata. Keep in mind that the last popular advocate of the latter belief, Descartes, lived in a 

time when bloodletting was still considered salubrious. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/29/beloved-dog-maira-kalman/
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Art by Maira Kalman from Beloved Dog 

But while the question of whether dogs feel is a fossil of hubristic medievalism, the question 

of what and how dogs feel remains just on the cusp of our ability to answer — for our answers are mired in 

our own projections. After all, the qualia of any conscious experience is singular to the consciousness having 

it and impenetrable to other consciousnesses — Nina Simone serenaded the impossibility of precisely 

knowing the qualia of another human animal when she sang “I wish you could know what it means to be me,” 

let alone the qualia of a non-human animal. 

And yet we presume to easily read a dog’s feeling states. A century and a half after Darwin wrote that “man 

himself cannot express love and humility by external signs, so plainly as does a dog, when with drooping ears, 

hanging lips, flexuous body, and wagging tail, he meets his beloved master,” Horowitz pulls into question the 

plainness of emotional inferences drawn from behavioral cues. Having previously written beautifully 

about how a walk with her own dog ignited an awareness of the myriad different ways of experiencing the 

same reality, she considers the difference between description and emotional diagnosis: 

As shorthand, it makes good sense to me to use emotional terms to describe what I’m seeing. In the lab, I 

would more likely say, The dog’s head extends forward, leading the body by an extra half-step; the ears are 

perked into their full height (read: curiosity). A dog jumps back, preparing the body for escape; a “rurf” sound 

slips out (surprise). Retreating, the dog’s body shrinks down and back (anxiety); on approach, a dog pulls 

away her head, lifts her paw, curls her lip (disgust); with a high, loosely wagging tail, the dog leaps with two 

or four legs and attempts to lick every nearby face, dog or human (delight). 

I don’t use those shorthand words as my first descriptions of what they are doing — because I hesitate to 

assume that a dog’s experience of what looks like curiosity or delight is precisely like mine. While the 

similarities across mammalian brains make it highly likely that all mammals have diverse emotional 

experiences, we all also have very different lived experiences, based on, for humans, our cultures, where we 

live, and the people we meet. So, too, for dogs. My own guess is that, planted into a dog’s body, we wouldn’t 

recognize the feelings we’re flooded with as being just like our own. But that there are feelings, I’ve no doubt. 

In this way, I inhabit the territory between the presumptive granting of subjective experience just like humans 

— and complete denial of any experience. Not presuming to know the dog’s subjective experience is not at all 

the same as denying them any experience at all. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/29/beloved-dog-maira-kalman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/25/christof-koch-consciousness-qualia/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/12/on-looking-eleven-walks-with-expert-eyes/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/12/on-looking-eleven-walks-with-expert-eyes/
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Art by Maira Kalman from Beloved Dog 

Paradoxically, she points out, denial has been the crucible of the scientific study of animal consciousness — 

with strikingly cruel consequences that gnaw at the foundations of morality: 

Without definitive evidence of an animal’s fear of pain, researchers say, how can we be sure that the animal 

feels fear — or pain — at all? 

Weirdly, most of the history of medical and psychiatric research has also seemed not to doubt the reality of 

animals’ feelings. In fact, it presumes feelings in its very premise. To prove the efficacy of an anti-anxiety 

drug for humans, the drug first has to be roundly vetted on an “animal model”: essentially, lab animals have to 

be made anxious, then given the test, and have their anxiety dissipate (while no other ill effects arise). A 

history of this kind of thinking is written between the lines of every medical study using animals: they are so 

similar to us, thus they are a good model for humans. 

[…] 

Should someone make the claim to me that a dog definitely can’t be “depressed,” or benefit from anti-

depression medication, I’ll take their hand and walk them back in time. Several decades ago, depression 

research took a step forward with the development of the “learned helplessness” model, made famous by 

Martin Seligman. He and his colleague came up with a scheme to see if helplessness could be induced by 

circumstance. Brace yourself: it involved dogs. 

In a passage difficult to read without growing heavy-hearted and fiery with anger, Horowitz goes on to 

summarize the classic behavioral psychology study — an experiment that involved thirty-two “adult mongrel 

dogs” who never smelled the outdoor air and lived enslaved in the lab, where they were strapped down and 

assaulted by electric shocks and 70-decibel noise until they “learned” that they were utterly helpless. 

Horowitz confesses in a footnote that she had to read the study in three harrowing sittings, punctuated by 

slamming her computer shut and leaving the room. (Her own lab keeps no live animals, though there are two 

stuffed toy-dogs, both affectionately named by the researchers. Volunteer subjects come from the “real” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/29/beloved-dog-maira-kalman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/29/beloved-dog-maira-kalman/
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world, including one human-canine duo who traveled 210 miles to participate in a 30-minute study.) She 

reflects on the grim morale of Seligman’s study: 

Dogs were shocked, driven to depression and passivity and impotence, to prove that we could feel passivity 

and impotent in depression. Dogs are still widely used in medical research, make no mistake: this is 

happening now. Also now. And again. 

[…] 

To watch struggling animals without working to relieve their struggle demonstrates the great dissociation we 

condone with animals. Our society’s attitude toward animals is thus mismatched. We grant them feelings 

when it suits our testing needs, but grant them no feelings when it would not suit our testing needs. The 

human behavior in these test settings — electrocuting; near-drowning — is considered animal cruelty 

anywhere outside of the test setting. 

So why is the question of animal emotions still posed? We are trapped on the far reaches of the pendulum’s 

swing: either assuming dogs are entirely unlike us or assuming dogs are just like us. As wrongheaded as it is 

to presume dogs to be unfeeling, it is no more correct to presumptively grant them a humanlike emotional life. 

(Nor must it be somewhere in-between: for all we know, dogs’ emotional experience is far more elaborate 

than ours.) We glance at dogs and conclude we know what they’re feeling, but our haste to make such 

conjecture on little evidence — and inability to read a dog’s emotions when they are displayed — is profound. 
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Curiously, while we are poor readers of a dog’s emotions, dogs seem to be excellent readers of ours. One of 

the fascinating findings of Horowitz’s lab is that the familiar “guilty look” we so often perceive in dogs — tail 

tucked, head lowered, eyebrows slightly knit — is not an indication of a dog’s guilt over a misbehavior but of 

having registered that the owner is angry or about to get angry, independent of whether or not the dog has 

done something guilt-worthy. Similarly, Horowitz’s lab found that what classic behavioral studies of fairness 

perception — one dog is given more treats, another fewer — have interpreted as “jealousy” is simply a dog’s 

“reasonable refusal to work for nothing.” Her experiment also illuminates the lovely eternal optimism of the 

dog’s nature: 

Art by Maira Kalman from Beloved Dog 

 

Against expectation, they preferred to hang out with the unfair person. Again, it seems like they are motivated 

less by the kinds of feelings of unfairness or jealousy that humans have than by pure optimism that 

maybe this time, some of those treats will be tossed their way… 

Lurking beneath all the ambiguity, affect-blindness, and projection is a testament to the great Buddhist teacher 

Thich Nhat Hanh’s assertion that “understanding is love’s other name.” Horowitz considers the intimate crux 

of our difficulty in discerning dogs’ emotions: 

Our inability to read dogs’ emotions well probably begins with our inability to understand our own emotions 

well. Though perfectly accessible to us — and only to us, truly — our society is constantly putting us to work 

to “get in touch with” our emotions. And that’s when they are right there for the touching. Given our 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/29/beloved-dog-maira-kalman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/31/how-to-love-thich-nhat-hanh/
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difficulty, it’s no wonder we are ill-equipped to figure out the emotions of the four-legged creature beside us. 

So we default to granting dogs emotions, but of the most human sort. We assume dogs are not only in the 

room with us, but sharing a kind of hive mind with humans. 

[…] 

Does your dog love you? Watch them, and you tell me. 

Caroline Paul, writing about another beloved four-legged species of companion, summed up the central 

paradox of human-pet emotional understanding — and of any emotional understanding — perfectly: “You 

can never know anyone as completely as you want. But that’s okay, love is better.” 

Complement the thoroughly wonderful and revelatory Our Dogs, Ourselves with artist Maria 

Kalman’s illustrated love letter to dogs and John Homans’s beautiful and bittersweet canine-inspired 

meditation on love, loss, and the art of presence, then revisit Horowitz on how dogs actually “see” the world 

through smell and what they can teach us about accessing the hidden layers of reality. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/06/alexandra-horowitz-our-dogs-

ourselves/?mc_cid=16d4523a81&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  
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A Woman Screaming 

Saskia Vogel 

I’m finding it hard to speak. While translating Lina Wolff’s second novel The Polyglot Lovers, published in 

spring 2019 by And Other Stories, I found a woman screaming. She was cursing a man for what he had done 

to her. Her private pain had become public rage, and in that moment, the woman was powerful. But would it 

last? What would happen next? 

  

* 

  

Wolff’s novel is about the search for a lover who is fluent in your tongue set against the story of a lost 

manuscript entitled The Polyglot Lovers. Max Lamas, the character who narrates the second part of the book, 

is the author of the lost manuscript. Max is self-important, pompous and blinkered. He daydreams about his 

ideal woman, piecing her together from memories he has of eight other women. His dream woman is ‘dark, 

short, curvy’ and wears ‘her hair in a wavy bob’. He says: ‘The fantasy woman spoke a language I didn’t 

understand, rendering any communication impossible. It gave me the deepest sense of calm.’ 

In fact, no one speaks a language Max understands because he can only really hear himself. On a day he has 

set aside for flaneuring, Max ends up in the World Trade Center business complex in central Stockholm. 

There he meets a receptionist who comes on to him and onto whom Max projects his desires. They agree to a 

tryst and Max rents a hotel room. But her failure to live up to his fantasy turns him cruel. Instead of goodbye, 

he tells her: ‘You’re not good enough. You’re too old, too inhibited, too boring.’ As Max strides out of the 

hotel onto the street, the receptionist leans out a window and shouts: ‘Stop.’ Wolff’s narrative shifts to present 

tense. 

  

‘Who, me?’ I ask in disbelief placing my hand on my chest. 

‘Max Lamas!’ she roars. 

I break into a full-body sweat. She is standing in a window in a building in the middle of Stockholm roaring 

my name. She’s standing there. I laugh, looking around. No, I think. No. A semicircle has formed around me. 

People have retreated, as though I were enclosed in an invisible dome. Now they’re standing there. Looking at 

me with disdain. 

‘But . . . !’ I shout up at the window. 

And to the people in the semicircle: 

‘I don’t know who that is! I don’t know her!’ 

But they don’t believe me. And I see it, their disdain. Disdain has installed itself in their eyes, and will not 

yield. I suddenly understand: the people who happen to be on the street hate me. They know nothing about 

me. They’ve never seen me before, they don’t even know what happened up in the hotel room. But they hate 

me. They believe the rage of a roaring woman in a window. She still hasn’t said anything, and yet they fully 

believe what she’s about to say. 

‘The madwoman in the attic . . .’ I begin. 

But the voice in the window interrupts me: 

https://granta.com/contributor/saskia-vogel/
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‘I curse you! I curse you, Max Lamas!’ 

Everything is still and quiet, only the sky is darkly revolving, like a door to something unknown. 

  

* 

  

I have been a woman screaming, once in real life, more often in dreams. 

A long time ago I managed to disentangle myself from an emotionally and on occasion physically abusive 

relationship. That is to stay, I managed to disentangle myself from the relationship. The man haunts me still, 

in the way I might flinch if you move to touch me, if you don’t take no for an answer, in recurring dreams 

where he is calm and cruel, holding all the cards. I am just a woman screaming, wishing the people around us 

would see the nuance of the situation, but instead they think I am the one doing wrong: disturbing the peace, 

slandering a man, acting ʻcrazy’. In my dreams, my voice becomes noise, then breaks. I lose my ability to 

speak. 

For years this relationship was all I could talk about: during and after. I told everyone my story. I don’t know 

why, exactly. A purge, perhaps? I could never get my fill of people listening to me, believing me, even though 

I’m sure I alienated plenty of folk along the way when the dull thud of this story landed at their feet, revealing 

my bare need. I think I was hoping someone would respond with an insight that would free me of my anger 

and pain, as if by magic. Could I have gone another route? When I imagined speaking out beyond, shall we 

call it, a whisper network, I imagined what he would say. He’d be able to laugh it off, and convince everyone 

else that I was a worthless, unlovable slut, just like he’d convinced me. After all, he was respectable, and I 

was the girl working in the adult entertainment industry, the girl who had just written a thesis on BDSM, with 

passages on the joys of bruises after a good scene. It would be like in my recurring dreams. No one would 

believe me. I would just be a woman screaming. 

I was born and raised in Los Angeles, and the city’s legacy of occult and esoteric thinking came to me with 

the drinking water: I speak the lingua franca of astrology, I visited a card reader from childhood onward 

because it’s what the people around me did, I read books about Wicca in neighbors’ homes, I thought about 

my goals in terms of ‘manifestation’ and ‘drawing down the moon’. Perhaps this goes some way to explaining 

a belief I developed that my ex was all-powerful. He did nothing to discourage this thinking. He claimed he 

had powers, too. His actions, insults and statements were sometimes so uncanny I assumed he could read my 

mind. (It never occurred to me that he might be gathering information about me using more conventional 

means, like snooping. I trusted him fully.) 

When I finally left him, I took a strand of his hair and cast a spell that would keep him from doing further 

harm. I remember taking the act seriously, while also thinking that what I was doing was nuts. Still, nuts 

didn’t matter. I was desperate and frightened: I wanted my brain and my life back, and I thought the spell 

would loosen his hold on me. As in Anna Biller’s 2016 film The Love Witch, which explores how gaslighting 

sets a woman on the path of witchcraft, the idea that I was connected to something greater than myself made it 

possible to regain a sense of control. But the spell itself felt insufficient. I wasn’t sure what I was doing. When 

I wanted to be done with him, I just threw the hair away. 

The realization that we can change how we perceive and interact with the world is extremely powerful, and 

witchcraft offers one alternative to the dominant modes. This is to say, whether we are talking about 

witchcraft, Indigenous ways of knowing, or Audre Lorde’s uses of the erotic, there are ways of listening and 

learning that differ from the ways many of us were taught, and each offers its own insights that contrast and 

intersect. What have we lost in our devotion to capitalism and its value of growth and expansion, by 

conceiving of the world as a thing to be claimed, as a resource to be exploited? What can be gained by 
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opening ourselves up to new ways of listening and learning? Wolff engages with these questions in The 

Polyglot Lovers through each of her three narrators. The book begins with Ellinor, a woman from southern 

Sweden, who is all too aware that Stockholmers, including the literary critic she meets online, might consider 

her to be a ‘hick’. But she is intelligent and intuitive in ways that Ruben, the critic, and Max are not. Max 

finds himself drawn to Ruben’s ex-wife, a medium called Mildred. He is a skeptic and yet what she sees for 

him leaves an impression. My own ritual of casting a spell was also about impressing something on my mind. 

At the very least I was declaring my intention to leave my ex, and I kept a reminder of this intention around 

my neck in a locket inlaid with tiger’s eye and onyx, two protective stones. People would always ask me 

where I got it. I tried not to say that I had picked it out, but he had given it to me. 

By turning to witchcraft, I was drawing from a powerful tradition and symbol: the figure of the witch, which 

is often now posited as a feminist position. For instance, the writer and translator Johanne Lykke Holm, who 

has translated my debut novel Permission into Swedish, runs a writing course called Hekseskolen, ‘The 

School for Witches’. Among other things, the course looks at the witch as a figure who is excluded from the 

center of power, but nonetheless challenges the reigning order. How does a voice that works outside of the 

dominant power structures take shape? The title of the writing course is provocative, evoking the potency of 

the witch today and how we might think of her in terms of literature and creativity. Kristen J. Sollée in her 

book Witches, Sluts, and Feminists: Conjuring the Sex Positive offers us a view on the idea of the witch as an 

empowering figure: ‘Like many millennial women, I see a reclamation of female power in the witch, slut, and 

feminist identities. Each of these contested words conjure and counter a tortuous history of misogyny, and 

each in its own way can be emblematic of women overcoming oppression.’ I think of the witch in this way, 

too. I also imagine the witch as a woman who is unafraid to express her rage and take action, seek justice or 

revenge. She is a potent archetype whom we can channel to resist and challenge structures that favor the lives 

of some over the lives of others. However, this idea of the witch sits alongside a feeling that came to me when 

watching Biller’s film. In The Love Witch, the power the titular witch has gained through witchcraft is still 

inscribed in a patriarchal order. An essential powerlessness causes Biller’s protagonist to turn to witchcraft, 

and in witchcraft she tries to connect to powers immeasurable, powers she wields over men. For the space of 

this essay, rather than following a narrative of empowerment, I’d like to stay with the idea of powerlessness. 

Which courses of action were available to me? Was it within my power to keep my ex from doing harm to 

others? I didn’t want him to hurt other women; I wanted the hurt to stop in me. As I considered what I should 

or could do, my fantasies ran wild, and in each fantasy I was anonymous for fear of being discredited. I 

thought to spearhead a poster campaign, showing his face stamped with strategically chosen words. (It 

embarrasses me to tell you this.) I also imagined setting up some sort of website, like a one-man Shitty Media 

Men list. I went online to see what the precedent was and found forums for women with abusive partners. 

Communication seemed to go there to die. I recognized the scripts I was using, too: sentences and 

formulations that suggested certain commenters were still locked in a cycle of abuse even when they claimed 

they were adamant about leaving. Fellow forum members offered support and community, but like so many 

spaces on the internet, the dialogue would devolve, hitting boundaries of pain and resistance, or more petty 

things. She’s never going to leave. I was surprised how quickly my searches led me past these forums to 

websites about sociopaths and conspiracy theories, spaces of madness, paranoia and the occult. I think the 

keyword that was making this search so hard was ‘sociopath’, a word my therapist had suggested for the 

behavior I was describing, the way that man would lie and rage. The word seems to conjure riotous shadow 

spaces, untethered from fact or reason. 

I realized that neither revenge nor compulsive storytelling would release me from this pain. I sat with my 

story, spoke of it only when it felt relevant, like when the PTSD would come for me, teeth bared, at 

inopportune moments. My behavior would become so odd the only reasonable thing to do was to be open, 

within reason, about why. Once I ran away from a vendor at a market because he wouldn’t take no for an 

answer, and I had failed at finding a polite way to end the interaction. As soon as I see a red flag, even in a 

low-stakes situation, I heed it. This means that sometimes I am no fun, sometimes I have zero chill, 
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sometimes I am quick to judge the person you are dating, and that I am always braced. A basic trust was 

broken, the one that breaks when your bodily integrity is violated, when you are left to contend with the 

horror that someone you loved and who said they loved you has in fact been manipulating you all along. I was 

no longer able to believe that a person who loves me is someone who will also endeavor to keep me from 

harm. And then there was the gutting reminder that harm can be inflicted without recourse. 

Because the world can be very small, it happened that people reached out to me to talk about my ex’s 

behavior. You used to date, right? I’m worried . . . The worry was for themselves or a friend. I did my best to 

listen. I wanted to be supportive, but I also wanted to leave it all behind. And frankly, I wasn’t sure who I 

could trust. Every communiqué felt like a trap. I had to live with this, and he had to live with himself. There 

was nothing else to do or say. I curse you, Max Lamas. 

  

* 

  

To make peace with my ex during a fight, I had to play on his terms. Almost anything could be made better if 

I promised him that he was my one and only and would be forever and ever. He learned to take advantage of 

that, too – playing on my terms when it could get him what he wanted. I stayed with him for so long, I think, 

because I believed that there was a set of words that would drive out the abuse from our dynamic, so all we’d 

be left with was the bliss he’d allowed me to glimpse in our early days of courtship, a word I use because of 

the life he claimed to want with me. And of course, I know that some of my behavior must have been 

infuriating. I am stubborn to a fault, and he was fiercely protective of his intricate web of lies. I got loud when 

we fought and backed him into corners, something I try not to do anymore. I would watch him fly into a rage, 

but I would not yield, my hopes pinned on what may lie on the other side. When he raged, I would take it all 

in, listening to the salient parts, ignoring the insults, tried to decode it and wondered what I could do to 

change. How could I prevent it from going this far again? I took his rage seriously, and not just because I was 

afraid, but because it pained me to know that he was hurting. He seemed oblivious to how he was hurting me. 

He once punched me in the arm, suddenly, and in the next breath, when I asked him why, he told me it hadn’t 

happened. I bruised. I wished we could find a better way to communicate. We talked, we wrote, he came with 

me to a therapist once for a couple’s session. He had strings of words that worked on me, too. Promises of 

change. Incantations that convinced me to stay. On the other side of our incantations, a fantasy of what could 

be. Ultimately, my ideal man was not him. His ideal woman was not me. The fantasy woman spoke a 

language I didn’t understand, rendering any communication impossible. 

  

* 

  

I remember hearing at a conference that a good translation is like looking at the world through a window. You 

are aware of the glass, it is part of the interaction, but it does not obstruct your view. The glass is between you 

and the text, but it is through the glass that you connect. The medium stands between us, author and text, 

seeker and the unknown. 

In Lina Wolff’s novel, characters are constantly observing each other and the world across a gap, a threshold, 

in mirrors, through computer screens and windows. Even when we are skin to skin, make eye contact, or 

speak in clear and certain terms, something stands between us all. The space of translation is the gap between 

you and me, feeling and language. In the novel, Mildred, the blind medium, is gifted with powers of seeing, 

but these powers are not absolute. When Mildred uses her gift to read Max, she says, ‘You’ve come with 

questions of the spirit. But you can keep your money, because I can’t see anything at all.’ She continues, 
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‘What surrounds you. In the fields. It’s empty. It’s like they’re waiting for something, and meanwhile nothing 

can happen.’ All she can say is that something is coming and it will change him, perhaps with the force of a 

tsunami. That is to say, insight and answers to burning questions aren’t always available to us, whether we are 

accessing our intellect or unseen forces. Maybe it’s then we are most likely to give ourselves up to the 

unknown, perhaps in the form of a higher power, the existence of which assures us there is an order to things, 

a structure to our story, the promise of justice or revelation. And so we might find respite in the act of casting 

a curse or spell. 

I have written before about how my priority as a translator is to capture the feeling of the text, an intangible 

idea subjective to my experience of the work. But I can only translate in this way when I am able to access a 

headspace where I can channel the words, where language just flows. But sometimes I can’t get there. Maybe 

I need a snack, maybe I’m allowing myself to be distracted. I work those parts of the text to death – cross-

referencing other texts, online sources, dictionaries and thesauri in English, Swedish, and other related 

languages in search for the perfect word or turn of phrase. In the first sentence of The Polyglot Lovers, for 

instance, Ellinor, the narrator of the first part of the book, reveals that in searching for ‘the one’ she never 

thought online dating would be her thing. The sentence has been rewritten what feels like one thousand times, 

including a back and forth with the editor about capitalization of ‘the one’. Down to the last edit, I could feel 

my vision clouding each time I revisited this sentence. There was too much I wanted from that line. I wanted 

you, the reader, to love this book from its very first words. I felt the pressure of what the beginning leads you 

to expect from the middle and what it might say about the end. It had to be right, it all had to make sense. I 

put my hands to the glass. The glass fogged with my breath. The sky is darkly revolving, like a door to 

something unknown. 

A friend told me that in her queer, feminist circle, an interest in occult and esoteric practices seemed to be a 

way of marking out space. Space for ways of communicating that are not the norm, suggesting that we might 

need to expand our ways of seeing, finding other ways to access knowledge about ourselves and others. That 

is to say: our rational systems of knowledge and the language they give rise to are insufficient. But I couldn’t 

get into it. Once, I would have wanted to dive deeper into the conversation, dance on my tightrope, testing the 

air around empiricism by discussing what we mean by manifestation, the edges of perception, and tarot as a 

tool to develop intuition. Instead I told my friend that this conversation felt dangerous today. Where do you 

draw the line between a tool for thinking and a belief worthy of investment? 

I am most often pulled to esoteric practices when I feel weak, lost or am craving rhyme and reason. The last 

time I sought counsel from a medium was around my fertility. I just wanted to know if it would happen for 

my husband and me: would I get pregnant and would it be soon? In fall 2017, a medium told me that yes, I 

would get pregnant and it would be by the end of 2018, as long as I cut down on travel. I cut down on travel. I 

did all the other stuff you need to do to conceive naturally. Time passed and her words were a comfort: it 

would happen that year. When my period arrived shortly before the close of 2018, I cried all day. A friend 

tried to explain that the medium might have meant a metaphorical pregnancy, or that the basis of her seeing 

had changed. I wasn’t having it. I had taken the medium at her word; it felt like a betrayal. Would it have been 

better to sit with my vulnerability and spend time with the idea that conception isn’t something I can control? 

Should I have exercised patience instead, accepting that this would take the time it takes and could go any 

which way? The danger I felt had something to do with agency: how much agency had I given up by putting 

my trust in this medium’s word? The other things she’d told me had felt like good counsel; did I need to 

discard them, too? How had trusting her made me blind? 

  

* 
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It is like magic when something shifts, like when the New York Times broke the Harvey Weinstein scandal 

on 5 October 2017, which led to the outpouring of #MeToo. I’m sure many of us have channeled our energies 

into the desire to see the culture change, to see abuses of power end, for the norm to be that we believe 

victims of abuse when they speak out, and for the justice system to deliver justice. It seems insufficient to 

think about #MeToo as the result of something like karma or a curse. Or a result of karma and a curse alone. 

To do so, I would have to believe in a master plan, and I do not. We can only theorize as to why this time the 

tide of the crowd was moving this way. The reasons for the movement’s popularity are complex and 

culturally specific. It resonated in different ways, and not really at all, in other countries and industries. Sexual 

assault allegations made in autumn 2017 in the wake of #MeToo’s resonance in Sweden essentially led to the 

cancellation of the 2018 Nobel Prize for Literature. Judging by the headlines, India’s ‘#MeToo moment’ 

arrived in October 2018. Tarana Burke, the American civil rights activist, first started using the words ‘Me 

Too’ in 2006 to draw attention to the prevalence of sexual abuse and assault in her community. She has 

written that the movement propelled by social media and Hollywood is one that has become ‘unrecognisable’ 

to her in its relentless takedown of powerful individuals and obsession with their careers – and in the media 

backlash that has vilified victims and suggested a plot against men. She wants the focus to be on realizing the 

vision of a world free from sexual violence and understanding ‘that power and privilege doesn’t always have 

to destroy and take – it can be used to serve and build’. It is exhausting and painful speaking and not being 

heard. We choose our words carefully, we do what we can, we keep the faith in change for the better, we 

exercise patience, we wait. Sometimes that patience threatens to run out. 

After the 2016 presidential election, I considered for a moment the end of my time as a person who works 

with language for a living and who believes in using language, writing and storytelling as tools of change. 

The violence in the way words were being drained of meaning and consequence felt suddenly acute. There 

were so many bad faith actors and people asserting their beliefs as material fact. I imagined in which way I 

might retrain myself: plumbing, carpentry, caring. Something concrete: it flushes, it can be sat on, it is clean, 

dry and fed, and so we can all agree that the task for now is done. 

I want what we say to matter. 

You are my one and only forever and ever. 

I curse you, Max Lamas. 

  

* 

  

There he was on the street. This was it, I thought. There was nothing at stake between us anymore. All I 

wanted was an apology for the things he had always refused to acknowledge that he had done. I thought this 

would be healing. I should have just walked the other way, but the old wounds wanted to be acknowledged. It 

was for him that they were screaming. Had their screaming made him appear? 

It was just like in my dream. He laughed at me. And I roared. I remember the ruckus caused a hairdresser to 

look up from a client to see what was going on outside. One day your behavior will catch up with you, I 

raged. It was a statement of hope, not unlike a curse. 

  

* 
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Julian Lucas, in the New York Times Book Review, wrote that curses are versatile fictions, endowing 

misfortune with a narrative, moral significance and a corresponding sense of justice. My rage came from my 

sense of having been done wrong, having no recourse, not being able to do enough. I was ashamed and 

humiliated to find that he still had power over me. He laughed at me, trying to communicate to anyone 

watching that what I was saying was not valid. I wonder about the validity of what I am saying, too. 

One concrete action would have been to file a police report, but that time has passed. Once, in public with 

him, a police officer inquired if I was all right, and in that moment I did nothing. It was more important to me 

to resolve whatever we were fighting about than to involve the law, and I wanted to protect him because I 

loved him and wished him well even in what was our worst moment. I also didn’t know how I would have 

explained the situation. I had also done things to make that fight as bad as it was. Each party’s involvement 

complicated the sense of blame, and I feared I would only make myself more vulnerable if what happened 

between us was put on record. What else could I have done, I ask myself. Broken up with him at the first red 

flag? I have walked away from people for less. Why did I stay? I remember how lonely I was when we met, 

how much I wanted the love he was proposing. When I think of that loneliness now, I can’t escape my own 

harsh judgment of myself. I still wonder if taking legal action would have been a valid trajectory. Would it 

have caused him to change his behavior? The abuse was mostly emotional, mostly he broke things. I wonder 

where to draw the line between a private and public matter. 

But what did I want when I invoked a higher power there on the street? Most of all, I wanted to erase the past. 

I wanted not to have entrusted my heart and body to a person who did not have my best interests in mind. In 

appealing to a higher power, I felt the guilt of not having done enough to prevent him from being able to do 

more harm. In appealing to a higher power, I felt how powerless I was when faced with him again and how 

powerless I had felt before. What did I expect to achieve by screaming at this man in the street? Screaming 

rarely does any good. Back then, I wanted some sort of justice, even in the form of a sincere apology, but I 

wasn’t willing to look at my actions either. My encounter with Wolff’s text brought me right back to that 

moment, and with distance and a shift in our cultural context, I no longer feel that I acted correctly. Anyway, I 

was making a moot point. This was already an instance of his behavior catching up with him. In that moment, 

I was the curse. (The shadow thought, the shame-filled thought, the deep and quivering fear: Is the power I 

have the power to turn man into a beast? Was it me who conjured his rage and violence? With any other lover 

would he have been a gentle man? Am I the curse?) 

I harbor no fantasy that after he disappeared from my life his behavior towards women changed more than 

perhaps in intensity. I believe it would have a negative impact on my well-being if I were to try and find out. I 

can offer no narrative of hope. I will live with the unknown. 

Lina Wolff’s 2016 novel offers a more satisfying scenario and one that has taken on new significance since 

the #MeToo movement went viral. When I was on the street screaming, I wished, as in Wolff’s scene, that 

disdain would have installed itself in their eyes. I wished for a collective moment like the one she 

describes: They believe the rage of a roaring woman. 

Depending on the news cycles, it feels like we are an inch, a yard, or a mile closer to old wounds being 

acknowledged and considered, to women’s rage being seen and heard, and justice served. Dr Christine Blasey 

Ford’s testimony and the Senate Judiciary Committee’s questioning of Brett Kavanaugh’s record exposed 

both racism and misogyny inherent in some of the judge’s rulings – notably when Sen. Kamala Harris asked if 

he could name any laws that ’give the government the power to make decisions about the male body’. Though 

this did not keep Kavanaugh from becoming a Supreme Court Justice, something did feel different in how we 

were hearing Ford and being asked to see and relate to Kavanaugh. As I write this essay, a headline arrives 

saying that India’s #MeToo is facing a backlash. Progress doesn’t follow a straight line. It staggers, unfolds 

and overlaps. Sometimes it doesn’t look like progress at all. 
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I believe in the transformative power of anger, but I don’t believe in casting curses. So I sit with this wound, 

let go of the hope that the man who gave it to me will take it away, and I look for new ways to heal and new 

ways to speak, from a different place, one that is not dependent on a master plan as dictated by a higher 

power: karma, black magic, God. One that does not involve me screaming at a man on the street. They’ve 

never seen me before, they don’t even know what happened up in the hotel room. But they hate me. 

I am choosing to write this now, so I must believe that what happened between us in private has relevance as 

a public matter. But who cares about me and my ex, really? I’m writing because there is so much that I want, 

and because there is so much at stake when we talk about abuse, rage and interpersonal violence. I want our 

culture’s relationship to abuse, rage and violence to change. We’ve seen how these issues reach from the 

people involved deep into the structures that govern our lives. What would it take to expand the space for 

conversations about consent and power in public discourse? I want us to reckon with why these issues are so 

often dismissed or excused as private matters, and consider when it is or is not useful to think in terms of 

public and private. When we speak out about ourselves, we are putting our stories to work for our 

communities. How do we turn the uneasy tension between the need to acknowledge abuse and the desire to 

hold people accountable into a productive one? I wonder if the answer can be found in returning to what is 

broken: trust. By focusing on trust, can we harness the power we channeled in being believed? Can trust be 

the cornerstone for a new model of power? Grounded in trust, we would be free to communicate. Imagine 

how we would listen and how we would speak then. It gave me the deepest sense of calm. 

  

  

Photograph © Paul Sullivan 

 

https://granta.com/a-woman-screaming/ 

  

https://granta.com/a-woman-screaming/
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Selective antibiotics target specific bacteria to spare the microbiome 

MEDICAL 

Michael Irving 

 

Researchers have developed antibiotics that target only specific strains of 

bacteria(Credit:beawolf/Depositphotos) 

Antibiotics are one of the most important medical marvels of the modern age, letting us easily treat infections 

that would have once been lethal. The problem is they aren't picky, blasting good and bad bacteria alike and 

messing up the delicate balance of the gut microbiome. But now researchers have developed a more targeted 

approach, with drugs that are able to zero in on specific species of bacteria. 

Each of us is our own walking universe, teeming with trillions upon trillions of bacteria, viruses, fungi and 

archaea. But before you bust out the hand sanitizer, remember that many of them are actually good for us, 

helping with vital processes such as digestion and immune responses. In fact, disruptions to the gut 

microbiome may have effects on all sorts of health issues, such as diabetes, obesity, Alzheimer's, heart 

disease and cancer. 

And few things are as disruptive to the microbiome as antibiotics. These drugs are designed to kill bacteria of 

course, but unfortunately they work like a shotgun blast, indiscriminately wiping out large populations of all 

kinds of bacteria in the gut. While the microbiome does recover somewhat, studies have shown that not all 

https://newatlas.com/medical/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/selective-antibiotics-target-specific-bacteria/60832/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://newatlas.com/selective-antibiotics-target-specific-bacteria/60832/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
https://depositphotos.com/43434247/stock-photo-bacteria-under-microscope.html
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-microbiome-revolutions-round-up/55786/
https://newatlas.com/guardian-gene-gut-bacteria-diabetes/51190/
https://newatlas.com/obesity-microbiome-immune-system-gut-bacteria/60766/
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-ptsd-alzheimers/51959/
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-microbiome-heart-disease-cardiovascular-health/58933/
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-microbiome-heart-disease-cardiovascular-health/58933/
https://newatlas.com/microbiome-breast-cancer-metastatic-spread-gut-bacteria/60056/
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-antibiotics-long-term-effects/56968/
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/selective-antibiotics-target-specific-bacteria/60832/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=07b9884363-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-07b9884363-92970593#gallery
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species return, and worse still, often the only ones that do survive are those that are resistant to the drugs. This 

is contributing to the rising tide of "superbugs" that threaten to make antibiotics ineffective entirely. 

Developing antibiotics that can target specific strains of bacteria could help solve all of those problems. And 

two new studies, conducted by researchers at the University of Konstanz and Duke University, have managed 

to do just that. 

The first kills off a bacteria called Moraxella catarrhalis, which is behind some middle ear and sinus 

infections, particularly in children. The drug's development began when the team noticed that a signaling 

compound given off by a different bacteria, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, seemed to single out M. catarrhalis. 

The researchers went on to engineer their own synthetic version of the compound, and found it made for a 

new antibiotic class that was efficient and highly selective for M. catarrhalis. Even closely related species 

were spared. 

While the team isn't entirely sure how the drug works, it's believed that it affects the bugs' metabolism, and P. 

aeruginosa probably uses the compound to reduce competition for resources. 

In the second study, some of the same team members created a new antibiotic that targets the malaria parasite. 

Normally, the parasite bides its time in the liver for a while before it begins attacking blood cells. The new 

drug targets it during this crucial but vulnerable stage of its life cycle. 

While these two developments are promising, the researchers are continuing to study the drugs. It's hoped that 

eventually selective antibiotics could be created for a range of different species, letting scientists pick off the 

bad bugs while leaving the good ones behind. Already, another team has developed a drug that singles out C. 

difficile. 

The two studies were published in the journals Chemical Science (PDF) and Chemical Communications. 

Source: University of Konstanz 
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VIA VINTAGE 

Herman Melville Was Also a Failed Poet 

On the Final Years of an American Legend-to-Be 

By Mark Beauregard 

 

September 28, 2016 

When Herman Melville died, on September 28th, 1891, 125 years ago, he was still fiddling around with a 

small, sweet poem called “The Chipmunk:” 

Stock-still I stand, 

And him I see 

Prying, peeping 

From Beech-tree; 

Crickling, crackling 

Gleefully! 

Having failed commercially as a novelist, he had spent the last 25 years of his life out of the public eye, and 

he had written poetry nearly every day. Mostly, his verse was tortured and cramped, and he often drew his 

themes from unlikely sources: ancient Greece and Rome, the Holy Land, myths, gods, and temple 

architecture. The scholar and Melville biographer Andrew Delbanco calls his poetry “gnomic,” and it contains 

none of the startling flights of fancy that make his best prose so engaging; but at the very end of his life, he 

turned his attention to homelier subjects, and his verse loosened up a bit and became more whimsical. 

Through an orchard I follow 

Two children in glee. 

From an apple-tree’s hollow 

They startle the bee. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Melville was 72 when he died in Manhattan, after a series of increasingly debilitating colds and viruses. He 

was interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, in the Bronx, where he joined his older son Malcolm, who had shot 

himself just after the Civil War, and his younger son Stanwix, who had died of tuberculosis in 1886. 

http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/534831/the-whale-a-love-story-by-mark-beauregard/9780399562334/
https://lithub.com/author/mark-beauregard/
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Woodlawn had been established during the Civil War and was built on the site of an important Revolutionary 

War fortification constructed by George Washington’s men, and the connection to both his sons and the 

struggles that had shaped his country would have appealed to Melville. Woodlawn was also the place where 

the most prestigious writers and businessmen were buried at the time, a fact that would not have been lost on 

the Melville family, though Melville himself died essentially anonymous. 

If people remembered him at all in 1891, they knew his first two books, Typee and Omoo, loosely 

autobiographical adventures set in the South Seas. A New York Times obituary mentioned Moby-Dick in 

passing (“the story of a whaling voyage”) but mainly lamented the neglect of Melville’s earlier works. The 

formerly famous sea romancer, the article said, died “absolutely forgotten.” 

Melville had spent little more than four years on sea journeys in the 1840s. He then spent the next ten years 

spinning those youthful escapades into novels, but after his first two successes, his writing career served 

mainly to bankrupt him. When he stopped publishing novels in 1857, it wasn’t because he had run out of 

ideas—it was because no publisher could afford to print his books, which always lost money. He tried giving 

lectures, which were popular and potentially lucrative entertainments in mid-19th century America, but 

reviewers dismissed him as an indifferent speaker, and he disliked crowds. 

He started writing poetry instead. In the mid-1800s in America, collections of poetry had a chance to provide 

their authors and publishers real income, and poets such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, William Cullen 

Bryant, and Melville’s friend Oliver Wendell Holmes were not only household names but also earned more 

money from their poetry than Melville ever made from his novels. Harper & Brothers, who had published 

most of Melville’s prose, took a chance on Battle Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866), a collection of Civil 

War poems, but it was yet another commercial failure: unlike the popular poetry of the day, Melville’s verse 

was too dense, high-minded, and self-conscious to win a fireside reading by a family hearth. Out of money 

and resources, Melville was forced to sell his home in Massachusetts and move to Manhattan, and he took a 

job as a customs inspector for the City of New York—the most sustained work of his life, which he did for 

the next 19 years—but he never gave up writing. 

Six days a week, he walked west from his apartment at 104 East 26th Street, across lower Manhattan, to the 

docks along the North River (as the Hudson was then known). His job was to check ships’ cargoes against 

their bills of lading and write reports, for which he earned four dollars a day (a salary that never changed). He 

walked back home in the evening, an unwavering routine. After dinner, he wrote poems late into the night. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Soft as the morning 

When South winds blow, 

Sweet as peach-orchards 

When blossoms are seen, 

Pure as a fresco 

Of roses and snow, 

Or an opal serene. 

He retired from customs work at the end of 1885. For the remaining years of his life, Melville haunted 

bookshops with the pocket money his wife Lizzie gave him as an allowance. A young bookseller’s apprentice, 

Oscar Wegelin, reports meeting him in the shop of John Anderson on Nassau Street, in the Financial District, 

on an autumn day in 1890: he was “an old gentleman preceded by a beard that was impressive even for those 

hirsute days,” and he came looking for books about the sea. He was working on the novella Billy Budd, 

Sailor, his first fiction in more than 30 years, a narrative that he wrote in a plainer style than his earlier prose 

and which he never quite finished—it remained in a tin box with some other keepsakes for decades, until it 
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was finally published in 1924 (and became his first international hit). And he continued to write poetry during 

this time, right till the end of his life. 

When he died, leaving behind Lizzie and his two daughters, Bessie and Fannie, he had several dozen 

unpublished poems loosely collected on his desk, with a dedication at the front that he had written to his long-

suffering wife of 44 years. Many of these poems had an easy style and a wry glint of humor that was often 

missing from his other verse. His subjects at the end included roses and irises, bluebirds and chipmunks, his 

early life with Lizzie in the Berkshires, and children’s dreams. Lizzie eventually published them in a private 

edition under the title Weeds and Wildings, with a Rose or Two. 

Happy, believe, this Christmas eve, 

Are Willie and Rob and Nellie and May— 

Happy in hope! in hope to receive 

These stockings well-stuffed from Santa Claus’ sleigh. 

Occasionally, toward the end, friends would drop by Melville’s apartment, or a literary adventurer would seek 

out the now-obscure sea romancer, and Melville would receive them. Mainly, he seems to have been content 

to avoid socializing, preferring instead to read his books, write, and tend his rose bushes. 

“To produce a mighty book, you must choose a mighty theme,” Melville wrote in Moby-Dick, but he offers 

no advice about what to do after you’ve done that and then been forgotten. The anonymous writer of his New 

York Times obituary, though, noted that his exceptionally accomplished writing and subsequent popular 

oblivion conveyed “a moral that is both bitter and wholesome to the popular novelists of our own day.” 

Was Melville disappointed by his commercial failure? Undoubtedly. But he kept writing, and we might 

imagine that he found some peace at the end, with his wife of more than 40 years, his daughters, a tiny 

garden, and a (bitter)sweet verse or two: 

Ah, Love, when life closes, 

Dying the death of the just, 

May we vie with Hearth-Roses, 

Smelling sweet in our dust. 

Billy BudddeathfameHerman MelvilleMoby-DickOmoopoetryTypee 
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