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A Song of Living 

by Amelia Josephine Burr 

 

A Song of Living is the source of Burr's most quoted inspirational verse: "Because I have loved life, I shall 

have no sorrow to die." 

 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die. 

I have sent up my gladness on wings, to be lost in the blue of the sky. 

I have run and leaped with the rain, I have taken the wind to my breast. 

My cheeks like a drowsy child to the face of the earth I have pressed. 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die. 

I have kissed young love on the lips, I have heard his song to the end, 

I have struck my hand like a seal in the loyal hand of a friend. 

I have known the peace of heaven, the comfort of work done well. 

I have longed for death in the darkness and risen alive out of hell. 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die. 

I gave a share of my soul to the world, when and where my course is run. 

I know that another shall finish the task I surely must leave undone. 

I know that no flower, nor flint was in vain on the path I trod. 

As one looks on a face through a window, through life I have looked on God, 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/amelia-josephine-burr/poem/a-song-of-living  

https://americanliterature.com/author/amelia-josephine-burr
https://americanliterature.com/author/amelia-josephine-burr/poem/a-song-of-living
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MRI study reveals link between teen obesity and brain damage 

By Rich Haridy 

 

 

"Brain changes found in obese adolescents related to important regions responsible for control of appetite, 

emotions and cognitive functions," says Pamela Bertolazzi, co-author on the new study 

merrydolla/Depositphotos 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

A striking new study, presented at the annual meeting of the Radiological Society of North America, claims to 

have identified white matter brain damage in obese teenagers. The researchers did not find the same brain 

changes in non-obese subjects, and suggest the structural differences correlate with metabolic markers that 

point to obesity as a causal factor. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/211199092/stock-photo-medical-ray-human-brain-closeup.html
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The FA skeleton, in green, is the average value in a healthy cohort, and the FA reductions are seen in red in 

the obese subjects 

Study author and RSNA 

The new study imaged the brains of 120 teenage subjects, half of which were classified as obese. Using an 

MRI technique known as diffusion tensor imaging (DTI) the researchers calculated a measure called 

fractional anisotropy (FA), an effective metric that indicates connectivity across the brain’s white matter. The 

lower the FA value, the more likely there is some kind of white matter brain damage. 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-92970593#gallery:1
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Compared to the healthy control cohort, the researchers saw low FA values in several brain regions among the 

obese subjects. Low FA values were identified in the corpus callosum, a region connecting the left and right 

sides of the brain, and the middle orbitofrontal gyrus, a brain region strongly related to appetite, emotional 

control and reward behavior. 

"Brain changes found in obese adolescents related to important regions responsible for control of appetite, 

emotions and cognitive functions," says Pamela Bertolazzi, co-author on the new study from the University of 

São Paulo in Brazil. 

In an effort to affirm a link between the brain changes and obesity, the researchers took blood samples from 

all subjects. Several obesity-related inflammatory markers could be distinctly correlated with the brain 

changes, including leptin, insulin and proteins from the tumor necrosis factor (TNF) family. 

"Our maps showed a positive correlation between brain changes and hormones such as leptin and insulin," 

says Bertolazzi. "Furthermore, we found a positive association with inflammatory markers, which leads us to 

believe in a process of neuroinflammation besides insulin and leptin resistance." 

It is difficult to conclude any kind of causality from this early imaging study, and even then, it's harder to 

confirm the direction of causation. Do these brain changes precede obesity, or are they the downstream result 

of obesity? 

The new research, which is yet to be published in a peer-reviewed journal, is not an anomalous outlier. A 

recent study from the University of Cambridge also detected distinct structural differences in the brains of 

obese children, compared to a healthy control group. The Cambridge researchers were cautious about 

hypothesizing what their study could mean, and were hesitant to discuss what may come first, the obesity or 

the brain damage. 

A study from the University of Glasgow earlier this year suggested there may be a direct causative link 

between high-fat diets and depression, following a long-observed correlation between obesity and depression. 

The Glasgow research focused on animal experiments, elucidating how dietary fats can enter the bloodstream, 

travel to the brain, accumulate in a specific region, and ultimately induce depression-like symptoms. 

The implication of the Glasgow research is that depression doesn’t cause obesity, but instead, obesity can 

directly cause depression. Adding these newer brain imaging studies into the mix and a reasonable hypothesis 

emerges suggesting high-fat diets leading to obesity can explicitly effect the brain in ways that influence 

emotional control and mental health. 

It’s still early days for this kind of research and plenty more work is needed to better tease out these new 

observations linking obesity with structural brain changes. One of the big questions Bertolazzi and her team 

hope to answer in the next stage of their research is whether these obesity-related brain changes are reversible 

through weight-loss methods. 

The new study will be presented at the upcoming annual meeting of the Radiological Society of North 

America. 

Source: Radiological Society of North America 

https://newatlas.com/medical/obesity-children-structural-brain-differences/
https://newatlas.com/medical/obesity-children-structural-brain-differences/
https://newatlas.com/obesity-depression-high-fat-diet-brain-signaling/59636/
https://newatlas.com/obesity-depression-high-fat-diet-brain-signaling/59636/
https://press.rsna.org/pressrelease/2019_resources/2121/abstract.pdf
https://www.rsna.org/annual-meeting
https://www.rsna.org/annual-meeting
https://press.rsna.org/timssnet/media/pressreleases/14_pr_target.cfm?id=2121
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We recommend 

1. Brain Areas Impacted by GLP-1 Receptor Activation Are Identified 

PracticeUpdate, 2015 

2. Obesity as a 'Brain Disease'; a Driver for New Therapies 

Lisa Nainggolan et al., Medscape 

3. In BRCA Mutation Carriers, Obesity is Linked With Increased DNA Damage in Normal Breast 

Gland Cells 

PracticeUpdate, 2018 

1. Lorcaserin: The Second Weight-Loss Contender 

Sandra Adamson Fryhofer, MD, Medscape 

2. Decreased Cortical Thickness Seen in Type 2 Diabetes 

PracticeUpdate, 2017 

3. Brain Glucose Responses Diminish With Diabetes, Obesity 

PracticeUpdate, 2017 

 

Rich Haridy 

With interests in film, new media, and the new wave of psychedelic science, Rich has written for a number of 

online and print publications over the last decade and was Chair of the Australian Film Critics Association 

from 2013-2015. Since joining New Atlas Rich’s interests have broadened to encompass the era-defining 

effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 

 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-

damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-

92970593  

http://www.practiceupdate.com/content/brain-areas-impacted-by-glp-1-receptor-activation-are-identified/21086?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/844410?src=trendmd_pilot
http://www.practiceupdate.com/c/65691/2/8/?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA&elsca2=email&elsca3=practiceupdate_diab&elsca4=diabetes&elsca5=newsletter&rid=MjQ1Mzk4NDk5NDY3S0&lid=10332481
http://www.practiceupdate.com/c/65691/2/8/?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA&elsca2=email&elsca3=practiceupdate_diab&elsca4=diabetes&elsca5=newsletter&rid=MjQ1Mzk4NDk5NDY3S0&lid=10332481
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/770264?src=trendmd_pilot
http://www.practiceupdate.com/C/52743/56?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA
http://www.practiceupdate.com/C/61150/56?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/mri-teenage-obesity-white-matter-brain-damage/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=7650d9a49a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_29_06_30&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-7650d9a49a-92970593
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Alain de Botton on Existential Maturity and What Emotional Intelligence Really Means 

“The emotionally intelligent person knows that they will only ever be mentally healthy in a few areas and at 

certain moments, but is committed to fathoming their inadequacies and warning others of them in good time, 

with apology and charm.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Maturity is the ability to live fully and equally in multiple contexts,” poet and philosopher David Whyte 

wrote in one of his most beautiful meditations. A generation before him, Anaïs Nin took up the subject in her 

diary, which is itself a work of philosophy: “If you intensify and complete your subjective emotions, visions, 

you see their relation to others’ emotions. It is not a question of choosing between them, one at the cost of 

another, but a matter of completion, of inclusion, an encompassing, unifying, and integrating which makes 

maturity.” And yet emotional maturity is not something that happens unto us as a passive function of time. It 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/15/david-whyte-consolations-anger-forgiveness-maturity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/07/anais-nin-maturity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/07/anais-nin-maturity/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1912891166/braipick-20
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is, as Toni Morrison well knew, “a difficult beauty, an intensely hard won glory” — the product of intentional 

character-sculpting, the slow and systematic chiseling away of our childish impulses for tantrums, for sulking, 

for instant self-gratification without regard for others, for weaponizing our feelings of shame, frustration, and 

loneliness. Like happiness — another life-skill we have miscategorized as a passive abstraction — it requires 

early education, consistent relearning, and unrelenting practice. 

That is what Alain de Botton, one of our era’s most uncommonly perceptive, lyrical, and lucid existential 

contemplatives, offers in The School of Life: An Emotional Education (public library) — the book 

companion to his wonderful global academy for self-refinement, a decade in the making. 

 

Alain de Botton 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/21/toni-morrison-wellesley-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/20/laylas-happiness-mariahadessa-ekere-tallie/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/alain-de-botton/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1912891166/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/school-of-life-an-emotional-education/oclc/1124073781&referer=brief_results
https://www.theschooloflife.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1912891166/braipick-20
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De Botton considers the type of learning with which the road to emotional maturity is paved: 

The knack of our species lies in our capacity to transmit our accumulated knowledge down the generations. 

The slowest among us can, in a few hours, pick up ideas that it took a few rare geniuses a lifetime to acquire. 

Yet what is distinctive is just how selective we are about the topics we deem it possible to educate 

ourselves in. Our energies are overwhelmingly directed toward material, scientific, and technical subjects and 

away from psychological and emotional ones. Much anxiety surrounds the question of how good the next 

generation will be at math; very little around their abilities at marriage or kindness. We devote inordinate 

hours to learning about tectonic plates and cloud formations, and relatively few fathoming shame and rage. 

The assumption is that emotional insight might be either unnecessary or in essence unteachable, lying beyond 

reason or method, an unreproducible phenomenon best abandoned to individual instinct and intuition. We are 

left to find our own path around our unfeasibly complicated minds — a move as striking (and as wise) as 

suggesting that each generation should rediscover the laws of physics by themselves. 

 

Art by Mouni Feddag for a letter by Alain de Botton from A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. 

Available as a print. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-mouni-feddag_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-mouni-feddag_print?curator=brainpicker
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This irrational orientation to our emotional lives, De Botton argues, is our inheritance from the Romantics, 

who crowned the untrained intuition the supreme governing body of human conduct. (And yet the Romantics 

contained multitudes — for all their belief in the unalterable givenness of emotional reality and the fidelity of 

feeling, they had a glimmering recognition that reason must be consciously applied to reining in the wildness 

of the emotions. Mary Shelley, offspring of the greatest power couple of political philosophy, placed at the 

heart of Frankenstein — one of the most prescient and psychologically insightful works of literature ever 

composed, triply so for being the work of an eighteen-year-old girl — an admonition against the unbridled 

reign of the ego’s emotional cravings unchecked by reason and forethought of consequence.) Exception aside, 

De Botton’s broader point is excellent: 

The results of a Romantic philosophy are everywhere to see: exponential progress in the material and 

technological fields combined with perplexing stasis in the psychological one. We are as clever with our 

machines and technologies as we are simple-minded in the management of our emotions. We are, in terms of 

wisdom, little more advanced than the ancient Sumerians or the Picts. We have the technology of an advanced 

civilization balancing precariously on an emotional base that has not developed much since we dwelt in caves. 

We have the appetites and destructive furies of primitive primates who have come into possession of 

thermonuclear warheads. 

In 1983, the psychologist Howard Gardner devised his seminal theory of multiple intelligences, expanding 

our narrow cultural definition of intelligence as verbal and mathematical skill to include seven other modes of 

intellectual ability. A decade later, Daniel Goleman added a tenth form of intelligence — emotional 

intelligence — which quickly permeated the fabric of popular culture as hoards of humans felt suddenly 

recognized in an endowment long neglected as a valuable or even extant faculty of consciousness. Building 

on that legacy, De Botton brings his own sensitive perspicacity to a richer, more dimensional definition: 

The emotionally intelligent person knows that love is a skill, not a feeling, and will require trust, vulnerability, 

generosity, humor, sexual understanding, and selective resignation. The emotionally intelligent person awards 

themselves the time to determine what gives their working life meaning and has the confidence and tenacity 

to try to find an accommodation between their inner priorities and the demands of the world. The emotionally 

intelligent person knows how to hope and be grateful, while remaining steadfast before the essentially tragic 

structure of existence. The emotionally intelligent person knows that they will only ever be mentally healthy 

in a few areas and at certain moments, but is committed to fathoming their inadequacies and warning others of 

them in good time, with apology and charm… There are few catastrophes, in our own lives or in those of 

nations, that do not ultimately have their origins in emotional ignorance. 

De Botton is careful to acknowledge that this line of inquiry might trigger the modern intellectual allergy to 

the genre of learning dismissively labeled self-help. And yet he reminds us that the quest for self-

refinement has always accompanied the human experience and animated each civilization’s most respected 

intellects — it is there at the heart of the Stoics, and in the essays of Montaigne, and at the center of Zen 

Buddhism, and in the literary artistry of Proust (whom De Botton has especially embraced as a fount of 

existential consolation). He aims a spear of simple logic to the irrational and rather hubristic disdain for self-

help: 

To dismiss the idea that underpins self-help — that one might at points stand in urgent need of solace and 

emotional education — seems an austerely perverse prejudice. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/10/15/romantic-outlaws-mary-wollstonecraft-william-godwin-love-letters/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/14/frankenstein-science-mit-massive/
https://explore.brainpickings.org/post/42511692554/1-linguistic-intelligence-the-capacity-to-use
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/055338371X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/055338371X/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/05/resolutions/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/05/resolutions/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/stoicism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/07/how-to-live-montaigne/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/zen/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/zen/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/marcel-proust/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/06/26/proust-school-of-life-art/
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Art by Corinna Luyken from My Heart — an emotional intelligence primer in the form of an uncommonly 

tender illustrated poem. 

Our cultural failure at making emotional intelligence an educable thing, De Botton argues, stems from two 

flawed baseline assumptions of our education system itself — its focus on what people are taught over how 

they are taught, and its tendency to mistake information for wisdom. (Adrienne Rich shone a sidewise gleam 

on these flaws and their remedy in her superb 1977 convocation address about why an education is something 

you claim, not something you get.) De Botton envisions the emotionally enlightened alternative: 

An emotional education may require us to adopt two different starting points. For a start, how we are taught 

may matter inordinately, because we have ingrained tendencies to shut our ears to all the major truths about 

our deeper selves. Our settled impulse is to blame anyone who lays our blind spots and insufficiencies bare, 

unless our defenses have first been adroitly and seductively appeased. In the face of critically important 

insights, we get distracted, proud, or fidgety. We may prefer to do almost anything other than take in 

information that could save us. 

Moreover, we forget almost everything. Our memories are sieves, not robust buckets. What seemed a 

convincing call to action at 8 a.m. will be nothing more than a dim recollection by midday and an 

indecipherable contrail in our cloudy minds by evening. Our enthusiasms and resolutions can be counted upon 

to fade like the stars at dawn. Nothing much sticks. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/23/my-heart-corinna-luyken/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/09/wisdom-in-the-age-of-information/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/21/claiming-an-education-adrienne-rich-1977-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/21/claiming-an-education-adrienne-rich-1977-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/23/my-heart-corinna-luyken/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

13 

It was the philosophers of ancient Greece who first identified these problems and described the structural 

deficiencies of our minds with a special term. They proposed that we suffer from akrasia, commonly 

translated as “weakness of will,” a habit of not listening to what we accept should be heard and a failure to act 

upon what we know is right. It is because of akrasia that crucial information is frequently lodged in our minds 

without being active in them, and it is because of akrasia that we often both understand what we should do 

and resolutely omit to do it. 

How to overcome akrasia and live with life-enlarging emotional intelligence — by absorbing the beauty and 

wisdom encoded in literature and art, by harnessing the power of ritual, by undertaking the difficult, 

immensely rewarding and redemptive work of self-knowledge — is what De Botton offers in the remainder of 

the throughly helpful The School of Life: An Emotional Education. Complement this small prefatory excerpt 

with philosopher Martha Nussbaum on the intelligence of emotions, then revisit De Botton on what makes a 

good communicator, the psychological paradox of sulking, and his lovely letter to children about why we 

read. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/25/the-school-of-life-

book/?mc_cid=3342fcd10c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1912891166/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/23/martha-nussbaum-upheavals-of-thought-neediness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/15/alain-de-botton-the-course-of-love-communicator/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/15/alain-de-botton-the-course-of-love-communicator/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/27/alain-de-botton-the-course-of-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/28/alain-de-botton-velocity-of-being-why-we-read/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/28/alain-de-botton-velocity-of-being-why-we-read/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/25/the-school-of-life-book/?mc_cid=3342fcd10c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/25/the-school-of-life-book/?mc_cid=3342fcd10c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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How vaginas are finally losing their stigma 

This weekend, a new museum opens in London dedicated to female genitalia – helping to lift a taboo that runs 

all the way back to the birth of Western art, writes Holly Williams. 

 By Holly Williams 

In 2017, Florence Schechter discovered that Iceland had a penis museum, but that nowhere in the world could 

its female equivalent be found. And so, the science communicator decided to do something about it. This 

month, in London, the Vagina Museum will be born. 

In fact, it’s a pretty different proposition to the penis museum. “That’s kind of novelty, penises in jars,” 

Schechter explains. “We’re going to be much more thoughtful and actually explore the topic.” 

More like this 

First up, a note on the name. Schechter acknowledges the frustration at how the word “vagina” is often used 

when people are really talking about the external vulva (the labia, clitoris and vaginal opening) – but they 

needed a term people were already familiar with.   

“A lot of people don’t know the word vulva, and people are not going to engage with something they don’t 

know,” she says. A Vagina Museum is, frankly, more eye-catching and conversation starting. 

The museum will look at the entire gynaecological anatomy – the inside (uterus, cervix, ovaries) as well as 

the outside – and consider its representation in culture and history. But the fact a Vagina Museum needs a bit 

of a glossary in the first place is proof of its purpose. 

“The gynaecological anatomy is a very stigmatised part of the body,” points out Schechter. “A museum is a 

place where conversations can happen – the best way to fight taboo and stigma is with knowledge.” 

We are still crushingly bad at talking about all the bits between women’s legs – often ignorant or euphemistic, 

vague or embarrassed, even if we have a vagina ourselves. And wider culture attitudes to them run the gamut 

of sniggering, censorious, disgusted, objectifying, or actively oppressive.  

A culture of fear 
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This inability to talk about female genitalia has certainly had its impact on Western art and culture. Taboos 

can make an image more powerful – but they can also lead to fearful depictions of the unknown, or to the 

erasure of a huge part of lived female experience. 

Let’s start at the beginning: birth. Where are the paintings of birth in Western art? They don’t exist, prior to 

the 20th Century. This curious lack has been pointed out by the novelist and essayist Siri Hustvedt. “It is a 

stunning absence,” she says, adding that the suppression of gestation and birth has to be “related to the 

suppression of women and the fear of women.” 

There is still a cultural paradox and hypocrisy around vaginas - Emma EL Rees 

It’s also surely to do with a religious tradition of painting where the female figure is a virgin: distaste for the 

visceral elements of reproduction have been coded into art right from the start... “It is an example of the 

vagina getting written out of a dominant cultural narrative,” agrees Emma EL Rees, Professor of English at 

the University of Chester. 

As the author of The Vagina: A Literary and Cultural History, Rees literally wrote the book on the depiction 

of vaginas – and its chapter on birth shows that, even in modern times, public attitudes to seeing women’s 

private parts during childbirth are fraught. 

 

Sheela Na Gigs – figurative carvings of naked women displaying an exaggerated vulva – are found in Norman 

churches all over Europe (Credit: Alamy) 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z3/p07tz34y.jpg
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In 1997, UK artist Jonathan Waller’s life-size paintings of women were apparently considered so distressing 

by the gallery who represented him that they removed one of them from a show; later, the images prompted 

the Independent on Sunday to ask ‘Is birth the last taboo subject in art?’ Rees shares another, more recent 

example: at a 2009 exhibition of the Birth Rites Collection – work dedicated to the artistic depiction of birth, 

first displayed at Salford University before moving to various galleries and science centres across the UK – a 

photograph by Hermione Wiltshire of midwife Ina May Gaskin called Therese in Ecstatic Childbirth, which 

shows a mother’s joyful expression at the moment of crowning, was apparently repeatedly covered up by 

visitors. 

“There is still a cultural paradox and hypocrisy around vaginas,” Rees tells me. “The same people who will 

criticise seeing a baby crowning potentially consume porn – [then they are] perfectly happy with vaginas, but 

when they start doing stuff like pushing another human being out of them, that’s somehow obscene.” 

The fear of the unknown-ness of the vagina becomes a rationale for acts of extreme brutality - Emma EL Rees 

Rees was drawn to documenting cultural depictions of vaginas for the same reason Schechter wanted to make 

a Vagina Museum: because there’s still so much silence and ignorance around them. 

One of the spurs was an encounter, outside a church in Kilpeck in Herefordshire, with a stone carving of a 

woman holding open her vulva – and the fact that a 19th-Century guide to the church claimed that it was a 

fool holding his chest open. “That’s not a fool, and that’s not a chest!” Rees recalls, laughing. 

 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/birth-paintings-get-a-queasy-reception-1249258.html
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z3/p07tz30r.jpg
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In the 2007 horror Teeth, the young, innocent heroine Dawn has a vagina dentata that bites the penis off 

someone who tries to rape her (Credit: Alamy) 

In fact, what she was looking at was a ‘sheela na gig’ – figurative carvings of naked women displaying an 

exaggerated vulva – the word for which is familiar to PJ Harvey fans thanks to her song of the same name 

(“Look at these, my child-bearing hips/Look at these, my ruby red ruby lips”, she sings – not the first or by 

any means the last time a pop song has capitalised on the dual meaning of lips). The carvings are found in 

Norman churches all over Europe, and while their purpose isn’t entirely understood, it may be to do with 

promoting fertility, healthy births, or warding off evil. 

 

The Vagina Museum in London has been set up by science communicator Florence Schechter to look at the 

entire gynaecological anatomy and its representation (Credit: Nicole Rixon) 

 

The autonomous vagina 

Still, compared to male genitalia, depictions of the vulva are pretty rare until the 20th Century. Of course, 

female sexual organs are more hidden compared than their masculine counterparts – and this, combined with 

the lack of non-sexualised discussion of, and language for, the female genitals seems to have had a real 

impact on the depictions that do exist. I was struck, reading Rees’s fascinating book, how many examples 

present the vagina either as autonomous – rebellious, or oddly divorced from its owner – or as a terrifying, 

dangerous thing. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z2/p07tz2v2.jpg
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One mythic image goes way back: the vagina dentata – a vagina armed with teeth, that damages or castrates 

the male. “It’s a myth that has a history and currency in cultures and civilisations that could not have 

communicated with each other: in the Indian subcontinent and in south America we get the same stories 

emerging, at a time when there wasn’t any transatlantic travel,” says Rees. She adds that in many of these 

myths “the fear of the unknown-ness of the vagina becomes a rationale for acts of extreme brutality – 

knocking the teeth out through rape or serious sexual assault.” 

Rees also references several modern manifestations of this Freudian fear, not least US director Mitchell 

Lichtenstein’s film Teeth. In the 2007 horror, the young innocent Dawn’s crush Tobey tries to rape her, only 

for her vagina to chomp his penis off. Dawn goes on to learn how to use her vicious vagina to wreak revenge 

on sexually predatory men. 

One reason why I show my cervix is to assure the misinformed that neither the vagina nor the cervix contains 

any teeth – Annie Sprinkles 

The myth of the vagina dentata played a part in performance artist Annie Sprinkles’s droll work, Public 

Cervix Announcement. Performing it live during the 1990s, she’d open her vulva with a speculum, and invite 

audience members to shine a torch inside her and speak into a mic about what they found. You can now 

experience the work on her website – where she comments “One reason why I show my cervix is to assure the 

misinformed, who seem to be primarily of the male population, that neither the vagina nor the cervix contains 

any teeth. Maybe you’ll calm down and get a grip.”

In Netflix animation Big Mouth, the female lead Jessi has a vagina - voiced by Kristen Wiig - that is very 

much its own character (Credit: Alamy) 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z2/p07tz2l7.jpg
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Sprinkle let others speak about – for? – her genitals, but there’s also a long history of the chatty vagina: an 

organ that speaks a truth its owner can’t, won’t, or doesn’t want heard. 

“The idea of the autonomous vagina was one I began to see a lot of [in my research],” says Rees, who 

believes that our general inability to discuss vaginas has led to women often feeling separated from their own 

anatomy. But there’s also a tradition in art and literature of men controlling women by forcing their vaginas to 

mutter…  

Rees’s examples go as far back as Medieval French poetry, and the story of Du Chevalier Qui fist les Cons 

Parler. After a magical power is bestowed on a knight by three witch-like women that allows him to address 

women’s private parts, he uses it to cause much mischief at a castle. The women have no control: whatever he 

asks, their vaginas will reply with the truth. 

Truth-telling vaginas also appear in the 18th-Century French writer Denis Diderot’s Les Bijoux Indiscrets, in 

which a genie provides a sultan with a magic ring that can command “the most honest part” of women to 

speak the truth. He mostly uses it to question women’s fidelity – a clear instance of how male anxiety about 

women not being truthful has long been bound up with anxieties about their sexual appetites. And, of course, 

another example of a man forcibly controlling a woman’s body. 

In South Park, Hillary Clinton had a vagina dentata which ate a man’s head 

More recent examples of blabbing genitalia include the 1977 US film comedy Chatterbox, in which the 

heroine Penelope’s vagina – dubbed Virginia – starts to speak and even sing. Although Penelope worries her 

vagina is a “foul-mouthed little beast” who just wants to have sex all the time, Virginia soon becomes quite a 

star. Once again, there’s a disconnect between a woman and her vagina: the film riffs on the idea of it being 

more liberated and honest than its owner, while Penelope silently suffers shame. 

And it’ll surely come as no surprise that South Park has animated various talking lady parts, usually in order 

to undermine women of power. One episode saw Oprah Winfrey given an autonomous vagina that was 

dissatisfied and demanded more attention. Hillary Clinton, meanwhile, had a vagina dentata which ate a 

man’s head. Then again, the South Park movie, made in 1999, did feature a more benevolent talking organ: 

the mystical, near-mythical clitoris. 

But vaginas can also speak for their owners, not against their wishes. Artist Carolee Schneemann’s infamous 

1975 work Interior Scroll saw her undress, pull a scroll out of her vagina, and read it: the text recounted a 

discussion Schneemann had about her work with a patronising filmmaker who thought her work was too 

messy, too concerned with feelings.  

The pleasure principle 

From the serious to the silly: Netflix’s Big Mouth is another cartoon about teenagers featuring plenty of chatty 

body parts. But in contrast to South Park, Nick Kroll’s comedy about middle schoolers going through puberty 

is good-hearted, level-headed, and actually full of sound advice. Pubic hairs, raging hormones, and vaginas all 

get personified. But it’s notable that the while female lead Jessi’s vagina is separate from her and very much 

its own character (as voiced by Kristen Wiig), when she talks to Jessi it’s to encourage her to discover how 
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much fun they could have together. “It’s an honour to be a part of you,” she says, toasting Jessi after their first 

orgasm. This vagina is promoting unity through pleasure, not shame or separation. 

Pleasure: a pretty important function for any owner of a vagina – and yet depressingly not that often the focus 

of art. With the vagina having been largely hidden, pornography aside, for centuries, just achieving visibility 

seems to have been a real challenge – and the most famous works have tended to attract virulent criticism 

from both men and women. Take two of the most famous examples: Judy Chicago’s 1979 installation The 

Dinner Party and Eve Ensler’s 1996 play The Vagina Monologues. 

Chicago laid three tables for an imagined party of 39 women, among them goddesses, queens and 20th-

Century icons including Virginia Woolf and Georgia O’Keeffe (whose own flower paintings have often been 

interpreted as evoking vulvae, although she denied that was her intention). Alongside gold chalices, 

embroidered napkins and runners, it features plates shaped as individual, abstracted, butterfly-like vulva. 

It’s a monumental work, but attracted scorn from male art critics when it opened and for years after (the Los 

Angeles Times art critic called it “a lumbering mishmash of sleaze and cheese”; the New York Times later 

deemed it crass, vulgar, and didactic). The work also attracted the ire of some feminists who claimed it 

reduced women and their achievements by focusing on their genitals. Museums cancelled showings of it, 

Chicago struggled to find a home for the work (happily at the Brooklyn Museum since 2007), and its 

notoriety overwhelmed her career. 

 

Judy Chicago's installation The Dinner Party (now in Brooklyn Museum) features vulva-shaped plates 

(Credit: Getty Images) 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z2/p07tz25h.jpg
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And yet the work has always been wildly popular with the gallery-visiting public, and especially women. 

Chicago was surely feeding a hunger, a need, with The Dinner Party. And you could argue the same for 

Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues, a work drawn from interviews Ensler conducted with women ranging from 

a six-year-old to a septuagenarian, from Bosnian war survivors to a sex worker for women, that touches on 

sex, periods, body image, rape and female genital mutilation (FGM). 

It’s not all bleak: the monologues also feature joyful sex and multiple orgasms. Ensler’s show has become an 

international phenomenon, performed all over the world on 14 February each year, also known as V Day, an 

initiative started by Ensler raising money to end violence against women. It’s a feminist text that’s proved 

palatable to celebrities too: everyone from Alanis Morrissette to Glenn Close to Oprah Winfrey has had a go 

at appearing in it. 

 

Writer Eve Ensler amplified the conversation about vaginas with her hit play The Vagina Monologues 

(Credit: Getty Images) 

Still, the hyper-visibility of Ensler’s show has also drawn seemingly endless criticisms: it’s been deemed too 

smug, narrow in focus, insufficiently radical, essentialist, colonial, or maybe even simply – whisper it? –  too 

successful. But whatever swipes people take at Ensler, the play genuinely did help bring conversations about 

vaginas into the mainstream. 

And it does feel like we might be moving into an era where we’re seeing more depictions, not just of female 

sexual organs, but also female sexual pleasure. Artists in the 21st Century seem to be able to depict vaginas 

without it necessarily having to be traumatic or taboo-busting. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z3/p07tz3n4.jpg
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Ariana Grande’s video for God is a Woman is obvious enough for everyone to be like: that’s an ode to the 

vulva – Florence Schechter 

Take UK writer and actor Bella Heesom, who the Guardian suggests “might be considered Ensler’s millennial 

heir” thanks to her show Rejoicing at Her Wondrous Vulva the Young Woman Applauded Herself, which 

encourages women to love themselves too. Staged in London earlier this year, the show includes a light-up 

clitoris headdress, and puts the joy of masturbation and orgasms onstage. 

In visual art, New York-based Ghada Amer uses embroidery in her colourful, outlined images of women 

masturbating; she hopes the needle-and-thread can bring a tenderness to such images that “simple 

objectification ignores”. Tschabalala Self’s bold, colourful work also blends collage and sewing, presenting 

powerful, confident black women, often opening exaggeratedly wide thighs or curvaceous buttocks to reveal 

their genitals – a colourful heart, perhaps, or a burst of rainbow. 

 

Artist Megumi Igarashi is best known as the maker of the “pussy boat”: a canoe modelled on a 3D scan of her 

vulva (Credit: Alamy) 

Pop music has done its bit too: music videos have always been sexually suggestive, but more recently female 

artists have been playing with knowing visual innuendo to make it clear they’re singing about their own 

pleasure. Take Ariana Grande’s video for 2018 single God is a Woman, for instance, where she writhes 

around in various suggestive pools, flames, and (lady) caves – and is at one point backed by a choir of actual 

screaming beavers. No wonder the video is one of Schechter’s favourite pop-culture depictions: “it’s obvious 

enough for everyone to be like: that’s an ode to the vulva,” she says. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/z3/p07tz3bw.jpg
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Why can’t vaginas be funny? 

Or take Janelle Monae’s fantastic video for last year’s Pynk, her hymn to “self-love, sexuality and pussy 

power”. Monae and her female dancers perform in vulva-like trousers, and the video is loaded with pink 

visual stand-ins for vaginas: milkshakes, ice cream sundaes, oysters, and grapefruits. 

She’s not the only one getting fruity: LA-based artist Nevine Mahmoud makes gorgeous sculptures out of 

marble and alabaster that somehow look warm and sensual: peaches split to reveal a peek of stone, softly 

folding lilies (which Mahmoud deems “the most erotic flower”), and a cleft shape called Fig/Vagina. 

The erotic potential of fruit is also brilliantly exploited in the videos of American multimedia artist Stephanie 

Sarley: she gently rubs halved pieces of fruit in a circular motion – then inserts her fingers till they squirt. 

They’re glorious and ridiculous, and yet reveal that, even now, the mere suggestion of female ejaculation can 

be controversial. In one month in 2016, Instagram suspended and restored Sarley’s account three times – a 

blood orange in particular attracted vitriol – although Sarley’s stated aim is to promote greater acceptance of 

female sexuality via humour. 

Women’s bodies are so often offered as purely sexual, it can be a liberation to celebrate the grotesque, the 

weird and often hilarious functionality of the body – Lucy McCormick 

But artists at least trying to say that women’s sexual bits can be funny – in the same way that penises certainly 

often are – is surely a cheering development. British performance artist Lucy McCormick has also garnered a 

reputation for eye-poppingly explicit, eye-wateringly funny shows, that send up the ridiculous expectations of 

performative female sexuality. 

“Women’s bodies are so often offered as purely sexual, it can be a liberation to celebrate the grotesque, the 

weird and often hilarious functionality of the body,” she has said. Her current show Post-Popular, for 

example, sees her taking the idea of searching for a hero inside yourself very literally: she pulls a Cadbury’s 

Miniature Hero out of her vagina, and eats it. 

Another visual artist who’s been explicit about using humour is Megumi Igarashi, best known as the maker of 

the “pussy boat”: a canoe modelled on a 3D scan of her vulva. But in 2014, when trying to raise funds to 

make it, she got in hot water: Igarashi was arrested in her native Japan after selling data enabling people to 

make 3D prints of her vagina. She was fined 400,000 yen – then about £2,575 – for distributing obscene 

images, despite insisting she was innocent. Her defence was spot on: she refused to accept that “artworks 

shaped like female genitals are obscene.”  

Such censorship proves we’re still far from being as comfortable with vaginas as we should be, even if 

creative depictions of vaginas and vulvas in all their varied glory – messy, silly, funny, sexy, beautiful, and 

empowered – do seem to increasingly be able to take a place at the table. Not to mention, at last, being given a 

museum all of their own.  

The Vagina Museum opens in London on 16 November 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191114-how-vaginas-are-finally-losing-their-stigma?xtor=ES-213-

[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019November22-[Culture|%20Button] 

https://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle-2-15039/culture/edinburgh-festivals/the-naked-truth-of-the-festival-performers-who-are-baring-it-all-1-4199122
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/vaginamuseum.co.uk
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191114-how-vaginas-are-finally-losing-their-stigma?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019November22-%5bCulture|%20Button%5d
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191114-how-vaginas-are-finally-losing-their-stigma?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019November22-%5bCulture|%20Button%5d
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Catharsis 

by A. Alvarez 
Issue no. 7 (Winter 1954-1955) 

It is the tenderness you feel you know 

You may have had the tenderness you miss. 

Still in the mask you wear your tongue can go 

Raptly to themes the audience won’t guess 

Creating from those fragments of thin air 

Within the head’s O what you might have been. 

You are not less because they cannot share 

All that you are and tell what they have seen. 

Still they’re agog. Your eloquence will flow 

Beyond the measure pacing your distress 

Till it breaks down the limits of your care 

And finally you relish what you seem 

And are to your last sense all you forgo. 

Love. The particular. No more no less. 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5d21f91bb1&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5d21f91bb1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5d21f91bb1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5d21f91bb1&e=d538c8f2e0
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The Same and the Other 

  

Gina Franco 

  

in each hand a disparate dream: in all dreams 

                                                                                   another far 

               too quiet: delirium 

                                               of the mask and God behind it: paradise 

had no winter like 

                                 this: this 

               is the one where the infant sleeps in the dirt 

                                                                                             the sleep 

of a dreamless mind so far from home 

                                                                    he no longer resembles anyone: 

                 his mother, thrown 

                                                  down, hunted, sick  

with fear, sleeps next to him among the filth of animals: his father 

              watches (the imperative 

                                                              that love 

—not solace— 

                         demands), for there is no room for another 

                sleeper: the desert will keep 

                                                                   bringing its mirage, 

no doubt: 

                the child will walk in his shimmering garden, says    

the wilderness, if you just get across: 

                                                                    motes in the light rise and rest: 

                 sole face left (remember you are dust) 

                                                                                       of our first lost image:  

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-ujkygk-ilzgdjkh-o/
https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-ujkygk-ilzgdjkh-b/
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Copyright © 2019 by Gina Franco. Originally published in Poem-a-Day on December 3, 

2019, by the Academy of American Poets. 

 

 

 

About this Poem 

  

“The title of this sonnet is taken from Emmanuel Levinas’ book, Totality and 

Infinity (Duquesne University Press, 1969). A few pages into the book, Levinas describes 

selfhood as emerging through the way the self exists in the world: ‘The way of the I against the 

‘other’ of the world consists in sojourning, in identifying oneself by existing here at home with 

oneself. In a world which is from the first other, the I is nonetheless autochthonous.’ I was 

thinking about that word, ‘autochthonous,’ about the dream of belonging, of being ‘at home’ in 

the refuge of the world, even as ‘I’ move through and against it. I was thinking about how that 

movement is brutally restricted for those attempting to cross the border—how selfhood for a 

migrant person is regulated and denied; the cruelty of the border is that it enforces an 

uncompromising binary between the same and the other.” 

—Gina Franco 

 

 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-ujkygk-ilzgdjkh-q/
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Gina Franco's most recent book, The 

Accidental (University of Arkansas Press 2019), was 

awarded the CantoMundo Poetry Prize. She is a 

professor of English at Knox College and divides her 

time between Galesburg, Illinois, and Del Rio, Texas. 

  

 

 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-ujkygk-ilzgdjkh-o/ 

  

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-ujkygk-ilzgdjkh-o/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

28 

 

Naja Marie Aidt on Creating Meaning from the Meaninglessness of Grief 

John Freeman in Conversation with the Author of When Death Takes Something from You Give It Back 

By John Freeman 

 

December 3, 2019 

Naja Marie Aidt’s When Death Takes Something from You Give It Back is a lamentation, it’s a dirge, it’s a 

celebration. It’s the story of the death of the author’s son Carl at age 25. It’s the story of his life and it’s the 

story of the aftermath, and reading it, I’ve never read anything close to how beautiful and terrifying this book 

is about grief and about befores and afters. 

This conversation took place on stage in Helsinki in May last year during Helsinki Lit. 

* 

John Freeman: Reading this book, I thought, surely, writing this prolongs to some degree the comforts of 

grief, which is about forgetting. So I wonder, why did you write this? 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Naja Marie Aidt: Well, because I’m a writer, basically. I questioned myself many times: why would I take on 

the pain of writing this book––writing it in the middle of my raw grief, in the middle of my shock and my 

trauma? But I think, I’ve been a writer for many, many, many years, and this is my twenty-ninth book, so 

that’s what I do. I don’t know how to deal with anything in different ways, and also I had a very strong 

https://lithub.com/author/john-freeman/
https://coffeehousepress.org/products/when-death-takes-something-from-you-give-it-back
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feeling that I had to write this book in order to be able to write anything else in the future. I didn’t want my 

son’s story to kind of meld into every book I would write in the future, and I also knew, most importantly, 

that, you know, I was completely changed as a human being, as a person, and maybe also as a writer. So I felt 

I had no choice but to find a way to express this, or explore this horrible moment in my life. 

I always try to write about something that has importance to me or to the world, and I was in this dark, dark 

moment, and nothing in my life had had such importance ever since, and probably, and I hope, never again. 

So there was a deep need to find a way to create something meaningful out of the complete meaningless. But 

it was very tough—almost impossible in the beginning. I could hardly write. I had a feeling that I lost my 

language. I stopped reading, I stopped writing. I stopped listening to music. I stopped basically everything. 

And that state is so mysterious and weird; it’s like the world has changed in a single moment and you don’t 

understand anything at all. Everything you thought you understood––you don’t get it anymore. And the world 

keeps going and you’re just sitting there in darkness. So it was, in a way, my way of trying to find some 

survival, to crawl back into language, as slow as that movement was. 

I could hardly write. I had a feeling that I lost my language. I stopped reading, I stopped writing. I stopped 

listening to music. I stopped basically everything. 

JF: It feels very much like a reassembly. This is not a book with total perfect recall, forward momentum, or 

sequential time. This is a book in fragments. There are fragments of your journals, fragments of the past, 

fragments from other books that are about grief. When did it occur to you that it was OK to write in 

fragments? 

NMA: You know, I was writing fragments; I would have notes on the back of an old envelope, on a napkin, 

on a bus ticket, so there would be maybe three words. And then at some point I started reading the French 

poet Stéphane Mallarmé; he wrote this beautiful book, although it wasn’t actually a book, but he wrote 

hundreds of fragments about his stepson who died back in the 1800s. And I found them in translation, and 

they totally made sense to me. That was actually the book that made the most sense at the time because I 

could see that I was doing the same thing; I could see that just like me he stopped using commas, no capital 

letters, no periods, and he would stop in the middle of a poem. He never published this work. He wanted to 

write a huge, big collection of poetry about his son, but he couldn’t. They found the fragments after his death. 

And I was totally struck by how the power of his fragments reached me in my dark moment in a completely 

different time. 

At some point I started reading everything I could about grief and sorrow—nonfiction, poetry—anything I 

could get. So from that I would choose my fragments for the book, but Mallarmé was definitely most 

important to me. He showed me I could collect all my little envelopes and napkins and stuff, and he showed 

me the way, that it’s okay to write like this. It’s actually the only form that contains a grief this big. To lose a 

child: what can you do? There are no words. No form is enough, basically. And then I started collecting all 

these fragments from other writers and even from people around me. I asked people around me, my other 

kids, my son’s friends, his grandparents to write lines about him, or if they had anything like an old letter—

and I would collect all this—and when I was ready, when my brain had recovered enough that I was able to 

edit, I would start picking and then compose the entire structure of the book. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 
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JF: I’m sure people who have lost someone can relate to that reassembly, or holding onto things. There’s an 

extraordinary sentence in the book: “My body still can’t understand you don’t exist.” Reading this book, your 

first response as you describe it when the phone call comes is almost a howl, an animal howl. And as the book 

progresses and you learned what’s happened and then you go into the aftermath, your mind starts to work 

with the body. Can you talk a little bit about how the mind and body work together in shock and grief––if 

they pass the weight of what’s happened back and forth? 

NMA: Well, what happens is that basically the brain shuts down, in a way. And I talked to a doctor and he 

told me, “your brain’s shut down and it’s going to take a while for you to recover.” And what happens is that, 

like when people come home from war, or rape victims—any violent experience will make your brain play 

over and over and over and over and over again, a thousand times, the same traumatic images. So I spent the 

first year basically going to the funeral, being at the hospital, again and again. And it comes out of nowhere, 

like, suddenly, and you’re just like, back, and your body will be back in that stressful condition. 

To lose a child: what can you do? There are no words. No form is enough, basically. 

Another thing I realized was that a lot happens to the body. The hair starts to grow really fast, the nails. It’s a 

state of survival. I remember I was afraid to get cancer because I thought there will be some impact on the 

body that I can’t control, and I felt that I was aging really fast. Even my younger kids’ faces looked aged. You 

get a certain gaze, a certain look in your face. It’s like you almost look dead yourself, in a way. It’s a long 

recovery phase, and it’s not only one year. I think it’s going to take forever; it’s not going to go away. But you 

have to learn how to live in the grief, so to speak. People say you have to know how to carry your grief 

forward into your future life. I’ve been thinking about that, and I think that actually, you have to learn how to 

live in your grief. 

JF: You just talked about the repetitions of trauma, and this book is full of repetitions. The first scene of the 

phone call is repeated several times and then expanded, and then you go to the hospital—that scene is 

repeated is expanded. And in a way it’s terrifying, because it is trauma, but on the other hand, it forms a kind 

of song. These are kind of like choruses within your book, and your book also addresses your son directly. It’s 

spoken to “you.” “You” did this, “you,” were like this. And I wonder, what is it like to write to a nonexistent 

“you?” What does it mean to do that as a writer? Because you’re not inventing someone, or you might be, 

because you’re inventing the person who was. 

NMA: I hope I’ll never have to do it again. He was 25 years old so I didn’t live with him for quite a few 

years, and he lived in Copenhagen and I live in New York so I didn’t get to see him very often. So what I 

started to do was dig into what I had, like his emails to me, his letters, and my old diaries. I would mark 

everything I ever wrote about him ever since I had him in my diaries, and start to see—can I use this? can I 

use that? But how can I—and that was actually a huge, big question for me—how can I, in a way, bring him 

back to life in literature? And it’s very complicated and a very, in a way, scary thing to do because my book is 

not who he was, obviously. It’s a poetic or lyrical way to place him in the story of his death. 

JF: Grief is an act of imagination because you have to replace the physical person with the imagined person. 

NMA: It also raises a lot of questions. I can tell you how he died. He was a young man, he took magic 

mushrooms, and he jumped out his window from the fifth floor in Copenhagen. So it was a very violent and 
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horrible accident. He was not a drug addict, he didn’t even drink. He was just experimenting with his friend, a 

Saturday night. Now what did you ask me? 

JF: Just that throughout the book it seems like you’re recreating your son through an imaginary context. 

NMA: Yes, because what happens when something like this happens is that you raise so many questions. 

How could this happen? Did he jump? Did he fall? Was it suicide? Was he psychotic? What happened? Was 

he sad? Did I do something wrong in his childhood? You know, all these questions of guilt basically, all the 

unknown, is what you think about all the time. So in order to address that for myself as a mother, I think, and 

as a writer, I would start to look into his notes, his poems, everything he left behind, to try to unlock the secret 

of who he was. And at least include his own voice in my writing to give him a place to be. 

JF: What was he like? You describe him in some scenes. 

NMA: He was a wonderful young man. Very poetic, he played music, he wanted to be a film editor, he 

worked as a chef. But most of all he was very good-hearted. I have four sons and he was definitely the most 

good-hearted. When he was alive, I always worried that he would set himself aside for other people. He 

would always be there to help in the first place, and his own needs—he was a middle child—so he was always 

used to taking care of his younger siblings and being under the command of his older brother. But he was full 

of life, basically. A young, beautiful man. 

JF: And quite spiritual. The last year of his life he’s reading the Tibetan Book of the Dead, the Quran, the 

Bible. And one of the things that’s quite fascinating to me about your book is that it’s about a spiritual space 

without being religious. And I wonder if you can talk about this experience and whether or not it changed 

whether you believe in the soul, or God, or heaven. 

NMA: My grandparents lost a child just after the second world war, and they were religious, but they lost 

their religion that day and never went to church again. I’m not religious, but I think no matter what you are 

when something like this happens to you, you will start searching because you want to know, where is he, 

right? How can he just disappear? I saw him the other day and now he’s gone. Right? Is it really so that he’s 

gone? I think the need for his presence raises the question of, is there a soul? Is there an afterlife? What does 

it mean to live on? I was seeing a healer; I would read about shamanism and all kinds of things to try to 

answer a question that there is no answer to. But I can see now that it’s been three years and I’m not searching 

for him anymore the way I did. I found a way to have him with me. I can always, almost, as we sit here, feel 

him just next to me. And I think that entered my search that I can, with my imagination, probably, call him 

back. 

I think the need for his presence raises the question of, is there a soul? Is there an afterlife? What does it mean 

to live on? 

JF: Throughout the book, you have passages describing Carl with his cousin and friends, and it seems that 

children have a better appreciation for the meaning of death because they’re a lot closer to the cognitive 

experience of having someone in front of them, and suddenly them being gone. And I wonder if you can talk 

about why you might think children are better at handling or imagining death than we are as adults. 

NMA: Don’t you remember the day that you realized as a child that someday you’ll die? 
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JF: Absolutely. 

NMA: And it’s a huge day in your life, basically. So I found this tiny little dialogue in one of my old, old 

diaries with my sons Carl and his brother Johann and their cousin, and they’re maybe three, four, and five, at 

that point, and they’re talking about what they want to happen when they die. And that was just perfect for my 

purpose, so I just picked it. And that’s actually, talking about the method of writing this book, it’s a good 

example. 

JF: One of them says he wants to be roasted. 

NMA: Yeah, and it’s so funny in a way. It’s like, because the little one doesn’t really understand the concept. 

He’s only three and he’s like, “I… I… I want to be roasted.”  But I think, when you’re a child, you see your 

mom and then your mom walks out the door, and you think she’ll never come back again. So you have a 

completely different perspective of coming and going, so to speak. And I have a friend who lost her husband, 

and they have a little boy and he’s five now, and he doesn’t understand the concept of death yet at all. But he 

just realizes he’s not here anymore. He’s not coming back. 

JF: In your book, one of the things that’s described quite well is how as adults, when we experience death, 

time is rearranged. Our entire temporal space is changed, and you write about that quite well later in the book. 

To me that rung very true about the uncanniness that you experience in that moment when you realize time 

will always be, now, before and after. 

NMA: Exactly. And also that you are stuck in time. You are like, in a no-time. You find yourself in a no-time, 

which is so weird and unknown. 

 

The preceding is from the Freeman’s channel at Literary Hub, which features excerpts from the print editions 

of Freeman’s, along with supplementary writing from contributors past, present and future. The new issue 

of Freeman’s, a collection of writings on California, featuring work by Tommy Orange, Rabih Alameddine, 

Rachel Kushner, Mai Der Vang, Reyna Grande, and more, is available now. 

John Freeman 

John Freeman is the editor of Freeman’s, a literary biannual published by Grove, and author of How to Read a 

Novelistand Maps, a collection of poems. 

https://lithub.com/naja-marie-aidt-on-creating-meaning-from-the-meaninglessness-of-grief/ 

https://lithub.com/category/features/freemans/
https://www.freemansbiannual.com/
https://lithub.com/author/john-freeman/
https://lithub.com/naja-marie-aidt-on-creating-meaning-from-the-meaninglessness-of-grief/
https://lithub.com/author/john-freeman/
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A foetus without egg and sperm? 

Rosa García-Verdugo  

Mouse Embryo. Credit : NIH 

I know it seems like an absurd question to start with: can a foetus without egg and sperm even exist? 

As scientists show in a recently published article in the journal Cell 1, at least for mouse embryos in the lab, it 

is not only possible, it is a reality. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/02/a-foetus-without-egg-and-sperm/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6403-1
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Craniofacial_mouse_embryo.jpg
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These researchers used EPS, short for extended pluripotent stem cells, cells which can give rise to any tissue 

in the body and are derived from adult cells from say, the ear or the skin. Adult cells from the mouse ear were 

treated with a cocktail of transcription factors to reset them back to stem cells. Once as EPS, these cells grew 

and assembled into structures resembling those forming by embryos in a dish, at which stage they were 

transferred into a mouse womb. At this point, some of those implanted embryos started developing like 

any normal embryo would. Into a foetus. 

How to make adult pluripotent cells (ipSCs) to produce any tissue in the body. Credit: Y Tambe 

However 

The process was not perfect. Not in every instance the implantation succeeded and the tissue organisation 

didn’t seem to be totally alright. Possibly this reassembled embryo lacks some factors only the egg carries or 

the exact mix of growth factors was suboptimal. Be it as it may, we are not yet able to produce a full term 

foetus without eggs of sperm. Not for mice, even less for humans. 

Not was it the objective of the team. The objective of the study was to try to understand the process of tissue 

sheet formation during embryonic development. How this process affects implantation and, in turn, pregnancy 

success. It is therefore a tool not an end. 

So, back to our first question: can we make a foetus without egg and sperm? And the final answer is no. We 

can only reproduce the initial stages of embryonic formation and implantation, but we cannot (yet) produce a 

viable healthy foetus. Interesting is, however, that it is possible to reprogram a single cell in a mouse ear to 

produce an initially viable embryo barely indistinguishable from a normal one. Isn’t science amazing? 

References 

https://starvingneuron.com/ienglish/ipscs-the-regenerative-medicine-of-the-future/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Y_tambe
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1. Ronghui Li et al (2019) Generation of Blastocyst-like Structures from Mouse Embryonic and Adult 

Cell Cultures Cell doi: 10.1016/j.cell.2019.09.029 ↩ 

written by 

Rosa García-Verdugo 

 

Rosa studied Biochemistry at University of Oviedo and, after working for a while in immunology at the 

Center for Biological Research (CIB) and another brief period of systems biology at the Center for Genomic 

Regulation (CRG), she eventually got her PhD in systems neurobiology at the Max-Planck-Institute of 

Neurobiology in Munich. Her research deals with neuronal plasticity in mouse visual cortex and big 2-photon 

microscopes. 

 Website:http://starvingneuron.com 

 Twitter:@starvingneuron 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/02/a-foetus-without-egg-and-
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Royal portraits confirm "Habsburg jaw" was caused by inbreeding 

By James Holloway 

 

Philip IV of Spain, painted here by Diego Velázquez, had a prominent Habsburg jaw 

Scientists have confirmed that facial deformities among the House of Habsburg were caused by inbreeding, 

according to a newly-published study. The twist: they reached their findings by studying paintings. The 

influential Austrian royal line produced European rulers between the 14th and 20th centuries. 

Paintings? 

Yep. They analyzed 66 royal portraits of 15 members of the House of Habsburg, all of which (crucially, if not 

surprisingly) showed the faces of their subjects. 

What were they looking for? 

The researchers were interested in mandibular prognathism, perhaps better known as the famous "Habsburg 

jaw." This was a facial deformity that affected some of the Habsburgs, notably including King Charles II of 

Spain. They also looked for maxillary deficiency, characterized by an enlarged lower lip and overhanging 

nose, hence also Habsburg lip and Habsburg nose. 

https://newatlas.com/author/james-holloway/
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Charles II of Spain painted by Juan Carreño de Miranda around 1685 

PEPE MORON 

And it’s as simple as that? 

Not quite. The researchers hired 10 maxillofacial surgeons to analyze the paintings in question. 

Maxillo … 

Maxillofacial surgeons. They’re experts in surgery of the face, and particularly the mouth and jaws. Maxilla is 

jaw in Latin. 

Right. Carry on. 

They also had to do some analysis to gauge the strength of the link to the deformities in question, generating 

an "inbreeding coefficient" which proved to correlate strongly with mandibular prognathism. Interestingly, 

the positive correlation with maxillary deficiency was not statistically significant. 

https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593#gallery:5
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But interbreeding in the Habsburgs is old news, isn’t it? 

It is. What’s significant here is that the link between that interbreeding and said facial deformities have been 

statistically confirmed for the first time. 

They can tell all this from a painting? 

We put that question to study co-author Francisco Ceballos of the University of Witwatersrand in South 

Africa. "Yes of course we can tell that from the paintings," Ceballos tells New Atlas. "First, we took just 

paintings where we know the painters saw the queens and kings while they were painting them. Second, these 

paintings were analyzed by 10 maxillofacial doctors. These doctors gave different scores to different 

dysmorphic traits that were used to assess the degree of mandibular prognathism and deficiency of the 

maxillary. We ran multiple statistical controls in order to be able to conclude this." Crucially, different 

portraits of the same person were used, and analyzed by different researchers. 

Why the inbreeding? 

Quite simply, it’s one way to keep control of power. Not only did the Habsburgs rule Austrian, they ruled 

Spain for nearly 200 years, and even longer in Hungary and Croatia. They ruled as far afield as Bohemia, 

Portugal, Transylvania and even Mexico (though not always as monarchs.) Oh, and they had intermittent 

stints as Holy Roman Emperors too. That’s a lot of influence. 

Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I painted by Albrecht Dürer in 1519 

What’s the down side (besides the obvious)? 

Other than big chins, prior studies suggest that inbreeding directly led to the fall of the Habsburgs. Marriages 

between cousins, uncles and nieces were common causing an ever-shrinking gene pool. By the time Charles II 

was born in 1661, his genome was equivalent to that of a child born to direct siblings. He was the last of the 

Spanish Habsburg line. 

Was Charles II the worst affected? 

Believe it or not, no. The surgeons scored the severity of the Habsburg jaw in the portraits analyzed and found 

that Charles II’s father, Philip IV of Spain, had the most prominent example of the enlarged jaw. Meanwhile, 

maxillary deficiency was most evident in both Charles II and Philip IV of Spain, and before them in 

Maximilian I, Margaret of Austria and Charles I of Spain. 

Why does this matter? 

Lead author Professor Roman Vilas of the University of Santiago de Compostela in Spain argues that the 

study can help shed light on the effects of inbreeding today. "While our study is based on historical figures, 

inbreeding is still common in some geographical regions and among some religious and ethnic groups, so it’s 

important today to investigate the effects," Vilas says in a press release. "The Habsburg dynasty serves as a 

kind of human laboratory for researchers to do so, because the range of inbreeding is so high." The results 

suggest the lower third of the human face shows the greatest sensitivity to inbreeding. 

Hit me with the small print. The research paper, Is the "Habsburg jaw" related to inbreeding?, has been 

published in the peer-reviewed journal Annals of Human Biology published by Taylor & Francis Online. It’s 

available to read for free online. 

Source: Taylor & Francis Group via Eurekalert 

https://tandfonline.com/doi/10.1080/03014460.2019.1687752
http://www.taylorandfrancisgroup.com/
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-12/tfg-fdi112719.php
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We recommend 

1. Review: Princes and Artists. Patronage and Ideology at Four Habsburg Courts, 1517-1633 by Hugh 

Trevor-Roper; The Courts of Europe, Politics, Patronage and Royalty, 1400-1800 by A. G. Dickens; 

The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy 1500-1700. An Interpretation by R. J. W. Evans 

Thomas Dacosta Kaufmann, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 1981 

2. Building the Frontier of the Habsburg Empire:: Viennese Authorities and the Architecture of 

Croatian-Slavonian Military Frontier Towns, 1780–1881 

Dragan Damjanović, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2019 

3. Architecture in the Age of the Spanish Habsburgs 

Jesús Escobar et al., Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2016 

1. Large meta-analysis ends doubts about efficacy of antidepressants 

Abi Rimmer, The BMJ, 2018 

2. Antibiotics are the main cause of life threatening allergic reactions during surgery 

Ingrid Torjesen, The BMJ, 2018 

3. AV Nodal Ablation Ups Survival in AF Patients With CRT 

Steve Stiles et al., Medscape 

James Holloway 

James writes about science and technology from his home in rural East Anglia. Whether it's the internet, 

nature, video games or AI, he pays particular heed to the flash points with culture, society and the planet. 

 

https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-

inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-

92970593  

http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/40/1/70?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/40/1/70?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/40/1/70?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
https://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/78/2/187?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
https://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/78/2/187?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/75/3/258?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
https://www.bmj.com/content/360/bmj.k847.full?utm_term=usage-042019&utm_content=consumer&utm_campaign=tbmj&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.bmj.com/content/361/bmj.k2124?utm_campaign=tbmj&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_term=usage-042019&utm_content=consumer
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/759078?src=trendmd_pilot
https://newatlas.com/author/james-holloway/
https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/habsburg-jaw-inbreeding/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
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The Shirt-Collar 

by Hans Christian Andersen 

 

The Shirt-Collar" is a short-short story offering an important lesson: Be careful how you act, for some day 

you may find yourself in the rag-bag! 

 

 

THERE was once a fine gentleman who possessed among other things a boot-jack and a hair-brush; but he 

had also the finest shirt-collar in the world, and of this collar we are about to hear a story. The collar had 

become so old that he began to think about getting married; and one day he happened to find himself in the 

same washing-tub as a garter. “Upon my word,” said the shirt-collar, “I have never seen anything so slim and 

delicate, so neat and soft before. May I venture to ask your name?” 

“I shall not tell you,” replied the garter. 

“Where do you reside when you are at home?” asked the shirt-collar. But the garter was naturally shy, and did 

not know how to answer such a question. 

“I presume you are a girdle,” said the shirt-collar, “a sort of under girdle. I see that you are useful, as well as 

ornamental, my little lady.” 

“You must not speak to me,” said the garter; “I do not think I have given you any encouragement to do so.” 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen
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“Oh, when any one is as beautiful as you are,” said the shirt-collar, “is not that encouragement enough?” 

“Get away; don’t come so near me,” said the garter, “you appear to me quite like a man.” 

“I am a fine gentleman certainly,” said the shirt-collar, “I possess a boot-jack and a hair-brush.” This was not 

true, for these things belonged to his master; but he was a boaster. 

“Don’t come so near me,” said the garter; “I am not accustomed to it.” 

“Affectation!” said the shirt-collar. 

Then they were taken out of the wash-tub, starched, and hung over a chair in the sunshine, and then laid on 

the ironing-board. And now came the glowing iron. “Mistress widow,” said the shirt-collar, “little mistress 

widow, I feel quite warm. I am changing, I am losing all my creases. You are burning a hole in me. Ugh! I 

propose to you.” 

“You old rag,” said the flat-iron, driving proudly over the collar, for she fancied herself a steam-engine, which 

rolls over the railway and draws carriages. “You old rag!” said she. 

The edges of the shirt-collar were a little frayed, so the scissors were brought to cut them smooth. “Oh!” 

exclaimed the shirt-collar, “what a first-rate dancer you would make; you can stretch out your leg so well. I 

never saw anything so charming; I am sure no human being could do the same.” 

“I should think not,” replied the scissors. 

“You ought to be a countess,” said the shirt collar; “but all I possess consists of a fine gentleman, a boot-jack, 

and a comb. I wish I had an estate for your sake.” 

“What! is he going to propose to me?” said the scissors, and she became so angry that she cut too sharply into 

the shirt collar, and it was obliged to be thrown by as useless. 

“I shall be obliged to propose to the hair-brush,” thought the shirt collar; so he remarked one day, “It is 

wonderful what beautiful hair you have, my little lady. Have you never thought of being engaged?” 

“You might know I should think of it,” answered the hair brush; “I am engaged to the boot-jack.” 

“Engaged!” cried the shirt collar, “now there is no one left to propose to;” and then he pretended to despise all 

love-making. 

A long time passed, and the shirt collar was taken in a bag to the paper-mill. Here was a large company of 

rags, the fine ones lying by themselves, separated from the coarser, as it ought to be. They had all many things 

to relate, especially the shirt collar, who was a terrible boaster. “I have had an immense number of love 

affairs,” said the shirt collar, “no one left me any peace. It is true I was a very fine gentleman; quite stuck up. I 

had a boot-jack and a brush that I never used. You should have seen me then, when I was turned down. I shall 

never forget my first love; she was a girdle, so charming, and fine, and soft, and she threw herself into a 
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washing tub for my sake. There was a widow too, who was warmly in love with me, but I left her alone, and 

she became quite black. The next was a first-rate dancer; she gave me the wound from which I still suffer, she 

was so passionate. Even my own hair-brush was in love with me, and lost all her hair through neglected love. 

Yes, I have had great experience of this kind, but my greatest grief was for the garter—the girdle I meant to 

say—that jumped into the wash-tub. I have a great deal on my conscience, and it is really time I should be 

turned into white paper.” 

And the shirt collar came to this at last. All the rags were made into white paper, and the shirt collar became 

the very identical piece of paper which we now see, and on which this story is printed. It happened as a 

punishment to him, for having boasted so shockingly of things which were not true. And this is a warning to 

us, to be careful how we act, for we may some day find ourselves in the rag-bag, to be turned into white 

paper, on which our whole history may be written, even its most secret actions. And it would not be pleasant 

to have to run about the world in the form of a piece of paper, telling everything we have done, like the 

boasting shirt collar. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-shirt-collar  

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-shirt-collar
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Living and Loving Through Loss: Beautiful Letters of Consolation from Great Artists, Writers, and 

Scientists 

Words of comfort and compassion from Albert Einstein, Abraham Lincoln, Rachel Carson, Charles Darwin, 

Alan Turing, Johannes Brahms, and Charles Dickens. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“Grief, when it comes, is nothing like we expect it to be,” Joan Didion wrote in her classic memoir of loss. 

But however uncertain its guise may be, its arrival is one of the central certainties of existence — no human 

life is unplundered by loss, in one form or another, at one time or another. And when grief does come, when 

its tidal force anneals us to the rawest axis of our being, it seems like nothing at all can unmoor us from its all-

consuming gravity. Consolation of the bereaved is therefore an immensely difficult art and one of the most 

generous human gestures, perhaps even the most acutely life-saving. 

Gathered here are several such masterworks of consolation, beautiful and heartbreaking and aglow with the 

resilience that is the hallmark of life, from some of humanity’s greatest minds and largest spirits. 

ALBERT EINSTEIN 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/joan-didion-on-grief/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143116770/braipick-20
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In addition to his groundbreaking discoveries in physics, which changed our understanding of time and 

fostered a common language of science, Albert Einstein (March 14, 1879–April 18, 1955) was also a man of 

enormous wisdom, empathy, and emotional intelligence, which he channeled in his voluminous 

correspondence with family, friends, colleagues, and strangers — he wrote breathtaking love letters, 

counseled his young son on the secret to learning anything, assured a little girl who wanted to be a scientist 

but feared her gender would hold her back, shared the secret to his genius with an inquisitive colleague, and 

corresponded with Freud on violence, peace, and human nature. 

But one of his most poignant and humane letters was addressed to Queen Elisabeth of Belgium, with whom 

he had cultivated a warm friendship. After the sudden death of her husband, King Albert, followed closely by 

the death of her daughter-in-law, Einstein offered thoughtful and tender solace to his bereaved friend. Penned 

in 1934 and cited in Krista Tippett’s wonderful book Einstein’s God: Conversations About Science and the 

Human Spirit (public library), the letter is at once a gift of warm consolation for the Queen’s grief and a 

timeless meditation on time, eternity, and the privilege of old age. 

 

Albert Einstein by Yousuf Karsh 

Shortly before his fifty-fifth birthday, Einstein writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/07/rebecca-goldstein-incompleteness-godel-einstein-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/27/albert-einstein-the-common-language-of-science/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/27/albert-einstein-mileva-maric-love-letters/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/14/einstein-letter-to-son/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/04/09/dear-professor-einstein-girl/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/04/09/dear-professor-einstein-girl/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/14/how-einstein-thought-combinatorial-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/05/06/why-war-einstein-freud/
http://onbeing.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143116770/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143116770/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/einsteins-god-conversations-about-science-and-the-human-spirit/oclc/430052084&referer=brief_results
http://www.karsh.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143116770/braipick-20
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Mrs. Barjansky wrote to me how gravely living in itself causes you suffering and how numbed you are by the 

indescribably painful blows that have befallen you. 

And yet we should not grieve for those who have gone from us in the primes of their lives after happy and 

fruitful years of activity, and who have been privileged to accomplish in full measure their task in life. 

Something there is that can refresh and revivify older people: joy in the activities of the younger generation 

— a joy, to be sure, that is clouded by dark forebodings in these unsettled times. And yet, as always, the 

springtime sun brings forth new life, and we may rejoice because of this new life and contribute to its 

unfolding; and Mozart remains as beautiful and tender as he always was and always will be. There is, after all, 

something eternal that lies beyond the hand of fate and of all human delusions. And such eternals lie closer to 

an older person than to a younger one oscillating between fear and hope. For us, there remains the privilege of 

experiencing beauty and truth in their purest forms. 

RACHEL CARSON 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807070106/braipick-20
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Undoubtedly the most unusual and the hardest kind of consolation is that whose subject is one’s own 

imminent death and whose object is a loved one about to be left bereaved, for it requires one to 

simultaneously face the anguish of one’s own looming nonexistence and to rise above it in order to soften the 

loved one’s impending loss. To grieve one’s own death while consoling from the grave-to-be is therefore a 

supreme act of generosity and self-transcendence. 

That is precisely what trailblazing biologist and writer Rachel Carson (May 27, 1907–April 14, 1964), 

crowning figure of Figuring, did as she lay dying from breast cancer shortly after she catalyzed the modern 

environmental movement with her courageous refusal to keep silent about the government’s assault on nature. 

Even as she faced her own death, Carson was most concerned about her best friend and beloved, Dorothy 

Freeman. 

Rachel Carson 

In September of 1963, several months before her death and shortly after her testimony before President John 

F. Kennedy’s Science Advisory Committee became instrumental in the first regulatory policies on pesticides, 

Carson sent Freeman a contemplation of her own mortality so profound, so poignant, so tenderhearted and 

transcendent that it could only be articulated to the person who knew her heart most intimately. She writes in 

a letter found in Always, Rachel: The Letters of Rachel Carson and Dorothy Freeman, 1952–1964 (public 

library): 

Dear One, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-dorothy-freeman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-dorothy-freeman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/08/rachel-carson-washington-post-letter-1953/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/08/rachel-carson-washington-post-letter-1953/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807070106/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/always-rachel-the-letters-of-rachel-carson-and-dorothy-freeman-1952-1964/oclc/30625284&referer=brief_results
http://www.worldcat.org/title/always-rachel-the-letters-of-rachel-carson-and-dorothy-freeman-1952-1964/oclc/30625284&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807070106/braipick-20
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This is a postscript to our morning at Newagen, something I think I can write better than say. For me it was 

one of the loveliest of the summer’s hours, and all the details will remain in my memory: that blue September 

sky, the sounds of the wind in the spruces and surf on the rocks, the gulls busy with their foraging, alighting 

with deliberate grace, the distant views of Griffiths Head and Todd Point, today so clearly etched, though 

once half seen in swirling fog. But most of all I shall remember the monarchs, that unhurried westward drift 

of one small winged form after another, each drawn by some invisible force. We talked a little about their 

migration, their life history. Did they return? We thought not; for most, at least, this was the closing journey 

of their lives. 

But it occurred to me this afternoon, remembering, that it had been a happy spectacle, that we had felt no 

sadness when we spoke of the fact that there would be no return. And rightly — for when any living thing has 

come to the end of its life cycle we accept that end as natural. 

For the Monarch, that cycle is measured in a known span of months. For ourselves, the measure is something 

else, the span of which we cannot know. But the thought is the same: when that intangible cycle has run its 

course it is a natural and not unhappy thing that a life comes to an end. 

That is what those brightly fluttering bits of life taught me this morning. I found a deep happiness in it — so I 

hope, may you. Thank you for this morning. 

Rachel 

In her final letter, written as Freeman was en route to a deathbed visit but only delivered two weeks after 

Carson’s death, she writes: 

My darling, 

You are starting on your way to me in the morning, but I have such a strange feeling that I may not be here 

when you come — so this is just an extra little note of farewell, should that happen. There have been many 

pains (heart) in the past few days, and I’m weary in every bone. And tonight there is something strange about 

my vision, which may mean nothing. But of course I thought, what if I can’t write — can’t see to write — 

tomorrow? So, a word before I turn out the light. 

[…] 

Darling — if the heart does take me off suddenly, just know how much easier it would be for me that way. 

But I do grieve to leave my dear ones. As for me, however, it is quite all right. Not long ago I sat late in my 

study and played Beethoven, and achieved a feeling of real peace and even happiness. 

Never forget, dear one, how deeply I have loved you all these years. 

Rachel 

ALAN TURING 
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In addition to pioneering modern computing, Alan Turing (June 23, 1912–June 7, 1954) remains the greatest 

code-breaker of all time. His decryption of Nazi communication code is estimated to have saved anywhere 

between 14 and 21 million lives in shortening WWII by two to four years. But despite his humanitarian 

heroism, Turing was driven to suicide after being chemically castrated by the U.K. government for being 

homosexual. More than half a century after his disquieting death, Queen Elizabeth II issued royal pardon — a 

formal posthumous apology that somehow only amplifies the tragedy of Turing’s life and death.  

 

Tragedy had been with Turing from a young age. At fifteen, while attending the Sherborne School, he fell 

deeply in love with a classmate named Christopher Morcom. For the awkward and ostracized young Alan, 

who was bullied so severely that a group of boys once trapped him under the floorboards of a dorm dayroom 

and kept him there until he nearly suffocated, Christopher was everything he was not — dashing, polished, 

well versed in both science and art, and aglow with winsome charisma. Alan’s love was profound and pure 

and unrequited in the dimensions he most longed for, but Christopher did take to him with great warmth and 

became his most beloved, in fact his only, friend. They spent long nights discussing science and philosophy, 

trading astronomical acumen, and speculating about the laws of physics. 

When Christopher died of bovine tuberculosis in 1930 — a disease he had contracted from infected milk, for 

which there was no common vaccine until after WWII — Alan fell to pieces. He was able to collect himself 

only through work, by burrowing so deep into the underbelly of mathematics that he emerged almost on the 

other side, where science and metaphysics meet. Sorrow had taken him on a crusade to make sense of reality, 

of this senseless ruin, and he spared no modality of thought. Most of all, he wanted to understand how he 

could remain so attached to someone who no longer existed materially but who felt so overwhelmingly alive 

in his spirit.  

 

All the while, young Turing remained in touch with Christopher’s mother, who had taken a sympathetic liking 

to her son’s awkward friend. After Christopher’s death, he visited the Morcoms at their country home, Clock 

House, and corresponded with Mrs. Morcom about the grief they shared, about the perplexity of how a 

nonentity — for Christopher had ceased to exist in physical terms — could color each of their worlds so 

completely. That sorrowful puzzlement is what Turing explored in a series of letters to Christopher’s mother, 

originally included in his first serious biography and brought to new life in astrophysicist Janna Levin’s 

exquisite novel A Mad Man Dreams of Turing Machines (public library). 

Turing writes to Christopher’s mother in a letter from April 20, 1933: 

My dear Mrs. Morcom, 

I was so pleased to be at the Clockhouse for Easter. I always like to think of it specially in connection with 

Chris. It reminds us that Chris is in some way alive now. One is perhaps too inclined to think only of him 

alive at some future time when we shall meet him again; but it is really so much more helpful to think of him 

as just separated from us for the present.  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/06/22/alan-turing-100/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/069116472X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1400032407/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/madman-dreams-of-turing-machines/oclc/62742573&referer=brief_results
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Turing visited Clock House again in July, for what would have been Christopher’s twenty-second birthday. 

Seeking to reconcile the irrepressible spiritual aliveness felt in grief with the undeniable definitiveness of 

physical death, as much for himself as for Christopher’s mother, he wrote in another letter to her under the 

heading “Nature of Spirit”: 

It used to be supposed in Science that if everything was known about the Universe at any particular moment 

then we can predict what it will be through all the future. This idea was really due to the great success of 

astronomical prediction. More modern science however has come to the conclusion that when we are dealing 

with atoms and electrons we are quite unable to know the exact state of them; our instruments being made of 

atoms and electrons themselves. The conception then of being able to know the exact state of the universe 

then really must break down on the small scale. This means then that the theory which held that as eclipses 

etc. are pre-destined so were all our actions breaks down too. We have a will which is able to determine the 

action of the atoms probably in a small portion of the brain, or possibly all over it. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1400032407/braipick-20
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Young Alan Turing 

 

[…] 

Then as regards the actual connection between spirit and body I consider that the body by reason of being a 

living body can “attract” and hold on to a “spirit” whilst the body is alive and awake and the two are firmly 

connected. When the body is asleep I cannot guess what happens but when the body dies the “mechanism” of 

the body, holding the spirit, is gone and the spirit finds a new body sooner or later perhaps immediately. 

As regards the question of why we have bodies at all; why we do not or cannot live free as spirits and 

communicate as such, we probably could do so but there would be nothing whatever to do. The body provides 

something for the spirit to look after and use. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1400032407/braipick-20
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

 

One of the noblest leaders in Western civilization, Abraham Lincoln (February 12, 1809–April 15, 1865) led a 

difficult life punctuated by tragedy — his mother’s death when he was only nine, the death of two sons in his 

lifetime, and his own assassination at the dawn of his second term as president, slain by a Confederate 

fundamentalist shortly after a speech announcing Lincoln’s intention to advance African Americans’ right to 

vote. 

In February of 1862, just as Lincoln was making major progress on the abolition of slavery, his beloved 

eleven-year-old son Willie died of typhoid fever — a plague-like bacterial infection the vaccine for which 

was still decades away. Elizabeth Keckly, a former slave then employed as chief designer for Mrs. Lincoln’s 

wardrobe and close to the family, would later recall watching the president stand “in silent, awe-stricken 

wonder” at the foot of the enormous rosewood bed where the boy lay lifeless, Lincoln’s “genius and greatness 

weeping over love’s idol lost.” 

That December, just after the Emancipation Proclamation for which Lincoln had fought so hard was finally 

issued, loss struck again when one of his dearest friends, William McCullough, was killed during a night 

charge in Mississippi. A vital characteristic of a great spiritual, civic, or political leader is the ability — or is it 

the unrelenting willingness? — to rise from the depths of his or her personal pain in the service of another’s 

welfare. That’s precisely what Lincoln did for his country, and what he did in his magnificent letter of 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0940450631/braipick-20
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consolation to Fanny McCullough, William’s daughter, later included in the altogether indispensable Library 

of America anthology Lincoln: Speeches and Writings (public library). 

Abraham Lincoln 

Drawing on his own lifelong dance with love and loss, 53-year-old Lincoln writes to the bereaved young 

woman on December 23, 1862: 

Dear Fanny 

It is with deep grief that I learn of the death of your kind and brave Father; and, especially, that it is affecting 

your young heart beyond what is common in such cases. In this sad world of ours, sorrow comes to all; and, 

to the young, it comes with bitterest agony, because it takes them unawares. The older have learned to ever 

expect it. I am anxious to afford some alleviation of your present distress. Perfect relief is not possible, except 

with time. You can not now realize that you will ever feel better. Is not this so? And yet it is a mistake. You 

are sure to be happy again. To know this, which is certainly true, will make you some less miserable now. I 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0940450631/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/speeches-and-writings-1859-1865-speeches-letters-and-miscellaneous-writings-presidential-messages-and-proclamations/oclc/20854363&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0940450631/braipick-20
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have had experience enough to know what I say; and you need only to believe it, to feel better at once. The 

memory of your dear Father, instead of an agony, will yet be a sad sweet feeling in your heart, of a purer and 

holier sort than you have known before. 

Please present my kind regards to your afflicted mother. 

Your sincere friend 

A. Lincoln 

CHARLES DICKENS 

 

Charles Dickens (February 7, 1812–June 9, 1870) was a man of multitudes, brilliant and flawed, but among 

the strongest and most unambivalent animating forces of his life was the love he had for his younger sister, 

Letitia. 

In 1862, Letitia lost her husband of twenty-five years, the architect and artist Henry Austin. In a letter from 

early October of that year, found in The Letters of Charles Dickens (public library | free ebook), Dickens 

envelops his sister in equal parts compassionate consolation and a call to psychoemotional arms. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1475168160/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/letters-of-charles-dickens/oclc/358993&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0082WVSE0/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1475168160/braipick-20
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Charles Dickens 

Dickens writes: 

I do not preach consolation because I am unwilling to preach at any time, and know my own weakness too 

well. But in this world there is no stay but the hope of a better, and no reliance but on the mercy and goodness 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1475168160/braipick-20
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of God. Through those two harbours of a shipwrecked heart, I fully believe that you will, in time, find a 

peaceful resting-place even on this careworn earth. Heaven speed the time, and do you try hard to help it on! 

It is impossible to say but that our prolonged grief for the beloved dead may grieve them in their unknown 

abiding-place, and give them trouble. The one influencing consideration in all you do as to your disposition of 

yourself (coupled, of course, with a real earnest strenuous endeavour to recover the lost tone of spirit) is, that 

you think and feel you can do… I rather hope it is likely that through such restlessness you will come to a far 

quieter frame of mind. The disturbed mind and affections, like the tossed sea, seldom calm without an 

intervening time of confusion and trouble. 

But nothing is to be attained without striving. In a determined effort to settle the thoughts, to parcel out the 

day, to find occupation regularly or to make it, to be up and doing something, are chiefly to be found the mere 

mechanical means which must come to the aid of the best mental efforts. 

JOHANNES BRAHMS 

 

The beautiful and unclassifiable relationship between the virtuosic pianist Clara Schumann (September 13, 

1819–May 20, 1896) and the composer Johannes Brahms (May 7, 1833–April 3, 1897) blessed both with a 

lifetime of love, but it began with the heartache of death. When the composer Robert Schumann — Clara’s 

beloved husband and Johannes’s revered mentor — succumbed to mental illness and died in the asylum 

where he was committed, Clara was left to raise their three sons and four daughters as a single mother and a 

working artist who provided for them through her musical talent, performing and touring tirelessly to put 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/21/clara-schumann-johannes-brahms-letters/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/084430056X/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

56 

them through school. Johannes, fourteen years her junior, became her closest confidante, her most steadfast 

source of affection, and her sturdiest pillar of support through the grief. 

In a letter from the autumn of 1857, Brahms sets out to remind her of the wider, longer view of life, which 

grief so swiftly narrows and blunts. While such perspective may not be the most helpful in the immediate 

aftermath of loss, and may in fact compound the pain of the bereaved by making him or her feel rushed 

through the process of grief, here Brahms is offering it after more than a year of bereavement, as a gentle and 

loving invitation to reawaken to life’s fullness against the backdrop of somnolent hollowness that grief casts. 

Clara Schumann and Johannes Brahms, 1853 

He writes: 

My dear Clara, you really must try hard to keep your melancholy within bounds and see that it does not last 

too long. Life is precious and such moods as the one you are in consume us body and soul. Do not imagine 

that life has little more in store for you. It is not true… The more you endeavor to go through times of sorrow 

calmly and accustom yourself to do so, the more you will enjoy the happier times that are sure to follow. Why 

do you suppose that man was given the divine gift of hope? And you do not even need to be anxious in your 

hope, for you know perfectly well that pleasant months will follow your present unpleasant ones, just as they 

do every period of unhappiness. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

57 

CHARLES DARWIN 

 

After he weighed the pros and cons of marriage, Charles Darwin (February 12, 1809–April 19, 1882) decided 

in favor of matrimony and was wedded to his beloved, Emma Wedgwood. They went on to have a long and 

loving marriage, made all the stronger by their devotion to the ten children they had together. Darwin’s letters 

reveal that while he loved all of his children intensely, he especially cherished his eldest daughter, Annie — a 

sensitive and unselfconsciously awkward girl, kindhearted and voraciously curious about the world, in whom 

he saw much of himself. 

In 1850, Annie fell ill with what was most likely a type of tuberculosis. Despite the Darwins’ frantic efforts in 

every direction of a cure, she died on April 23, 1851, at the Malvern spa where she’d been taken for 

treatment. She was ten. Her father was at her dying bedside and her mother home at Down House, caring for 

the other nine children. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/14/darwin-list-pros-and-cons-of-marriage/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307455300/braipick-20
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Charles Darwin 

Although the loss plunged Darwin into a depth of misery from which he never fully surfaced, his first priority 

was to console his bereaved beloved. In a letter included in Adam Gopnik’s magnificent Angels and Ages: A 

Short Book about Darwin, Lincoln, and Modern Life (public library), Darwin writes to Emma the day of 

Annie’s death: 

My dear dearest Emma 

I pray God Fanny’s note may have prepared you. She went to her final sleep most tranquilly, most sweetly at 

12 oclock today. Our poor dear dear child has had a very short life but I trust happy, & God only knows what 

miseries might have been in store for her. She expired without a sigh. How desolate it makes one to think of 

her frank cordial manners. I am so thankful for the daguerreotype. I cannot remember ever seeing the dear 

child naughty. God bless her. We must be more & more to each other my dear wife — Do what you can to 

bear up & think how invariably kind & tender you have been to her… My own poor dear dear wife.  

C. Darwin 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307455300/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307455300/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/angels-and-ages-a-short-book-about-darwin-lincoln-and-modern-life/oclc/229026785&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307455300/braipick-20
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Daguerrotype of Annie Darwin, 1849 

Complement with Meghan O’Rourke on learning to live with loss, a great Zen teacher’s advice on navigating 

grief, and these uncommon children’s books that guide kids through the messiness of mourning. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/13/letters-of-consolation/?mc_cid=f57a4bcf93&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/09/meghan-o-rourke-the-long-goodbye/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/14/soen-sa-death-grief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/14/soen-sa-death-grief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/23/best-childrens-books-death-grief-mourning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/13/letters-of-consolation/?mc_cid=f57a4bcf93&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Snow Image: A Childish Miracle 

by Nathaniel Hawthorne 

 

The Snow Image: A Childish Miracle (1851) is a story Hawthorne originally intended for adults, later 

adapted for children. A brother and sister, named Violet and Peony, create a snow girl that magically comes 

to life, but melts when their unimaginative father insists she's real and brings her inside (spoiler alert: she 

melts). We feature Hawthorne's story in our collections, Winter Sports Stories, and Children's Stories. 

 

 

Marcus Waterman illustration, 1864 edition 

One afternoon of a cold winter's day, when the sun shone forth with chilly brightness, after a long storm, two 

children asked leave of their mother to run out and play in the new-fallen snow. The elder child was a little 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne
https://americanliterature.com/winter-sports-stories
https://americanliterature.com/short-stories-for-children
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girl, whom, because she was of a tender and modest disposition, and was thought to be very beautiful, her 

parents, and other people who were familiar with her, used to call Violet. But her brother was known by the 

style and title of Peony, on account of the ruddiness of his broad and round little phiz, which made everybody 

think of sunshine and great scarlet flowers. The father of these two children, a certain Mr. Lindsey, it is 

important to say, was an excellent but exceedingly matter-of-fact sort of man, a dealer in hardware, and was 

sturdily accustomed to take what is called the common-sense view of all matters that came under his 

consideration. With a heart about as tender as other people's, he had a head as hard and impenetrable, and 

therefore, perhaps, as empty, as one of the iron pots which it was a part of his business to sell. The mother's 

character, on the other hand, had a strain of poetry in it, a trait of unworldly beauty,--a delicate and dewy 

flower, as it were, that had survived out of her imaginative youth, and still kept itself alive amid the dusty 

realities of matrimony and motherhood. 

 

So, Violet and Peony, as I began with saying, besought their mother to let them run out and play in the new 

snow; for, though it had looked so dreary and dismal, drifting downward out of the gray sky, it had a very 

cheerful aspect, now that the sun was shining on it. The children dwelt in a city, and had no wider play-place 

than a little garden before the house, divided by a white fence from the street, and with a pear-tree and two or 

three plum-trees overshadowing it, and some rose-bushes just in front of the parlor-windows. The trees and 
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shrubs, however, were now leafless, and their twigs were enveloped in the light snow, which thus made a kind 

of wintry foliage, with here and there a pendent icicle for the fruit. 

"Yes, Violet,--yes, my little Peony," said their kind mother, "you may go out and play in the new snow." 

Accordingly, the good lady bundled up her darlings in woollen jackets and wadded sacks, and put comforters 

round their necks, and a pair of striped gaiters on each little pair of legs, and worsted mittens on their hands, 

and gave them a kiss apiece, by way of a spell to keep away Jack Frost. Forth sallied the two children, with a 

hop-skip-and-jump, that carried them at once into the very heart of a huge snow-drift, whence Violet emerged 

like a snow-bunting, while little Peony floundered out with his round face in full bloom. Then what a merry 

time had they! To look at them, frolicking in the wintry garden, you would have thought that the dark and 

pitiless storm had been sent for no other purpose but to provide a new plaything for Violet and Peony; and 

that they themselves had been created, as the snow-birds were, to take delight only in the tempest, and in the 

white mantle which it spread over the earth. 

At last, when they had frosted one another all over with handfuls of snow, Violet, after laughing heartily at 

little Peony's figure, was struck with a new idea. 

"You look exactly like a snow-image, Peony," said she, "if your cheeks were not so red. And that puts me in 

mind! Let us make an image out of snow,--an image of a little girl,--and it shall be our sister, and shall run 

about and play with us all winter long. Won't it be nice?" 

"Oh yes!" cried Peony, as plainly as he could speak, for he was but a little boy. "That will be nice! And 

mamma shall see it!" 

"Yes," answered Violet; "mamma shall see the new little girl. But she must not make her come into the warm 

parlor; for, you know, our little snow-sister will not love the warmth." 

And forthwith the children began this great business of making a snow-image that should run about; while 

their mother, who was sitting at the window and overheard some of their talk, could not help smiling at the 

gravity with which they set about it. They really seemed to imagine that there would be no difficulty whatever 

in creating a live little girl out of the snow. And, to say the truth, if miracles are ever to be wrought, it will be 

by putting our hands to the work in precisely such a simple and undoubting frame of mind as that in which 

Violet and Peony now undertook to perform one, without so much as knowing that it was a miracle. So 

thought the mother; and thought, likewise, that the new snow, just fallen from heaven, would be excellent 

material to make new beings of, if it were not so very cold. She gazed at the children a moment longer, 

delighting to watch their little figures,--the girl, tall for her age, graceful and agile, and so delicately colored 

that she looked like a cheerful thought more than a physical reality; while Peony expanded in breadth rather 

than height, and rolled along on his short and sturdy legs as substantial as an elephant, though not quite so big. 

Then the mother resumed her work. What it was I forget; but she was either trimming a silken bonnet for 

Violet, or darning a pair of stockings for little Peony's short legs. Again, however, and again, and yet other 

agains, she could not help turning her head to the window to see how the children got on with their snow-

image. 

Indeed, it was an exceedingly pleasant sight, those bright little souls at their task! Moreover, it was really 

wonderful to observe how knowingly and skilfully they managed the matter. Violet assumed the chief 
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direction, and told Peony what to do, while, with her own delicate fingers, she shaped out all the nicer parts of 

the snow-figure. It seemed, in fact, not so much to be made by the children, as to grow up under their hands, 

while they were playing and prattling about it. Their mother was quite surprised at this; and the longer she 

looked, the more and more surprised she grew. 

"What remarkable children mine are!" thought she, smiling with a mother's pride; and, smiling at herself, too, 

for being so proud of them. "What other children could have made anything so like a little girl's figure out of 

snow at the first trial? Well; but now I must finish Peony's new frock, for his grandfather is coming to-

morrow, and I want the little fellow to look handsome." 

So she took up the frock, and was soon as busily at work again with her needle as the two children with their 

snow-image. But still, as the needle travelled hither and thither through the seams of the dress, the mother 

made her toil light and happy by listening to the airy voices of Violet and Peony. They kept talking to one 

another all the time, their tongues being quite as active as their feet and hands. Except at intervals, she could 

not distinctly hear what was said, but had merely a sweet impression that they were in a most loving mood, 

and were enjoying themselves highly, and that the business of making the snow-image went prosperously on. 

Now and then, however, when Violet and Peony happened to raise their voices, the words were as audible as 

if they had been spoken in the very parlor where the mother sat. Oh how delightfully those words echoed in 

her heart, even though they meant nothing so very wise or wonderful, after all! 

But you must know a mother listens with her heart much more than with her ears; and thus she is often 

delighted with the trills of celestial music, when other people can hear nothing of the kind. 

"Peony, Peony!" cried Violet to her brother, who had gone to another part of the garden, "bring me some of 

that fresh snow, Peony, from the very farthest corner, where we have not been trampling. I want it to shape 

our little snow-sister's bosom with. You know that part must be quite pure, just as it came out of the sky!" 

"Here it is, Violet!" answered Peony, in his bluff tone,--but a very sweet tone, too,--as he came floundering 

through the half-trodden drifts. "Here is the snow for her little bosom. O Violet, how beau-ti-ful she begins to 

look!" 

"Yes," said Violet, thoughtfully and quietly; "our snow-sister does look very lovely. I did not quite know, 

Peony, that we could make such a sweet little girl as this." 

The mother, as she listened, thought how fit and delightful an incident it would be, if fairies, or still better, if 

angel-children were to come from paradise, and play invisibly with her own darlings, and help them to make 

their snow-image, giving it the features of celestial babyhood! Violet and Peony would not be aware of their 

immortal playmates,--only they would see that the image grew very beautiful while they worked at it, and 

would think that they themselves had done it all. 

"My little girl and boy deserve such playmates, if mortal children ever did!" said the mother to herself; and 

then she smiled again at her own motherly pride. 

Nevertheless, the idea seized upon her imagination; and, ever and anon, she took a glimpse out of the 

window, half dreaming that she might see the golden-haired children of paradise sporting with her own 

golden-haired Violet and bright-cheeked Peony. 
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Now, for a few moments, there was a busy and earnest, but indistinct hum of the two children's voices, as 

Violet and Peony wrought together with one happy consent. Violet still seemed to be the guiding spirit, while 

Peony acted rather as a laborer, and brought her the snow from far and near. And yet the little urchin 

evidently had a proper understanding of the matter, too! 

"Peony, Peony!" cried Violet; for her brother was again at the other side of the garden. "Bring me those light 

wreaths of snow that have rested on the lower branches of the pear-tree. You can clamber on the snowdrift, 

Peony, and reach them easily. I must have them to make some ringlets for our snow-sister's head!" 

"Here they are, Violet!" answered the little boy. "Take care you do not break them. Well done! Well done! 

How pretty!" 

"Does she not look sweetly?" said Violet, with a very satisfied tone; "and now we must have some little 

shining bits of ice, to make the brightness of her eyes. She is not finished yet. Mamma will see how very 

beautiful she is; but papa will say, 'Tush! nonsense!--come in out of the cold!' " 

"Let us call mamma to look out," said Peony; and then he shouted lustily, "Mamma! mamma!! mamma!!! 

Look out, and see what a nice 'ittle girl we are making!" 

The mother put down her work for an instant, and looked out of the window. But it so happened that the sun--

for this was one of the shortest days of the whole year--had sunken so nearly to the edge of the world that his 

setting shine came obliquely into the lady's eyes. So she was dazzled, you must understand, and could not 

very distinctly observe what was in the garden. Still, however, through all that bright, blinding dazzle of the 

sun and the new snow, she beheld a small white figure in the garden, that seemed to have a wonderful deal of 

human likeness about it. And she saw Violet and Peony,--indeed, she looked more at them than at the image,-

-she saw the two children still at work; Peony bringing fresh snow, and Violet applying it to the figure as 

scientifically as a sculptor adds clay to his model. Indistinctly as she discerned the snow-child, the mother 

thought to herself that never before was there a snow-figure so cunningly made, nor ever such a dear little girl 

and boy to make it. 

"They do everything better than other children," said she, very complacently. "No wonder they make better 

snow-images!" 

She sat down again to her work, and made as much haste with it as possible; because twilight would soon 

come, and Peony's frock was not yet finished, and grandfather was expected, by railroad, pretty early in the 

morning. Faster and faster, therefore, went her flying fingers. The children, likewise, kept busily at work in 

the garden, and still the mother listened, whenever she could catch a word. She was amused to observe how 

their little imaginations had got mixed up with what they were doing, and carried away by it. They seemed 

positively to think that the snow-child would run about and play with them. 

"What a nice playmate she will be for us, all winter long!" said Violet. "I hope papa will not be afraid of her 

giving us a cold! Sha'n't you love her dearly, Peony?" 

"Oh yes!" cried Peony. "And I will hug her, and she shall sit down close by me and drink some of my warm 

milk!" 
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"Oh no, Peony!" answered Violet, with grave wisdom. "That will not do at all. Warm milk will not be 

wholesome for our little snow-sister. Little snow people, like her, eat nothing but icicles. No, no, Peony; we 

must not give her anything warm to drink!" 

There was a minute or two of silence; for Peony, whose short legs were never weary, had gone on a 

pilgrimage again to the other side of the garden. All of a sudden, Violet cried out, loudly and joyfully,--"Look 

here, Peony! Come quickly! A light has been shining on her cheek out of that rose-colored cloud! and the 

color does not go away! Is not that beautiful!" 

"Yes; it is beau-ti-ful," answered Peony, pronouncing the three syllables with deliberate accuracy. "O Violet, 

only look at her hair! It is all like gold!" 

"Oh certainly," said Violet, with tranquillity, as if it were very much a matter of course. "That color, you 

know, comes from the golden clouds, that we see up there in the sky. She is almost finished now. But her lips 

must be made very red,--redder than her cheeks. Perhaps, Peony, it will make them red if we both kiss them!" 

Accordingly, the mother heard two smart little smacks, as if both her children were kissing the snow-image on 

its frozen mouth. But, as this did not seem to make the lips quite red enough, Violet next proposed that the 

snow-child should be invited to kiss Peony's scarlet cheek. 

"Come, 'ittle snow-sister, kiss me!" cried Peony. 

"There! she has kissed you," added Violet, "and now her lips are very red. And she blushed a little, too!" 

"Oh, what a cold kiss!" cried Peony. 

Just then, there came a breeze of the pure west-wind, sweeping through the garden and rattling the parlor-

windows. It sounded so wintry cold, that the mother was about to tap on the window-pane with her thimbled 

finger, to summon the two children in, when they both cried out to her with one voice. The tone was not a 

tone of surprise, although they were evidently a good deal excited; it appeared rather as if they were very 

much rejoiced at some event that had now happened, but which they had been looking for, and had reckoned 

upon all along. 

"Mamma! mamma! We have finished our little snow-sister, and she is running about the garden with us!" 

"What imaginative little beings my children are!" thought the mother, putting the last few stitches into Peony's 

frock. "And it is strange, too that they make me almost as much a child as they themselves are! I can hardly 

help believing, now, that the snow-image has really come to life!" 

"Dear mamma!" cried Violet, "pray look out and see what a sweet playmate we have!" 

The mother, being thus entreated, could no longer delay to look forth from the window. The sun was now 

gone out of the sky, leaving, however, a rich inheritance of his brightness among those purple and golden 

clouds which make the sunsets of winter so magnificent. But there was not the slightest gleam or dazzle, 

either on the window or on the snow; so that the good lady could look all over the garden, and see everything 
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and everybody in it. And what do you think she saw there? Violet and Peony, of course, her own two darling 

children. Ah, but whom or what did she see besides? Why, if you will believe me, there was a small figure of 

a girl, dressed all in white, with rose-tinged cheeks and ringlets of golden hue, playing about the garden with 

the two children! A stranger though she was, the child seemed to be on as familiar terms with Violet and 

Peony, and they with her, as if all the three had been playmates during the whole of their little lives. The 

mother thought to herself that it must certainly be the daughter of one of the neighbors, and that, seeing Violet 

and Peony in the garden, the child had run across the street to play with them. So this kind lady went to the 

door, intending to invite the little runaway into her comfortable parlor; for, now that the sunshine was 

withdrawn, the atmosphere, out of doors, was already growing very cold. 

But, after opening the house-door, she stood an instant on the threshold, hesitating whether she ought to ask 

the child to come in, or whether she should even speak to her. Indeed, she almost doubted whether it were a 

real child after all, or only a light wreath of the new-fallen snow, blown hither and thither about the garden by 

the intensely cold west-wind. There was certainly something very singular in the aspect of the little stranger. 

Among all the children of the neighborhood, the lady could remember no such face, with its pure white, and 

delicate rose-color, and the golden ringlets tossing about the forehead and cheeks. And as for her dress, which 

was entirely of white, and fluttering in the breeze, it was such as no reasonable woman would put upon a little 

girl, when sending her out to play, in the depth of winter. It made this kind and careful mother shiver only to 

look at those small feet, with nothing in the world on them, except a very thin pair of white slippers. 

Nevertheless, airily as she was clad, the child seemed to feel not the slightest inconvenience from the cold, but 

danced so lightly over the snow that the tips of her toes left hardly a print in its surface; while Violet could but 

just keep pace with her, and Peony's short legs compelled him to lag behind. 

Once, in the course of their play, the strange child placed herself between Violet and Peony, and taking a hand 

of each, skipped merrily forward, and they along with her. Almost immediately, however, Peony pulled away 

his little fist, and began to rub it as if the fingers were tingling with cold; while Violet also released herself, 

though with less abruptness, gravely remarking that it was better not to take hold of hands. The white-robed 

damsel said not a word, but danced about, just as merrily as before. If Violet and Peony did not choose to play 

with her, she could make just as good a playmate of the brisk and cold west-wind, which kept blowing her all 

about the garden, and took such liberties with her, that they seemed to have been friends for a long time. All 

this while, the mother stood on the threshold, wondering how a little girl could look so much like a flying 

snow-drift, or how a snow-drift could look so very like a little girl. 

She called Violet, and whispered to her. 

"Violet my darling, what is this child's name?" asked she. "Does she live near us?" 

"Why, dearest mamma," answered Violet, laughing to think that her mother did not comprehend so very plain 

an affair, "this is our little snow-sister whom we have just been making!" 

"Yes, dear mamma," cried Peony, running to his mother, and looking up simply into her face. "This is our 

snow-image! Is it not a nice 'ittle child?" 

At this instant a flock of snow-birds came flitting through the air. As was very natural, they avoided Violet 

and Peony. But--and this looked strange--they flew at once to the white-robed child, fluttered eagerly about 

her head, alighted on her shoulders, and seemed to claim her as an old acquaintance. She, on her part, was 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

67 

evidently as glad to see these little birds, old Winter's grandchildren, as they were to see her, and welcomed 

them by holding out both her hands. Hereupon, they each and all tried to alight on her two palms and ten 

small fingers and thumbs, crowding one another off, with an immense fluttering of their tiny wings. One dear 

little bird nestled tenderly in her bosom; another put its bill to her lips. They were as joyous, all the while, and 

seemed as much in their element, as you may have seen them when sporting with a snow-storm. 

Violet and Peony stood laughing at this pretty sight; for they enjoyed the merry time which their new 

playmate was having with these small-winged visitants, almost as much as if they themselves took part in it. 

"Violet," said her mother, greatly perplexed, "tell me the truth, without any jest. Who is this little girl?" 

"My darling mamma," answered Violet, looking seriously into her mother's face, and apparently surprised that 

she should need any further explanation, "I have told you truly who she is. It is our little snow-image, which 

Peony and I have been making. Peony will tell you so, as well as I." 

"Yes, mamma," asseverated Peony, with much gravity in his crimson little phiz; "this is 'ittle snow-child. Is 

not she a nice one? But, mamma, her hand is, oh, so very cold!" 

While mamma still hesitated what to think and what to do, the street-gate was thrown open, and the father of 

Violet and Peony appeared, wrapped in a pilot-cloth sack, with a fur cap drawn down over his ears, and the 

thickest of gloves upon his hands. Mr. Lindsey was a middle-aged man, with a weary and yet a happy look in 

his wind-flushed and frost-pinched face, as if he had been busy all the day long, and was glad to get back to 

his quiet home. His eyes brightened at the sight of his wife and children, although he could not help uttering a 

word or two of surprise, at finding the whole family in the open air, on so bleak a day, and after sunset too. He 

soon perceived the little white stranger sporting to and fro in the garden, like a dancing snow-wreath, and the 

flock of snow-birds fluttering about her head. 

"Pray, what little girl may that be?" inquired this very sensible man. "Surely her mother must be crazy to let 

her go out in such bitter weather as it has been to-day, with only that flimsy white gown and those thin 

slippers!" 

"My dear husband," said his wife, "I know no more about the little thing than you do. Some neighbor's child, I 

suppose. Our Violet and Peony," she added, laughing at herself for repeating so absurd a story, "insist that she 

is nothing but a snow-image, which they have been busy about in the garden, almost all the afternoon." 

As she said this, the mother glanced her eyes toward the spot where the children's snow-image had been 

made. What was her surprise, on perceiving that there was not the slightest trace of so much labor!--no image 

at all!--no piled up heap of snow!--nothing whatever, save the prints of little footsteps around a vacant space! 

"This is very strange!" said she. 

"What is strange, dear mother?" asked Violet. "Dear father, do not you see how it is? This is our snow-image, 

which Peony and I have made, because we wanted another playmate. Did not we, Peony?" 
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"Yes, papa," said crimson Peony. "This be our 'ittle snow-sister. Is she not beau-ti-ful? But she gave me such 

a cold kiss!" 

"Poh, nonsense, children!" cried their good, honest father, who, as we have already intimated, had an 

exceedingly common-sensible way of looking at matters. "Do not tell me of making live figures out of snow. 

Come, wife; this little stranger must not stay out in the bleak air a moment longer. We will bring her into the 

parlor; and you shall give her a supper of warm bread and milk, and make her as comfortable as you can. 

Meanwhile, I will inquire among the neighbors; or, if necessary, send the city-crier about the streets, to give 

notice of a lost child." 

So saying, this honest and very kind-hearted man was going toward the little white damsel, with the best 

intentions in the world. But Violet and Peony, each seizing their father by the hand, earnestly besought him 

not to make her come in. 

"Dear father," cried Violet, putting herself before him, "it is true what I have been telling you! This is our 

little snow-girl, and she cannot live any longer than while she breathes the cold west-wind. Do not make her 

come into the hot room!" 

"Yes, father," shouted Peony, stamping his little foot, so mightily was he in earnest, "this be nothing but our 

'ittle snow-child! She will not love the hot fire!" 

"Nonsense, children, nonsense, nonsense!" cried the father, half vexed, half laughing at what he considered 

their foolish obstinacy. "Run into the house, this moment! It is too late to play any longer, now. I must take 

care of this little girl immediately, or she will catch her death-a-cold!" 

"Husband! dear husband!" said his wife, in a low voice,--for she had been looking narrowly at the snow-child, 

and was more perplexed than ever,--"there is something very singular in all this. You will think me foolish,--

but--but--may it not be that some invisible angel has been attracted by the simplicity and good faith with 

which our children set about their undertaking? May he not have spent an hour of his immorttality in playing 

with those dear little souls? and so the result is what we call a miracle. No, no! Do not laugh at me; I see what 

a foolish thought it is!" 

"My dear wife," replied the husband, laughing heartily, "you are as much a child as Violet and Peony." 

And in one sense so she was, for all through life she had kept her heart full of childlike simplicity and faith, 

which was as pure and clear as crystal; and, looking at all matters through this transparent medium, she 

sometimes saw truths so profound that other people laughed at them as nonsense and absurdity. 

But now kind Mr. Lindsey had entered the garden, breaking away from his two children, who still sent their 

shrill voices after him, beseeching him to let the snow-child stay and enjoy herself in the cold west-wind. As 

he approached, the snow-birds took to flight. The little white damsel, also, fled backward, shaking her head, 

as if to say, "Pray, do not touch me!" and roguishly, as it appeared, leading him through the deepest of the 

snow. Once, the good man stumbled, and floundered down upon his face, so that, gathering himself up again, 

with the snow sticking to his rough pilot-cloth sack, he looked as white and wintry as a snow-image of the 

largest size. Some of the neighbors, meanwhile, seeing him from their windows, wondered what could 

possess poor Mr. Lindsey to be running about his garden in pursuit of a snow-drift, which the west-wind was 
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driving hither and thither! At length, after a vast deal of trouble, he chased the little stranger into a corner, 

where she could not possibly escape him. His wife had been looking on, and, it being nearly twilight, was 

wonder-struck to observe how the snow-child gleamed and sparkled, and how she seemed to shed a glow all 

round about her; and when driven into the corner, she positively glistened like a star! It was a frosty kind of 

brightness, too, like that of an icicle in the moonlight. The wife thought it strange that good Mr. Lindsey 

should see nothing remarkable in the snow-child's appearance. 

"Come, you odd little thing!" cried the honest man, seizing her by the hand, "I have caught you at last, and 

will make you comfortable in spite of yourself. We will put a nice warm pair of worsted stockings on your 

frozen little feet, and you shall have a good thick shawl to wrap yourself in. Your poor white nose, I am 

afraid, is actually frost-bitten. But we will make it all right. Come along in." 

And so, with a most benevolent smile on his sagacious visage, all purple as it was with the cold, this very 

well-meaning gentleman took the snow-child by the hand and led her towards the house. She followed him, 

droopingly and reluctant; for all the glow and sparkle was gone out of her figure; and whereas just before she 

had resembled a bright, frosty, star-gemmed evening, with a crimson gleam on the cold horizon, she now 

looked as dull and languid as a thaw. As kind Mr. Lindsey led her up the steps of the door, Violet and Peony 

looked into his face,--their eyes full of tears, which froze before they could run down their cheeks,--and again 

entreated him not to bring their snow-image into the house. 

"Not bring her in!" exclaimed the kind-hearted man. "Why, you are crazy, my little Violet!--quite crazy, my 

small Peony! She is so cold, already, that her hand has almost frozen mine, in spite of my thick gloves. Would 

you have her freeze to death?" 

His wife, as he came up the steps, had been taking another long, earnest, almost awe-stricken gaze at the little 

white stranger. She hardly knew whether it was a dream or no; but she could not help fancying that she saw 

the delicate print of Violet's fingers on the child's neck. It looked just as if, while Violet was shaping out the 

image, she had given it a gentle pat with her hand, and had neglected to smooth the impression quite away. 

"After all, husband," said the mother, recurring to her idea that the angels would be as much delighted to play 

with Violet and Peony as she herself was,--"after all, she does look strangely like a snow-image! I do believe 

she is made of snow!" 

A puff of the west-wind blew against the snow-child, and again she sparkled like a star. 

"Snow!" repeated good Mr. Lindsey, drawing the reluctant guest over his hospitable threshold. "No wonder 

she looks like snow. She is half frozen, poor little thing! But a good fire will put everything to rights!" 

Without further talk, and always with the same best intentions, this highly benevolent and common-sensible 

individual led the little white damsel--drooping, drooping, drooping, more and more out of the frosty air, and 

into his comfortable parlor. A Heidenberg stove, filled to the brim with intensely burning anthracite, was 

sending a bright gleam through the isinglass of its iron door, and causing the vase of water on its top to fume 

and bubble with excitement. A warm, sultry smell was diffused throughout the room. A thermometer on the 

wall farthest from the stove stood at eighty degrees. The parlor was hung with red curtains, and covered with 

a red carpet, and looked just as warm as it felt. The difference betwixt the atmosphere here and the cold, 
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wintry twilight out of doors, was like stepping at once from Nova Zembla to the hottest part of India, or from 

the North Pole into an oven. Oh, this was a fine place for the little white stranger! 

The common-sensible man placed the snow-child on the hearth-rug, right in front of the hissing and fuming 

stove. 

"Now she will be comfortable!" cried Mr. Lindsey, rubbing his hands and looking about him, with the 

pleasantest smile you ever saw. "Make yourself at home, my child." 

Sad, sad and drooping, looked the little white maiden, as she stood on the hearth-rug, with the hot blast of the 

stove striking through her like a pestilence. Once, she threw a glance wistfully toward the windows, and 

caught a glimpse, through its red curtains, of the snow-covered roofs, and the stars glimmering frostily, and 

all the delicious intensity of the cold night. The bleak wind rattled the window-panes, as if it were summoning 

her to come forth. But there stood the snow-child, drooping, before the hot stove! 

But the common-sensible man saw nothing amiss. 

"Come wife," said he, "let her have a pair of thick stockings and a woollen shawl or blanket directly; and tell 

Dora to give her some warm supper as soon as the milk boils. You, Violet and Peony, amuse your little friend. 

She is out of spirits, you see, at finding herself in a strange place. For my part, I will go around among the 

neighbors, and find out where she belongs." 

The mother, meanwhile, had gone in search of the shawl and stockings; for her own view of the matter, 

however subtle and delicate, had given way, as it always did, to the stubborn materialism of her husband. 

Without heeding the remonstrances of his two children, who still kept murmuring that their little snow-sister 

did not love the warmth, good Mr. Lindsey took his departure, shutting the parlor-door carefully behind him. 

Turning up the collar of his sack over his ears, he emerged from the house, and had barely reached the street-

gate, when he was recalled by the screams of Violet and Peony, and the rapping of a thimbled finger against 

the parlor window. 

"Husband! husband!" cried his wife, showing her horror-stricken face through the window-panes. "There is 

no need of going for the child's parents!" 

"We told you so, father!" screamed Violet and Peony, as he re-entered the parlor. "You would bring her in; 

and now our poor--dear-beau-ti-ful little snow-sister is thawed!" 

And their own sweet little faces were already dissolved in tears; so that their father, seeing what strange things 

occasionally happen in this every-day world, felt not a little anxious lest his children might be going to thaw 

too! In the utmost perplexity, he demanded an explanation of his wife. She could only reply, that, being 

summoned to the parlor by the cries of Violet and Peony, she found no trace of the little white maiden, unless 

it were the remains of a heap of snow, which, while she was gazing at it, melted quite away upon the hearth-

rug. 

"And there you see all that is left of it!" added she, pointing to a pool of water in front of the stove. 
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"Yes, father," said Violet looking reproachfully at him, through her tears, "there is all that is left of our dear 

little snow-sister!" 

"Naughty father!" cried Peony, stamping his foot, and--I shudder to say--shaking his little fist at the common-

sensible man. "We told you how it would be! What for did you bring her in?" 

And the Heidenberg stove, through the isinglass of its door, seemed to glare at good Mr. Lindsey, like a red-

eyed demon, triumphing in the mischief which it had done! 

This, you will observe, was one of those rare cases, which yet will occasionally happen, where common-sense 

finds itself at fault. The remarkable story of the snow-image, though to that sagacious class of people to 

whom good Mr. Lindsey belongs it may seem but a childish affair, is, nevertheless, capable of being 

moralized in various methods, greatly for their edification. One of its lessons, for instance, might be, that it 

behooves men, and especially men of benevolence, to consider well what they are about, and, before acting on 

their philanthropic purposes, to be quite sure that they comprehend the nature and all the relations of the 

business in hand. What has been established as an element of good to one being may prove absolute mischief 

to another; even as the warmth of the parlor was proper enough for children of flesh and blood, like Violet 

and Peony,--though by no means very wholesome, even for them,--but involved nothing short of annihilation 

to the unfortunate snow-image. 

But, after all, there is no teaching anything to wise men of good Mr. Lindsey's stamp. They know everything,-

-oh, to be sure!--everything that has been, and everything that is, and everything that, by any future 

possibility, can be. And, should some phenomenon of nature or providence transcend their system, they will 

not recognize it, even if it come to pass under their very noses. 

"Wife," said Mr. Lindsey, after a fit of silence, "see what a quantity of snow the children have brought in on 

their feet! It has made quite a puddle here before the stove. Pray tell Dora to bring some towels and mop it 

up!" 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne/short-story/the-snow-image-a-childish-miracle 
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Bitter Pill 

by Kay Ryan 

 

Issue no. 187 (Winter 2008) 

 

 

A bitter pill 

doesn’t need 

to be swallowed 

to work. Just 

reading your name 

on the bottle 

does the trick. 

As though there 

were some anti- 

placebo effect. 

As though the  

self were eager 

to be wrecked. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 The Art of Poetry no. 94 with Kay Ryan, published in issue no. 187, Winter 2008? 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8bbe563de9&e=d538c8f2e0  
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Daniel Webster: Why Some Succeed While Others Fail 

 

This biography of Daniel Webster was written by H.A. Lewis in his book, Hidden Treasures: Why Some 

Succeed While Others Fail (1887). Lewis observed, "[Webster] lived in an age of great legislators and it is 

needless to add that he was excelled in statesmanship by none." 

___________ 

On January 18th, 1782, was born at 

Franklin, New Hampshire, a son to a comparatively poor farmer. No royal blood flowed through the veins of 

this child whereby to bring him honor, yet one day he was to rise to the foremost rank among the rulers of his 

country. At that early period the town of Salisbury, now Franklin, was the extreme northern settlement in 

New Hampshire, and the schools were of necessity in a primitive state. 
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Daniel Webster labored on his father's farm during the summer, and a few months of each winter attended the 

district school some two miles from his home. Considering the cold, and the heavy snows which are 

characteristic of his native State, one can scarcely realize the amount of energy he must have utilized to 

enable him to enter Exeter Academy at the early age of fourteen, and one year later, Dartmouth College. He is 

represented as promising nothing of his future greatness at this time, but it is stated that he pursued every 

study with extraordinary tenacity. 

He read widely, especially in history and general English literature, and thereby laid a good foundation for the 

splendid education which his personal energy at last brought him. As a matter of course, such a line of action 

must bring out what qualities might be in any man. The college societies soon sought him as a member. 

While at Exeter he could hardly muster courage to speak before his class, but before he had finished his 

college course he had delivered addresses before the societies, which found their way into print. His diligence 

soon placed him at the head of his class, a position he maintained until the close of his college studies, 

graduating in 1801 with high honors. 

Choosing law as his profession, he entered the law office of a friend and neighbor, Thomas Thompson, who 

afterwards became a congressman and eventually a senator. Mr. Webster remained here for some time when 

he left the office to become a teacher in Maine at a salary of $350 per year, which he enlarged somewhat by 

copying deeds. He afterwards returned to the office of Mr. Thompson where he remained until 1804, when he 

went to Boston and entered the office of Christopher Gove, who also distinguished himself afterwards as 

governor of Massachusetts. 

He had previously helped his brother Ezekiel to prepare for college, and Daniel now in turn was helped to 

continue his law studies as Ezekiel was teaching. His opportunity to enter the office of Mr. Gove proved most 

fortunate, as he was thus enabled to study men, books and daily hear intelligent discussions on the topics of 

national interest. 

In 1805 he was admitted to the bar, and established himself at Boscawen. He had been offered the clerkship of 

the Hillsboro County Court at a salary of $1,500 a year, which was then a large income, and he was urged to 

accept it by his father and other friends, but was dissuaded from so doing by Mr. Gove, who foresaw great 

honor in store for him at the bar. He practiced at Boscawen one year, when he was admitted to practice in the 

Superior Court of New Hampshire, and he established himself at Portsmouth, at that time the capital of the 

State. Here he rose to distinction among the most eminent counsellors. During his nine years residence in 

Portsmouth he gave his especial attention to constitutional law, becoming one of the soundest practitioners in 

the State. 

He had inherited from his father the principles of the Federalist party, and, therefore, advocated them in 

speeches on public occasions, but did not for some years enter into politics. Mr. Webster came forward in a 

time when party spirit ran high, and the declaration of war in 1812, long deprecated by his party, created a 

demand for the best talent the country afforded. Mr. Webster now held a commanding reputation, and in 1812 

he was sent to Congress. This was a most favorable time for Webster to enter Congress, as measures of the 

greatest importance were now to be discussed. 
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Henry Clay was speaker of the house, and placed this new member on a most important committee. June 10, 

1813, he delivered his maiden speech on the repeal of the Berlin and Milan decrees. These decrees were a 

scheme of Napoleon's, avowedly directed against the commercial interests of Great Britain. 

They closed all ports of France, and her allied countries against all vessels coming from England or any 

English colony. All commerce and correspondence was prohibited. All English merchandise was seized, and 

English subjects found in any country governed by France were held prisoners of war. 

Great Britain retaliated by prohibiting neutral vessels from entering the ports of France under pain of 

confiscation; and a later order placed France and her allies, together with all countries with whom England 

was at war, under the same restriction. 

Napoleon then issued his decree from Milan and the Tuileries declaring that any vessel that had ever been 

searched by English authority, or had ever paid duty to England, should be treated as a lawful prize of war. 

Mr. Webster's first speech, as before stated, was upon a resolution on the repeal of these decrees, and so ably 

did he define our duty as a country, in the matter, and so clearly did he show wherein both England and 

France had transgressed; that, being a new member, unknown outside of his own section of the Union, his 

lucid and eloquent appeal took the house and nation by surprise. 

His subsequent speeches on the increase of the navy and the repeal of the embargo act won for him a first 

place among the great debaters of his day. He cultivated a friendly relation with political opponents as well as 

partisan friends, which soon gained for him the respect of all and he became the acknowledged leader of the 

Federal party. He was re-elected to Congress in 1814 by a large majority, and in the debates upon the United 

States bank which followed, he displayed a most remarkable mastery of the financial questions of his time. 

Afterward a bill which was introduced by him passed, requiring all payments to the treasury to be made in 

specie or its equivalent, restored the depreciated currency of the country. 

His home and library was burned and after some hesitation as to whether to locate in Boston or Albany, he 

decided on the former whither he moved, and where he lived the remainder of his life. This change of location 

gave greater scope for the extension of his legal business, and his resignation from Congress increased still 

further his time and opportunities. During the next seven years he devoted his exclusive attention to his 

profession, taking a position as counsellor, above which no one has ever risen in this country, and the best 

class of business passed into his hands. 

In 1816 the legislature of New Hampshire reorganized the corporation of Dartmouth College, changing its 

name to Dartmouth University, and selecting new trustees. The newly-created body took possession of the 

institution, and the old board brought action against the new management. The case involved the powers of 

the legislature over the old corporation without their consent. It was decided twice in the affirmative by the 

courts of the State, when it was appealed to Washington, the highest court. 

Mr. Webster opened the case, delivering a most eloquent and exhaustive argument for the college. His 

argument was that it was a private institution supported through charity, over which the State had no control, 

and that the legislature could not annul except for acts in violation of its charter, which had not been shown. 

Chief Justice Marshal decided that the act of the legisature was unconstitutional and reversed the previous 

decisions. This established Mr. Webster's reputation in the Supreme Court, and he was retained in every 
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considerable case thereafter, being considered one of the greatest expounders of constitutional law in the 

Union. 

He was already acknowledged to be among the greatest criminal lawyers, and at the anniversary of the 

landing of the pilgrim fathers he delivered the first of a series of orations which, aside from his legal and 

legislative achievements must have made him renowned. He was elected in 1822 to congress, being chosen 

from Boston, and during 1823 made his world-famous speech on the Greek revolution; a most powerful 

remonstrance against what has passed into history as "The holy alliance," and he also opposed an extravagant 

increase of the tariff. He also reported and carried through the house a complete revision of the criminal law 

of the United States, being chairman of the judiciary committee. In 1827 he was selected by the legislature of 

Massachusetts to fill a vacancy in the United States senate. In that body he won a foremost position. 

Probably the most eloquent exhibition of oratory, based on logic and true statesmanship, ever exhibited in the 

Senate of the United States was the contest between Mr. Webster, of Massachusetts, and Mr. Hayne, the 

silver-tongued orator of South Carolina; the debate transpiring in 1830. The subject of discussion before the 

senate by these two intellectual gladiators grew out of a resolution brought forward by Senator Foot, of 

Connecticut, just at the close of the previous year with a view of some arrangement concerning the sales of 

the public lands. But this immediate question was soon lost sight of in the discussion of a great vital principle 

of constitutional law, namely: The relative powers of the States and the national government. 

Upon this Mr. Benton and Mr. Hayne addressed the Senate, condemning the policy of the Eastern States as 

illiberal toward the West. Mr. Webster replied in vindication of New England, and of the policy of the 

Government. It was then that Mr. Hayne made his attack—sudden, unexpected, and certainly unexampled—

upon Mr. Webster personally, upon Massachusetts and other Northern States politically, and upon the 

constitution itself. In respect to the latter, Mr. Hayne taking the position that it is constitutional to interrupt the 

administration of the Constitution itself, in the hands of those who are chosen and sworn to administer it; by 

the direct interference in form of law, of the States, in virtue of their sovereign capacity. 

All of these points were handled by Mr. Hayne with that rhetorical brilliancy, and the power which 

characterized him as the oratorical champion of the South on the floor of the Senate, and it is not saying too 

much that the speech produced a profound impression. Mr. Hayne's great effort appeared to be the result of 

premeditation, concert, and arrangement. 

He selected his own time, and that, too, peculiarly inconvenient to Mr. Webster, for at that moment the 

Supreme Court was proceeding in the hearing of a case of great importance in which he was a leading 

counsel. For this reason he requested, through a friend, the postponement of the debate. Mr. Hayne objected, 

however, and the request was refused. The time, the matter, and the manner, indicated that the attack was 

made with the design to crush so formidable a political opponent as Mr. Webster had become. To this end, 

personal history, the annals of New England, and the federal party were ransacked for materials. 

It was attempted with the usual partisan unfairness of political harangues to make him responsible not only for 

what was his own, but for the conduct and opinions of others. All the errors and delinquencies, real or 

supposed, of Massachusetts and the Eastern States, and of the Federal party during the war of 1812, and 

indeed prior and subsequent to that period were accumulated and heaped upon him. 
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Thus it was that Mr. Hayne heralded his speech with a bold declaration of war, with taunts and threats, 

vaunting anticipated triumph—saying 'that he would carry the war into Africa until he had obtained indemnity 

for the past and security for the future.' It was supposed that as a distinguished representative man, Mr. 

Webster would be driven to defend what was indefensible, to uphold what could not be sustained and, as a 

Federalist, to oppose the popular resolutions of '98. 

The severe nature of Mr. Hayne's charges, the ability with which he brought them to bear upon his opponents, 

his great reputation as a brilliant and powerful declaimer, filled the minds of his friends with anticipations of 

complete triumph. For two days Mr. Hayne had control of the floor. The vehemence of his language and the 

earnestness of his manner, we might properly say the power of his oratory, added force to the excitement of 

the occasion. So fluent and melodious was his elocution that his cause naturally begat sympathy. No one had 

time to deliberate on his rapid words or canvass his sweeping and accumulated statements. The dashing nature 

of the onset, the assurance, almost insolence of his tone; the serious character of the accusations, confounded 

almost every hearer. 

The immediate impression of the speech was most surely disheartening to the cause Mr. Webster upheld. 

Congratulations from almost every quarter were showered upon Mr. Hayne. Mr. Benton said in full senate 

that as much as Mr. Hayne had done before to establish his reputation as an orator, a statesman, a patriot and a 

gallant son of the South; the efforts of that day would eclipse and surpass the whole. Indeed the speech was 

extolled as the greatest effort of the time or of other times—neither Chatham or Burke nor Fox had surpassed 

it in their palmiest days. 

Mr. Webster's own feelings with reference to the speech were freely expressed to his friend, Mr. Everett, the 

evening succeeding Mr. Hayne's closing speech. He regarded the speech as an entirely unprovoked attack on 

the North, and what was of far more importance, as an exposition of politics in which Mr. Webster's opinion 

went far to change the form of government from that which was established by the constitution into that 

which existed under the confederation—if the latter could be called a government at all. He stated it to be his 

intention therefore to put that theory to rest forever, as far as it could be done by an argument in the senate 

chamber. How grandly he did this is thus vividly portrayed by Mr. March, an eye-witness, and whose account 

has been adopted by most historians. 

It was on Tuesday, January 26th, 1830—a day to be hereafter memorable in senatorial annals—that the senate 

resumed the consideration of Foot's resolution. There was never before in the city an occasion of so much 

excitement. To witness this great intellectual contest multitudes of strangers had, for two or more days 

previous, been rushing into the city, and the hotels overflowed. As early as nine o'clock in the morning 

crowds poured into the capitol in hot haste; at twelve o'clock, the hour of meeting, the senate chamber, even 

its galleries, floor, and lobbies was filled to its utmost capacity. The very stairways were dark with men who 

hung on to one another like bees in a swarm. 

The House of Representatives was early deserted. An adjournment would hardly have made it emptier. The 

speaker, it is true, retained his chair, but no business of moment was or could be attended to. Members all 

rushed in to hear Mr. Webster, and no call of the House or other parliamentary proceedings could call them 

back. The floor of the Senate was so densely crowded that persons once in could not get out. 

Seldom, if ever, has a speaker in this or any other country had more powerful incentives to exertion; a subject, 

the determination of which involved the most important interests and even duration of the Republic—

competitors unequaled in reputation, ability, or position; a name to make still more renowned or lose forever; 
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and an audience comprising, not only American citizens most eminent in intellectual greatness, but 

representatives of other nations where the art of oratory had flourished for ages. 

Mr. Webster perceived and felt equal to the destinies of the moment. The very greatness of the hazard 

exhilarated him. His spirits arose with the occasion. He awaited the time of onset with a stern and impatient 

joy. He felt like the war-horse of the Scriptures, who 'paweth in the valley and rejoiceth in his strength: who 

goeth on to meet the armed men who sayeth among the trumpets, ha! ha! and who smelleth the battle afar off, 

the thunder of the Captains and the shouting.' 

A confidence in his resources, springing from no vain estimate of his power but the legitimate off-spring of 

previous severe mental discipline, sustained and excited him. He had gauged his opponents, his subject and 

himself. 

He was, too, at this period in the very prime of manhood. He had reached middle-age—an era in the life of 

man when the faculties, physical or intellectual, may be supposed to attain their fullest organization and most 

perfect development. Whatever there was in him of intellectual energy and vitality the occasion, his full life 

and high ambition might well bring forth. He never arose on an ordinary occasion to address an ordinary 

audience more self-possessed. There was no tremulousness in his voice or manner; nothing hurried, nothing 

simulated. The calmness of superior strength was visible everywhere; in countenance, voice and bearing. A 

deep-seated conviction of the extraordinary character of the emergency and of his ability to control it seemed 

to possess him wholly. If an observer more than ordinarily keen-sighted detected at times something like 

exultation in his eye, he presumed it sprang from the excitement of the moment and the anticipation of 

victory. The anxiety to hear the speech was so intense, irrepressible and universal that no sooner had the vice-

president assumed the chair that a motion was made and unanimously carried to postpone the ordinary 

preliminaries of senatorial action and take up immediately the consideration of the resolution. 

Mr. Webster arose and addressed the Senate. His exordium is known by heart everywhere. "Mr. President 

when the mariner has been tossed about for many days in thick weather and on an unknown sea he naturally 

avails himself of the first pause in the storm, the earliest glance of the sun to take his latitude and ascertain 

how far the elements have driven him from his true course. Let us imitate this prudence and before we float 

further on the waves of this debate refer to the point from which we departed that we may at least be able to 

form some conjecture where we now are. I ask for the reading of the resolutions." 

Calm, resolute, impressive was this opening speech. There wanted no more to enchain the attention. There 

was a spontaneous though silent expression of eager attention as the orator concluded these opening remarks. 

And while the clerk read the resolution many attempted the impossibility of getting nearer the speaker. Every 

head was inclined closer toward him, every ear turned in the direction of his voice—and that deep, sudden, 

mysterious silence followed which always attends fullness of emotion. From the sea of upturned faces before 

him the orator beheld his thought, reflected as from a mirror. The varying countenance, the suffused eye, the 

earnest smile and ever attentive look assured him of the intense interest excited. If among his hearers there 

were some who affected indifference at first to his glowing thoughts and fervant periods, the difficult mask 

was soon laid aside and profound, undisguised, devout attention followed. 

In truth, all sooner or later, voluntarily, or in spite of themselves were wholly carried away by the spell of 

such unexampled eloquence. Those who had doubted Mr. Webster's power to cope with and overcome his 

opponent were fully satisfied of their error before he had proceeded far in this debate. Their fears soon took 

another direction. When they heard his sentences of powerful thought towering in accumulated grandeur one 
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above the other as if the orator strove Titan-like to reach the very heavens themselves, they were giddy with 

an apprehension that he would break down in his flight. They dared not believe that genius, learning—any 

intellectual endowment however uncommon, that was simply mortal—could sustain itself long in a career 

seemingly so perilous. They feared an Icarian fall. No one surely who was present, could ever forget the awful 

burst of eloquence with which the orator apostrophized the old Bay State which Mr. Hayne had so derided, or 

the tones of deep pathos in which her defense was pronounced:— 

"Mr. President: I shall enter on no encomium upon Massachusetts. There she is—behold her and judge for 

yourselves. There is her history, the world knows it by heart. The past at least is secure. There is Boston, and 

Concord, and Lexington, and Bunker Hill, and there they will remain forever. The bones of her sons falling in 

the great struggle for independence now lie mingled with the soil of every State from New England to 

Georgia, and there they will remain forever. And sir, where American liberty raised its first voice, and where 

its youth was nurtured and sustained, there it still lives in the strength of its manhood and full of its original 

spirit. If discord and disunion shall wound it, if party strife and blind ambition shall hawk at and tear it, if 

folly and madness, if uneasiness under salutary and necessary restraint, shall succeed to separate it from that 

Union by which alone its existence is made sure it will stand in the end by the side of that cradle in which its 

infancy was rocked, it will stretch forth its arm with whatever vigor it may still retain over the friends who 

gather around it and it will fall at last, if fall it must, amidst the proudest monuments of its own glory and on 

the very spot of its origin." 

No New England heart but throbbed with vehement emotion as Mr. Webster dwelt upon New England 

sufferings, New England struggles, and New England triumphs during the war of the Revolution. There was 

scarcely a dry eye in the Senate; all hearts were overcome; grave judges and men grown old in dignified life 

turned aside their heads to conceal the evidence of their emotion. 

We presume that none but those present can understand the excitement of the scene. No one who was present 

can, it seems, give an adequate description of it. No word-painting can convey the deep, intense enthusiasm, 

the reverential attention of that vast assembly, nor limner transfer to canvas their earnest, eager, awe-struck 

countenances. Though language were as subtle and flexible as thought it would still be impossible to represent 

the full idea of the occasion. Much of the instantaneous effect of the speech arose of course from the orator's 

delivery—the tones of his voice, his countenance and manner. These die mostly with the occasion, they can 

only be described in general terms. 

"Of the effectiveness of Mr. Webster's manner in many parts," says Mr. Everett, himself almost without a peer 

as an orator, "it would be in vain to attempt to give any one not present the faintest idea. It has been my 

fortune to hear some of the ablest speeches of the greatest living orators on both sides of the water, but I must 

confess I never heard anything which so completely realized my conception of what Demosthenes was when 

he delivered the oration for the Crown." 

Could there be higher praise than this? Keen nor Kemble nor any other masterly delineator of the human 

passions ever produced a more powerful impression upon an audience or swayed so completely their hearts. 

No one ever looked the orator as he did; in form and feature how like a god! His countenance spake no less 

audibly than his words. His manner gave new force to his language. As he stood swaying his right arm like a 

huge tilt-hammer, up and down, his swarthy countenance lighted up with excitement, he appeared amid the 

smoke, the fire, the thunder of his eloquence like Vulcan in his armory forging thoughts for the gods! 
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Time had not thinned nor bleached his hair; it was as dark as the raven's plumage, surmounting his massive 

brow in ample folds. His eye always dark and deep-set enkindled by some glowing thought shown from 

beneath his somber overhanging brow like lights in the blackness of night from a sepulcher. No one 

understood better than Mr. Webster the philosophy of dress; what a powerful auxiliary it is to speech and 

manner when harmonizing with them. On this occasion he appeared in a blue coat, a buff vest, black pants 

and white cravat; a costume strikingly in keeping with his face and expression. The human face never wore an 

expression of more withering, relentless scorn than when the orator replied to Hayne's allusion to the 

"Murdered Coalition"—a piece of stale political trumpery well understood at that day. 

"It is," said Mr. Webster, "the very cast off slough of a polluted and shameless press. Incapable of further 

mischief it lies in the sewer, lifeless and despised. It is not now, sir, in the power of the honorable member to 

give it dignity or decency by attempting to elevate it and introduce it into the Senate. He cannot change it 

from what it is—an object of general disgust and scorn. On the contrary, the contact, if he choose to touch it, 

is more likely to drag him down, down, down to the place where it lies itself." He looked as he spoke these 

words as if the thing he alluded to was too mean for scorn itself, and the sharp stinging enunciation made the 

words still more scathing. The audience seemed relieved, so crushing was the expression of his face which 

they held onto as 'twere spell-bound—when he turned to other topics. But the good-natured yet provoking 

irony with which he described the imaginary, though life-like scene of direct collision between the marshaled 

army of South Carolina under General Hayne on the one side, and the officers of the United States on the 

other, nettled his opponent even more than his severe satire, it seemed so ridiculously true. 

With his true Southern blood Hayne inquired with some degree of emotion if the gentleman from 

Massachusetts intended any personal imputation by such remarks? To which Mr. Webster replied with perfect 

good humor, "Assuredly not, just the reverse!" The variety of incident during the speech, and the rapid 

fluctuation of passions, kept the audience in continual expectation and ceaseless agitation. The speech was a 

complete drama of serious comic and pathetic scenes, and though a large portion of it was argumentative—an 

exposition of constitutional law—yet grave as such portion necessarily must be, severely logical and 

abounding in no fancy or episode, it engrossed throughout undivided attention. The swell of his voice and its 

solemn roll struck upon the ears of the enraptured hearers in deep and thrilling cadence as waves upon the 

shore of the far-resounding sea. 

The Miltonic grandeur of his words was the fit expression of his great thoughts and raised his hearers up to 

his theme, and his voice exerted to its utmost power penetrated every recess or corner of the Senate—

penetrated even the ante-rooms and stairways, as in closing he pronounced in deepest tones of pathos these 

words of solemn significance: "When my eyes shall be turned to behold for the last time the sun in heaven, 

may I not see him shining on the broken and dishonored fragments of a once glorious Union; on States 

dissevered, discordant, belligerent, on a land rent with civil feuds, or drenched, it may be, in fraternal blood. 

"Let their last feeble and lingering glance rather behold the gorgeous ensign of the Republic now known and 

honored throughout the earth; still full, high, advanced, its arms and trophies streaming in their original lustre, 

not a stripe erased nor polluted, not a single star obscured, bearing for its motto no such miserable 

interrogatory as 'What is all this worth?' nor those other words of folly and delusion: 'Liberty first and Union 

afterwards,' but everywhere spread all over it characters of living light blazing on all of its ample folds as they 

float over the sea and over the land, and in every wind under the whole heavens that other sentiment dear to 

every American heart: 'Liberty and union now and forever, one and inseparable!'" 
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The speech was over but the tones of the orator still lingered on the ear, and the audience, unconscious of the 

close, retained their positions. Everywhere around seemed forgetfulness of all but the orator's presence and 

words. There never was a deeper silence; the feeling was too overpowering to allow expression by voice or 

hand. But the descending hammer of the chair awoke them with a start, and with one universal, long drawn, 

deep breath, with which the over-charged heart seeks relief, the crowded assembly broke up and departed. 

In the evening President Jackson held a levee at the White House. It was known in advance that Mr. Webster 

would attend it, and hardly had the hospitable doors of the mansion been thrown open, when the crowd that 

had filled the Senate-Chamber in the morning rushed in and occupied the room, leaving a vast and increasing 

crowd at the entrance. On all previous occasions the general himself had been the observed of all observers. 

His receptions were always gladly attended by large numbers, and to these he himself was always the chief 

object of attraction on account of his great military and personal reputation, official position, gallant bearing, 

and courteous manners. But on this occasion the room in which he received his company was deserted as soon 

as courtesy to the president permitted. 

Mr. Webster was in the East room and thither the whole mass hurried. He stood almost in the center of the 

room pressed upon by surging crowds eager to pay him deference. Hayne, too, was there, and with others 

went up and complimented Mr. Webster on his brilliant effort. In a subsequent meeting between the two rival 

debators Webster challenged Hayne to drink a glass of wine with him, saying as he did so, "General Hayne I 

drink to your health, and I hope that you may live a thousand years." "I shall not live more than one hundred 

if you make another such a speech," Hayne replied. 

To this day Webster's speech is regarded as the master-piece of modern eloquence—unsurpassed by even the 

mightiest efforts of either Pitt, Fox or Burke—a matchless intellectual achievement and complete forensic 

triumph. It was to this great, triumphant effort that Mr. Webster's subsequent fame as a statesman was due. 

Upon the election of General Harrison to the presidency Mr. Webster was offered his choice of the places in 

the cabinet, a recognition of ability probably never accorded to any other man before or since. He finally 

accepted the office of Secretary of State. Our relation with England demanded prompt attention. The 

differences existing between the two nations relative to the Northern boundary could not be disregarded, and 

Mr. Webster and Lord Ashburton brought about a treaty which was equally honorable and advantageous to 

the countries. He was also able later to contribute much toward the settlement of the Oregon boundary 

question through private channels of influence, though holding no official position at the time. 

In 1847 he started on a tour of the Southern States, being well received throughout; especially in Charleston, 

Columbia, Augusta and Savannah was as well received, but his health failing him in the latter city, he was 

obliged to abandon his project of making a tour of the whole South. He became Secretary of State under Mr. 

Fillmore. This position he held at his death which occurred at Marshfield, on the 24th day of October, 1852. 

Funeral orations were delivered throughout the country in great numbers. 

He was a man of commanding figure, large but well proportioned. His head was of unusual size, his eyes 

deep-seated and lustrious, and had a voice powerful yet pleasing; his action, while not remarkably graceful, 

was easy and impressive. His social tastes were very strong and he possessed marked conversational power. 

He lived in an age of great legislators and it is needless to add that he was excelled in statesmanship by none. 
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Professor Ticknor, speaking in one of his letters of the intense excitement with which he listened to Webster's 

Plymouth address, says: "Three or four times I thought my temples would burst with the gush of blood, for 

after all you must know I am aware it is no connected and compact whole, but a collection of broken 

fragments, of burning eloquence to which his manner gave ten fold force. When I came out I was almost 

afraid to come near him. It seemed to me that he was like the mount that might not be touched, and that 

burned with fire." 

 

https://americanliterature.com/history/daniel-webster/essay/daniel-webster-why-some-succeed-while-others-

fail  

https://americanliterature.com/history/daniel-webster/essay/daniel-webster-why-some-succeed-while-others-fail
https://americanliterature.com/history/daniel-webster/essay/daniel-webster-why-some-succeed-while-others-fail
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JESSICA FLETCHER AND THE LONG AFTERLIFE OF MURDER, SHE WROTE 

Upon publishing the 50th book in the Murder, She Wrote series, Jon Land reflects on the eternal appeal of 

Cabot Cove. 

VIA RANDOM HOUSE 

 

“I don’t want to alarm you but something very sinister is going on here.”—Jessica Fletcher 

So far as Murder, She Wrote is concerned, something sinister has been going on for all of thirty-five years 

now. A Time for Murder marks the 50th title in the iconic book series based on the fabulously successful 

television show. 

Where does Murder, She Wrote fit into the canon of classic mystery series over the years? 

Let’s start with the fact that the show can justifiably lay claim to being one of the most successful mystery 

series of all time. The TV producers who conceived the idea of a widowed mystery writer-turned-sleuth 

originally wanted Jean Stapleton, who won three Emmys for her portrayal of Edith Bunker on All in the 

Family, to play Jessica Fletcher. When she turned them down, they opted for Angela Lansbury instead, and 

the icon of Jessica Fletcher was born. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/603660/murder-she-wrote-a-time-for-murder-by-jessica-fletcher-and-jon-land/9781984804303/
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We’ll never know if Murder, She Wrote would have similarly thrived with Stapleton or someone else in that 

role. But from the time of the show’s 1984 debut with a ninety-minute pilot entitled “The Murder of Sherlock 

Holmes,” it was a hit. It ran for twelve seasons on CBS, finishing among the top fifteen rated shows on the air 

for its first eleven years, eight of those in the top ten, slumping only in its final season when the network 

inexplicably moved it from its cherished Sunday night slot to Thursday, going up against NBC’s “Must See 

TV” night. 

The book series spawned by the TV show’s success debuted with Gin and Daggers in 1989. The next book 

didn’t appear until 1994, after which two or more titles have been released every year since with a single 

exception. Television reruns, meanwhile, continue to appear on the Hallmark Channel, often with multiple 

nightly episodes. 

“It’s important to me to pursue those who cross the line, and take another human life. In my investigating 

murders, I’ve seen some terrible things. So many of them it would take the wind out of anybody’s sails.”—

Jessica Fletcher 

The enduring appeal of Murder, She Wrote is unprecedented in pop culture annuls. It managed to carve out a 

niche just at the time cable television was breaking onto the scene and far more viewing options were 

becoming available. And I can’t tell you how many people I’ve heard from who recall watching the show 

with their parents or grandparents and plenty still do just that, sometimes binge-watching entire seasons that 

are now available on Amazon. The Murder, She Wrote books, meanwhile, have sold millions of copies and 

show no signs of slowing. 

The basis for that starts with Jessica herself. She’s a woman defined by her independence, having carved out a 

fabulously successful career for herself as a mystery writer after her husband’s death. She lives alone, travels 

alone, while being relentless in her pursuit of justice. She’s her own provider, though she’s generous to a T 

and always stands ready with a cup of tea when someone stops by for a chat. 

She’s the person you’d want to move in next door, the person we’d invite to Thanksgiving dinner, or welcome 

into our homes every Sunday night at eight o’clock for eleven years. Though romances were teased at times 

on both the show and, later, in the books, nothing ever came to fruition, whether it be with her publisher 

played by Arthur Hill on TV (who she ultimately exposed as a murderer) or Chief Inspector George 

Sutherland of Scotland Yard in the books. 

Of all the sleuths who dominated the airwaves back then, Jessica Fletcher was the only woman, going about 

her business with a keyboard and keen eye instead of a snub-nosed revolver. Viewers saw in her something 

they’d seldom seen before and that made them love her, just as it did with the books the TV series spawned. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

“That’s the puzzle. Those who were inside didn’t have motives and those with motives couldn’t get inside.”—

Jessica Fletcher 

Then there’s the writing. The show was created by Richard Levinson and William Link, who were also 

responsible for another enduring, iconic detective in Peter Falk’s Columbo. By and large, those twenty-plus 

episodes of Murder, She Wrote every season were tight, twisty, beautifully conceived puzzles. And every 
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week we’d watch as Jessica fit all the disparate pieces together, leading toward the denouement when she’d 

reveal the final one that enabled her to solve the crime. The formula seldom waivered and turning on the TV 

on Sunday nights was like inviting an old friend into your home on a weekly basis. We did the same thing 

with Ben Cartwright for years and Perry Mason too. 

Which brings us to the factor that distinguishes Murder, She Wrote from the rest of the pack and solidified its 

iconic status. Thanks to Jessica Fletcher, the series brought mystery off the slick, gritty streets and into the 

kitchen, the living room, and small-town America as defined by the village of Cabot Cove itself. 

“I’ve been here one year, this is my fifth murder. What is this, the death capitol of Maine? On a per capita 

basis this place makes the south Bronx look like Sunny Brooke farms!”—Sheriff Mort Metzger 

When you consider the enduring popularity of Murder, She Wrote, and where the series fits in among its 

contemporaries and forebears, that’s where the discussion starts. Because the number one ingredient the 

books and television show have in common is the cast of characters who surround Jessica Fletcher in her 

everyday life; from Dr. Seth Hazlitt, to Sheriff Mort Metzger (and Amos Tuopper before him!), to Harry 

MaGraw, to Artie Gelber, and many more. Robert Parker’s Spenser, of course, had Hawk and Susan 

Silverman. John D. MacDonald’s Travis Magee had Meyer. But none of those series, or any other for that 

matter, had a bucolic, down-home setting like Cabot Cove. 

Spenser owned Boston the way Philip Marlowe owned Los Angeles. Travis Magee lived on a houseboat 

named the Busted Flush that he won in a card game. But Cabot Cove stands alone and unrivalled as the kind 

of cozy place where nothing bad ever should happen, but always seems to. 

There were 264 episodes of the television series to go with those fifty books now. After I took over writing 

the book series, I thought it would be fun to give it a bit of a reboot in terms of timing and technology. I didn’t 

want to leave Jessica stranded in an unchanged past, so my writing evoked Murder, She Wrote updated to the 

current day with Uber, iPhones, text messages and a Cabot Cove newly besieged by tourists. But the essence 

of her character remained the same; she may compose her novels on the latest Mac, but she still does her 

research at the Cabot Cove Library where she serves as president of the Friends group. 

Which brings me to A Time for Murder. It’s natural for a writer to want to put their own stamp on a series, no 

matter how iconic. So after my first three efforts, I asked myself what could I do that no one had ever done 

before? What about meeting a younger Jessica Fletcher for the first time? A Jessica still married to very much 

alive husband Frank, raising her nephew Grady, and serving as a substitute English teacher at a Maine high 

school while trying to get published twenty-five years in the past. What if a murder happened at that high 

school and Jessica was drawn in, finding that she not only has a knack for solving crime, but also for writing 

mysteries? 

And so A Time for Murder was born. I had an absolute blast reverse-engineering the back story presented 

and/or hinted at in the long-running television show. And here’s hoping you enjoy reading it as much as I 

enjoyed writing it. 

*** 
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A Time for MurderJessica FletcherJon Landmurder she wroteRandom House 

 

 

 

Jon Land 

Jon Land is the author of more than 37 novels, and writes the official Murder, She Wrote book series 

continuing the adventures of Jessica Fletcher. The 50th installment of the series, Murder, She Wrote: A Time 

for Murder, is now available from Random House books. 

 

https://literaryhub.us9.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=768c1f56a0&e=752dcb11dd 

  

https://crimereads.com/tag/a-time-for-murder/
https://crimereads.com/tag/jessica-fletcher/
https://crimereads.com/tag/jon-land/
https://crimereads.com/tag/murder-she-wrote/
https://crimereads.com/tag/random-house/
https://crimereads.com/author/jonland/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/603660/murder-she-wrote-a-time-for-murder-by-jessica-fletcher-and-jon-land/9781984804303/
https://crimereads.com/author/jonland/
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Missing neutron star found 30 years after supernova explosion 

By Michael Irving 

 

An artist's impression of a neutron star, obscured by a dust cloud 

Cardiff University 

On February 23, 1987, a supernova lit up the night sky, visible to the naked eye. As the closest such event in 

almost 400 years, it provided the perfect opportunity to study supernovae, but one predicted piece has been 

missing ever since. Now, more than 30 years on astronomers say they’ve finally found the neutron star that 

was produced in the explosion. 

Supernova 1987A was a once-in-several-lifetimes event, as the first supernova to be visible to the naked eye 

since 1604. That’s because it was relatively close by – just 168,000 light-years away in the Large Magellanic 

Cloud, a dwarf galaxy that orbits the Milky Way. It flared up with the power of 100 million Suns, and glowed 

in the sky for several months. Even after it faded from view, the remnant of the explosion has remained as a 

cloud of dust and gas that astronomers have continued to study ever since. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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But there was still one lingering question. Supernova theory said that a star of that mass should have collapsed 

into a neutron star, an incredibly small, dense, energetic object that should have been hard to miss. Yet missed 

it was, for 32 years. Some astronomers insisted it must have been hiding there, behind a thick veil of dust. 

Others suggested it may have collapsed into a black hole or a quark star – or maybe our theories are 

completely wrong, and there was nothing left at all. 

Now, we may finally have our answer. As part of a new study, researchers from Cardiff University claim to 

have found that predicted neutron star, hiding in the dust. To do so, the team examined the supernova remnant 

using the Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array (ALMA) telescope in Chile. 

The astronomers found that one certain patch of the dust looked brighter than the rest at the submillimeter 

wavelengths that ALMA measures. The neutron star was already suspected to be in this particular area. 

“Although the light from the neutron star is absorbed by the dust cloud that surrounds it, this in turn makes the 

cloud shine in sub-millimeter light, which we can now see with the extremely sensitive ALMA telescope,” 

says Mikako Matsuura, an author of the study. 

The team says that the finding helps confirm that our theories about supernovae are on the right track after all. 

In future, the researchers say that the dust cloud may start to clear up, making the neutron star directly visible. 

The research was published in the Astrophysical Journal. 

Source: Cardiff University 

We recommend 

1. Green monomeric photosensitizing fluorescent protein for photo-inducible protein inactivation and 

cell ablation 

Yemima Dani Riani et al., BMC Biology, 2018 

2. 'Real-world' TAVR QoL Gains May Match Those in Clinical Trials 

Larry Hand et al., Medscape 

3. Dr Christian Spaulding Joins Cordis as Worldwide VP of Medical Affairs  

Shelley Wood et al., Medscape 

1. Missed Appointments and Disease Control in Children With T1D 

Kristine Fortin et al., Medscape 

2. Fludrocortisone Flops for Vasovagal Syncope: POST 2 

https://newatlas.com/alma-telescope-first-image/20050/
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/ab4b46
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/news/view/1726026-scientists-find-evidence-of-missing-neutron-star
https://bmcbiol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12915-018-0514-7?utm_campaign=BMCF_TrendMD_2019_BMCBiology&utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc
https://bmcbiol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12915-018-0514-7?utm_campaign=BMCF_TrendMD_2019_BMCBiology&utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/875306?src=trendmd_pilot
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/719506?src=trendmd_pilot
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/865435?src=trendmd_pilot
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/752563?src=trendmd_pilot
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Shelley Wood et al., Medscape 

3. No-Shows: New Ways to Tackle a Persistent Problem 

Shelly Reese et al., Medscape 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries the universe. 

With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing and several years experience under his belt, he joined New 

Atlas as a staff writer in 2016. 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/neutron-star-found-supernova-explosion/  

https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/855844?src=trendmd_pilot
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/space/neutron-star-found-supernova-explosion/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

90 

Why I Started a Book Club in the Harris County Jail 

Education programs make jails safer and reduce rates of recidivism when people reenter society. 

The essay's author speaks with book club participants during a meeting. GUSTAVO HUERTA 

Amalia BecknerDec 2, 2019, 9:20 am CST 

I felt my blood pressure rising, heard my heartbeat in my ears, and tasted my mouth drying out as the heavy 

jail door slammed shut behind me. It was my first time in 4J2, a maximum-security women’s pod in 

the Harris County Jail. The stale air pulsed with the sound of women talking, metal clanging, and a TV 

blaring. The pod was divided into a large open area with a staircase in the center, a few metal tables bolted to 

the floor, and 24 single-woman cells lining the walls. Each cell contained a low cot, a shower, a toilet, a small 

nightstand, and a few personal belongings. The guard on duty was encased in a glass booth on the second 

floor. Though the guard could close the cell doors, they were always open when I visited, the women 

permitted to move relatively freely through what everyone called “the tank.” 

That first day in August 2018, I walked in with a chaplaincy case manager to meet the women locked up in 

the pod and see if they would be interested in forming a twice-monthly book club. We arrived right as lunch 

was being passed out. A woman standing in front of me on the stairs started screaming at the guards behind 

the glass. Apparently, she was unhappy with her meal, and as she shouted, she started throwing her food 

against the glass with impressive aim. The women around her moved away nervously, while others sought 

shelter from the falling food. Guards rushed into the tank, and I was swiftly shepherded out. 

https://www.texasobserver.org/author/amalia-beckner/
https://www.texasobserver.org/tag/harris-county-jail/
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Back in the hallway, the caseworker locked eyes with me, as if to gauge whether I was freaked out. I kept my 

face calm. After all, I had insisted on working with only the highest security prisoners—people who weren’t 

getting any other educational resources or programming. “You want to find a different pod?” the caseworker 

asked. “Nope, I’m good with this one,” I replied. My real job is as a public defender, but I was going to be 

moonlighting as a volunteer to start a book club in this maximum security pod—an idea the caseworker and 

others seemed to think was a bit nuts. 

“What kind of books are you going to bring in? You know their reading level is not great, right? And you’re 

comfortable going in by yourself?” 

After Amalia Beckner started a women’s book club in the Harris County Jail, staff noted a decline in 

disciplinary incidents.  GUSTAVO HUERTA 

As a lawyer, I’d been giving my clients reading material for the past three years, and I saw how escaping into 

a story could lift their moods. A month before my first day in 4J2, the Houston Chronicle’s Keri Blakinger 

wrote an article about my starting a crowdfunding campaign to buy more books, and the piece led to an 

outpouring of support for the program. Soon after, the head chaplain at the jail reached out to me about 

partnering on a formal book club. As a public defender, I’m not usually aligned with law enforcement agents. 

But I couldn’t think of a good reason to say no, and I figured that an insider understanding of how the jail 

functions might help me better represent my clients. I agreed, on the condition that we would focus on people 

facing the most serious charges and highest security classifications that bar them from participating in the 

GED or other educational programs. 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Meet-the-Harris-County-public-defender-who-s-13049998.php
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The day after the one-woman food fight, the caseworker and I returned to 4J2, where I introduced myself and 

our idea. The women would read a new book every two weeks, and then we would discuss its themes as a 

group. “How many of you have your high school diploma or a GED?” I asked. About half of the women 

raised their hands. “How many of you would like to be taking classes or doing something productive while 

you’re in here?” This time, every hand went up. 

Guards never joined me inside the cell, and we never needed them. The women’s charges varied: Some were 

charged with capital murder, a few with aggravated robbery or aggravated assault, and a handful were 

charged with violating a condition of their probation. You might not expect it, but the women charged with 

the most serious crimes were frequently the most committed to the book club. The majority of the women I 

met are mothers. Many have been victims of domestic or sexual violence. One woman had an intellectual 

disability but enthusiastically added to the discussion every time. One day she pulled me aside when we were 

finished and, crying, told me she was struggling after the death of a close friend. 

Respect is a luxury in a place where dignity is so often denied. 

I dutifully passed out sign-in sheets at every meeting, so the women could show their lawyers and judges they 

had participated in the only programming available to them. One woman, who spoke up in the group every 

time, never asked me to sign her sheet. I asked her about it once, and she explained she simply loved reading. 

The book club was something she did just for her. This woman had a calming presence, a quiet voice, and 

always added something thoughtful to the discussion. She was also very pregnant. One day, when she was 

full-term, we talked about her plans for how to get the guard’s attention when it was time to go to the hospital. 

The next time I went to the pod, she had had her baby. It was the first book club she sat out, sitting in her cell, 

separated from her newborn. The pain on her face was all I could think about for days afterward. As I passed 

out copies of Michelle Obama’s memoir, Becoming, that day, I set one aside for her. At the end of our 

discussion, I knocked on her cell door, gave her the book, and told her I was thinking of her. 

The months went on, and the women stayed engaged in the reading and the discussions. We would nominate 

a different discussion leader each time. The women read The Mothers by Brit Bennett, American Street by Ibi 

Zoboi, Silver Sparrow by Tayari Jones, Behold the Dreamers by Imbolo Mbue, The Hate U Give by Angie 

Thomas, The Girl on the Train by Paula Hawkins, Dear Martin by Nic Stone, I Know Why the Caged Bird 

Sings by Maya Angelou, and many, many others—all donated by friends, local lawyers, and people who 

followed the project on Twitter. Meanwhile, the sergeant on duty for the women’s floor noted a decline in 

disciplinary incidents in our pod. 

The book club became something I looked forward to, a balm for my day-to-day work. I’m proud of my work 

as a public defender, but it’s hard to watch clients get years or even decades in prison because the system is 

stacked against them. When I listened and spoke with the women in the jail, I was reminded that each day my 

clients spend there is another day away from their families, pets, jobs, and homes, and of the many ways that 

the jail and the criminal justice system strip them of their dignity, autonomy, and freedom. I always left 

feeling ready and eager to get back in the fight the next day. 
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Book club members submitted thoughts and notes on The Boy in the Black Suit by Jason 

Reynolds.  GUSTAVO HUERTA 

One day in December, I arrived at the jail with my heart pounding anew. Walking alongside me, with a long 

stride, was Brian Stolarz, the lawyer who helped free Anthony Dewayne Brown from death row. Brian wrote 

a book about the fight, Grace and Justice on Death Row: The Race Against Time and Texas to Free an 

Innocent Man, and was there to do a reading in 4J2. He hung his suit jacket on the door to one woman’s cell, 

and the group gathered around, excited to hear from the visitor I’d brought. Brian spoke passionately about 

his work and read a section from the book. Afterward, he asked each of the women to sign his book. You 

could see in their eyes how meaningful it was that this elite lawyer asked them to give him something of 

themselves. Respect is a luxury in a place where dignity is so often denied. 

A few months ago, a friend and colleague, Drew Willey, started up a book club for men in one of the sex 

offender pods. These men are particularly vulnerable to violence and sexual assault, and their movements are 

highly restricted. As a result, they are ineligible for any other educational programming in jail. 

Currently, most of this educational programming takes place in partnership with Houston Community 

College, but it is limited to specific “education pods” or “reentry pods” where the prisoners are deemed low-

security enough to merit these resources. The GED classes pull people classified as lower security from 

different pods. People with charges like aggravated robbery or higher security classifications are ineligible. 

The security classifications seem arbitrary at times, related more to the type of charge, without regard to the 

particular person’s disciplinary history within the jail. 
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4J2 was shut down in April of this year for a routine cleaning, and the women were all dispersed. But we’ve 

started up a new book club in another of the maximum security women’s pods and continue to meet every two 

weeks. In our last meeting, the women discussed The Boy in the Black Suit by Jason Reynolds and The 

Husband’s Secret by Liane Moriarty. What I thought would be lighter reading provoked intense discussions 

about grief and loss, anxiety, substance abuse, and the long-term consequences of our actions. 

The book clubs Drew and I started demonstrate that people in every pod in the jail have the capacity 

for education and enrichment, and they have an interest in learning. The clubs also improved the disciplinary 

climate in the pod. A high security classification should not bar participation in GED classes or other 

rehabilitative services. We know these programs make jails safer and reduce rates of recidivism when people 

reenter society. A 2018 RAND analysis found that prisoners participating in correctional education programs 

were 28 percent less likely to reoffend. Almost everyone locked in a cage in Harris County will someday be 

back in our community. We must stop purposely throwing away the key to their rehabilitation. 

Read more from the Observer: 

 ‘East Texas Rivers Could Become a Boiling Pot for Mussels: The humble bivalves may not look like 

much, but they act as crucial natural filters across the state’s waterways—and they’re severely 

threatened by climate change. 

 A Chain Reaction: Luby’s is in trouble. Can the iconic cafeteria chain endure? 

 I’ve Lived in East Austin for 60 Years, and I Don’t Recognize it Anymore: As gentrification 

reshapes my neighborhood, I fear we’re losing something of real value to our city. 

Do you think free access to journalism like this is important? The Texas Observer is known for its fiercely 

independent, uncompromising work—which we are pleased to provide to the public at no charge in this 

space. That means we rely on the generosity of our readers who believe that this work is important. You can 

chip in for as little as 99 cents a month. If you believe in this mission, we need your help. 

LEARN MORE 

 

 

Amalia Beckner is a lawyer in the felony trial division of the Harris County Public Defender’s Office. 

 

Read More: From Instagram, Harris County Jail, Houston 

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/why-i-started-a-book-club-in-the-harris-county-jail/ 

  

https://www.texasobserver.org/college-degree-options-are-disappearing-for-women-in-texas-prisons/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/external_publications/EP67650.html
https://www.texasobserver.org/mussels-east-texas/?utm_source=txo&utm_medium=int_circ&utm_campaign=dec_2_2019_harris
https://www.texasobserver.org/a-chain-reaction/?utm_source=txo&utm_medium=int_circ&utm_campaign=dec_2_2019_harris
https://www.texasobserver.org/ive-lived-in-east-austin-for-60-years-and-i-dont-recognize-it-anymore/?utm_source=txo&utm_medium=int_circ&utm_campaign=dec_2_2019_harris
https://www.ezsubscription.com/txo/subscribe?key=W99BOA
https://www.texasobserver.org/tag/instagram/
https://www.texasobserver.org/tag/harris-county-jail/
https://www.texasobserver.org/tag/houston/
https://www.texasobserver.org/why-i-started-a-book-club-in-the-harris-county-jail/
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Coldest-ever chemical reaction reveals molecules in ultra slow motion 

By Michael Irving 

 

Harvard researchers have performed the coldest chemical reactions ever recorded 

VERSUSstudio/Depositphotos 

When you get right down to the atomic scale, things happen much faster than we’re used to. That makes it 

hard to actually see what happens during chemical reactions, so researchers at Harvard have found a way to 

slow things down. By cooling molecules to a fraction above absolute zero, the team was able to perform the 

coldest chemical reaction ever recorded, capturing a never-before-seen action as two molecules swapped 

atoms. 

Absolute zero – which is -273.15° C or -459.67° F – is regarded as the coldest possible temperature. At that 

point, molecules essentially stand still, resulting in a complete absence of motion and heat. 

For the new study, the Harvard team chilled molecules down to a few millionths of a degree above absolute 

zero – a temperature of 500 nanoKelvin. That’s way colder than any naturally occurring temperature in the 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/139860734/stock-photo-beautiful-structure-of-molecules.html
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universe. For comparison, at its coldest interstellar space only gets down to a balmy 3 Kelvin, which is 3 

billion nanoKelvin. 

It’s not the coldest unnatural place though – that honor still belongs to the Cold Atom Lab aboard the 

International Space Station, where temperatures have been made to plunge to just 100 nanoKelvin. 

In the Harvard study, the researchers worked with a gas made up of potassium and rubidium atoms. When 

these molecules collide they swap partners, creating a new molecule of two potassium atoms and another with 

two rubidium atoms. 

 

A diagram showing the transformation of potassium-rubidium molecules (left) into potassium and rubidium 

molecules (right). The middle step normally happens too fast to see, but the new study captured it for the first 

time 

Ming-Guang Hu 

Normally, chemical reactions between molecules happens far too fast for scientists to see everything – even 

the most precise equipment can only watch the original molecules disappearing and the new ones appearing in 

their place. The middle step remained a mystery. 

https://newatlas.com/iss-absolute-zero-cal/55665/
https://newatlas.com/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593#gallery:1
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But now, the researchers have seen that missing link. At this ultracold temperature, the chemical reaction 

takes place millions of times slower, giving the team a wider window to watch what’s going on. 

When the potassium-rubidium molecules collided, the team was able to image for the first time the four-atom 

molecule that’s briefly created as an intermediate step. That allows the team to watch atomic bonds break and 

new ones form. 

With this ability, the researchers say that in future they could study chemical reactions in much more detail. 

As well as just watching, the extended window could allow scientists to intervene in chemical reactions more 

precisely, which in turn may lead to a whole range of new applications. After all, chemical reactions are at the 

heart of pharmaceuticals, energy and household products, just to name a few things. 

The research was published in the journal Science. 

Source: Harvard 

We recommend 

1. Dynamic Curriculum 

Kristin Hudlow, The American Biology Teacher, 2018 

2. Expert Offers Insight on Photocontact Dermatitis 

PracticeUpdate, 2013 

3. Overcoming Antibiotic Resistance 

Guy S. Salvesen et. al.., Medscape 

1. Understanding the Role of Diffusion in Synaptic Transmission through Inquiry-Based Learning & 

Quantitative Reasoning 

Günther K. H. Zupanc, The American Biology Teacher, 2019 

2. The UK’s current health problems should be treated with urgency 

Michael Marmot, The BMJ, 2017 

3. In silico prediction of potential chemical reactions mediated by human enzymes 

Myeong-Sang Yu et al., BMC Bioinformatics, 2018 

 

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/366/6469/1111
https://chemistry.harvard.edu/news/coldest-reaction
http://abt.ucpress.edu/content/80/9/691?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_ABT
http://www.practiceupdate.com/content/expert-offers-insight-on-photocontact-dermatitis/15064?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/766137?src=trendmd_pilot
https://abt.ucpress.edu/content/81/6/435?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_ABT
https://abt.ucpress.edu/content/81/6/435?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_ABT
http://www.bmj.com/content/358/bmj.j4526?utm_term=usage-042019&utm_content=consumer&utm_campaign=tbmj&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bmcbioinformatics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12859-018-2194-2?utm_campaign=BMCS_TrendMD_2019_BMCBionf&utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc
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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/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-

harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-

92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/coldest-chemical-reaction-harvard/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=98f1e04207-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_03_06_45&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-98f1e04207-92970593
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Stunning Zaha Hadid-designed skyscraper straddles a subway in China 

By Adam Williams 

          
Leeza Soho is slated to receive LEED Gold (a green building standard) for its sustainable design 

Hufton + Crow 

Designed by Zaha Hadid before her death, the much-anticipated Leeza Soho has finally opened. The 

skyscraper rises to a height of 207 m (679 ft) and boasts a stunning atrium that's the tallest in the world, as 

well as significant green design. 

Leeza Soho is located in Beijing, China, north of Beijing Daxing International Airport. The site it occupies 

has an underground subway service tunnel running directly underneath it and the building itself is split into 

two halves – one on each side of the subway. Structurally, it can be considered two towers joined at several 

points and wrapped in one glazed shell, like the firm's Morpheus Hotel. 

https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
https://newatlas.com/zaha-hadid-1950-2016/42588/
https://newatlas.com/anticipated-buildings-best/48093/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-architects-beijing-daxing-international-airport/
https://newatlas.com/zaha-hadid-architects-morpheus-hotel/55042/
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Leeza Soho rises to a height of 207 m (679 ft) 

Hufton + Crow 

"Straddling this tunnel, the tower's design divides its volume into two halves enclosed by a single facade 

shell," explains Zaha Hadid Architects (ZHA). "The emerging space between these two halves extends the 

full height of the tower, creating the world’s tallest atrium at 194.15 m [637 ft] which rotates through the 

building as the tower rises to realign the upper floors with Lize road to the north." 

Leeza Soho's interior consists of 172,800 sq m (about 1.8 million sq ft) of mostly office space, spread over 45 

floors (plus four floors below ground) and its two halves are connected by four skybridges on levels 13, 24, 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-leeza-soho-completed/#gallery:2
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35, and 45. The glazing ensures natural light permeates well into the interior and provides choice views of the 

city too. 

 

Leeza Soho's atrium is the world’s tallest and measures 194.15 m (637 ft) in height 

 

Hufton + Crow 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-leeza-soho-completed/#gallery:8
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The building also has significant sustainable design and is slated to receive LEED Gold (a green building 

standard). 

"The atrium brings natural light deep within the building, acting as a thermal chimney with an integrated 

ventilation system that maintains positive pressure at low level to limit air ingress and provides an effective 

clean air filtration process within the tower’s internal environment," adds ZHA. "Leeza Soho's double-

insulated, unitized glass curtain wall system steps the glazing units on each floor at an angle, providing 

narrow ventilating registers to draw outside air through operable cavities where required; creating extremely 

efficient environmental control for each floor." 

 

Leeza Soho's glazing ensures ample natural light inside  

Hufton + Crow 

https://new.usgbc.org/leed
https://new.usgbc.org/leed
https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-leeza-soho-completed/#gallery:9
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Other energy-efficient measures include a sophisticated energy management system, rainwater collection, 

low-flow water fixtures, and a greywater recycling system that's used for toilet flushing, as well as an 

insulating green roof and a solar panel array. 

There are also a total of 2,680 bicycle parking spaces, with lockers, shower facilities, etc, to encourage staff to 

cycle to work. Electric car charging stations are placed in a car park below ground too. 

Source: Zaha Hadid Architects 

We recommend 

1. Review: Mavericks: Breaking the Mould of British Architecture 

Ayla Lepine et al., Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2016 

2. Review: Modern Coliseum: Stadiums and American Culture, by Benjamin D. Lisle, and Architecture 

on Ice: A History of the Hockey Arena, by Howard Shubert 

Benjamin Flowers, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2019 

3. Design and Civic Identity in Cincinnati's Carew Tower Complex 

Edward W. Wolner, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 1992 

1. Zoning and "Zeitgeist": The Skyscraper City in the 1920s 

Carol Willis, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 1986 

2. Review: Chicago Skyscrapers, 1871–1934, by Thomas Leslie 

Tom F. Peters et al., Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2016 

3. Review: Chicago Skyscrapers, 1871–1934, by Thomas Leslie 

Tom F. Peters, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 2016 

Adam Williams 

Adam scours the globe from his home in Spain in order to bring the best of innovative architecture and 

sustainable design to the pages of New Atlas. Most of his spare time is spent dabbling in music, tinkering with 

old Macintosh computers and trying to keep his even older VW bus on the road.  

                https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-leeza-soho-completed/  

https://www.zaha-hadid.com/
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/75/4/511?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/78/1/117?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/78/1/117?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/51/1/35?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/45/1/47?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/75/3/372?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
http://jsah.ucpress.edu/content/75/3/372?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TrendMD_JSAH
https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/zaha-hadid-leeza-soho-completed/
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Ashurbanipal, last major ruler of the Assyrian Empire, couldn’t outrun the effects of climate change. British 

Museum, CC BY-ND 

Climate change fueled the rise and demise of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, superpower of the 

ancient world 

Authors 

1. Ashish Sinha 

Professor of Earth and Climate Sciences, California State University, Dominguez Hills 
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Associate Professor of Global Environmental Change, Xi'an Jiaotong University 

Disclosure statement 

Ashish Sinha receives funding from the National Science Foundation. 

Gayatri Kathayat receives funding from National Science Foundation of China. 
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We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under a Creative Commons license. 

Ancient Mesopotamia, the fabled land between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers, was the command and 

control center of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. This ancient superpower was the largest empire of its time, lasting 

from 912 BC to 609 BC in what is now modern Iraq and Syria. At its height, the Assyrian state stretched from 

the Mediterranean and Egypt in the west to the Persian Gulf and western Iran in the east. 

Then, in an astonishing reversal of fortune, the Neo-Assyrian Empire plummeted from its zenith (circa 650 

BC) to complete political collapse within the span of just a few decades. What happened? 

Numerous theories attempt to explain the Assyrian collapse. Most researchers attribute it to imperial 

overexpansion, civil wars, political unrest and Assyrian military defeat by a coalition of Babylonian and 

Median forces in 612 BC. But exactly how these two small armies were able to annihilate what was then the 

most powerful military force in the world has mystified historians and archaeologists for more than a hundred 

years. 

Our new research published in the journal Science Advances sheds light on these mysteries. We show that 

climate change was the proverbial double-edged sword that first contributed to the meteoric rise of the Neo-

Assyrian Empire and then to its precipitous collapse. 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/gayatri-kathayat-885127
http://www.en.uni-muenchen.de/news/newsarchiv/2018/mooc_radner.html
https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-754-4.html
https://ucl.rl.talis.com/items/DDBEC935-1F16-2C7B-7370-3D5BED633425.html
https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/5/11/eaax6656
https://theconversation.com/profiles/gayatri-kathayat-885127
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An artist’s vision of the interior of an Assyrian palace, based on drawings made in 1849 by Austen Henry 

Layard on the site of 19th century excavations. New York Public library digital collections, CC BY-ND 

Booming right up to an unexpected bust 

The Neo-Assyrian state was an economic powerhouse. Its formidable war machine boasted a large standing 

army with cavalry, chariots and iron weaponry. For over two centuries, the mighty Assyrians waged relentless 

military campaigns with ruthless efficiency. They conquered, plundered and subjugated major regional 

powers across the Near and Middle East, as each Assyrian king tried to outshine his predecessor. 

Ashurbanipal, the last great king of Assyria, ruled this vast empire from the ancient city of Nineveh, the ruins 

of which lie across the Tigris River from modern Mosul, Iraq. Nineveh was a sprawling metropolis of 

unprecedented size and grandeur filled with temples and palace complexes, with exotic gardens that were 

watered by an extensive system of canals and aqueducts. 

And then it all ended within just a few years. Why? 

Our research group wanted to investigate climate conditions over the few centuries when the Neo-Assyrian 

Empire took hold and then eventually collapsed. 

Building a picture of climate 2,600 years ago 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/301416/original/file-20191113-37425-u6r88t.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/301416/original/file-20191113-37425-u6r88t.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://www.ancient.eu/Assyrian_Warfare/
http://etc.ancient.eu/photos/assyrian-lion-hunting-british-museum/
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/galleries/assyria-nineveh
https://images.theconversation.com/files/301416/original/file-20191113-37425-u6r88t.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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For clues about rainfall patterns over northern Mesopotamia, we turned to Kuna Ba cave, located near 

Nineveh. 

Our colleagues collected samples from the cave’s stalagmites. These are the cone-like structures that point 

upward from the cave floor. They grow slowly, from the ground up, as rainwater drips down from the cave 

ceiling, depositing dissolved minerals. 

 

The layers of a stalagmite record the climate conditions of the time when they were created. Ashish Sinha, CC 

BY-ND 

The rainwater naturally contains heavy and light isotopes of oxygen – that is, atoms of oxygen that have 

different numbers of neutrons. Subtle variations in the oxygen isotope ratios can be sensitive indicators of 

climatic conditions at the time the rainwater originally fell. As stalagmites grow, they lock into their structure 

the oxygen isotope ratios of the percolating rainwater that seeps into the cave. 

We painstakingly pieced together the climatic history of northern Mesopotamia by carefully drilling into 

stalagmites, across their growth rings, which are similar to those of trees. In each sample, we measured the 

oxygen isotope ratios to build a timeline of how conditions changed. That told us the order of events but 

didn’t tell us the amount of time that elapsed between them. 

Luckily, the stalagmites also trap uranium, an element that’s ever-present in trace amounts in the infiltrating 

water. Over time, uranium decays into thorium at a predictable pace. So the dating experts on our research 

team made scores of high-precision uranium-thorium measurements on stalagmite growth layers. 

Together these two kinds of measurements let us anchor our climate record to precise calendar years. 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/301570/original/file-20191113-77326-1fwa01o.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/301570/original/file-20191113-77326-1fwa01o.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/features/Paleoclimatology_Speleothems
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-814124-3.00128-X
https://images.theconversation.com/files/301570/original/file-20191113-77326-1fwa01o.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Unusual wet period, then massive drought 

Now a direct comparison of the stalagmite climate record with the historical and archaeological records from 

the region was possible. We wanted to place the key events of Neo-Assyrian history into the long-term 

context of our climate reconstruction. 

We found that the most significant expansion phase of the Neo-Assyrian state occurred during a two-

centuries-long interval of anomalously wet climate, as compared with the previous 4,000 years. Called a 

megapluvial period, this time of unusually high rainfall was immediately followed by megadroughts during 

the early-to-mid-seventh century BC. These ancient dry conditions were as severe as recent droughts in Iraq 

and Syria but lasted for decades. The period marking the collapse of the Neo-Assyrian Empire occurred well 

within this time frame. 

 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/301568/original/file-20191113-77315-fxb77e.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/301568/original/file-20191113-77315-fxb77e.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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The Neo-Assyrian Empire rose during an unusual time of wet climate and collapsed soon after conditions 

swung to unusual dryness. Ashish Sinha, CC BY-ND 

Mindful of the caveat that correlation doesn’t imply causation, we were interested in how this wild climate 

swing – an unusually rainy period that ended in drought – could have influenced an empire. 

While the Neo-Assyrian state was huge in its final few decades, its economic core was always confined to a 

rather small region. This relatively small area in northern Mesopotamia served as a primary source of 

agricultural revenues and powered Assyrian military campaigns. 

We argue that nearly two centuries of unusually wet conditions in this otherwise semi-arid region allowed for 

agriculture to flourish and energized the Assyrian economy. The climate acted as a catalyst for the creation of 

a dense network of urban and rural settlements in the unsettled zones that previously hadn’t been able to 

support farming. 

Our data show the wet period abruptly ended and the pendulum swung the other way. In the grips of recurring 

megadroughts, the Assyrian core and its hinterlands would have been engulfed within a “zone of uncertainty” 

– a corridor of land where the rainfall is highly erratic and any rain-fed agriculture comes with a large risk of 

crop failure. 

Repeated crop failures likely exacerbated the political unrest in Assyria, crippled its economy and empowered 

the adjacent rival states. 

Uncertain climate, unsustainable growth 

Our findings have current-day implications. 

In modern times, the same region that once constituted the Assyrian core has been repeatedly struck by 

multiyear droughts. The catastrophic drought of 2007–2008 in northern Iraq and Syria, the most severe in the 

past 50 years, led to cereal crop failures across the region. 

Droughts like this one offer a glimpse of what Assyrians endured during the mid-seventh century BC. And the 

collapse of the Neo-Assyrian Empire offers a warning to today’s societies. 

Climate change is here to stay. In the 21st century, people have what Neo-Assyrians did not: the benefit of 

hindsight and plenty of observational data. Unsustainable growth in politically volatile and water-stressed 

regions is a time-tested recipe for disaster. 

[ You’re too busy to read everything. We get it. That’s why we’ve got a weekly newsletter. Sign up for good 

Sunday reading. ] 

https://theconversation.com/climate-change-fueled-the-rise-and-demise-of-the-neo-assyrian-empire-

superpower-of-the-ancient-world-126661 

  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sargon/essentials/countries/centralassyria/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10963-014-9072-2
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421533112
https://theconversation.com/us/newsletters/weekly-highlights-61?utm_source=TCUS&utm_medium=inline-link&utm_campaign=newsletter-text&utm_content=weeklybusy
https://theconversation.com/us/newsletters/weekly-highlights-61?utm_source=TCUS&utm_medium=inline-link&utm_campaign=newsletter-text&utm_content=weeklybusy
https://theconversation.com/climate-change-fueled-the-rise-and-demise-of-the-neo-assyrian-empire-superpower-of-the-ancient-world-126661
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Quantum physics: our study suggests objective reality doesn’t exist 

Invited Researcher November 20, 2019 

 

Authors: Alessandro Fedrizzi is professor of quantum physics and Massimiliano Proietti is a PhD candidate in 

quantum physics at Heriot-Watt University 

Gearoid Hayes/Flickr, CC BY-SA 

Alternative facts are spreading like a virus across society. Now it seems they have even infected science – at 

least the quantum realm. This may seem counter intuitive. The scientific method is after all founded on the 

reliable notions of observation, measurement and repeatability. A fact, as established by a measurement, 

should be objective, such that all observers can agree with it. 

But in a paper recently published in Science Advances, we show that, in the micro-world of atoms and 

particles that is governed by the strange rules of quantum mechanics, two different observers are entitled to 

their own facts. In other words, according to our best theory of the building blocks of nature itself, facts can 

actually be subjective. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/invited-researcher/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://theconversation.com/donald-trumps-war-on-facts-is-the-latest-play-in-a-long-established-tradition-to-create-a-post-truth-reality-125755
https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/5/9/eaaw9832
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Observers are powerful players in the quantum world. According to the theory, particles can be in several 

places or states at once – this is called a superposition. But oddly, this is only the case when they aren’t 

observed. The second you observe a quantum system, it picks a specific location or state – breaking the 

superposition. The fact that nature behaves this way has been proven multiple times in the lab – for example, 

in the famous double slit experiment (see video below). 

In 1961, physicist Eugene Wigner proposed a provocative thought experiment. He questioned what would 

happen when applying quantum mechanics to an observer that is themselves being observed. Imagine that a 

friend of Wigner tosses a quantum coin – which is in a superposition of both heads and tails – inside a closed 

laboratory. Every time the friend tosses the coin, they observe a definite outcome. We can say that Wigner’s 

friend establishes a fact: the result of the coin toss is definitely head or tail. 

Wigner doesn’t have access to this fact from the outside, and according to quantum mechanics, must describe 

the friend and the coin to be in a superposition of all possible outcomes of the experiment. That’s because 

they are “entangled” – spookily connected so that if you manipulate one you also manipulate the other. 

Wigner can now in principle verify this superposition using a so-called “interference experiment” – a type of 

quantum measurement that allows you to unravel the superposition of an entire system, confirming that two 

objects are entangled. 

When Wigner and the friend compare notes later on, the friend will insist they saw definite outcomes for each 

coin toss. Wigner, however, will disagree whenever he observed friend and coin in a superposition. 

This presents a conundrum. The reality perceived by the friend cannot be reconciled with the reality on the 

outside. Wigner originally didn’t consider this much of a paradox, he argued it would be absurd to describe a 

conscious observer as a quantum object. However, he later departed from this view, and according to formal 

textbooks on quantum mechanics, the description is perfectly valid. 

The experiment 

The scenario has long remained an interesting thought experiment. But does it reflect reality? Scientifically, 

there has been little progress on this until very recently, when Časlav Brukner at the University of Vienna 

showed that, under certain assumptions, Wigner’s idea can be used to formally prove that measurements in 

quantum mechanics are subjective to observers. 

Brukner proposed a way of testing this notion by translating the Wigner’s friend scenario into a 

framework first established by the physicist John Bell in 1964. Brukner considered two pairs of Wigners and 

friends, in two separate boxes, conducting measurements on a shared state – inside and outside their 

respective box. The results can be summed up to ultimately be used to evaluate a so called “Bell inequality”. 

If this inequality is violated, observers could have alternative facts. 

We have now for the first time performed this test experimentally at Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh on 

a small-scale quantum computer made up of three pairs of entangled photons. The first photon pair represents 

the coins, and the other two are used to perform the coin toss – measuring the polarisation of the photons – 

inside their respective box. Outside the two boxes, two photons remain on each side that can also be 

measured. 

https://plus.maths.org/content/physics-minute-double-slit-experiment-0
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/physics/1963/wigner/biographical/
https://theconversation.com/physicists-prove-quantum-spookiness-and-start-chasing-schrodingers-cat-48190
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Double-slit_experiment
https://arxiv.org/abs/1404.2635
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wigner%27s_friend
https://www.iqoqi-vienna.at/people/brukner-group/caslav-brukner/
https://www.mdpi.com/1099-4300/20/5/350
https://physicsworld.com/a/john-bell-profound-discovery-science/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bell%27s_theorem


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

112 

Researchers with experiment. 

Author provided 

Despite using state-of-the-art quantum technology, it took weeks to collect sufficient data from just six 

photons to generate enough statistics. But eventually, we succeeded in showing that quantum mechanics 

might indeed be incompatible with the assumption of objective facts – we violated the inequality. 

The theory, however, is based on a few assumptions. These include that the measurement outcomes are not 

influenced by signals travelling above light speed and that observers are free to choose what measurements to 

make. That may or may not be the case. 

Another important question is whether single photons can be considered to be observers. In Brukner’s theory 

proposal, observers do not need to be conscious, they must merely be able to establish facts in the form of a 

measurement outcome. An inanimate detector would therefore be a valid observer. And textbook quantum 

mechanics gives us no reason to believe that a detector, which can be made as small as a few atoms, should 

not be described as a quantum object just like a photon. It may also be possible that standard quantum 

mechanics does not apply at large length scales, but testing that is a separate problem. 
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There may be many worlds out there. 

Nikk/Flickr, CC BY-SA 

This experiment therefore shows that, at least for local models of quantum mechanics, we need to rethink our 

notion of objectivity. The facts we experience in our macroscopic world appear to remain safe, but a major 

question arises over how existing interpretations of quantum mechanics can accommodate subjective facts. 

Some physicists see these new developments as bolstering interpretations that allow more than one outcome 

to occur for an observation, for example the existence of parallel universes in which each outcome happens. 

Others see it as compelling evidence for intrinsically observer-dependent theories such as Quantum 

Bayesianism, in which an agent’s actions and experiences are central concerns of the theory. But yet others 

take this as a strong pointer that perhaps quantum mechanics will break down above certain complexity 

scales. 

Clearly these are all deeply philosophical questions about the fundamental nature of reality. Whatever the 

answer, an interesting future awaits. 

  

 This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/20/quantum-physics-our-study-suggests-objective-reality-doesnt-

exist/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28M

apping+Ignorance%29 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_Bayesianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_Bayesianism
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Inflammation linked with Alzheimer's, reduced cognition and brain fog 

By Rich Haridy 

 

Three new studies add weight to a long-held hypothesis connecting neurodegeneration and cognitive 

impairment to chronic inflammation 

LisaAlisa_ill/Depositphotos 

Several newly published studies are reporting evidence affirming a growing hypothesis that links 

inflammation with cognitive deficits. As well as associating inflammation with the cognitive deficits seen in 

conditions such as bipolar disorder and Alzheimer’s, some research is even suggesting low-grade systemic 

inflammation in healthy subjects can result in mental sluggishness. 

For some time patients suffering from chronic inflammatory conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis or 

inflammatory bowel disease have reported mild cognitive deficits in association with their disease. Despite a 

number of correlational studies finding connections between inflammation and cognitive performance, 

homing in on any clear causal links has been a little tricky for scientists. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/61362477/stock-illustration-creative-concept-of-human-brain.html
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“Scientists have long suspected a link between inflammation and cognition, but it is very difficult to be clear 

about the cause and effect,” explains Ali Mazaheri, from the University of Birmingham. “For example, people 

living with a medical condition or being very overweight might complain of cognitive impairment, but it’s 

hard to tell if that’s due to the inflammation associated with these conditions or if there are other reasons.” 

The experiment 

Mazaheri and his team sought to create an experiment that could empirically evaluate the effects of 

inflammation on specific cognitive processes. Twenty healthy volunteers were recruited and subjected to a 

double-blind, placebo-controlled experiment. 

To induce low-grade systemic inflammation, the subjects were administered a salmonella typhoid vaccine. 

This vaccine is known to trigger a rapid, albeit small, systemic inflammatory response, but with no broader 

side effects such as fever. Around six hours after the injection the participants completed a number of 

cognitive tests while having their brainwave activity measured. Blood samples were also taken at various 

points to track levels of interleukin-6, a marker of systemic inflammatory activity. Each subject performed the 

experiment twice, once with a placebo and once with the active vaccine. 

The cognitive tests performed in the study were primarily focused on attentional processes. The researchers 

point out that while similar prior studies have not found experimentally induced inflammation to result in 

significant cognitive alterations, those studies used “coarse cognitive tests (e.g., digit span forward, digit 

symbol test, color-word Stroop test) that more likely index memory, learning and other high-level executive 

functions.” This new study was much more interested in testing visual attention processes. Three particular 

components of visual attention were evaluated: alerting, orientating, and executive control. 

The results revealed the induction of mild systemic inflammation seemed to only affect one of those three 

processes – alerting. This specific attentional state of arousal involves the ability to focus our cognitive 

processes on a discreet object or source while filtering out other peripheral bits of information. This result was 

primarily identified via differences in EEG brainwave activity and not the general cognitive tests. 

“Observed in the absence of performance decrements, these novel findings suggest that acute inflammation 

requires individuals to exert greater cognitive effort when preparing for a task in order to maintain adequate 

behavioral performance,” the researchers conclude in the published paper. 

Mazaheri suggests these results may explain why some people with chronic inflammatory diseases often 

report feelings of mental sluggishness. 

“These results show quite clearly that there’s a very specific part of the brain network that’s affected by 

inflammation,” says Mazaheri. “This could explain ‘brain fog’.” 

The bipolar connection 

The University of Birmingham study is primarily exploring mild cognitive consequences from low-grade 

inflammation. A separate, newly published study has investigated the relationship between cognitive 

impairment and inflammation in patients suffering from bipolar disorder (BD). 
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The research, led by scientists from Brigham and Women's Hospital, began by trying to understand what 

factors could explain why only around 50 percent of patients with bipolar disorder display neurocognitive 

deficits. The hypothesis was that not only could inflammatory biomarkers be used to identify those BD 

patients at the greatest risk of cognitive decline, but treating that inflammatory symptom could potentially 

offer cognitive benefits. 

"We know that one person with bipolar disorder may be very different from another, and these findings 

support this,” says Katherine Burdick, corresponding author on the Brigham study. “Levels of inflammation 

varied in patients, but among those with high levels of inflammation, we saw the strongest evidence of 

cognitive impairment." 

The causal mechanisms may not be entirely clear but the Brigham team notes the predictive nature of these 

inflammatory markers in being able to identify cognitive decline, even after accounting for other confounding 

factors, imply a strong possibility that treating the inflammation could improve BD-related cognitive 

impairments. 

"Cognitive impairment is a core component of bipolar disorder," says Burdick. "Because of its significant role 

in predicting a person's level of functioning in their everyday lives, this needs to be considered a treatment 

target. The message here is an optimistic one: This is a marker of something we can actively change, which 

opens the door for hope." 

Assuming inflammation does play a role in acute cognitive impairment, it would be fair to ask what part it 

may play in longer term neurodegeneration? 

Alzheimer's disease and inflammation 

A fascinating study published earlier in 2019 suggested a statistically significant link between chronic 

inflammation in a person’s middle age, and higher rates of cognitive decline in later life. The 20-year study 

was resolutely correlational, with the researchers suggesting it is unclear whether treating mid-life 

inflammation would result in slower rates of cognitive decline in old age. 

New research, led by the German Centre for Neurodegenerative Diseases (DZNE) and the University of 

Bonn, is offering some intriguing causal evidence pointing to a possible mechanistic explanation linking 

inflammation with neurodegeneration. The impressive work looked at a macromolecule called NLRP3 that is 

found within the brain’s immune cells. NLRP3 is known as an inflammasome, a kind of molecular signal that 

triggers inflammatory activity. 

The current prevailing pathological sign of neurodegeneration, associated with conditions such as 

Alzheimer’s disease, is the aggregation of toxic proteins in certain parts of the brain. These accumulations of 

amyloid proteins into plaques, and tau proteins into neurofibrillary tangles, are thought to underpin the 

neuronal damage that leads to symptoms of dementia. 

Prior research from the same German team has suggested the early accumulations of amyloid proteins into 

plaques could be initially triggered by inflammatory activity mediated by the NLRP3 inflammasome. This 

new study now affirms the damaging tau pathology is also underpinned by the same inflammatory process. 

https://newatlas.com/chronic-inflammation-cognitive-decline-memory-dementia/58494/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 513  february 2020 

117 

"Our results indicate that the inflammasome and the inflammatory reactions it triggers, play an important role 

in the emergence of tau pathology," says Michael Heneka, a senior researcher working on the project. "It 

appears that inflammatory processes mediated by the inflammasome are of central importance for most, if not 

all, neurodegenerative diseases with tau pathology." 

What this finding ultimately means is that inflammatory triggers may kick off the neurodegeneration 

attributed to Alzheimer’s disease and other amyloid- or tau-related dementias. Heneka suggests this particular 

inflammasome trigger could be the missing link in understanding how neurodegeneration begins. 

"Inflammatory processes promote the development of [amyloid] pathology, and as we have now been able to 

show, of tau pathology as well. Thus, the inflammasome plays a key role in Alzheimer's and other brain 

diseases," says Heneka. "The idea of influencing tau pathology is obvious. Future drugs could tackle exactly 

this aspect by modulating the immune response. With the development of tau pathology, mental abilities 

decline more and more.” 

Science is all about incremental, piecemeal discoveries. Very rarely does one single study offer up a universal 

answer. These three new studies are certainly not the final word on the topic, but rather they offer rigorous 

evidence for an increasingly strong hypothesis linking inflammatory processes to both acute cognitive  

 

impairment and longer-term cognitive decline. 

The University of Birmingham study was published in the journal NeuroImage. 

The Brigham and Women’s study was published in the journal Molecular Psychiatry. 

The German study was published in the journal Nature. 

Sources: University of Birmingham, Brigham and Women’s Hospital, German Centre for Neurodegenerative 

Diseases 
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Prashanthi Vemuri et al., Medscape 

1. Cognitive Deficits Linked to Nonalcoholic Liver Disease 

Nancy A. Melville et al., Medscape 

2. Confirmed: Surgical Menopause Linked to Cognitive Decline 

Medscape 

3. Amyloid-β plaque formation and reactive gliosis are required for induction of cognitive deficits in 

App knock-in mouse models of Alzheimer’s disease 

Yasufumi Sakakibara et al., BMC Neurosci, 2019 

Rich Haridy 

With interests in film, new media, and the new wave of psychedelic science, Rich has written for a number of 

online and print publications over the last decade and was Chair of the Australian Film Critics Association 

from 2013-2015. Since joining New Atlas Rich’s interests have broadened to encompass the era-defining 

effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 
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Blue Babies, Big Egos, and the Wild World of Early Open Heart Surgery 

On Post-War Innovations in Life Saving Surgery 

VIA PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

By Gabriel Brownstein 

 

November 19, 2019 

By the time his son Danny was born, Ludwig Spandau had lived three lives. He was 53 years old, with a 

young new wife, Sali, and a year-old daughter named Ruthie. He rented a walk-up apartment in Flatbush, 

Brooklyn, and worked on Long Island as a pharmaceutical chemist. He was a refugee, once divorced and once 

widowed. He spoke English with a thick German accent. Most of the people he had known had been 

murdered. On his forearm he had frightening scars where—so his son later suspected—Ludwig had removed 

his concentration camp tattoo. 

Ludwig had been born to well-to-do Berlin Jews. His family had owned a paper business. He had served as a 

radioman in World War I, in a U-boat. After the war he had attended Humboldt University in Berlin, when 

Albert Einstein was on the faculty. Ludwig liked to dance. He met a girl named Friedel at a dance hall in 

Berlin in 1922 and got her pregnant. Their daughter, Inge, was born in 1923, and not long after her birth, the 

couple came to terms on a divorce. Soon after the divorce from Friedel, Ludwig married again, and his second 

wife, Lani, converted to Judaism. 

https://www.publicaffairsbooks.com/titles/gabriel-brownstein/the-open-heart-club/9781610399494/
https://lithub.com/author/gabrielbrownstein/
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They were assimilated, cosmopolitan people, raising two boys. The Nazis came to power, and Lani was 

murdered by the SS, and Ludwig’s father was killed at the concentration camp at Sachsenhausen. Ludwig, 

strong and able, was kept in Berlin, a slave on a work crew, repairing the city’s roads when they were 

bombed. After the war, he and his two boys—who had been in hiding in Bavaria—were reunited by the 

Jewish Agency in London, and all three came to the United States together in 1948. 

In 1955 in Brooklyn, there was no cure for this condition, no such thing as open-heart surgery. 

Ludwig started a business formulating chemicals and trying to sell them. His English was poor. His business 

failed. He traveled across the country, looking for work. He returned to New York, and at a dance sponsored 

by a resettlement program, he met Sali. She was in her mid-20s, almost half Ludwig’s age, the child of a 

refugee family from Hamburg; after years in Palestine, Sali had recently been reunited with her father in New 

Jersey. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

War and calamity had erased whatever traces of religion Ludwig might once have had, but Sali was 

observant. In their Flatbush apartment, they kept a kosher home.Their building was busy with Yiddish-

speaking immigrants, many with concentration camp tattoos. The crowded hallways smelled of onion and 

roasted garlic. 

The Spandau’s second child, Daniel, was  born  in 1954. He would have been the final piece to cement their 

new American lives, but something was wrong with the baby. Little Danny was sickly and weak. He 

struggled for breath. He was prone to fainting spells.The more he was able to move around, the more 

frequently his lips and fingers turned blue. 

At the local hospital, little Danny was X-rayed and given an electrocardiogram. Nurses fed the toddler vanilla 

pudding mixed with crushed radium pills and put him in a fluoroscopy machine: a kind of moving-image X-

ray projected onto a screen. Their boy’s heart was deformed, the doctors told the parents, a cluster of four 

specific defects: (1) a hole in the center between the ventricles, the two largest chambers of the heart, (2) a 

narrowing in the pulmonary valve, the passage between the heart and the lungs, (3) a displacement of the 

aorta, the big artery that took the blood from the heart to the body, and (4) an enlarged right ventricle, the 

bottom right chamber. This complex of heart defects was called a tetralogy of Fallot, “tetralogy” for its four 

elements and “Fallot” for a 19th-century French physician, Étienne-Louis Arthur Fallot. Danny’s heart was 

shaped like a boot, and it was incapable of pumping sufficient oxygen to his body. In 1955 in Brooklyn, there 

was no cure for this condition, no such thing as open-heart surgery. 

There was, however, a new kind of procedure that might alleviate his symptoms, one that had been invented a 

decade earlier. It was an operation not on the heart itself—an operation on the heart was impossible—but on 

the great arteries right above the heart. The newspapers called it a “blue baby operation.” The doctors called it 

a “Blalock shunt.” It had been invented by a remarkable team at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. Dr. 

Helen Taussig, a deaf, dyslexic pediatrician, had conceived of the procedure; Taussig, a rare woman in 

medicine in the 1940s, had been put in charge of these children doomed to die and figured out how to make 

their lives better. Vivien Thomas, an African American technician, had designed the tools and developed the 

surgical technique; Thomas, the only black man to wear a white coat at Hopkins in the Jim Crow South of the 

1940s, could not use the main entrance to the building where he worked and was supposed to use only the 
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water fountains and restrooms marked “colored.” Dr. Alfred Blalock, for whom the shunt was named, was the 

white southern surgeon who led the team and performed the first operations under Thomas’s careful guidance. 

A Blalock shunt, the Brooklyn doctors explained to the Spandaus, would not cure their child. After the 

operation, Daniel’s boot-shaped heart would still have a hole in its center, a blocked passage, and a misplaced 

aorta, but the shunt would reroute the blood so that more of it went to the lungs. If everything worked out, the 

blood that fed his body would have a higher oxygen content. The surgery was risky. There was a chance of 

infection, pneumonia, brain damage, or death. The long-term prospects were uncertain. The first procedures 

had been done in the mid-1940s, and the oldest surviving patients were mostly in their late teens. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

When a Blalock procedure is effective, the results are visible right away: the child’s skin turns from blue to 

pink. 

The surgery took place in 1956, when Danny was two years old. The incision began at Danny’s left nipple 

and cut across his side, under his left arm, all the way to his back. The doctors  entered the chest cavity 

between the third and fourth ribs, deflating the lung and sectioning membranes until they had a clear view of 

the beating heart. 

A Blalock shunt (sometimes called a Blalock-Thomas-Taussig shunt) is not an implant but a suture, in 

medical terms an anastomosis, between the two of the largest blood vessels that run right above the heart. The 

doctors dug into Danny’s chest and located the pulmonary artery, the artery that brings blood to the lungs. 

They clamped the artery. They had to move fast. The operation had to be done quickly to reduce the chances 

of damage to the child’s brain. A second incision was made in the left subclavian artery, the big artery that fed 

blood to Danny’s left arm. The surgeons sewed the two arteries together so as to divert more blood from the 

subclavian artery to the lungs. Too large an anastomosis, and too much blood would flow through, 

overwhelming the lungs and the heart. Too small, and not enough blood would flow through, and the 

procedure’s effect would be negligible. The racing doctors completed their sutures. Quick as they could, they 

released the clamps. The blood from the subclavian artery joined the blood from Danny’s starved pulmonary 

artery. More blood than ever flowed to the boy’s lungs. 

When a Blalock procedure is effective, the oxygen-rich blood feeds the body, and the results are visible right 

away. On the table, the child’s skin turns from blue to pink. But that didn’t happen to Danny Spandau. He 

lingered listlessly in the hospital. He came home small and weak and blue. He was two years old and could 

barely walk. 

Back home in Brooklyn, the bloodless, blue-skinned little boy, skinny as a skeleton, cast a shadow across the 

building of traumatized refugees. Ludwig carried little Danny everywhere. The boy rode on his father’s 

shoulders up to the apartment, and if anyone asked what was wrong, why the father would not let the boy 

climb the stairs on his own, Ludwig would bark at them in his German-accent English, “None of your 

business!” 

Danny’s sister, Ruthie, remembers those years after the first surgery as frightening and sad. The apartment 

was dark, and the mood was bleak. She thought—as everyone must have thought—that Danny was going to 

die. Danny thought more about his father. 
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“I never thought about me,” Danny remembers. “I thought about him, and how it made him feel when other 

people commented. I don’t think I ever thought of myself as sick.” But he was always terrified of going to the 

doctor. “I remember the blood drawings. I was all skin and bones and it hurt.They were always doing blood 

tests and X-rays. All sorts of crowds came to look at me.” 

Danny was tiny at four years old, fragile and skeletal. 

He was a curiosity, a learning tool for the doctors and medical students, who could not cure his condition but 

were nonetheless fascinated by its progression. Every time he was supposed to go to the hospital, little Danny 

hid. His mother would plead for him to come out. His parents had to hunt for him and drag him from under 

the couch. 

* 

The Spandaus were referred to Dr. Aaron Himmelstein, an amiable-looking, bald, round-faced man with 

glasses, who was beginning to perform experimental open-heart surgery at Babies Hospital, part of the 

Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in upper Manhattan, about a mile south of the George Washington Bridge 

and across the street from Harlem’s Audubon Ballroom. Dr. Himmelstein accepted Danny as a candidate for 

open-heart surgery. The boy must have been a desperate case. He was scheduled to be Himmelstein’s 12th 

tetralogy of Fallot patient. Seven of the previous eleven had died. 

Danny was tiny at four years old, fragile and skeletal. His sister Ruthie was his babysitter. Danny remembers 

the courtyard of the apartment building, where there were concrete walkways separated from grass lawns by 

low-slung chain barriers. He described for me his immobility: one day, he went for a walk, his sister on one 

side of him, her friend on the other. Two boys on bicycles came speeding toward them. The girls darted to 

either side of the path. Both called to little Danny, but he was too slow to join either of them. The bicycles 

knocked him down. 

The odds were not good for his survival. In the late 1950s, birth defects of the heart ranked as one of the top 

ten causes of death in the United States. In March 25, 1957, Time magazine’s cover story was “Surgery’s 

New Frontier.” It was all about hopeful new breakthroughs in heart surgery: “rib-spreaders,” “rib-shears,” and 

a heart “red and purple with a greyish cast, glistening under the lights, squirming and rippling.” Alarming 

photographs showed patients plunged into ice water in preparation for surgery. One patient, according to the 

article, was put into a six-foot-long kitchen freezer until her body temperature dropped to 75 degrees. The 

article mentioned but misspelled Danny’s deformity,“ the most famed of all congenital defects, Pallet’s 

tetralogy,” in which “the blue baby has an amazingly consistent pattern of four anomalies combined.” The 

magazine noted grimly that “the death rate inevitably is high in heroic operations on patients already in poor 

condition.” 

Open-heart surgery was a postwar American invention, as miraculous as space travel and as bloody as the 

Battle of the Bulge. 

The cover illustration showed Dr. Charles Bailey of Hahnemann Hospital in Philadelphia, one of “the most 

daring innovators  in heart surgery,” pushing against “the limits set by nature” far beyond anything that had 

previously been thought possible. In the front-cover portrait, Bailey’s comb-over was concealed by his white 

surgical cap; his shoulders  were drawn as broad as Superman’s, and even his glasses looked like futuristic 
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armor—a vision of the doctor as warrior, scientist, spaceman, and explorer of the unknown, “mummified,” as 

the article put it, “in sterile gear.” 

The magazine issue, with its neo-Frankensteinian cover, hung on every newsstand in every train and subway 

station in New York City. It piled up on tables in doctors’ waiting rooms. In breathless prose, it recounted the 

history of heart surgery. Since 1944, Blalock and Taussig in Baltimore had put over 1,000 shunts into the 

great arteries above the hearts of blue babies, with an 85 percent longterm survival rate—a rate that could 

have given no cheer to Ludwig Spandau, as the procedure had not helped his son. In 1948, according to the 

article, Charles Bailey had performed the first-ever cardiac surgery on a human being by punching through 

the wall of a beating heart and clearing a clogged valve with his gloved finger. That remarkable feat was only 

prelude to the era of bypass surgery, when the heart was disconnected from the patient’s body and repaired. 

Open-heart surgery was a postwar American invention, as miraculous as space travel and as bloody as the 

Battle of the Bulge. It began with children. The first series of successful surgeries happened in the mid-1950s 

in Minnesota, and the patients were all kids, blue babies like Danny who had been born with defective hearts. 

The advances in pediatric cardiac surgery led to operations on adults. In 1954 at the University of Minnesota 

in Minneapolis, Dr. C. Walt Lillehei had begun performing bypass procedures by laying out two operating 

tables: one for the patient and one for the patient’s parent. Lillehei connected the parent’s and child’s 

bloodstreams to each other. The parent’s heart filled the child’s body with oxygenated blood, while Lillehei 

cut into his patient’s little heart and repaired its deformities, sewing shut holes in the walls between the 

chambers. The parents risked their lives for their kids. A mother had gone brain-dead. Once, when Lillehei 

could not get a parent to participate, he had used the lung of a dog to oxygenate his patient’s blood. 

By 1957, Lillehei’s two-patient bypass procedure had given way to use of the heart-lung machine. Three 

hundred miles south of Minneapolis at the Mayo Clinic, Dr. John  Kirklin’s heart-lung machine procedures 

had progressed to the point where the majority of his patients with simple defects survived. In 1957, complex 

conditions like tetralogy of Fallot were just beyond medicine’s reach, but operations with these new machines 

were now being performed around the country. Time magazine described Charles Bailey’s heart-lung 

machine as “an odd-looking device”: 

On the front edge of its table was an electric motor flanked by pumps. Behind was the oxygenator—an 

arrangement of plastic cylinders and tubing. “Ready?” asked Bailey. The moment had come to bypass the 

heart and lungs to give the surgeon a dry field and to let the machine take over. As the first pump was 

switched on, the surgeons tightened the tourniquets around the great veins so that the blood, shut off from the 

heart, was forced out of the body along tubes leading to the machine. In the artificial lung, the blood picked 

up fresh oxygen. As the tourniquet on the subclavian was tightened, the machine forced the blood back into 

the patient: the major inflow went to the aorta to supply blood to the head, arms, and lower body; a small 

additional pump sent blood through the small tube into the coronary sinus, from which it nourished the heart 

muscle by reverse flow into the veins. . . . The patient’s lungs went limp; the oxygenator was doing their 

work, as the pumps were doing that of the heart. 

Not long after the magazine came out, the date for Danny Spandau’s surgery drew near. In  preparation for the 

operation, Danny had a cardiac catheterization. The inventors of the cardiac catheter were two Columbia 

doctors, Andre Cournand and Dickinson Richards, and they had won the Nobel Prize for their invention just 

two years before. Danny was strapped down on the operating table, while the doctors cut a hole in his thigh 

and guided a wire up inside him. Through the catheter, the doctors released dye into his bloodstream. Neither 

Danny nor I remember our early catheterizations, but I have spoken to other patients who do, and they recall 
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feeling the dye as it released and how that was painful and terrifying. The masked doctors gathered around 

Danny’s gurney, put on lead vests, and with giant X-ray guns shot images of his chest from two different 

angles, one from above and one from the side, a dozen X-rays per second, to get a sense of the flows and 

dynamics of his heart. 

Not long after the catheter exam, the hospital called the Spandaus with bad news. Dr. Himmelstein had taken 

sick. He had brain cancer. He would not be able to operate. The surgery would have to be postponed. The 

family had to wait another year, with their fainting blue baby at death’s door. Columbia was not able to find a 

replacement heart surgeon. Danny’s case was taken over by Himmelstein’s young chief resident, Dr. James 

Malm. 

In 1960, six-year-old Danny Spandau was listless and weighed just 27 pounds. When he rested, he tended to 

draw his legs up against his chest, a squat typical of children with tetralogy of Fallot; it relieves some of the 

pressure on their chest. The Spandaus met Dr. Malm up in Babies Hospital. He was tall and graceful, precise 

in his speech, elegant, and well-mannered. His hair was parted neatly. He had high cheekbones. His features 

were small, feminine, almost Asiatic, and his skin strangely flawless. In blue and red pens, Malm drew careful 

pictures of Danny’s heart and described to the Spandaus the surgery he would perform. He showed the four 

chambers of the heart, the big ventricles below and the small atria above. 

In a normal heart, the blood flowed in through the vena cava, down into the small chamber on the right side, 

the right atrium. From the right atrium, it descended into the right ventricle, the big powerful pumping 

chamber that sent the blood up through the pulmonary artery into the lungs. From the lungs, the blood came 

back into the left atrium, then down into the big left ventricle, which shot the blood out through the aorta to 

fill the body with life. Danny’s  heart, Malm explained, had four defects, but Malm focused on two of them. 

There was a big hole in the ventricular septum, the wall between the two big beating chambers of the heart, so 

the oxygenated and unoxygenated blood comingled and went out the aorta together. There was also a 

narrowing, a stenosis, in the valve between the left ventricle and the pulmonary artery—that stenosis limited 

the amount of blood that could get to Danny’s lungs. Malm was going to patch the hole in the middle of the 

heart, and he was going to widen the gap between the pulmonary artery and the left ventricle. 

He called this operation a “complete repair.” What the Spandaus did not know in that first meeting was that 

Jim Malm had never in his life performed open-heart surgery. 

—————————————— 

 

Gabriel Brownstein 

Gabriel Brownstein has published a novel, The Man from Beyond, and a book of stories, The Curious Case of 

Benjamin Button, Apt. 3W. For his short fiction, he has won a PEN/Hemingway Award and a Pushcart Prize. 
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He teaches at St. John’s University in Queens, New York, and lives in Brooklyn with his wife and two 

daughters. 

 

Excerpted from The Open Heart Club: A Story about Birth and Death and Cardiac Surgery by Gabriel 

Brownstein. Copyright © 2019. Available from PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary 

of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 
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The Most Dangerous Game 

by Richard Connell 

 

The Most Dangerous Game, featured in our Mystery Stories, is much more than a hunting story, where the 

suspense keeps building until the very end. "`What are the attributes of an ideal quarry?' And the answer was, 

of course, `It must have courage, cunning, and, above all, it must be able to reason.' 'But no animal can 

reason,' objected Rainsford. 'My dear fellow'" said the general, 'there is one that can.'" 

 

The Most Dangerous Game, movie poster, 1932 

"OFF THERE to the right--somewhere--is a large island," said Whitney." It's rather a mystery--" 

"What island is it?" Rainsford asked. 

"The old charts call it `Ship-Trap Island,"' Whitney replied." A suggestive name, isn't it? Sailors have a 

curious dread of the place. I don't know why. Some superstition--" 

https://americanliterature.com/author/richard-connell
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"Can't see it," remarked Rainsford, trying to peer through the dank tropical night that was palpable as it 

pressed its thick warm blackness in upon the yacht. 

"You've good eyes," said Whitney, with a laugh," and I've seen you pick off a moose moving in the brown fall 

bush at four hundred yards, but even you can't see four miles or so through a moonless Caribbean night." 

"Nor four yards," admitted Rainsford. "Ugh! It's like moist black velvet." 

"It will be light enough in Rio," promised Whitney. "We should make it in a few days. I hope the jaguar guns 

have come from Purdey's. We should have some good hunting up the Amazon. Great sport, hunting." 

"The best sport in the world," agreed Rainsford. 

"For the hunter," amended Whitney. "Not for the jaguar." 

"Don't talk rot, Whitney," said Rainsford. "You're a big-game hunter, not a philosopher. Who cares how a 

jaguar feels?" 

"Perhaps the jaguar does," observed Whitney. 

"Bah! They've no understanding." 

"Even so, I rather think they understand one thing--fear. The fear of pain and the fear of death." 

"Nonsense," laughed Rainsford. "This hot weather is making you soft, Whitney. Be a realist. The world is 

made up of two classes--the hunters and the huntees. Luckily, you and I are hunters. Do you think we've 

passed that island yet?" 

"I can't tell in the dark. I hope so." 

"Why? " asked Rainsford. 

"The place has a reputation--a bad one." 

"Cannibals?" suggested Rainsford. 

"Hardly. Even cannibals wouldn't live in such a God-forsaken place. But it's gotten into sailor lore, somehow. 

Didn't you notice that the crew's nerves seemed a bit jumpy today?" 

"They were a bit strange, now you mention it. Even Captain Nielsen--" 

"Yes, even that tough-minded old Swede, who'd go up to the devil himself and ask him for a light. Those 

fishy blue eyes held a look I never saw there before. All I could get out of him was `This place has an evil 

name among seafaring men, sir.' Then he said to me, very gravely, `Don't you feel anything?'--as if the air 
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about us was actually poisonous. Now, you mustn't laugh when I tell you this--I did feel something like a 

sudden chill. 

"There was no breeze. The sea was as flat as a plate-glass window. We were drawing near the island then. 

What I felt was a--a mental chill; a sort of sudden dread." 

"Pure imagination," said Rainsford. 

"One superstitious sailor can taint the whole ship's company with his fear." 

"Maybe. But sometimes I think sailors have an extra sense that tells them when they are in danger. Sometimes 

I think evil is a tangible thing--with wave lengths, just as sound and light have. An evil place can, so to speak, 

broadcast vibrations of evil. Anyhow, I'm glad we're getting out of this zone. Well, I think I'll turn in now, 

Rainsford." 

"I'm not sleepy," said Rainsford. "I'm going to smoke another pipe up on the afterdeck." 

"Good night, then, Rainsford. See you at breakfast." 

"Right. Good night, Whitney." 

There was no sound in the night as Rainsford sat there but the muffled throb of the engine that drove the yacht 

swiftly through the darkness, and the swish and ripple of the wash of the propeller. 

Rainsford, reclining in a steamer chair, indolently puffed on his favorite brier. The sensuous drowsiness of the 

night was on him." It's so dark," he thought, "that I could sleep without closing my eyes; the night would be 

my eyelids--" 

An abrupt sound startled him. Off to the right he heard it, and his ears, expert in such matters, could not be 

mistaken. Again he heard the sound, and again. Somewhere, off in the blackness, someone had fired a gun 

three times. 

Rainsford sprang up and moved quickly to the rail, mystified. He strained his eyes in the direction from which 

the reports had come, but it was like trying to see through a blanket. He leaped upon the rail and balanced 

himself there, to get greater elevation; his pipe, striking a rope, was knocked from his mouth. He lunged for it; 

a short, hoarse cry came from his lips as he realized he had reached too far and had lost his balance. The cry 

was pinched off short as the blood-warm waters of the Caribbean Sea dosed over his head. 

He struggled up to the surface and tried to cry out, but the wash from the speeding yacht slapped him in the 

face and the salt water in his open mouth made him gag and strangle. Desperately he struck out with strong 

strokes after the receding lights of the yacht, but he stopped before he had swum fifty feet. A certain 

coolheadedness had come to him; it was not the first time he had been in a tight place. There was a chance 

that his cries could be heard by someone aboard the yacht, but that chance was slender and grew more slender 

as the yacht raced on. He wrestled himself out of his clothes and shouted with all his power. The lights of the 

yacht became faint and ever-vanishing fireflies; then they were blotted out entirely by the night. 
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Rainsford remembered the shots. They had come from the right, and doggedly he swam in that direction, 

swimming with slow, deliberate strokes, conserving his strength. For a seemingly endless time he fought the 

sea. He began to count his strokes; he could do possibly a hundred more and then-- 

Rainsford heard a sound. It came out of the darkness, a high screaming sound, the sound of an animal in an 

extremity of anguish and terror. 

He did not recognize the animal that made the sound; he did not try to; with fresh vitality he swam toward the 

sound. He heard it again; then it was cut short by another noise, crisp, staccato. 

"Pistol shot," muttered Rainsford, swimming on. 

Ten minutes of determined effort brought another sound to his ears--the most welcome he had ever heard--the 

muttering and growling of the sea breaking on a rocky shore. He was almost on the rocks before he saw them; 

on a night less calm he would have been shattered against them. With his remaining strength he dragged 

himself from the swirling waters. Jagged crags appeared to jut up into the opaqueness; he forced himself 

upward, hand over hand. Gasping, his hands raw, he reached a flat place at the top. Dense jungle came down 

to the very edge of the cliffs. What perils that tangle of trees and underbrush might hold for him did not 

concern Rainsford just then. All he knew was that he was safe from his enemy, the sea, and that utter 

weariness was on him. He flung himself down at the jungle edge and tumbled headlong into the deepest sleep 

of his life. 

When he opened his eyes he knew from the position of the sun that it was late in the afternoon. Sleep had 

given him new vigor; a sharp hunger was picking at him. He looked about him, almost cheerfully. 

"Where there are pistol shots, there are men. Where there are men, there is food," he thought. But what kind 

of men, he wondered, in so forbidding a place? An unbroken front of snarled and ragged jungle fringed the 

shore. 

He saw no sign of a trail through the closely knit web of weeds and trees; it was easier to go along the shore, 

and Rainsford floundered along by the water. Not far from where he landed, he stopped. 

Some wounded thing--by the evidence, a large animal--had thrashed about in the underbrush; the jungle 

weeds were crushed down and the moss was lacerated; one patch of weeds was stained crimson. A small, 

glittering object not far away caught Rainsford's eye and he picked it up. It was an empty cartridge. 

"A twenty-two," he remarked. "That's odd. It must have been a fairly large animal too. The hunter had his 

nerve with him to tackle it with a light gun. It's clear that the brute put up a fight. I suppose the first three 

shots I heard was when the hunter flushed his quarry and wounded it. The last shot was when he trailed it here 

and finished it." 

He examined the ground closely and found what he had hoped to find--the print of hunting boots. They 

pointed along the cliff in the direction he had been going. Eagerly he hurried along, now slipping on a rotten 

log or a loose stone, but making headway; night was beginning to settle down on the island. 
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Bleak darkness was blacking out the sea and jungle when Rainsford sighted the lights. He came upon them as 

he turned a crook in the coast line; and his first thought was that be had come upon a village, for there were 

many lights. But as he forged along he saw to his great astonishment that all the lights were in one enormous 

building--a lofty structure with pointed towers plunging upward into the gloom. His eyes made out the 

shadowy outlines of a palatial chateau; it was set on a high bluff, and on three sides of it cliffs dived down to 

where the sea licked greedy lips in the shadows. 

"Mirage," thought Rainsford. But it was no mirage, he found, when he opened the tall spiked iron gate. The 

stone steps were real enough; the massive door with a leering gargoyle for a knocker was real enough; yet 

above it all hung an air of unreality. 

He lifted the knocker, and it creaked up stiffly, as if it had never before been used. He let it fall, and it startled 

him with its booming loudness. He thought he heard steps within; the door remained closed. Again Rainsford 

lifted the heavy knocker, and let it fall. The door opened then--opened as suddenly as if it were on a spring--

and Rainsford stood blinking in the river of glaring gold light that poured out. The first thing Rainsford's eyes 

discerned was the largest man Rainsford had ever seen--a gigantic creature, solidly made and black bearded to 

the waist. In his hand the man held a long-barreled revolver, and he was pointing it straight at Rainsford's 

heart. 

Out of the snarl of beard two small eyes regarded Rainsford. 

"Don't be alarmed," said Rainsford, with a smile which he hoped was disarming. "I'm no robber. I fell off a 

yacht. My name is Sanger Rainsford of New York City." 

The menacing look in the eyes did not change. The revolver pointing as rigidly as if the giant were a statue. 

He gave no sign that he understood Rainsford's words, or that he had even heard them. He was dressed in 

uniform--a black uniform trimmed with gray astrakhan. 

"I'm Sanger Rainsford of New York," Rainsford began again. "I fell off a yacht. I am hungry." 

The man's only answer was to raise with his thumb the hammer of his revolver. Then Rainsford saw the man's 

free hand go to his forehead in a military salute, and he saw him click his heels together and stand at attention. 

Another man was coming down the broad marble steps, an erect, slender man in evening clothes. He 

advanced to Rainsford and held out his hand. 

In a cultivated voice marked by a slight accent that gave it added precision and deliberateness, he said, "It is a 

very great pleasure and honor to welcome Mr. Sanger Rainsford, the celebrated hunter, to my home." 

Automatically Rainsford shook the man's hand. 

"I've read your book about hunting snow leopards in Tibet, you see," explained the man. "I am General 

Zaroff." 

Rainsford's first impression was that the man was singularly handsome; his second was that there was an 

original, almost bizarre quality about the general's face. He was a tall man past middle age, for his hair was a 
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vivid white; but his thick eyebrows and pointed military mustache were as black as the night from which 

Rainsford had come. His eyes, too, were black and very bright. He had high cheekbones, a sharpcut nose, a 

spare, dark face--the face of a man used to giving orders, the face of an aristocrat. Turning to the giant in 

uniform, the general made a sign. The giant put away his pistol, saluted, withdrew. 

"Ivan is an incredibly strong fellow," remarked the general, "but he has the misfortune to be deaf and dumb. A 

simple fellow, but, I'm afraid, like all his race, a bit of a savage." 

"Is he Russian?" 

"He is a Cossack," said the general, and his smile showed red lips and pointed teeth. "So am I." 

"Come," he said, "we shouldn't be chatting here. We can talk later. Now you want clothes, food, rest. You 

shall have them. This is a most-restful spot." 

Ivan had reappeared, and the general spoke to him with lips that moved but gave forth no sound. 

"Follow Ivan, if you please, Mr. Rainsford," said the general. "I was about to have my dinner when you came. 

I'll wait for you. You'll find that my clothes will fit you, I think." 
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It was to a huge, beam-ceilinged bedroom with a canopied bed big enough for six men that Rainsford 

followed the silent giant. Ivan laid out an evening suit, and Rainsford, as he put it on, noticed that it came 

from a London tailor who ordinarily cut and sewed for none below the rank of duke. 

The dining room to which Ivan conducted him was in many ways remarkable. There was a medieval 

magnificence about it; it suggested a baronial hall of feudal times with its oaken panels, its high ceiling, its 

vast refectory tables where twoscore men could sit down to eat. About the hall were mounted heads of many 

animals--lions, tigers, elephants, moose, bears; larger or more perfect specimens Rainsford had never seen. At 

the great table the general was sitting, alone. 

"You'll have a cocktail, Mr. Rainsford," he suggested. The cocktail was surpassingly good; and, Rainsford 

noted, the table apointments were of the finest--the linen, the crystal, the silver, the china. 

They were eating borsch, the rich, red soup with whipped cream so dear to Russian palates. Half 

apologetically General Zaroff said, "We do our best to preserve the amenities of civilization here. Please 

forgive any lapses. We are well off the beaten track, you know. Do you think the champagne has suffered 

from its long ocean trip?" 

"Not in the least," declared Rainsford. He was finding the general a most thoughtful and affable host, a true 

cosmopolite. But there was one small trait of the general's that made Rainsford uncomfortable. Whenever he 

looked up from his plate he found the general studying him, appraising him narrowly. 

"Perhaps," said General Zaroff, "you were surprised that I recognized your name. You see, I read all books on 

hunting published in English, French, and Russian. I have but one passion in my life, Mr. Rains. ford, and it is 

the hunt." 

"You have some wonderful heads here," said Rainsford as he ate a particularly well-cooked filet mignon. " 

That Cape buffalo is the largest I ever saw." 

"Oh, that fellow. Yes, he was a monster." 

"Did he charge you?" 

"Hurled me against a tree," said the general. "Fractured my skull. But I got the brute." 

"I've always thought," said Rains{ord, "that the Cape buffalo is the most dangerous of all big game." 

For a moment the general did not reply; he was smiling his curious red-lipped smile. Then he said slowly, 

"No. You are wrong, sir. The Cape buffalo is not the most dangerous big game." He sipped his wine. "Here in 

my preserve on this island," he said in the same slow tone, "I hunt more dangerous game." 

Rainsford expressed his surprise. "Is there big game on this island?" 

The general nodded. "The biggest." 
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"Really?" 

"Oh, it isn't here naturally, of course. I have to stock the island." 

"What have you imported, general?" Rainsford asked. "Tigers?" 

The general smiled. "No," he said. "Hunting tigers ceased to interest me some years ago. I exhausted their 

possibilities, you see. No thrill left in tigers, no real danger. I live for danger, Mr. Rainsford." 

The general took from his pocket a gold cigarette case and offered his guest a long black cigarette with a 

silver tip; it was perfumed and gave off a smell like incense. 

"We will have some capital hunting, you and I," said the general. "I shall be most glad to have your society." 

"But what game--" began Rainsford. 

"I'll tell you," said the general. "You will be amused, I know. I think I may say, in all modesty, that I have 

done a rare thing. I have invented a new sensation. May I pour you another glass of port?" 

"Thank you, general." 

The general filled both glasses, and said, "God makes some men poets. Some He makes kings, some beggars. 

Me He made a hunter. My hand was made for the trigger, my father said. He was a very rich man with a 

quarter of a million acres in the Crimea, and he was an ardent sportsman. When I was only five years old he 

gave me a little gun, specially made in Moscow for me, to shoot sparrows with. When I shot some of his prize 

turkeys with it, he did not punish me; he complimented me on my marksmanship. I killed my first bear in the 

Caucasus when I was ten. My whole life has been one prolonged hunt. I went into the army--it was expected 

of noblemen's sons--and for a time commanded a division of Cossack cavalry, but my real interest was always 

the hunt. I have hunted every kind of game in every land. It would be impossible for me to tell you how many 

animals I have killed." 

The general puffed at his cigarette. 

"After the debacle in Russia I left the country, for it was imprudent for an officer of the Czar to stay there. 

Many noble Russians lost everything. I, luckily, had invested heavily in American securities, so I shall never 

have to open a tearoom in Monte Carlo or drive a taxi in Paris. Naturally, I continued to hunt--grizzliest in 

your Rockies, crocodiles in the Ganges, rhinoceroses in East Africa. It was in Africa that the Cape buffalo hit 

me and laid me up for six months. As soon as I recovered I started for the Amazon to hunt jaguars, for I had 

heard they were unusually cunning. They weren't." The Cossack sighed. "They were no match at all for a 

hunter with his wits about him, and a high-powered rifle. I was bitterly disappointed. I was lying in my tent 

with a splitting headache one night when a terrible thought pushed its way into my mind. Hunting was 

beginning to bore me! And hunting, remember, had been my life. I have heard that in America businessmen 

often go to pieces when they give up the business that has been their life." 

"Yes, that's so," said Rainsford. 
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The general smiled. "I had no wish to go to pieces," he said. "I must do something. Now, mine is an analytical 

mind, Mr. Rainsford. Doubtless that is why I enjoy the problems of the chase." 

"No doubt, General Zaroff." 

"So," continued the general, "I asked myself why the hunt no longer fascinated me. You are much younger 

than I am, Mr. Rainsford, and have not hunted as much, but you perhaps can guess the answer." 

"What was it?" 

"Simply this: hunting had ceased to be what you call `a sporting proposition.' It had become too easy. I always 

got my quarry. Always. There is no greater bore than perfection." 

The general lit a fresh cigarette. 

"No animal had a chance with me any more. That is no boast; it is a mathematical certainty. The animal had 

nothing but his legs and his instinct. Instinct is no match for reason. When I thought of this it was a tragic 

moment for me, I can tell you." 

Rainsford leaned across the table, absorbed in what his host was saying. 

"It came to me as an inspiration what I must do," the general went on. 

"And that was?" 

The general smiled the quiet smile of one who has faced an obstacle and surmounted it with success. "I had to 

invent a new animal to hunt," he said. 

"A new animal? You're joking." "Not at all," said the general. "I never joke about hunting. I needed a new 

animal. I found one. So I bought this island built this house, and here I do my hunting. The island is perfect 

for my purposes--there are jungles with a maze of traits in them, hills, swamps--" 

"But the animal, General Zaroff?" 

"Oh," said the general, "it supplies me with the most exciting hunting in the world. No other hunting 

compares with it for an instant. Every day I hunt, and I never grow bored now, for I have a quarry with which 

I can match my wits." 

Rainsford's bewilderment showed in his face. 

"I wanted the ideal animal to hunt," explained the general. "So I said, `What are the attributes of an ideal 

quarry?' And the answer was, of course, `It must have courage, cunning, and, above all, it must be able to 

reason."' 
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"But no animal can reason," objected Rainsford. 

"My dear fellow," said the general, "there is one that can." 

"But you can't mean--" gasped Rainsford. 

"And why not?" 

"I can't believe you are serious, General Zaroff. This is a grisly joke." 

"Why should I not be serious? I am speaking of hunting." 

"Hunting? Great Guns, General Zaroff, what you speak of is murder." 

The general laughed with entire good nature. He regarded Rainsford quizzically. "I refuse to believe that so 

modern and civilized a young man as you seem to be harbors romantic ideas about the value of human life. 

Surely your experiences in the war--" 

"Did not make me condone cold-blooded murder," finished Rainsford stiffly. 

Laughter shook the general. "How extraordinarily droll you are!" he said. "One does not expect nowadays to 

find a young man of the educated class, even in America, with such a naive, and, if I may say so, mid-

Victorian point of view. It's like finding a snuffbox in a limousine. Ah, well, doubtless you had Puritan 

ancestors. So many Americans appear to have had. I'll wager you'll forget your notions when you go hunting 

with me. You've a genuine new thrill in store for you, Mr. Rainsford." 

"Thank you, I'm a hunter, not a murderer." 

"Dear me," said the general, quite unruffled, "again that unpleasant word. But I think I can show you that your 

scruples are quite ill founded." 

"Yes?" 

"Life is for the strong, to be lived by the strong, and, if needs be, taken by the strong. The weak of the world 

were put here to give the strong pleasure. I am strong. Why should I not use my gift? If I wish to hunt, why 

should I not? I hunt the scum of the earth: sailors from tramp ships--lassars, blacks, Chinese, whites, 

mongrels--a thoroughbred horse or hound is worth more than a score of them." 

"But they are men," said Rainsford hotly. 

"Precisely," said the general. "That is why I use them. It gives me pleasure. They can reason, after a fashion. 

So they are dangerous." 

"But where do you get them?" 
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The general's left eyelid fluttered down in a wink. "This island is called Ship Trap," he answered. "Sometimes 

an angry god of the high seas sends them to me. Sometimes, when Providence is not so kind, I help 

Providence a bit. Come to the window with me." 

Rainsford went to the window and looked out toward the sea. 

"Watch! Out there!" exclaimed the general, pointing into the night. Rainsford's eyes saw only blackness, and 

then, as the general pressed a button, far out to sea Rainsford saw the flash of lights. 

The general chuckled. "They indicate a channel," he said, "where there's none; giant rocks with razor edges 

crouch like a sea monster with wide-open jaws. They can crush a ship as easily as I crush this nut." He 

dropped a walnut on the hardwood floor and brought his heel grinding down on it. "Oh, yes," he said, 

casually, as if in answer to a question, "I have electricity. We try to be civilized here." 

"Civilized? And you shoot down men?" 

A trace of anger was in the general's black eyes, but it was there for but a second; and he said, in his most 

pleasant manner, "Dear me, what a righteous young man you are! I assure you I do not do the thing you 

suggest. That would be barbarous. I treat these visitors with every consideration. They get plenty of good food 

and exercise. They get into splendid physical condition. You shall see for yourself tomorrow." 

"What do you mean?" 

"We'll visit my training school," smiled the general. "It's in the cellar. I have about a dozen pupils down there 

now. They're from the Spanish bark San Lucar that had the bad luck to go on the rocks out there. A very 

inferior lot, I regret to say. Poor specimens and more accustomed to the deck than to the jungle." He raised his 

hand, and Ivan, who served as waiter, brought thick Turkish coffee. Rainsford, with an effort, held his tongue 

in check. 

"It's a game, you see," pursued the general blandly. "I suggest to one of them that we go hunting. I give him a 

supply of food and an excellent hunting knife. I give him three hours' start. I am to follow, armed only with a 

pistol of the smallest caliber and range. If my quarry eludes me for three whole days, he wins the game. If I 

find him "--the general smiled--" he loses." 

"Suppose he refuses to be hunted?" 

"Oh," said the general, "I give him his option, of course. He need not play that game if he doesn't wish to. If 

he does not wish to hunt, I turn him over to Ivan. Ivan once had the honor of serving as official knouter to the 

Great White Czar, and he has his own ideas of sport. Invariably, Mr. Rainsford, invariably they choose the 

hunt." 

"And if they win?" 
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The smile on the general's face widened. "To date I have not lost," he said. Then he added, hastily: "I don't 

wish you to think me a braggart, Mr. Rainsford. Many of them afford only the most elementary sort of 

problem. Occasionally I strike a tartar. One almost did win. I eventually had to use the dogs." 

"The dogs?" 

"This way, please. I'll show you." 

The general steered Rainsford to a window. The lights from the windows sent a flickering illumination that 

made grotesque patterns on the courtyard below, and Rainsford could see moving about there a dozen or so 

huge black shapes; as they turned toward him, their eyes glittered greenly. 

"A rather good lot, I think," observed the general. "They are let out at seven every night. If anyone should try 

to get into my house--or out of it--something extremely regrettable would occur to him." He hummed a snatch 

of song from the Folies Bergere. 

"And now," said the general, "I want to show you my new collection of heads. Will you come with me to the 

library?" 

"I hope," said Rainsford, "that you will excuse me tonight, General Zaroff. I'm really not feeling well." 

"Ah, indeed?" the general inquired solicitously. "Well, I suppose that's only natural, after your long swim. 

You need a good, restful night's sleep. Tomorrow you'll feel like a new man, I'll wager. Then we'll hunt, eh? 

I've one rather promising prospect--" Rainsford was hurrying from the room. 

"Sorry you can't go with me tonight," called the general. "I expect rather fair sport--a big, strong, black. He 

looks resourceful--Well, good night, Mr. Rainsford; I hope you have a good night's rest." 

The bed was good, and the pajamas of the softest silk, and he was tired in every fiber of his being, but 

nevertheless Rainsford could not quiet his brain with the opiate of sleep. He lay, eyes wide open. Once he 

thought he heard stealthy steps in the corridor outside his room. He sought to throw open the door; it would 

not open. He went to the window and looked out. His room was high up in one of the towers. The lights of the 

chateau were out now, and it was dark and silent; but there was a fragment of sallow moon, and by its wan 

light he could see, dimly, the courtyard. There, weaving in and out in the pattern of shadow, were black, 

noiseless forms; the hounds heard him at the window and looked up, expectantly, with their green eyes. 

Rainsford went back to the bed and lay down. By many methods he tried to put himself to sleep. He had 

achieved a doze when, just as morning began to come, he heard, far off in the jungle, the faint report of a 

pistol. 

General Zaroff did not appear until luncheon. He was dressed faultlessly in the tweeds of a country squire. He 

was solicitous about the state of Rainsford's health. 

"As for me," sighed the general, "I do not feel so well. I am worried, Mr. Rainsford. Last night I detected 

traces of my old complaint." 
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To Rainsford's questioning glance the general said, "Ennui. Boredom." 

Then, taking a second helping of crepes Suzette, the general explained: "The hunting was not good last night. 

The fellow lost his head. He made a straight trail that offered no problems at all. That's the trouble with these 

sailors; they have dull brains to begin with, and they do not know how to get about in the woods. They do 

excessively stupid and obvious things. It's most annoying. Will you have another glass of Chablis, Mr. 

Rainsford?" 

"General," said Rainsford firmly, "I wish to leave this island at once." 

The general raised his thickets of eyebrows; he seemed hurt. "But, my dear fellow," the general protested, 

"you've only just come. You've had no hunting--" 

"I wish to go today," said Rainsford. He saw the dead black eyes of the general on him, studying him. General 

Zaroff's face suddenly brightened. 

He filled Rainsford's glass with venerable Chablis from a dusty bottle. 

"Tonight," said the general, "we will hunt--you and I." 

Rainsford shook his head. "No, general," he said. "I will not hunt." 

The general shrugged his shoulders and delicately ate a hothouse grape. "As you wish, my friend," he said. 

"The choice rests entirely with you. But may I not venture to suggest that you will find my idea of sport more 

diverting than Ivan's?" 

He nodded toward the corner to where the giant stood, scowling, his thick arms crossed on his hogshead of 

chest. 

"You don't mean--" cried Rainsford. 

"My dear fellow," said the general, "have I not told you I always mean what I say about hunting? This is 

really an inspiration. I drink to a foeman worthy of my steel--at last." The general raised his glass, but 

Rainsford sat staring at him. 

"You'll find this game worth playing," the general said enthusiastically." Your brain against mine. Your 

woodcraft against mine. Your strength and stamina against mine. Outdoor chess! And the stake is not without 

value, eh?" 

"And if I win--" began Rainsford huskily. 

"I'll cheerfully acknowledge myself defeat if I do not find you by midnight of the third day," said General 

Zaroff. "My sloop will place you on the mainland near a town." The general read what Rainsford was 

thinking. 
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"Oh, you can trust me," said the Cossack. "I will give you my word as a gentleman and a sportsman. Of 

course you, in turn, must agree to say nothing of your visit here." 

"I'll agree to nothing of the kind," said Rainsford. 

"Oh," said the general, "in that case--But why discuss that now? Three days hence we can discuss it over a 

bottle of Veuve Cliquot, unless--" 

The general sipped his wine. 

Then a businesslike air animated him. "Ivan," he said to Rainsford, "will supply you with hunting clothes, 

food, a knife. I suggest you wear moccasins; they leave a poorer trail. I suggest, too, that you avoid the big 

swamp in the southeast corner of the island. We call it Death Swamp. There's quicksand there. One foolish 

fellow tried it. The deplorable part of it was that Lazarus followed him. You can imagine my feelings, Mr. 

Rainsford. I loved Lazarus; he was the finest hound in my pack. Well, I must beg you to excuse me now. I 

always take a siesta after lunch. You'll hardly have time for a nap, I fear. You'll want to start, no doubt. I shall 

not follow till dusk. Hunting at night is so much more exciting than by day, don't you think? Au revoir, Mr. 

Rainsford, au revoir." General Zaroff, with a deep, courtly bow, strolled from the room. 

From another door came Ivan. Under one arm he carried khaki hunting clothes, a haversack of food, a leather 

sheath containing a long-bladed hunting knife; his right hand rested on a cocked revolver thrust in the crimson 

sash about his waist. 

Rainsford had fought his way through the bush for two hours. "I must keep my nerve. I must keep my nerve," 

he said through tight teeth. 

He had not been entirely clearheaded when the chateau gates snapped shut behind him. His whole idea at first 

was to put distance between himself and General Zaroff; and, to this end, he had plunged along, spurred on by 

the sharp rowers of something very like panic. Now he had got a grip on himself, had stopped, and was taking 

stock of himself and the situation. He saw that straight flight was futile; inevitably it would bring him face to 

face with the sea. He was in a picture with a frame of water, and his operations, clearly, must take place 

within that frame. 

"I'll give him a trail to follow," muttered Rainsford, and he struck off from the rude path he had been 

following into the trackless wilderness. He executed a series of intricate loops; he doubled on his trail again 

and again, recalling all the lore of the fox hunt, and all the dodges of the fox. Night found him leg-weary, with 

hands and face lashed by the branches, on a thickly wooded ridge. He knew it would be insane to blunder on 

through the dark, even if he had the strength. His need for rest was imperative and he thought, "I have played 

the fox, now I must play the cat of the fable." A big tree with a thick trunk and outspread branches was near 

by, and, taking care to leave not the slightest mark, he climbed up into the crotch, and, stretching out on one 

of the broad limbs, after a fashion, rested. Rest brought him new confidence and almost a feeling of security. 

Even so zealous a hunter as General Zaroff could not trace him there, he told himself; only the devil himself 

could follow that complicated trail through the jungle after dark. But perhaps the general was a devil-- 

An apprehensive night crawled slowly by like a wounded snake and sleep did not visit Rainsford, although 

the silence of a dead world was on the jungle. Toward morning when a dingy gray was varnishing the sky, the 
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cry of some startled bird focused Rainsford's attention in that direction. Something was coming through the 

bush, coming slowly, carefully, coming by the same winding way Rainsford had come. He flattened himself 

down on the limb and, through a screen of leaves almost as thick as tapestry, he watched. . . . That which was 

approaching was a man. 

It was General Zaroff. He made his way along with his eyes fixed in utmost concentration on the ground 

before him. He paused, almost beneath the tree, dropped to his knees and studied the ground. Rainsford's 

impulse was to hurl himself down like a panther, but he saw that the general's right hand held something 

metallic--a small automatic pistol. 

The hunter shook his head several times, as if he were puzzled. Then he straightened up and took from his 

case one of his black cigarettes; its pungent incenselike smoke floated up to Rainsford's nostrils. 

Rainsford held his breath. The general's eyes had left the ground and were traveling inch by inch up the tree. 

Rainsford froze there, every muscle tensed for a spring. But the sharp eyes of the hunter stopped before they 

reached the limb where Rainsford lay; a smile spread over his brown face. Very deliberately he blew a smoke 

ring into the air; then he turned his back on the tree and walked carelessly away, back along the trail he had 

come. The swish of the underbrush against his hunting boots grew fainter and fainter. 

The pent-up air burst hotly from Rainsford's lungs. His first thought made him feel sick and numb. The 

general could follow a trail through the woods at night; he could follow an extremely difficult trail; he must 

have uncanny powers; only by the merest chance had the Cossack failed to see his quarry. 

Rainsford's second thought was even more terrible. It sent a shudder of cold horror through his whole being. 

Why had the general smiled? Why had he turned back? 

Rainsford did not want to believe what his reason told him was true, but the truth was as evident as the sun 

that had by now pushed through the morning mists. The general was playing with him! The general was 

saving him for another day's sport! The Cossack was the cat; he was the mouse. Then it was that Rainsford 

knew the full meaning of terror. 

"I will not lose my nerve. I will not." 

He slid down from the tree, and struck off again into the woods. His face was set and he forced the machinery 

of his mind to function. Three hundred yards from his hiding place he stopped where a huge dead tree leaned 

precariously on a smaller, living one. Throwing off his sack of food, Rainsford took his knife from its sheath 

and began to work with all his energy. 

The job was finished at last, and he threw himself down behind a fallen log a hundred feet away. He did not 

have to wait long. The cat was coming again to play with the mouse. 

Following the trail with the sureness of a bloodhound came General Zaroff. Nothing escaped those searching 

black eyes, no crushed blade of grass, no bent twig, no mark, no matter how faint, in the moss. So intent was 

the Cossack on his stalking that he was upon the thing Rainsford had made before he saw it. His foot touched 

the protruding bough that was the trigger. Even as he touched it, the general sensed his danger and leaped 

back with the agility of an ape. But he was not quite quick enough; the dead tree, delicately adjusted to rest on 
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the cut living one, crashed down and struck the general a glancing blow on the shoulder as it fell; but for his 

alertness, he must have been smashed beneath it. He staggered, but he did not fall; nor did he drop his 

revolver. He stood there, rubbing his injured shoulder, and Rainsford, with fear again gripping his heart, heard 

the general's mocking laugh ring through the jungle. 

"Rainsford," called the general, "if you are within sound of my voice, as I suppose you are, let me 

congratulate you. Not many men know how to make a Malay mancatcher. Luckily for me I, too, have hunted 

in Malacca. You are proving interesting, Mr. Rainsford. I am going now to have my wound dressed; it's only 

a slight one. But I shall be back. I shall be back." 

When the general, nursing his bruised shoulder, had gone, Rainsford took up his flight again. It was flight 

now, a desperate, hopeless flight, that carried him on for some hours. Dusk came, then darkness, and still he 

pressed on. The ground grew softer under his moccasins; the vegetation grew ranker, denser; insects bit him 

savagely. 

Then, as he stepped forward, his foot sank into the ooze. He tried to wrench it back, but the muck sucked 

viciously at his foot as if it were a giant leech. With a violent effort, he tore his feet loose. He knew where he 

was now. Death Swamp and its quicksand. 

His hands were tight closed as if his nerve were something tangible that someone in the darkness was trying 

to tear from his grip. The softness of the earth had given him an idea. He stepped back from the quicksand a 

dozen feet or so and, like some huge prehistoric beaver, he began to dig. 

Rainsford had dug himself in in France when a second's delay meant death. That had been a placid pastime 

compared to his digging now. The pit grew deeper; when it was above his shoulders, he climbed out and from 

some hard saplings cut stakes and sharpened them to a fine point. These stakes he planted in the bottom of the 

pit with the points sticking up. With flying fingers he wove a rough carpet of weeds and branches and with it 

he covered the mouth of the pit. Then, wet with sweat and aching with tiredness, he crouched behind the 

stump of a lightning-charred tree. 

He knew his pursuer was coming; he heard the padding sound of feet on the soft earth, and the night breeze 

brought him the perfume of the general's cigarette. It seemed to Rainsford that the general was coming with 

unusual swiftness; he was not feeling his way along, foot by foot. Rainsford, crouching there, could not see 

the general, nor could he see the pit. He lived a year in a minute. Then he felt an impulse to cry aloud with 

joy, for he heard the sharp crackle of the breaking branches as the cover of the pit gave way; he heard the 

sharp scream of pain as the pointed stakes found their mark. He leaped up from his place of concealment. 

Then he cowered back. Three feet from the pit a man was standing, with an electric torch in his hand. 

"You've done well, Rainsford," the voice of the general called. "Your Burmese tiger pit has claimed one of 

my best dogs. Again you score. I think, Mr. Rainsford, I'll see what you can do against my whole pack. I'm 

going home for a rest now. Thank you for a most amusing evening." 

At daybreak Rainsford, lying near the swamp, was awakened by a sound that made him know that he had new 

things to learn about fear. It was a distant sound, faint and wavering, but he knew it. It was the baying of a 

pack of hounds. 
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Rainsford knew he could do one of two things. He could stay where he was and wait. That was suicide. He 

could flee. That was postponing the inevitable. For a moment he stood there, thinking. An idea that held a 

wild chance came to him, and, tightening his belt, he headed away from the swamp. 

The baying of the hounds drew nearer, then still nearer, nearer, ever nearer. On a ridge Rainsford climbed a 

tree. Down a watercourse, not a quarter of a mile away, he could see the bush moving. Straining his eyes, he 

saw the lean figure of General Zaroff; just ahead of him Rainsford made out another figure whose wide 

shoulders surged through the tall jungle weeds; it was the giant Ivan, and he seemed pulled forward by some 

unseen force; Rainsford knew that Ivan must be holding the pack in leash. 

They would be on him any minute now. His mind worked frantically. He thought of a native trick he had 

learned in Uganda. He slid down the tree. He caught hold of a springy young sapling and to it he fastened his 

hunting knife, with the blade pointing down the trail; with a bit of wild grapevine he tied back the sapling. 

Then he ran for his life. The hounds raised their voices as they hit the fresh scent. Rainsford knew now how 

an animal at bay feels. 

He had to stop to get his breath. The baying of the hounds stopped abruptly, and Rainsford's heart stopped 

too. They must have reached the knife. 

He shinned excitedly up a tree and looked back. His pursuers had stopped. But the hope that was in 

Rainsford's brain when he climbed died, for he saw in the shallow valley that General Zaroff was still on his 

feet. But Ivan was not. The knife, driven by the recoil of the springing tree, had not wholly failed. 

Rainsford had hardly tumbled to the ground when the pack took up the cry again. 

"Nerve, nerve, nerve!" he panted, as he dashed along. A blue gap showed between the trees dead ahead. Ever 

nearer drew the hounds. Rainsford forced himself on toward that gap. He reached it. It was the shore of the 

sea. Across a cove he could see the gloomy gray stone of the chateau. Twenty feet below him the sea rumbled 

and hissed. Rainsford hesitated. He heard the hounds. Then he leaped far out into the sea. . . . 

When the general and his pack reached the place by the sea, the Cossack stopped. For some minutes he stood 

regarding the blue-green expanse of water. He shrugged his shoulders. Then be sat down, took a drink of 

brandy from a silver flask, lit a cigarette, and hummed a bit from Madame Butterfly. 

General Zaroff had an exceedingly good dinner in his great paneled dining hall that evening. With it he had a 

bottle of Pol Roger and half a bottle of Chambertin. Two slight annoyances kept him from perfect enjoyment. 

One was the thought that it would be difficult to replace Ivan; the other was that his quarry had escaped him; 

of course, the American hadn't played the game--so thought the general as he tasted his after-dinner liqueur. 

In his library he read, to soothe himself, from the works of Marcus Aurelius. At ten he went up to his 

bedroom. He was deliciously tired, he said to himself, as he locked himself in. There was a little moonlight, 

so, before turning on his light, he went to the window and looked down at the courtyard. He could see the 

great hounds, and he called, "Better luck another time," to them. Then he switched on the light. 

A man, who had been hiding in the curtains of the bed, was standing there. 

"Rainsford!" screamed the general. "How in God's name did you get here?" 
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"Swam," said Rainsford. "I found it quicker than walking through the jungle." 

The general sucked in his breath and smiled. "I congratulate you," he said. "You have won the game." 

Rainsford did not smile. "I am still a beast at bay," he said, in a low, hoarse voice. "Get ready, General 

Zaroff." 

The general made one of his deepest bows. "I see," he said. "Splendid! One of us is to furnish a repast for the 

hounds. The other will sleep in this very excellent bed. On guard, Rainsford." . . . 

He had never slept in a better bed, Rainsford decided. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/richard-connell/short-story/the-most-dangerous-game 
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Quantum atomic fluctuations stabilize the crystal responsible for superconductivity at 250 K 

DIPC   

Achieving room temperature superconductivity is among the most pursued but elusive goals of scientists. In 

December 2014 researchers claimed to have observed superconductivity as high as 200 K in hydrogen sulfide 

at high pressure, breaking all the records thus far. This meant that cuprates could be knocked from their 

position as the highest temperature superconductors. Moreover, the observation was revolutionary because it 

confirmed experimentally for the first time the theoretical intuition by Ashcroft that high-temperature 

superconductivity could be attained in metallic hydrogen or hydrogen-rich materials. Ion Errea explained this 

discovery in detail in Mapping Ignorance. 

The recent synthesis of lantanum superhydride (LaH10) with a superconducting critical temperature (Tc) of 

250K places these materials at the verge of reaching the long-dreamed room-temperature superconductivity. 

But, how does this work? What makes the material a superconductor? To know this is essential in our quest 

for superconductivity at room temperature. Ion Errea himself is the first author of a study published 

in Nature 1 that shows that quantum atomic fluctuations stabilize a highly symmetrical crystal structure that 

would be responsible for the superconductivity observed at 250 kelvin. 

                                                    
Figure 1. Quantum effects stabilize the symmetric Fm-3m phase of LaH10. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/2015/04/29/unveiling-the-origin-of-the-record-superconductivity/
https://mappingignorance.org/2015/04/29/unveiling-the-origin-of-the-record-superconductivity/
https://mappingignorance.org/2015/04/29/unveiling-the-origin-of-the-record-superconductivity/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/02/06/quantum-atomic-fluctuations-stabilize-the-crystal-responsible-for-superconductivity-at-250-k/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6530-1
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The band theory of metals has been subjected to experimental tests many times and is now the accepted 

model of the behaviour of conductors and insulators. But it has to be modified when it comes to 

superconductivity. Electrical resistance is due to collisions of the electrons (whether treated as particles or 

waves) with impurities, imperfections, and especially the lattice vibrations of the metal crystal. The lattice 

vibrations of the solid will decrease as the temperature falls, because the entropy, which represents disorder, 

also decreases. Therefore, the resistance should also decrease. This is what is observed, and it is well 

explained by quantum band theory. 

But at very low temperatures, something strange happens: the resistance of some materials suddenly drops to 

zero at a certain temperature. These materials become superconductors, meaning they can conduct currents 

without resistance or loss of electric energy. The temperature at which superconductivity occurs is Tc. 

The development of superconducting devices was greatly stimulated after the acceptance of the basic theory 

of superconductivity proposed in 1957 by John Bardeen, Leon Cooper, and Robert Schrieffer. The authors of 

the BCS theory, as it is known, received the Nobel Prize for their work in 1972. Their theory is highly 

technical but the basic idea is that the electron waves in the superconducting state no longer act 

independently, as in Bloch’s model. Instead, they are paired together at Tc so that their wave functions act as 

one unit as they interact with the crystal lattice (this is called electron-phonon coupling). Moreover, all the 

electron pairs move together in one collective motion, so that if any single electron is scattered by the lattice it 

is pulled back into the flow by its partner, and if any pair of electrons is somehow scattered off track, it is 

pulled back into the collective flow by all the other pairs. Since there is no scattering or inelastic collisions, 

there is no resistance, and the material becomes a superconductor. 

The potential of metallic hydrogen as a high- Tc superconductor was identified few years after the 

development of the BCS theory. The main argument was that Tc can be maximized for light compounds due 

to their high vibrational frequencies. 

The use of modern ab initio crystal structure prediction methods based on density-functional theory (DFT) 

has helped significantly predict hundreds of hydrogen-rich compounds to be thermodynamically stable at high 

pressures and, by calculating the electron-phonon interaction parameters, their Tc’s could be estimated. The 

success of this symbiosis between DFT crystal structure predictions and Tc calculations is exemplified, 

precisely, by the discovery of superconductivity in H3S at 200 K. 

This theoretical prediction power make the prospects for discovering warm hydrogen-based superconductors 

in the next years high, in clear contrast with other high-Tc superconducting families such as cuprates or 

pnictides, where the lack of a clear understanding of the superconducting mechanism makes the search closer 

to a trial and error effort. 

DFT predictions in the La-H system proposed LaH10 to be thermodynamically stable against decomposition 

above 150GPa. Early this year, evidences of a superconducting transition at 260K and 188GPa were reported 

in a lanthanum superhydride. These findings were confirmed and put in solid grounds few months later by an 

independent group that measured a Tc of 250K from 137 to 218GPa in a structure with face-centered cubic 

arrangement of the La atoms and suggested a LaH10 stoichiometry. 

What Errea et al. show now is that quantum atomic fluctuations stabilize in all this pressure range a high-

symmetry Fm-3m crystal structure – with a colossal electron-phonon coupling – consistent with experiments. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2016/01/14/why-do-some-materials-conduct-electricity-and-others-dont-2-the-band-theory-of-metals/
https://mappingignorance.org/2016/01/14/why-do-some-materials-conduct-electricity-and-others-dont-2-the-band-theory-of-metals/
https://mappingignorance.org/2018/01/18/what-the-heck-is-a-phonon/
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Even if ab initio classical calculations neglecting quantum atomic vibrations predict this structure to distort 

below 230GPa yielding a complex energy landscape with many local minima, the inclusion of quantum 

effects simplifies the energy landscape evidencing the Fm-3m as the true ground state. The agreement 

between the calculated and experimental Tc values further supports this phase as responsible for the 250K 

superconductivity. 

The relevance of quantum fluctuations in the energy landscape found here questions many of the crystal 

structure predictions made for hydrides within a classical approach that at the moment guide the experimental 

quest for room-temperature superconductivity. Furthermore, quantum effects reveal crucial to sustain solids 

with extraordinary electron-phonon coupling that may otherwise be unstable. 

  

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article are copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research paper. 
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constant flow of international visiting researchers. 
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The Hour and the Man 
 

by Robert Barr 

 
The Hour and the Man is featured in our collection of Mystery Stories. 

 

Johan 

Christian Dahl, Mountain landscape with castle, 1816 

Prince Lotarno rose slowly to his feet, casting one malignant glance at the prisoner before him. 

"You have heard," he said, "what is alleged against you. Have you anything to say in your defence?" 

The captured brigand laughed. 

"The time for talk is past," he cried. "This has been a fine farce of a fair trial. You need not have wasted so 

much time over what you call evidence. I knew my doom when I fell into your hands. I killed your brother; 

you will kill me. You have proven that I am a murderer and a robber; I could prove the same of you if you 

were bound hand and foot in my camp as I am bound in your castle. It is useless for me to tell you that I did 

not know he was your brother, else it would not have happened, for the small robber always respects the 

larger and more powerful thief. When a wolf is down, the other wolves devour him. I am down, and you will 

have my head cut off, or my body drawn asunder in your courtyard, whichever pleases your Excellency best. 

It is the fortune of war, and I do not complain. When I say that I am sorry I killed your brother, I merely mean 

I am sorry you were not the man who stood in his shoes when the shot was fired. You, having more men than 

I had, have scattered my followers and captured me. You may do with me what you please. My consolation is 

that the killing me will not bring to life the man who is shot, therefore conclude the farce that has dragged 

through so many weary hours. Pronounce my sentence. I am ready." 

There was a moment's silence after the brigand had ceased speaking. Then the Prince said, in low tones, but in 

a voice that made itself heard in every part of the judgment-hall-- 
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"Your sentence is that on the fifteenth of January you shall be taken from your cell at four o'clock, conducted 

to the room of execution, and there beheaded." 

The Prince hesitated for a moment as he concluded the sentence, and seemed about to add something more, 

but apparently he remembered that a report of the trial was to go before the King, whose representative was 

present, and he was particularly desirous that nothing should go on the records which savoured of old-time 

malignity; for it was well known that his Majesty had a particular aversion to the ancient forms of torture that 

had obtained heretofore in his kingdom. Recollecting this, the Prince sat down. 

The brigand laughed again. His sentence was evidently not so gruesome as he had expected. He was a man 

who had lived all his life in the mountains, and he had had no means of knowing that more merciful measures 

had been introduced into the policy of the Government. 

"I will keep the appointment," he said jauntily, "unless I have a more pressing engagement." 

The brigand was led away to his cell. "I hope," said the Prince, "that you noted the defiant attitude of the 

prisoner." 

"I have not failed to do so, your Excellency," replied the ambassador. 

"I think," said the Prince, "that under the circumstances, his treatment has been most merciful." 

"I am certain, your Excellency," said the ambassador, "that his Majesty will be of the same opinion. For such 

a miscreant, beheading is too easy a death." 

The Prince was pleased to know that the opinion of the ambassador coincided so entirely with his own. 

The brigand Toza was taken to a cell in the northern tower, where, by climbing on a bench, he could get a 

view of the profound valley at the mouth of which the castle was situated. He well knew its impregnable 

position, commanding as it did, the entrance to the valley. He knew also that if he succeeded in escaping from 

the castle he was hemmed in by mountains practically unscalable, while the mouth of the gorge was so well 

guarded by the castle that it was impossible to get to the outer world through that gateway. Although he knew 

the mountains well, he realised that, with his band scattered, many killed, and the others fugitives, he would 

have a better chance of starving to death in the valley than of escaping out of it. He sat on the bench and 

thought over the situation. Why had the Prince been so merciful? He had expected torture, whereas he was to 

meet the easiest death that a man could die. He felt satisfied there was something in this that he could not 

understand. Perhaps they intended to starve him to death, now that the appearance of a fair trial was over. 

Things could be done in the dungeon of a castle that the outside world knew nothing of. His fears of 

starvation were speedily put to an end by the appearance of his gaoler with a better meal than he had had for 

some time; for during the last week he had wandered a fugitive in the mountains until captured by the Prince's 

men, who evidently had orders to bring him in alive. Why then were they so anxious not to kill him in a fair 

fight if he were now to be merely beheaded? 

"What is your name?" asked Toza of his gaoler. 

"I am called Paulo," was the answer. 

"Do you know that I am to be beheaded on the fifteenth of the month?" 

"I have heard so," answered the man. 

"And do you attend me until that time?" 

"I attend you while I am ordered to do so. If you talk much I may be replaced." 

"That, then, is a tip for silence, good Paulo," said the brigand. "I always treat well those who serve me well; I 

regret, therefore, that I have no money with me, and so cannot recompense you for good service." 

"That is not necessary," answered Paulo. "I receive my recompense from the steward." 

"Ah, but the recompense of the steward and the recompense of a brigand chief are two very different things. 

Are there so many pickings in your position that you are rich, Paulo?" 

"No; I am a poor man." 

"Well, under certain circumstances, I could make you rich." 

Paulo's eyes glistened, but he made no direct reply. Finally he said, in a frightened whisper, "I have tarried too 

long, I am watched. By- and-by the vigilance will be relaxed, and then we may perhaps talk of riches." 
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With that the gaoler took his departure. The brigand laughed softly to himself. "Evidently," he said, "Paulo is 

not above the reach of a bribe. We will have further talk on the subject when the watchfulness is relaxed." 

And so it grew to be a question of which should trust the other. The brigand asserted that hidden in the 

mountains he had gold and jewels, and these he would give to Paulo if he could contrive his escape from the 

castle. 

"Once free of the castle, I can soon make my way out of the valley," said the brigand. 

"I am not so sure of that," answered Paulo. "The castle is well guarded, and when it is discovered that you 

have escaped, the alarm- bell will be rung, and after that not a mouse can leave the valley without the soldiers 

knowing it." 

The brigand pondered on the situation for some time, and at last said, "I know the mountains well." 

"Yes;" said Paulo, "but you are one man, and the soldiers of the Prince are many. Perhaps," he added, "if it 

were made worth my while, I could show you that I know the mountains even better than you do." 

"What do you mean?" asked the brigand, in an excited whisper. 

"Do you know the tunnel?" inquired Paulo, with an anxious glance towards the door. 

"What tunnel? I never heard of any." 

"But it exists, nevertheless; a tunnel through the mountains to the world outside." 

"A tunnel through the mountains? Nonsense!" cried the brigand. "I should have known of it if one existed. 

The work would be too great to accomplish." 

"It was made long before your day, or mine either. If the castle had fallen, then those who were inside could 

escape through the tunnel. Few know of the entrance; it is near the waterfall up the valley, and is covered with 

brushwood. What will you give me to place you at the entrance of that tunnel?" 

The brigand looked at Paulo sternly for a few moments, then he answered slowly, "Everything I possess." 

"And how much is that?" asked Paulo. 

"It is more than you will ever earn by serving the Prince." 

"Will you tell me where it is before I help you to escape from the castle and lead you to the tunnel?" 

"Yes," said Toza. 

"Will you tell me now?" 

"No; bring me a paper to-morrow, and I will draw a plan showing you how to get it." 

When his gaoler appeared, the day after Toza had given the plan, the brigand asked eagerly, "Did you find the 

treasure?" 

"I did," said Paulo quietly. 

"And will you keep your word?--will you get me out of the castle?" 

"I will get you out of the castle and lead you to the entrance of the tunnel, but after that you must look to 

yourself." 

"Certainly," said Toza, "that was the bargain. Once out of this accursed valley, I can defy all the princes in 

Christendom. Have you a rope?" 

"We shall need none," said the gaoler. "I will come for you at midnight, and take you out of the castle by the 

secret passage; then your escape will not be noticed until morning." 

At midnight his gaoler came and led Toza through many a tortuous passage, the two men pausing now and 

then, holding their breaths anxiously as they came to an open court through which a guard paced. At last they 

were outside of the castle at one hour past midnight. 

The brigand drew a long breath of relief when he was once again out in the free air. 

"Where is your tunnel?" he asked, in a somewhat distrustful whisper of his guide. 

"Hush!" was the low answer. "It is only a short distance from the castle, but every inch is guarded, and we 

cannot go direct; we must make for the other side of the valley and come to it from the north." 

"What!" cried Toza in amazement, "traverse the whole valley for a tunnel a few yards away?" 

"It is the only safe plan," said Paulo. "If you wish to go by the direct way, I must leave you to your own 

devices." 
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"I am in your hands," said the brigand with a sigh. "Take me where you will, so long as you lead me to the 

entrance of the tunnel." 

They passed down and down around the heights on which the castle stood, and crossed the purling little river 

by means of stepping-stones. Once Toza fell into the water, but was rescued by his guide. There was still no 

alarm from the castle as daylight began to break. As it grew more light they both crawled into a cave which 

had a low opening difficult to find, and there Paulo gave the brigand his breakfast, which he took from a little 

bag slung by a strap across his shoulder. 

"What are we going to do for food if we are to be days between here and the tunnel?" asked Toza. 

"Oh, I have arranged for that, and a quantity of food has been placed where we are most likely to want it. I 

will get it while you sleep." 

"But if you are captured, what am I to do?" asked Toza. "Can you not tell me now how to find the tunnel, as I 

told you how to find the treasure?" 

Paulo pondered over this for a moment, and then said, "Yes; I think it would be the safer way. You must 

follow the stream until you reach the place where the torrent from the east joins it. Among the hills there is a 

waterfall, and halfway up the precipice on a shelf of rock there are sticks and bushes. Clear them away, and 

you will find the entrance to the tunnel. Go through the tunnel until you come to a door, which is bolted on 

this side. When you have passed through, you will see the end of your journey." 

Shortly after daybreak the big bell of the castle began to toll, and before noon the soldiers were beating the 

bushes all around them. They were so close that the two men could hear their voices from their hiding-place, 

where they lay in their wet clothes, breathlessly expecting every moment to be discovered. 

The conversation of two soldiers, who were nearest them, nearly caused the hearts of the hiding listeners to 

stop beating. 

"Is there not a cave near here?" asked one. "Let us search for it!" 

"Nonsense," said the other. "I tell you that they could not have come this far already." 

"Why could they not have escaped when the guard changed at midnight?" insisted the first speaker. 

"Because Paulo was seen crossing the courtyard at midnight, and they could have had no other chance of 

getting away until just before daybreak." 

This answer seemed to satisfy his comrade, and the search was given up just as they were about to come upon 

the fugitives. It was a narrow escape, and, brave as the robber was, he looked pale, while Paulo was in a state 

of collapse. 

Many times during the nights and days that followed, the brigand and his guide almost fell into the hands of 

the minions of the Prince. Exposure, privation, semi-starvation, and, worse than all, the alternate wrenchings 

of hope and fear, began to tell upon the stalwart frame of the brigand. Some days and nights of cold winter 

rain added to their misery. They dare not seek shelter, for every habitable place was watched. 

When daylight overtook them on their last night's crawl through the valley, they were within a short distance 

of the waterfall, whose low roar now came soothingly down to them. 

"Never mind the daylight," said Toza; "let us push on and reach the tunnel." 

"I can go no farther," moaned Paulo; "I am exhausted." 

"Nonsense," cried Toza; "it is but a short distance." 

"The distance is greater than you think; besides, we are in full view of the castle. Would you risk everything 

now that the game is nearly won? You must not forget that the stake is your head; and remember what day 

this is." 

"What day is it?" asked the brigand, turning on his guide. 

"It is the fifteenth of January, the day on which you were to be executed." 

Toza caught his breath sharply. Danger and want had made a coward of him and he shuddered now, which he 

had not done when he was on his trial and condemned to death. 

"How do you know it is the fifteenth?" he asked at last. 

Paulo held up his stick, notched after the method of Robinson Crusoe. 
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"I am not so strong as you are, and if you will let me rest here until the afternoon, I am willing to make a last 

effort, and try to reach the entrance of the tunnel." 

"Very well," said Toza shortly. 

As they lay there that forenoon neither could sleep. The noise of the waterfall was music to the ears of both; 

their long toilsome journey was almost over. 

"What did you do with the gold that you found in the mountains?" asked Toza suddenly. 

Paulo was taken unawares, and answered, without thinking, "I left it where it was. I will get it after." 

The brigand said nothing, but that remark condemned Paulo to death. Toza resolved to murder him as soon as 

they were well out of the tunnel, and get the gold himself. 

They left their hiding-place shortly before twelve o'clock, but their progress was so slow, crawling, as they 

had to do, up the steep side of the mountain, under cover of bushes and trees, that it was well after three when 

they came to the waterfall, which they crossed, as best they could, on stones and logs. 

"There," said Toza, shaking himself, "that is our last wetting. Now for the tunnel!" 

The rocky sides of the waterfall hid them from view of the castle, but Paulo called the brigand's attention to 

the fact that they could be easily seen from the other side of the valley. 

"It doesn't matter now," said Toza; "lead the way as quickly as you can to the mouth of the cavern." 

Paulo scrambled on until he reached a shelf about halfway up the cataract; he threw aside bushes, brambles, 

and logs, speedily disclosing a hole large enough to admit a man. 

"You go first," said Paulo, standing aside. 

"No," answered Toza; "you know the way, and must go first. You cannot think that I wish to harm you--I am 

completely unarmed. 

"Nevertheless," said Paulo, "I shall not go first. I did not like the way you looked at me when I told you the 

gold was still in the hills. I admit that I distrust you." 

"Oh, very well," laughed Toza, "it doesn't really matter." And he crawled into the hole in the rock, Paulo 

following him. 

Before long the tunnel enlarged so that a man could stand upright. 

"Stop!" said Paulo; "there is the door near here." 

"Yes," said the robber, "I remember that you spoke of a door," adding, however, "What is it for, and why is it 

locked?" 

"It is bolted on this side," answered Paulo, "and we shall have no difficulty in opening it." 

"What is it for?" repeated the brigand. 

"It is to prevent the current of air running through the tunnel and blowing away the obstruction at this end," 

said the guide. 

"Here it is," said Toza, as he felt down its edge for the bolt. 

The bolt drew back easily, and the door opened. The next instant the brigand was pushed rudely into a room, 

and he heard the bolt thrust back into its place almost simultaneously with the noise of the closing door. For a 

moment his eyes were dazzled by the light. He was in an apartment blazing with torches held by a dozen men 

standing about. 

In the centre of the room was a block covered with black cloth, and beside it stood a masked executioner 

resting the corner of a gleaming axe on the black draped block, with his hands crossed over the end of the 

axe's handle. 

The Prince stood there surrounded by his ministers. Above his head was a clock, with the minute hand 

pointed to the hour of four. 

"You are just in time!" said the Prince grimly; "we are waiting for you!" 
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