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Across much of the United States, a warming climate has advanced the arrival of spring. This year is no 

exception. In parts of the Southeast, spring has arrived weeks earlier than normal and may turn out to be 

the warmest spring on record. 

Apple blossoms in March and an earlier start to picnic season may seem harmless and even welcome. But the 

early arrival of springtime warmth has many downsides for the natural world and for humans. 

Rising temperatures in the springtime signal plants and animals to come alive. Across the United States and 

worldwide, climate change is steadily disrupting the arrival and interactions of leaf buds, cherry blossoms, 

insects and more. 

In my work as a plant ecologist and director of the USA National Phenology Network, I coordinate efforts to 

track the timing of seasonal events in plants and animals. Dramatically earlier spring activity has been 

documented in hundreds of species around the globe. 

Phenology is the study of the timing of life cycle events, such as plant flowering and animal migrations. 

Resource managers and citizen scientists are studying phenological events in Great Smoky Mountains 

National Park. 

Lilies, blueberries, birds and more … all sped up 

Records managed by the USA National Phenology Network and other organizations prove that spring has 

accelerated over the long term. For example, the common yellow trout lily blooms nearly a week earlier in the 

Appalachian Mountain region than it did 100 years ago. Blueberries in Massachusetts flower three to four 

weeks earlier than in the 1980s. And over a recent 12-year period, over half of 48 migratory bird species 

studied arrived at their breeding grounds up to nine days earlier than previously. 

Warmer spring temperatures have also led beetles, moths and butterflies to emerge earlier than in recent 

years. Similarly, hibernating species like frogs and bears emerge from hibernation earlier in warm springs. 

All species don’t respond to warming the same way. When species that depend on one another — such as 

pollinating insects and plants seeking pollination - don’t respond similarly to changing conditions, 

populations suffer. 

In Japan, the spring-flowering ephemeral Corydalis ambigua produces fewer seeds than in previous decades 

because it now flowers earlier than when bumblebees, its primary pollinators, are active. Similarly, 

populations of pied flycatchers – long-distance migrating birds that still arrive at their breeding grounds at the 

regular time – are declining steeply, because populations of caterpillars that the flycatchers eat now peak prior 

to the birds’ arrival. 

https://www.usanpn.org/news/spring
https://weather.com/news/weather/news/2020-02-28-warm-winter-2019-20-what-does-that-mean-spring-2020-temperature
http://www.nurserycropscience.info/ipm/scouting-monitoring/technical-pubs/herms-2004-using-degree-days-plant-phenology-to.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0067-3
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=3FUDzuIAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
http://www.usanpn.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2007.01404.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11258-019-00956-7
https://www.wbur.org/news/2017/07/12/studying-climate-change-walden-pond
https://www.wbur.org/news/2017/07/12/studying-climate-change-walden-pond
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-02045-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2656.12452
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.12920
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep11580
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2015/04/150413-utah-bears-hibernation-warm-winter-climate-science/
https://doi.org/10.1890/12-2003.1
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature04539
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This map shows when enough springtime warmth had accumulated to initiate springtime activity in early-

season plants in 2019. USA National Phenology Network 

Warmth followed by frost can kill 

Earlier springs can devastate valuable farm crops. Cherry, peach, pear, apple and plum trees blossom during 

early warm spells. Subsequent frost can kill the blooms, which means the trees will not produce fruit. 

In March 2012, Michigan cherry blossoms opened early after temperatures climbed into the 80s. Then at least 

15 frosts from late March through May destroyed 90% of the crop, causing US$200 million in damages. And 

in 2017, after Georgia peach trees flowered during an extremely early warm spell, frost killed up to 80% of 

the crop. 

Early springs also affect ornamental plants and gardens. They hasten allergy symptoms and the appearance 

of turf pests. Popular species like tulips open up sooner than they used to a decade or more ago. In recent 

years, tulips have bloomed before “tulip time” festivals in Iowa, Oregon and Michigan. 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/science/science-july-dec12-michigancherry_08-15
https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/georgia-peach-crop-decimated-after-warm-winter/3SFVEukXWLLJB0zSox9i4M/
https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/georgia-peach-crop-decimated-after-warm-winter/3SFVEukXWLLJB0zSox9i4M/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0212010
http://www.totallandscapecare.com/green-industry-news/phenology-maps/
https://whotv.com/2019/04/26/tulips-in-bloom-in-pella-ahead-of-annual-celebrations/
https://www.oregonlive.com/travel/2016/02/tulip_festival_expected_to_blo.html
https://www.michiganradio.org/post/blossoms-ahead-schedule-holland-s-tulip-time-festival
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C 

herry trees around Washington D.C.‘s Tidal Basin bloom at dramatically different times from year to year. 

They are expected to bloom weeks in advance of the National Cherry Blossom Festival in the coming 

decades. 

 

 

ISeeChange@iseechange 

 

 

 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/cherryblossom/bloom-watch.htm
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0027439
https://twitter.com/iseechange
https://twitter.com/iseechange
https://twitter.com/iseechange/status/1227703051814875141
https://twitter.com/iseechange/status/1227703051814875141
https://twitter.com/iseechange/status/1227703051814875141/photo/1
https://twitter.com/iseechange
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It's been an early spring in the southeastern U.S. What are you 

seeing?https://www.iseechange.org/p/j3G5baavS3oPaD88iqdpnWfl … 

Springtime shifts by region 

The start of spring isn’t advancing at the same rate across the United States. In a recent 

study with climatologist Michael Crimmins, I evaluated changes in the arrival of springtime warmth over the 

past 70 years. 

We found that in the Northeast, warmth associated with the leading edge of springtime activity has advanced 

by about six days over the past 70 years. In the Southwest, the advancement has been approximately 19 days. 

Spring is also arriving significantly earlier in the Southern Rockies and the Pacific Northwest. In contrast, in 

the Southeast the timing of spring has changed little. 

Although the trend over decades toward earlier springs is clear, weather patterns unfolding across the 

continent can vary the start of the season dramatically from year to year at any one spot. The USA National 

Phenology Network produces maps that document the onset of biological activity over the course of the 

spring season. 

The network also maintains a live map showing where spring has arrived. In some parts of the Southeast, 

spring 2020 has been the earliest in decades. 

Help scientists document change 

While numerous studies have documented clear changes in the timing of activity in certain plants and 

animals, scientists have little to no information on the cycles of most of the millions of species on Earth. Nor 

do they know the consequences of such changes yet. 

One important way to fill knowledge gaps is documenting what’s happening on the ground. The USA 

National Phenology Network runs a program called Nature’s Notebook suited for people of nearly all ages 

and skill levels to track seasonal activity in plants and animals. Since the program’s inception in 2009, 

participants have contributed more than 20 million records. 

These data have been used in over 80 studies, and we are looking for more observations from the public that 

can help scientists understand what causes nature’s timing to change, and what the consequences are. We 

welcome new volunteers who can help us unravel these mysteries. 

https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-

129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

204%202020%20-

%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020

%20-

%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20al

ways%20good%20news  

https://t.co/X9fEltVoLs
https://doi.org/10.1029/2019GL085251
https://doi.org/10.1029/2019GL085251
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=A74aBb8AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
http://www.usanpn.org/
http://www.usanpn.org/
https://www.usanpn.org/news/spring
http://www.naturesnotebook.org/
https://www.usanpn.org/publications
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
https://theconversation.com/spring-is-arriving-earlier-across-the-us-and-thats-not-always-good-news-129967?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Spring%20is%20arriving%20earlier%20across%20the%20US%20and%20thats%20not%20always%20good%20news
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The Sound and the Story  Exploring the World of Paradise Lost 

By Philip Pullman 

John Milton’s Paradise Lost has been many things to many people — a Christian epic, a comment on the 

English Civil War, the epitome of poetic ambiguity — but it is first of all a pleasure to read. Drawing on 

sources as varied as Wordsworth, Hitchcock, and Conan Doyle, author Philip Pullman considers the sonic 

beauty and expert storytelling of Milton's masterpiece, and the influence it has had on his own work. 

 

The Temptation and Fall of Eve (Book IX, line 791), one of William Blake’s twelve Paradise 

Lost illustrations which make up the so-called “Butts Set”, 1808 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#philip-pullman
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/%E2%80%9Dhttps:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ParadiseLButts9.jpg%E2%80%9D
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A correspondent once told me a story — which I've never been able to trace, and I don't know whether it's 

true — about a bibulous, semi-literate, ageing country squire 200 years ago or more, sitting by his fireside 

listening to Paradise Lost being read aloud. He's never read it himself; he doesn't know the story at all; but as 

he sits there, perhaps with a pint of port at his side and with a gouty foot propped up on a stool, he finds 

himself transfixed. 

Suddenly he bangs the arm of his chair, and exclaims “By God! I know not what the outcome may be, but this 

Lucifer is a damned fine fellow, and I hope he may win!” 

Which are my sentiments exactly. 

I'm conscious, as I write this essay, that I have hardly any more pretensions to scholarship than that old 

gentleman. Many of my comparisons will be drawn from popular literature and film rather than from anything 

more refined. Learned critics have analysed Paradise Lost and found in it things I could never see, and related 

it to other works I have never read, and demonstrated the truth of this or that assertion about Milton and his 

poem that it would never have occurred to me to make, or, having made, to think that I could prove it. But this 

is how I read this great work, and all I can do is describe that way of reading. 

The Story as a Poem 

So I begin with sound. I read Paradise Lost not only with my eyes, but also with my mouth. I was lucky 

enough to study Books I and II for A level many years ago, and to do so in a small class whose teacher, Miss 

Enid Jones, had the clear-eyed and old-fashioned idea that we would get a good sense of the poem if, before 

we did anything else to it, we read it aloud. So we took it in turns, in that sixth-form classroom in Ysgol 

Ardudwy, on the flat land below the Harlech Castle, to stumble and mutter and gabble our way through it all, 

while Miss Jones sat with arms comfortably folded on her desk, patiently helping us with pronunciation, but 

not encumbering us with meaning. 

And thus it was that I first read lines like this. Satan is making his way across the wastes of Hell towards the 

new world he intends to corrupt, and a complex and majestic image evokes his distant flight: 

As when far off at sea a fleet descried 

Hangs in the clouds, by equinoctial winds 

Close sailing from Bengala, or the isles 

Of Ternate and Tidore, whence merchants bring 

Their spicy drugs: they on the trading flood 

Through the wide Ethiopian to the Cape 

Ply stemming nightly toward the pole. So seemed 

Far off the flying fiend…1 

That passage stayed with me for years, and still has the power to thrill me. “Ply stemming nightly toward the 

pole” – in those words I could hear the creak of wood and rope, the never-ceasing dash of water against the 

bows, the moan of the wind in the rigging; I could see the dim phosphorescence in the creaming wake, the 

dark waves against the restless horizon, the constant stars in the velvet sky; and I saw the vigilant helmsman, 

the only man awake, guiding his sleeping shipmates and their precious freight across the wilderness of the 

night. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn1
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Our first glimpse of Lucifer from the first illustrated edition of Paradise Lost, published in 1688; an engraving 

by Michael Burghers after an illustration by John Baptist Medina — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/%E2%80%9Dhttps:/www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-illustrated-edition-of-paradise-lost-1688%E2%80%9D
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Title page to a set of etchings for Paradise Lost published in 1896 by the Scottish printmaker and painter 

William Strang. Here Strang has depicted Milton — said to be a ”‘master of music” — playing the bass-viol, 

while his daughters sing from a song-sheet — Source. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/william-strangs-illustrations-for-paradise-lost-1896
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To see these things and hear them most vividly, I found that I had to take the lines in my mouth and utter 

them aloud. A whisper will do; you don't have to bellow it, and annoy the neighbours; but air has to pass 

across your tongue and through your lips. Your body has to be involved. 

… through many a dark and dreary vale 

They passed, and many a region dolorous, 

O’er many a frozen, many a fiery alp, 

Rocks, caves, lakes, fens, bogs, den and shades of death, 

A universe of death, which God by curse 

Created evil, for evil only good, 

Where all life dies, death lives, and nature breeds, 

Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things 

Abominable, inutterable, and worse 

Than fables yet have feigned, or fear conceived, 

Gorgons and hydras, and chimeras dire.2 

The experience of reading poetry aloud when you don't fully understand it is a curious and complicated one. 

It's like suddenly discovering that you can play the organ. Rolling swells and peals of sound, powerful 

rhythms and rich harmonies are at your command; and as you utter them you begin to realise that the sound 

you're releasing from the words as you speak is part of the reason they're there. The sound is part of the 

meaning and that part only comes alive when you speak it. So at this stage it doesn't matter that you don't 

fully understand everything: you're already far closer to the poem than someone who sits there in silence 

looking up meanings and references and making assiduous notes. 

By the way, someone who does that while listening to music through earphones will never understand it at all. 

We need to remind ourselves of this, especially if we have anything to do with education. I have come across 

teachers and student teachers whose job was to teach poetry, but who thought that poetry was only a fancy 

way of dressing up simple statements to make them look complicated, and that their task was to help their 

pupils translate the stuff into ordinary English. When they'd translated it, when they’d “understood” it, the job 

was done. It had the effect of turning the classroom into a torture chamber, in which everything that made the 

poem a living thing had been killed and butchered. No one had told such people that poetry is in fact 

enchantment; that it has the form it does because that very form casts a spell; and that when they thought they 

were bothered and bewildered, they were in fact being bewitched, and if they let themselves accept the 

enchantment and enjoy it, they would eventually understand much more about the poem. 

But if they never learn this truth themselves, they can't possibly transmit it to anyone else. Instead, in an 

atmosphere of suspicion, resentment, and hostility, many poems are interrogated until they confess, and what 

they confess is usually worthless, as the results of torture always are: broken little scraps of information, 

platitudes, banalities. Never mind! The work has been done according to the instructions, and the result of the 

interrogation is measured and recorded and tabulated in line with government targets; and this is the process 

we call education. 

However, as I say, I was lucky enough to learn to love Paradise Lost before I had to explain it. Once you do 

love something, the attempt to understand it becomes a pleasure rather than a chore, and what you find when 

you begin to explore Paradise Lost in that way is how rich it is in thought and argument. You could make a 

prose paraphrase of it that would still be a work of the most profound and commanding intellectual power. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn2
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But the poetry, its incantatory quality, is what makes it the great work of art it is. I found, in that classroom so 

long ago, that it had the power to stir a physical response: my heart beat faster, the hair on my head stirred, 

my skin bristled. Ever since then, that has been my test for poetry, just as it was for A. E. Housman, who 

dared not think of a line of poetry while he was shaving, in case he cut himself. 

The Poem as a Story 

The question “Where should my story begin?” is, as every storyteller knows, both immensely important and 

immensely difficult to answer. “Once upon a time”, as the fairy-tale formula has it; but once upon a time there 

was — what? The opening governs the way you tell everything that follows, not only in terms of the 

organisation of the events, but also in terms of the tone of voice that does the telling; and not least, it enlists 

the reader's sympathy in this cause rather than that. Alfred Hitchcock once pointed out that if a film opens 

with a shot of a burglar breaking into a house and ransacking the place, and then, with him, we see through 

the bedroom window the lights of a car drawing up outside, we think “Hurry up! Get out! They're coming!”  

So when the story of Paradise Lost begins, after the invocation to the “heavenly muse”, we find ourselves in 

Hell, with the fallen angels groaning on the burning lake. And from then on, part of our awareness is always 

affected by that. This is a story about devils. It's not a story about God. The fallen angels and their leader are 

our protagonists, and the unfallen angels, and God the Father and the Son, and Adam and Eve, are all 

supporting players. And we begin in medias res, in the middle of the action, with the first great battle lost, and 

the rebel angels just beginning to recover their senses after their vertiginous fall. What an opening! And what 

scenery! Satan first looks around at: 

The dismal situation waste and wild, 

A dungeon horrible, on all sides round 

As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames 

No light, but rather darkness visible 

Served only to discover sights of woe, 

Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace 

And rest can never dwell, hope never comes 

That comes to all; but torture without end 

Still urges, and a fiery deluge, fed 

With ever-burning sulphur unconsumed…3 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn3
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Satan arousing his fallen angels from the beach of the “inflamed Sea” (Book I, line 314), from John Martin’s 

epic set of illustrations for Paradise Lost, 1827 — Source. 

C. S. Lewis remarks that for many readers it's not just the events of the story that matter: it's the world the 

story conjures up. In his own case, he loved the Leather-Stocking Tales of James Fenimore Cooper not just 

for “the momentary suspense but that whole world to which it belonged — the snow and the snow-shoes, 

beavers and canoes, war-paths and wigwams, and Hiawatha names”.4 

The same thing is true for some writers of stories. They are drawn to a particular atmosphere, a particular kind 

of landscape; they want to wander about in it and relish its special tastes and sounds, even before they know 

what story they're going to tell. Whether Milton worked like that I don't know, but it's easy to see that his 

imagination delighted in the scenery of Hell, and we see that from the very beginning, with Satan surveying 

his “dungeon horrible”.5 Books I and II are full of these magnificent and terrifying landscapes, and when the 

tale reaches Paradise itself, in Book IV, the descriptions reach a peak of sensuous delight that we can almost 

taste. 

But landscapes and atmospheres aren't enough for a story; something has to happen. And it helps the tightness 

and propulsion of the story enormously if it's the protagonist himself who sets the action going, who takes the 

initiative. It also encourages our interest in the protagonist to develop into admiration. That is exactly what 

happens here, as the fallen angels, who are devils now, gather themselves after their great fall, and begin to 

plot their revenge. 

Revenge is one of the great story themes, of course, and it’s inspired storytellers of every rank and in every 

age, from Homer and Aeschylus and Shakespeare to Jeffrey Archer. The interest here is in how Milton 

handles the narrative. How well does he tell the story? 

I think it could hardly be told any better. After their first struggle on the burning lake, the fallen angels hold a 

great debate in Pandaemonium, where the characters of their leaders are vividly revealed: Moloch, the 

fearless, savage warrior; Belial, graceful, false and hollow, counselling “ignoble ease, and peaceful 

sloth”;6 Mammon, intent only on gold and riches; and then Beelzebub, “majestic though in ruin”,7 who sums 

up all the preceding arguments and then points the way to another world altogether, “the happy seat / Of some 

new race called Man”,8 and suggests that they make that the target of their vengeance. We can see and hear 

the plan taking shape, we can feel the surge of determination and energy it brings, and inevitably that makes 

us curious to know how they'll bring it off. There is a sort of curiosity that isn't short-circuited by our 

knowledge of how things did, in fact, turn out: Frederick Forsyth's The Day of the Jackal demonstrates that 

although we know full well that General de Gaulle was not assassinated, we are still eager to read about how 

he might have been. 

And Milton is careful to remind us that it was Satan himself who first thought of this plan, and it is Satan who 

sets out across the wastes of Hell to find his way to the new world. The hero is firmly in charge. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn8
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Satan Presiding at the Infernal Council (Book II, line 1), from John Martin’s epic set of illustrations 

for Paradise Lost, 1827 — Source. 

If the opening of a story is important, the closing of one part of it, a chapter, a canto, is important in a 

different way. The purpose here is to charge the forthcoming pause with tension and expectation. Popular 

storytellers have always had a firm grasp of this principle; it's exactly what Conan Doyle does, for example, at 

the end of the first episode of The Hound of the Baskervilles, in the Strand Magazine for August 1901. Dr 

Mortimer has just been describing the mysterious death of Sir Charles Baskerville and mentions the footprints 

nearby. “A man's or a woman's?” asks Holmes, and Dr Mortimer replies, “Mr Holmes, they were the 

footprints of a gigantic hound!”9 

There the episode ends. There was no shortage of eager buyers for the September issue. 

Storytelling principles hold true, whatever the subject, whatever the medium. Time the pause right, and the 

audience will be eager for what follows. The break after the end of the second book of Paradise Lost is 

powerfully charged with tension because it obeys that principle. After his journey to the gates of Hell, and his 

encounter with Sin and Death, Satan sees the distant vastness of Heaven: 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn9
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And fast by hanging in a golden chain 

This pendent world, in bigness as a star 

Of smallest magnitude close by the moon. 

Thither full fraught with mischievous revenge, 

Accursed, and in a cursèd hour he hies.10 

And there Book II ends, and we pause with that image in our minds. This newly created world, suspended in 

its golden chain, so beautiful and fresh, knows nothing of what is coming towards it. But we know. To cite 

Alfred Hitchcock again, who knew more about suspense than most other storytellers, you can depict four men 

sitting around a table calmly playing cards, and the audience will be on the edge of their seats with tension — 

as long as the audience knows what the card players don't, namely that there is a bomb under the table about 

to go off. Milton knew that too. 

There are examples of his great storytelling power all the way through — far too many to mention here. But 

one we should look at is the very end of the poem. Like the beginning, the end of a story is such an important 

place that it has a traditional formulaic tag, but “and they lived happily ever after” certainly won't do in this 

case. Adam and Eve have chosen to disobey the explicit command of God, and the consequences of this have 

been laid out for them not only by their own experience of guilt and shame, but also by the narrative of the 

future they've heard from the angel Michael. They must leave Eden: Paradise is now irrecoverably lost. This 

is a part of the story that has often been illustrated, and in a picture the scene is indeed intensely dramatic, 

with the man and woman in tears and the angel with the fiery sword expelling them — as it is in Michael 

Burghers' engraving. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn10
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Engraving of the expulsion by Michael Burghers after an illustration by John Baptist Medina from the first 

illustrated edition of Paradise Lost, published in 1688. The image has more in common with the stern 

description in Genesis 3:24 than with Milton’s more hopeful account — Source. 

But the story closes on a mood, a tender emotional harmony that is both crystal clear and profoundly 

complex. Part of its complexity depends on the interplay between the past and the future, between regret and 

hope, and this is the very thing that is so difficult to convey in a picture, where the only tense is the present. 

The best way to experience the full richness of this mood is to read the last lines of the poem aloud, as I've 

suggested earlier, and succumb to the enchantment, because at this point poetry and storytelling come 

together perfectly. “The world was all before them” implies not only an end but a new beginning.11 There are 

many more stories to come. 

Paradise Lost and its Influence 

A poem is not a lecture; a story is not an argument. The way poems and stories work on our minds is not by 

logic, but by their capacity to enchant, to excite, to move, to inspire. To be sure, a sound intellectual 

underpinning helps the work to stand up under intellectual questioning, as Paradise Lost certainly does; but its 

primary influence is on the imagination. 

So it was, for instance, with the greatest of Milton's interpreters William Blake, for whom the author 

of Paradise Lost was a lifelong inspiration. “Milton lov’d me in childhood & shew’d me his face”,12 he 

claimed, and in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell he wrote what is probably the most perceptive and certainly 

the most succinct criticism of Paradise Lost: “The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & 

God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell is because he was a true Poet and of the Devil's party without 

knowing it”.13 And Blake's continuing and passionate interest in Milton resulted in a long (and, frankly, 

difficult) poem named after the poet, as well as a series of illustrations to Paradise Lost which are some of the 

most delicate and beautiful watercolours he ever did. 

Satan Watching the Caresses of Adam and Eve (Book IV, line 492), one of William Blake’s twelve Paradise 

Lost illustrations which make up the so-called “Butts set”, 1808 — Source. 

Other poets at the same period felt the influence of Milton, Wordsworth in particular, who began one of his 

sonnets with the words: 

Milton! Thou shouldst be living at this hour: 

England hath need of thee;14 

And very near the beginning of his own great long poem, The Prelude, Wordsworth deliberately echoes the 

phrase in the closing lines of Paradise Lost — 

The earth is all before me…15 

— as if he's taking hold of a torch passed to him by Milton. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/%E2%80%9Dhttps:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Michael_Burgher%E2%80%99s_engraving_of_the_expulsion_after_an_illustration_by_John_Baptist_Medina.jpg%E2%80%9D
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/%E2%80%9Dhttps:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ParadiseLButts9.jpg%E2%80%9D
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-sound-and-the-story-exploring-the-world-of-paradise-lost?utm_source=JSTORDaily&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=JSTORDaily#fn15
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Today, nearly three and a half centuries after Paradise Lost was first published, it is more influential than 

ever. Two separate dramatic adaptations have recently played on the stage in Britain; and only this morning I 

opened my post to find an American retelling of it, with attractive watercolour illustrations, in an edition for 

children. It will not go away. 
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In my own case, the trilogy I called His Dark Materials (stealing that very phrase from Book II, line 96, with 

due acknowledgement in the epigraph) began partly with my memories of reading the poem aloud at school 

so many years before. As I talked to my publisher, I discovered that he too remembered studying it in the 

sixth form, and we sat at the lunch table swapping our favourite lines; and by the time we'd finished, I seemed 

to have agreed to write a long fantasy for young readers, which would, at least partly, we hoped, evoke 

something of the atmosphere we both loved in Paradise Lost. 

So it was the landscape, the atmosphere that was my starting point. But as the narrative began to form itself 

on the page, I found that — perhaps drawn by the gravitational attraction of a much greater mass — I was 

beginning to tell the same story, too. I wasn't worried about that, because I was well aware that there are many 

ways of telling the same story, and that this story was a very good one in the first place and could take a great 

deal of retelling. 

Inevitably, the storyteller's own preoccupations become visible in the emphasis and the colouring they give to 

this or that aspect of the tale. In my case, I found that my interest was most vividly caught by the meaning of 

the temptation-and-fall theme. Suppose that the prohibition on the knowledge of good and evil were an 

expression of jealous cruelty, and the gaining of such knowledge an act of virtue? Suppose the Fall should be 

celebrated and not deplored? As I played with it, my story resolved itself into an account of the necessity of 

growing up, and a refusal to lament the loss of innocence. The end of human life, I found myself saying, was 

not redemption by a non-existent Son of God, but the gaining and transmission of wisdom. Innocence is not 

wise, and wisdom cannot be innocent, and if we are going to do any good in the world we have to leave 

childhood behind. 

That is how one modern writer told this great story. It will certainly be told many times again, and each time 

differently. I think it is the central story of our lives, the story that more than any other tells us what it means 

to be human. But however many times it is told in the future, and however many different interpretations are 

made of it, I don't think that the version created by Milton, blind and ageing, out of political favour, dictating 

it day by day to his daughter, will ever be surpassed. 

This essay was first published in John Milton's Paradise Lost with an introduction by Philip Pullman (Oxford 

University Press, 2005). It has been republished here with the permission of United Agents on behalf of Philip 

Pullman. © Philip Pullman 
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Michael leads Adam and Eve out of Paradise (Book XII, line 632), one of William Blake’s twelve Paradise 

Lost illustrations which make up the so-called “Butts set”, 1808 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/%E2%80%9Dhttps:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ParadiseLButts12.jpg%E2%80%9D
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Phillip Pullman’s spellbinding His Dark Materials trilogy — The Golden Compass, The Subtle Knife, 

and The Amber Spyglass — has captivated readers for over twenty years and won acclaim at every turn. 

Milton's Paradise Lost was a major influence. 

More Info and Buy 

Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

The Lord of Dust, creator of daemons and spinner of the finest fairy tales, Philip Pullman is one of the 

world’s greatest and most influential storytellers. His wide-ranging body of work encompasses books for both 

adults and children, but he is best-known for the unparalleled achievement that is His Dark Materials and the 

eagerly awaited sequel, La Belle Sauvage, the first volume in Pullman's new series The Book of Dust. 

Published by Penguin Random and David Fickling Books in October 2017, La Belle Sauvage has since been 

named Waterstone's Book of the Year. The second book in the series, The Secret Commonwealth, published 

October 2019. 
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Cosmic Threads: A Solar System Quilt from 1876 

A serenade to the universe in wool and silk. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

In October of 1883, a paper in the nation’s capital reported under the heading “Current Gossip” that “an Iowa 

woman has spent seven years embroidering the solar system on a quilt” — a news item originally printed in 

Iowa and syndicated widely in newspapers across the country that autumn and winter. The New York 

Times reprinted the report as it appeared in the Iowa paper, dismissively qualifying it as a “somewhat comical 

statement.” 

 

Ellen Harding Baker’s Solar System quilt, completed in 1876 (Smithsonian) 

The woman in question, Ellen Harding Baker (June 8, 1847–March 30, 1886), was not a person to be 

dismissed with a patronizing chuckle. Baker taught science in rural Iowa, in an era when most institutions of 

higher education were still closed to women, all the whilst raising her five surviving children. She used 
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her Solar System quilt to illustrate her astronomy lectures. To ensure the accuracy of her embroidered 

depiction, Baker traveled to the Chicago Observatory to view sunspots and a comet — most likely the Great 

Comet of 1882, which had become a national attraction — through the professional telescope there. 

 

Ellen Harding Baker (Smithsonian) 

Baker was born in the year Maria Mitchell — the figure who sparked the initial inspiration for my 

book Figuring — made the landmark comet discovery that earned her worldwide acclaim and established her 

as America’s first professional female astronomer. When Baker began working on her Solar System quilt, she 

was the same age Mitchell was when she discovered her comet — twenty-nine. 

http://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_556183
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/01/october-1-1847-miss-mitchells-comet/
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Quilt detail 

The quilt, crafted long before we knew the universe contained galaxies other than our own, depicts an 

enormous radiant sun orbited by the planets known prior to Pluto’s discovery in 1930, as a comet — one of 

those mysterious and enchanting celestial bodies, extolled in poems and foreboded in Medieval paintings — 

blazes in one corner. The quilt is made of wool, lined with a cotton-and-wool fabric, and embroidered in silk 

and wool. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/11/jocelyn-bell-burnell-dark-matter-poetry-stanley-kunitz/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/11/kometenbuch-the-comet-book/
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Quilt detail 

The convergence of the threaded arts and astronomy was not entirely uncommon in Baker’s day. Mitchell 

herself, while condemning the needle as “the chain of woman” and resenting the tyranny of “stitch, stitch, 

stitch” as society’s means of keeping women confined to the domestic sphere, believed that the needle could 

be reclaimed as an instrument of the mind. “The eye that directs a needle in the delicate meshes of embroidery 

will equally well bisect a star with the spider web of the micrometer,” she wrote in her diary. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/02/maria-mitchell-astronomy-needlework/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/02/maria-mitchell-astronomy-needlework/
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Quilt detail 

Nearly a century after Baker made her quilt, the pioneering astronomer Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin — who 

revolutionized our understanding of the universe by discovering its chemical composition and became the 

first woman to chair a Harvard department, having ended up at the esteemed university thanks to a fellowship 

established there by the Maria Mitchell Association — would pick up where Baker left off, crafting a 

stunning yarn-on-canvas needlepoint depiction of the supernova remnant Cassiopeia A. In the year of Payne’s 

death, the artist Judy Chicago would also bring needlepoint and astronomy together in her iconic project The 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/10/cecilia-payne-supernova-needlepoint/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/14/the-dinner-party-judy-chicago/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 516  march 2020 

31 

Dinner Party, which features a hand-embroidered runner celebrating Caroline Herschel — the world’s first 

woman astronomer and the subject of Adrienne Rich’s stunning tribute. 

Baker’s quilt is available as an art print, with proceeds benefiting the endeavor to build New York City’s first-

ever public observatory at Pioneer Works — a dome of possibility for future Ellens. 

Thanks, Andrea 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-

quilt/?mc_cid=91721b0981&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/14/the-dinner-party-judy-chicago/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/16/caroline-herschel/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
https://society6.com/product/solar-system-quilt-by-ellen-harding-baker-1886_print?curator=brainpicker
http://pioneerworks.org/science
http://risenfromthethread.com/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-quilt/?mc_cid=91721b0981&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-quilt/?mc_cid=91721b0981&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Enemies 

by Anton Chekhov 

 

BETWEEN nine and ten on a dark September evening the only son of the district doctor, Kirilov, a child of 

six, called Andrey, died of diphtheria. Just as the doctor's wife sank on her knees by the dead child's bedside 

and was overwhelmed by the first rush of despair there came a sharp ring at the bell in the entry. 

All the servants had been sent out of the house that morning on account of the diphtheria. Kirilov went to 

open the door just as he was, without his coat on, with his waistcoat unbuttoned, without wiping his wet face 

or his hands which were scalded with carbolic. It was dark in the entry and nothing could be distinguished in 

the man who came in but medium height, a white scarf, and a large, extremely pale face, so pale that its 

entrance seemed to make the passage lighter. 

"Is the doctor at home?" the newcomer asked quickly. 

"I am at home," answered Kirilov. "What do you want?" 

"Oh, it's you? I am very glad," said the stranger in a tone of relief, and he began feeling in the dark for the 

doctor's hand, found it and squeezed it tightly in his own. "I am very . . . very glad! We are acquainted. My 

name is Abogin, and I had the honour of meeting you in the summer at Gnutchev's. I am very glad I have 

found you at home. For God's sake don't refuse to come back with me at once. . . . My wife has been taken 

dangerously ill. . . . And the carriage is waiting. . . ." 

From the voice and gestures of the speaker it could be seen that he was in a state of great excitement. Like a 

man terrified by a house on fire or a mad dog, he could hardly restrain his rapid breathing and spoke quickly 

in a shaking voice, and there was a note of unaffected sincerity and childish alarm in his voice. As people 

always do who are frightened and overwhelmed, he spoke in brief, jerky sentences and uttered a great many 

unnecessary, irrelevant words. 

"I was afraid I might not find you in," he went on. "I was in a perfect agony as I drove here. Put on your 

things and let us go, for God's sake. . . . This is how it happened. Alexandr Semyonovitch Paptchinsky, whom 

you know, came to see me. . . . We talked a little and then we sat down to tea; suddenly my wife cried out, 

clutched at her heart, and fell back on her chair. We carried her to bed and . . . and I rubbed her forehead with 

ammonia and sprinkled her with water . . . she lay as though she were dead. . . . I am afraid it is aneurism . . . . 

Come along . . . her father died of aneurism." 

Kirilov listened and said nothing, as though he did not understand Russian. 

When Abogin mentioned again Paptchinsky and his wife's father and once more began feeling in the dark for 

his hand the doctor shook his head and said apathetically, dragging out each word: 

"Excuse me, I cannot come . . . my son died . . . five minutes ago!" 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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"Is it possible!" whispered Abogin, stepping back a pace. "My God, at what an unlucky moment I have come! 

A wonderfully unhappy day . . . wonderfully. What a coincidence. . . . It's as though it were on purpose!" 

Abogin took hold of the door-handle and bowed his head. He was evidently hesitating and did not know what 

to do -- whether to go away or to continue entreating the doctor. 

"Listen," he said fervently, catching hold of Kirilov's sleeve. "I well understand your position! God is my 

witness that I am ashamed of attempting at such a moment to intrude on your attention, but what am I to do? 

Only think, to whom can I go? There is no other doctor here, you know. For God's sake come! I am not 

asking you for myself. . . . I am not the patient!" 

A silence followed. Kirilov turned his back on Abogin, stood still a moment, and slowly walked into the 

drawing-room. Judging from his unsteady, mechanical step, from the attention with which he set straight the 

fluffy shade on the unlighted lamp in the drawing-room and glanced into a thick book lying on the table, at 

that instant he had no intention, no desire, was thinking of nothing and most likely did not remember that 

there was a stranger in the entry. The twilight and stillness of the drawing-room seemed to increase his 

numbness. Going out of the drawing-room into his study he raised his right foot higher than was necessary, 

and felt for the doorposts with his hands, and as he did so there was an air of perplexity about his whole figure 

as though he were in somebody else's house, or were drunk for the first time in his life and were now 

abandoning himself with surprise to the new sensation. A broad streak of light stretched across the bookcase 

on one wall of the study; this light came together with the close, heavy smell of carbolic and ether from the 

door into the bedroom, which stood a little way open. . . . The doctor sank into a low chair in front of the 

table; for a minute he stared drowsily at his books, which lay with the light on them, then got up and went into 

the bedroom. 

Here in the bedroom reigned a dead silence. Everything to the smallest detail was eloquent of the storm that 

had been passed through, of exhaustion, and everything was at rest. A candle standing among a crowd of 

bottles, boxes, and pots on a stool and a big lamp on the chest of drawers threw a brilliant light over all the 

room. On the bed under the window lay a boy with open eyes and a look of wonder on his face. He did not 

move, but his open eyes seemed every moment growing darker and sinking further into his head. The mother 

was kneeling by the bed with her arms on his body and her head hidden in the bedclothes. Like the child, she 

did not stir; but what throbbing life was suggested in the curves of her body and in her arms! She leaned 

against the bed with all her being, pressing against it greedily with all her might, as though she were afraid of 

disturbing the peaceful and comfortable attitude she had found at last for her exhausted body. The bedclothes, 

the rags and bowls, the splashes of water on the floor, the little paint-brushes and spoons thrown down here 

and there, the white bottle of lime water, the very air, heavy and stifling -- were all hushed and seemed 

plunged in repose. 

The doctor stopped close to his wife, thrust his hands in his trouser pockets, and slanting his head on one side 

fixed his eyes on his son. His face bore an expression of indifference, and only from the drops that glittered 

on his beard it could be seen that he had just been crying. 

That repellent horror which is thought of when we speak of death was absent from the room. In the numbness 

of everything, in the mother's attitude, in the indifference on the doctor's face there was something that 

attracted and touched the heart, that subtle, almost elusive beauty of human sorrow which men will not for a 

long time learn to understand and describe, and which it seems only music can convey. There was a feeling of 

beauty, too, in the austere stillness. Kirilov and his wife were silent and not weeping, as though besides the 
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bitterness of their loss they were conscious, too, of all the tragedy of their position; just as once their youth 

had passed away, so now together with this boy their right to have children had gone for ever to all eternity! 

The doctor was forty-four, his hair was grey and he looked like an old man; his faded and invalid wife was 

thirty-five. Andrey was not merely the only child, but also the last child. 

In contrast to his wife the doctor belonged to the class of people who at times of spiritual suffering feel a 

craving for movement. After standing for five minutes by his wife, he walked, raising his right foot high, from 

the bedroom into a little room which was half filled up by a big sofa; from there he went into the kitchen. 

After wandering by the stove and the cook's bed he bent down and went by a little door into the passage. 

There he saw again the white scarf and the white face. 

"At last," sighed Abogin, reaching towards the door-handle. "Let us go, please." 

The doctor started, glanced at him, and remembered. . . . 

"Why, I have told you already that I can't go!" he said, growing more animated. "How strange!" 

"Doctor, I am not a stone, I fully understand your position . . . I feel for you," Abogin said in an imploring 

voice, laying his hand on his scarf. "But I am not asking you for myself. My wife is dying. If you had heard 

that cry, if you had seen her face, you would understand my pertinacity. My God, I thought you had gone to 

get ready! Doctor, time is precious. Let us go, I entreat you." 

"I cannot go," said Kirilov emphatically and he took a step into the drawing-room. 

Abogin followed him and caught hold of his sleeve. 

"You are in sorrow, I understand. But I'm not asking you to a case of toothache, or to a consultation, but to 

save a human life!" he went on entreating like a beggar. "Life comes before any personal sorrow! Come, I ask 

for courage, for heroism! For the love of humanity!" 

"Humanity -- that cuts both ways," Kirilov said irritably. "In the name of humanity I beg you not to take me. 

And how queer it is, really! I can hardly stand and you talk to me about humanity! I am fit for nothing just 

now. . . . Nothing will induce me to go, and I can't leave my wife alone. No, no. . ." 

Kirilov waved his hands and staggered back. 

"And . . . and don't ask me," he went on in a tone of alarm. "Excuse me. By No. XIII of the regulations I am 

obliged to go and you have the right to drag me by my collar . . . drag me if you like, but . . . I am not fit . . . I 

can't even speak . . . excuse me." 

"There is no need to take that tone to me, doctor!" said Abogin, again taking the doctor by his sleeve. "What 

do I care about No. XIII! To force you against your will I have no right whatever. If you will, come; if you 

will not -- God forgive you; but I am not appealing to your will, but to your feelings. A young woman is 

dying. You were just speaking of the death of your son. Who should understand my horror if not you?" 
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Abogin's voice quivered with emotion; that quiver and his tone were far more persuasive than his words. 

Abogin was sincere, but it was remarkable that whatever he said his words sounded stilted, soulless, and 

inappropriately flowery, and even seemed an outrage on the atmosphere of the doctor s home and on the 

woman who was somewhere dying. He felt this himself, and so, afraid of not being understood, did his utmost 

to put softness and tenderness into his voice so that the sincerity of his tone might prevail if his words did not. 

As a rule, however fine and deep a phrase may be, it only affects the indifferent, and cannot fully satisfy those 

who are happy or unhappy; that is why dumbness is most often the highest expression of happiness or 

unhappiness; lovers understand each other better when they are silent, and a fervent, passionate speech 

delivered by the grave only touches outsiders, while to the widow and children of the dead man it seems cold 

and trivial. 

Kirilov stood in silence. When Abogin uttered a few more phrases concerning the noble calling of a doctor, 

self-sacrifice, and so on, the doctor asked sullenly: "Is it far?" 

"Something like eight or nine miles. I have capital horses, doctor! I give you my word of honour that I will 

get you there and back in an hour. Only one hour." 

These words had more effect on Kirilov than the appeals to humanity or the noble calling of the doctor. He 

thought a moment and said with a sigh: "Very well, let us go!" 

He went rapidly with a more certain step to his study, and afterwards came back in a long frock-coat. Abogin, 

greatly relieved, fidgeted round him and scraped with his feet as he helped him on with his overcoat, and went 

out of the house with him. 

It was dark out of doors, though lighter than in the entry. The tall, stooping figure of the doctor, with his long, 

narrow beard and aquiline nose, stood out distinctly in the darkness. Abogin's big head and the little student's 

cap that barely covered it could be seen now as well as his pale face. The scarf showed white only in front, 

behind it was hidden by his long hair. 

"Believe me, I know how to appreciate your generosity," Abogin muttered as he helped the doctor into the 

carriage. "We shall get there quickly. Drive as fast as you can, Luka, there's a good fellow! Please!" 

The coachman drove rapidly. At first there was a row of indistinct buildings that stretched alongside the 

hospital yard; it was dark everywhere except for a bright light from a window that gleamed through the fence 

into the furthest part of the yard while three windows of the upper storey of the hospital looked paler than the 

surrounding air. Then the carriage drove into dense shadow; here there was the smell of dampness and 

mushrooms, and the sound of rustling trees; the crows, awakened by the noise of the wheels, stirred among 

the foliage and uttered prolonged plaintive cries as though they knew the doctor's son was dead and that 

Abogin's wife was ill. Then came glimpses of separate trees, of bushes; a pond, on which great black shadows 

were slumbering, gleamed with a sullen light -- and the carriage rolled over a smooth level ground. The 

clamour of the crows sounded dimly far away and soon ceased altogether. 

Kirilov and Abogin were silent almost all the way. Only once Abogin heaved a deep sigh and muttered: 

"It's an agonizing state! One never loves those who are near one so much as when one is in danger of losing 

them." 
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And when the carriage slowly drove over the river, Kirilov started all at once as though the splash of the water 

had frightened him, and made a movement. 

"Listen -- let me go," he said miserably. "I'll come to you later. I must just send my assistant to my wife. She 

is alone, you know!" 

Abogin did not speak. The carriage swaying from side to side and crunching over the stones drove up the 

sandy bank and rolled on its way. Kirilov moved restlessly and looked about him in misery. Behind them in 

the dim light of the stars the road could be seen and the riverside willows vanishing into the darkness. On the 

right lay a plain as uniform and as boundless as the sky; here and there in the distance, probably on the peat 

marshes, dim lights were glimmering. On the left, parallel with the road, ran a hill tufted with small bushes, 

and above the hill stood motionless a big, red half-moon, slightly veiled with mist and encircled by tiny 

clouds, which seemed to be looking round at it from all sides and watching that it did not go away. 

In all nature there seemed to be a feeling of hopelessness and pain. The earth, like a ruined woman sitting 

alone in a dark room and trying not to think of the past, was brooding over memories of spring and summer 

and apathetically waiting for the inevitable winter. Wherever one looked, on all sides, nature seemed like a 

dark, infinitely deep, cold pit from which neither Kirilov nor Abogin nor the red half-moon could escape. . . . 

The nearer the carriage got to its goal the more impatient Abogin became. He kept moving, leaping up, 

looking over the coachman's shoulder. And when at last the carriage stopped before the entrance, which was 

elegantly curtained with striped linen, and when he looked at the lighted windows of the second storey there 

was an audible catch in his breath. 

"If anything happens . . . I shall not survive it," he said, going into the hall with the doctor, and rubbing his 

hands in agitation. "But there is no commotion, so everything must be going well so far," he added, listening 

in the stillness. 

There was no sound in the hall of steps or voices and all the house seemed asleep in spite of the lighted 

windows. Now the doctor and Abogin, who till then had been in darkness, could see each other clearly. The 

doctor was tall and stooped, was untidily dressed and not good-looking. There was an unpleasantly harsh, 

morose, and unfriendly look about his lips, thick as a negro's, his aquiline nose, and listless, apathetic eyes. 

His unkempt head and sunken temples, the premature greyness of his long, narrow beard through which his 

chin was visible, the pale grey hue of his skin and his careless, uncouth manners -- the harshness of all this 

was suggestive of years of poverty, of ill fortune, of weariness with life and with men. Looking at his frigid 

figure one could hardly believe that this man had a wife, that he was capable of weeping over his child. 

Abogin presented a very different appearance. He was a thick-set, sturdy-looking, fair man with a big head 

and large, soft features; he was elegantly dressed in the very latest fashion. In his carriage, his closely 

buttoned coat, his long hair, and his face there was a suggestion of something generous, leonine; he walked 

with his head erect and his chest squared, he spoke in an agreeable baritone, and there was a shade of refined 

almost feminine elegance in the manner in which he took off his scarf and smoothed his hair. Even his 

paleness and the childlike terror with which he looked up at the stairs as he took off his coat did not detract 

from his dignity nor diminish the air of sleekness, health, and aplomb which characterized his whole figure. 

"There is nobody and no sound," he said going up the stairs. "There is no commotion. God grant all is well." 
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He led the doctor through the hall into a big drawing-room where there was a black piano and a chandelier in 

a white cover; from there they both went into a very snug, pretty little drawing-room full of an agreeable, rosy 

twilight. 

"Well, sit down here, doctor, and I . . . will be back directly. I will go and have a look and prepare them." 

Kirilov was left alone. The luxury of the drawing-room, the agreeably subdued light and his own presence in 

the stranger's unfamiliar house, which had something of the character of an adventure, did not apparently 

affect him. He sat in a low chair and scrutinized his hands, which were burnt with carbolic. He only caught a 

passing glimpse of the bright red lamp-shade and the violoncello case, and glancing in the direction where the 

clock was ticking he noticed a stuffed wolf as substantial and sleek-looking as Abogin himself. 

It was quiet. . . . Somewhere far away in the adjoining rooms someone uttered a loud exclamation: 

"Ah!" There was a clang of a glass door, probably of a cupboard, and again all was still. After waiting five 

minutes Kirilov left off scrutinizing his hands and raised his eyes to the door by which Abogin had vanished. 

In the doorway stood Abogin, but he was not the same as when he had gone out. The look of sleekness and 

refined elegance had disappeared -- his face, his hands, his attitude were contorted by a revolting expression 

of something between horror and agonizing physical pain. His nose, his lips, his moustache, all his features 

were moving and seemed trying to tear themselves from his face, his eyes looked as though they were 

laughing with agony. . . . 

Abogin took a heavy stride into the drawing-room, bent forward, moaned, and shook his fists. 

"She has deceived me," he cried, with a strong emphasis on the second syllable of the verb. "Deceived me, 

gone away. She fell ill and sent me for the doctor only to run away with that clown Paptchinsky! My God!" 

Abogin took a heavy step towards the doctor, held out his soft white fists in his face, and shaking them went 

on yelling: 

"Gone away! Deceived me! But why this deception? My God! My God! What need of this dirty, scoundrelly 

trick, this diabolical, snakish farce? What have I done to her? Gone away!" 

Tears gushed from his eyes. He turned on one foot and began pacing up and down the drawing-room. Now in 

his short coat, his fashionable narrow trousers which made his legs look disproportionately slim, with his big 

head and long mane he was extremely like a lion. A gleam of curiosity came into the apathetic face of the 

doctor. He got up and looked at Abogin. 

"Excuse me, where is the patient?" he said. 

"The patient! The patient!" cried Abogin, laughing, crying, and still brandishing his fists. "She is not ill, but 

accursed! The baseness! The vileness! The devil himself could not have imagined anything more loathsome! 

She sent me off that she might run away with a buffoon, a dull-witted clown, an Alphonse! Oh God, better she 

had died! I cannot bear it! I cannot bear it!" 
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The doctor drew himself up. His eyes blinked and filled with tears, his narrow beard began moving to right 

and to left together with his jaw. 

"Allow me to ask what's the meaning of this?" he asked, looking round him with curiosity. "My child is dead, 

my wife is in grief alone in the whole house. . . . I myself can scarcely stand up, I have not slept for three 

nights. . . . And here I am forced to play a part in some vulgar farce, to play the part of a stage property! I 

don't . . . don't understand it!" 

Abogin unclenched one fist, flung a crumpled note on the floor, and stamped on it as though it were an insect 

he wanted to crush. 

"And I didn't see, didn't understand," he said through his clenched teeth, brandishing one fist before his face 

with an expression as though some one had trodden on his corns. "I did not notice that he came every day! I 

did not notice that he came today in a closed carriage! What did he come in a closed carriage for? And I did 

not see it! Noodle!" 

"I don't understand . . ." muttered the doctor. "Why, what's the meaning of it? Why, it's an outrage on personal 

dignity, a mockery of human suffering! It's incredible. . . . It's the first time in my life I have had such an 

experience!" 

With the dull surprise of a man who has only just realized that he has been bitterly insulted the doctor 

shrugged his shoulders, flung wide his arms, and not knowing what to do or to say sank helplessly into a 

chair. 

"If you have ceased to love me and love another -- so be it; but why this deceit, why this vulgar, treacherous 

trick?" Abogin said in a tearful voice. "What is the object of it? And what is there to justify it? And what have 

I done to you? Listen, doctor," he said hotly, going up to Kirilov. "You have been the involuntary witness of 

my misfortune and I am not going to conceal the truth from you. I swear that I loved the woman, loved her 

devotedly, like a slave! I have sacrificed everything for her; I have quarrelled with my own people, I have 

given up the service and music, I have forgiven her what I could not have forgiven my own mother or sister. . 

. I have never looked askance at her. . . . I have never gainsaid her in anything. Why this deception? I do not 

demand love, but why this loathsome duplicity? If she did not love me, why did she not say so openly, 

honestly, especially as she knows my views on the subject? . . ." 

With tears in his eyes, trembling all over, Abogin opened his heart to the doctor with perfect sincerity. He 

spoke warmly, pressing both hands on his heart, exposing the secrets of his private life without the faintest 

hesitation, and even seemed to be glad that at last these secrets were no longer pent up in his breast. If he had 

talked in this way for an hour or two, and opened his heart, he would undoubtedly have felt better. Who 

knows, if the doctor had listened to him and had sympathized with him like a friend, he might perhaps, as 

often happens, have reconciled himself to his trouble without protest, without doing anything needless and 

absurd. . . . But what happened was quite different. While Abogin was speaking the outraged doctor 

perceptibly changed. The indifference and wonder on his face gradually gave way to an expression of bitter 

resentment, indignation, and anger. The features of his face became even harsher, coarser, and more 

unpleasant. When Abogin held out before his eyes the photograph of a young woman with a handsome face as 

cold and expressionless as a nun's and asked him whether, looking at that face, one could conceive that it was 

capable of duplicity, the doctor suddenly flew out, and with flashing eyes said, rudely rapping out each word: 
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"What are you telling me all this for? I have no desire to hear it! I have no desire to!" he shouted and brought 

his fist down on the table. "I don't want your vulgar secrets! Damnation take them! Don't dare to tell me of 

such vulgar doings! Do you consider that I have not been insulted enough already? That I am a flunkey whom 

you can insult without restraint? Is that it?" 

Abogin staggered back from Kirilov and stared at him in amazement. 

"Why did you bring me here?" the doctor went on, his beard quivering. "If you are so puffed up with good 

living that you go and get married and then act a farce like this, how do I come in? What have I to do with 

your love affairs? Leave me in peace! Go on squeezing money out of the poor in your gentlemanly way. 

Make a display of humane ideas, play (the doctor looked sideways at the violoncello case) play the bassoon 

and the trombone, grow as fat as capons, but don't dare to insult personal dignity! If you cannot respect it, you 

might at least spare it your attention!" 

"Excuse me, what does all this mean?" Abogin asked, flushing red. 

"It means that it's base and low to play with people like this! I am a doctor; you look upon doctors and people 

generally who work and don't stink of perfume and prostitution as your menials and mauvais ton; well, you 

may look upon them so, but no one has given you the right to treat a man who is suffering as a stage 

property!" 

"How dare you say that to me!" Abogin said quietly, and his face began working again, and this time 

unmistakably from anger. 

"No, how dared you, knowing of my sorrow, bring me here to listen to these vulgarities!" shouted the doctor, 

and he again banged on the table with his fist. "Who has given you the right to make a mockery of another 

man's sorrow?" 

"You have taken leave of your senses," shouted Abogin. "It is ungenerous. I am intensely unhappy myself and 

. . . and . . ." 

"Unhappy!" said the doctor, with a smile of contempt. "Don't utter that word, it does not concern you. The 

spendthrift who cannot raise a loan calls himself unhappy, too. The capon, sluggish from over-feeding, is 

unhappy, too. Worthless people!" 

"Sir, you forget yourself," shrieked Abogin. "For saying things like that . . . people are thrashed! Do you 

understand?" 

Abogin hurriedly felt in his side pocket, pulled out a pocket-book, and extracting two notes flung them on the 

table. 

"Here is the fee for your visit," he said, his nostrils dilating. "You are paid." 

"How dare you offer me money?" shouted the doctor and he brushed the notes off the table on to the floor. 

"An insult cannot be paid for in money!" 
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Abogin and the doctor stood face to face, and in their wrath continued flinging undeserved insults at each 

other. I believe that never in their lives, even in delirium, had they uttered so much that was unjust, cruel, and 

absurd. The egoism of the unhappy was conspicuous in both. The unhappy are egoistic, spiteful, unjust, cruel, 

and less capable of understanding each other than fools. Unhappiness does not bring people together but 

draws them apart, and even where one would fancy people should be united by the similarity of their sorrow, 

far more injustice and cruelty is generated than in comparatively placid surroundings. 

"Kindly let me go home!" shouted the doctor, breathing hard. 

Abogin rang the bell sharply. When no one came to answer the bell he rang again and angrily flung the bell 

on the floor; it fell on the carpet with a muffled sound, and uttered a plaintive note as though at the point of 

death. A footman came in. 

"Where have you been hiding yourself, the devil take you?" His master flew at him, clenching his fists. 

"Where were you just now? Go and tell them to bring the victoria round for this gentleman, and order the 

closed carriage to be got ready for me. Stay," he cried as the footman turned to go out. "I won't have a single 

traitor in the house by to-morrow! Away with you all! I will engage fresh servants! Reptiles!" 

Abogin and the doctor remained in silence waiting for the carriage. The first regained his expression of 

sleekness and his refined elegance. He paced up and down the room, tossed his head elegantly, and was 

evidently meditating on something. His anger had not cooled, but he tried to appear not to notice his enemy. . 

. . The doctor stood, leaning with one hand on the edge of the table, and looked at Abogin with that profound 

and somewhat cynical, ugly contempt only to be found in the eyes of sorrow and indigence when they are 

confronted with well-nourished comfort and elegance. 

When a little later the doctor got into the victoria and drove off there was still a look of contempt in his eyes. 

It was dark, much darker than it had been an hour before. The red half-moon had sunk behind the hill and the 

clouds that had been guarding it lay in dark patches near the stars. The carriage with red lamps rattled along 

the road and soon overtook the doctor. It was Abogin driving off to protest, to do absurd things. . . . 

All the way home the doctor thought not of his wife, nor of his Andrey, but of Abogin and the people in the 

house he had just left. His thoughts were unjust and inhumanly cruel. He condemned Abogin and his wife and 

Paptchinsky and all who lived in rosy, subdued light among sweet perfumes, and all the way home he hated 

and despised them till his head ached. And a firm conviction concerning those people took shape in his mind. 

Time will pass and Kirilov's sorrow will pass, but that conviction, unjust and unworthy of the human heart, 

will not pass, but will remain in the doctor's mind to the grave. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/enemies  

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/enemies
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Cancel Culture Is Chaotic Good 

Cancel culture may prove to be the most memorable linguistic trend of the past decade.

Getty/Jonathan Aprea 

By: Chi Luu 

As the year draws to a close, it’s hard to believe it’s also the end of a very strange and tumultuous decade. 

Who knows what the next ten years will bring? All signs point to a continuation of the same roller coaster ride 

of social, political, and environmental upheaval, except we’ll probably have to get used to endless puns about 

hindsight being 2020. It’s a good thing a nice cosy chat about language is kind of the Snuggie of polite, 

anxiety-free conversation we need these days. What did happen to language during the awkward teen years of 

the millennium? So many things! 

Most obviously, we could point to many emerging slang terms from the last ten years that left an impression, 

if the numerous hot takes by media commentators are anything to go by, from bae to YOLO to everything 

else that was on fleek and had everyone shook etc., etc. But while a lot of slang terms might be fire now (and 

not necessarily the dumpster kind), there’s no telling whether they have any staying power. 

Will “lit” become the 1870s “nanty narking” of the 2010s or “extra” the new “enthuzimuzzy?” As the novel 

impact of these terms become diluted, especially by those who are fellow-kids-ing their hearts out, they fall 

out of fashion, becoming less effective as a way to show where you belong. 

Our ways of speaking have been racing ahead faster than many of us can keep up with. 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/chi-luu/
https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/53529/56-delightful-victorian-slang-terms-you-should-be-using
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/how-do-you-do-fellow-kids
https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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This is nothing really new, but looking deeper, how much do these slang terms really represent what went on 

in the last ten years? Although the internet has been around for a while (people often forget that the web, a 

virtual millennial at 25, is not the same thing as the internet, born in 1969, which would totally be Gen X if it 

cared, which, whatever), it’s really in this decade that internet language came into its own. 

There was a definite linguistic growth spurt from the real native speakers of the online world coming of age, 

building on successive waves of internet language. The ways we convey information now, not just through 

text but internet memes, emojis, gifs, short form video, and the language and meta-language we use to 

reference these new forms of creative communication, have all influenced mainstream language in fascinating 

ways. The hashtag, for example, birthed around 2007, soon became a commonplace but powerful element of 

online communication that not only linked information from different sources, it encapsulated what a 

spontaneous online community was centered around. Hashtags added nuance and meta-commentary to what 

was said. 

But our ways of speaking have been racing ahead faster than many of us can keep up with. While language 

change is not a new thing, thanks to the wide-ranging network of social media, it’s different in how fast and 

how virally it can spread now, as well as the impact it can have on real life, as speakers take up the linguistic 

trends used in their groups. Gender neutral “they,” for example, has been a thing for hundreds of years, yet 

today, it’s far more widespread and accepted, becoming Merriam-Webster Dictionary’s word of the year. 

What’s really remarkable is not just the random slang that comes and goes, but those neologisms that arose 

out of a desperate need, like gender neutral pronouns, that spoke to the real and urgent issues arising in 

society that demand a public debate and a way to talk about them. When we begin to reassess our identities, 

we also question where we belong and what we believe, together as a group. It’s terms like #MeToo and 

“woke” and even “fake news” that have resonance in today’s world, as a kind of call to arms, in a way that 

“on fleek” does not. These terms seek to open up to debate the things that were once blindly accepted and 

taken for granted. It’s these terms that may outlast the ephemeral slang cycle, and it’s these terms that reveal 

this decade’s remarkable preoccupation with self, community, belonging, beliefs, and the language that goes 

hand in hand with building these ties. 

Often we talk about language in innocent, superficial ways, as though new ways of communicating are 

exactly as they appear. This simplistic idea of language as, say, listicles of intriguing new slang conceals the 

fact that, in our post-truth world, language has become more overtly dangerous, and this can be both bad or 

good. Language has always been effectively used in propaganda or advertising to persuade masses of people, 

only now we have a better understanding of how it does this, as it’s become much easier, through social 

media, to use language as an effective weapon, a means of amplifying information of all kinds, by pretty 

much anyone who wants to (theoretically). And when you have masses of people not legally sanctioned to 

criticize social behaviors, this can be a concern to some. 

Judging from panic-stricken media commentary, sometimes it seems as though the one thing more frightening 

than a lone gunman (and it isn’t a young person responding to your well-intentioned life advice with “ok 

boomer”) is a random bunch of people who have banded together in some common cause. When this common 

cause is being aggrieved against someone’s problematic behavior, and results in “calling out,” silencing or 

boycotting the problematic behavior, we now call this “cancelling” someone. And the tendency toward this 

kind of behavior is called “cancel culture.” 

Is the destructive power of cancel culture too much? 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40925792?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good
https://daily.jstor.org/can-an-emoji-be-a-word/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-morphology-of-reaction-gifs/
https://daily.jstor.org/what-happened-to-tagging/
https://daily.jstor.org/what-happened-to-tagging/
https://daily.jstor.org/young-womens-language-patterns-at-the-forefront-of-linguistic-change/
https://daily.jstor.org/young-womens-language-patterns-at-the-forefront-of-linguistic-change/
https://daily.jstor.org/theyre-here-theyre-genderqueer-get-used-to-gender-neutral-pronouns/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/word-of-the-year/they
https://daily.jstor.org/metoo-and-the-new-era-of-internet-celebrity/
https://daily.jstor.org/to-fix-fake-news-look-to-yellow-journalism/
https://daily.jstor.org/collapse-of-meaning-in-a-post-truth-world/
https://www.vox.com/2019/11/19/20963757/what-is-ok-boomer-meme-about-meaning-gen-z-millennials
https://www.vox.com/2019/11/19/20963757/what-is-ok-boomer-meme-about-meaning-gen-z-millennials
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/31/style/cancel-culture.html
https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 516  march 2020 

43 

Perhaps more than anything else, cancel culture will be seen as an intrinsic part of life lived publicly in this 

decade, with the downfall of powerful Hollywood producers, racist and sexist comedians, white supremacists, 

and clueless corporations left in its wake. Cancel culture, not unlike cyberbullying, has also had its more 

“innocent” victims, ordinary citizens who said the unacceptable thing in a public forum. Is the destructive 

power of cancel culture too much? 

Many perceive this phenomenon of cancelling as a very new and scary thing that young people do, so much 

so that they’re ready to cancel the whole thing. Even Barack Obama weighed in on it recently, cautioning 

young people not to be overly critical and judgmental, as though the very idea of “cancelling” must always 

wrong and unreasonable, regardless of what is being criticized or how problematic it may be. Obama’s 

negative reactions to this kind of power being wielded by a groups that are relatively powerless, as an 

establishment figure (no matter how benevolently he presents himself), are perhaps not unusual. 

The social psychologist John Drury shows that the discourse around crowds, collectives, and people power 

have historically been problematic and negative, revealing the class biases and political ideologies of those 

commentators who describe them. Communities and crowds out of step with societal norms are often 

presented as something to be feared, and this is something many of us internalize. Crowds are scary. Even as 

we speak, there’s civil unrest, protests, demonstrations, and strikes happening all around the world, for a 

myriad of different reasons, in a decade that began with the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street protests. 

These movements have not often been described in flattering terms. 

The kind of language that’s used to talk about groups of people assembled together—or their collective 

actions seeking to change the status quo—often maligns communities as irrational, “mobs” or “rioters” with 

uncontrolled, invalid emotions, a kind of faceless contagion that presents a threat to civilized, law-abiding 

society and the ruling establishment. As Drury points out, this language systematically delegitimizes the aims 

of these collectives as being trivial, if not dangerous: 

If the crowd is pathologized and criminalized, then its behaviour is not meaningful. There can therefore be no 

rational dialogue with it. Since the crowd is not part of the democratic process, it is legitimate and even 

necessary to suppress it with the full force of the state. 

No one could argue that it’s pleasant to be at the bottom of a pile on, virtual or not. It’s true that people can 

band together for the wrong reasons, but, funnily enough, they can also band together for very good reasons. 

Cancelling someone, in terms of public shaming, or shunning, or just being criticized, is, again, nothing new, 

though it is arguably different in how quickly and severely it can happen online. The English professor Jodie 

Nicotra points out that such a thing has always been a part of community life and, in fact, a part of building 

and maintaining a community’s values. Whenever people have deviated from the norm, there have been 

public acts of shaming, from the scarlet letters or village stocks of Puritan life to the ritual public head 

shavings of thousands of French women who were suspected of fraternizing with German soldiers in World 

War II. 

Cancel culture is, on the one hand, less severe than these acts of public shaming, because it is mostly 

linguistic and communicative. On the other hand, it can seem more extreme, because unlike these historical 

events of past shaming, it’s unconstrained by geographical space and can involve large numbers of people in 

what can become an unrelenting personal attack. And that certainly can have unintended repercussions. 

Because social media, especially Twitter, is loosely joined together by a network of weak ties, it actually 

makes it easier for new, especially negative information, such as rumors or criticisms or even fake news, to 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/01/opinion/obama-cancel-culture.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42888412?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42888412?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/25/protests-rage-around-the-world-hong-kong-lebanon-chile-catalonia-iraq
http://enculturation.net/disgust-distributed
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2776392?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 516  march 2020 

44 

spread quickly. It’s not constrained by closely linked social circles where information eventually stops 

spreading after repeatedly being shared by multiple people. 

This could explain why cancel culture seems so widespread, so virulently uncontrollable, and so dangerously 

unstable. It’s this that makes cancel culture very much a part of modern life. Rhetorical phenomena like 

virtual call-outs can spontaneously self-assemble a community based on #sharedbeliefs where there may not 

have been one before, tapping into a power that members of a group individually may never have had, but 

also reinforcing its evolving norms and values through language. 

Nicotra suggests that virtual public shaming is a kind of “epideictic performance” in this way, an Aristotlean 

rhetorical act of blame or praise. Though we tend to focus on the negative of cancelling, we forget that there 

may be a good side—not just praise or approval, but the fact that injustices that were once allowed to thrive 

can now be revealed and acted upon by a group, and that group is made all the stronger by doing so. For 

example, if the group refuses to let a racist or sexist comment pass unchallenged, that reinforces its non-

negotiable values and the group’s reason for being. The act of engaging in calling out problematic behaviors 

is the very thing that builds the bonds of a community, as members can agree or disagree with certain values 

or what counts as acceptable, express a joint disgust at certain behaviors, and use language developed by the 

collective to evolve a public morality and ethic to live by. Public call outs may not be always what a 

community wants to hear. It’s certainly not nice, but it’s what needs to be said for the same values to be 

debated, formed, shared, and upheld by everyone who belongs to the group. 

As language can be dangerous, and as crowd movements can be destructive, so can the cancel culture of 

“internet mobs” be damaging in the wrong contexts. So while it can be problematic, certainly very messy, and 

even judgmental, it’s cancel culture that also gives power to minority groups that historically have not had the 

luxury of speaking out. We need to understand that it can be powerfully misused, but can also shine a light on 

severe injustices that have been accepted for so long. Time will tell how this newly acquired power will work, 

but rather than simply discount cancel culture as yet another misguided millennial invention, it’s good to be 

aware that it’s always been a necessary part of our lives. It can often do as much good as it does harm. 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-

good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&ut

m_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email 

  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/378414?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good
https://www.jstor.org/stable/378414?mag=cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good
https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/cancel-culture-is-chaotic-good/?utm_term=Cancel%20Culture%20Is%20Chaotic%20Good&utm_campaign=jstordaily_12192019&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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Missing Arthur 

by Philip Levine 
Issue no. 150 (Spring 1999) 

Eighteen years ago my cousin Arthur 

   died alone in a hotel 

         in Perugia, 

and thus was my contact with the old world gone 

   as his ashes scattered 

         on the west wind. 

I must visit him one more time so we can 

   resurrect the past, 

         the look of my mother 

in a white dress, how she caught my father’s dark eyes 

   when he came, a stranger, to break 

         bread at her house. 

We are two old men in the Hotel Violetta 

   late at night, each inventing 

         a life he can live with. 

Always Arthur’s litany of regrets: how Federico 

   implored him, “Come to Santiago,” 

         how Arthur turned 

it over in his mind and finally declined. 

   “Philip,” he says, “I could have 

         entered poetry 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4ada0f070e&e=d538c8f2e0
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as a crushed cat, a lost boy, a needle 

   singing in the vague forehead 

         of a dying bull.” 

Santiago de Cuba, Federico Garcia Lorca, 

   the names themselves music. 

         Instead he came home 

to grim, depressed Detroit to sell pianos 

   to the Grosse Pointe ladies, 

         to marry, to father 

two stillborn children, only to lose his wife 

   before he was even fifty, 

         to die in ancient Perugia, 

cold and aloof at 4 A.M., silent 

   on its promontory overlooking 

         the black Umbrian plain. 

Someone is missing here: Arthur himself, 

   with his crooked teeth, the wide 

         welcoming grin, 

the deep regard for everything alive. 

   What use going back unless 

         I can find Arthur 

who is slipping away from me as 

   I write these words? His eyes, 

         were they hazel or gray? 

Or did I merely catch the light flashing 

   from the thick lenses when 

         he turned to address me 

in his odd, high voice cracked from use? 

   “Philip,” he would say, “let’s 

         pretend I am you and 
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you are me, together we are one man 

   in a hotel in Perugia.” 

         It is his voice I hear 

until a tomcat cries out from the street, 

   a human cry, a child’s 

         seized by sudden pain, 

and answered by a second human voice 

   unrolling in the dark. 

         The first light shades 

the windows gray, the room takes shape: 

   two beds, a long blank mirror, 

         an absence of clutter. 

The real dawn is grayer still. Then Arthur’s 

   laughter, his “yick-yick” of joy 

         in the new day. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

The Art of Poetry no. 39 with Philip Levine, born on this day in 1928? 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4ada0f070e&e=d538c8f2e0 
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Fifty years of the Paretian liberal paradox. 

Jesús Zamora Bonilla   

Photo: Monica Melton / Unsplash 

2020 marks exactly half a century from the publication of one of the most important papers in the crossing of 

economics, philosophy, and political science (and, taking into account that it barely contained six skimpy 

pages, probably one of the most influential papers per page ever): Amartya Sen’s “The impossibility of a 

Paretian liberal”1. It was not the first, nor the last one, in the lists of “impossibility theorems” for which the 

branch of economics (or maths) known as “social choice theory” became famous or infamous; here we have 

seen some of the other main milestones: Arrow’s paradox, Gibbard-Satterthwait theorem on manipulability of 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/jesus-zamora/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/01/08/fifty-years-of-the-paretian-liberal-paradox/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6459-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/01/08/fifty-years-of-the-paretian-liberal-paradox/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#https://mappingignorance.org/2019/01/21/voting-sincerely-for-public-facilities-location/
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voting mechanisms, or the ‘Discursive Dilemma’ about the inconsistency of rules for judgment aggregation. 

But Sen’s has been probably the most influential one in terms of political discussion, for it directly pointed to 

one of the most fundamental ideas in the conceptual schemas with which we, contemporary people, tend to 

think about political issues: the notion of individual rights. 

Sen baptized his result as a ‘liberal’ paradox, or a paradox in ‘liberalism’, in a sense of ‘liberalism’ that now 

is frequently eclipsed by chit-chat on the spectre of ‘neoliberalism’. The ‘liberalism’ Sen talked about was 

simply the idea that there are some individual rights, i.e., questions on which the society has to admit the 

decision and preference of an individual, no matter what decision it is. Being a purely formal mathematical 

demonstration, Sen theorem didn’t contain any hint or presupposition about the content, nor the number, nor 

the extent, of those individual rights, it only assumed that we would value that an appropriate ‘social decision 

function’ should give each individual at least some rights, in the most general sense defined above. Formally 

stated, this amounts to the fact that, between the complete set of ‘states of the world’ x1, x2, x3, …, to which 

the social decision function SDF (as well as the individual preferences) are applied, for each individual there 

must be at least one pair of states of the world, xi and xj, such that, if that individual prefers xi to xj, then SDF 

must also ‘prefer’ xi to xj. To use one example employed by Sen: if you prefer sleeping on your belly to 

sleeping on your back, then the society also ‘prefers’ that you sleep on your belly, no matter what the rest of 

the people think about your sleeping position. To say that you have the right to choose what position you 

sleep in is equivalent to saying that, even if everybody else preferred (by whatever reasons we might imagine) 

that you slept on your back, it is ‘better from the society’s point of view’ to let you sleep on your belly, if 

that’s what you want. 

Perhaps talking about ‘social preferences’ is a little misleading, because, in the context of rights, we have not 

to understand ‘social preferences’ as a kind of ‘aggregate preferences’, but rather in the more abstract sense 

reflected in the notion of ‘social decision function’: the society has agreed to organised itself in such a way 

that some issues are decided by ‘collective voting’, and some other issues are decided on the basis of the free 

decision of the individual which happens to involved. What the society decides is that, about some questions, 

the choice is only yours, and the preferences of others are just irrelevant. 

What Sen demonstrated 50 years ago was that this really minimal notion of ‘individual rights’ can contradict 

another basic rule of social choice: the Pareto principle. This states that, if every member of the society 

prefers A to B, then the society also prefers A to B (and hence should opt for A in a social choice between A 

and B). Many examples of this inconsistency have been offered in the literature, starting from Sen’s paper 

itself; but this one, from Gibbard 2 is specially clear: there is a woman, Alice, two men, Bob and Charlie, and 

three possibilities: 1, Alice marries Bob; 2, Alice marries Charlie; 3, everyone remains single. Alice’s 

preferences are 1>2>3; Bob’s are 3>1>2; lastly, Charlie is indifferent between all the options. The relevant 

‘rights’ in this example is that Alice has the right to freely decide between 2 and 3 (marrying Charlie or 

remaining single), whereas Bob has the right to decide between 1 and 3 (marrying Alice or remaining 

single). The social decision function, taking into account these rights and the subjects’ preferences, would 

then determine that Charlie and Alice get married and Bob remains a bachelor (possibility 2). But possibility 

1 is at least as good as possibility 2 for everybody, and better for at least two people, Alice (who prefers Bob 

to Charlie), and Bob (who prefers being a bachelor to marrying Alice, but that would prefer wedding Alice 

before seeing her married to Charlie); hence, the application of the Pareto principle would entail that 1 should 

be socially preferable to 2. Giving individuals some rights on the choices they make can lead, then to, results 

that are ‘non optimal’ from the social point of view, in the sense that everybody would have preferred a 

different result. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/01/08/fifty-years-of-the-paretian-liberal-paradox/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#https://mappingignorance.org/2017/06/12/think-scientific-knowledge-judgment-aggregation/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/01/08/fifty-years-of-the-paretian-liberal-paradox/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6459-2
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As it is more or less clear from this example, the problem arises due to the fact that people’s preferences tend 

to be ‘meddlesome’ or ‘interfering’: some people have strong preferences about what others do. One ‘easy’ 

solution would then be to ‘ban’ in some way this type of preferences, persuading people that they ‘should not 

care’ about what others do, but this is just a simple-minded utopian option, or no realistic option at all: many, 

if not most social problems are problems precisely because some people want to do things that other people 

consider ‘bad’ (having sex with the ‘wrong’ individuals, organise politically in the ‘wrong’ way, doing 

business about ‘wrong’ issues, etc.). The literature on the topic in the last 50 years is impossible to 

summarise; I want just to mention a recent result by the philosopher Hun Chung 3, that generalises Sen’s 

theorem to apply it to cases in which the description of individual rights include not only the reference to 

‘states of the world’, but also to the ‘perspective’ of the individual, assuming that each person can describe, 

understand and conceptualise differently the same events; there was the hope that including this ‘perspective 

diversity’ would offer some space for smoothing out the paradox, but Chung proves that conferring individual 

rights might conflict again with the Paretian principle even under those more sophisticated assumptions. 
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Worm lifespans extended 500 percent in surprising new aging study 

By Michael Irving 

 

The worm species C. elegans is often used in aging studies 

Bob Goldstein, UNC Chapel Hill/CC BY SA 3.0 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Aging is a subject that everyone has a stake in, and finding ways to slow it down would help reduce all kinds 

of diseases. Now scientists have made a pretty substantial breakthrough, extending the lifespan of worms by a 

staggering 500 percent by tweaking a couple of cellular pathways. 

C. elegans is a humble little worm that often finds itself at the heart of aging studies. That’s because it shares 

many cellular pathways with humans, and it typically lives for three or four weeks, meaning any changes to 

that lifespan are quickly apparent and easy to measure. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
https://newatlas.com/worm-axis-aging-mechanism/53618/
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In plenty of past studies, scientists have managed to use drugs or genetic engineering to increase the 

lifespan of C. elegans by 50 or 100 percent. If directly applied to the average human lifespan of about 80 

years, that would be like living to between 120 and 160 years. But in the new study, the team unexpectedly 

made the worms live five times longer than usual – the human equivalent of which would be 400 years. 

The researchers engineered worms with two pathways altered – the insulin signaling (IIS) and TOR pathways. 

Past studies have shown that altering the IIS pathway increases lifespan by 100 percent, while altering the 

TOR pathway yields a 30 percent boost. Basic math says that together the two mutations should result in a 

130-percent increase. And yet that was clearly not the case, surprising the scientists working on the study. 

“The synergistic extension is really wild,” says Jarod Rollins, lead author of the study. “The effect isn’t one 

plus one equals two, it’s one plus one equals five. Our findings demonstrate that nothing in nature exists in a 

vacuum; in order to develop the most effective anti-aging treatments we have to look at longevity networks 

rather than individual pathways.” 

The team says that this finding may help explain why nobody has found a single specific gene that bestows a 

longer life in humans. There may be many different combinations that help different people stay healthier for 

longer. 

Of course, it’s far from a guarantee that this will translate to humans, but it should give scientists a new 

avenue to explore in developing anti-aging techniques. 

The research was published in the journal Cell Reports. 

Source: MDI Biological Laboratory 
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How Kepler Invented Science Fiction and Defended His Mother in a Witchcraft Trial While 

Revolutionizing Our Understanding of the Universe 

How many revolutions does the cog of culture make before a new truth about reality catches into gear? 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

This essay is adapted from Figuring. 

This is how I picture it: 

A spindly middle-aged mathematician with a soaring mind, a sunken heart, and bad skin is being thrown 

about the back of a carriage in the bone-hollowing cold of a German January. Since his youth, he has been 

inscribing into family books and friendship albums his personal motto, borrowed from a verse by the ancient 

poet Perseus: “O the cares of man, how much of everything is futile.” He has weathered personal tragedies 

that would level most. He is now racing through the icy alabaster expanse of the countryside in the precarious 

hope of averting another: Four days after Christmas and two days after his forty-fourth birthday, a letter from 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1524748137/braipick-20
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his sister has informed him that their widowed mother is on trial for witchcraft — a fact for which he holds 

himself responsible. 

He has written the world’s first work of science fiction — a clever allegory advancing the controversial 

Copernican model of the universe, describing the effects of gravity decades before Newton formalized it into 

a law, envisioning speech synthesis centuries before computers, and presaging space travel three hundred 

years before the Moon landing. The story, intended to counter superstition with science through symbol and 

metaphor inviting critical thinking, has instead effected the deadly indictment of his elderly, illiterate mother. 

The year is 1617. His name is Johannes Kepler (December 27, 1571–November 15, 1630) — perhaps the 

unluckiest man in the world, perhaps the greatest scientist who ever lived. 

Johannes Kepler 

He inhabits a world in which God is mightier than nature, the Devil realer and more omnipresent than gravity. 

All around him, people believe that the sun revolves around the Earth every twenty-four hours, set into perfect 

circular motion by an omnipotent creator; the few who dare support the tendentious idea that the Earth rotates 

around its axis while revolving around the sun believe that it moves along a perfectly circular orbit. Kepler 

would disprove both beliefs, coin the word orbit, and quarry the marble out of which classical physics would 

https://society6.com/product/johannes-kepler_print?curator=brainpicker
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be sculpted. He would be the first astronomer to develop a scientific method of predicting eclipses and the 

first to link mathematical astronomy to material reality — the first astrophysicist — by demonstrating that 

physical forces move the heavenly bodies in calculable ellipses. All of this he would accomplish while 

drawing horoscopes, espousing the spontaneous creation of new animal species rising from bogs and oozing 

from tree bark, and believing the Earth itself to be an ensouled body that has digestion, that suffers illness, 

that inhales and exhales like a living organism. Three centuries later, the marine biologist and writer Rachel 

Carson would reimagine a version of this view woven of science and stripped of mysticism as 

she makes ecology a household word. 

Kepler’s life is a testament to how science does for reality what Plutarch’s thought experiment known as “the 

Ship of Theseus” does for the self. In the ancient Greek allegory, Theseus — the founder-king of Athens — 

sailed triumphantly back to the great city after slaying the mythic Minotaur on Crete. For a thousand years, 

his ship was maintained in the harbor of Athens as a living trophy and was sailed to Crete annually to reenact 

the victorious voyage. As time began to corrode the vessel, its components were replaced one by one — new 

planks, new oars, new sails — until no original part remained. Was it then, Plutarch asks, the same ship? 

There is no static, solid self. Throughout life, our habits, beliefs, and ideas evolve beyond recognition. Our 

physical and social environments change. Almost all of our cells are replaced. Yet we remain, to ourselves, 

“who” “we” “are.” 

So with science: Bit by bit, discoveries reconfigure our understanding of reality. This reality is revealed to us 

only in fragments. The more fragments we perceive and parse, the more lifelike the mosaic we make of them. 

But it is still a mosaic, a representation — imperfect and incomplete, however beautiful it may be, and subject 

to unending transfiguration. Three centuries after Kepler, Lord Kelvin would take the podium at the British 

Association of Science in the year 1900 and declare: “There is nothing new to be discovered in physics now. 

All that remains is more and more precise measurement.” At the same moment in Zurich, the young Albert 

Einstein is incubating the ideas that would converge into his revolutionary conception of 

spacetime, irreversibly transfiguring our elemental understanding of reality. 

Even the farthest seers can’t bend their gaze beyond their era’s horizon of possibility, but the horizon shifts 

with each incremental revolution as the human mind peers outward to take in nature, then turns inward to 

question its own givens. We sieve the world through the mesh of these certitudes, tautened by nature and 

culture, but every once in a while — whether by accident or conscious effort — the wire loosens and the 

kernel of a revolution slips through. 

Kepler first came under the thrall of the heliocentric model as a student at the Lutheran University of 

Tübingen half a century after Copernicus published his theory. The twenty-two-year-old Kepler, studying to 

enter the clergy, wrote a dissertation about the Moon, aimed at demonstrating the Copernican claim that the 

Earth is moving simultaneously around its axis and around the sun. A classmate by the name of Christoph 

Besold — a law student at the university — was so taken with Kepler’s lunar paper that he proposed a public 

debate. The university promptly vetoed it. A couple of years later, Galileo would write to Kepler that he’d 

been a believer in the Copernican system himself “for many years” — and yet he hadn’t yet dared to stand up 

for it in public and wouldn’t for more than thirty years. 

Kepler’s radical ideas rendered him too untrustworthy for the pulpit. After graduation, he was banished across 

the country to teach mathematics at a Lutheran seminary in Graz. But he was glad — he saw himself, mind 

and body, as cut out for scholarship. “I take from my mother my bodily constitution,” he would later write, 

“which is more suited to study than to other kinds of life.” Three centuries later, Walt Whitman would 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-dorothy-freeman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/08/plutarch-the-ship-of-theseus-ted-ed/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/08/plutarch-the-ship-of-theseus-ted-ed/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
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observe how beholden the mind is to the body, “how behind the tally of genius and morals stands the 

stomach, and gives a sort of casting vote.” 

Painting of the Moon 

by the 17th-century German self-taught astronomer and artist Maria Clara Eimmart. (Available as a print.) 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
https://society6.com/product/17th-century-astronomical-art-by-maria-clara-eimmart-moon-phases_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
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While Kepler saw his body as an instrument of scholarship, other bodies around him were being exploited as 

instruments of superstition. In Graz, he witnessed dramatic exorcisms performed on young women believed to 

be possessed by demons — grim public spectacles staged by the king and his clergy. He saw brightly colored 

fumes emanate from one woman’s belly and glistening black beetles crawl out of another’s mouth. He saw 

the deftness with which the puppeteers of the populace dramatized dogma to wrest control — the church was 

then the mass media, and the mass media were as unafraid of resorting to propaganda as they are today. 

Tycho Brahe 
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As religious persecution escalated — soon it would erupt into the Thirty Years’ War, the deadliest religious 

war in the Continent’s history — life in Graz became unlivable. Protestants were forced to marry by Catholic 

ritual and have their children baptized as Catholics. Homes were raided, heretical books confiscated and 

destroyed. When Kepler’s infant daughter died, he was fined for evading the Catholic clergy and not allowed 

to bury his child until he paid the charge. It was time to migrate — a costly and trying endeavor for the 

family, but Kepler knew there would be a higher price to pay for staying: 

I may not regard loss of property more seriously than loss of opportunity to fulfill that for which nature and 

career have destined me. 

Returning to Tübingen for a career in the clergy was out of the question: 

I could never torture myself with greater unrest and anxiety than if I now, in my present state of conscience, 

should be enclosed in that sphere of activity. 

Instead, Kepler reconsidered something he had initially viewed merely as a flattering compliment to his 

growing scientific reputation: an invitation to visit the prominent Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe in 

Bohemia, where he had just been appointed royal mathematician to the Holy Roman Emperor. 

Kepler made the arduous five-hundred-kilometer journey to Prague. On February 4, 1600, the famous Dane 

welcomed him warmly into the castle where he computed the heavens, his enormous orange mustache almost 

aglow with geniality. During the two months Kepler spent there as guest and apprentice, Tycho was so 

impressed with the young astronomer’s theoretical ingenuity that he permitted him to analyze the celestial 

observations he had been guarding closely from all other scholars, then offered him a permanent position. 

Kepler accepted gratefully and journeyed back to Graz to collect his family, arriving in a retrograde world 

even more riven by religious persecution. When the Keplers refused to convert to Catholicism, they were 

banished from the city — the migration to Prague, with all the privations it would require, was no longer 

optional. Shortly after Kepler and his family alighted in their new life in Bohemia, the valve between chance 

and choice opened again, and another sudden change of circumstance flooded in: Tycho died unexpectedly at 

the age of fifty-four. Two days later, Kepler was appointed his successor as imperial mathematician, 

inheriting Tycho’s data. Over the coming years, he would draw on it extensively in devising his three laws of 

planetary motion, which would revolutionize the human understanding of the universe. 

How many revolutions does the cog of culture make before a new truth about reality catches into gear? 

Three centuries before Kepler, Dante had marveled in his Divine Comedy at the new clocks ticking in 

England and Italy: “One wheel moves and drives the other.” This marriage of technology and poetry 

eventually gave rise to the metaphor of the clockwork universe. Before Newton’s physics placed this 

metaphor at the ideological epicenter of the Enlightenment, Kepler bridged the poetic and the scientific. In his 

first book, The Cosmographic Mystery, Kepler picked up the metaphor and stripped it of its divine 

dimensions, removing God as the clockmaster and instead pointing to a single force operating the heavens: 

“The celestial machine,” he wrote, “is not something like a divine organism, but rather something like a 

clockwork in which a single weight drives all the gears.” Within it, “the totality of the complex motions is 

guided by a single magnetic force.” It was not, as Dante wrote, “love that moves the sun and other stars” — it 

was gravity, as Newton would later formalize this “single magnetic force.” But it was Kepler who thus 

formulated for the first time the very notion of a force — something that didn’t exist for Copernicus, who, 
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despite his groundbreaking insight that the sun moves the planets, still conceived of that motion in poetic 

rather than scientific terms. For him, the planets were horses whose reins the sun held; for Kepler, they were 

gears the sun wound by a physical force. 

In the anxious winter of 1617, unfigurative wheels are turning beneath Johannes Kepler as he hastens to his 

mother’s witchcraft trial. For this long journey by horse and carriage, Kepler has packed a battered copy 

of Dialogue on Ancient and Modern Music by Vincenzo Galilei, his sometime friend Galileo’s father — one 

of the era’s most influential treatises on music, a subject that always enchanted Kepler as much as 

mathematics, perhaps because he never saw the two as separate. Three years later, he would draw on it in 

composing his own groundbreaking book The Harmony of the World, in which he would formulate his third 

and final law of planetary motion, known as the harmonic law — his exquisite discovery, twenty-two years in 

the making, of the proportional link between a planet’s orbital period and the length of the axis of its orbit. It 

would help compute, for the first time, the distance of the planets from the sun — the measure of the heavens 

in an era when the Solar System was thought to be all there was. 

As Kepler is galloping through the German countryside to prevent his mother’s execution, the Inquisition in 

Rome is about to declare the claim of Earth’s motion heretical — a heresy punishable by death. 

Behind him lies a crumbled life: Emperor Rudolph II is dead — Kepler is no longer royal mathematician and 

chief scientific adviser to the Holy Roman Emperor, a job endowed with Europe’s highest scientific prestige, 

though primarily tasked with casting horoscopes for royalty; his beloved six-year-old son is dead — “a 

hyacinth of the morning in the first day of spring” wilted by smallpox, a disease that had barely spared Kepler 

himself as a child, leaving his skin cratered by scars and his eyesight permanently damaged; his first wife is 

dead, having come unhinged by grief before succumbing to the pox herself. 

Before him lies the collision of two worlds in two world systems, the spark of which would ignite the 

interstellar imagination. 

SOMNIUM? 

In 1609, Johannes Kepler finished the first work of genuine science fiction — that is, imaginative storytelling 

in which sensical science is a major plot device. Somnium, or The Dream, is the fictional account of a young 

astronomer who voyages to the Moon. Rich in both scientific ingenuity and symbolic play, it is at once a 

masterwork of the literary imagination and an invaluable scientific document, all the more impressive for the 

fact that it was written before Galileo pointed the first spyglass at the sky and before Kepler himself had ever 

looked through a telescope. 

Kepler knew what we habitually forget — that the locus of possibility expands when the unimaginable is 

imagined and then made real through systematic effort. Centuries later, in a 1971 conversation with Carl 

Sagan and Arthur C. Clarke about the future of space exploration, science fiction patron saint Ray Bradbury 

would capture this transmutation process perfectly: “It’s part of the nature of man to start with romance and 

build to a reality.” Like any currency of value, the human imagination is a coin with two inseparable sides. It 

is our faculty of fancy that fills the disquieting gaps of the unknown with the tranquilizing certitudes of myth 

and superstition, that points to magic and witchcraft when common sense and reason fail to unveil causality. 

But that selfsame faculty is also what leads us to rise above accepted facts, above the limits of the possible 

established by custom and convention, and reach for new summits of previously unimagined truth. Which 
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way the coin flips depends on the degree of courage, determined by some incalculable combination of nature, 

culture, and character. 

In a letter to Galileo containing the first written mention of The Dream’s existence and penned in the spring of 

1610 — a little more than a century after Columbus voyaged to the Americas — Kepler ushers his 

correspondent’s imagination toward fathoming the impending reality of interstellar travel by reminding him 

just how unimaginable transatlantic travel had seemed not so long ago: 

Who would have believed that a huge ocean could be crossed more peacefully and safely than the narrow 

expanse of the Adriatic, the Baltic Sea or the English Channel? 

Kepler envisions that once “sails or ships fit to survive the heavenly breezes” are invented, voyagers would no 

longer fear the dark emptiness of interstellar space. With an eye to these future explorers, he issues a solidary 

challenge: 

So, for those who will come shortly to attempt this journey, let us establish the astronomy: Galileo, you of 

Jupiter, I of the moon. 

Painting of the Moon by the 17th-century German self-

taught astronomer and artist Maria Clara Eimmart. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
https://society6.com/product/17th-century-astronomical-art-by-maria-clara-eimmart-moon-phases_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
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Newton would later refine Kepler’s three laws of motion with his formidable calculus and richer 

understanding of the underlying force as the foundation of Newtonian gravity. In a quarter millennium, the 

mathematician Katherine Johnson would draw on these laws in computing the trajectory that lands Apollo 

11 on the Moon. They would guide the Voyager spacecraft, the first human-made object to sail into 

interstellar space.  

 

Art from The Comet Book, 1587. (Available as a print.) 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/19/hidden-figures-margot-lee-shetterly/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/11/kometenbuch-the-comet-book/
https://society6.com/product/art-from-the-comet-book-15872417710_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-from-the-comet-book-15872417710_print?curator=brainpicker
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In The Dream, which Kepler described in his letter to Galileo as a “lunar geography,” the young traveler lands 

on the Moon to find that lunar beings believe Earth revolves around them — from their cosmic vantage point, 

our pale blue dot rises and sets against their firmament, something reflected even in the name they have given 

Earth: Volva. Kepler chose the name deliberately, to emphasize the fact of Earth’s revolution — the very 

motion that made Copernicanism so dangerous to the dogma of cosmic stability. Assuming that the reader is 

aware that the Moon revolves around the Earth — an anciently observed fact, thoroughly uncontroversial by 

his day — Kepler intimates the unnerving central question: Could it be, his story suggests in a stroke of 

allegorical genius predating Edwin Abbott Abbott’s Flatland by nearly three centuries, that our own certitude 

about Earth’s fixed position in space is just as misguided as the lunar denizens’ belief in Volva’s revolution 

around them? Could we, too, be revolving around the sun, even though the ground feels firm and motionless 

beneath our feet? 

The Dream was intended to gently awaken people to the truth of Copernicus’s disconcerting heliocentric 

model of the universe, defying the long-held belief that Earth is the static center of an immutable cosmos. But 

earthlings’ millennia-long slumber was too deep for The Dream — a deadly somnolence, for it resulted in 

Kepler’s elderly mother’s being accused of witchcraft. Tens of thousands of people would be tried for 

witchcraft by the end of the persecution in Europe, dwarfing the two dozen who would render Salem 

synonymous with witchcraft trials seven decades later. Most of the accused were women, whose inculpation 

or defense fell on their sons, brothers, and husbands. Most of the trials ended in execution. In Germany, some 

twenty-five thousand were killed. In Kepler’s sparsely populated hometown alone, six women had been 

burned as witches just a few weeks before his mother was indicted. 

An uncanny symmetry haunts Kepler’s predicament — it was Katharina Kepler who had first enchanted her 

son with astronomy when she took him to the top of a nearby hill and let the six-year-old boy gape in 

wonderment as the Great Comet of 1577 blazed across the sky. 

By the time he wrote The Dream, Kepler was one of the most prominent scientists in the world. His rigorous 

fidelity to observational data harmonized with a symphonic imagination. Drawing on Tycho’s data, Kepler 

devoted a decade and more than seventy failed trials to calculating the orbit of Mars, which became the 

yardstick for measuring the heavens. Having just formulated the first of his laws, demolishing the ancient 

belief that the heavenly bodies obey uniform circular motion, Kepler demonstrated that the planets orbit the 

sun at varying speeds along ellipses. Unlike previous models, which were simply mathematical hypotheses, 

Kepler discovered the actual orbit by which Mars moved through space, then used the Mars data to determine 

Earth’s orbit. Taking multiple observations of Mars’s position relative to Earth, he examined how the angle 

between the two planets changed over the course of the orbital period he had already calculated for Mars: 687 

days. To do this, Kepler had to project himself onto Mars with an empathic leap of the imagination. The word 

empathy would come into popular use three centuries later, through the gateway of art, when it entered the 

modern lexicon in the early twentieth century to describe the imaginative act of projecting oneself into a 

painting in an effort to understand why art moves us. Through science, Kepler had projected himself into the 

greatest work of art there is in an effort to understand how nature draws its laws to move the planets, 

including the body that moves us through space. Using trigonometry, he calculated the distance between Earth 

and Mars, located the center of Earth’s orbit, and went on to demonstrate that all the other planets also moved 

along elliptical orbits, thus demolishing the foundation of Greek astronomy — uniform circular motion — 

and effecting a major strike against the Ptolemaic model. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/flatland-epilogue/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/14/you-must-change-rilke-rodin-empathy/
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The orbital motion of Mars, from Kepler’s Astronomia Nova. (Available as a print.) 

Kepler published these revelatory results, which summed up his first two laws, in his book Astronomia nova 

— The New Astronomy. That is exactly what it was — the nature of the cosmos had forever changed, and so 

had our place in it. “Through my effort God is being celebrated in astronomy,” Kepler wrote to his former 

professor, reflecting on having traded a career in theology for the conquest of a greater truth. 

By the time of Astronomia nova, Kepler had ample mathematical evidence affirming Copernicus’s theory. 

But he realized something crucial and abiding about human psychology: The scientific proof was too 

https://society6.com/product/the-orbit-of-mars-from-keplers-astronomia-nova-1609_print?sku=s6-13136712p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-orbit-of-mars-from-keplers-astronomia-nova-1609_print?sku=s6-13136712p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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complex, too cumbersome, too abstract to persuade even his peers, much less the scientifically illiterate 

public; it wasn’t data that would dismantle their celestial parochialism, but storytelling. Three centuries before 

the poet Muriel Rukeyser wrote that “the universe is made of stories, not of atoms,” Kepler knew that 

whatever the composition of the universe may be, its understanding was indeed the work of stories, not of 

science — that what he needed was a new rhetoric by which to illustrate, in a simple yet compelling way, that 

the Earth is indeed in motion. And so The Dream was born. 

Even in medieval times, the Frankfurt Book Fair was one of the world’s most fecund literary marketplaces. 

Kepler attended it frequently in order to promote his own books and to stay informed about other important 

scientific publications. He brought the manuscript of The Dream with him to this safest possible launchpad, 

where the other attendees, in addition to being well aware of the author’s reputation as a royal mathematician 

and astronomer, were either scientists themselves or erudite enough to appreciate the story’s clever allegorical 

play on science. But something went awry: Sometime in 1611, the sole manuscript fell into the hands of a 

wealthy young nobleman and made its way across Europe. By Kepler’s account, it even reached John Donne 

and inspired his ferocious satire of the Catholic Church, Ignatius His Conclave. Circulated via barbershop 

gossip, versions of the story had reached minds far less literary, or even literate, by 1615. These garbled 

retellings eventually made their way to Kepler’s home duchy. 

“Once a poem is made available to the public, the right of interpretation belongs to the reader,” young Sylvia 

Plath would write to her mother three centuries later. But interpretation invariably reveals more about the 

interpreter than about the interpreted. The gap between intention and interpretation is always rife with wrongs, 

especially when writer and reader occupy vastly different strata of emotional maturity and intellectual 

sophistication. The science, symbolism, and allegorical virtuosity of The Dream were entirely lost on the 

illiterate, superstitious, and vengeful villagers of Kepler’s hometown. Instead, they interpreted the story with 

the only tool at their disposal — the blunt weapon of the literal shorn of context. They were especially 

captivated by one element of the story: The narrator is a young astronomer who describes himself as “by 

nature eager for knowledge” and who had apprenticed with Tycho Brahe. By then, people far and wide knew 

of Tycho’s most famous pupil and imperial successor. Perhaps it was a point of pride for locals to have 

produced the famous Johannes Kepler, perhaps a point of envy. Whatever the case, they immediately took the 

story to be not fiction but autobiography. This was the seedbed of trouble: Another main character was the 

narrator’s mother — an herb doctor who conjures up spirits to assist her son in his lunar voyage. Kepler’s 

own mother was an herb doctor. 

Whether what happened next was the product of intentional malevolent manipulation or the unfortunate 

workings of ignorance is hard to tell. My own sense is that one aided the other, as those who stand to gain 

from the manipulation of truth often prey on those bereft of critical thinking. According to Kepler’s 

subsequent account, a local barber overheard the story and seized upon the chance to cast Katharina Kepler as 

a witch — an opportune accusation, for the barber’s sister Ursula had a bone to pick with the elderly woman, 

a disavowed friend. Ursula Reinhold had borrowed money from Katharina Kepler and never repaid it. She 

had also confided in the old widow about having become pregnant by a man other than her husband. In an act 

of unthinking indiscretion, Katharina had shared this compromising information with Johannes’s younger 

brother, who had then just as unthinkingly circulated it around the small town. To abate scandal, Ursula had 

obtained an abortion. To cover up the brutal corporeal aftermath of this medically primitive procedure, she 

blamed her infirmity on a spell — cast against her, she proclaimed, by Katharina Kepler. Soon Ursula 

persuaded twenty-four suggestible locals to give accounts of the elderly woman’s sorcery — one neighbor 

claimed that her daughter’s arm had grown numb after Katharina brushed against it in the street; the butcher’s 

wife swore that pain pierced her husband’s thigh when Katharina walked by; the limping schoolmaster dated 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/03/sylvia-plath-letters-home-first-tragic-poem/
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the onset of his disability to a night ten years earlier when he had taken a sip from a tin cup at Katharina’s 

house while reading her one of Kepler’s letters. She was accused of appearing magically through closed 

doors, of having caused the deaths of infants and animals. The Dream, Kepler believed, had furnished the 

superstition-hungry townspeople with evidence of his mother’s alleged witchcraft — after all, her own son 

had depicted her as a sorcerer in his story, the allegorical nature of which eluded them completely. 

For her part, Katharina Kepler didn’t help her own case. Prickly in character and known to brawl, she first 

tried suing Ursula for slander — a strikingly modern American approach but, in medieval Germany, effective 

only in stoking the fire, for Ursula’s well-connected family had ties to local authorities. Then she tried bribing 

the magistrate into dismissing her case by offering him a silver chalice, which was promptly interpreted as an 

admission of guilt, and the civil case was escalated to a criminal trial for witchcraft. 

In the midst of this tumult, Kepler’s infant daughter, named for his mother, died of epilepsy, followed by 

another son, four years old, of smallpox. 

Having taken his mother’s defense upon himself as soon as he first learned of the accusation, the bereaved 

Kepler devoted six years to the trial, all the while trying to continue his scientific work and to see through the 

publication of the major astronomical catalog he had been composing since he inherited Tycho’s data. 

Working remotely from Linz, Kepler first wrote various petitions on Katharina’s behalf, then mounted a 

meticulous legal defense in writing. He requested trial documentation of witness testimonies and transcripts of 

his mother’s interrogations. He then journeyed across the country once more, sitting with Katharina in prison 

and talking with her for hours on end to assemble information about the people and events of the small town 

he had left long ago. Despite the allegation that she was demented, the seventy-something Katharina’s 

memory was astonishing — she recalled in granular detail incidents that had taken place years earlier. 

Kepler set out to disprove each of the forty-nine “points of disgrace” hurled against his mother, using the 

scientific method to uncover the natural causes behind the supernatural evils she had allegedly wrought on the 

townspeople. He confirmed that Ursula had had an abortion, that the teenaged girl had numbed her arm by 

carrying too many bricks, that the schoolmaster had lamed his leg by tripping into a ditch, that the butcher 

suffered from lumbago. 

None of Kepler’s epistolary efforts at reason worked. Five years into the ordeal, an order for Katharina’s 

arrest was served. In the small hours of an August night, armed guards barged into her daughter’s house and 

found Katharina, who had heard the disturbance, hiding in a wooden linen chest — naked, as she often slept 

during the hot spells of summer. By one account, she was permitted to clothe herself before being taken away; 

by another, she was carried out disrobed inside the trunk to avoid a public disturbance and hauled to prison 

for another interrogation. So gratuitous was the fabrication of evidence that even Katharina’s composure 

through the indignities was held against her — the fact that she didn’t cry during the proceedings was cited as 

proof of unrepentant liaison with the Devil. Kepler had to explain to the court that he had never seen his stoic 

mother shed a single tear — not when his father left in Johannes’s childhood, not during the long years 

Katharina spent raising her children alone, not in the many losses of old age. 

Katharina was threatened with being stretched on a wheel — a diabolical device commonly used to extract 

confessions — unless she admitted to sorcery. This elderly woman, who had outlived her era’s life 

expectancy by decades, would spend the next fourteen months imprisoned in a dark room, sitting and sleeping 

on the stone floor to which she was shackled with a heavy iron chain. She faced the threats with self-

possession and confessed nothing. 
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The breaking wheel 

In a last recourse, Kepler uprooted his entire family, left his teaching position, and traveled again to his 

hometown as the Thirty Years’ War raged on. I wonder if he wondered during that dispiriting journey why he 
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had written The Dream in the first place, wondered whether the price of any truth is to be capped at so great a 

personal cost. 

Long ago, as a student at Tübingen, Kepler had read Plutarch’s The Face on the Moon — the mythical story 

of a traveler who sails to a group of islands north of Britain inhabited by people who know secret passages to 

the Moon. There is no science in Plutarch’s story — it is pure fantasy. And yet it employs the same simple, 

clever device that Kepler himself would use in The Dream fifteen centuries later to unsettle the reader’s 

anthropocentric bias: In considering the Moon as a potential habitat for life, Plutarch pointed out that the idea 

of life in saltwater seems unfathomable to air-breathing creatures such as ourselves, and yet life in the oceans 

exists. It would be another eighteen centuries before we would fully awaken not only to the fact of marine life 

but to the complexity and splendor of this barely fathomable reality when Rachel Carson pioneered a new 

aesthetic of poetic science writing, inviting the human reader to consider Earth from the nonhuman 

perspective of sea creatures. 

Kepler first read Plutarch’s story in 1595, but it wasn’t until the solar eclipse of 1605, the observations of 

which first gave him the insight that the orbits of the planets were ellipses rather than circles, that he began 

seriously considering the allegory as a means of illustrating Copernican ideas. Where Plutarch had explored 

space travel as metaphysics, Kepler made it a sandbox for real physics, exploring gravity and planetary 

motion. In writing about the takeoff of his imaginary spaceship, for instance, he makes clear that he has a 

theoretical model of gravity factoring in the demands that breaking away from Earth’s gravitational grip 

would place on cosmic voyagers. He goes on to add that while leaving Earth’s gravitational pull would be 

toilsome, once the spaceship is in the gravity-free “aether,” hardly any force would be needed to keep it in 

motion — an early understanding of inertia in the modern sense, predating by decades Newton’s first law of 

motion, which states that a body will move at a steady velocity unless acted upon by an outside force. 

In a passage at once insightful and amusing, Kepler describes the physical requirements for his lunar travelers 

— a prescient description of astronaut training: 

No inactive persons are accepted…no fat ones; no pleasure-loving ones; we choose only those who have 

spent their lives on horseback, or have shipped often to the Indies and are accustomed to subsisting on 

hardtack, garlic, dried fish and unpalatable fare. 

Three centuries later, the early polar explorer Ernest Shackleton would post a similar recruitment ad for his 

pioneering Antarctic expedition: 

Men wanted for hazardous journey, small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant 

danger, safe return doubtful, honor and recognition in case of success. 

When a woman named Peggy Peregrine expressed interest on behalf of an eager female trio, Shackleton dryly 

replied: “There are no vacancies for the opposite sex on the expedition.” Half a century later, the Russian 

cosmonaut Valentina Tereshkova would become the first woman to exit Earth’s atmosphere on a spacecraft 

guided by Kepler’s laws. 

After years of exerting reason against superstition, Kepler ultimately succeeded in getting his mother 

acquitted. But the seventy-five-year-old woman never recovered from the trauma of the trial and the bitter 

German winter spent in the unheated prison. On April 13, 1622, shortly after she was released, Katharina 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/28/undersea-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/28/undersea-rachel-carson/
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Kepler died, adding to her son’s litany of losses. A quarter millennium later, Emily Dickinson would write 

in a poem the central metaphor of which draws on Kepler’s legacy: 

Each that we lose takes part of us; 

A crescent still abides, 

Which like the moon, some turbid night, 

Is summoned by the tides. 

 

Partial eclipse of the Moon — one of French artist Étienne Léopold Trouvelot’s astronomical drawings. 

(Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/07/20/emily-dickinson-mother-death/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/07/trouvelots-astronomical-drawings/
https://society6.com/product/partial-eclipse-of-the-moon-by-tienne-lopold-trouvelot-1874-n4m_print#s6-4686110p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/partial-eclipse-of-the-moon-by-tienne-lopold-trouvelot-1874-n4m_print#s6-4686110p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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A few months after his mother’s death, Kepler received a letter from Christoph Besold — the classmate who 

had stuck up for his lunar dissertation thirty years earlier, now a successful attorney and professor of law. 

Having witnessed Katharina’s harrowing fate, Besold had worked to expose the ignorance and abuses of 

power that sealed it, procuring a decree from the duke of Kepler’s home duchy prohibiting any other 

witchcraft trials unsanctioned by the Supreme Court in the urban and presumably far less superstitious 

Stuttgart. “While neither your name nor that of your mother is mentioned in the edict,” Besold wrote to his 

old friend, “everyone knows that it is at the bottom of it. You have rendered an inestimable service to the 

whole world, and someday your name will be blessed for it.” 

 

Kepler was unconsoled by the decree — perhaps he knew that policy change and cultural change are hardly 

the same thing, existing on different time scales. He spent the remaining years of his life obsessively 

annotating The Dream with two hundred twenty-three footnotes — a volume of hypertext equal to the story 

itself — intended to dispel superstitious interpretations by delineating his exact scientific reasons for using the 

symbols and metaphors he did. 

In his ninety-sixth footnote, Kepler plainly stated “the hypothesis of the whole dream”: “an argument for the 

motion of the Earth, or rather a refutation of arguments constructed, on the basis of perception, against the 

motion of the Earth.” Fifty footnotes later, he reiterated the point by asserting that he envisioned the allegory 

as “a pleasant retort” to Ptolemaic parochialism. In a trailblazing systematic effort to unmoor scientific truth 

from the illusions of commonsense perception, he wrote: 

Everyone says it is plain that the stars go around the earth while the Earth remains still. I say that it is plain to 

the eyes of the lunar people that our Earth, which is their Volva, goes around while their moon is still. If it be 

said that the lunatic perceptions of my moon-dwellers are deceived, I retort with equal justice that the 

terrestrial senses of the Earth-dwellers are devoid of reason. 

In another footnote, Kepler defined gravity as “a power similar to magnetic power — a mutual attraction,” 

and described its chief law: 

The attractive power is greater in the case of two bodies that are near to each other than it is in the case of 

bodies that are far apart. Therefore, bodies more strongly resist separation one from the other when they are 

still close together. 

A further footnote pointed out that gravity is a universal force affecting bodies beyond the Earth, and that 

lunar gravity is responsible for earthly tides: “The clearest evidence of the relationship between earth and the 

moon is the ebb and flow of the seas.” This fact, which became central to Newton’s laws and which is now so 

commonplace that schoolchildren point to it as plain evidence of gravity, was far from accepted in Kepler’s 

scientific community. Galileo, who was right about so much, was also wrong about so much — something 

worth remembering as we train ourselves in the cultural acrobatics of nuanced appreciation without idolatry. 

Galileo believed, for instance, that comets were vapors of the earth — a notion Tycho Brahe disproved by 

demonstrating that comets are celestial objects moving through space along computable trajectories after 

observing the very comet that had made six-year-old Kepler fall in love with astronomy. Galileo didn’t 

merely deny that tides were caused by the Moon — he went as far as to mock Kepler’s assertion that they do. 

“That concept is completely repugnant to my mind,” he wrote — not even in a private letter but in his 
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Copernicus’s heliocentric universe, 1543. 

landmark Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems — scoffing that “though [Kepler] has at his fingertips 

the motions attributed to the Earth, he has nevertheless lent his ear and his assent to the Moon’s dominion 

over the waters, to occult properties, and to such puerilities.” 

Kepler took particular care with the portion of the allegory he saw as most directly responsible for his 

mother’s witchcraft trial — the appearance of nine spirits, summoned by the protagonist’s mother. In a 
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footnote, he explained that these symbolize the nine Greek muses. In one of the story’s more cryptic 

sentences, Kepler wrote of these spirits: “One, particularly friendly to me, most gentle and purest of all, is 

called forth by twenty-one characters.” In his subsequent defense in footnotes, he explained that the phrase 

“twenty-one characters” refers to the number of letters used to spell Astronomia Copernicana. The friendliest 

spirit represents Urania — the ancient Greek muse of astronomy, which Kepler considered the most reliable 

of the sciences: 

Although all the sciences are gentle and harmless in themselves (and on that account they are not those 

wicked and good-for-nothing spirits with whom witches and fortune-tellers have dealings…), this is 

especially true of astronomy because of the very nature of its subject matter. 

Urania, the ancient Greek muse of astronomy, as 

depicted in an 1885 Italian book of popular astronomy. (Available as a print.) 

When the astronomer William Herschel discovered the seventh planet from the sun a century and a half later, 

he named it Uranus, after the same muse. Elsewhere in Germany, a young Beethoven heard of the discovery 

and wondered in the marginalia of one of his compositions: “What will they think of my music on the star of 

Urania?” Another two centuries later, when Ann Druyan and Carl Sagan compose the Golden Record as a 

portrait of humanity in sound and image, Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony sails into the cosmos aboard 

the Voyager spacecraft alongside a piece by the composer Laurie Spiegel based on Kepler’s Harmony of the 

World. 

Kepler was unambiguous about the broader political intent of his allegory. The year after his mother’s death, 

he wrote to an astronomer friend: 

https://society6.com/product/urania-the-muse-of-astronomy-anonymous-italian-artist-1885_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/02/10/murmurs-of-earth-sagan-golden-record/
https://society6.com/product/urania-the-muse-of-astronomy-anonymous-italian-artist-1885_print?curator=brainpicker
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Would it be a great crime to paint the cyclopian morals of this period in livid colors, but for the sake of 

caution, to depart from the earth with such writing and secede to the moon? 

Isn’t it better, he wonders in another stroke of psychological genius, to illustrate the monstrosity of people’s 

ignorance by way of the ignorance of imaginary others? He hoped that by seeing the absurdity of the lunar 

people’s belief that the Moon is the center of the universe, the inhabitants of Earth would have the insight and 

integrity to question their own conviction of centrality. Three hundred fifty years later, when fifteen 

prominent poets are asked to contribute a “statement on poetics” for an influential anthology, Denise Levertov 

— the only woman of the fifteen — would state that poetry’s highest task is “to awaken sleepers by other 

means than shock.” This must have been what Kepler aimed to do with The Dream — his serenade to the 

poetics of science, aimed at awakening. 

In the wake of his mother’s witchcraft trial, Kepler made another observation centuries ahead of its time, even 

ahead of the seventeenth-century French philosopher François Poullain de la Barre’s landmark assertion that 

“the mind has no sex.” In Kepler’s time, long before the discovery of genetics, it was believed that children 

bore a resemblance to their mothers, in physiognomy and character, because they were born under the same 

constellation. But Kepler was keenly aware of how different he and Katharina were as people, how divergent 

their worldviews and their fates — he, a meek leading scientist about to turn the world over; she, a mercurial, 

illiterate woman on trial for witchcraft. If the horoscopes he had once drawn for a living did not determine a 

person’s life-path, Kepler couldn’t help but wonder what did — here was a scientist in search of causality. A 

quarter millennium before social psychology existed as a formal field of study, he reasoned that what had 

gotten his mother into all this trouble in the first place — her ignorant beliefs and behaviors taken for the 

work of evil spirits, her social marginalization as a widow — was the fact that she had never benefited from 

the education her son, as a man, had received. In the fourth section of The Harmony of the World — his most 

daring and speculative foray into natural philosophy — Kepler writes in a chapter devoted to “metaphysical, 

psychological, and astrological” matters: 

I know a woman who was born under almost the same aspects, with a temperament which was certainly very 

restless, but by which she not only has no advantage in book learning (that is not surprising in a woman) but 

also disturbs the whole of her town, and is the author of her own lamentable misfortune. 

In the very next sentence, Kepler identifies the woman in question as his own mother and proceeds to note 

that she never received the privileges he did. “I was born a man, not a woman,” he writes, “a difference in sex 

which the astrologers seek in vain in the heavens.” The difference between the fate of the sexes, Kepler 

suggests, is not in the heavens but in the earthly construction of gender as a function of culture. It was not his 

mother’s nature that made her ignorant, but the consequences of her social standing in a world that rendered 

its opportunities for intellectual illumination and self-actualization as fixed as the stars. 

Read other excerpts from Figuring here; read more about the book’s overarching aboutness here. 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-

dream/?mc_cid=580bdbf9d8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/05/denise-levertov-statement-on-poetics/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/05/denise-levertov-statement-on-poetics/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-dream/?mc_cid=580bdbf9d8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-dream/?mc_cid=580bdbf9d8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Why so many epidemics originate in Asia and Africa – and why we can expect more 

On Feb. 18, 2020, in Seoul, South Korea, people wearing face masks pass an electric screen warning 

about COVID-19. AP Photo/Ahn Young-joon 

 

Author 

Suresh V Kuchipudi 

http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/South-Korea-China-Outbreak/cb79407a56854d69b3c3565bbc067f74/9/0
https://theconversation.com/profiles/suresh-v-kuchipudi-964138
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The coronavirus disease, known as COVID-19, is a frightening reminder of the imminent global threat posed 

by emerging infectious diseases. Although epidemics have arisen during all of human history, they now seem 

to be on the rise. In just the past 20 years, coronaviruses alone have caused three major outbreaks worldwide. 

Even more troubling, the duration between these three pandemics has gotten shorter. 

I am a virologist and associate director of the Animal Diagnostic Laboratory at Penn State University, and 

my laboratory studies zoonotic viruses, those that jump from animals and infect people. Most of the 

pandemics have at least one thing in common: They began their deadly work in Asia or Africa. The reasons 

why may surprise you. 

Population explosion and changing urban landscapes 

An unprecedented shift in human population is one reason why more diseases originate in Asia and Africa. 

Rapid urbanization is happening throughout Asia and the Pacific regions, where 60% of the world already 

lives. According to the World Bank, almost 200 million people moved to urban areas in East Asia during the 

first decade of the 21st century. To put that into perspective, 200 million people could form the eighth most 

populous country in the world. 

Migration on that scale means forest land is destroyed to create residential areas. Wild animals, forced to 

move closer to cities and towns, inevitably encounter domestic animals and the human population. Wild 

http://theconversation.com/institutions/pennsylvania-state-university-1258
https://theconversation.com/us/partners
https://theconversation.com/naming-the-new-coronavirus-why-taking-wuhan-out-of-the-picture-matters-131738
https://vbs.psu.edu/directory/svk11
https://vbs.psu.edu/adl
https://vbs.psu.edu/research/labs/kuchipudi
https://doi.org/10.1080/13685530500088472
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/Publications/Urban%20Development/EAP_Urban_Expansion_full_report_web.pdf
https://theconversation.com/institutions/pennsylvania-state-university-1258
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animals often harbor viruses; bats, for instance, can carry hundreds of them. And viruses, jumping species to 

species, can ultimately infect people. 

Eventually, extreme urbanization becomes a vicious cycle: More people bring more deforestation, and human 

expansion and the loss of habitat ultimately kills off predators, including those that feed off rodents. With the 

predators gone – or at least with their numbers sharply diminished – the rodent population explodes. And as 

studies in Africa show, so does the risk of zoonotic disease. 

The situation is only likely to get worse. A major proportion of East Asia’s population still lives in rural areas. 

Urbanization is expected to continue for decades. 

A family farm in Zambia. Disease in livestock is common, an easy way for pathogens to transfer from 

animals to people. Getty Images / Guillem Sartorio / AFP 

Subsistence agriculture and animal markets 

Tropical regions, rich in host biodiversity, already hold a large pool of pathogens, greatly increasing the 

chance that a novel pathogen will emerge. The farming system throughout Africa and Asia doesn’t help. 

On both continents, many families depend on subsistence farming and a minuscule supply of livestock. 

Disease control, feed supplementation and housing for those animals is extremely limited. Cattle, chickens 

https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/20/807742861/new-research-bats-harbor-hundreds-of-coronaviruses-and-spillovers-arent-rare
https://theconversation.com/a-clue-to-stopping-coronavirus-knowing-how-viruses-adapt-from-animals-to-humans-130790
https://theconversation.com/a-clue-to-stopping-coronavirus-knowing-how-viruses-adapt-from-animals-to-humans-130790
https://doi.org/10.1038/news.2009.20
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1404958111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1404958111
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/general-view-from-the-farm-owned-by-linah-and-godfrey-news-photo/1200189322?adppopup=true
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-68228-0_1
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2018/04/28/africa-has-plenty-of-land-why-is-it-so-hard-to-make-a-living-from-it
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and pigs, which can carry endemic disease, are often in close contact with each other, a variety of 

nondomestic animals and humans. 

Shoppers in face masks as they line up at a grocery store in Wuhan, a city of 11 million, in central China’s 

Hubei Province. The urbanization of once densely forested areas of Asia and Africa have contributed to the 

spread of these deadly viruses. AP Photo / Arek Rataj 

 

And not just on the farms: Live animal markets, commonplace throughout Asia and Africa, feature crowded 

conditions and the intimate mixing of multiple species, including humans. This too plays a key role in how a 

killer pathogen could emerge and spread between species. 

Another risk: bushmeat hunting and butchering, which is particularly widespread in sub-Saharan Africa. 

These activities, as they threaten animal species and irrevocably change ecosystems, also bring people and 

wild animals together. Bushmeat hunting is a clear and primary path for zoonotic disease transmission. 

So is traditional Chinese medicine, which purports to provide remedies for a host of conditions like arthritis, 

epilepsy and erectile dysfunction. Although no scientific evidence exists to support most of the claims, Asia 

is an enormous consumer of traditional Chinese medicine products. Tigers, bears, rhinos, pangolins and other 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1098%2Frstb.2009.0133
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/China-Outbreak-Leaving-Wuhan/8cc09d14dcc744f4b227285527d13ae9/14/0
https://www.npr.org/2020/01/22/798644707/why-wet-markets-persisted-in-china-despite-disease-and-hygiene-concerns
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36457637
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.160498
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs10393-014-0942-y
https://nccih.nih.gov/health/whatiscam/chinesemed.htm
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.13
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/02/20/coronavirus-link-or-not-its-time-crack-down-illegal-animal-trade/
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animal species are poached so their body parts can be mixed into these questionable medications. This, too, is 

a major contributor to increasing animal-human interactions. What’s more, demand is likely to go up, as 

online marketing soars along with Asia’s relentless economic growth. 

A matter of time 

The viruses, thousands of them, continue to evolve. It’s just a matter of time before another major outbreak 

occurs in this region of the world. All the coronaviruses that caused recent epidemics, including the COVID-

19, jumped from bats to another animal before infecting humans. It’s difficult to predict precisely what chain 

of events cause a pandemic, but one thing is certain: these risks can be mitigated by developing strategies to 

minimize human effects which contribute to the ecological disturbances. 

As the current outbreak has shown, an infectious disease that starts in one part of the world can spread 

globally in virtually no time whatsoever. There is an urgent need for constructive conservation strategies to 

prevent deforestation and reduce animal-human interactions. And a comprehensive global surveillance system 

to monitor the emergence of these diseases – now missing – would be an indispensable tool in helping us fight 

these deadly and terrifying epidemics. 

https://theconversation.com/why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-

more-

131657?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

204%202020%20-

%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020

%20-

%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Why%20so%20many%20epidemics%20originate%20in%20Asia%20and%20Africa%20%20a

nd%20why%20we%20can%20expect%20more  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-tcm/as-china-pushes-traditional-medicine-globally-illegal-wildlife-trade-flourishes-idUSKCN1R90D5
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/diseases-conditions/coronaviruses
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/faq.html
https://theconversation.com/why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-more-131657?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20so%20many%20epidemics%20originate%20in%20Asia%20and%20Africa%20%20and%20why%20we%20can%20expect%20more
https://theconversation.com/why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-more-131657?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20so%20many%20epidemics%20originate%20in%20Asia%20and%20Africa%20%20and%20why%20we%20can%20expect%20more
https://theconversation.com/why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-more-131657?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20so%20many%20epidemics%20originate%20in%20Asia%20and%20Africa%20%20and%20why%20we%20can%20expect%20more
https://theconversation.com/why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-more-131657?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20so%20many%20epidemics%20originate%20in%20Asia%20and%20Africa%20%20and%20why%20we%20can%20expect%20more
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Darkness, by Anton Chekhov 

 

A YOUNG peasant, with white eyebrows and eyelashes and broad cheekbones, in a torn sheepskin and big 

black felt overboots, waited till the Zemstvo doctor had finished seeing his patients and came out to go home 

from the hospital; then he went up to him, diffidently. 

"Please, your honour," he said. 

"What do you want?" 

The young man passed the palm of his hand up and over his nose, looked at the sky, and then answered: 

"Please, your honour. . . . You've got my brother Vaska the blacksmith from Varvarino in the convict ward 

here, your honour. . . ." 

"Yes, what then?" 

"I am Vaska's brother, you see. . . . Father has the two of us: him, Vaska, and me, Kirila; besides us there are 

three sisters, and Vaska's a married man with a little one. . . . There are a lot of us and no one to work. . . . In 

the smithy it's nearly two years now since the forge has been heated. I am at the cotton factory, I can't do 

smith's work, and how can father work? Let alone work, he can't eat properly, he can't lift the spoon to his 

mouth." 

"What do you want from me?" 

"Be merciful! Let Vaska go!" 

The doctor looked wonderingly at Kirila, and without saying a word walked on. The young peasant ran on in 

front and flung himself in a heap at his feet. 

"Doctor, kind gentleman!" he besought him, blinking and again passing his open hand over his nose. "Show 

heavenly mercy; let Vaska go home! We shall remember you in our prayers for ever! Your honour, let him 

go! They are all starving! Mother's wailing day in, day out, Vaska's wife's wailing . . . it's worse than death! I 

don't care to look upon the light of day. Be merciful; let him go, kind gentleman!" 

"Are you stupid or out of your senses?" asked the doctor angrily. "How can I let him go? Why, he is a 

convict." 

Kirila began crying. "Let him go!" 

"Tfoo, queer fellow! What right have I? Am I a gaoler or what? They brought him to the hospital for me to 

treat him, but I have as much right to let him out as I have to put you in prison, silly fellow! 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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"But they have shut him up for nothing! He was in prison a year before the trial, and now there is no saying 

what he is there for. It would have been a different thing if he had murdered someone, let us say, or stolen 

horses; but as it is, what is it all about?" 

"Very likely, but how do I come in?" 

"They shut a man up and they don't know themselves what for. He was drunk, your honour, did not know 

what he was doing, and even hit father on the ear and scratched his own cheek on a branch, and two of our 

fellows-they wanted some Turkish tobacco, you see-began telling him to go with them and break into the 

Armenian's shop at night for tobacco. Being drunk, he obeyed them, the fool. They broke the lock, you know, 

got in, and did no end of mischief; they turned everything upside down, broke the windows, and scattered the 

flour about. They were drunk, that is all one can say! Well, the constable turned up . . . and with one thing and 

another they took them off to the magistrate. They have been a whole year in prison, and a week ago, on the 

Wednesday, they were all three tried in the town. A soldier stood behind them with a gun . . . people were 

sworn in. Vaska was less to blame than any, but the gentry decided that he was the ringleader. The other two 

lads were sent to prison, but Vaska to a convict battalion for three years. And what for? One should judge like 

a Christian!" 

"I have nothing to do with it, I tell you again. Go to the authorities." 

"I have been already! I've been to the court; I have tried to send in a petition -- they wouldn't take a petition; I 

have been to the police captain, and I have been to the examining magistrate, and everyone says, 'It is not my 

business!' Whose business is it, then? But there is no one above you here in the hospital; you do what you 

like, your honour." 

"You simpleton," sighed the doctor, "once the jury have found him guilty, not the governor, not even the 

minister, could do anything, let alone the police captain. It's no good your trying to do anything!" 

"And who judged him, then?" 

"The gentlemen of the jury. . . ." 

"They weren't gentlemen, they were our peasants! Andrey Guryev was one; Aloshka Huk was one." 

"Well, I am cold talking to you. . . ." 

The doctor waved his hand and walked quickly to his own door. Kirila was on the point of following him, but, 

seeing the door slam, he stopped. 

For ten minutes he stood motionless in the middle of the hospital yard, and without putting on his cap stared 

at the doctor's house, then he heaved a deep sigh, slowly scratched himself, and walked towards the gate. 

"To whom am I to go?" he muttered as he came out on to the road. "One says it is not his business, another 

says it is not his business. Whose business is it, then? No, till you grease their hands you will get nothing out 
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of them. The doctor says that, but he keeps looking all the while at my fist to see whether I am going to give 

him a blue note. Well, brother, I'll go, if it has to be to the governor." 

Shifting from one foot to the other and continually looking round him in an objectless way, he trudged lazily 

along the road and was apparently wondering where to go. . . . It was not cold and the snow faintly crunched 

under his feet. Not more than half a mile in front of him the wretched little district town in which his brother 

had just been tried lay outstretched on the hill. On the right was the dark prison with its red roof and sentry-

boxes at the corners; on the left was the big town copse, now covered with hoar-frost. It was still; only an old 

man, wearing a woman's short jacket and a huge cap, was walking ahead, coughing and shouting to a cow 

which he was driving to the town. 

"Good-day, grandfather," said Kirila, overtaking him. 

"Good-day. . . ." 

"Are you driving it to the market?" 

"No," the old man answered lazily. 

"Are you a townsman?" 

They got into conversation; Kirila told him what he had come to the hospital for, and what he had been 

talking about to the doctor. 

"The doctor does not know anything about such matters, that is a sure thing," the old man said to him as they 

were both entering the town; "though he is a gentleman, he is only taught to cure by every means, but to give 

you real advice, or, let us say, write out a petition for you -- that he cannot do. There are special authorities to 

do that. You have been to the justice of the peace and to the police captain -- they are no good for your 

business either." 

"Where am I to go?" 

"The permanent member of the rural board is the chief person for peasants' affairs. Go to him, Mr. Sineokov." 

"The one who is at Zolotovo?" 

"Why, yes, at Zolotovo. He is your chief man. If it is anything that has to do with you peasants even the police 

captain has no authority against him." 

"It's a long way to go, old man. . . . I dare say it's twelve miles and may be more." 

"One who needs something will go seventy." 

"That is so. . . . Should I send in a petition to him, or what?" 
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"You will find out there. If you should have a petition the clerk will write you one quick enough. The 

permanent member has a clerk." 

After parting from the old man Kirila stood still in the middle of the square, thought a little, and walked back 

out of the town. He made up his mind to go to Zolotovo. 

Five days later, as the doctor was on his way home after seeing his patients, he caught sight of Kirila again in 

his yard. This time the young peasant was not alone, but with a gaunt, very pale old man who nodded his head 

without ceasing, like a pendulum, and mumbled with his lips. 

"Your honour, I have come again to ask your gracious mercy," began Kirila. "Here I have come with my 

father. Be merciful, let Vaska go! The permanent member would not talk to me. He said: 'Go away!' " 

"Your honour," the old man hissed in his throat, raising his twitching eyebrows, "be merciful! We are poor 

people, we cannot repay your honour, but if you graciously please, Kiryushka or Vaska can repay you in 

work. Let them work." 

"We will pay with work," said Kirila, and he raised his hand above his head as though he would take an oath. 

"Let him go! They are starving, they are crying day and night, your honour!" 

The young peasant bent a rapid glance on his father, pulled him by the sleeve, and both of them, as at the 

word of command, fell at the doctor's feet. The latter waved his hand in despair, and, without looking round, 

walked quickly in at his door. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/darkness  

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/darkness
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How Medieval Surgeons Shaped Sex and Gender 

Our ideas about surgically “correcting” intersex conditions go back to a shift in the profession of surgery 

seven centuries ago. 

 

  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Livia Gershon 

The Ugandan runner Annet Negesa has been speaking out about the damage she suffered after being pushed 

to have surgery for her intersex condition. The practice of encouraging surgery for intersex people, 

particularly those whose genitals have both “male” and “female” characteristics, has a long history. The 

historian Leah DeVun writes that some of our ideas about surgically “correcting” these issues go back to a 

shift in the profession of surgery seven centuries ago. 

Before the thirteenth century, DeVun writes, surgery—which focused on treating growths, wounds, and 

injuries—was an unregulated business where barbers and others with no formal training, including women as 

well as men, competed for customers. But, in the middle of the thirteenth century, an elite group of surgeons 

sought to change this, writing formal textbooks and promoting surgery for a wider variety of ailments. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Birth_of_Caesar.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/livia-gershon/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/16/sports/intersex-runner-surgery-track-and-field.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/682954?mag=how-medieval-surgeons-shaped-sex-and-gender
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/682954?mag=how-medieval-surgeons-shaped-sex-and-gender
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It’s no coincidence that men benefiting from a specifically male professional status claimed the authority to 

determine individuals’ sexes. 

This shift came at a time when health care in general was increasingly professionalized—and masculinized. 

Male doctors promoted licensing requirements, which allowed courts to prosecute other healers—often 

women—for practicing without a license. DeVun argues that it’s no coincidence that men benefiting from a 

specifically male professional status claimed the authority to determine individuals’ sexes. 

Before this era, DeVun writes, Europeans didn’t necessarily hold a binary view of the sexes. One common 

model of sexual difference during the early Middle Ages, drawing on Hippocratic ideas, viewed sex as a 

spectrum reflecting a mix of heat, cold, dryness, and moisture in the body. In this view, those factors shaped 

the body, producing a range of types that included “hermaphrodites,” the mid-point between masculine men 

and feminine women. 

In contrast, the Aristotelian model, which became popular in thirteenth-century Europe, viewed “male” and 

“female” as discrete categories. That meant that genitals that weren’t easily identified as male or female were 

“mistakes of nature” that surgeons were justified in trying to correct. 

Weekly Newsletter 

Principio del formulario 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Final del formulario 

In his book Great Surgery, published in 1296, the French surgeon Lanfranc of Milan devoted a chapter to 

hermaphroditism, classifying it among ailments including hemorrhoids, kidney stones, and vaginal growths. 

Another late thirteenth century text, The Secrets of the Philosophers, appealed to the authority of “the ancient 

judges,” who, it said, called for hermaphrodites to choose their sex—either having their testicles removed or 

closing up their vaginal opening: 

And when they have taken the one or the other, that is to say the nature of the man or the woman, if someone 

finds them practicing that which they had denied, then they must be punished bodily, because it is against 

nature to use both. 

In this time period, sex was an important legal issue, helping to determine not just who someone could marry, 

but whether they could inherit property, testify in court, or work in particular industries. By the early 

https://daily.jstor.org/how-medieval-surgeons-shaped-sex-and-gender/?utm_term=How%20Medieval%20Surgeons%20Shaped%20Sex%20and%20Gender&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01092020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/how-medieval-surgeons-shaped-sex-and-gender/?utm_term=How%20Medieval%20Surgeons%20Shaped%20Sex%20and%20Gender&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01092020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 516  march 2020 

85 

fourteenth century, surgeons had established themselves as authorities who could be called to testify about the 

sex of a party in a dispute over marriage or inheritance. 

Today, athletes like Negesa continue to face similar regimes of medical authority. 

 

Support JSTOR Daily! Join our new membership program on Patreon today. 
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research behind our articles for free on JSTOR. 

Erecting Sex: Hermaphrodites and the Medieval Science of Surgery 

By: Leah DeVun 

Osiris, Vol. 30, No. 1, Scientific Masculinities (January 2015), pp. 17-37 

The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society 
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Know your history: 10 underrated books for black history month 

Enobong Essien Feb 17, 2020 

Black History Month is the perfect time of year to reevaluate what you might think you know about the places 

you call home and the people who established it. I recently read Why We Can’t Wait by Dr Martin Luther 

King Jr and realised that there was so little I knew about the man and all he did for the Civil Right’s 

movement, despite all I had seen in movies and on TV. As Western history shifts from a white lens, I’m 

beginning to realise just how little I know of the Black men and women who came before me and paved the 

way for the existence I now have in the West. The same stories and the same narratives play out 

unchallenged, sometimes diminishing the destruction endured and often diminishing the fight for freedom and 

equality. 

This Black History Month, I urge you to step away from the common and popular narratives about the great 

freedom fighters and read about them for yourselves. Leave behind the narrative of a people group destined to 

suffer and read about communities of Black people who thrived and were punished for it by those who 

believed it was their divine right to kill and destroy. 

If you’re searching for some challenging but informative books to read this Black History Month, here’s a 

collection of ten underrated books to add to your TBR: 

https://bookriot.com/author/enobong-essien/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0451527534/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0451527534
https://bookriot.com/2016/02/17/underrated-black-history-month-recommendations/
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1. BLACK WALL STREET: FROM RIOT TO RENAISSANCE IN 

TULSA’S HISTORIC GREENWOOD DISTRICT BY HANNIBAL B. JOHNSON 

In a time when legal segregation meant that Black people were only allowed to conduct business among 

themselves, the Greenwood District in Tulsa, Oklahoma, grew into an affluent community of black 

millionaires and professionals whose standard of living far exceeded the whites in the area. That is, until the 

alleged assault of a white woman by a Black man led to the worst race riot in history, in which the white 

members of the city destroyed people and property, accruing millions of dollars worth of damage. Not to be 

defeated, the Black residents rebuilt the district and within 20 years, 242 businesses were back up and 

running. 

2. BEARING THE CROSS: MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., AND THE SOUTHERN CHRISTIAN 

LEADERSHIP CONFERENCE BY DAVID GARROW 

Possibly the most comprehensive book on the life of Martin Luther King Jr, drawing from hundreds of hours 

of interviews with his closest surviving associates and testimonials from those who loved him and those who 

opposed him. 

3. THE REBELLIOUS LIFE OF MRS ROSA PARKS BY JEANNE THEOHARIS 

Rosa Parks was more than just a meek seamstress who refused to give up her seat on the bus one day. This 

NAACP award-winning book documents Parks’s political philosophy and her six decades of activism, 

showcasing her for the civil right’s fighter she was. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1934645389/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1934645389
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1934645389/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1934645389
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060566922/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0060566922
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060566922/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0060566922
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0807076929/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0807076929
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1934645389/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1934645389
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4. THE ELAINE MASSACRE AND ARKANSAS: A CENTURY OF 

ATROCITY AND RESISTANCE, 1819–1919 BY GUY LANCASTER 

A collection of historical essays documenting the 100 years of events leading up to one of the bloodiest events 

of racial violence in U.S. history, in which the authorities of the Arkansas Delta used extreme violence to end 

the black farmer’s union in 1919. 

5. RECONSTRUCTION UPDATED EDITION: AMERICA’S UNFINISHED REVOLUTION, 1863–1877 

(HARPER PERENNIAL MODERN CLASSICS) BY ERIC FONER 

A detailed look into the few years in which emancipated enslaved people were able to seek out economic 

independence and equal citizenship to begin a new era of equal rights for all Americans, and how this dream 

was short-lived. 

6. SHE CAME TO SLAY: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF HARRIET 

TUBMAN BY ERICA ARMSTRONG DUNBAR 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1945624078/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1945624078
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1945624078/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1945624078
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0062354515/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0062354515
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0062354515/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0062354515
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1982139595/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1982139595
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1982139595/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1982139595
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1945624078/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1945624078
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1982139595/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1982139595
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Sometimes the truth is stranger than fiction, and this short introduction to the life and legend that is Ms 

Harriet Tubman proves that heroes walk among us. Punctuated with catchy subheadings and innovative 

illustrations of Tubman through the ages, this book is a testament to one of the most incredible women in 

history. 

7. A MORE BEAUTIFUL AND TERRIBLE HISTORY: THE USES AND MISUSES OF CIVIL RIGHTS 

HISTORY BY JEANNE THEOHARIS 

Theoharis tears apart the white-washed versions of the Civil Right’s movement that is often taught to present 

a clear and honest depiction of men and women, young and old, who fought for years against injustice, risking 

their lives and going to prison for the cause. This was no meek and tame movement. This was an army 

fighting for the justice all humans deserve. 

8. A BLACK WOMEN’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES (REVISIONING HISTORY) BY DAINA 

RAMEY BERRY AND KALI NICOLE GROSS 

This comprehensive volume centres Black women within the narrative of the history of the United States, 

celebrating them and all their accomplished in their roles of enslaved women, religious leaders, artists, queer 

women, activists, and women who lived outside the law. 

9. NEVER CAUGHT: THE WASHINGTONS’ RELENTLESS 

PURSUIT OF THEIR RUNAWAY SLAVE, ONA JUDGE BY ERICA ARMSTRONG DUNBAR 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0807063487/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0807063487
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0807063487/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0807063487
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0807033553/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0807033553
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1501126415/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1501126415
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1501126415/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1501126415
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1501126415/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=1501126415
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He may have led some of the citizens of the newly formed United States into freedom, but George 

Washington was all too happy for many to remain in bondage. When Ona Judge made an escape to freedom 

from their household, the Washingtons enlisted all of their political power in their attempt to secure her 

recapture. 

10. THE NEW JIM CROW: MASS INCARCERATION IN THE AGE OF COLORBLINDNESS 

BY MICHELLE ALEXANDER 

It is no longer legal to discriminate against a person because of their race but it is permissible to discriminate 

against convicted felons. Michelle Alexander lays out how the old forms of discrimination make a resurgence 

in a system in which Black men and women are more likely to be convicted than their white counterparts. 

 

https://bookriot.com/2020/02/17/black-history-month-

books/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Riot%20Rundown%20-

%20021719&utm_term=BookRiot_TheRiotRundown_DormantSuppress 
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Dostoyevsky, Just After His Death Sentence Was Repealed, on the Meaning of Life 

“To be a human being among people and to remain one forever, no matter in what circumstances, not to grow 

despondent and not to lose heart — that’s what life is all about, that’s its task.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“I mean to work tremendously hard,” the young Fyodor Dostoyevsky (November 11, 1821–February 9, 1881) 

resolved in contemplating his literary future, beseeching his impoverished mother to buy him books. At the 

age of twenty-seven, he was arrested for belonging to a literary society that circulated books deemed 

dangerous by the tsarist regime. He was sentenced to death. On December 22, 1849, he was taken to a public 

square in Saint Petersburg, alongside a handful of other inmates, where they were to be executed as a warning 

to the masses. They were read their death sentence, put into their execution attire of white shirts, and allowed 

to kiss the cross. Ritualistic sabers were broken over their heads. Three at a time, they were stood against the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/26/dostoyevsky-poverty-ambition-success-art/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
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stakes where the execution was to be carried out. Dostoyevsky, the sixth in line, grew acutely aware that he 

had only moments to live. 

And then, at the last minute, a pompous announcement was made that the tsar was pardoning their lives — the 

whole spectacle had been orchestrated as a cruel publicity stunt to depict the despot as a benevolent ruler. The 

real sentence was then read: Dostoyevsky was to spend four years in a Siberian labor camp, followed by 

several years of compulsory military service in the tsar’s armed forces, in exile. He would be nearly forty by 

the time he picked up the pen again to resume his literary ambitions. But now, in the raw moments following 

his close escape from death, he was elated with relief, reborn into a new cherishment of life. 

 

Portrait of Fyodor Dostoyevsky by Vasily Perov, 1871 

He poured his exultation into a stunning letter to his brother Mikhail, penned hours after the staged execution 

and found in the first volume of the out-of-print collection of his complete correspondence, the 1988 

treasure Dostoevsky Letters (public library). 

A century before Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl offered his hard-won assurance that “everything can be 

taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 

circumstances,” Dostoyevsky writes: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/fyodor-dostoevsky-complete-letters-vol-1-1832-1859/oclc/181725931&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
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Brother! I’m not despondent and I haven’t lost heart. Life is everywhere, life is in us ourselves, not outside. 

There will be people by my side, and to be a human being among people and to remain one forever, no matter 

in what circumstances, not to grow despondent and not to lose heart — that’s what life is all about, that’s its 

task. I have come to recognize that. The idea has entered my flesh and blood… The head that created, lived 

the higher life of art, that recognized and grew accustomed to the higher demands of the spirit, that head has 

already been cut from my shoulders… But there remain in me a heart and the same flesh and blood that can 

also love, and suffer, and pity, and remember, and that’s life, too! 

Art by Shaun Tan 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://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-shaun-tan1729661_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-shaun-tan1729661_print?curator=brainpicker
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Still, even through this elation, the animating force of his being — his identity as a writer — grounds him into 

a depth of despair. “Can it be that I’ll never take pen in hand?” he asks in sullen anticipation of the next four 

years at the labor camp. “If I won’t be able to write, I’ll perish. Better fifteen years of imprisonment and a pen 

in hand!” But he quickly recovers his electric gratitude for the mere fact of being alive and, reassuring his 

brother not to grieve for him, continues: 

I haven’t lost heart, remember that hope has not abandoned me… After all I was at death’s door today, I lived 

with that thought for three-quarters of an hour, I faced the last moment, and now I’m alive again! 

Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 

edition of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

In a beautiful testament to the elemental fact that when all the static of our self-righteousness dies down, what 

remains between good people is only love, he writes: 

If anyone remembers me with malice, and if I quarreled with anyone, if I made a bad impression on anyone 

— tell them to forget about that if you manage to see them. There is no bile or spite in my soul, I would like 

to so love and embrace at least someone out of the past at this moment. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/i-do-not-know-what-it-is-except-that-it-is-grand-and-that-it-is-happiness_print?sku=s6-8967947p4a1v45?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/i-do-not-know-what-it-is-except-that-it-is-grand-and-that-it-is-happiness_print?sku=s6-8967947p4a1v45?curator=brainpicker
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[…] 

When I look back at the past and think how much time was spent in vain, how much of it was lost in 

delusions, in errors, in idleness, in the inability to live; how I failed to value it, how many times I sinned 

against my heart and spirit — then my heart contracts in pain. Life is a gift, life is happiness, each moment 

could have been an eternity of happiness. Si jeunesse savait! [If youth knew!] 

Art by Jean-Pierre Weill from The Well of Being. 

Half a century before Oscar Wilde penned his extraordinary letter about suffering as a force of transformation 

and transcendence from prison, where he was interned for having loved whom he loved, Dostoyevsky adds: 

Now, changing my life, I’m being regenerated into a new form. Brother! I swear to you that I won’t lose hope 

and will preserve my heart and spirit in purity. I’ll be reborn for the better. That’s my entire hope, my entire 

consolation. 

Life in the casemate has already sufficiently killed off in me the needs of the flesh that were not completely 

pure; before that I took little care of myself. Now deprivations no longer bother me in the slightest, and 

therefore don’t be afraid that material hardship will kill me. 

Having spent years in material privation myself — though never, mercifully, nearly to the extent Dostoyevsky 

endured — and being always grateful for how those times annealed me, how they made me less afraid of 

poverty and hardship, more willing to take risks others might not, to take less materially secure paths in life 

(one resulting in the birth of Brain Pickings), I can’t help but wonder how much this harrowing experience 

fomented Dostoyevsky’s extraordinary perseverance as an artist against the tides of convention and the 

constant specter of poverty. It certainly reverberates throughout Notes from the Underground, Crime and 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/patti-smith-reads-oscar-wilde-de-profundis/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/patti-smith-reads-oscar-wilde-de-profundis/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/
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Punishment, and especially The Brothers Karamazov; it certainly informed his ideas about the meaning of 

life, set forth decades later in the guise of a dream, and inspired his insistence upon the existential duty of 

seeing the goodness in people “despite the abundance of all sorts of wretches.” 

Complement with a young neurosurgeon on the meaning of life as he faces his death and Walt Whitman 

on what makes life worth living, then revisit Anna — the love of Dostoyevsky’s life, who saved him from 

poverty and debtor’s prison — on the secret to a happy marriage. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-

life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/02/dostoyevsky-good-fellows/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/02/dostoyevsky-good-fellows/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/13/when-breath-becomes-paul-kalanithi/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/15/anna-dostoyevsky-reminiscences-marriage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Non-antibiotic gel heals wounds in two ways 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

Applied beneath a bandage, the gel could be used to both treat and prevent infections in wounds 

Vonschonertagen/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Polysporin may be in for some serious competition, as Swedish scientists have created a healing gel that not 

only kills antibiotic-resistant bacteria, but also reduces inflammation within wounds. It could someday replace 

antibiotic-based medications. 

Being developed at Lund University, the gel contains a type of peptide known as TCP-25. 

Peptides are short chains of amino acids that occur naturally in the body, and although they do help prevent 

infections by killing harmful bacteria at wound sites, they're sometimes "outgunned" if bacterial populations 

are too high. The gel works by introducing more peptides, thus levelling the playing field. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
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Additionally, peptides have been shown to inactivate molecules called lipopolysaccharides, which are found 

in the cell walls of bacteria. Ordinarily, these molecules produce an inflammatory response in the host 

organism – if that inflammation gets out of control, the healing of wounds is delayed. 

In lab tests performed on rats and pigs, the gel reduced wound inflammation within 24 hours of application. It 

then proceeded to significantly reduce populations of Staphylococcus aureus and Pseudomonas 

aeruginosa bacteria, over a three- to four-day period. 

The university is now working with Swedish biomedical startup in2cure in order to commercialize the 

technology, with hopes that it could soon be used in clinical trials on human burn victims. That said, the 

possibilities don't end with the treatment of external wounds. 

"We will also look into the possibility of developing new peptide-based drugs for eye infections and 

infections in other internal organs," says the lead scientist, Prof. Artur Schmidtchen. "It could become a new 

way of treating both infection and inflammation without using antibiotics." 

A paper on the research was recently published in the journal Science Translational Medicine. 

Source: Lund University 

We recommend 

Check these insights from VARGADO, a prospective study in patients with lung adenocarcinoma 

Future Oncology 

Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy - a VARGADO study 

Future Oncology 

Study in patients with lung adenocarcinoma - nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune 

checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

A new study on Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

New research: Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy - a 

VARGADO study 

Future Oncology 

https://stm.sciencemag.org/content/12/524/eaax6601.full
https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/article/next-generation-wound-gel-treats-and-prevents-infections
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262
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Ben Coxworth 

Based out of Edmonton, Canada, Ben Coxworth has been writing for New Atlas since 2009 and is presently 

Managing Editor for North America. An experienced freelance writer, he previously obtained an English BA 

from the University of Saskatchewan, then spent over 20 years working in various markets as a television 

reporter, producer and news videographer. Ben is particularly interested in scientific innovation, human-

powered transportation, and the marine environment. 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/non-antibiotic-wound-healing-

gel/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=2b4c6a8613-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_01_09_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-2b4c6a8613-

92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/medical/non-antibiotic-wound-healing-gel/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=2b4c6a8613-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_01_09_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-2b4c6a8613-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/non-antibiotic-wound-healing-gel/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=2b4c6a8613-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_01_09_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-2b4c6a8613-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/non-antibiotic-wound-healing-gel/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=2b4c6a8613-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_01_09_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-2b4c6a8613-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/non-antibiotic-wound-healing-gel/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=2b4c6a8613-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_01_09_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-2b4c6a8613-92970593
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Denslow’s OZ 

Published January 14, 2020 | By Michael Lieberman 

 

http://bookpatrol.net/author/mlbookpatrol/
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  Of the 14 books in L. Frank Baum’s beloved Wizard of Oz series only one was illustrated by W.W. 

Denslow. As it turns out, it was a big one. For it was Denslow that illustrated the first volume, Wizard of Oz, 

published in 1900, and visually introduced us to Dorothy and the gang. 

 Though many of us think of John R. Neill when thinking of Oz illustrators it was Denslow’s  “depictions of 

Dorothy, Toto, and all the other creatures and landscapes of Oz have become so iconic as to be inseparable 

from Baum’s story.”1 

  “The success of “Oz” was due as much to Denslow’s pictures as to Baum’s story”, says Michael Patrick 

Hearn, author of the scholarly “Annotated Wizard of Oz”2  

It has remained the most popular of all OZ books. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/William_Wallace_Denslow
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/William_Wallace_Denslow
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/w-w-denslow-illustrations-wonderful-wizard-of-oz-1900
https://amzn.to/2RglCJ1
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/11/arts/design/11oz.html
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Hats off to The Public Domain Review for gathering Denslow’s seminal illustrations for our enjoyment. 

See them all here. 

http://bookpatrol.net/denslows-

oz/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+BookPatrol+%28Book+Patrol

%29 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/w-w-denslow-illustrations-wonderful-wizard-of-oz-1900
http://bookpatrol.net/denslows-oz/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+BookPatrol+%28Book+Patrol%29
http://bookpatrol.net/denslows-oz/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+BookPatrol+%28Book+Patrol%29
http://bookpatrol.net/denslows-oz/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+BookPatrol+%28Book+Patrol%29
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Foley Catheter 

  

Kimberly Johnson 

 

  

 

I clean its latex length three times a day 

                            With kindliest touch, 

               Swipe an alcohol swatch 

 From the tender skin at the tip of him 

                           Down the lumen 

                To the drainage bag I change 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-utfydy-ilzgdjkh-o/
https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-utfydy-ilzgdjkh-b/
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 Each day and flush with vinegar. 

                          When I vowed for worse 

               Unwitting did I wed this 

 Something-other-than-a-husband, jumble 

                            Of exposed plumbing 

               And euphemism. Fumble 

 I through my nurse’s functions, upended 

                             From the spare bed 

              By his every midnight sound. 

 Unsought inside our grand romantic 

                            Intimacy 

             Another intimacy 

  

Opens—ruthless and indecent, consuming 

                           All our hiddenmosts. 

              In a body, immodest 

 Such hunger we sometimes call tumor; 

                           In a marriage 

               It’s cherish. From the Latin for cost. 

  

  

  

Copyright © 2020 by Kimberly Johnson. Originally published in Poem-a-Day on January 15, 

2020, by the Academy of American Poets. 
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About this Poem 

  

“This poem arose out of the experience of caring for my spouse as he underwent prolonged treatment for 

cancer.” 

—Kimberly Johnson 

 

  

Kimberly Johnson is the author of three poetry 

collections, most recently Uncommon Prayer (Persea 

Books, 2014). She teaches Renaissance literature and 

creative writing at Brigham Young University and 

lives in Salt Lake City, Utah. 

 

 

  

 

 

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

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail20.com/t/y-l-utfydy-ilzgdjkh-f/
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The Walrus and the Carpenter 

by Lewis Carroll 

 

The Walrus and the Carpenter is a narrative poem from Through the Looking Glass. The poem is recited to 

Alice by Tweedledee and Tweedledum. 

 

 

"The sun was shining on the sea, 

Shining with all his might: 

He did his very best to make 

The billows smooth and bright— 

And this was odd, because it was 

The middle of the night. 

 

The moon was shining sulkily, 

Because she thought the sun 

Had got no business to be there 

After the day was done— 

'It's very rude of him,' she said, 

https://americanliterature.com/author/lewis-carroll
https://americanliterature.com/author/lewis-carroll/book/through-the-looking-glass/summary
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'To come and spoil the fun!' 

 

The sea was wet as wet could be, 

The sands were dry as dry. 

You could not see a cloud, because 

No cloud was in the sky: 

No birds were flying overhead— 

There were no birds to fly. 

 

 

 

The Walrus and the Carpenter 

Were walking close at hand; 

They wept like anything to see 

Such quantities of sand: 

'If this were only cleared away,' 

They said, 'it would be grand!' 

 

'If seven maids with seven mops 

Swept it for half a year, 

Do you suppose,' the Walrus said, 

'That they could get it clear?' 

'I doubt it,' said the Carpenter, 

And shed a bitter tear. 
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'O Oysters, come and walk with us!' 

The Walrus did beseech. 

'A pleasant walk, a pleasant talk, 

Along the briny beach: 

We cannot do with more than four, 

To give a hand to each. 

 

The eldest Oyster looked at him, 

But never a word he said: 

The eldest Oyster winked his eye, 

And shook his heavy head— 

Meaning to say he did not choose 

To leave the oyster-bed. 

 

But four young Oysters hurried up, 

All eager for the treat: 

Their coats were brushed, their faces washed, 

Their shoes were clean and neat— 

And this was odd, because, you know, 

They hadnt any feet. 

 

Four other Oysters followed them, 

And yet another four; 

And thick and fast they came at last, 

And more, and more, and more— 

All hopping through the frothy waves, 

And scrambling to the shore. 

 

The Walrus and the Carpenter 

Walked on a mile or so, 

And then they rested on a rock 

Conveniently low: 

And all the little Oysters stood 

And waited in a row. 

 

'The time has come,' the Walrus said, 

'To talk of many things: 

Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax— 

Of cabbages—and kings— 

And why the sea is boiling hot— 

And whether pigs have wings.' 

 

 

 

'But wait a bit,' the Oysters cried, 

'Before we have our chat; 

For some of us are out of breath, 
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And all of us are fat!' 

'No hurry!' said the Carpenter. 

They thanked him much for that. 

 

'A loaf of bread,' the Walrus said, 

'Is what we chiefly need: 

Pepper and vinegar besides 

Are very good indeed— 

Now if you are ready, Oysters dear, 

We can begin to feed!  

 
 

'But not on us!' the Oysters cried, 

Turning a little blue. 

'After such kindness, that would be 

A dismal thing to do!' 

'The night is fine,' the Walrus said. 

'Do you admire the view? 

 

'It was so kind of you to come! 

And you are very nice!' 

The Carpenter said nothing but 

'Cut us another slice: 

I wish you were not quite so deaf— 

I've had to ask you twice!' 

 

'It seems a shame,' the Walrus said, 

'To play them such a trick, 
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After we've brought them out so far, 

And made them trot so quick!' 

The Carpenter said nothing but 

'The butter's spread too thick!' 

 

 

 

'I weep for you,' the Walrus said. 

'I deeply sympathize! 

With sobs and tears he sorted out 

Those of the largest size, 

Holding his pocket-handkerchief 

Before his streaming eyes. 

 

'O Oysters,' said the Carpenter, 

'You've had a pleasant run! 

Shall we be trotting home again?' 

But answer came there none— 

And this was scarcely odd, because 

They'd eaten every one." 

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
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Easter Eve 

by Anton Chekhov 

 

"They'll begin singing the Easter hymn directly...and Nikolay is gone; there was nothing written dearer to him 

than that hymn. He used to take in every word! You'll be there, sir, so notice what is sung; it takes your breath 

away!" 

 

James Abbott Whistler, Nocturne in Black 

and Gold, 1874 

I was standing on the bank of the River Goltva, waiting for the ferry-boat from the other side. At ordinary 

times the Goltva is a humble stream of moderate size, silent and pensive, gently glimmering from behind 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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thick reeds; but now a regular lake lay stretched out before me. The waters of spring, running riot, had 

overflowed both banks and flooded both sides of the river for a long distance, submerging vegetable gardens, 

hayfields and marshes, so that it was no unusual thing to meet poplars and bushes sticking out above the 

surface of the water and looking in the darkness like grim solitary crags. 

The weather seemed to me magnificent. It was dark, yet I could see the trees, the water and the people. . . . 

The world was lighted by the stars, which were scattered thickly all over the sky. I don't remember ever 

seeing so many stars. Literally one could not have put a finger in between them. There were some as big as a 

goose's egg, others tiny as hempseed. . . . They had come out for the festival procession, every one of them, 

little and big, washed, renewed and joyful, and everyone of them was softly twinkling its beams. The sky was 

reflected in the water; the stars were bathing in its dark depths and trembling with the quivering eddies. The 

air was warm and still. . . . Here and there, far away on the further bank in the impenetrable darkness, several 

bright red lights were gleaming. . . . 

A couple of paces from me I saw the dark silhouette of a peasant in a high hat, with a thick knotted stick in his 

hand. 

"How long the ferry-boat is in coming!" I said. 

"It is time it was here," the silhouette answered. 

"You are waiting for the ferry-boat, too?" 

"No I am not," yawned the peasant-- "I am waiting for the illumination. I should have gone, but to tell you the 

truth, I haven't the five kopecks for the ferry." 

"I'll give you the five kopecks." 

"No; I humbly thank you. . . . With that five kopecks put up a candle for me over there in the monastery. . . . 

That will be more interesting, and I will stand here. What can it mean, no ferry-boat, as though it had sunk in 

the water!" 

The peasant went up to the water's edge, took the rope in his hands, and shouted; "Ieronim! Ieron--im!" 

As though in answer to his shout, the slow peal of a great bell floated across from the further bank. The note 

was deep and low, as from the thickest string of a double bass; it seemed as though the darkness itself had 

hoarsely uttered it. At once there was the sound of a cannon shot. It rolled away in the darkness and ended 

somewhere in the far distance behind me. The peasant took off his hat and crossed himself. 

'"Christ is risen," he said. 

Before the vibrations of the first peal of the bell had time to die away in the air a second sounded, after it at 

once a third, and the darkness was filled with an unbroken quivering clamour. Near the red lights fresh lights 

flashed, and all began moving together and twinkling restlessly. 
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"Ieron--im!" we heard a hollow prolonged shout. 

"They are shouting from the other bank," said the peasant, "so there is no ferry there either. Our Ieronim has 

gone to sleep." 

The lights and the velvety chimes of the bell drew one towards them. . . . I was already beginning to lose 

patience and grow anxious, but behold at last, staring into the dark distance, I saw the outline of something 

very much like a gibbet. It was the long-expected ferry. It moved towards us with such deliberation that if it 

had not been that its lines grew gradually more definite, one might have supposed that it was standing still or 

moving to the other bank. 

"Make haste! Ieronim!" shouted my peasant. "The gentleman's tired of waiting!" 

The ferry crawled to the bank, gave a lurch and stopped with a creak. A tall man in a monk's cassock and a 

conical cap stood on it, holding the rope. 

"Why have you been so long?" I asked jumping upon the ferry. 

"Forgive me, for Christ's sake," Ieronim answered gently. "Is there no one else?" 

"No one. . . ." 

Ieronim took hold of the rope in both hands, bent himself to the figure of a mark of interrogation, and gasped. 

The ferry-boat creaked and gave a lurch. The outline of the peasant in the high hat began slowly retreating 

from me -- so the ferry was moving off. Ieronim soon drew himself up and began working with one hand 

only. We were silent, gazing towards the bank to which we were floating. There the illumination for which 

the peasant was waiting had begun. At the water's edge barrels of tar were flaring like huge camp fires. Their 

reflections, crimson as the rising moon, crept to meet us in long broad streaks. The burning barrels lighted up 

their own smoke and the long shadows of men flitting about the fire; but further to one side and behind them 

from where the velvety chime floated there was still the same unbroken black gloom. All at once, cleaving the 

darkness, a rocket zigzagged in a golden ribbon up the sky; it described an arc and, as though broken to pieces 

against the sky, was scattered crackling into sparks. There was a roar from the bank like a far-away hurrah. 

"How beautiful!" I said. 

"Beautiful beyond words!" sighed Ieronim. "Such a night, sir! Another time one would pay no attention to the 

fireworks, but to-day one rejoices in every vanity. Where do you come from?" 

I told him where I came from. 

"To be sure . . . a joyful day to-day. . . ." Ieronim went on in a weak sighing tenor like the voice of a 

convalescent. "The sky is rejoicing and the earth and what is under the earth. All the creatures are keeping 

holiday. Only tell me kind sir, why, even in the time of great rejoicing, a man cannot forget his sorrows?" 
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I fancied that this unexpected question was to draw me into one of those endless religious conversations 

which bored and idle monks are so fond of. I was not disposed to talk much, and so I only asked: 

"What sorrows have you, father?" 

"As a rule only the same as all men, kind sir, but to-day a special sorrow has happened in the monastery: at 

mass, during the reading of the Bible, the monk and deacon Nikolay died." 

"Well, it's God's will!" I said, falling into the monastic tone. "We must all die. To my mind, you ought to 

rejoice indeed. . . . They say if anyone dies at Easter he goes straight to the kingdom of heaven." 

"That's true." 

We sank into silence. The figure of the peasant in the high hat melted into the lines of the bank. The tar 

barrels were flaring up more and more. 

"The Holy Scripture points clearly to the vanity of sorrow and so does reflection," said Ieronim, breaking the 

silence, "but why does the heart grieve and refuse to listen to reason? Why does one want to weep bitterly?" 

Ieronim shrugged his shoulders, turned to me and said quickly: 

"If I died, or anyone else, it would not be worth notice perhaps; but, you see, Nikolay is dead! No one else but 

Nikolay! Indeed, it's hard to believe that he is no more! I stand here on my ferry-boat and every minute I keep 

fancying that he will lift up his voice from the bank. He always used to come to the bank and call to me that I 

might not be afraid on the ferry. He used to get up from his bed at night on purpose for that. He was a kind 

soul. My God! how kindly and gracious! Many a mother is not so good to her child as Nikolay was to me! 

Lord, save his soul!" 

Ieronim took hold of the rope, but turned to me again at once. 

"And such a lofty intelligence, your honour," he said in a vibrating voice. "Such a sweet and harmonious 

tongue! Just as they will sing immediately at early matins: 'Oh lovely! oh sweet is Thy Voice!' Besides all 

other human qualities, he had, too, an extraordinary gift!" 

"What gift?" I asked. 

The monk scrutinized me, and as though he had convinced himself that he could trust me with a secret, he 

laughed good-humouredly. 

"He had a gift for writing hymns of praise," he said. "It was a marvel, sir; you couldn't call it anything else! 

You would be amazed if I tell you about it. Our Father Archimandrite comes from Moscow, the Father Sub-

Prior studied at the Kazan academy, we have wise monks and elders, but, would you believe it, no one could 

write them; while Nikolay, a simple monk, a deacon, had not studied anywhere, and had not even any outer 

appearance of it, but he wrote them! A marvel! A real marvel!" Ieronim clasped his hands and, completely 

forgetting the rope, went on eagerly: 
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"The Father Sub-Prior has great difficulty in composing sermons; when he wrote the history of the monastery 

he worried all the brotherhood and drove a dozen times to town, while Nikolay wrote canticles! Hymns of 

praise! That's a very different thing from a sermon or a history!" 

"Is it difficult to write them?" I asked. 

"There's great difficulty!" Ieronim wagged his head. "You can do nothing by wisdom and holiness if God has 

not given you the gift. The monks who don't understand argue that you only need to know the life of the saint 

for whom you are writing the hymn, and to make it harmonize with the other hymns of praise. But that's a 

mistake, sir. Of course, anyone who writes canticles must know the life of the saint to perfection, to the least 

trivial detail. To be sure, one must make them harmonize with the other canticles and know where to begin 

and what to write about. To give you an instance, the first response begins everywhere with 'the chosen' or 

'the elect.' . . . The first line must always begin with the 'angel.' In the canticle of praise to Jesus the Most 

Sweet, if you are interested in the subject, it begins like this: 'Of angels Creator and Lord of all powers!' In the 

canticle to the Holy Mother of God: 'Of angels the foremost sent down from on high,' to Nikolay, the 

Wonder-worker -- 'An angel in semblance, though in substance a man,' and so on. Everywhere you begin with 

the angel. Of course, it would be impossible without making them harmonize, but the lives of the saints and 

conformity with the others is not what matters; what matters is the beauty and sweetness of it. Everything 

must be harmonious, brief and complete. There must be in every line softness, graciousness and tenderness; 

not one word should be harsh or rough or unsuitable. It must be written so that the worshipper may rejoice at 

heart and weep, while his mind is stirred and he is thrown into a tremor. In the canticle to the Holy Mother are 

the words: 'Rejoice, O Thou too high for human thought to reach! Rejoice, O Thou too deep for angels' eyes 

to fathom!' In another place in the same canticle: 'Rejoice, O tree that bearest the fair fruit of light that is the 

food of the faithful! Rejoice, O tree of gracious spreading shade, under which there is shelter for multitudes!' " 

Ieronim hid his face in his hands, as though frightened at something or overcome with shame, and shook his 

head. 

"Tree that bearest the fair fruit of light . . . tree of gracious spreading shade. . . ." he muttered. "To think that a 

man should find words like those! Such a power is a gift from God! For brevity he packs many thoughts into 

one phrase, and how smooth and complete it all is! 'Light-radiating torch to all that be . . .' comes in the 

canticle to Jesus the Most Sweet. 'Light-radiating!' There is no such word in conversation or in books, but you 

see he invented it, he found it in his mind! Apart from the smoothness and grandeur of language, sir, every 

line must be beautified in every way, there must be flowers and lightning and wind and sun and all the objects 

of the visible world. And every exclamation ought to be put so as to be smooth and easy for the ear. 'Rejoice, 

thou flower of heavenly growth!' comes in the hymn to Nikolay the Wonder-worker. It's not simply 'heavenly 

flower,' but 'flower of heavenly growth.' It's smoother so and sweet to the ear. That was just as Nikolay wrote 

it! Exactly like that! I can't tell you how he used to write!" 

"Well, in that case it is a pity he is dead," I said; "but let us get on, father. or we shall be late." 

Ieronim started and ran to the rope; they were beginning to peal all the bells. Probably the procession was 

already going on near the monastery, for all the dark space behind the tar barrels was now dotted with moving 

lights. 

"Did Nikolay print his hymns?" I asked Ieronim. 
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"How could he print them?" he sighed. "And indeed, it would be strange to print them. What would be the 

object? No one in the monastery takes any interest in them. They don't like them. They knew Nikolay wrote 

them, but they let it pass unnoticed. No one esteems new writings nowadays, sir!" 

"Were they prejudiced against him?" 

"Yes, indeed. If Nikolay had been an elder perhaps the brethren would have been interested, but he wasn't 

forty, you know. There were some who laughed and even thought his writing a sin." 

"What did he write them for?" 

"Chiefly for his own comfort. Of all the brotherhood, I was the only one who read his hymns. I used to go to 

him in secret, that no one else might know of it, and he was glad that I took an interest in them. He would 

embrace me, stroke my head, speak to me in caressing words as to a little child. He would shut his cell, make 

me sit down beside him, and begin to read. . . ." 

Ieronim left the rope and came up to me. 

"We were dear friends in a way," he whispered, looking at me with shining eyes. 'Where he went I would go. 

If I were not there he would miss me. And he cared more for me than for anyone, and all because I used to 

weep over his hymns. It makes me sad to remember. Now I feel just like an orphan or a widow. You know, in 

our monastery they are all good people, kind and pious, but . . . there is no one with softness and refinement, 

they are just like peasants. They all speak loudly, and tramp heavily when they walk; they are noisy, they 

clear their throats, but Nikolay always talked softly, caressingly, and if he noticed that anyone was asleep or 

praying he would slip by like a fly or a gnat. His face was tender, compassionate. . . ." 

Ieronim heaved a deep sigh and took hold of the rope again. We were by now approaching the bank. We 

floated straight out of the darkness and stillness of the river into an enchanted realm, full of stifling smoke, 

crackling lights and uproar. By now one could distinctly see people moving near the tar barrels. The flickering 

of the lights gave a strange, almost fantastic, expression to their figures and red faces. From time to time one 

caught among the heads and faces a glimpse of a horse's head motionless as though cast in copper. 

"They'll begin singing the Easter hymn directly, . . ." said Ieronim, "and Nikolay is gone; there is no one to 

appreciate it. . . . There was nothing written dearer to him than that hymn. He used to take in every word! 

You'll be there, sir, so notice what is sung; it takes your breath away!" 

"Won't you be in church, then?" 

"I can't; . . . I have to work the ferry. . . ." 

"But won't they relieve you?" 

"I don't know. . . . I ought to have been relieved at eight; but, as you see, they don't come!. . . And I must own 

I should have liked to be in the church. . . ." 
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"Are you a monk?" 

"Yes . . . that is, I am a lay-brother." 

The ferry ran into the bank and stopped. I thrust a five-kopeck piece into Ieronim's hand for taking me across 

and jumped on land. Immediately a cart with a boy and a sleeping woman in it drove creaking onto the ferry. 

Ieronim, with a faint glow from the lights on his figure, pressed on the rope, bent down to it, and started the 

ferry back. . . . 

I took a few steps through mud, but a little farther walked on a soft freshly trodden path. This path led to the 

dark monastery gates, that looked like a cavern through a cloud of smoke, through a disorderly crowd of 

people, unharnessed horses, carts and chaises. All this crowd was rattling, snorting, laughing, and the crimson 

light and wavering shadows from the smoke flickered over it all. . . . A perfect chaos! And in this hubbub the 

people yet found room to load a little cannon and to sell cakes. There was no less commotion on the other side 

of the wall in the monastery precincts, but there was more regard for decorum and order. Here there was a 

smell of juniper and incense. They talked loudly, but there was no sound of laughter or snorting. Near the 

tombstones and crosses people pressed close to one another with Easter cakes and bundles in their arms. 

Apparently many had come from a long distance for their cakes to be blessed and now were exhausted. 

Young lay brothers, making a metallic sound with their boots, ran busily along the iron slabs that paved the 

way from the monastery gates to the church door. They were busy and shouting on the belfry, too. 

"What a restless night!" I thought. "How nice!" 

One was tempted to see the same unrest and sleeplessness in all nature, from the night darkness to the iron 

slabs, the crosses on the tombs and the trees under which the people were moving to and fro. But nowhere 

was the excitement and restlessness so marked as in the church. An unceasing struggle was going on in the 

entrance between the inflowing stream and the outflowing stream. Some were going in, others going out and 

soon coming back again to stand still for a little and begin moving again. People were scurrying from place to 

place, lounging about as though they were looking for something. The stream flowed from the entrance all 

round the church, disturbing even the front rows, where persons of weight and dignity were standing. There 

could be no thought of concentrated prayer. There were no prayers at all, but a sort of continuous, childishly 

irresponsible joy, seeking a pretext to break out and vent itself in some movement, even in senseless jostling 

and shoving. 

The same unaccustomed movement is striking in the Easter service itself. The altar gates are flung wide open, 

thick clouds of incense float in the air near the candelabra; wherever one looks there are lights, the gleam and 

splutter of candles. . . . There is no reading; restless and lighthearted singing goes on to the end without 

ceasing. After each hymn the clergy change their vestments and come out to burn the incense, which is 

repeated every ten minutes. 

I had no sooner taken a place, when a wave rushed from in front and forced me back. A tall thick-set deacon 

walked before me with a long red candle; the grey-headed archimandrite in his golden mitre hurried after him 

with the censer. When they had vanished from sight the crowd squeezed me back to my former position. But 

ten minutes had not passed before a new wave burst on me, and again the deacon appeared. This time he was 

followed by the Father Sub-Prior, the man who, as Ieronim had told me, was writing the history of the 

monastery. 
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As I mingled with the crowd and caught the infection of the universal joyful excitement, I felt unbearably sore 

on Ieronim's account. Why did they not send someone to relieve him? Why could not someone of less feeling 

and less susceptibility go on the ferry? 'Lift up thine eyes, O Sion, and look around,' they sang in the choir, 

'for thy children have come to thee as to a beacon of divine light from north and south, and from east and 

from the sea. . . .' 

I looked at the faces; they all had a lively expression of triumph, but not one was listening to what was being 

sung and taking it in, and not one was 'holding his breath.' Why was not Ieronim released? I could fancy 

Ieronim standing meekly somewhere by the wall, bending forward and hungrily drinking in the beauty of the 

holy phrase. All this that glided by the ears of the people standing by me he would have eagerly drunk in with 

his delicately sensitive soul, and would have been spell-bound to ecstasy, to holding his breath, and there 

would not have been a man happier than he in all the church. Now he was plying to and fro over the dark river 

and grieving for his dead friend and brother. 

The wave surged back. A stout smiling monk, playing with his rosary and looking round behind him, 

squeezed sideways by me, making way for a lady in a hat and velvet cloak. A monastery servant hurried after 

the lady, holding a chair over our heads. 

I came out of the church. I wanted to have a look at the dead Nikolay, the unknown canticle writer. I walked 

about the monastery wall, where there was a row of cells, peeped into several windows, and, seeing nothing, 

came back again. I do not regret now that I did not see Nikolay; God knows, perhaps if I had seen him I 

should have lost the picture my imagination paints for me now. I imagine the lovable poetical figure solitary 

and not understood, who went out at nights to call to Ieronim over the water, and filled his hymns with 

flowers, stars and sunbeams, as a pale timid man with soft mild melancholy features. His eyes must have 

shone, not only with intelligence, but with kindly tenderness and that hardly restrained childlike enthusiasm 

which I could hear in Ieronim's voice when he quoted to me passages from the hymns. 

When we came out of church after mass it was no longer night. The morning was beginning. The stars had 

gone out and the sky was a morose greyish blue. The iron slabs, the tombstones and the buds on the trees were 

covered with dew There was a sharp freshness in the air. Outside the precincts I did not find the same 

animated scene as I had beheld in the night. Horses and men looked exhausted, drowsy, scarcely moved, 

while nothing was left of the tar barrels but heaps of black ash. When anyone is exhausted and sleepy he 

fancies that nature, too, is in the same condition. It seemed to me that the trees and the young grass were 

asleep. It seemed as though even the bells were not pealing so loudly and gaily as at night. The restlessness 

was over, and of the excitement nothing was left but a pleasant weariness, a longing for sleep and warmth. 

Now I could see both banks of the river; a faint mist hovered over it in shifting masses. There was a harsh 

cold breath from the water. When I jumped on to the ferry, a chaise and some two dozen men and women 

were standing on it already. The rope, wet and as I fancied drowsy, stretched far away across the broad river 

and in places disappeared in the white mist. 

"Christ is risen! Is there no one else?" asked a soft voice. 

I recognized the voice of Ieronim. There was no darkness now to hinder me from seeing the monk. He was a 

tall narrow-shouldered man of five-and-thirty, with large rounded features, with half-closed listless-looking 

eyes and an unkempt wedge-shaped beard. He had an extraordinarily sad and exhausted look. 
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"They have not relieved you yet?" I asked in surprise. 

"Me?" he answered, turning to me his chilled and dewy face with a smile. "There is no one to take my place 

now till morning. They'll all be going to the Father Archimandrite's to break the fast directly." 

With the help of a little peasant in a hat of reddish fur that looked like the little wooden tubs in which honey is 

sold, he threw his weight on the rope; they gasped simultaneously, and the ferry started. 

We floated across, disturbing on the way the lazily rising mist. Everyone was silent. Ieronim worked 

mechanically with one hand. He slowly passed his mild lustreless eyes over us; then his glance rested on the 

rosy face of a young merchant's wife with black eyebrows, who was standing on the ferry beside me silently 

shrinking from the mist that wrapped her about. He did not take his eyes off her face all the way. 

There was little that was masculine in that prolonged gaze. It seemed to me that Ieronim was looking in the 

woman's face for the soft and tender features of his dead friend. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/easter-eve  

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/easter-eve
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How much water should I be drinking? Inside our obsession with being hydrated 

By Tracey Anne Duncan 

Being hydrated is an undeniable status symbol and a rather deceptive indicator of having your life together. 

While humans do need water to stay healthy, we don’t actually need as much as you might think. Is 

our obsession with hydration actually about health, or is it just another form of conspicuous consumption? A 

revelatory piece in the New York Times — as well as my own observations of hydration culture — has me 

convinced that our extravagant over hydration is about more than our health — its about our identity. 

Drinking eight plus cups a day is thought, popularly, to give you clear skin, stave off hunger pangs (Goop-

speak for staying hot and skinny). For the record, the actual rule of thumb when it comes to water 

consumption is pure common sense: Drink when you’re thirsty, make sure your pee isn’t too yellow, and 

supplement your water with moisture-rich foods. But who needs science when you have the beauty and 

wellness marketplace to tell you what you need? 

Since hydration became haute couture, we needed something to camel all our water around in. Water bottles 

themselves became fashionable (ish) in the early aughts with hippie hiker types and their adorned Nalgene 

bottles. Back then, carrying a water bottle equated to making a statement. It was supposed to say, “I care 

about the environment and my health,” but it often came off more like, “I have so much personality! See all 

my stickers?” Now, fancy water bottles are a mandatory staple of the athleisure uniform and can run over $40. 

The good news is that, according to fashion forecasters, the Nalgene is making a comeback and they’re still a 

fairly painless $11. 

https://www.mic.com/profile/tracey-anne-duncan-18145054
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/04/style/self-care/hydrate-hydrate-hydrate.html?action=click&module=Editors%20Picks&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2018/nov/18/water-bottle-status-symbol-reusable-fashion-statement
https://www.self.com/story/6-8-glasses-too-much-how-much
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2019/02/luxury-water-bottles/582595/
http://nymag.com/strategist/article/best-water-bottles-according-to-status.html
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Real talk, I own no less than five S’well bottles. I regularly say things like, “hydration equals happiness,” and 

I have always attributed my clear skin to being hydrated, so I am definitely on this bandwagon. But I might be 

doing entirely too much. “It’s a popular idea among patients and a popular idea in consumer media that 

hydration equals healthy skin,” Joshua Zeigler, a dermatologist at Mount Sinai in New York City told 

the New York Times. “It’s a complete myth that eight glasses of water are necessary to maintain hydrated 

skin.” 

He also said that “most recommendations for hydration come from studies of athletes, who lose fluid rapidly 

during workouts or competitions, and are at a much higher risk for dehydration than the average person.” 

But what about the research that says that hydration is linked to better cognitive performance? It’s true, that 

research exists, but what that research actually says is that elderly folks might perform better on 

cognitive tasks when they aren’t dehydrated, not that everyone is smarter when they drink water. And let’s be 

real, the impulse to constantly strive for intellectual perfection is borne of privilege. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/04/style/self-care/hydrate-hydrate-hydrate.html?action=click&module=Editors%20Picks&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/04/style/self-care/hydrate-hydrate-hydrate.html?action=click&module=Editors%20Picks&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/327413.php#4
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/327413.php#4
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Bottled water became the best-selling beverage in the US in 2017. According to the Times, the fancy water 

trend actually started way back in the ‘70s with brands like Evian and Perrier, who slapped labels and hefty 

price tags on what should be, in most first world locales (except Michigan) a cheap and readily available 

natural resource. 

Since water became branded, we have seen unpredictable iterations of a relatively simple compound. 

Electrolyte water, energy water, hydrogen water, water with bubbles. What is carrying around all these fancy 

waters and bottles to keep us extra hydrated actually doing for us? It keeps us spending and maintains the 

illusion that we are functioning, responsible adults who will age slower because our insides are doused with 

LaCroix. 

I'm all for keeping the wrinkles away, but linking water with pleasure — and not perfection — might be a 

healthier way to imbibe. 

 

https://www.mic.com/p/how-much-water-should-i-be-drinking-inside-our-obsession-with-being-hydrated-

19770083 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/04/style/self-care/hydrate-hydrate-hydrate.html?action=click&module=Editors%20Picks&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/nutrition-and-healthy-eating/in-depth/water/art-20044256
https://www.mic.com/p/how-much-water-should-i-be-drinking-inside-our-obsession-with-being-hydrated-19770083
https://www.mic.com/p/how-much-water-should-i-be-drinking-inside-our-obsession-with-being-hydrated-19770083
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For much of the 2019-2020 academic year, Syracuse University has been besieged by student protests over 

how the school handled of a series of racist incidents on campus. 

In the latest protest, Syracuse student activists have occupied the campus administration building since Feb. 

17. Using the hashtag #NotAgainSU, they are calling for action in the wake of racist, anti-Semitic and bias-

related incidents that allegedly occurred on campus since this past November, when they staged an earlier sit-

in to protest a spate of hate speech acts on campus. 

The school initially suspended 30 students involved in the latest occupation. However, Chancellor Kent 

Syverud lifted the suspensions two days later. The Syracuse protesters have been meeting with the 

administration since March 2 to negotiate a series of demands. Some of the demands have already been 

met since the November sit-in. 

Among other things, those demands include hiring more faculty of color and more counselors, revising the 

curriculum, giving students with disabilities preference in housing, and disarming public safety officers. 

Protesters also want to establish new policies for reporting bias-related incidents at the 150-year-old 

institution, which is located in central New York state and serves more than 15,000 undergraduates. 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/jerusha-osberg-conner-973599
https://theconversation.com/us/partners
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/central-ny/news/2020/03/03/not-again-su-meets-with-administrators
https://www.syracuse.com/syracuse-university/2019/11/notagainsu-a-timeline-of-racist-incidents-at-syracuse-university.html
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/central-ny/news/2020/02/18/not-again-su-protests-again
https://twitter.com/notagain_su/status/1229502234850971649
https://twitter.com/notagain_su/status/1229502234850971649
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/27/nyregion/syracuse-university-racism.html
https://www.syracuse.com/syracuse-university/2020/02/after-warnings-syracuse-university-suspends-30-student-protesters-refusing-to-leave.html
https://www.syracuse.com/syracuse-university/2020/02/syracuse-chancellor-orders-protesters-suspensions-lifted-we-need-to-step-back.html
https://www.syracuse.com/syracuse-university/2020/02/syracuse-chancellor-orders-protesters-suspensions-lifted-we-need-to-step-back.html
http://dailyorange.com/2020/02/notagainsu-releases-10-demands-including-exemption-absences/
https://news.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Signed-Response-to-Concerns.pdf
https://news.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Signed-Response-to-Concerns.pdf
https://www.syracuse.edu/about/facts-figures-rankings/
https://www.syracuse.edu/about/facts-figures-rankings/
https://theconversation.com/profiles/jerusha-osberg-conner-973599
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Whereas some may view student protests as something to be squelched, as an education researcher and author 

of a book about student activists, I have come to see that campus protests, like the ones at Syracuse, serve an 

important educational purpose. 

Student activists are calling attention to a wide range of issues on campus. Drew Angerer/Getty Images 

 

Through activism, students learn not only to recognize and confront what they see as an unjust state of affairs. 

They also come to identify the root causes of a problem and develop solutions. The question college leaders 

and the broader society must ask, then, is if punishing student protesters – as what initially took place at 

Syracuse – is the right course of action. 

The school’s officials have acknowledged they are searching for answers in this regard. 

“We all messed this up and I’m sorry,” said Amanda Nicholson, the assistant provost and dean of student 

success at Syracuse University. “What we know is our current policies on how we work with protests have 

failed. They don’t work. This is not a workable situation. We need to come up with something that really does 

work.” 

https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/may/16/black-ucsc-student-activists-ought-to-be-expelled/
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=BMfdLFYAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/new-student-activists
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/arielle-riapos-speaks-as-a-small-group-of-student-activists-news-photo/948783778?adppopup=true
https://www.syracuse.com/syracuse-university/2020/02/after-warnings-syracuse-university-suspends-30-student-protesters-refusing-to-leave.html
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/central-ny/news/2020/03/03/not-again-su-meets-with-administrators
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Thinking ahead 

I’ve found that student activists today are quite sophisticated when they seek to negotiate and develop 

strategies for change. 

Consider an example from my new book, “The New Student Activists: The Rise of Neoactivism on Campus,” 

in which student activists sought to persuade campus administrators to replace what they saw as a culturally 

insensitive mascot. They figured that petitions, bookstore boycotts and other such actions would not get the 

administration to budge. So they crafted a compromise position to offer, once those other tactics would fail. 

The compromise would be to require all freshman to take a course in the history and culture of the people 

represented by the mascot. 

Privately, the student activists reasoned that as more students became educated on why it is problematic for 

people from a dominant culture to use an oppressed group’s identity as a mascot, support for changing the 

mascot would grow. Publicly, they would present the compromise to administrators as a relatively low-cost 

and responsible way to address the activists’ concerns. 

The Syracuse protesters are pursuing similar tactics and goals. For instance, their list of demands includes 

creating a course on the history of protests on their campus. 

Learning beyond the classroom 

Research affirms the idea that through activism, students develop critical analysis skills and a deeper 

understanding of society and social change. 

Student activists have called out their colleges for a variety of things – from relying on overseas 

sweatshops to produce their college apparel, to polluting the environment to doing too little to investigate and 

punish sexual assault and harassment on campus. 

Robert Rhoads, a scholar of higher education, found that activism teaches students things they are unlikely to 

learn from course materials or class discussions. My own research, however, finds that activism can 

complement academic learning. 

For instance, in my study of more than 200 student activists at 120 colleges and universities across the United 

States, I found that most believed their activism enhanced their academic performance. 

Although some acknowledged that activist work could feel more important or pressing than a homework 

assignment, the students by and large credited their activism with making them more successful academically. 

In some cases, it enabled them to make connections to theory or to apply course material to their everyday 

life. In other cases, it inspired them to work harder in classes so they would be seen as intellectually credible. 

Only 12.5% said activism hurt their grades or academic engagement. 

Looking to the future 

https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/new-student-activists
http://dailyorange.com/2020/02/notagainsu-releases-10-demands-including-exemption-absences/
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.310
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.310
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2010.0001
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/these-georgetown-students-fought-nike-and-won/
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/these-georgetown-students-fought-nike-and-won/
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/california-fossil-fuels/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/20/education/activists-at-colleges-network-to-fight-sexual-assault.html
https://www.international.ucla.edu/ccs/person/1138
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2016-40688-001
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/new-student-activists
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Sometimes, colleges don’t recognize the value of student activists until long after the fact. For instance, in 

February, the University of Mississippi – better known as Ole Miss – welcomed back five former students 

who had been expelled 50 years ago for protesting a campus environment that was hostile to minority 

students. The events were intended to honor the sacrifice of the activists and acknowledge the harm they 

suffered from law enforcement and university administrators. 

I don’t think it should take half a century for a university – and society in general – to figure out that 

punishing students who challenge their institutions to improve is the wrong way to go. Fortunately, Syracuse 

Chancellor Syverud recognized that it was wrong to expel protesters when he reversed the #NotAgainSU 

suspensions. 

The deeper challenge for all universities, in my view, is to figure out how to address the conditions that give 

rise to protest in the first place. 

 

https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-

132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

204%202020%20-

%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020

%20-

%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20prot

esters  

http://diversity.olemiss.edu/50-years-2020/
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
https://theconversation.com/why-colleges-should-think-twice-before-punishing-student-protesters-132311?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20colleges%20should%20think%20twice%20before%20punishing%20student%20protesters
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The Spirit of the Woods: Poet and Painter Rebecca Hey’s Gorgeous 19th-Century Illustrations for the 

World’s First Encyclopedia of Trees 

From the weeping willow to the oak, a watercolor serenade to the science and poetics of our ancient silent 

companions. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing which stands in the 

way… As a man is, so he sees,” William Blake wrote in his most beautiful letter a quarter millennium before 

scientists began to see the molecular poetry of what trees feel and how they communicate. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/14/william-blake-john-trusler-letter/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/26/the-hidden-life-of-trees-peter-wohlleben/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819562009/braipick-20
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Perched partway in time between Blake’s time and ours, and partway in sensibility between the poetic and the 

scientific, Sylvan Musings, or, The Spirit of the Woods (public library | public domain) is, as far as I am 

aware, the world’s first encyclopedia of wild trees. 

 

The Bird Cherry. Available as a print. 

Having resolved to face the new year like a tree, I came upon this forgotten treasure through the joyous 

gateway of serendipitous discovery — a bygone pleasure of atomic literature rarely accessible in our search-

governed digital culture, always corralling us toward what we already know we are looking for: In the midst 

of a research project involving Mary Shelley, I acquired a rare surviving copy of the pioneering 1849 

encyclopedia to which Shelley spent five years contributing short biographies of eminent scientists; one 

advertisement in the front matter of this fragile pocket-sized time travel device caught my eye, both for its 

subject matter, infinitely dear to my heart, and its authorship. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819562009/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/sylvan-musings-or-the-spirit-of-the-woods/oclc/940516225&referer=brief_results
https://archive.org/details/sylvanmusingsors00heyriala
https://society6.com/product/the-bird-cherry-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148733p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/28/best-of-brain-pickings/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/trees/
https://society6.com/product/the-bird-cherry-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148733p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
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Of the very few female authors published in the nineteenth century, many appeared under male pseudonyms 

or ungendered initials. (This tradition would carry well into the twentieth century, leading the young Rachel 

Carson to publish her revolutionary marine masterpiece under the byline “R.L. Carson.”) Women publishing 

as women on scientific subjects were a particular anomaly. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/28/undersea-rachel-carson/
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“Mrs. William Hey” is Rebecca Hey — a poet, painter, and amateur naturalist. (Lest we forget, all women of 

scientific bent had to be “amateurs” by virtue of being excluded from both formal higher education and the 

scientific societies of the time. But there is something undeniably poetic and therefore redeeming in the 

etymology of the word, derived from the Latin amator — “lover of.” What greater portal to curiosity, what 

nobler means of understanding, than love?) 

In her illustrated encyclopedia of trees, following one of flowers she had published fifteen years earlier to 

great popular success, Hey invites the reader to “partake the enthusiasm of the writer towards the whole leafy 

race,” highlighting thirty-six tree species found in British forests — from the oak, that most English of trees, 

iconic non-human protagonist of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, to the cedar, a cousin of which is now giving 

scientists new clues about ecological resilience. Each chapter opens with one of Hey’s handsomely hand-

colored engravings of the tree’s leaves at the tip of a branch and closes with one of her original poems 

celebrating the species. Nestled between is the natural history of the tree, punctuated by thoughtfully chosen 

quotations from literary classics, both poetry and prose. 

 

The Stone Pine. Available as a print. 

Hey’s poems, while largehearted and aglow with enthusiasm for the trees she eulogizes, are no match 

for Mary Oliver’s sylvan verse. But her paintings — intimate, delicate, alive with color and tenderness, in the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/orlando/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/27/in-search-of-the-canary-tree-lauren-oakes/
https://society6.com/product/common-pine-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148568p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/23/amanda-palmer-mary-oliver-when-i-am-among-the-trees/
https://society6.com/product/common-pine-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148568p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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making of which “many an hour has been most agreeably beguiled” — are a treasure. Under her brush, the 

Common Maple becomes a miracle of uncommon splendor and the humble pine a tassel of mirth. 

I have endeavored to restore and digitize a number of them, making them available as prints, with proceeds 

benefiting the Arbor Day Foundation, whose noble reforestation work and sylvan stewardship are more and 

more needed as we watch fires consume the ancient forests that have long been the lungs of this irreplaceable 

planet. 

 

The Mountain Ash, or Rowan Tree. Available as a print. 

https://www.arborday.org/
https://society6.com/product/the-mountain-ash-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148695p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-mountain-ash-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148695p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Oak. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-oak-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148848p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-oak-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148848p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Ivy. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-ivy-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148729p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-ivy-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148729p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
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The Common Maple. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-common-maple-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148740p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-common-maple-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148740p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Holly. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-holly-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148580p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-holly-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148580p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Aspen. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-aspen-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148673p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-aspen-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148673p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Birch. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-birch-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148678p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-birch-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148678p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
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The Common Alder. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-common-alder-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148686p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-common-alder-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148686p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Weeping Willow. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-weeping-willow-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-weeping-willow-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?curator=brainpicker
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The Wild Cherry. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-wild-cherry-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148698p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-wild-cherry-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148698p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Yew. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-yew-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148713p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-yew-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148713p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Hazel. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-hazel-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148716p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-hazel-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148716p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Vine. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-vine-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148721p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-vine-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148721p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The Bay and Palm. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-bay-and-palm-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148724p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-bay-and-palm-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148724p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Cedar. Available as a print. 

 

https://society6.com/product/the-cedar-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148726p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-cedar-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148726p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Mistletoe. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-mistletoe-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-mistletoe-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Hawthorn, or May. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-hawthorne-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148737p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-hawthorne-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148737p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Lime, or Linden Tree. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-linden-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148866p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-linden-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148866p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Elm. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-elm-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148857p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-elm-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148857p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Ash. Available as a print. 

https://society6.com/product/the-ash-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148860p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-ash-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148860p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              
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The Beech. Available as a print. 

Complement with Art Young’s imaginative Rorschach silhouettes of trees from the 1920s, Walt Whitman 

on the wisdom of trees, modern-day poetic naturalist Robert Macfarlane on what trees teach us about healthy 

relationships, and the inspiring illustrated story of Wangari Maathai’s tree-planting as resistance and 

empowerment, which made her the first African woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize, then revisit 

the stunning celestial art of the self-taught 17th-century German astronomer and artist Maria Clara Eimmart. 

 https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/06/sylvan-musings-hey/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

 

https://society6.com/product/the-beech-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148863p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/13/robert-macfarlane-underland-tree-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/13/robert-macfarlane-underland-tree-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/06/sylvan-musings-hey/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://society6.com/product/the-beech-from-the-spirit-of-the-woods-1849-benefiting-the-arbor-day-foundation_print?sku=s6-13148863p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker

